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I just want my Grace back...


I want the girl I found sending me dirty tweets on Saint Thomas. I want the girl who reluctantly gave in to my charms and let me boss her around.
I want the girl who sent me to my knees and made me imagine what her fairy tale would look like with me in it.


I just want to move on.


I want to plan the future and think about kids and preschools and college funds. I want everything she ever wanted,
and I want us to make it happen together.


But the media needs more from us. More dirt. More pain. More payment for past transgressions.


You can’t change the past. And even though Grace is ready to put her demons to bed, mine are just starting to get restless. Because when
you’ve silenced as many enemies as I have over the years, you know that secret won’t stay buried forever.
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  Chapter One
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  #TakeThePlunge
 
   
 
  THREE days in the hospital. Three hours on the plane. And with LA traffic, three hours to get back to Vaughn’s house in the hills.
 
  Three is my unlucky number.
 
  The limo pulls into the driveway and comes to a stop at an angle, trying to cut the distance from the car to the front door. But it doesn’t matter. Standing makes me dizzy. Walking is out of the question. I have to wait for Vaughn and the driver to get the wheelchair out of the trunk.
 
  “Here, sweets,” Vaughn says as he positions the chair up to the car.
 
  “I hate this.”
 
  “I know, baby. Later you can try to put some pressure on it. There’s no broken bones, so it’s just a matter of good old-fashioned healing.”
 
  But I don’t want to try to walk, either. I stepped on it accidentally when I got in the chair earlier and the pain was sharp and immediate. “I don’t want to,” I say.
 
  Vaughn ignores me. I’ve been doing nothing but bitching since I started talking earlier today and I’m sure everyone around me is wishing I’d go back to my self-imposed silence.
 
  I scoot myself to the edge of the car, then brace all my weight on my good leg and flop down in the wheelchair.
 
  “See,” Vaughn says cheerfully. “Not so bad.”
 
  Not so bad if you’re the one pushing. There are only three steps leading up to the front porch of the rambling one-story house, but even so, the effort required to get me up those three steps makes me want to curl up in a corner and die.
 
  I’m so high-maintenance.
 
  “Where to first, huh? Movie room? You can relax on the couch and I’ll wait on you. Delivery service is complimentary.”
 
  He’s still smiling when I look up at him but it falters. That makes me feel bad. “Bed,” I say. “I’m so tired.” It’s not a lie, but I was tired on the plane too. And on the way home. In fact, tired is starting to be my new favorite phrase, because when you’re injured and you say you’re tired, people say you need to get some rest. And that means they leave you alone.
 
  “You just woke up, Grace. You’re not going back to sleep. In fact, let’s go outside. How about a trip down the lazy river?”
 
  “Hmmm.”
 
  He chuckles as he pushes me through the messy living room where Felicity has hoodies and shoes lying all over the place, and then stops at the wall of glass that leads out to the pool area. The doors are swept open and the heat rolls over me like a blanket.
 
  Yeah. Maybe that feels good.
 
  “Put your arms around me, Grace. And hold tight.”
 
  I do as I’m told and he lifts me out of the chair and cradles me in his arms as he walks over to the little foliage-covered archway that leads to the part of the backyard where the lazy river is. He turns sideways so we can fit through and then stands on the edge of the plunge pool. The lazy river is only about four and a half feet deep, but the plunge pool is exactly what it sounds like. A place to drop straight in, kick off, and shoot back up. “Trust me?”
 
  I tilt my head up as my heart races. “It might—”
 
  “Do you trust me, Grace? Never mind the rest.”
 
  I look him in the eye as I nod. “Yes.”
 
  He squeezes me harder and then steps off the edge.
 
  We drop together. My mouth opens to scream, but then the cold water rushes in and shocks me silent. We drop swiftly. My wound stings from the impact or the chlorine or both and I’m just about to start flailing in protest when the soothing coolness takes over. Vaughn’s feet touch bottom and there’s a moment where we feel weightless. His knees bend and he laughs underwater. His joy fills my heart as we spring up and burst through the water.
 
  We bob there. Vaughn’s feet are treading water trying to keep us afloat, and I start to wiggle again.
 
  “Shhh,” he chastises me with a whisper in my ear. “Be still, sweets. I’ve got you. Relax. I will never let anything happen to you again. Never.”
 
  I spit some water out of my mouth and do as I’m told for once. I relax. I rest my head against his chest and the second I do that, the arm supporting the weight of my legs drops away and they float downward. He adjusts me, slipping his hands under my ass so he can pull me close.
 
  I adjust as well, wrapping my arms around his neck and resting my head on his shoulder. “I love you,” I say.
 
  He squeezes me hard and places his mouth against my ear. “It’s about time you remembered, sweets.”
 
  “I’ve loved you for years.”
 
  “But that was the fantasy me. The good guy. This is the reality me.”
 
  “Still a good guy,” I cut him off before he can say the rest. “You’re my prince. Thank you for coming to find me.”
 
  He holds me one-handed now so he can swim us a few feet over to the edge of the pool where the steps are, and then sits down so we’re still immersed in water. “I was too late.”
 
  “It was the perfect time.”
 
  “You could’ve been killed.”
 
  “Yeah,” I say softly. “I could’ve. But I think there was more of a chance of me getting killed if you showed up sooner. It happened the way it did because…”
 
  He turns me around in his lap. My leg feels weightless in the water. I’m not in pain. The cold rush is still there, numbing it. Soothing it. “Because why, Grace?” He looks me in the eyes for that question and I know one thing about us right now.
 
  Thing have changed.
 
  Yes, we’re married and there’s a whole lot of new things that come with that territory. But his expectations of me have changed as well.
 
  He expects the truth.
 
  “Tell me why it needed to happen that way.”
 
  I know why, but it’s private stuff I’ve been holding in for a decade.
 
  “Just say it, sweets. It’s only a few words. And once you say it, you can accept it. And once you accept it, we can move forward.”
 
