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Dedication

For my blue-eyed, curly-haired, mini-me who, at 5
years old, told me:

Mama, when you finish your butterfly book don’t write
another, okay? You never have time to play with me anymore.

 


 


 


 



Prologue

I pushed
open the door to his apartment and froze. The place was empty.
Totally bare. There were dents in the grey carpet where the couch
had been. Nails poked out of the wall, but the framed mirror that
hung there was gone.

My brain was slow at comprehending. I just
stood there, dumbfounded, trying to understand. What was happening?
Where was everything?

Paul stepped out of the back bedroom but
stopped when he saw me. He had a suitcase in one hand and the red
duffle bag I’d given him for his birthday slung over his shoulder.
“Allison?” he said, looking anywhere but at me. “What are you doing
here?”

I drew in a deep breath, trying to contain
the panic rising inside me. “I was going to surprise you with
dinner.” I glanced at the sack of groceries in my arm. “I haven’t
seen you for two days.” My mind was replaying recent conversations,
trying to recall if he’d mentioned anything about taking a trip. I
was drawing a blank. “Are, are you going somewhere?”

His baby blue eyes were dark and darted from
the wall to the floor to my face. He may have been at an absence
for words, but the look I got gave all the answers I needed.

“You’re leaving.” It was more of a statement
than a question.

He nodded so slightly that I wondered if I
had imagined it. “Look. I don’t know what I’m supposed to say here.
I thought it would be easier if I just went.”

“Went? Where?”

“I’m going to Toronto.”

It was like I was in a dream, disconnected
from my body and watching the scene unfold from somewhere else. The
detachment kept me from totally losing it.

“Toronto? As in Canada? Why?” My voice was
small and high in my throat.

He gnawed on his thumbnail, something he did
when he was agitated. “Jesus, Allie. Do we really have to do this?
Can’t you just let it be, without all the explication?”

I flinched. “Let what be? I don’t understand
what’s happening, Paul.” Actually I did, but I was holding onto the
hope that there was another explanation.

“I got a promotion. They need me in the
Toronto office.”

I shook my head, tears threatening to come.
“I can’t go to Toronto. I have too many obligations here, you know
that.”

He blew out a breath and gave me a long,
pitiful look. I knew then that there were no other
explanations.

“You don’t want me to go.” My voice was
deadpan as I stated that little truth. Whatever strength I was
using to contain my panic was about to shatter.

He continued to look at me as if I were some
pathetic little child. “Can you honestly say you’re happy?”

It felt like a loaded question. I closed my
eyes, hoping that when I opened them I’d awaken from this
nightmare.

But it wasn’t a dream. His grievances went
on, “It’s like we’re already married. Day after day, we do the same
damn things, have the same stupid conversations. I’m suffocating.
Aren’t you?” He paused, and if he was looking for me to give
conformation, I didn’t. I just stood there, unbelieving, watching
from my distant, detached perch. “I know you’ve got a lot of shit
on your plate right now, and I’ve tried to be supportive. Believe
me. It’s just too much. I feel like you’re sucking the life right
out of me.”

He then picked up his bags and walked past
me. Right out the door. Right out of my life.

 


 


 


 


 Chapter 1

 


Six months later…

 


My alarm went off at a quarter to six, but I
didn’t get up right away. Instead, I hit the snooze button and
buried my face in the soft flannel pillowcase. A vivid dream about
Chris Knots, the super-sexy frontrunner on this new reality TV
show, Superstardom, was rapidly fading from my mind.
Desperate to reclaim the details, I squeezed my eyes shut and
fought to remember. My efforts were mostly futile, however. Nothing
left but a few foggy scenes. A campfire on a beach somewhere, under
a blanket of stars…

I sat up and hugged my pillow, silently
chastising myself for fantasizing about a life I’d certainly never
know with a man I’d never even met. “Pull your head out of the
clouds, Allison,” I mumbled, tossing the blankets aside and
reaching over to switch off the alarm.

My phone buzzed. Two missed calls and a text,
both from days earlier. Would I ever get a message on time? I
really needed to stop by the store and talk to someone, but with
the jam-packed schedule I kept, getting my phone fixed was low on
the list of priorities.

Though my schedule was demanding, the days
weren’t necessarily exciting. At the age of twenty-four, my life
was a series of perfectly planned routines: get up around six, go
out to the kitchen, flip on the under-the-counter radio, and sip a
cup of coffee while I checked my email before getting ready for
work.

Life was expensive, and it was hard to make
ends meet. My younger sister Emily and I, along with her
four-year-old daughter, Molly, shared a small, two bedroom
apartment in the West Loop neighborhood of Chicago. It wasn’t much,
but we were comfortable. Along with the bedrooms, the apartment had
a spacious bathroom, a kitchen, and a cozy living room. The taupe
colored walls were dotted with pictures of loved ones: Molly as a
baby, dressed in a blue and white polka-dotted dress, Emily’s high
school graduation picture, Grams and Gramps on their thirty-fifth
wedding anniversary, and a snapshot of mom that was taken just a
month before she died. That last one was hard for me to look
at.

I had to tip-toe around all of Molly’s toys
to get out the door. They were scattered everywhere. Some days I
wondered if ‘kid’ was synonymous with ‘slob’.

After college, I got a job teaching Biology
to tenth graders. It was a lot of fun but didn’t pay enough for me
to make all my bills, so I gave it up after only a year. But I
loved teaching, so I went back to school and was working on my
Ph.D. I also spent time assisting my advising professor and tutored
the younger contestants behind the scenes of
Superstardom.

This was the show’s first season and, so far,
had been number one in its Monday night slot every week since its
premiere. The premise wasn’t all that original- talented musicians
competing each week, hoping to earn the title Superstar, a
check for a million bucks, and a big-label recording contract that
would launch their careers in the music industry. Originally
criticized as being a spinoff of American Idol, critics
quickly came to see that Superstardom was much more. While
Idol focused exclusively on vocal abilities,
Superstardom expanded the idea by demanding additional
talents. Contestants were in charge of all aspects of their
performance. Everything from the song choice and arrangement to the
stage lights and costumes were up to their discretion, giving the
judges a more complete picture of the contestants’ abilities as
entertainers.

A devoted fan of the original talent-search
show, I never dreamed that I’d get the opportunity to actually work
for one. Let’s just say that one of my friends knew someone who
knew someone else that was looking for someone qualified enough to
fill the position. Lucky for me, I had the necessary
credentials.

I had five students; two sixteen year-old
girls, Riley and Sabrina; seventeen year-old Melody; and two boys,
fifteen year-old Jimmy, and seventeen-year-old Sam. The law
required that they be schooled even while competing in Chicago, but
since they couldn’t attend their regular institutions, they were
stuck with me, Monday through Friday, from eight until noon. After
lunch they met with voice coaches, and their evenings were spent
working one-on-one with the band and choreographers. This schedule
was strictly followed five days a week. The high-school aged
contestants had to keep a much tighter routine than their adult
counterparts, who, not having to attend class every day, had more
freedom in scheduling their practice times.

I taught the basics- English, Literature,
Math, and Science, and had a fun day planned. We’d spent the last
few days working on professional writing and experimental
procedures, and I was going to integrate the two by letting the
kids design and perform an experiment of their choice and organize
their findings into a formal report.

The kids worked hard all morning. I was at my
desk, skimming through a chapter on quadratic equations (it had
been years since I’d had to solve those types of problems), when a
frustrated sigh caught my attention. Sam was at a computer,
struggling with formatting a graph. “I can’t figure out how to set
it up,” he complained, leaning forward and squinting against the
small font on the screen.

Sam was a typical California kid; tall and
tanned with sandy blonde hair that often hung in his face. He had a
crooked smile and a great sense of humor, and though I tried not to
have favorites among my students, he was just too easy to like.

I groaned and slammed my book shut. Making a
big show about having to get up out of my chair, I leaned back,
stretched my arms above my head, and twisted my torso from
side-to-side. This was one thing I loved about my job- teasing
these kids. I got to know them well, and we really enjoyed an
informal, friendly relationship.

I made it about halfway across the room but
stopped short when I saw Chris Knots, the very man of my dreams-
literally, leaning against the frame of the classroom doorway. He
was dressed in an old Metallica t-shirt and a pair of faded blue
jeans, but he wore it well. Any coherent thoughts I might have had
raced from my mind as our eyes locked.

This wasn’t the first time I’d seen him in
person- we’d walked past each other in the hallway a few times, and
once I even had the good fortune of standing behind him in line at
the studio’s snack bar. He was usually in a hurry, talking to
someone, or deep in thought, and never so much as looked at me
before, but I didn’t really expect much different. He was a star. I
was just, well, me.

Not blessed with the gift of being overly
witty or funny, I struggled at making conversation outside the
classroom. Emily enjoyed teasing me for being so serious and
working too much. I tried to loosen up, but it was awkward for me,
and I usually ended up saying something stupid and feeling
silly.

Nevertheless, I fought for control as he ran
those enchanting dark eyes over me, and I found myself wishing that
I had taken the time to do something more with my hair. It was
piled up on top of my head in a messy knot, a style I was all too
familiar with. I usually didn’t see the point in fixing it up.
Hoping that it hadn’t completely fallen to shambles, I reached up
and tucked a few loose auburn strands behind my ear.

“Hi, can I help you?” My racing heart and
sweaty palms made appearing normal difficult, but I managed to
speak with an even tone.

“I need to talk to Sam,” he said smoothly,
glancing in Sam’s direction, “but I can see he’s busy, so I’ll just
hang out here until you release him- if that’s okay.” He looked at
me expectantly, arching a thick eyebrow.

My eyes were drawn to his mouth. A dark soul
patch served well in accentuating his full, kissable lips. Lips I
couldn’t take my eyes off of.

“Um, yeah, of course,” I stuttered after
finding my voice.

I couldn’t believe myself. Here I was, a
college graduate student, feeling like a giddy schoolgirl. My heart
was up in my throat. “You’re more than welcome to come in, if you
want.” I nodded towards an empty desk.

“I’m fine here. Thanks, though.” He flashed
me one of his heart-throbbing smiles, making my heart lurch inside
my chest.

Eager to escape the awkwardness, I shrugged
and started to walk away when he offered his hand. Sam turned and
looked at him, and out of the corner of my eye I saw Chris grin and
wink.

He returned his attention to me. “I’m Chris,
by the way. Chris Knots. I don’t think we’ve met.”

His grip was strong and warm. An involuntary
shudder rocked my insides. “I know.”

The heat rose in my face when I realized what
I had said. “I mean, yeah, everyone knows you!”

The giggles of eavesdroppers erupted in the
room, but I did my best to ignore them.

He eyed me curiously and grinned. “You must
be Miss Banks?”

My mind was working in slow motion. I heard
him but was so focused on his impeccable mouth that it didn’t
immediately register that I was supposed to respond. “Oh! Yeah, of
course,” I stammered. “I’m Miss Banks. Actually, Allison, but
please, call me Allie, everyone else does. Well, except them.” I
gestured to the kids. “They call me Miss Banks.” My blush deepened.
Keep it together, you blubbering fool!

He looked like he was trying to hold back a
laugh. I hated that I was so flustered, especially in front of the
kids. Remembering that Sam was still waiting for me, I told Chris
he was welcome to wait and then excused myself.

I knelt next to Sam and took the mouse.
Chris’s presence filled the room, distracting me. I had to force
myself to concentrate on what I was doing. “Let me see. This new
Excel is so different from the old version.” It took me a long
minute to find the right menu. “Here we go. Your dependent variable
goes on the y-axis,” I instructed, dragging the cursor along. “And
the independent variable goes on the x. Does that help?”

Sam studied the screen and then flipped
through a black and white composition notebook. “Yeah, thanks Miss
Banks.” A wrinkle of concentration blemished his brow.

Melody raised her hand. “I need help.” She
brushed her long black bangs out of her eyes and looked at me from
the other side of the room. Chris still stood in the doorway.

“Sorry honey, I don’t offer the kind of help
you need,” I teased and grinned when she rolled her eyes.
Melody was by far the most mature of the group. The songs she sang
always had a jazzy sound, and she was well liked for the unusual
raspiness in her voice. More of a loner, she kept to herself and
preferred to sit away from the rest of the group. I liked to give
her a hard time about being so antisocial. She didn’t seem to mind
the attention.

After answering her question, I glanced at
the clock. It was a little past noon. With Chris still lurking by
the door, I felt self-conscious as I raised my voice to address the
class. “Listen up! Your experimental designs are due at the
beginning of class tomorrow, no exceptions. If you didn’t finish,
you’ll need to work on it tonight. We won’t be spending any time on
them in class tomorrow.”

The kids groaned. “Aw, Miss Banks! You’re so
mean!”

I chuckled and gave them a dismissive wave.
“You have no idea. See you all later, have a great afternoon.”

“Sam,” Chris called. He wrapped his arm
around Sam’s shoulders and said something I couldn’t hear.

Sam nodded. “I know! Dude, I told
you!” They both looked at me and laughed.

I had to wrestle down a wave of irritation. I
didn’t appreciate being laughed at.

I was gnawing the inside of my lower lip when
Chris turned to me. “Nice to have met you, Allie.” Before I could
respond, he and Sam were out the door.

I needed to get a grip. My heart was racing,
and my knees were actually weak. I went to my desk, dropped my head
into my hands, and sat in silence for a few minutes. What was I so
worked up about? Even before I became the butt of some inside joke,
I was ready to jump out of my skin. It was so out of character. I’d
never been the type to swoon over guys. Experience had taught me
first hand that love-at-first-sight and happily-ever-afters didn’t
exist. Sure, I looked at men and could appreciate a good one when I
saw one, and Chris was definitely a fine specimen, but who had time
for anything more? Certainly not me.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

The
first time I ever laid eyes on Chris was a few weeks ago, during
the show’s premiere. The host, a tall and dark-haired man named
Bradley McKnight, stepped out onto the wide, semi-circular
stage.

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” he called over the
roar of the audience. “It’s my great privilege to present to you
the final contestant of the night. From the lovely state of
Virginia, singing a rock-and-roll remake of the old Johnny Cash
song, I Walk the Line, is twenty-seven year-old Chris
Knots!”

Waves of applause rolled off the crowd as the
band began playing slow, rhythmic beats. Plumes of thick, white fog
swirled against the darkened stage. An orange strobe light
flickered, illuminating his silhouette as he walked out.

“Whoa.” The syllable was barely audible as it
escaped my lips. This was no ordinary man, not by any woman’s
standards. Graced with broad, confident shoulders, strong arms and
chest, his face was one that I could very easily lose myself
in.

In the spirit of Johnny Cash, Chris was
dressed in all black, but the look was personalized with a studded
belt and a long, silver chain. Throwing an intense stare out into
the audience, he gripped the microphone between both hands and in a
soft and deep voice, began the first verse.

The camera circled as he sang. I was
mesmerized, unable to pull my attention away from the TV screen.
Everything from his dark, chocolate brown eyes to his thick,
brooding eyebrows drew me in. A thin, perfectly angled beard shaped
the frame of his square jaw, contrasting his smooth, clean-shaven
head.

Though the lyrics hadn’t been changed, the
music was completely different from the original version. Chris had
transformed it into something much more contemporary. Featuring
electric guitars and drum solos, I wondered what Mr. Cash would
think of the remake.

Strobe lights flashed as the music quickened.
Chris licked his lips, took another deep breath, and began the
chorus. His voice, now quite loud, had a gritty, gravelly edge to
it.

Time stopped for those two minutes. Cheers
and screams could be heard throughout the entire performance, but
after he finished, the audience simply went wild.

The lights came back on as the camera pulled
away, releasing me from my trance. I took a deep breath and looked
around my cluttered living room as I tried to reclaim control over
my pounding pulse.

The camera settled back on him as he stood
before the judges. His chest heaved while he worked to catch his
breath, and his dark eyes sparkled with excitement. Sweat glistened
on his forehead, and he reached up to wipe his brow with the back
of one hand. After some time, the audience quieted down enough to
let the first judge speak.

Eddie Ortega, a short, skinny Hispanic man
who ran a large radio network, was almost as entertaining as the
performers. “Chrisss,” he said, dragging out the syllable with his
heavy Spanish accent. He brought his elbows together on the
tabletop and cocked his head in his hands. “That was, without a
doubt, the best performance of the night.”

The crowd roared their approval, and he
waited for them to quiet down before continuing. “You aren’t afraid
to push your limits. You know your boundaries well and took this
performance right to the edge.” He walked his first two fingers to
the side of the table, as if illustrating his comment. “Simply
amazing! I’m in love with you already.”

Eddie winked, and Chris wasn’t successful in
hiding a look of bewilderment. “Um, thanks?” He clasped his hands
behind his back and turned to the second judge.

Lucy was a senior editor for Billboard
Magazine. A woman of Asian descent with long, silky black hair,
she gave Eddie an annoyed look. “Would you stop it? We’re here to
judge. Flirt on your own time.” She turned to Chris. “Just ignore
him. The rest of us do.”

Eddie sat back in his chair, a pout on his
lips. “You just suck the love right of everything, don’t you?”

Lucy didn’t respond. Instead, she reached
back, gathered her hair, and pulled it over one of her shoulders.
“You passed the chill test,” she said.

Chris stood there, looking confused.

She laughed. “You gave me goosebumps!” she
said, holding out her arm. “You really have a strong stage
presence, Chris.” Screams from the audience made her pause. “Your
ability to excite the room is that of a well-seasoned professional.
I think you’ll go far in this competition.”

Chris bowed his head. “Thanks.”

“Oh no, thank you!”