  I take in a deep breath. “Because…” This is therapy stuff. I know that. It’s a trick. That thought almost makes me laugh. It’s not a trick, Grace. It’s a technique to wrap your head around things. “Because… I needed to save myself.”
 
  He hugs me so tight I think I might suffocate. “Yes,” he whispers in my ear. “That’s it. That’s all you need to say about it.”
 
  “Why am I not affected by this, Vaughn? Why doesn’t it bother me that three days ago I shot a man? I killed a man. I think that makes me sick. I’m a sick, sick person.”
 
  “That doesn’t make you sick, Grace. That makes you strong.” He kisses me again and then stands up and walks out of the plunge pool. My body gets heavy and I immediately want nothing more than to get back in the water and hide underneath its soothing surface.
 
  Vaughn walks us over to the edge of the river, grabbing a towel from the little cabana as he goes. He tosses it down on the concrete edge and then places me on top of it. My leg hurts a little now and my clothes are sticking to me. “Lift up your arms.”
 
  I do as I’m told and he peels off the man-sized white t-shirt. My nipples are erect and hard, my breasts firm and taut. I look up at my husband and he’s shirtless too. I watch his fingers as he unbuttons his jeans, kicks off his shoes, and then drops his pants. It takes both hands to get the heavy wet denim to cooperate and when he’s finally standing there naked, he puts his arms out and says, “This is me.”
 
  And then he reaches down for my hand, like he wants to pull me to my feet. I hesitate because of the pain it will take to stand up. But then I decide to trust him and place my hand in his.
 
  He pulls me up and I manage to keep the weight off my bad leg and just balance on the good one. Vaughn holds me steady for a second, and then he takes my hand and places it on his thickly muscled bicep. “Hold tight,” he says.
 
  I do.
 
  And then his fingers unbutton my shorts and he tugs on them for several seconds, rocking the sopping wet fabric over my hips until they plop to the ground.
 
  He steps back a little and I let go of his arm.
 
  I put my arms out like he did and say, “This is me.”
 
  I’m pulled back into an embrace and I notice everything about this moment.
 
  The sun is warm. The wind floats past my wet body, making it cool. There’s a bird singing a sweet song on a branch above our heads.
 
  His heart beats fast. Mine beats faster.
 
  His lips touch my ear so softly I shudder.
 
  “This,” he says, “is us.”
   
  
  Chapter Two
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  #MyVersion
 
   
 
  “I KNOW you don’t remember the wedding, Grace. But it was pretty special.”
 
  “How special could it have been?” she murmurs against my chest. “We were drunk.”
 
  “We weren’t that drunk, I swear.” I scoop her up in my arms. She draws in a breath and I know the leg is bothering her, so I lean down and kiss her head. “Let me tell you all about it. How’s that? Do you want to hear what happened?”
 
  “Yes,” she says softly.
 
  I carry her over to the river and set her back down on the towel. “I’ll tell you the whole story as we float down the river naked. Deal?”
 
  I get a smile from her at that suggestion. It starts small, just a slight lift, but then her eyes dart to the river and I can almost see her picturing it. Her smile grows.
 
  I walk over to the pool shed and search around until I find a floating cabana with a sun shade on it. I pump it up since it’s probably been years since I’ve used this thing, and then take it outside and set it down in the loading area of the lazy river.
 
  “Ready to hear all about your fairytale wedding?”
 
  She’s shielding her eyes from the sun as she looks up at me. “Oh God, I’m not sure. Was I really drunk and stupid?”
 
  I carry her over to the river and walk down the steps. “Baby,” I say, placing her on the raft, “I get that you were drunk. But please believe me—what I saw that night was nothing but perfection. I didn’t take any pictures. Not because I didn’t want to, but because you were so stunning in that dress, all rational thought just left the building.”
 
  “What dress? I didn’t have a dress.”
 
  “You did,” I insist as I climb next to her. “I swear. Now settle, sweets. And let me tell you all about it.” She squirms around a little, wincing from the pain in her leg, and then she places her hand over my heart and exhales.
 
  That exhale says everything.
 
  It says she trusts me. It says she loves me. It says she’s ready. She might not know it yet, but I do. She’s ready to move on. Those eight months Daisy spent as a captive changed her. And while I’m certainly not looking to change her back, I would like to change her forward.
 
  “Ready?”
 
  “Mm-hmm.”
 
  “OK, this is exactly how it happened…”
 
   
 
  “I’m yours,” Grace says as she wraps her legs around my middle. “I’m yours.”
 
  I ease into her and I can feel her thighs as they grip me. Begging for me. Begging for me to fuck her harder. But I don’t want it to be hard tonight. I’ve had her hard and rough but I haven’t had her slow and sweet. And that’s what I’m craving right now.
 
  She moans in my ear, so low it’s almost undetectable. Her hands are on my head, fingers threading through my hair. Her breath brushes my neck, sweeping across my skin in short bursts that match the heaving of her breasts against my chest.
 
  “Come for me, sweets. Come for me.”
 
  Her grip tightens.
 
  “Come,” I encourage her again. “And I’ll come with you.” I flip over on my back and position her on top of me. My hands grip her hips, moving her back and forth as I thrust upwards. She moans louder. Her hands are on my chest, propping herself up, but with each thrust her resolve weakens until finally she is pressed against me. Our bodies are sweating from the sex, and the heat of our desire, and the strength of our emotion.
 
  My fingers find her asshole and her upper body awakens once more, shooting up. Her head falls back. her mouth open. Her soft moans turn to screams.
 
  We come together.
 
  I come inside her, my hot semen spilling out in waves as her pussy clamps against my cock, and I grab her hair and yank her back down on top of me so I can bite her shoulder. “Mine,” is all I can manage. It’s primitive, but I don’t give a fuck. This girl is mine.
 
  “Yours,” she moans back. “Make me yours.”
 
  Fuck. Fuck. I pull her hair harder, wrapping my hands around her head in a way that leaves no doubt that I want to possess her. Completely.
 
  Our hearts race against each other and we stay this way. Still. Silent. Satiated.
 
  I trace my fingertips up and down her spine and every time I get to the small of her back, she bucks. That makes me smile so big. It makes me happy in a way I’m not sure I can describe. “Do you like it like this, Grace?”
 
  “Yes,” she whispers and then bites my neck. “Yes. Like that, please. More.”
 
  “More, and more, and more.”
 
  “Forever. Happily ever after.”
 
  “Baby, don’t tease me. I’ll give you forever if want it.”
 
  “I need forever so bad.”
 
  “Then marry me—”
 
   
 
  “Wait.” Grace stops me with a hand on my chest. “That’s it? You asked me post-coital and I just said yes?”
 
  “Shhhh.” I hush her with a finger to her lips. “Just listen.”
 
   
 
  “—Grace. I have never felt this sure of something in my whole life. Ever. You, baby. You are the secret to life. You are my reason for being. You are my soulmate. We are tethered by a string. Some mystical string that connects us and has connected us since our inception. And the day I saw your sandaled foot step out of that dingy airport shuttle, I knew. You were my other half. It’s the only explanation for how I feel about you. And I tried to deny it. Tried to prove to myself that this arrangement with you was… ordinary.”
 
  I flip us over one more time so I can be on top again. I prop myself up on my forearms and let my hands fall gently along each of her cheeks. I stroke her softly, my thumb arcing back and forth across her soft skin. I devour her with my eyes. “What we have is so far from ordinary, Grace. It’s not a connection. It’s a reconnection. I need you to understand that and I really don’t have the words to describe what you mean to me right now. But even though my expression is inadequate, please believe me. You’re mine. That’s all there is to it. And if you need me to make that declaration permanent, then marry me.”
 
  She stares up at me and her breath hitches like she might start crying at any moment.
 
  “Just marry me.”
 
  “And that makes it… forever?” Her brows knit together in confusion.
 
  I can see her point. Why would marriage change things? “No, baby. That’s not what makes it forever. The forever between us? It just is.” I lean down and kiss her on the lips. Our tongues tangle for a second and then they do more than that. Her fingers push through my hair and she flattens her palm against my head in her own version of possessiveness. “There’s no paper or vow in this world that can surpass what the universe has declared to be true.”
 
  She swallows hard and that makes me smile, because it proves that she’s taking me seriously. I’m spewing all this metaphysical bullshit about fate and souls and ties that bind.
 
  And she’s in.
 
  “We just are. And that’s the end of it. We don’t need a marriage to make that true. It’s the laws of physics, baby. It’s under God and there’s no death do us part in any of this, Grace. Because we defy—”
 
   
 
  “Oh my God,” she laughs. “You did not say all that shit!”
 
  “Shit? I’m offended.”
 
  But we both laugh.
 
  “It’s pretty good though, huh? I mean, most of that is true. I was just a little too drunk that night to gather all those words into the same speech. But that’s what I meant.”
   
  
  Chapter Three
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  #NextStep
 
   
 
  I HAVE this stupid grin on my face and no matter how hard I try, I can’t make it go away. Vaughn Asher is such a bullshitter. But it’s so fucking adorable I almost die. Fate and souls and ties that tether us through eternity. That’s what he meant. I giggle and he pokes me in the ribs, making me squirm. “Stop,” I laugh. “You’re so full of it.”
 
  “I’m not,” he says. “I really mean all that shit. And even though I didn’t really say it that night, I’m saying it now.”
 
  “OK, whatever. All I want to hear about is the dress. And did I at least eat cake?”
 
  “Sweets, we were invited down to the Bellagio bakery. You got to taste everything. You dipped your newly wedded fingers into frosted cupcakes that were so pretty and perfect they looked fake.”
 
  “Stop. How do I know what’s true if you keep lying?”
 
  He sighs. I know what that means. He’s disappointed that I don’t remember. “You will remember, Grace. I have faith. You had a dress, but I’m not gonna tell you about it because it was so beautiful and perfect you won’t believe me.” He sighs again and then he turns his head so he can gaze at me sidelong. “I can’t do it justice. You need to see it in your own memories.”
 
  “But where is it? I was wearing a little white cotton nightie when I woke up. Did I get married in that?”
 
  “No,” he says sadly.
 
  God, it hurts me that my memory lapse is affecting him so hard.
 
  “No, we picked that out from the lingerie shop. Carl was with us.” He laughs at that and so do I. I’m not sure why. “Poor Carl. I bet he gets a fat raise for putting up with me that night. I made him open the pool—”
 
  “The pool?”
 
  “I’m not saying another word. If you don’t remember, you don’t deserve to hear it from me. But you did demand a hundred underwater candles.”
 
  “What?”
 
  “One hundred. And you wanted to count them.” He laughs a little harder at that one.
 
  “I don’t even know what an underwater candle is.”
 
  “Well”—he kisses me, still laughing into my mouth—“that wish was not granted. But your list was long, baby. So I hope you’re not too disappointed.”
 
  “I had a wish list? That doesn’t sound like me at all.”
 
  “I know. I loved that drunk Grace had grabby hands for so many things.”
 
  “So the dress?”
 
  His fingertips touch my lips and I open my mouth, my tongue darting out automatically. “Nah,” he says under his breath. “Nah. I don’t want to spoil it. I want you to remember all on your own.”
 
  I think I make him sad. And it kills me. I want to remember so bad.
 
  “It’s OK, sweets. It’s OK. I’ll wait. Now close your eyes. Enjoy the sunshine. Enjoy the peace. Let’s just float.”
 
  And we do. We float down River Asher and my whole body just sighs with satisfaction. I think I relax. Really relax, for the first time in… well, ten years.
 
  The masked man is dead. And yeah, I get that I’m fucked up. I understand now. Vaughn was right about that. I need help.
 