Stella’s comments were usually direct, even
rude at times, and everyone was silent as the producer for MTV
gathered her thoughts. She stared at Chris over the thick frame of
her black cat-eye glasses. Her curly red hair was secured in a clip
on the back of her head, though some frizzy tendrils had escaped
and framed her face.

“You have a raw, natural talent,” she finally
said, her voice deep and rough like that of a heavy smoker. “You’re
really quite good.”

The audience applauded.

“However,” she interjected, raising her voice
and straightening up in her chair. “I’m just not sure you’re as
good as you think you are.”

People booed. Chris pressed his lips together
into a tight line and shifted his weight from one foot to the
other.

“Come on,” Eddie complained, leaning over the
table to glare at her. “He was incredible. You don’t have to abhor
everyone.”

“I don’t ‘abhor’ him,” she said, casting a
sharp glance at Eddie. “I just think he needs to be more
emotionally connected to his songs.” She raised a penciled eyebrow
and returned her stare to Chris. “You have the voice, and you’ve
certainly got the look. But you lack the passion.” She
paused. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?”

The pre-recorded anthem of the show blared,
indicating it was time to wrap things up. Bradley joined Chris on
the stage. “So Chris, this talk about passion, what do you think?
Are you lacking in that department?”

Chris narrowed his eyes and ran a finger
across his bottom lip. “Me, personally? Hell, no.” He laughed and
winked at Stella, who shifted in her seat. “My music? Maybe.”

My skin tingled as he flashed a stunning,
heart-stopping smile into the camera. From that moment forward, I
was no longer in control. I was addicted.

***

A familiar whistle brought me out of my
trance. I blinked a few times and looked up when Jake came in the
room.

“Hey ya, gorgeous! How’s my favorite
blue-eyed gal?” Jake was Sam’s older brother. He was also a genius
when it came to technical stuff. He was offered his job here before
Sam had even auditioned. Word around the studio was that Sam only
got on the show because of Jake, but I didn’t agree. Sam was full
of talent.

He propped his foot up on one of the chairs
and brushed his blonde hair out of his eyes, flashing me the same
crooked grin I had seen on Sam just minutes before. Like his
brother, Jake fit the California stereotype to a T. He was tan,
slender, and quite the ladies man. At the age of twenty-six Jake
had a more solid build than Sam, but the two brothers truly
resembled each other.

“Hi!” I flashed him a grin. “Tell me, how are
you holding up? Is this cold weather killing you yet?” The frigid
Chicago February had to be a shock compared to the warm, sunny
climate of Los Angeles.

“Nah, it’s not so bad. Whenever I need
warming up, I come find you, babe.” He walked over to my desk,
stood behind me, and pressed his strong fingers into the space
between my shoulder blades. I felt his warm breath on my neck as he
leaned forward and whispered, “Got plans tonight? We could pick up
where we left off.”

Jake was a good guy. A bit of a player, but
his heart was in the right place. We went out a few times at the
start of the season, but it was never anything serious. Our
friendship was strong, though, and I trusted him and enjoyed his
company.

One night last week we ended up in his hotel
room. He’d rented a movie, and I was actually quite interested to
watch it, but the bottle of wine we shared over pizza had gone
straight to my head. Things had almost gone too far. Lucky for me,
Emily called. She needed me to stop by the store and pick up some
children’s Tylenol on my way home because Molly was running a
fever. Needless to say, I wasted no time in gathering my things and
heading out.

I couldn’t see us ever getting serious about
each other. But then again, I couldn’t see Jake getting serious
about anyone. I was really glad that I hadn’t made the mistake of
becoming another notch on his bedpost. Since then I had been trying
to keep things casual between us. I didn’t want to jeopardize our
friendship by making it something more than it really was.

Yet, despite my best efforts to keep it cool,
his intentions were all too clear. His hands were inching down my
back. I was uncomfortable and about to tell him to stop when Sam
walked in. Chris was three steps behind him.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt,” Sam said,
grinning when he saw us. “I forgot my keys.”

I wriggled free of Jake’s grip. “You didn’t
interrupt anything.”

Sam looked back and forth between the two of
us. “Uh-huh, sure.” He pulled a chair back and got on his hands and
knees to search under a table.

“I’m busy tonight,” I said to Jake. “I’m at
the university ‘til five, and then I’ll watch Molly while Emily’s
at work. You can come over and hang out with us if you want. We’ll
probably have hot dogs and watch Cinderella.” Hopefully the
idea of spending the evening with a four-year-old would put a kink
into whatever romantic schemes he had going.

I watched Sam rummage around the floor. Chris
leaned an elbow against the wall, the threads of his T-shirt
straining against his thick bicep. I couldn’t tell if he was
listening to me and Jake or not.

“Got it,” Sam said, holding up a silver
keychain. “See ya, Jake. Miss Banks.” He waved over his
shoulder.

Jake was still looking at me. “You have such
a crazy schedule,” he said. “I can’t ever keep up. Rain check on
the hot dogs though, okay? I think I’ll call a few of the guys and
see if they want to hit the clubs tonight.”

I lifted my shoulders in a half-shrug and
tried to look disappointed. “Your loss.” I was actually glad he was
going out. With any luck he would find someone willing to fulfill
his carnal needs and take that attention away from me. “Well, I
need to get going, so if I don’t see you later, have fun
tonight!”

He was quiet as I gathered up my things. The
way he looked at me made me uneasy. His eyes were glued to my face,
but he was miles away.

“Everything okay, Jake?”

His brows inched towards his hairline as he
came back down to Earth. “Yeah. Why?”

***

Thursday afternoon Chris showed up during the
last few minutes of class and hung out in my doorway. I didn’t
understand why- he knew I didn’t release the kids until twelve. He
left again with Sam, except this time he didn’t even acknowledge
me.

A sting of disappointment reached my cheeks.
Sure, he was on his way to a life of fame and fortune, and I was
only the hired help, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t at least say
hello. And what was up with him hanging around Sam, anyway? He had
ten years on the kid.

I sighed, resigned. At least I hadn’t been
laughed at again.

I was glad when he didn’t show up on
Friday.

After the kids left for lunch, I filled my
arms with books and folders, preparing to head home. Clutching
everything with one hand while using the other to dig in my pocket
for keys, I lost my battle with gravity and dropped everything.

“Dammit!” Papers scattered across the white
tile of the hallway.

I heard a laugh and looked up to see Chris
heading in my direction. “Looks like you could use a book bag.”

“Thank you, Captain Obvious,” I muttered to
myself. My last one had fallen apart in the washing machine. I
hadn’t had a chance to replace it.

If he heard the comment, he showed no
indication. Surprising me, he knelt down and gathered some of my
papers. “I hope these weren’t in any kind of order.”

I looked at them hopelessly. “Well they sure
aren’t anymore.”

He reached past me and picked up two books,
giving me a whiff of his cologne. It was musky, smelling of
sandalwood and amber, and I inhaled deeply as he studied the cover
of a tattered copy of Persuasion.

“Jane Austen fan?”

“Yeah, she’s my favorite.” I took another
deep breath, enjoying the effect his smell had on my olfactory
nerves.

“My sister is a big fan of hers, too.” He
stared at the other heavy, hardbound book and slowly read the
title, “Recombinant DNA Technology- Bioinformatics and
Applications.” The corners of his lips folded down. “You read this
for pleasure?”

I wrinkled my nose. “That one’s not such a
page turner. It’s for a class.” I described my university life- I
worked at the school Tuesday and Thursday afternoons and took a
graduate class every Wednesday night until ten.

“Wow, you’ve got a lot going on.”

“I stay busy,” I agreed as he handed me the
last of the papers. “Thank you.”

He smiled, stood, and dusted off his pants.
“Okay. Looks like you’re good to…” His voice trailed off when our
eyes met. He dropped his gaze and cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll
see you later.”

He took a few steps backwards then turned on
his heel and walked off.

Chris Knots, I thought to myself,
keenly aware of the considerable attraction I felt towards him.
Nothing but trouble, an unnecessary complication. I already
had a hard enough time staying focused on what really mattered; I
certainly didn’t need him getting in the way.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

February
thirteenth was Emily’s twenty-first birthday. It fell on a
Saturday, and she took the night off from her waitressing job so we
could go out and celebrate. Mrs. Johnson, a widow who lived across
the hall, absolutely adored Molly and volunteered to take her for
the night.

Emily wanted to go to Maury’s. It was an
upscale Chicago club- complete with a thick, green velvet rope and
a massive doorman blocking the entrance. The only people he allowed
through were dressed like celebrities. I didn’t think my ten dollar
clearance-rack heels from Target would quite make the cut.

“What makes you think we’ll get in?”

Emily gave me a reassuring pat. “Don’t worry,
I know a guy.”

I could feel my eyes begin to narrow. “A
guy?”

“Yes, Allie. A guy. You know, someone of the
male species? You should try it sometime. Don’t give me that look!”
she said when I wrinkled my nose. “I waited on him yesterday at
lunch. We got to talking, and he asked if I’d ever been to the
club. He’s working the front door tonight and said he could get us
in.”

“Really? But what if-.”

“Would you stop worrying? Everything will be
fine, trust me!”

I wasn’t so sure.

“You remind me of Mom,” she continued. “She
was always so uptight about everything. Loosen up and live a
little, let’s have some fun tonight!”

Emily must have seen me flinch. It had been
almost three years since Mom’s accident, and while I did my best to
cope, her death had left an emptiness that couldn’t be filled.

She linked her fingers between mine. “Sorry.
I miss her too. I was just trying to say-”

“No, it’s okay,” I said, squeezing her hand.
“You’re right; I promise to try and have a good time tonight.”

She planted a kiss on my hand and then
trotted right up to the doorman. Flashing him a bright smile, she
tossed her hair over her shoulder and batted her eyelashes. It
never ceased to amaze me that we were sisters. We were so
opposite.

“John, hi! Remember me?” she said, brushing a
polished fingernail down his forearm. “You said you could get us in
tonight, so here we are!”

“Emily!” he said, pulling her into a tight
hug. He wasn’t discrete about sliding his hand down over her
backside. Emily sure knew how to pick winners.

“This is my sister, Allie,” she giggled,
yanking on my arm.

He said hello but didn’t take his eyes off
her. It used to bother me that Emily always got the attention when
it came to guys, but anymore I just expected it. Her long,
strawberry blonde hair fell past her shoulders, and her soft brown
eyes were always smiling. Her outgoing, bubbly personality made up
for her petite frame, and she was the queen of vogue, always
dressing according to the latest style. I often told her that she
should go to fashion school. She could take random pieces of
clothing and put them together to create any look she wanted.

I, on the other hand, was lucky to find a
pair of matching socks. My fair skin was sensitive, so I wore very
little makeup and was all thumbs when it came to styling my own
hair. Hence the frequency of the knot. Emily was well aware of my
incompetencies and had therefore insisted on dressing me tonight.
According to her, the coppery colored eye shadow she used made my
blue eyes pop- she actually made that sound with her lips when she
told me so, and with the aid of a small barrel curling iron, she
spiraled my auburn hair into an explosion of tight, bouncy
ringlets. I wore a pair of snug black pants that hugged my butt a
little too tightly, a slinky silver tank, and a red, low-cut,
wrap-around sweater. My only contributions to the outfit were the
ten dollar heels and a pair of cheap chandelier earrings.

John pulled back the rope and gestured for us
to go in. “Ladies, have a good time!” He lowered his voice and
nudged Emily. “Call me.”

We stepped into a narrow, dimly lit entryway.
The muted bass coming from the club vibrated through the walls. A
second, larger door opened up to the main area. Deafening music
thumped out of enormous speakers while colored lights bounced
around the room. Tall round tables were set up around a crowded
dance floor.

Emily grabbed my hand and pulled me towards
the bar. “Come on, let’s get a drink. What do you want?”

“Bacardi and pineapple juice.” She lifted her
eyebrows; I wasn’t normally one to drink hard liquor. “What?” I
said defensively, grinning. “You told me to loosen up and have a
good time tonight, right?”

“I did,” she said, still eying me doubtfully.
“Just don’t make me regret it. I don’t want to have to carry you
out of here.”

She ordered a wine cooler, and we walked
around and searched for an open table. “This is something,
huh?”

Her energy was contagious, and I couldn’t
help but smile. “It sure is! I have to admit, I wasn’t too sure
about this place, but this is going to be a great night.” I tipped
my glass to her, and we both giggled. “Happy Birthday, Emily!”

“Cheers to that!”

We sat down at a small table in the back
corner of the room. The dance floor was packed. Several clusters of
people were dancing to the fast-paced remix, and a crowd of
onlookers stood nearby. “Wanna dance?” I asked, swallowing the rest
of my drink.

I stood briefly but fell back onto my stool
when I saw Chris Knots leaning over a large table with others from
the show. A tall blonde with legs up to her neck was pressing
herself against him. Cynthia, one of the other Superstardom
contestants. I watched in amazement as she whispered something into
his ear and snaked a seductive finger down his arm. I wondered if
they were an item.

Emily followed my stare. “What?”

“Nothing,” I lied, dropping my eyes to the
floor. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about Chris
Knots.

“You look like you saw a ghost. What was it?”
She scanned the club. It didn’t take long for her to spot them. “Oh
my God!” she gasped, her eyes round. “The Stars are here! Allie,
you have to introduce me.”

“No.” I shook my head. “I actually don’t know
them.” Besides the kids, Chris was the only one I’d ever spoken to.
And it wasn’t like we’d had any kind of real conversation.

“You do work there, with them, right? You see
them every day.”

“I see them sometimes, but that doesn’t mean
I talk to them. I teach the younger ones, you know, who aren’t old
enough to be in a place like this.” I rattled the ice in my glass
and looked back over at the Stars. “The others all keep to
themselves.”

Emily glared at me, her lips pulled into a
pout of disapproval. “Gosh, Allie. If I worked there, they would
all know me.”

I didn’t argue with that. Emily had no
problem talking to people she didn’t know- another thing that made
us so different.

“You’re too shy!” she complained. “How do you
expect to meet new people if you never talk to anyone?”

“I talk,” I said defensively.

“The kids don’t count, Allie.” She sat back
down, leaned towards me, and examined my face. “You’re not telling
me something.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I
sucked in my lips, the way I always did when I wasn’t being
entirely truthful.

“Don’t hold out on me. It’s my birthday; you
have to tell.”

I looked at her for a minute, surprised at
how well she could read me. “Okay, fine. I talked to Chris Knots,”
I admitted, looking back over at his group. “I dropped my stuff in
the hall, and he helped me pick it up. We chatted for a minute. No
big deal.” I took a long swallow from Emily’s wine cooler.

“Hey! Get your own.” She snatched the bottle
out of my hand and looked over at him. “What was he like?”

“Aside from being really hot?”

She nodded eagerly.

“Kind of a jerk.”

“Really? What makes you think so?”

I told her about how he interrupted my class.
“Tuesday he practically laughed in my face, and Thursday he
completely ignored me.” I watched him for a minute. He was
performing a dance move that resembled a lawn sprinkler. He held
one hand behind his head, his elbow sticking out to the side, and
his other arm was extended out in front of him. His torso twisted
around in a jerky, circular motion, and everyone, including him,
rolled with laughter.

Emily frowned. “Oh come on; that doesn’t make
him a jerk.” She got up and pushed her stool aside. “Come on, let’s
go talk to him.”

“Absolutely not!” I remained firmly planted
in my seat. “I have to work with these people, and I refuse to make
an idiot out of myself. He already has plenty of people to talk
to.”

Emily groaned. “You are so boring, Allie! You
promised to have fun tonight.” She stuck out her lower lip.

“That only works with Molly,” I laughed,
picturing my niece’s pouty face. No doubt who she learned it from.
“I did promise you a good time, so let’s forget about them and go
dance.”

“Fine,” she huffed, “let’s go.”

Cher’s electronically enhanced voice filled
the room.

“I love this song!” Emily said, thrusting her
hips from side to side and throwing her hands up over her head.

I enjoyed watching her dance. She was so free
and alive, like she didn’t have a care in the world. Wanting to be
more like her, I closed my eyes and danced too, relaxing as the
alcohol worked its warmth throughout my body. It felt good to let
loose- it had been way too long.

We danced straight through three songs. By
the time the next one came on I was overheated and sticky with
sweat. Emily had found another partner, so I made my way to the bar
for another drink.

It was busy. The three bartenders couldn’t
keep up. The man to my left ordered something called a Painkiller,
and I curiously watched as the bartender mixed together a dark
colored rum, coconut cream, and pineapple-orange juice. It looked
good, despite the gruesome name, and I was about to get one for
myself when someone behind me called out an order. “Two Captain and
Cokes, please.”

Fully intending to educate this rude person
about taking turns, I turned around to find Chris. The blood
drained from my face as he clapped me on the shoulder. “Hey!” His
eyes were wide as they ran down and then back up my frame. “Wow,
you look amazing.” He paid for the drinks and handed one to me. “I
don’t know what you like, hopefully this is okay.”

“Oh! Thanks.” I decided against giving him
the lecture on manners and instead took a sip from the tumbler.

Amusement touched the corners of his lips. “A
teacher who drinks. Isn’t that illegal or something? I thought you
all were supposed to be hermits who live in your classrooms.”

“Ha, ha. So funny.”

He said something else, but the music was too
loud. I pointed to my ear and shook my head, signaling that I
couldn’t hear.

“Do you wanna dance?” he asked, a bit louder
than before.

I thought about it for an entire second but
decided it was probably better if I just steered clear of this guy.
I didn’t trust myself to keep my head, especially with the alcohol
in my system. Getting involved with him was the last thing I
needed. Even though he was sexy as hell.

“No. Sorry, I’m here with my sister.”