  But not today. Today all I need is Vaughn. That’s it. One man who knows me. Who loves me. “I’m glad we’re married, Mr. Asher.”
 
  “Mmm. Me too, Mrs. Asher. Me too.”
 
  I fall asleep after that. And I dream. I dream of Bellagio fountains and underwater candles, and wedding dresses. Blue wedding dresses. I dream of cotton eyelet lace nighties with pink bows and bottles of champagne. I dream of the white sheepskin rug and making love to Vaughn, the soft fur against my back, under my knees, pressing against my stomach. In my dream, we have sex so many times on that rug, I lose count.
 
  Sometimes later, after the sun goes down because the trance-inducing warmth evaporates, I wake. Cooled and refreshed, but in pain. After all this, Vaughn carries me to his bedroom. I wince from the throbbing in my leg, my pain pills forgotten as we were floating.
 
  Vaughn feeds me the little white tablets with a bottle of cold frappuccino and that drags me back to dreamland. The sheets are cool and the air-conditioning gives me enough of a chill to make me reach for the fluffy down comforter.
 
  I’m growing used to the heat of a man next to me at night.
 
  I never want this to end. I want to keep Vaughn Asher forever. I want more than anything to remember the night he promised to be mine.
 
  But tonight is not my night for that. Tonight is just the first step towards healing.
   
  
  Chapter Four
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  #GoingDownTogether
 
   
 
  GRACE sleeps, but I don’t. I lie there with her for about thirty minutes, my mind on the time.
 
  Twenty-four hours was all I had before my deadline expires. Twenty-four hours of perfection. I have my wife in my house. She’s safe. She’s even happy. Still denying herself memories of our wedding night, but I have a feeling they will come back soon. I have a feeling that the reality she twisted to help her cope with her abduction as a teen is somehow mixed up with giving herself to me.
 
  I’m patient. With Grace, at least.
 
  I throw the covers off and get out of bed. I dress quietly in the closet before walking into the living room. I press Ray’s number in my contacts and wait for him to answer.
 
  “Looks good, boss,” he says as he picks up. “No action outside at all.”
 
  “OK, you stand by and Bigmy stays in the house.”
 
  I end the call and go out to the back yard. Bigmy and I cross paths as we exchange places, him taking up watch in the house while I go down to the security building. There’s a path on the other side of the pool that leads down the hill. It’s banked on both sides by thick green foliage. I never showed Grace this side of the property. Not because I want it to be secret that I own so many lots on this hill. I just never had the chance.
 
  I make my way down the winding path until I come to a small stucco building. I open the door and the cool air washes over me. “Hey,” I say to Ray. He looks like shit. But he won’t go home until this is settled, even if I tell him to. He’s my number one guy. He takes care of the number one priority and he always takes care of it himself. He’ll sleep here if he has to. And the overnight bag on the floor near the door tells me he has to.
 
  “I’m ready for you. You have thirty-two minutes until your twenty-four hours are up. Should we wait till the last one?”
 
  “Why bother? I just want to go back to sleep. So let’s get this over with.”
 
  “Yes, sir,” he says, handing me a phone. “Just press send.”
 
  I press the tab and the phone starts ringing. She picks up on the third ring sounding incoherent. “Hello?”
 
  The bitch has the audacity to be asleep? “Carey Keefe? I hope I’m not waking you.”
 
  She clears her throat. “Mr. Asher. Why”—she chuckles sleepily—“I had assumed you’d forgotten about me.”
 
  “Nope.”
 
  “Do you have a time to meet that’s good for you?”
 
  “Now. My house. My security man will pick you up one street over. Here he is. He’ll give you directions.”
 
  I don’t wait for an answer, just hand the phone to Ray. He rattles off the street and tells her twenty minutes. I’m not sure if twenty minutes is reasonable or not, considering I’m up in the hills. But who cares. I’ll be here if she’s late.
 
  After Ray hangs up he leaves to go wait it out. We have a path that goes down to the street below. I own four lots on the street just below my home. Most people don’t know that. I’m a paranoid fucker when it comes to my privacy at home.
 
  Public sex on Saint Thomas is one thing. Stalkers on my property in LA is something else entirely. I used to get stalkers often, photographers hanging out by the end of my gate when I lived in Trousdale, but ever since I moved here, things have settled down.
 
  Part of that was my obsession with never being seen in public with girlfriends. Only dates. And dates were business deals. Negotiated with contracts and signatures.
 
  The sex came from other places. The subs. But they had contracts too. I tried to leave them satisfied, if unhappy. Money does that.
 
  When Felicity and I first moved here, I had some paparazzi hanging out in front of the gate. Mostly it was the Buzz assholes. But I never did anything interesting. I never brought girls home. I never got drunk and made scenes. I grew up the son of Adam Asher and he taught me well.
 
  Keep your head down and work. That should be our family motto.
 
  Of course, not all child stars have such guidance and power behind them. I knew there was stuff going on behind the scenes—hell, I saw it at the release parties from a very young age. But every time a star fucked up, my father was there to point out how they get what they deserve. You want to party, Vaughn? he’d ask me. You want to go out and have fun? Just know, nothing you do is private.
 
  That was the lesson drilled into my head. And I heeded it. I never got into any trouble as a teen. But like most kids who go off to college, you get that first taste of real freedom. Couple that with the money I had in the bank, and well, I did a few things I regret.
 
  But money… it might not fix everything, but it fixes most of it.
 
  I go back up to the main backyard and walk over to the pool, then wade in up to my knees. God. I love this backyard. Felicity thought it was an extravagant luxury to put in the river and spend so much. But I love it. And Grace loves it. And even though we technically met in a bar, we met properly on that lazy river in Saint Thomas.
 
  Just thinking about that day makes me smile like an idiot. I stunned her, throwing her dirty words back in her face. All I wanted at that moment was to possess her. Like a thing.
 