He looked taken aback, as if I’d caught him
off guard. Poor baby, I thought, trying to stifle a laugh.
He wasn’t used to rejection.

“Oh, come on, one won’t hurt. I won’t tell
anyone.” His dark eyes burned into mine, daring me to refuse
again.

All my willpower melted away. It wasn’t
fair.

He had all kinds of wild moves I couldn’t
keep up with. I mostly just stood there, bending my knees and
swinging my hips while he danced circles around me. At one point,
he pulled my arms up over my head and spun me around. I twirled
like a stiff board, nearly toppling to one side. “Loosen up!” he
laughed.

I was relieved when a slower song came on.
Taking one of my hands into his own, he pushed the other against
the small of my back and pulled me close. He was at least six
inches taller than me; the top of my head didn’t even reach the
bottom of his chin. The combination of dancing, alcohol, and being
pressed up against his hard body had me sizzling. Streams of sweat
trickled down my back.

He rested the side of his chin against my
sweaty temple. “Are you having fun?”

“Yes,” I said, feeling dazed. It felt like
warm, smooth honey was circulating through my veins.

“Good.” He tilted his head down and focused
on me and me alone, despite all the other people around us. Moving
slowly and purposefully, as if he were looking for some excuse to
touch me, he reached up and swept a damp curl off my forehead.

I was speechless, rendered in a dreamlike
state, when, out of nowhere, a crowd of people- adoring fans, most
likely- advanced towards him and pushed me off to the side.

And just like that, I was released from
whatever trance he had put me in. Leaving him to his fans, I went
back to my table and thought about what had just happened. It was
like he’d taken complete control of my mind, put me under some sort
of spell. Never before had I felt so powerless.

Chris Knots wasn’t just some random cute guy
off the street. He knew exactly what he was doing. I wondered how
many women had fallen victim to his charms, found themselves
defenseless against that smile. I was really going to have to keep
my guard up with this one.

Emily was by my side in no time. “Please tell
me you were just dancing with Chris Knots. I thought I saw it, but
I just can’t believe it.”

“Yes, Emily, I was just dancing with Chris
Knots.” I was struggling to wrap my mind around it myself.

She squealed. “That calls for another round.
I’ll be right back.”

Within minutes she returned, juggling a
couple of wine coolers and two shot glasses filled with a red
liquid.

We downed the shots, and I grimaced as the
sharp alcohol burned my insides. “Who were you dancing with?”

She shrugged and glanced in his direction. “I
have no idea. Although he is kind of cute.”

About an hour and who knows how many drinks
later, Emily and I went back out onto the dance floor. Somehow we
ended up next to Chris’s group. I glared at Emily, but she just
gave me an innocent smile.

“Where did you go?” Chris shouted over the
music, looking genuinely surprised to see me. “I’ve been looking
all over for you. I thought you’d left!”

“Nope, just hangin’ out.” I nodded towards
the corner where we had been sitting. “This is my sister, Emily.
Emily, Chris Knots.”

“Chris! It’s so nice to meet you in person!
We’re all big fans!” She covered his hand with both of hers and
shook it forcefully.

“Sisters, huh?” He looked at me and then back
at Emily. “I never would have guessed.”

The leggy blonde from earlier wrapped a
possessive arm around Chris’s waist. “Hi, I’m Cynthia,” she said in
a sing-song voice. “But you probably already knew that.”

I nodded and held out my hand. “Allison
Banks.” She squeezed my fingers and then put her hand on Chris’s
chest.

I’d seen Cynthia’s performances on the show
and always thought her to be extremely pretty, but she was even
more striking in person. She was tall and athletic and looked like
a supermodel in her short skirt and sequined, scoop-necked top. Her
blonde hair was piled on top of her head, but a few strands had
fallen loose and hung in her face, giving her a sexy, tousled
look.

She was like a goddess, Aphrodite herself
sent down from the heavens above to humble the rest of us ordinary
people. Her complexion was flawless, and there wasn’t an ounce of
flab on her toned and slender figure. I wasn’t overweight by
anyone’s standards, but my soft and curvy body seemed plump
compared to hers.

“How do you two know each other?” She looked
at Chris and then back at me.

“Allie works for the show. She tutors the
kids.”

Cynthia didn’t seem too interested. The way
she glared at me from under her long mascara-coated lashes told me
that she wanted his attention all to herself. I was more than happy
to oblige.

“I need another drink. You want anything,
Em?”

“We should probably get going, actually.” She
turned to Chris. “We’ve been hitting it hard all night, and she’s a
lightweight.”

Cynthia laughed. It was a hollow, fake sound;
a belittling sneer that someone would make at another, lesser
person’s expense. I decided I didn’t like her.

But Chris’s smile only widened. “Maybe we
should get you some water.” He took my arm and led me away from the
dance floor. “Wouldn’t want that pretty little head of yours to
hurt too much in the morning.”

“I’m fine. Really,” I added when he gave me a
sideways glance. “Don’t worry about…” I tripped over my own foot
and nearly ran into a table.

“Whoa, careful,” he said, helping me to
regain my balance. He raised an eyebrow and flashed me a shameless
grin. “What was that you were saying?”

I pressed my palms firmly against his chest.
It was solid beneath my hands, and I stood on my tiptoes and tipped
my head back to look up into his face. “I think you’re
trouble.”

His lips curved into a playful smile. “You
say it like it’s a bad thing.”

“I bet you don’t get told ‘no’ very often.”
The alcohol must have really taken over because there is no way I
would have been so bold had I been sober.

He stepped forward, closing the gap between
us. Our bodies were so close that I could feel the heat radiating
off him. He cocked his head when he spoke. “You did. You thought
you could get out of dancing with me.”

I gawked, not knowing what to say. My
thoughts were getting fuzzy.

His grin widened. “It wasn’t hard to get you
to change your mind. I bet I could do it again.”

I swallowed hard, feeling that sense of
powerlessness, like I was under some kind of spell. The strange
thing was that I didn’t mind. I kind of liked it. “I’ll have no
problem sticking to it next time.” The words came out with more
confidence than I felt.

He asked the bartender for a bottle of water
and then turned to me. “How are you and your sister getting home
tonight?”

I stared at him awhile before answering. The
gears were spinning slowly. “I don’t know. A taxi, I guess.”

“Good. I don’t think either of you need to be
driving. I’ve got a rental; I could give you a ride. Where do you
live?”

I blinked hard a few times, trying to regain
my center of balance as the room started to spin. “Emily and I
share an apartment in the West End Complex. A few blocks from the
studio.”

“Yeah, I know that place.” He glanced at his
watch. “It’s almost two. Are you ready to go?”

“It’s that late? Really?” I reached for his
wrist and tried to focus on the hands of his watch, but I couldn’t
decide which of the four hands I should be focusing on.

He put his arm around my shoulders. “So? How
about a ride?”

“You’re sweet, but no need to trouble
yourself. I don’t mind catching a cab.”

“I wouldn’t offer if I thought it was
trouble. It would give me peace of mind knowing you get home
safely. There are a lot of crazies out this time of night, you
know? What would the kids say if you were a no-show on Monday?”

The thought made me laugh. “They would
probably throw a party.” I held up my water bottle and pretended to
preach. “Miss Banks is allowed to live a life outside the classroom
too, you know.”

“Touché!” He waved his hand in salute as he
took a few steps back, bowed, and walked away.

I wondered what Cynthia would have said about
him taking Emily and me home. The thought was quickly replaced with
a sense of panic as the room took on a violent whirl. I plopped
down on a stool and, feeling sick, leaned forward and rested a
cheek on the bar.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 4

When I
woke up my head was pounding. My mouth tasted like something that
had been pulled from a clogged drain. I was in my bed wearing my
old White Sox shirt. Odd. I had no memory of coming home or
changing my clothes.

Emily was still asleep, so after washing my
face and brushing my teeth, twice, I went across the hall to gather
Molly from Mrs. Johnson. As usual, she refused to take any money. I
think she enjoyed her time with Molly just as much as Emily and I
had enjoyed our night out.

It wasn’t too much longer before Emily
stumbled into the kitchen. She put a slice of bread in the toaster.
“Morning,” she said, propping her elbows on the counter. “I had fun
last night. Thanks.”

I poured a glass of orange juice and popped a
couple Advil in my mouth. “Yeah, me too. I sure am paying for it
this morning though.”

“Ah, well, what’s the fun without the morning
after? It was worth it.”

“Do you think so?” I wasn’t sure I agreed.
The way my pulse was pounding in my temples made me think my whole
head might just explode.

“Chris sure seemed to enjoy your company.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Much more than he did Cynthia’s. Did you
notice how she was hanging all over him? It was so obvious he
wanted nothing to do with her.”

Cynthia. I had a vague recollection of her on
the dance floor but couldn’t quite put all the pieces together.
“Yeah, was she amazing or what?”

Emily’s face pulled into a grimace. “I’ll go
with the ‘or what.’ She looked like a hooker.”

I nodded as fragmented memories came to
surface. “She was a total bitch, wasn’t she?”

“It’s true,” Emily said, spreading butter
across her hot toast.

I swallowed the last of my juice and sat down
at the table. “I don’t remember coming home.” Or getting
undressed.

She laughed and then groaned. “Oh, you’re
killing me.” She closed her eyes and rubbed a spot in the middle of
her forehead. She then looked at me with a grin that would rival
that of the Cheshire cat. “That doesn’t surprise me. You passed out
in his car.”

His? “What car?”

I didn’t think it was possible, but her grin
got even bigger. “Chris’s. He carried you up here and put you in
bed.”

Holy shit.

I studied her expression, hoping to find some
trace of ridicule, but her cheesy ass smile gave nothing away. “Oh
my God! Are you kidding me?”

She bit into her toast and chewed. “’Fraid
not, sister!”

I picked at a thread on the hem of my shirt.
She seemed to read my mind. “Don’t worry. He was a total gentleman.
He put you in bed and left. I undressed you.”

I dropped my forehead to the tabletop, partly
from relief. If only I could remember. “Oh, Em!” I whined, turning
to look at her. “How could you let me do that?”

She covered her smile with a napkin. “Don’t
worry about it. I think he enjoyed himself. I think he kind of
enjoyed you, too.”

Her eyes followed me as I got up and headed
for the bathroom. A wave of nausea had my insides doing
somersaults. “You’re insane,” I called over my shoulder.

A few minutes later she came in and found me
lying on the soft grey rug next to the toilet. “You gonna be
okay?”

“I’m fine,” I groaned without opening my
eyes. I was afraid if I moved something else might find its way
back up.

“Are you sure?”

With much effort, I eased up to a sitting
position and leaned against the tub. The porcelain was cool through
the thin material of my shirt. “Yes. Go. I have a lot of work to
do.”

She twisted the cap off a bottle of
Listerine. “I’m taking Molly with me, so the place should be quiet
for you.”

“Okay.” I took a swig of mouthwash. It burned
against the inside of my mouth, and I spit it in the toilet.

Emily dampened a washcloth and tossed it to
me. “I’ll see you later. Get some rest.”

“I will.” I wiped my face but made no attempt
to get up off the floor.

Emily and Molly headed out, and I was
grateful for the peace and quiet. I decided to take a bath to try
and clear my head. The hot water was soothing, and I felt myself
start to relax.

Something startled me awake. I don’t know how
long I’d been sitting in the tub, but when I opened my eyes, the
water had cooled. There was a faint knock on the front door.

“Just a minute, I’m coming,” I yelled,
jumping out of the tub. I pulled on my short, fuzzy pink robe and
found Jake in the hall outside my apartment.

“Hi! What are you doing here?” I held the
front of my robe shut as he followed me into the kitchen. My
stomach was still churning, and I hoped a cup of hot peppermint tea
would help settle it.

“Good morning to you, too.” He shook off a
charcoal colored coat and hung it over the back of a chair. “Geez,
babe, you’re a mess.”

“Em and I went out last night. We got home
late.” I filled a tarnished copper kettle with water. It had
belonged to my mom.

“You went out without me? Where’d you
go?”

“Maury’s. Ever been there?”

“Nope, but I’ve heard good things.” His eyes
lingered on the bare skin of my chest. My stupid robe wouldn’t stay
closed, and I felt naked. His gawking didn’t help.

“Will you give me a minute? I’m gonna get
dressed.”

He stepped in front of me, blocking my way.
“Why? I don’t mind. You look good in nothing.” His voice was
suggestive.

I ignored the comment and walked past him to
my room.

“What’s the occasion?” I shouted from down
the hall as I dried off and pulled on a pair of yoga pants.

“I was hoping we could eat hot dogs and watch
a princess movie.” He laughed at his own joke. “I brought you
something.”

“What for?” I poked my head out the door and
glanced at him.

He held up a red, heart-shaped box. “Happy
Valentine’s Day.”

“Oh…”

“You forgot, didn’t you? Geez, Allie. It’s
only the most romantic day of the year. Candy, flowers, love…” He
drug out the syllable of the last word.

My stomached flipped. No wonder I felt like
crap. This was the most sickening day of the year. “More like
cavities, allergies, and heartache,” I mumbled as I dug a t-shirt
out of my drawer.

“What?” He was standing in my doorway.

“Hey!” I shrieked, holding the shirt against
my bare chest. “A little privacy, please!”

He didn’t go. Instead, he came into my room,
wrapped his arms around my naked shoulders, and nuzzled my neck.
“You smell good. Coconut?”

I wiggled free of his grip. “Jake, this isn’t
a good idea.” Aside from the fact that my stomach felt like an
off-balance washing machine, I didn’t want to be with him this way.
It was uncomfortable.

He ran his fingertips up and down the bare
skin of my arms. “Why not? I think it’s a great idea.”

I turned away from him and pulled the t-shirt
down over my head. I then folded my arms across my chest. “Jake,” I
said, my voice stern.

He shushed me. “Don’t say anything. I have to
tell you something first.”

Shit. Ignoring his attempts at
seduction wasn’t working.

We both jumped when the doorbell rang. I was
never more grateful for an interruption in all my life.

“You expecting someone?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Would you mind
getting it?” The kettle whistled in the background. “I should turn
off the stove.”

I listened from the kitchen as Jake opened
the door, but I couldn’t tell who he was talking to.

When I saw who followed him in, I was so
surprised that I backed into the counter and almost scalded myself
with my hot tea. “Chris! Um, hi.” I reached up and touched my damp
hair, trying to smooth it out. I hadn’t gotten a chance to run a
brush through it yet.

Jake flashed me a wondrous look from the
other side of the room. I shook my head, silently begging him not
to say anything.

Chris’s eyes darted between me and Jake. “How
are you?”

“Um, fine. You?”

“I’m alright.” He held up a coat. My coat.
“You left this in the car last night. You might need it; it’s
chilly.”

“Oh, thanks.” I glanced at Jake. He was
leaning against the counter, listening to every word. “And thanks
for bringing us home, by the way. I owe you one.”

Chris smirked and handed me a small paper
sack. “I thought you might need these, too.”

Inside was a bottle of ibuprofen. A small red
bow was stuck to the cap. “Ha ha,” I said, shaking the container.
The pills rattled inside.

“Like I said, we couldn’t have our little
ones without a teacher tomorrow morning. Happy Valentine’s Day, by
the way.”

I tried to think of something clever to say
but came up with nothing. “Yeah, you too.”

Silence filled the room. The three of us just
stood there and exchanged awkward glances. Chris was the first one
to speak. “I should get going. I have to get to rehearsal. Just
wanted to get your coat back to you." He looked at Jake before
heading for the door. “See ya.”

Jake remained planted against my counter, his
arms folded across his chest. “Later.”

I followed him to the front door and wasn’t
sure if it was my imagination, or if Chris actually lingered a bit
too long in the doorway before finally turning and walking away. I
shut the door and rested my forehead against it. When I turned to
go back to the kitchen, Jake was on my heels.

“Chris Knots, huh? What exactly did you do
last night?”

“I told you, Emily and I went out. It was her
birthday.”

“With Chris Knots? That must have been some
party.” One side of his mouth folded down into a frown.

“No, not with him. He was just there. We ran
into each other. Why the third degree?”

He shrugged, but it was obvious something was
bothering him. “Just curious. Why didn’t you call? I’d have
come.”

***

Monday morning rolled around way too soon. I
got to work with no time to spare. Riley and Sabrina were sitting
on the floor by my classroom door. “Morning, ladies,” I said,
putting my key in the lock.

They both giggled and followed me in. Jimmy
came in behind us, wearing an uncharacteristically huge smile. “Hi,
Miss Banks! Did you have a nice weekend?” He was awfully friendly
for as early as it was.

“I’m fine. How are you?” I asked, a bit
skeptical.

Before he responded, Sam came in. He took one
look at me and busted up laughing. The other three followed
suit.

Melody scowled at her classmates as she
strolled in and set her stuff down. “What’s so funny?” Sam handed
her something, a newspaper, and her eyes grew wide as she read.
“No,” she gasped and looked at me.

“What?” I demanded. “What are you laughing
at?” Giggles were all I got in response.

Melody held out the paper, and I snatched it
from her.

Some of the Stars had made headlines. It
wasn’t all that uncommon considering how popular the show was, but
I froze when I saw the picture. It was Chris and me, dancing at
Maury’s. My head was leaning on his shoulder, his arms wrapped
around my waist.

 


Chris Knots and fellow Stars were spotted hanging out
at local club Maury’s on Saturday night. The Stars were greeted by
many fans, including Allison Banks, as seen in the picture above.
Knots refused to comment on his relationship with Banks. She is the
youth teacher on the set of the show…

 


The kids were silent and watched closely as I
read. I only skimmed through the first paragraph before handing the
article back to Sam. I’d seen enough.

“Miss Banks, I’m your favorite, aren’t I?”
Sam asked.