  But even then I had this feeling about her. Like she was different. Denying my drink offer in the bar. I shake my head and smile as I recall that morning. Mr. Buttinski, she called me. Silly girl.
 
  I sigh as I picture her back then. So carefree and happy. So sure of herself. So feisty.
 
  And now? I’ve been in her life a matter of weeks—not even a month has passed—and I almost can’t find the old Grace anymore.
 
  Did I do that? Did I force that change? Do I still make her sad?
 
  I like the old Grace. No, I love the old Grace. I love her dirty mouth and her sassy self-assurance. I never wanted to tear that down.
 
  You lie, Asher. You lie. That’s all you thought about. Taking her in the way that pleased you. Making her submit to your contract and your fetishes. Corrupting her sense of wellbeing to knock her down and keep her wanting.
 
  I’m a sick fuck.
 
  My phone buzzes a message in my pocket. Coming up the path, the text says.
 
  Well, the bitch must live close, because that was only fifteen minutes.
 
  I make my way back to the security building and then keep going right past it, down the hill a little ways.
 
  The plan was to take her through the backyard of one of the houses below, and then leave her waiting next to an empty pool. So that’s where I’m heading. I’m quiet until I enter the gate that separates this path from that yard, and then I make a lot of noise on purpose as I wind my way through the overgrown tropical trees until I find the pool area.
 
  She’s standing and on high alert when I enter the open space. There’s no light back here so I imagine she’s all sorts of freaked out.
 
  Good. Bitch.
 
  She lets out an audible breath of relief once she recognizes me and I take a lot of satisfaction in that.
 
  “Ms. Keefe, I presume?”
 
  “Yes, Mr. Asher.” She stretches out her hand but I ignore that gesture and take a seat in the old webbed lawn chair across from her.
 
  “Hmm. Well,” she says as she sits back down. “This is some place you have here.”
 
  “Yup. I love it. It’s the perfect place to have midnight meetings.”
 
  “It’s three AM, Asher.”
 
  “Discretion, Keefe. It’s all about discretion.”
 
  “Perfect. Then I assume we’re going to make a deal here?” She fishes through her bag and comes out with a small digital recorder. “Mind if I tape this?”
 
  “Tape away.”
 
  She turns the little machine on until the red light blinks and then mutters some words into it and checks to make sure it’s working. “OK, we’re ready. Why don’t you start by—”
 
  “Why don’t I start by telling you what’s gonna happen now?”
 
  “Excuse me?” She looks up with fake doe-eyes. Like she’s stunned. Like she expected this to go her way.
 
  She cannot be that stupid.
 
  “How. This. Will. Go,” I repeat slowly. “It’s simple really. You can fuck off. You can print whatever the hell you want. Photos of my wife? Fine. Stories about me? Go for it. But before you do that, Keefe… just make sure you tell your star reporter that I’ve got pictures too. And that shit will hit the public the minute I see my wife in your magazine. Or on your stupid little cable TV network. Or anywhere else for that matter. If my wife’s private photos exchanged on Twitter appear anywhere, her past goes public too.”
 
  Keefe clicks the little recorder off and shakes her head. “I thought you’d take the easy way out, Asher. I really did. But you’re gonna regret this. I can’t control her, I can only appease her. This was your only chance. I’m gonna let Amy go tomorrow. So whatever she does, it has nothing to do with me. And I could care less if you release things about her past. It’s not my problem.”
 
  “Oh, it is your problem, Keefe. Because whether you know it or not, that secret she thinks I’m hiding is not about me.” I wait for her smug look before I deliver the last line. “It’s about you.”
 
  “Ha,” she laughs. “Right. I have no idea what you two are talking about. I have no idea how you know each other so well. But I do know this. Your threats are as fake as your on-screen alter-ego. You having a superhero complex, Asher? Newsflash, asshole. The Invisible Man isn’t real.”
 
  “Oh, he’s real. Keefe. He’s real. He might take the form of well-concealed video equipment these days. But he’s one hundred percent real.”
 
  “What the fuck are you talking about? You don’t know me.”
 
  “I know more than you think, Keefe. A lot more. You want to know what this is about?” I stand and she stares up at me. “You want to know what Amy has against me?”
 
  “That’s why I’m here, Mr. Movie Star.”
 
  “November, 14, 2005. Issue one of Buzz Hollywood. A press-printed paper circulates through the Hollywood clubs. Given out at the door while people wait in line.”
 
  She narrows her eyes but the anger is replaced with confusion. She doesn’t see it yet.
 
  “You ran a story that changed your life.”
 
  “So?”
 
  “It was a lie.”
 
  “It was not,” she bellows, standing up like she’s gonna take the control back. I smile and nod as I stare her down. “I had proof of that shit. Frankie Miller did not kill DeeDee Cisco, it was a suicide. We proved it. Not to mention I knew him personally from my time at UCLA. He was my graduate school advisor. And if it was false, believe me, he and I would both be in jail right now.”
 
  I stand up to take her down a notch as she is forced to admit how small she is compared to me. “He’s guilty as fuck, Keefe. And so are you.”
 
  She’s shaking her head, like that will make it right. “You don’t know anything. You’re bluffing, to make us back off.”
 
  “Honey,” I say, taking advantage of her confusion, “who the fuck do you think runs this town? You and the media whores like you? Really?” I laugh under my breath at her stupidity. “Come on, Carey. Step down off your pedestal. Take off the rose-colored glasses and see this shithole for what it is.”
 
  She stares up like a befuddled child.
 
  “Mine.”
 
  “Liar,” she screams at my back when I turn away. “You’re a fucking liar. I’m telling Amy to go to print with those photos. They’ll be all over the internet in two hours!”
 
  I stop so I can give her a sidelong glance over my shoulder. “And your precious tabloid will be bankrupt before the week is out. So choose wisely, Keefe. There will be consequences.”
 
  I walk back onto the thick tree-covered path and climb back up the hill to the security building and wait for Ray. He comes through the door laughing less than five minutes later.
 
  “Don’t get cocky, Ray. I have the means to take her down, but I’ll go down with her if it comes to that.”
   
  
  Chapter Five
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  #WelcomeToMyWorld
 
   
 
  NINE WEEKS LATER
 
   
 
  “GRACE?” I whisper in her ear. “You awake, sweets?”
 
  “Mmm.”
 
  At five AM, I take that as a no. “I’m leaving for work. I have to go in early for makeup.” Nine weeks have passed since I brought her home from the hospital and my Grace is still moping. It’s making me crazy. “You want me to send a car, Grace? So you can have lunch with me later?”
 
  “Mm-hmm,” she mumbles.
 
  That was a yes? I don’t want to ask her again in case I’m mistaken. I’ll take whatever I can get. “OK. Be ready at one.”
 
  I kiss her on the head and pull away, glancing down at the long scar running down her thigh. It’s still red and raw, but it’s healed. Her limp is gone. She’s been working hard at physical therapy. Bebe saw to that. God, I owe Bebe hard. Grace actually listens to her. Me? She’s still a little rebel with me, but Bebe snaps her fingers and Grace falls in line. Reluctantly, but she does. So I have Bebe to thank for Grace’s quick recovery.
 
  I stand up and grab my bag so I can head out to the studio.
 
  First day of actual filming for IM3. Not that I haven’t been working my ass off for more than a month already, since I’m co-directing this time around. I let out a sigh as I walk into the garage and climb into the 911. When I took the IM1 deal I was hoping there’d be a part two. But part three? That’s pretty cool.
 
  I start the car and rev the engine, backing out slowly so I can turn around in the driveway and head down into the city.
 
  The drive into the studio is quick, since five AM traffic on Saturday is light. I’m waved through the front gate and two more after that. I drive slowly on the lot until I find my parking spot.
 
  After the success of part one, we all figured there was a good possibility we’d make it all the way to a trilogy. But after the success of part two, it was a done deal. Three weeks after release, they sent me the script. I signed off on it that same day. The writing was phenomenal. The budget was out of this world. We were all set.
 
  And then my co-star, Scarlett, had to pull out. She got a better offer that conflicted with our schedule.
 
  We could wait for her or—
 
  “Vaughn, baby! Oh God! It’s so good to see you gain.”
 
  We could hire someone else and change the script around a little. “Valencia.” My ex-Disney co-star. My ex-girlfriend. She jogs over to me from the door of her trailer and greets me as I get out of my car.
 
  “Oh my God, this is so great! I’m so happy we are working together again!” She wraps herself around me like an octopus. Valencia has always been one of those touchy-feely people. “I was so excited when they called to offer me the part. Did they tell you how excited I was?”
 
  Who? But I just smile as I pry her hands off me. “Of course they did. That was the first thing they said.” I smile warmly at her and give her a little push to get her walking as I contemplate how thick I have to lay it on to keep her happy.
 
  This is the game in showbusiness. Everyone wants to feel special. Everyone has a huge ego that needs to be stroked. Everyone requires personal attention.
 
  I figure it’s no skin off my back to give people these things. And that’s why I’m so successful. I’m a compliment whore.
 
  “Oh, please, Vaughn. I know better.” She leans up on her tiptoes and plants a kiss on my cheek. “But thank you.”
 
  And then she grabs onto my hand and follows me into my trailer, talking a mile a minute. I barely have time to throw my keys down before my set assistant is thrusting a cup of coffee at my face and insisting I head to makeup.
 
  “Valencia,” I say again. “Gotta run, hun. Catch you later.”
 
  Probably not. We’re not scheduled to even be on set together until tomorrow. But what does it hurt to be polite and excited to see her? Nothing. Why save it up for another day? That’s stupid. And goes against the first lesson in Hollywood.
 
  Attitude is everything.
 
  I check my watch as I walk over to the set and enter a tan metal door that leads to makeup. I wonder what time Grace will get out of bed. She spends entire days there sometimes. She has therapists but I don’t think they are doing her much good. They’re not really allowed to discuss her care, but one did say Grace mostly sits in silence when she goes. A few words muttered about her day are considered progress. I don’t know what more I need to do to help her recover.
 
  As soon as the door closes behind me, the sights and sounds of work fill my years. Work invades my worries about my wife and it’s a relief.
 
  I’m not the Invisible Man for these opening scenes. I’m just Griffin. We’ve deviated from the original story considerably after the first movie. And so far the Invisible Man hasn’t had much luck in the love department. But I have a feeling that will change in this movie. Valencia only does sexy these days, so I’m sure they added some scenes to show off her amazing body.
 
  She looks great, I will give her that. At twenty-nine, she’s more beautiful now than she was at sixteen when we dated.
 
  But beauty was never her downfall. She’s just too bossy for my tastes.
 
  I endure the hour-plus of makeup time and then wander over to the set, reading my script before we start. It doesn’t take much to get into this character. Movie three should be ridiculously easy in that regard.
 
  I spend the next seven hours waiting, acting, waiting, waiting, acting, and eating. In that order.
 
  But every minute that passes is one that I’m not spending with Grace. Every minute that passes I miss her more. While I’m waiting, when most of the others in this scene with me are looking over their scripts, I think of Grace.
 
  I think of her lips. And the way her pillow smells like her shampoo. And the way her eyes turn this amazing blue when we’re in the pool at night. It’s surreal. Sometimes I make her swim with me at night just so I can see her eyes turn that color.
 
  I picture babies. Baby girls, mostly. Little tow-headed princesses with those same turquoise eyes. I picture holidays together. And buying a new home. Soon. I want that to happen soon. I picture all these things whenever I have a free moment.
 
  When lunchtime approaches, I can’t stop looking at the door. This will be the first time she’s ever been here to see me at work. I might be nervous.
 
  A flash of light as the doors open, letting in the outside world. And there she is.
 