Why he would choose that particular moment to
ask me something like that was beyond me. I was really irritated at
him, and I still hadn’t forgotten about last week when he and Chris
had laughed at me. It seemed to be turning into a habit.

“Do you think you are?” I kept my expression
blank.

He nodded. “Yep. Sure do.”

“Then that’s all that matters,” I replied
candidly.

The other kids laughed.

Sam stared at me for a second, confounded,
and then asked Melody if she had any ice.

“No, why?” she asked.

“I just got burned.”

***

The snack bar was by no means the greatest
place to eat, but it was conveniently located just down the hall
from my classroom. Little more than a sandwich counter surrounded
by a dozen or so tables, they also sold bottled water, soda, chips,
and an assortment of other snacks.

I grabbed a tuna salad on wheat and a copy of
the newspaper. Wanting to study the article in private, I planned
to eat alone in my classroom, but Jake caught up with me first.

Eying my paper, he grunted. “So, you’re
famous now, huh? You and the big Superstar?” A hint of condemnation
touched his voice.

“What are you talking about? I told you, he
was there, so were we.”

“But he brought you home,” he pointed
out.

I rolled my eyes. Jealousy on Jake was so
unbecoming, especially when there was no reason for it. “Yes, Jake,
he brought us home. He was being nice, saving us a cab
fare.”

Jake’s brow wrinkled. “A cab? Where’s your
car?”

“It died. But even if it hadn’t, Emily and I
had been out drinking. Don’t you think it was best for us to not be
driving?”

He held up his hands in resignation. “Okay,
okay, no need to get snippy. I believe you. Just lookin’ out for my
gal.”

“I’m not your gal, Jake.”

He looked at me for a long second. “You could
be, you know.” His voice was nothing more than a whisper.

“Jake, don’t.” This was starting to get
really old.

He laughed. “I’m kidding! Seriously, though,
what happened to the car?”

I’d inherited my grandmother’s Toyota several
years ago when Mom finally decided Grams shouldn’t be behind a
wheel anymore. It was a clunker even back then.

“It started making these weird sounds. And it
smelled bad. And then it stalled one morning while I was on my way
to the store. I had to have it towed.”

“Did you take it to a shop?”

“Sure did. Paid the guy two hundred dollars
to find out it wasn’t worth fixing.”

“Ouch!” he said.

“Yeah. It sucks, but at least the city has
public transportation.” I didn’t miss the expense of owning a car,
but it sure had been convenient when I needed it.

I took the roundabout way back to my
classroom but stopped when I heard Cynthia throwing a fit. I peeked
inside the rehearsal room. “What part of this is so difficult for
you to understand, Riley? Step-step-turn-kick.” She demonstrated
the move while poor Riley looked like she was on the verge of
tears.

It took everything I had to not march in
there and tell Cynthia what part of my anatomy she could kiss. I
don’t care if you’re queen of the damn universe, you don’t treat
people that way. Especially children.

Chris stepped between them. “Give the kid a
break. We can’t all be perfect like you, you know.”

Amen to that. I watched with interest
as Cynthia spun around and sneered, “It’s not like this is rocket
science, Chris! She keeps running into me!”

“Like you’ve never screwed up? Remember last
week?” I wondered what had happened.

The choreographer stepped forward, reclaiming
control of the group. “Okay, everyone, let’s all take a deep breath
and start from the top. Remember this is a team effort, we need to
work together.” He clapped his hands, marking the tempo. “Five,
six, seven, eight.”

***

“Allie! Did you see the paper this morning?”
Emily attacked me as soon as I opened the door.

“Yeah, I think everyone saw it,” I muttered.
“The kids gave me a hard time. You know where their heads are.”

Molly ran to me from the other room. I knelt
down and held out my arms for a hug. “Hey, baby! How are you
today?” I buried my nose in her blonde curls. They smelled like her
strawberry shampoo.

“Hi Aunt Allie!! Look what I made.” She held
up a picture of an orange and black butterfly.

“Wow, this is really pretty! Did you do this
all by yourself?” She nodded. “Are you learning about butterflies
in preschool?”

“Uh-huh!” Molly loved to learn. She was
notorious for taking off with my textbooks; she liked to flip
through them and look at the pictures. I’d find them under the
couch and in her toy box. “Are we gonna watch the star show
tonight?” she asked, her blue eyes hopeful.

“Do you want to?”

“Yeah! We’ll watch Chris sing! He’s gonna
win, right Aunt Allie?”

I chuckled. Molly and I had decided early on
that Chris was the clear winner. “Sure baby, whatever you say. You
think about what you want for dinner tonight, okay?”

“I’m off,” said Emily, pulling on her coat.
“Don’t have too much fun tonight, you two! Bye, Molly, I love you.”
She kissed us both on the cheek and left for her swing shift at the
diner.

Molly decided on fish sticks and peanut
butter. This kid came up with the strangest combinations when it
came to food. Luckily she was healthy and not overly picky, so
Emily and I did our best to appease her.

She drug out her little pink CD player and
sang some of her nursery rhymes while I cooked. I sang along with a
few, when I knew the words, and we danced around the kitchen as we
waited for the oven to heat.

My phone vibrated on the counter. A text
message, but I didn’t recognize the number.

Left ur coat in the car. Want me 2 swing by and drop
it off?

I just stared at it, not immediately
understanding. It then dawned on me that it was from Chris, more
than likely sent late Saturday night, or early Sunday morning.
Stupid phone. I wondered how he got my number. I made a mental note
to ask Emily if she gave it to him.

Just then the show began. Molly jumped off
the couch and wriggled her little hips, dancing to the theme music.
“I’m gonna be a Sup-a-star!”

I laughed and gathered her into my arms. “You
do that, okay? I’ll come to all your concerts.”

She looked at me with big blue eyes and a
dimpled smile. I kissed her forehead.

The opening act was the group performance I’d
caught them practicing. Riley got all her moves right, but Cynthia
stumbled and almost fell. Too bad. It would have been so much more
entertaining if she had actually fallen.

After that were the individual performances.
Jimmy was first. He sang an older George Strait song. It was okay.
Hard for me judge since I’ve never been much of a country fan. It
all sounded like twangy, hillbilly music to me.

Cynthia was next. She wore a black halter-top
dress and belted out the song from Titanic. In the
background flashed scenes from the movie, and there must have been
a fog machine somewhere near the stage because her feet were
covered in smoke. Her voice was powerful. She didn’t miss a single
note. She certainly had talent, even if she was a bitch.

After she was finished, Chris took the stage.
He had on a pair of worn Diesel jeans and a thin, clingy grey
t-shirt that emphasized his broad chest. I wondered what he looked
like shirtless. He was, undeniably, a very sexy man.

The stage went dark. Everything was pitch
black except for the red strobe lights flashing in the back. When
the music started I couldn’t believe my ears. He was going to sing
I Dare You, by Shinedown. It was one of my favorite
songs.

Chris’s voice was the perfect match for it.
Deep, rich, and slightly gritty. What started out mellow grew into
something really intense. By the end, Chris was nearly screaming
into the microphone. The muscles in his neck bulged as he held the
last few notes. Flames danced on the big screens that surrounded
the stage, and a shower of sparks burned along the front.

The whole performance was off the top. I
didn’t know how he did it, how he packed so much energy into a
performance. I was exhausted just by watching, but he didn’t even
look winded.

Eddie stood up and clapped. “Chris, Chris!
Just when I think you’ve got no room to grow, you go and do
something like that!” He fanned himself. “Lord, I am so hot right
now, just dripping with sweat.” He surprised Lucy by grabbing her
hand and wiping it across his forehead. “See?”

She squealed. “Ewwww! Eddie! That is nasty! I
cannot believe you just did that.” After making a show of wiping
her hand on her pants, she calmed down and turned her attention to
Chris. “You had a good time with that, didn’t you?”

He beamed. “Yeah, I did. It was a lot of
fun.”

“It showed. That was the perfect song for
you. Totally chill.”

Stella leaned forward. “I agree. You’ve shown
some real growth over this past week.”

The audience roared.

Bradley McKnight joined Chris on the stage.
“What inspired the song choice, if I may ask?”

Chris gazed into the camera with a smoldering
look that would have made any girl’s core temperature rise. I
shuddered. I sure didn’t envy the contestants who had to follow
him.

“A friend,” he said.

Sabrina was the last to go. She did an okay
job with her song, but forgot some of the words half-way through
and stumbled through the rest of the performance. It ended in a
complete disaster.

The judges had harsh words for her and
decided it was her week to go. I hated to see that; the kids were
my only job security. Once they were all gone there would be no
reason for me to stay, and then what? This job was the only thing
keeping me and Emily in our apartment.

I tucked Molly into bed and checked my email.
I didn’t have much, a few questions from the students over at the
university and a forward from Emily.

I then checked out the newsfeed on Yahoo and
saw pictures from tonight’s performance. I clicked on one of them
and was redirected to a different page that was plastered with
pictures of the Stars. It was scary, really. Most of them were
candid, taken without notice during off-show hours. Jimmy’s
profile, Sam sipping a drink at McDonalds, and Chris walking into
the studio hotel.

I thought it was bad enough that my picture
had been published in a local newspaper; these were much more
public. I wondered how they put up with it- someone always ducking
around a corner, waiting to snap a picture or get a headline. It
was such an invasion of privacy.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 5

The
mornings that followed elimination nights were always
unpredictable. Depending on who had made it through, they could be
very good or very bad days in terms of the kids’ moods. Since one
of their own had been voted off, this promised to be a tough
day.

I’d been trying to facilitate a discussion
about George and Lenny’s relationship in Steinbeck’s Of Mice and
Men, but from the looks I was getting I knew it was a waste of
time. Their mental and emotional exhaustion was just too much.

“Okay, everyone get up. Push your desks into
a circle,” I directed.

Jimmy, whose head had been down, lifted his
freckled face. His brown eyes revealed how tired he was. “What?
Why?”

“You heard me. Let’s go! And get your
journals out.”

The noise level rose as desks were dragged
across the floor.

“I saw what happened,” I began once we were
all settled in a tight circle. “Sabrina had a bad night. It could
have happened to any of you.”

“Oh man, it was more than just a bad night.”
Jimmy shook his head. “Even I was embarrassed.”

I offered an empathetic smile. “You have to
remember that this is a game. A competition. The rules say that
someone has to go home every week. You can’t let it get you down.
In the end, only one person will win. And most of you, if not all,
will go home. Then what?”

No one said a word.

“Here’s what I say. You’re all friends, but
you’re also competitors. You have to learn from each other’s
mistakes.” I could tell from their blank stares that they didn’t
have a clue where I was going with this. “Take Sabrina, for
instance. What can you learn from her? What can you take from last
night that’ll help you with your own performances?”

“Uh, not forget the words,” Sam said, stating
the obvious.

I shook my head. “Come on, I’m being serious.
Dig deeper. After Sabrina forgot the lyrics, what happened? How did
she react?”

Riley sighed before speaking up. Her grey
eyes were red around the rims. She and Sabrina had been close, so I
knew this was hard for her. “She panicked. She completely freaked
out,” she said.

“Exactly. What can you learn from that? If,
Heaven forbid, one of you should forget the words during a
performance, how will you react? What will you do?” I spoke slowly
and looked from one face to the next. “It’s always a good idea to
have a plan. Take a minute and use your journal to write down what
you will do.”

The sound of pencils pressing against paper
broke the silence as they scribbled away. After a few minutes, they
finished and looked up at me for more directions.

“Does anyone want to share?”

“No way,” said Melody, shaking her head.
“These are my competitors, right?” She gestured around the circle.
“Why would I want to give them any good ideas?”

We all laughed. Jimmy launched a notebook at
her. She ducked just in time, and it hit the wall behind her before
falling to the floor.

I released the kids a bit early for lunch.
Someone came in as I was pushing the desks back into rows.

“Did you forget something?” I said as I
turned around. It was Chris. “Oh, hi. I thought you were one of the
kids.” A maroon sweater hung nicely from his broad shoulders. I had
to make a conscious effort to keep from staring.

“Hey, how’s it going?”

I sucked in a deep breath. “Good. You?”

“Can’t complain,” he said, eyeing the cluster
of desks.

“I already released the kids for lunch,” I
explained, assuming he was here for Sam. “They’re probably all at
the snack bar.”

He flashed me an incredible smile, dazzling
me. “I’m not here for Sam.”

I looked at my feet as blood rushed to my
cheeks. When I got up the nerve to look at him again, he was
staring at me. “You did great last night. I love that song,” I said
nervously. Why is he here?

“I thought you’d enjoy it. You seemed to
really like it when it came on in the car the other night.”

“What?”

“You know,” he urged. “When I drove you home
from the club. Don’t you remember? The song was playing when you
got in. You said you liked it.” His smiled broadened enough to show
a pair of perfect canines. “You even sang a little.”

“Really?” My face got even hotter. “I had a
little too much to drink.”

He laughed and leaned against one of the
desks. “A little? You could hardly walk.”

“How about Sabrina?” I asked, eager to turn
the subject away from my indiscretions.

He glanced towards the door as someone walked
by. “What a way to go,” he said. “Poor girl. The kids were sure
bummed last night. How were they this morning?”

“Worse than normal. Distracted, I guess. I
tried giving them a pep talk, but I don’t know if it did any
good.”

He seemed thoughtful as he studied a poster
hanging on the wall beside my desk. It was a picture of a child
standing before a chalkboard. A series of complex molecular
formulas were scribbled across it. The caption read: The more
you know, the more you know you don’t know.

“Did you see the newspaper yesterday?” he
asked.

I groaned. “Yep. But unlike you, I tend to
shy away from the extra attention.”

He laughed and started to say something but
was interrupted.

“Knock, knock!” Eddie Ortega stepped into the
room, dressed to kill in a pair of tight, black, leather pants and
a long-sleeved turquoise blouse. “Hope I’m not interrupting.” He
gave Chris an appreciative smile. “Hello there.”

Chris blew out a long breath. “Eddie. What
brings you by?”

Eddie didn’t answer the question. Instead, he
walked a wide circle around me before settling into a desk next to
Chris. “My, my,” he said, his eyes coming to rest on my face. “You
are a cutie, aren’t you?” He crossed his legs and folded his hands
over a knee, his shoulders back and spine stiff and upright. “No
wonder the kids like you so much.”

“Oh, thank you,” I said, uncomfortable with
the compliment.

“I’m Eddie, in case you missed that.” He held
out a limp hand, and I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to kiss it or
shake it. I went with the latter, and Chris coughed back a chuckle.
“So you’re our newest starlet? Your hair was different in the
picture. It was curly, wasn’t it?”

Damn article. I reached up and touched
my stringy ponytail. “Yeah. My sister…” I stopped and shook my
head. “I’m sorry, is there something you needed?”

“No. I just had to come by and meet this girl
who’s been distracting Chris from his work.”

My jaw dropped. “What?” Why this strange
little man thought I would be distracting to Chris was beyond
me.

Eddie laughed. It was a high pitched,
snorting type of sound. “I’m joking. You shouldn’t be so serious
all the time.”

I couldn’t help but smile. Everything about
the guy, from his eccentric outfits to his guiltless way of barging
in on a conversation was too much. How could anyone not like him?
He was downright hilarious.

“I was never much into school,” he continued,
looking around the classroom. Aside from my one poster, a white
board, light blue walls, and fluorescent lights was about all there
was to see. “I was too easily distracted.”

I laughed. “I can see how that would be a
problem.”

“I didn’t see the need for a good education.
I wish I had been a better student though. Ah, well, no need to
bore you with details. I’m off to the pound. I’m going to adopt a
cat.”

Chris and I exchanged a curious glance.

“Are you looking for anything in particular?”
I asked.

Eddie nodded and waved a finger in the air.
“A calico, but he has to be male. They’re so much more affectionate
than females, don’t you think?”

“Naturally,” I agreed, although I didn’t have
the faintest idea. I was never really a cat person. “But don’t be
too surprised if you can’t find one. Male calicos are rare.” I
tried to explain, “It’s a sex-linked trait on the X chromosome.
Kind of like colorblindness. That’s way oversimplified, of course.”
I should have stopped there, but with Chris so close, scrambling my
senses, I blabbered on. “Calico males are the result of a
chromosomal mutation. If you wanted to get into the actual
genetics-”

They both looked at me as if I’d just spoken
Greek. Eddie threw his hands up in the air. “Lord no! Honey, that’s
already way more than I needed.”

I wanted to crawl under a rock. “Sorry. This
is my thing. It’s what I do.”

Eddie patted me on the back and turned to
Chris. “We’ve got a smart one on our hands, don’t we? You’ll have
to be careful with her.”

Chris nodded, still looking at me. “For
sure.”

“Okay, Miss Allie, thanks for the lesson.” He
headed towards the door, waving at Chris and me from over his
shoulder. “Bye-bye, dearies.”

“He’s quite entertaining, don’t you think?” I
asked once he was out of earshot.

Chris stared out into the hallway. “He’s
something, that’s for sure.” He returned his eyes to me. “These
kids are lucky. My Biology teacher was an old crow.”

“What can I say? I have a gift.” I gave him a
crooked smile and glanced at the clock. “I don’t mean to be rude,
but I have to get over to the university. I’ve got some work to do
before tonight.”

“What’s going on tonight?”

“I get Molly, Emily’s kid. She’s four. I
watch her in the evenings while Emily works.”

“Yeah? I have a niece too. She’s a real kick.
She’ll be six this summer.” He sighed. “I miss her.”

For the first time I saw Chris as more than a
Superstar. He wasn’t just some gorgeous guy who could sing. He was
a real person. My heart went out to him.