  I want to be on this set when she comes in to find me for lunch. I want to be here, in front of all my co-workers, when she enters this life with me. I want to introduce her and show her off and be proud and happy that she is mine. And I want everyone here to see that.
 
  “Grace!” I call out as she looks around, uncertain.
 
  The whole place goes quiet.
 
  Daisy Bryndle seems like a phantom. She disappeared after Grace was airlifted off that dreary Nebraska farm and never came back. I know Grace still struggles. She accepted Bebe’s advice about physical therapy. She’s done a good job putting it behind her.
 
  I wave at her as I get up off my chair and walk over with long strides. I take her in my arms and kiss her on the lips. “God, I missed you,” I say into her mouth.
 
  “It’s only been a few hours.”
 
  “Too many. Now come on, I’ll introduce you to the crew.” I take her around and give her dozens of names she will never in a million years remember. And then I call the lunch break and lead her outside towards my trailer.
 
  “Slow down,” she laughs as I pull her along. “What’s the hurry?”
 
  I open the door to the trailer and wave her in. “You’re the hurry, Kinsella. Now up.” She climbs the stairs and I smack her ass as we enter the trailer.
 
  “Don’t be a caveman, Asher,” she throws back.
 
  That Asher shit used to bother me. But ever since she called me that back in the hospital, I take it as a term of endearment.
 
  I scoop her up in my arms and walk her back to the bedroom. I look down at her face before I do it. I want to see the thrill in her eyes, the smile on her face. “Don’t do it,” she warns me.
 
  I throw her down and turn her over so fast the idea of struggle never enters her mind. “I owe you so many spankings, Mrs. Asher.”
 
  “No!” she protests, laughing.
 
  “Oh, yes.” I pull down her shorts and my dick gets hard just looking at her bare ass. Fuck. I smack it good and hard and she yelps out as her cheek turns pink.
 
  “You can’t spank me here.”
 
  I smack her again and this time I let my fingers slip between her ass cheeks so I can find her slick pussy. “Goddamn, Grace. I must not be fucking you enough at home if you’re this turned on with two spankings in my trailer.”
 
  She’s pressed into the thick comforter on the bed, so she turns her head and gives me a wink. “I’ve been waiting for these spankings for months, but you look like someone else right now. It’s weirdly erotic.”
 
  Mmmm. Fuck. I forgot about the makeup. “It’s too weird to let me fuck you?”
 
  She shakes her head slowly. “No, Master.”
 
  Oh, fucking hell. I yank her shorts all the way down to her ankles and unbuckle my belt as fast as I can. She moans, still watching me with her head turned to the side, when my cock is finally in my hands.
 
  I lean over her back and bite her shoulder. “I’m gonna fuck you.”
 
  “Please,” she begs. “Do it hard. Fuck me hard.”
 
  We haven’t had rough sex since before. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t been craving it. I was gonna fuck her hard anyway, but her invitation takes away all my doubts. My hand slides back between her ass cheeks and I stick my fingers inside her pussy. She groans and wiggles enough to make me feel like she’s resisting. Like she wants me to take her, whether she wants it or not. This makes me crazy with desire.
 
  I position the tip of my dick until it’s pressing against her warm, soft folds and then I stop.
 
  “Tell me what you want, Grace.”
 
  “You,” she whispers immediately. “Just you.”
 
  I ease into her slowly. Not pushing hard enough for her, because her pussy clenches around my dick and she rams her ass backwards until I fill her up.
 
  “Harder,” she begs. “Fuck me harder.”
 
  I don’t, of course. “Don’t boss me, woman,” I tell her instead. “I decide how hard you need to be fucked.”
 
  I decide she needs to be fucked very hard right now. But I’d rather save that for tonight. So I ease back out of her, just as slowly.
 
  She moans with disapproval, but before she even has a chance to whine about it, I ram back into her, my thighs smacking against the back of her legs.
 
  “Like that, you filthy bird?”
 
  “Yessss,” she whispers. “Yessss.”
 
  Her voice alone is enough to make my cock throb with want. I thrust a little harder this time and another. “Yes, please, more,” is whispered into the blankets on the bed.
 
  “I think you should come to work with me every day. Let me make you my trailer whore. Keep you tied up on this bed, your legs spread open for me, your pussy dripping wet as you think of all the ways I will fuck you wild when I come for lunch.”
 
  Goddamn, I might come from my own dirty talking.
 
  “Do it, Master. I’m yours to use as you please.”
 
  I pound her for that remark and she starts to moan a little too loud for a back lot trailer. So I pull out, flip her over, and place my hand over her mouth as my cock slides back inside her pussy. “Shhh, you wild thing.” She breathes hard through her nose as I continue to pump. Her legs wrap around my waist, her thighs pressed against my hips, squeezing as she tries to keep me close when I pull too far away.
 
  I thrust one more time, pushing as deep as I can get. She stiffens a little with the force, her pussy gripping my cock so tight it can only mean one thing. Her reaction fuels my desire to have her. To spill my come inside her. My head falls back automatically and I feel the release and it’s over.
 
  I growl out my satisfaction as her legs, weak and trembling, unwind from my hips. I fall on top of her, my pants still mostly on, her shorts still around her knees. And I pull her over so her face is resting on my chest. She breathes hard and heavy, panting as she tries to calm her racing heart. And then things slow… the rhythm, the pulse in her neck as I kiss it tenderly, my own heart… slows.
 
  “I love you,” she says quietly.
 
  “I love you back.”
 
  Someone pounds on my trailer door and breaks the moment. “Yeah,” I call out.
 
  “Five minutes, Mr. Asher,” they yell back.
 
  “I’m bored at home,” Grace says.
 
  “I’m sorry, sweets. You can come here every day if you want. You can come all day. I’d love for you to be here. But it’s boring here too.”
 
  “Maybe it’s better to be bored together?”
 
  “It is,” I say, kissing her neck once more time. She’s calm now, the wild ride behind us. “It is. Stay here in my trailer and rest if you want. Or go for a walk on the lot. I can get someone to take you around?”
 