“That must be so hard. I never thought of it
before. I mean, I know the competition is stressful and all, but I
never considered how difficult it would be to be so far away from
your family and home.”

“Some days are harder than others.”

“It’s supposed to be a nice evening. If you
don’t have plans, you could meet Molly and me at the park.” I
immediately regretted asking. Now he’d have to come up with some
excuse to let me down easy. “But it’s okay if you don’t want to,” I
said, offering him an easy out. “I’m sure you’ve got better things
to do than hang around a playground, so-”

“I’d love to,” he said, standing. “What
time?”

Seriously? I couldn’t believe it.
“I’ll be home a little after five. You can meet us at the apartment
if you want.”

“I’ll see you then. Thanks, Allie.” He looked
at me for a long second before turning to go.

***

My friend Lauren was waiting for me by the
lab. “Hey, stranger,” she called from down the hall. “Why have you
been ignoring me?”

“Why would you think that?”

“I’ve called, left messages, sent texts. And
I haven’t heard a peep from you. So that means you’ve either been
ignoring me or that P-O-S phone of yours still isn’t working.”

I laughed. “Like I could ever ignore you.
Even if I wanted to.”

“So it is the phone.” She was holding back a
grin. “I knew it. Why don’t you get a new one?”

“Are you going to buy it for me? I don’t have
a spare red cent to my name.”

She held up the picture from Maury’s. “When
did you go and become so famous?”

“Not you, too,” I complained as I unlocked
the door. Would that stupid picture haunt me forever?

Lauren and I met a few years ago. We were
both enrolled in freshmen Biology and had been assigned to be lab
partners. She and I hit it off right away and became good friends.
I was even a bridesmaid at her wedding. She was now expecting her
first child and was staying busy with her own life, so we didn’t
get to hang out much. But every now and then we’d run into each
other at the university. She took an occasional class here and
there.

I flipped on the lights and froze. “What are
they doing in here?” I asked, pointing a shaky finger at a cage
filled with spiders.

Lauren shuffled past me into the lab. Her
chestnut hair, which was styled in a short, pixie cut, seemed to
bounce with each step. “I don’t know. The entomology lab must be
locked up.”

“W-w-would you get rid of them, please?” My
pulse was racing along in overdrive.

“I can’t believe they bother you so much.”
She picked up the cage and pressed her nose to the glass. “They’re
kind of cute.”

“They are not. They’re the complete opposite
of cute. They’re monsters with hairy legs and creepy little faces.
I can’t stand them.” My heart palpitated.

Lauren put them in a cabinet under the sink.
I felt a little better since they weren’t in plain sight, but I was
still uneasy knowing how close they were.

She returned her attention back to the
picture of me and Chris. “Is he really this hot in person?”

I had to laugh. “No, not really.”

“That’s too bad. They always look better on
TV, don’t they?”

I thought about him wearing that maroon
sweater. “He’s even hotter.”

She looked up at me. “So you’re seeing him?
What happened to Jake?”

Who knew what was going on with him? He’d
been acting so strange lately. “Jake and I aren’t dating. We hang
out, but it’s completely platonic. And it’s not like that with
Chris.”

“Not like what?”

“Not like you’re insinuating. There’s nothing
going on.”

She waved the picture. “Looks like there
could be. When will you see him again?”

I bent down to adjust the objective lens on
one of the microscopes. “Tonight, actually. He’s meeting me and
Molly at the park.”

A corner of her mouth pulled up into a
half-grin. Her hazel eyes narrowed. “The park, huh?”

“Will you stop it?”

“I’m just saying. You’ve got this incredibly
hot, talented guy following you around. You should be a little more
interested. What’s the problem?”

“He’s not following me around.” I put a slide
on the microscope and fumbled with the knobs until the image came
into focus. “And there’s no problem.”

She waited for me to look up before asking,
“Have you ever heard anything from Paul?”

I glared at her. “Nope.”

“Do you want to? Because it would be totally
understandable if you did. The way he ran out, you never got any
closure.”

“No!” I made another adjustment to the lens.
“Why would you even ask me that?”

She shrugged. “Just curious. Trying to figure
out why you’re so reluctant about Chris. Is there someone else
then, besides Jake or Chris?”

Because she was married, Lauren thought I
needed to hurry up and find someone, too. “I don’t have time for
someone else. You know how busy I am.”

She got up and walked to the door. “All work
and no play makes for a very boring Allie.”

“But you still love me, right?”

She paused and pretended to think about it.
“Yes. I suppose I do.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter 6

 “Hi
sweetheart!” I said, setting down my things and pulling Molly into
a hug.

She craned her little neck and peered into
the living room. “Look, Allie!” she whispered. “Sup-a-star Chris is
here.”

He and Emily were on the couch, laughing.
When I walked in she gave me a look that seemed to ask, Why is
he here?

“I was just telling Chris about that
confrontation you had,” she said.

“My what?”

She laughed again. “Remember when you told
one of your student’s mothers that she needed to be a better role
model for her son?”

“Oh, yeah, how could I forget?” Her son had
fallen asleep in my class. When I questioned him about it, he said
he was so tired because he had to pick his mom up from a bar at
three in the morning. “I was so mad! How am I supposed to educate
kids if their parents don’t even give a crap? Some days it’s like
I’m banging my head against a wall.”

Chris pressed his lips together. “Parents
these days. Sometimes they don’t have a clue.”

“Seems that way.”

“Well, anyway, it was hilarious,” Emily said.
“Allie was charged up for weeks. It was all she could talk about.
Tell him about the letter you had to write.”

I smiled as I remembered. “She complained to
my principal. He told me to write a letter of apology.”

“Did you?”

I nodded.

“And? What happened?” he asked.

Emily was excited. “The lady probably didn’t
understand a word of it. I know I didn’t!”

I gave an innocent shrug.

Emily continued, “There are only so many
five-syllable words you can cram into a sentence. What was that one
part, where you twisted it all around? What did it say?”

I did a mental tally and shook my head.
“There weren’t any five syllable words. The longest one was only
four, and that was ‘respectfully’. Hardly a brain teaser.”

“Okay, anyway.” Emily rolled her eyes. “Tell
him what you wrote.”

I recited it slowly so I wouldn’t mess up.
“It said, ‘I respectfully ask your accession for my veracious
comment.’”

Chris and Emily exchanged a look. “You see?”
she said. “No sense.”

He looked dumbfounded. “Accession?”

I smirked. “Acceptance.”

“And veracious?”

“Truthful.”

It didn’t take him long to figure it out.
“That’s really funny,” he laughed. “I wish I had your
vocabulary.”

“Naw.” I waved a dismissive hand. “I just
know how to use a thesaurus.”

Emily stood and smoothed out the front of her
slacks. “It was sure good to see you again, Chris. I’ve got to go
get dressed for work. Don’t let her give you too much trouble.” She
flicked her head in my direction. “She can be a bit mouthy.”

He looked at me and winked. “I think I can
handle her.”

My stomach did a flip-flop.

“Have you been here long?” I asked, watching
as Molly piled a stack of books on his lap.

“Not at all.”

“Good. Are you okay here for another
minute?”

“Take your time; it looks like I’ve got to
catch up on some reading.” Molly had climbed onto the couch and
snuggled against his side. He seemed content to sit with her.

Emily grabbed my arm and pulled me into her
room when I walked by her bedroom door. “What’s this all about?”
she asked, nodding towards the living room.

I kept my voice low. “He has a niece he
really misses, so I invited him to the park to play with Molly. I
thought it would cheer him up.” I gave her a sideways look. “You
don’t mind, do you? We’re just going over to the playground for a
while.”

She grinned as she wrapped her apron around
her waist. “Do you really think he’s here to play with Molly? I bet
he’d rather play with you.” Her eyebrows lifted suggestively.

“Would you keep it down?” The living room was
just on the other side of her bedroom wall. “It’s not like that.” I
mulled over the fact that I’d just had this same conversation with
Lauren. “I have no interest in hooking up with Chris Knots. Did you
give him my number, by the way?” I asked, thinking about the text
he’d sent.

“Nope,” she said, giving me a blank look.
“How can you be so indifferent about him? Don’t you think he’s
sexy? Because if you don’t, I-.”

“You’ll nothing,” I said. “Just stay out if
it, Em. Please.”

After Emily left, I went to the bathroom and
examined my hair in the mirror. The wind had taken a toll on my
ponytail; flyaways stuck out in all directions. I yanked out the
rubber band, shook it down, and ran a brush through it before going
back to the living room. Molly was on Chris’s lap, showing off her
princess book.

“See that mouse?” she said, pointing. “It
gonna be a horse. Isn’t that funny?”

“What? I think you’re crazy. Mice can’t be
horses,” he teased.

Determination tugged at her brow as she
flipped ahead a few pages. “See?” She stabbed at a picture with her
little finger. “I told you so. It’s magic.”

The two of them were so cute sitting there.
It wasn’t often that Molly had the luxury of male company. “Molly,
do you want to go outside?” I asked.

They both looked up at me. Molly’s eyes were
round with excitement. Chris’s were round too, but I didn’t know
why.

“The park?” Molly asked.

I nodded.

“Yes!” she squealed, jumping off Chris’s lap
and running for her coat.

Chris was still looking at me. “Your hair
looks really nice down.”

I felt myself redden as I played with the
hair-band around my wrist. I never left the house without one.
“Thanks.”

Molly tugged on my pants. “Aunt Allie, is
Chris coming too?” she whispered.

“Why don’t you ask him?” I whispered
back.

She walked right up to him but stopped short
of his knees. With her hands on her hips, she batted her little
eyelashes and gave him a sweet smile. “Sup-a-star Chris, do you
want to go outside and play with me?”

He looked at her with complete adoration.
“How could I possibly refuse? Are you ready?”

She took his hand and pulled him towards the
door.

“How long have you been singing?” I asked
once we were outside. The breeze was having a field day with my
hair. I really wanted to pull it back.

“As long as I can remember. I’ve always loved
music. My mom put me in piano and guitar lessons when I was six.
I’ve been playing ever since.”

“So, you always wanted to be a musician?”

“I wouldn’t say always. I hit a rough patch
as a teen. It took a few years for me to pull my head out of my
ass.”

I didn’t want to pry, but curiosity got the
best of me. “Rough patch? What happened?”

He frowned a bit and shrugged. I wanted to
kick myself for asking. “Let’s just say I had a rebellious streak.
Found some trouble.”

Fascination doesn’t even begin to describe
what I felt. If I had been a cat I would have suffered nine deaths
to find out more.

“I was working as a mechanic when I
auditioned for the show. Some friends and I had a garage band. We
did okay, played a few nights a week at a local club, did a wedding
every now and then. It was pretty low-key.” He laughed. “I’d never
even considered going out for the show. My sister was the one who
convinced me to try.”

“Are you close with your family?”

“Oh yeah. They’re great, I couldn’t ask for
anything better. I’ve got three older brothers and a sister.”

“You’re the baby?”

He nodded. “Yep.”

“I’m so jealous- I’ve always wanted a big
family. It was just Emily and me. Things were always so quiet.
Someday I’m going to have lots of kids. I want a whole
houseful.”

“Me too,” he said, fixing his eyes on my
face. “Someday.”

I shuddered.

“What about you?” he asked. “What’s your
story?”

I gave him the run-down on my family,
composed entirely of me, Molly, Emily, and Grams. “Grams suffers
from dementia. She’s in a nursing home in the city. Most days she
doesn’t even know her own name, much less mine.”

“That must be really hard,” he said. “I can’t
imagine.” We stopped to let a car zoom by, and I held onto Molly’s
hand as we crossed the street. “I guess Emily was pretty young when
she had Molly?” he asked once we got to the park.

“Yep, she was a senior in high school when
she got pregnant. Molly’s father was a few years older and took off
when Emily told him she having a baby.”

Chris groaned. “That’s too bad.”

“Yeah, it was tough,” I agreed. “But Molly’s
great. I wouldn’t trade her for anything.”

“Of course not. What about the rest of your
family? Where are your parents?”

I looked at the ground and kicked a rock. It
rolled a few times before coming to a stop against the curb. “We
never knew our dad. He ran off before Emily was born. I was barely
out of diapers, so I have no memories of him.”

“And your mom?”

A painful pressure filled my chest. “She
passed away about three years ago.”

I could feel his eyes on me as he waited for
me to say something more, but I remained silent. Mom’s death wasn’t
high on my list of conversation topics. Chris must have understood
because he didn’t ask for details.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Molly broke away from my hand and ran for a
swing. “Chris, will you push me?” she called over her shoulder.

“Of course I will!” His expression brightened
as he chased after her. “How high?”

“As high as the sky!” she cheered.
“Higher…higher!” She yelled with each push.

I sat on the swing next to hers and watched
as the two played. It warmed my heart to see her so happy. When
Molly was satisfied with Chris’s pushing, I looked up at him and
poked out my lower lip. “Will you push me?”

A gust of wind rustled the branches overhead.
“Alright.” He grabbed my swing and pulled. “How high?” Not waiting
for an answer, he let go of the chains and gave me a hefty push,
launching me forward in a rush of air.

I leaned into the swing, arching my head back
and pushing my legs out in front of me. I closed my eyes as the
breeze whipped through my hair and leaned forward when the swing
started to descend. He pushed me again. “Okay,” I giggled
breathlessly as the swing flew up. “That’s high enough!”

We were outside for about an hour before the
wind started to really blow. The swings twisted around their
chains, and the flag whipped about its pole. Dark clouds rolled in
from the west. I gave up on my hair and twisted the band around
it.

“Burr, I’m cold, Allie!” Molly said, wrapping
her arms across her chest.

I pulled the hood of her jacket up over her
head. “Okay. Let’s go in. What do you want for dinner?”

“Blueberry oatmeal and popcorn.” She answered
as though it were a perfectly normal suggestion.

Chris and I looked at each other and burst
out laughing. After catching his breath, he knelt down on one knee
so that he was eye-level with her. “That’s quite a combination, and
it sounds absolutely delicious, but how about if I take you and
your aunt out for pizza instead?”

“Pizza!” yelled Molly, clapping her hands and
jumping up and down.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said.

“I want to,” he said, looking up at me.
“There’s a good place a few blocks down.”

The restaurant was warm and smelled of dough.
We ate mostly in silence, and after we finished, I glanced at my
watch. It was a little after seven. “Don’t you have to get back for
rehearsal?”

He frowned. “Yeah. But how about I walk you
two back home first?”

Molly and I put our coats on and waited for
him outside while he paid. Fluffy, white flakes fell from the sky,
dusting the sidewalk and trees with tiny crystals of ice.

It was only a minute before Chris came out.
He stomped his feet and rubbed his hands together. “Wow, it got
cold!” He picked up Molly and pressed her against his chest,
wrapping the front of his coat around her.

For half of a second I was jealous of my
young niece.

The wind was sharp. We walked in silence
towards my building. “Thanks for dinner,” I finally said when we
rounded my corner.

“Sure! Thanks for letting me barge in on your
family time. It really means a lot.” His voice was soft as he
glanced down at Molly. “Sometimes I feel like I’m all alone
here.”

“You, alone?” I laughed at the thought.
“You’re always surrounded by people. How can you possibly feel
alone?”

“They’re just people, nobody important. I
miss my people, you know?” He shook his head and adjusted
his coat, covering Molly’s legs. “Can I ask you something?”

“What?”

“It’s kind of stupid, but…”

“There’s no such thing as a stupid question.
As a teacher I’m required by law to tell you that.” I raised my
eyebrows, gave him an authoritative look, and then laughed.

He grinned. “We usually have a little
get-together on Monday nights after the show. It’s sort of a
farewell party for whoever is going home that week. Anyway, I was
thinking it would be fun if… if you came.” He then added,
“Hopefully it won’t be my farewell party!”

My stomach lurched at the idea.

“But what do you think? Will you come?”

I watched as he spoke; his breath condensed
in the cold air with each word. He looked at me with those
endlessly deep brown eyes and was so unintentionally seductive with
the snow whirling around him that my mind blurred. I had to remind
myself to breathe.

“Allie?”

I blinked and sucked in a deep breath of the
crisp air. “Huh?”

“The party?”

“Mmmm…well, it sounds fun. I’ll have to see,
though. I usually watch Molly on Monday nights. Can I get back to
you?”

“Of course. You have my number, right?”

Indeed I did. “Yeah, and I’ve been trying to
figure out, where did you get mine? I thought Emily gave it to you,
but she said she didn’t.”

A trace of a smile played at his mouth. “You
did. You gave it to me that night at the club. You were pretty out
of it by then.”

I had absolutely no memory of that. “I wonder
if there are any other strange men walking around Chicago with my
number,” I muttered, annoyed at myself.

He laughed. “Strange, huh? Look, I’m not
trying to hook up with you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“What?” I stopped walking and stared at
him.

“Your apartment walls are thin.” He watched
as I digested what he was telling me. “But you have to admit, I am
pretty sexy, right?”

My mouth just hung open. “Is this your
thing?” I asked once I’d found my voice. “You get off by feeding
your ego at the expense of others?”

He laughed again. “I like making you
blush.”

I shook my head in exasperation. What was I
supposed to say to that?

By the time we got
inside, Molly had fallen asleep in his arms. He looked perfectly
content as he cradled her. A turbulent wave swelled in my chest,
and at that moment I became very aware of the fact that I was
feeling something much more than my initial, physical attraction
towards Chris. I swallowed hard and did my best to bury those
feelings. I’d been burned once before. I had no desire to let it
happen again.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 7

Saturday
afternoon I went to see Grams. It had been weeks since my last
visit to the Cedar Creek Nursing Home, and since Grams’s health was
in a constant state of decline, I tried to stop by as much as I
could. Although the quality of our visits grew increasingly worse
as her disease progressed, I told myself that, deep down, she
appreciated our time together.

Alzheimer’s started claiming Grams’s mind
about ten years earlier. At first she just seemed forgetful. She
would lose her keys or misplace her purse, but it got worse over
the years and one day she went for a walk and didn’t come home. Mom
found her on a park bench about three miles from the house. She
couldn’t tell us how she got there and didn’t remember the way
home. Mom took her to a specialist after that, and it was then that
we learned of her condition.

Gramps took care of her for the first few
years, but he had a heart condition and one morning just didn’t
wake up. Poor Grams was devastated; after being married for nearly
forty years she just couldn’t understand why Gramps wasn’t there
anymore. She came to live with us after that, but then Mom died,
and it got to be more than I could handle.

Cedar Creek was recommended by one of her
doctors. It was a top-notch place with a highly skilled staff, but
their services didn’t come cheap. Grams’s social security only
covered a fraction of it, so it was up to Emily and me to pay the
rest. I gave them a substantial chunk of my modest income every
month, but I had peace of mind knowing that she was receiving
quality care, whether or not she was aware of it.

The person at the front desk looked up at me
and smiled. “Good morning, Ms. Banks.”

“Hi, Erin. How is Grams today?”

She frowned. “It’s been a rough morning.
She’s confused and keeps asking about your mother. She’s in her
room watching TV.”

“Hmm,” I said, thinking about recent visits.
Lately, Grams hadn’t known who I was. It took its toll on me.
“Thanks for the warning.”

Grams’s room was on the first floor, not far
from the reception area. The walls were a pale yellow, and a vase
filled with white daisies sat on her dresser. Aside from the
aseptic, sterile smell, the place was actually very nice.

She was sitting on her bed, wearing a blue
robe and matching slippers. Her thin white hair looked like it had
just been washed and combed, and she was wearing a creamy, coral
colored lipstick.

“Hi Grams!” I kept my voice cheerful but
entered the room with caution.

“Ann, is that you honey?”

“No, Grams. It’s me, Allie. Ann is my mom,
remember?”

She studied me, as if she knew that she
should know me but couldn’t quite put it together. After a minute
she gave up and turned her attention back to the TV. “Would you
turn the heater up? There’s a draft coming in through the
window.”

I adjusted the thermostat and sat on the
hard, white chair across from her bed. “How are you feeling?” She
was watching Family Feud, but confusion clouded her pale
blue eyes. “I brought you some yarn. Are you still knitting?”

Her eyebrows pulled in, causing a vertical
crease to fold across her already wrinkled brow. “Knit? I don’t
know how to do that.”

“Yes, you do.” I ran my hand across the green
afghan that was spread across her bed. “You made this, remember?”
She stared at it without a trace of recollection.

Her knitting basket was on the floor. I
pulled out the needles and handed them to her, along with the yarn
I’d brought. “Just try, I bet you can do it.”

“I don’t want to. I’m watching my shows,” she
said stubbornly, turning back to the TV. Some days she could be
more difficult than four-year-old Molly.

I sat back in the chair and watched her focus
on the TV. It was plain on her face that she didn’t understand what
was going on. When I couldn’t take anymore, I pulled a sack of
jellybeans out of my bag. “I brought you a surprise. Red Jelly
Belly’s, your favorite!” My tone mirrored one that I’d use with a
small child.

“You were always such a good girl. Your
father and I are so proud of you,” she said, reaching for the sack.
“How was school today?”

I sighed and slumped back in the chair. As
hard as it was not to correct her, sometimes it was just easier to
play along. “School was great.”

She returned her attention to the screen.

After sitting for what felt like an eternity,
a nurse came in and said that lunch was being served in the main
dining room.

I got Grams up and helped her shuffle down
the hall. She was getting so thin. The nurses said she didn’t eat
much anymore, so after getting her settled at a table I tried to
pick out something she would like.

We sat in silence, and I was sad to watch as
she picked at her ham and bean soup. It was heartbreaking to see
her this way- she used to be so full of life. When I was younger, I
spent almost every weekend with her. We used to go shopping and
play house. In the winter we’d build snowmen, and once we made
paper boats and floated them down the street after a heavy rain.
Sometimes I would drape a blanket across my shoulders and pretend
it was a cape. She would make a crown out of aluminum foil, give me
her long strands of plastic beads, and I’d pretend I was queen of
the world.

She and I were so close. I could always tell
her anything. Now she didn’t even know who I was. I knew her time
would come soon, and in a way I was looking forward to it- not
because I wanted her gone, but because I wanted her released from
her own personal hell. The Grams I loved and remembered would not
have wanted to live this way.

A family at a nearby table played cards. Mom,
Emily, Grams, Gramps, and I used to play. Every Sunday afternoon
we’d gather around Grams’s solid oak dining room table for a big
meal and a few games of Pinochle. Those were the days. I really
missed those days.

Grams finished picking at her food and said
she was tired. I led her back to her room and helped her get into
bed.

“I love you, Grams,” I whispered before
closing her door.

When the twelve-sixteen bus arrived, I
boarded and sank into a seat near the back. Leaning my head against
the window, I stared out the glass and found myself lost in
memories of better days.

I had spent the night before my thirteenth
birthday at Grams’s house. Mom called early the next morning and
told me I needed to come home and babysit Emily. I was so mad. Why
should I have to babysit on my birthday?

I complained to Grams, but she just smiled
and told me that sometimes we have to do things we don’t really
want to do. “Suck it up, Allie-gator,” she’d say. I hated when she
called me that. I’d give anything to hear it now.

When she drove me home that afternoon I was
shocked to see several of my friends gathered in our backyard. Mom
had planned a surprise party, complete with a bright, donkey shaped
piñata, a huge ice cream cake, and lots of presents. It turned out
to be one of the best birthdays ever.

When the bus stopped at my apartment I didn’t
go inside. Instead, I went to the playground and found a seat on a
swing. I sat motionless and stared off into space for several
minutes when someone called my name.

Chris was jogging towards me. “Allie! Aren’t
you freezing?” Alarm spread across his handsome features as he
looked at me. “Hey, are you okay?”

I wasn’t in the mood to be sociable, and I
didn’t want him to see me like this. “I’m fine.”

“What’s wrong? I stopped by to see you, but
you weren’t there. I haven’t seen you all week.” His voice was
soft, his eyes gentle.

I looked at my shoes, the grass, anything to
avoid meeting his gaze. “I’ve been around. I’m just having a rough
day. I’ll be fine, promise.” I flashed him a weak smile but could
see that he didn’t buy it. “Did you need something?”

“No, nothing important.” He shook his head,
but his eyes remained on my face. “I saw a coffee shop down the
road; you wanna go in and get a cup? Get out of this cold?”

“Sure,” I said even though all I really
wanted was to be left alone.

The shop was warm and smelled of roasted
coffee beans and vanilla. An old Dizzy Gillespie song played,
filling the room with American Jazz. Chris and I found a small
table overlooking the sidewalk. He sat across from me but didn’t
say a word.

I looked out the window. An elderly couple
walked by, hand in hand, looking completely content to be living in
the moment. I envied them.

“Remember the other day when you said that
you felt so alone?”

He narrowed his eyes and nodded. “Yeah.”

Once I opened up it was hard to stop. I told
him about Grams, about my childhood memories, her diagnosis, my
latest visits, and all my conflicting emotions. He was so easy to
talk to.

“I don’t want her to die, but I hate seeing
her like this.” My voice cracked, and I bit the inside of my cheek
as I fought to hold my composure.

His voice was filled with compassion. “So
when your Grams…passes,” he hesitated to say it, “it will just be
you and Emily?”

“And Molly.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, leaning forward and
cupping his hands around mine. The touch was meant to be
comforting, but it felt like so much more. I imagined holding those
hands, kissing those palms, being caressed by those fingertips. I
shuddered and pulled away, wrapping my hands around the warm coffee
cup. He sighed and sat back in his chair.

I tried to cheer up, even managed a smile.
“It’s all good. Life is full of little tragedies, right?” I
swallowed the lump in my throat.

Chris narrowed his eyes again and looked at
me very seriously. “I’m here for you, okay? Call me, text me,
whatever you need. Anytime.”

I looked down to hide fresh tears.

He reached out and touched my cheek. “Are you
okay?”

Our eyes locked for several seconds. My
brain’s pleasure center went on hyper-drive and flooded my system
with endorphins. I felt warm and giddy all at once and had to force
myself to look away.

I stood and pulled on my coat. “Thank you for
the coffee. And thanks for listening. I’ll see you later, okay?” I
could have sat there and talked to Chris forever, but I didn’t want
him feeling sorry for me. I’d already said too much.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 8

 “After
tonight there will only be ten of us left,” Riley observed after
Monday’s class. The producers are throwing a party on Thursday. I
heard they rented out the Diamond Tower Room at the Chicago Plaza.”
She spoke quickly and paused for a breath, her gray eyes alive with
excitement. “I hope I get to go!”

Chris’s performance that night was
astonishing. Instead of his usual high energy, in-your-face
performance, he did something completely different. There were no
flashy lights, no band, or any backup singers. Just him, sitting on
the steps of the stage, guitar in hand. A soft white spotlight
shined down on him as he strummed the beginning notes of the 1920’s
song, Someone to Watch Over Me.

The arrangement was breathtaking, and the raw
emotion he displayed nearly moved me to tears. It was like the line
between singer and song had been erased. He became one with the
music.

The audience remained silent. Even as the
last chord faded, not a sound could be heard. No one clapped. No
one cheered. Not even a cough. It wasn’t until Chris finally stood
that the theater exploded with applause.

“Chris!” shouted Stella, standing in ovation.
“Now THAT is what we have been waiting for. You’ve broken out of
your mold but at the same time stayed true to who you are. You are
in it to win it. Where did all that emotion come from?” Chris
smiled and shrugged. “Well, keep it up, my friend, because that is
what a winning performer sounds like.”

Eddie sniffed and dabbed at his eyes with his
sleeve. “Last week you made me sweat, this week you make me cry.
What’s left? Bravo, my friend!”

Lucy folded her slender fingers together and
leaned forward on the table. Her black hair fell in her face as she
spoke. “That was so…pure,” she said, as though she couldn’t find
the right word. “You don’t need all those extras. Your voice and
the honest delivery of that song show how talented you really are.
Congratulations, Chris.”

The crowd cheered as Bradley McKnight walked
out on the stage. “Well done! That had to feel good!” he said,
patting Chris on the back.

“Yeah, it was great.” His smile was so bright
it made me wonder if he was human.

The rest of the performances that night were
also impressive. It was as though the bar had been raised; everyone
was giving their all, battling it out to make the cut. Cynthia sang
a Faith Hill song, and Sam did something from Justin
Timberlake.

At the end of the show I was on the edge of
my seat with wonder at who would leave. “What did you base
tonight’s decision on?” Bradley asked Lucy.

She leaned back in her chair. “It was tough.
Everyone did an outstanding job. I guess, for me, it came down to
who I felt has shown the most growth this far into the
competition.”

Bradley glanced at the contestants, who stood
in a nervous group on the left side of the stage. “When I call your
name, come and find a seat in front of the judges.” The stage went
dark, with only a spotlight shining on the group. “Sam, Cynthia,
Riley…”

The audience cheered as the Superstars made
their way across the stage.

“Chris, Melody…”

By the end, there were only two left
standing, Jimmy and a guy named Ryan.

“Here are nine of your top ten!” The audience
clapped, and Bradley stood before the final two, his face somber.
“I’m sorry to say that for one of you, tonight was your last
performance on this stage.”

The lights dimmed as a spotlight centered on
the three men. Ryan wrapped his arm around Jimmy’s shoulders and
stared at Bradley. Jimmy bowed his head, his eyes on the floor.

“Without further delay, the last one to join
our group on center stage is…” He tucked the mic under his arm and
ripped open the ivory envelope. The camera jumped from one nervous
contestant to the next. Bradley glanced at the card and then looked
into the camera. “…going to be announced right after this
commercial break.”

Everyone, including myself, groaned. Why did
this have to be so drawn out? Just say the name, already!

I didn’t move from my spot as advertisements
for toilet paper, feminine hygiene products, and hemorrhoid cream
graced the screen. I wondered what type of people made up our
marketing demographic.

The show came back on, zeroing in on an
anxious Jimmy and Ryan. The theme music played in the background as
lights danced around the theatre. Once things quieted, Bradley
announced the results. “Ryan,” he said seriously, putting a heavy
hand on Ryan’s shoulder.

Ryan slumped and shook his head.

Bradley continued. “You may join the others.
Jimmy, I’m sorry, but this was your final show.”

I hated to see that happen; Jimmy was such a
good kid. He shook Bradley’s hand and went to hug the others before
exiting the stage.

I clicked off the TV and looked down at
Molly, who was stretched out across the couch with her head in my
lap. She yawned and rubbed her eyes with tight fists.

“Time for bed, sweetie.”

Someone knocked on the door as I was washing
my face. By the time I got there, whoever it was had left, but a
black leather tote was on the floor. A crisp, white envelope stuck
out of the front pocket. I ripped it open and found two tickets to
Thursday’s Top Ten party along with a handwritten note.

Allie, I thought you and Emily would enjoy a
night out. It’s a black tie affair, so wear your best dress. See
you there.

My hands trembled as I re-read the letter.
Although it wasn’t signed, I knew exactly who it was from.

Looks like you could use a book bag.

Maybe I needed to give the guy some slack. He
was considerate and down-to-Earth, and the more I was around him,
the more I liked him.

Inner logic kicked in. There was no room in
my life for distractions. I had goals and dreams that did not
include Chris, or any other man for that matter, and I was working
my butt off to making things happen. I really needed to get a hold
of myself.

But deep down, in the far recesses of my mind
where it was impossible to lie to myself, I knew that wasn’t
completely true.

***

Early the next morning I went into Emily’s
room and flipped on the light. She groaned. “What are you doing?
Can’t you see I’m sleeping? Allie!” She threw a pillow my way and
pulled the blankets up over her head, lifting only a corner to
scowl at me. “Why do you look so damn happy?”

“Do you have Thursday night off? We got
invited to a party.”

“What?” She lifted her head and squinted
against the bright light. Her hair was matted down on one side.
“Where? With who?”

I explained about the Top Ten party. Her eyes
grew rounder with every word. “It’s by invitation only.”

Her expression fell. “And you got an invite.
Not funny.” She grabbed her covers and rolled over onto her side,
facing away from me.

I couldn’t resist. “Well, let’s just say I
know a guy.”

She flipped back around and looked at me,
eyes as wide as ever. “You know a guy? A guy that gave you an
invitation?”

“Two, actually. The tickets are on the
counter. I thought you might want to know in case you needed to
take the night off.” I hid my smile and shut off her light. She was
on my heels before I got down the hallway.

“You’re serious?” Her face lit up as she eyed
the tickets on the counter. “Oh my gosh, Allie, this is going to be
so much fun!” She looked up at me. “We have to go shopping.”

“Definitely,” I agreed. The only dress I
owned was shoved into a dark, dusty corner of my closet. It was the
one I’d worn to Mom’s funeral. Probably the same one I’d wear to
Grams’, I thought sadly.

Emily hugged me and danced back towards her
room, but looked at me from over her shoulder before going in. “Who
gave you the tickets anyway?”

Just thinking about him brought a blush to my
face. “Chris.”

She gave me one of her cock-eyed, know-it-all
stares, and I knew exactly the thoughts that filled her head.

“Don’t even start,” I warned.

Thursday afternoon I raced out of my
classroom to meet Emily. Chris just happened to be passing by as I
rounded a corner, and I ran smack into him, colliding with his hard
chest. The force was enough to make me fall backwards, but he was
quick and caught me before I hit the floor.

“Whoa, where’s the fire?” he asked, holding
me by the wrists.

I looked up at him, a breath catching in my
throat. “Thanks.”

He released me and took a step back. “Did you
get your tickets the other night?”

“Yes! I meant to call, but these past couple
days have been so hectic that I never got a chance. And the tote is
perfect. See?” I said, holding it up for him to admire. “Everything
fits. And just enough pockets. Thank you, so much.”

“You’re most definitely welcome,” he said,
looking pleased. “I’m glad you like it. There were so many to
choose from, I wasn’t sure.” He paused and cleared his throat. “So
I’ll see you tonight?”

“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss it.”

I really needed to get going if I was going
to catch Emily in time for the bus, but I couldn’t pull myself away
from him. It was like there was some invisible force keeping me
there, holding me hostage in his presence.

He reached up and rubbed the back of his
neck. The rhythmic contracting and relaxing of his bicep was quite
distracting. “Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

“Emily and I are going shopping,” I
explained, lowering my eyes and transferring the heavy bag to my
other shoulder. “I should get going.”

His arm dropped down to his side. “Don’t let
me keep you. Oh, hey, Allie?” he called after I made it a few feet
down the hall.

“Yeah?”

“I missed you the other night. The
after-party.”

Shit. With everything that had been
going on I’d completely forgotten. “I am so sorry. I-”

“Did you get my message? I called a couple
times. Left a voicemail.”

I pulled out my phone and stared at the
narrow screen. Nothing. Not even a missed call alert. “I don’t know
why I even carry this around,” I said. “I never get my messages. Or
if I do, it’s days later.”

“Phone trouble, huh? I thought that maybe,
since it was Jimmy, you didn’t want to be there.”

“I had to watch Molly,” I explained. “But ask
anyone, my phone hates me. I hope you didn’t think I was blowing
you off.”

He arched an eyebrow high above a lascivious
grin. “I’d be alright with you blowing me off.”

***

Emily and I wandered past the storefronts,
peeking in windows and discussing our options. She was eying a
scarlet gown.

“Oh, Allie, look at that. It’s gorgeous!
Let’s go in.” Leave it to her to wear a red dress to a black-tie
affair.

She talked to the sales associate while I
combed through the clearance rack. A powder blue dress with
metallic silver threading caught my eye. It was beautiful;
strapless and floor length with an empire waist.

“You have got to try that on,” Emily said,
fingering the delicate fabric. “It matches your eyes!”

Her hands were empty. “What about you? Aren’t
you going to try the red one?”

She shook her head. “It’s a lot more than I
want to spend. I’ll keep looking.”

I went into the dressing room and slipped the
gown over my head. It looked amazing. The fabric hugged my curves
in just the right places, and I felt incredibly sexy. Emily walked
circles around me, analyzing the dress with her fashion-savvy
eyes.

“What do you think?” I beamed, turning before
the mirror.

“I love it! Allie, you look awesome. You just
need a pair of silver strappy heels, and with a sparkly tennis
bracelet you will own the room!” I smirked; Emily had a way of
over-exaggerating things when she was excited.

I about choked when I saw the price. Even
with the discount it was more than I could justify spending on a
dress that I probably wouldn’t wear more than once.

She saw my hesitation. “You have to get this.
I mean, there’s nothing to think about, really. You need a dress,
it looks fabulous on you.”

“This coming from the girl who won’t buy the
red one because it’s too expensive,” I laughed. She was right
though. I don’t think I could’ve settled for anything else. “Okay.
If you say this is it, then this is it!”

Emily found a yellow dress in a boutique
across the street. It didn’t take us too much longer to find shoes
and accessories.

She ran her fingers through my stringy locks
while we sat on the bus. “Will you let me do your hair?”

“This won’t work?” I joked, reaching up to
touch my ponytail.

“Only if you’re going for the ‘straight from
the gym’ look. But then there wouldn’t be any reason for the
dress.”

I laughed. “You’re going to do my make-up
too, right?” Beyond mascara and lip gloss, I was clueless.

It was nearly six by the time we reached the
apartment. After a quick shower, I sat down in a kitchen chair for
Emily. Armed with a curling iron, a blow-dryer, and a box of pins,
she started pulling and tugging my hair up into a flawless twist.
Softly curled tendrils framed my face, and she tucked in some
sparkly rhinestone pins for effect.

I admired my up-do in the mirror. There must
have been enough bobby pins to set off a metal detector. “Wow,
Emily, you have a lot of talent. You really should go to
school…”

She let out a frustrated sigh. “Don’t start
on the school thing again, Al. Turn around, let me do your
face.”

After she finished my make-up I went to my
room to get dressed. As I slipped on the shoes and clasped the
bracelet around my wrist, I realized I’d forgotten to buy earrings.
I tried on half a dozen pairs from my jewelry box but couldn’t find
any that went with the dress. I was about to ask Emily when I
remembered the old black velvet box in the back of my dresser
drawer. Inside were the teardrop diamond earrings that Grams had
worn on her wedding day.

I had never even considered wearing them
before, they meant so much to me, but they were the only thing I
had that would work. I put them in just to see what they looked
like.

“Are you ready yet? It’s a quarter past
eight!” Emily yelled from the front room. “And it looks like it’s
starting to sleet, we’d better go!”

 


 


 


 



Chapter 9

The cab
pulled up against the curb across the street from the Plaza. “Sorry
ladies, this is as close as I can get you. All those limos are
blocking the street.”

He was right. Limousines were lined up as far
as I could see. Reporters jutted in and out from between the cars
and flashed pictures of everyone who walked by. I felt like I was
about to walk the red carpet on my way into the Oscars.

It was a spectacular sight. Three flights of
stairs led up to a white marble building. It had a domed roof and
was surrounded by tall, intricately carved pillars. Strands of
white lights hung from the branches of frozen evergreen bushes. The
luminosity reflected off the ice, causing the drooping sprigs to
glisten.

“Well?” I said to Emily, gesturing towards
the steps.

Emily’s face was pure excitement. “This is
going to be so much fun, Allie! I can’t believe we’re here. Let’s
go!”

Careful to avoid the patches of ice that was
collecting on the steps, we made our way to the top and handed our
invitations to a well-dressed usher. He pulled the heavy door open
and stepped aside so we could go in.

“Unbelievable,” said Emily, taking in our
surroundings. “I feel like Cinderella the night she met the
prince.”

Crystal chandeliers cast a golden glow
throughout the room. In the far corner a string quartet played,
providing a nice backdrop for all the happy chatter. A waiter
walked by with a tray filled with glasses of champagne.

I took one, sipped, and swished the bubbly in
my mouth for a second before swallowing. “Look! There they are.” I
pointed up to the balcony. Chris and the other Stars were
surrounded by cameras and reporters. He looked slightly
uncomfortable but stunning in a crisp black and white tuxedo.
Cynthia was by his side. She wore a shimmery strapless peach gown.
A necklace with a diamond pendant large enough to pay my tuition
for the next five years hung from her neck.

An unexpected pang of jealousy washed over me
as I watched the two of them; Chris whispered something into her
ear, and she threw her head back and gave a hearty laugh. He
flashed a brilliant smile and shook his head.

I was standing there, gawking up at them,
when Jake came over. His gaze followed mine to the balcony. “Who
are you looking at?”

“Cynthia,” I admitted. “She’s a knockout.
They look good together, don’t you think?”

He wrinkled his nose. “She’s alright. But
she’s a real piece of work- one high maintenance chick. I don’t
know how Knots puts up with her.”

The question had to be asked, I was dying to
know. “Are they together?”

“Yes, no, sometimes, who can keep up? I know
they were a thing at the start of the show, but now…” His eyes
narrowed, and he looked at me suspiciously. “Why do you care?”

“I don’t.”

He studied me with those steel blue eyes.
Insecurity must have been written all over my face because the next
thing he said was, “Don’t worry babe; she’s got nothing on you.” He
took a step back to admire Emily and me. A low whistle escaped his
lips. “Ladies, we are looking fine tonight.”

Emily giggled. “Hey Jake, how are you? You
don’t look too bad yourself, you know.” She was right. His silver
button-down shirt and black dress pants were a far cry from his
usual jeans and wrinkled t-shirts.

“May I have the honor?” he asked, stepping
between Emily and me and looping his arms through ours. “I’d love
to give you the tour.”

He led us to the string quartet. Using a
formal, tour-guide sort of tone, he said, “In this corner we have
the evening’s musical entertainment. They’ll be playing until
dinner. Then, a live band will take the stage.” He pointed towards
a hardwood dance floor. It was blocked off by thick velvet ropes.
“I do hope you both will save a spot on your cards for me tonight,”
he said with a cheesy grin.

“Certainly,” Emily agreed.

“Of course,” I said when he looked at me.

We walked a bit further. “And here we have
the front door, next to which is the coat check-in.” We laughed and
followed him to the front of the room- just below the balcony.
“That area is reserved for the Superstars, as I’m sure you’ve
noticed.” He glanced up at the contestants. “Their main role
tonight is publicity, which is why you see all the reporters and
cameras.”

I peeked up at Chris. He was leaning over the
edge of the balcony, resting his arms on the wooden railing.
Cynthia was close by, of course. She looked at me, then at Chris,
and back at me again. If looks could kill, I would have vaporized
where I stood. She took Chris’s arm and pulled him away.

Jake led us further around the room but
stopped and pulled his buzzing cell phone from his pocket. “Sorry
gals,” he said as he read his text message. “Duty calls. I’m
running the cameras tonight. I’ll catch up with you later, okay?”
He turned to walk away but gave us one last look from over his
shoulder. “Don’t forget about our dance. You both promised!”

Someone tapped on a microphone as Jake walked
off. The low thud echoed through the room, and everyone quieted and
turned to look. A middle aged man with a balding head and a very
round midsection stood on the stage. It was Mr. Doveland, the
producer of the show. “Excuse me, please,” he said. “Dinner is
about to be served. Make your way up the stairs to the dining room
and find a seat.” He gestured to a grand mahogany staircase.

Emily and I followed the crowd and found two
empty seats in the back of the large room. As we sat, I noticed
there were dozens of tables, each decorated with white linen cloths
and accented with burgundy and silver candles. Linen napkins were
neatly folded and stuffed into tall crystal champagne flutes. At
the front of the room was a long table, and I counted ten place
settings. I assumed that was where Chris and the others would be
sitting. Jake had disappeared and was nowhere to be seen.

Waiters dressed in black and draped with
white aprons carried large, round trays stacked with steaming bowls
of soup. I didn’t quite catch the name; it sounded French and
smelled garlicky. Then an appetizer was brought, sea scallops,
followed by a Greek salad. I couldn’t believe my eyes when they
brought around the main course. Everyone had a choice between
several elegant entrees: filet mignon, steamed salmon, or roasted
duck, and each looked more like artwork than food. For dessert they
served slices of white chocolate cheesecake drizzled with raspberry
sauce. On top of each slice sat a music note carved from dark
chocolate.

Emily looked at my untouched fork. “Aren’t
you going to eat?”

I looked at her guiltily, hating to waste the
food. “I’m really not that hungry.” Nerves had twisted my stomach
into a ball of tight knots, killing my appetite.

“You’re missing out,” she said before shoving
a spoonful of cheesecake into her mouth.

As people were finishing their dessert, Mr.
Doveland stood up and took the microphone. “If I could have your
attention, please.” He tapped a spoon against his champagne glass
and waited for everyone to quiet down. Once the room was silent, he
began, “We have all gathered tonight to celebrate our Top Ten.
Making it this far into the competition is quite a feat, and I
would like to offer you all my sincerest congratulations.”

Everyone applauded as he turned and raised
his glass to the contestants. “You know, this city has always given
me so much. I was born and raised here, graduated from UIC with a
degree in communication, and then set off for the big cities, in
search of fame and fortune. I’ve enjoyed a very successful career
that has been filled with so many wonderful opportunities. Soap
operas, game shows, sitcoms, you name it, I’ve done it.

“So when I had the idea for this show and
decided to produce it from Chicago, people thought I was crazy.
‘New York, Los Angeles,’ they’d say, ‘those are the places where
the big shows get made, not Chicago.’ But I ignored their comments
and went for it anyway. Oprah did it, right?” Several people
chuckled. “Like I said, Chicago has given me so much, and I felt
that it was finally my turn to give something back to the city. In
case you haven’t noticed, folks, Superstardom is a major
success.”

People whooped and hollered. “We’ve managed
to do what people told me was impossible, and it couldn’t have
happened without each and every one of you. I have the entire crew
to thank for this, everyone who works behind the scenes. The
musicians, the choreographers, our technical folk. I owe it all to
you. There are so many of you out there who are essential to the
process. Thank you.” Cheers and whistles filled the room. Once they
quieted down he finished up. “At this time I am going to pass the
microphone around to our Stars and let them say a few words.”

Cynthia stood and quickly thanked all her
fans. She wished the others luck and then passed the mic to Riley,
who shyly grinned and mumbled something that I couldn’t hear.

Chris was next. He spoke eloquently, thanking
the sponsors for hosting the party, wishing his competitors luck,
and expressing his great joy at being a part of the show. “I would
also like to thank my family and friends for their constant
support. I have truly been blessed.”

By the time he finished my head was spinning;
here was this man- talented, good-looking, considerate, and
well-spoken. He was too good to be true. I sat and pretended to pay
attention to the rest of the speeches but didn’t hear much of what
else was said.

Dinner ended, and Mr. Doveland announced that
there would be an open bar until twelve. “I encourage you all to
stay and try out the dance floor.” This request was met with
laughs.

Emily grabbed my hand as we walked towards
the stairs. “That was really something, wasn’t it? Have you ever
seen so much food? I can’t believe you didn’t eat anything.”

I squeezed her hand. “I’m gonna go find the
bathroom; I’ll catch up with you later, okay?” I knew she wouldn’t
mind my leaving her alone. It wouldn’t be long before she’d find
someone to talk to. She had such a knack for socializing with
strangers- a talent I certainly didn’t posses.

The bathroom was adjacent to the main doors,
and I went in to check my hair and makeup. Satisfied that
everything was still in place, I went back out to the party. I
didn’t get too far when Chris stepped out in front of me.

“I must say, you look incredible.” His gaze
traveled downward and then back up to my face.

My heart began to pound, and I felt the color
rise in my cheeks. “Hi,” I said with a quiet smile, “and thanks.
You look pretty great too.” My eyes ran over his tux before I
glanced towards the front of the room at the other Stars and the
reporters that surrounded them. “How did you manage to sneak
away?”

He smirked. “It wasn’t easy. I excused myself
for the restroom when I saw you go in. I’m sure I won’t be able to
hide for long, but I just had to come over and say ‘hi’ and tell
you how incredible you look. I’m glad you came.” He took my arm and
led me towards the dance floor. “Are you having a good time?”

“Well, this is pretty dull compared to my
usual scene,” I teased. He raised his eyebrows, and I giggled.
“Come on, you know this is amazing. Thank you so much for the
tickets. Emily and I are having a great time.”

We stood and watched the band set up. Then I
turned to him. “I didn’t get to tell you before, but your
performance this week was unbelievable.” I pictured him on the
stage with his guitar, performing that one-man symphony. “That took
guts, what you did, but you really pulled it off. I think the
judges loved it.” I stared at the stage for some time before daring
to look at him. “I sure did.”

His dark eyes were hypnotic, turning my
thoughts into a jumbled blur. “Thanks. I had some inspiration.”

I drew in a slow breath, determined to keep
my head. “And you must be really excited to be in the top ten. What
an accomplishment. Congratulations, Chris.”

He shifted his weight and put a hand on my
hip, pulling me closer. My body betrayed me. The knots in my
stomach tightened. His touch, however light, awakened every nerve
in my body. I became hyperaware of him. I saw every twitch in the
muscles of his hand and face, felt the heat radiating from inside
his tux, heard his every breath. The room became stifling.

He didn’t seem to notice. “Thanks. So far
it’s been a blast. But the pressure is only gonna get worse.”

I took another jagged breath. “I know. I
worry about the kids. And my job.” He gave me a sideways, puzzled
look. “When all the kids go home, I’m done. There are only three
left, you know.”

He frowned and watched a band member hang a
pair of cymbals on a drum set. “I never thought about that.”

The band finished setting up and opened up
with a slow song. I spotted Emily with a tall blonde guy. She
grinned at me and waved.

Chris pressed his hand into the small of my
back. “Shall we?” he whispered. We had only taken a single step
onto the hardwood floor when I felt him tense up. Under his breath
he cursed. “Dammit.”

I looked over my shoulder and saw Cynthia,
escorted by Mr. Doveland, heading towards us.

Chris gave me an apologetic look. “They found
me.”

Mr. Doveland clapped Chris on the back.
“Where did you disappear to? People are waiting. Come on, let’s
go!”

Cynthia looked down her nose at me. “Come
on,” she demanded, looking back at Chris. “Celebrity
Magazine wants a picture of us, together.” I was sure she
emphasized that last part for my benefit.

Chris was not happy. “Nice,” he mumbled,
turning to me. “Allie, I’m sorry…”

I shushed him before he could finish. “Don’t
worry about it; you are here for business, right? We’ll dance
later, after everything calms down. How many pictures can they
possibly take?” I squeezed his arm.

Jake appeared out of nowhere. Beside me,
Chris stiffened even more. “Allie! Baby! How about that dance you
promised me earlier?” He looked at Chris. “I mean, if you’re
available.”

“No, actually that would be great, Jake.
Chris has to go. Business calls, you know.” I glanced at Chris as I
reached for Jake’s outstretched hand. “Find me later, when you get
a chance, okay?”

“I will,” he said flatly, his eyes still on
Jake.

Cynthia gave me another smug glance before
happily linking her arm in Chris’s and pulling him away.

“Incredible,” I sighed, leaning into Jake. “I
don’t know where she gets off being so rude.”

“Don’t feel too special,” he said, fixing me
with a scrutinizing look. “So, you and the big Superstar again,
huh?”

I rolled my eyes.

The band played an upbeat song, and Jake and
I went out onto the floor. I followed his lead and tried to keep
up. “Wow, you’re really good!” I said breathlessly. He grinned,
spun me around, and caught me by the wrists before I lost my
balance. I wasn’t sorry when the band transitioned to a slower
song.

I rested my hands on his shoulders, and he
wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me against him. “This is
nice,” he whispered as he reached up to touch my hair. “I like
being close to you.”

My skin broke out in a cold sweat, and I
tried to concentrate on something other than the loud ringing that
was pulsing in my ears. Faces around me went blurry, and I closed
my eyes and took a deep breath, hoping the spell would pass.

Jake stopped dancing. “Hey, are you okay?
You’re as white as a ghost.”

I blinked a few times to try and stop the
room from spinning. “I need some air,” I said, grabbing his
arm.

“Whoa, take it easy.” He wrapped his arm
around my waist. “Come on, I’ll walk out with you.”

He led me towards the front exit. Chris was
near the door talking to a reporter. His expression filled with
alarm as he watched Jake and I go out the door.

I quivered once we were outside. The air was
cold but felt good on my bare shoulders. Snow fell from the heavy
clouds, and I closed my eyes and leaned my head back, letting the
frozen flakes fall on my cheeks.

Jake peered into my face. “Better? Your color
is coming back.”

I inhaled a few deep breaths and felt my
heart slow back down to a normal pace. “A little. Thanks.”

I took a few steps across the terrace but
slipped just a bit. Jake caught me by the shoulders. “Careful! It’s
gotten slick.”

I gripped the black steel railing and looked
down to the street. Traffic had died down, leaving only the
occasional car to pass by.

Jake stood next to me. “What happened in
there?”

“I don’t know. The room started to spin. I
probably should have eaten something. That champagne must have gone
straight to my head.”

“You didn’t eat dinner?”

“Not much,” I admitted.

“When was the last time you ate
anything?”

I thought back. “Breakfast, I guess. I was so
excited to meet Emily this afternoon that I completely spaced
lunch.”

He let out a groan. “Jeez, woman. What are
you trying to do to yourself?” He turned to go inside. “Come on,
they’ve got to have something in there.”

It all seemed to happen in slow motion. My
feet flew up in front of me. My arms went above my head, and I
crashed onto the hard stones of the terrace. I then started rolling
down the stairs that led to the street below. Each one created its
own, distinct thump. One…two… three…and then there was nothing.

 


 


 


 


 Chapter 10

I had only fragmented memories of what
happened next. Jake was kneeling over me, his icy hands cupping my
cheeks.

Emily came out of nowhere. Terror was evident
in the tight line of her lips as she gathered the skirt of her
dress and pressed it against my forehead.

A blinding pain radiated from my right ankle.
Searing bursts of heat traveled down my foot and up my calf. My
head throbbed. Every breath drove sharp needles into my sides. I
looked up at my frantic sister. “It would be…a real shame…to ruin
that…dress,” I managed to say between gasps.

Snow dusted her hair. “You’re worried about
my dress?” Sirens of an approaching ambulance were deafening and
drowned out the rest of her words.

Chris pushed his way through the crowd of
onlookers just as the paramedics lifted the gurney. He reached me
in two long strides and took my hand, but I couldn’t hear what he
was saying. As if entering a tunnel of darkness, my consciousness
was lost.

The next thing I remember, I was lying in a
hospital bed. The beeping of the monitors echoed in my ears. My
eyes were heavy, and I struggled unsuccessfully to open them.
Emily’s soft cry came from the other end of the room as the doctor
gave her my diagnosis.

“Fractured ankle and two cracked ribs,” he
said. “I’m confident those will heal with time. There was a
good-sized laceration just above the hairline on her left temple.
It took twelve stitches to close it up, and I think it’s safe to
say she’ll experience some tenderness and bruising.”

“She’s going to be okay though, right?”

“She’s very lucky. It could have been a lot
worse.” He seemed to hesitate. “She hit her head and has been in
and out of consciousness. I’m sure it’s nothing serious, but we’re
going to run some tests to be sure. We’ll know more after we have
those results. I’ve given her something for the pain, and you can
be sure we’re going to keep a close watch on her.”

Poor Emily. I’d always been the one to take
care of her and soften the blows of all the tragedies we’d suffered
through years. Who would be there for her now? Who would take care
of her? Blackness again…

The next thing I remembered, Jake was sitting
close to the bed and holding my hand. He was arguing with someone,
his voice a controlled, low growl. I couldn’t quite hear what he
was saying or tell who he was angry at. Blackness….

Fingers brushed my cheek. I again tried to
open my eyes, but they wouldn’t budge. I sighed, or at least I
think I did, because I got a lungful of Chris’s intoxicating
smell.

“Allie.” It was him. He picked up my limp
hand and held it in his own, turning it over and running his smooth
fingers across my palm.

Despite my state of consciousness, my body
reacted to his touch. The monitor beeped, registering my racing
heart, and a jolt electrified my insides. I tried to respond to
him, but my lips and eyelids were so heavy I couldn’t will them
open.

“You still owe me that dance, you know,” he
urged as he traced circles on my skin. The pleasure was maddening.
“Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to leave you? The last
thing I wanted was-.”

I fought to hold consciousness, fought to
hear his words. Blackness…

I woke up for real sometime the next day. The
nurse was checking my vitals when I opened my eyes. “Mmm,” I
moaned, squinting against the bright light. My mouth felt dry and
sticky, and any headache I’d ever had paled in comparison to the
thumping I now felt behind my temples.

“Good morning, sunshine! How are you
feeling?” Her bright red lips curved into a smile. She pressed her
cool hand against my forehead, and I winced.

My entire body ached. “Like I fell down three
flights of stairs. What day is it?”

“It’s Friday afternoon, honey. You hold still
and I’ll go get your doctor.”

I glanced at the tangle of clear tubing
hanging from an IV hook and followed the lines to my arms. “Do I
have a choice?” I asked as she disappeared in the hallway. I
couldn’t go anywhere even if I’d wanted to.

Within a few minutes, the doctor came in and
looked over my chart. “Well hello there, Ms. Banks, I’m pleased to
see you awake. How are you feeling?”

I told him the same thing I told the
nurse.

“That’s a good sign, no memory loss?” He
shined his bright little flashlight into my eyes.

I grinned at the stupidity of his question.
“Um, no, I don’t think so. But if I did lose my memory, how would I
know? What would I say I had forgotten?”

He chuckled. “I think you’re going to be just
fine. Your ankle is fractured. We’ll get it set and then have you
fitted for a walking boot. You might feel some tenderness in your
ribs, but only time will heal that. Try to stay as still as
possible, okay? Can I get you anything?”

“No, thank you,” I said just as Emily walked
in.

Relief flooded her face. “Allie! Oh, thank
God you’re awake.” She rushed over and stood next to the bed,
unshed tears glistening in her eyes.

I took her hand and smiled through my pain.
“Emily, listen to me- I’m fine. It’s just my ankle, nothing they
can’t fix. Don’t get upset.”

She wiped her eyes. “Isn’t this just like us?
You’re the one in a hospital bed, and I’m the one who needs
comforting.” She smiled weakly. “Are you okay? You did fall down
three flights of stairs, you know.”

“Yeah, I guess. What happened, anyway? I
remember not feeling well, and Jake took me outside, but everything
after that is kind of fuzzy.”

Emily studied me, her lips trembling. “Jake
said he was going in to find you something to eat. He thought maybe
your blood sugar was low, and that’s why you weren’t feeling good.
But then you slipped on a patch of ice. He said he tried to catch
you, but you were just out of his reach. And then you fell
backwards and hit your head on the steps and just kept going until
you were on the sidewalk. He called for an ambulance and ran
inside, yelling for help.” Her voice cracked, and she turned to the
doctor. “Did the tests come back? Is everything okay?”

He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses and
flipped through my chart. “Everything looks good. She should be
back to normal in no time.”

She fixed me with a solemn gaze. “You scared
the hell out of me, Allie.”

The doctor’s beeper went off. He glanced at
it before looking back at me. “We’d like to keep you one more night
for observations. Assuming all goes well, which I have no reason to
believe it won’t,” he added when Emily frowned, “you can go home
tomorrow morning. If you don’t have any more questions…”

“We’ll be fine,” Emily said. “Thank you.”

“Where’s Molly?” I asked after he left.

“Mrs. Johnson has her.” Emily studied the
monitors, but her lips were curved into a knowing smile.

“What?” Sometimes I couldn’t keep up with
her.

“You’ve been a busy girl, haven’t you?” I had
no idea what she was talking about, and my empty expression must
have told her so because she continued. “Really, Allie? Two guys?
Isn’t that a little selfish?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh, come on, like you don’t know.”

My expression did not change.

“Fine, let me spell it out for you. Jake! And
Chris! They were both here, all night and most of the morning. They
only left because Chris had to get to rehearsal and Jake had to go
to work.”

I shook my head; Emily was good at reading
more into a situation than there really was. “Seriously, Em, you
need to take up a hobby.”

She pretended to look insulted.

“Jake and I are friends. You know that. We’ve
been hanging out since the start of the show. Chris, well, he’s
probably just concerned about the fact that I’m here lying in a
hospital bed. Besides, he’s a star. He’s the kind of guy a girl
only dreams about.” I closed my eyes, feeling as though a vise grip
was tightening around my temples. “And could you imagine, living
that life?” I whispered. “Whether or not he wins, he’s destined for
fame. Hell, he’s already there. He won’t have time to get serious
with anyone, and why would he want to? He’ll be so busy with
contracts and records and parties that…” I realized it sounded like
I was trying to convince myself, so I stopped.

Emily fixed her narrowed eyes on me. “You are
so thick-headed! Let’s say it was me lying here, and there were two
gorgeous guys hovering at my bedside and fretting over my every
little twitch. What would you think?”

“Emily…”

“You can’t tell me you don’t see it!” She
studied me for several seconds before continuing. “Or, maybe you
don’t want to. Are you still hung up on Paul?”

I flinched

“Oh, honey!” Her lower lip poked out as she
pulled her mouth into a frown. I felt like a pathetic little child.
“You need to move on. Your ankle may be broken, but you’re not. Not
all guys are like him.”

Deep down I knew she was right. It was time
to forget about Paul, but I couldn’t just make the hurt and
shattered trust magically disappear. “Emily, I know you’re trying
to be helpful,”

She groaned and paced the room.

“…and I love you for that,” I continued.
“Really, I do. And maybe there is something, I don’t know, but it
doesn’t matter. I can’t go through that again. I couldn’t take
it.”

“So now what, you’re just going to live the
life of a lonely, bitter woman? That sounds like a tantalizing
future.”

“It’s only been six months!” I cried out.
“Paul and I were together for two and a half years. It still hurts.
Just give me some time, please!” Tears spilled out onto my cheeks
as I fought to keep things suppressed. The memories were too fresh,
though.

“Do you know what he said to me that night?
Before walking out?”

She shook her head.

“He told me he was bored. He said I was
sucking the life right out of him.”

Emily scowled. “That’s the biggest load of
crap I’ve ever heard. I never liked that guy, Allie. Something
about him, I don’t know what. I never trusted him.”

“There must be some truth or else he wouldn’t
have left. I had no idea he felt that way. I thought we were happy.
I was. But he said I was suffocating him, and he had to get
out.”

“Now you listen to me!” Her voice was angry.
“Don’t you believe any of that, not even for a second. If he
couldn’t see how amazing you are, well, it just goes to show how
little attention he paid.”

I turned my head to hide the fresh tears.

“I’m sorry,” she said gently. “Please don’t
cry. I hate seeing you so unhappy. I miss my sister.” Her voice was
softer, less frustrated.

“I’m not unhappy. Not completely. And I’ll be
okay, someday, but you’ve got to stop pushing me to do things I’m
not ready for.”

“You’re right.” She sighed and looked at her
watch. “I gotta run. I just wanted to stop by and check on you. I’m
so glad you’re awake. I’ll be back later, okay?”

***

Jake and Emily came by the hospital Saturday
morning to take me home. “Hi, gorgeous! How ya’ feeling?” Jake
asked as he helped me climb into the backseat of the cab. I managed
a smile but was too sore and doped up on pain medication to hold
any kind of a decent conversation.

He all but carried me up to the apartment.
Once in bed, I fell into a heavy sleep. When I woke up later that
night I was surprised to find them both in the living room. Emily
was kicked back on the recliner watching a late night movie, and
Jake was sprawled out on the couch, sound asleep.

“Hey, sleepyhead,” Emily said, looking up
from the TV.

“Hi,” I said dazedly. “What’s he doing
here?”

“He insisted on staying and fell asleep about
an hour ago.” She grinned and got up from her chair, following me
to the kitchen. “You got flowers.”

I hobbled towards the table to have a closer
look. “Why are you home?”

“I took the weekend off. My boss was okay
with it when I told her about your, um, accident. You’ve had
visitors, but I didn’t let anyone in since you were sleeping.”

I looked at the clock- it was almost eleven.
I had literally slept the entire day. “Thanks.”

I removed the card from a cheerful vase of
black and yellow sunflowers. Get well soon, Miss Banks. We miss
you. Love, Melody, Sam, and Riley. They sure were sweet kids. I
couldn’t wait to see them again.

A bunch of red carnations speckled with white
baby’s breath sat behind the sunflowers. I’m so glad you’re
okay. Your man, Jake. I looked up at Emily.

“He feels really bad,” she explained. “He
said he should have caught you.”

I frowned. “That’s ridiculous.”

The biggest arrangement was a heavy clear
vase filled with pink stargazer lilies. For my favorite star.
~Chris.

I tried to hide my smile.

“Aren’t they gorgeous?” she asked. “He
stopped by after lunch, but you were still asleep.”

My heart did a little flip-flop in my chest.
He was so thoughtful. They all were. It was comforting to know that
so many people cared.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 11

 The
doctor didn’t release me to go back to work until Wednesday, but a
creature of habit, I woke up at the crack of dawn Monday morning.
Emily was in the kitchen. “Morning,” she said, pausing to take a
bite of drippy cereal. “How’s the leg?”

“It hurts.”

A crumpled grocery bag was on the table.
Inside was my dress. The hem was frayed, and I picked it up to
inspect the damage when one of Grams’s earrings fell to the floor.
I shook out the bag and the dress, looking for the other.

“You only had the one on when we got to the
hospital,” Emily said. “Sorry, I know how special those were to
you.”

Without thinking, I reached up and touched my
bare earlobe. I was sick at the thought that I’d lost one.

I spent the day lounging around the
apartment, trying to stay off my feet. Bored out of my mind, I went
back and forth between my laptop, my schoolwork, and the TV. By
dinner time I felt like the walls were closing in on me.

Something was definitely off about the show
that night. Riley opened with a karaoke-style performance of
Madonna’s Express Yourself. Sam, Cynthia, and Melody all
followed, but weren’t much better. Everybody got all the words and
didn’t miss their moves, but the routines were lacking something.
It was like everyone was exhausted and only working at
half-capacity.

“I don’t know what the problem is,” Lucy
complained, wrinkling her nose as a disappointed Melody left the
stage. “Is there a full moon or something? Everyone sounds so flat
tonight.”

The music of Hinder’s Better than Me
began to play. Bright green lights danced around the stage, and a
guitarist in the background strummed the soft chords. Chris’s stage
presence didn’t hold a fraction of its normal vitality. In fact, he
looked about as good as I felt. He was pale and had dark circles
under his eyes, and it was almost as though the accompaniment had
more energy than he did. The chorus was vocally demanding, and the
strain was evident on his face as he really pushed himself to hit
the higher notes. He still sounded good, but there was something
different about his voice.

Stella picked up on it right away. “I was
worried about you tonight because I heard you’ve been sick, but you
pulled it off. Your lower bass tones really came through in this
one.” The audience cheered.

“When did you first notice you were getting
sick?” Bradley asked after the judges were through with their
comments.

“Friday night, I guess.” His voice was
hoarse. “I went to bed with a sore throat.” He turned his head and
coughed into his fist.

Bradley patted him on the back. “Well, take
it easy and rest those vocal chords. It just wouldn’t be right to
lose you to a cold.”

I muted the TV when the show broke for
commercials. I was shocked. I had no idea Chris was sick. What
would happen if he didn’t get better by the next performance? What
if he got worse?

I watched the rest of the show without really
hearing much. At the end, I was saddened to see Riley voted
off.

***

Emily frowned at me when I came in Tuesday
afternoon, my arms filled with shopping bags. “You’re supposed to
be resting.”

“I’m fine. I just had to get out for awhile.
Get some fresh air.”

She pulled a bottle of cold medicine from one
of the sacks. “Are you sick?”

“No, not me. Chris is.” I looked at her
innocently and pulled down our box of recipe cards. “I’m going to
make him some of Mom’s chicken noodle soup.”

“Well that’s awfully nice of you,” she said
with a sly smile, “but I can think of something else that would
make him feel better.” She closed her eyes and puckered her
lips.

“Emily! You are so bad!” I laughed, reaching
up to the top shelf to grab a hold of the heavy stockpot. “Besides,
I wouldn’t want to catch his cold, you know.”

She started to say something, but instead
grinned and shook her head. “Of course not.”

I caught a cab to the studio hotel. It was a
Marriott a few streets over from the studio, and I carefully
climbed out of the backseat with the heavy sack in my arms. The
hotel was enormous; this was where all the out-of-town crew members
stayed- even Jake. I hoped I didn’t run into him.

Instead of calling up, I went to the front
desk and asked for Chris’s room number. The clerk gave me a funny
look and asked for identification. I showed her my
Superstardom ID badge, and she gave me the number and
pointed in the direction of the elevator.

The ride up to the fifth floor was
excruciating, and the slow paced elevator music did nothing to help
my nerves. Did I really want to do this? Chris had stopped by my
place before, and it hadn’t been a big deal. Why should this be any
different?

I paused just outside his door. The jitters
in my stomach traveled to my hands, and I gripped the bag tightly
and waited for my heartbeat to slow down before knocking.

I about dropped everything when he answered
the door. He wore a pair of red and black flannel pants and no
shirt. The pants hung low on his hips, low enough to expose a trail
of hair under his bellybutton that disappeared beneath his
waistband. I couldn’t keep my eyes from lingering.

“Allie!” His voice was low and rough. “Come
in,” he said, holding the door open for me.

I peeled my eyes away from his bare flesh
long enough to look up into his amused expression. Heat rose in my
face, and I had to convince my thick tongue to let me speak. “I
heard you weren’t feeling well,” I finally said, stepping past him
and into the room. I set the sack on the table, unwrapped my fuzzy
green scarf from around my neck, and hung my coat on the back of a
wooden chair.

The suite was nice, a spacious kitchenette
and living area and a separate bedroom. Chris disappeared behind a
door and came back wearing a black T-shirt.

“I watched you perform last night. Stella
said you’d been sick, and your voice was hoarse and you looked so
tired that…” I stopped rambling and rummaged through the bag.
“Anyway, I brought chicken noodle soup.”

He stood near the table and leaned against
the wall with his thick arms folded across his chest. I couldn’t
read anything from his expression. “That sounds great,” he
said.
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