  “No,” she sighs. “I’m gonna go home and cook, I think.”
 
  “Yeah?” I’m surprised. She’s never cooked for me before. In fact, she doesn’t do much of anything for me. So this is a good sign. I smile and play with her hair. “What will you make?”
 
  “What do you like that I can make at home?” She turns a little so she can look me in the eye.
 
  “Steaks?” I don’t give a fuck what she makes. She can serve me peanut butter and jelly for all I care. I just want her to be happy.
 
  I don’t think she’s happy.
 
  I’m not enough to make her happy.
 
  “I can do steaks.”
 
  “Good.” I get up and shove my dick back in my pants. then reach for her hand and bring her to her feet and then pull her shorts back up. “I can’t wait to come home.”
 
  “What time will you be?” She looks up at me and her eyes have that lost look in them I’ve become used to.
 
  God, she’s so vulnerable right now. Her request is almost a plea. I hate leaving her home alone. “Eight? Maybe?”
 
  “Oh.” She’s disappointed. I can tell. But we work long hours when we’re filming. It costs money to pack things up and quit for the day. “OK. I’ll see you at eight.”
 
  I hold her hand as we walk outside and then she gives me a little wave as she heads in the direction of the attendant responsible for her while she’s on the lot. She gets in the golf cart and pulls a pair of sunglasses on. But I catch it.
 
  A fingertip slides up under her glasses to wipe her eye. Like she’s crying.
 
  The golf cart takes off and I’m just about to go after her when I hear them calling for me.
 
  She just needs time. That’s what everyone keeps telling me. Time heals things.
 
  I guess that’s true. Time healed her after the first incident. But it’s different now. She was a child. Children are resilient. That’s what they say, anyway. Children bounce back.
 
  “Mr. Asher?”
 
  My assistant is right up next to me now. “Yeah, coming.”
 
  I know Grace is still sad about how things ended back in Nebraska and it makes me feel helpless. Because there’s no dollar amount that can fix this for her. There’s no gift, no vacation, no promise that can fix this.
 
  It’s up to her now. All I can do is make sure no one else interferes with her recovery. And so far, that’s going great. Buzz backed off. No other new sources have turned up.
 
  So why do I feel so sure that something’s coming?
 
  “Mr. Asher?” my assistant asks again as I stare at the disappearing golf cart.
 
  “Right.” I turn away and follow him back inside.
   
  
  Chapter Six
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  #NotGoodEnoughToBeAStupidWhore
 
   
 
  “GRACE?” he whispers in my ear. “You awake, sweets?”
 
  This must be our new thing.
 
  “Grace? You want to come have lunch with me again today? Only this time we’ll really eat?”
 
  “No,” I mumble from under the covers.
 
  “Are you sure? I’d love it if you came to the set today.”
 
  “No,” I say again with more conviction.
 
  “OK. Well, dinner last night was delicious. Will you cook tonight? Or should I bring something home?”
 
  “God, I don’t know. It’s not even time for breakfast yet.”
 
  He’s silent for a few moments. I’m being a bitch, I know this. I want him to call me on it. To tell me to stop my moping. But they didn’t do that back when I was a teen and no one is going to do that now.
 
  They tiptoe around me. Even Vaughn. No one knows what to do with me, so they figure I should be allowed to do whatever I want, I guess.
 
  Well, I want to be a bitch. Because I’m angry about something. I’m not even sure what it is. I’m just angry.
 
  Asher is still talking but I tune him out.
 
  I’m trying to figure out what’s got me so pissed off and I just can’t seem to get a hold of it. I get another kiss and I make an effort and throw the covers back. “Sorry,” I say as he walks away. “I’m grumpy.”
 
  He stops and takes a deep breath. But he doesn’t turn back. “I’ll see you tonight, OK?”
 
  I nod but say nothing.
 
  And he leaves.
 
  Good going, Grace. I guess you got what you wanted. I throw the covers back over my head and try to go back to sleep. I lie there for thirty minutes until I give up and reach under my pillow for my phone to find Bebe’s face. I press it and wait for it to ring.
 
  “Hola, bitch,” she says in her chirpy Bebe tone. “What’s shakin’ bacon?”
 
  This makes me smile immediately. She’s so stupid. “Your tits, as usual. Those giant knockers are gonna take your eye out one of these days.”
 
  “Totally. But I got them strapped in at the moment.”
 
  “You at work?”
 
  “Yup. Did you know that sweaty guys in a gym, who beat each other up for a living in a ring they call a cage, are hot as fucking hell?”
 
  I smile wider. “So, Steve’s two-hour parking limit is up, I take it?”
 
  “So up. Dude, he was talking about kids. Do you believe that shit? I am not mother material. I mean, seriously. Anyone who knows me knows I am not mother material. I’m fun party material. I want no ties for at least ten more years. I’m all about enjoying your youth while you have it.”
 
  “Did he cry?” I laugh. Bebe has been known to make men cry. Hell, Vaughn is even afraid of her.
 
  “Almost. Pffft. Wimp. So what’s up with you, chica? Living la vida loca?”
 
  Fucking Bebe. I miss her so damn much. “Eh. I’m at home in bed. Vaughn is working. So… eh. I’m at home in bed.”
 
  “What’s wrong?”
 
  I hesitate. Because even though a few minutes ago I was trying to pretend that I didn’t know what was wrong, I know what’s wrong. “I feel like… going home.”
 
  “You are home.”
 
  I take a deep breath. “No. My home.”
 
  The silence hurts. It really does. But I suppose my words hurt Bebe even more.
 
  “Why?” she finally asks. “I mean, after all these years. Why now?”
 
  “I don’t know. It’s a bad idea?”
 
  “Such a bad idea.”
 
  I knew it.
 
  “But,” she adds after a few seconds, “if you need to go, Grace, then you should go.”
 
  “I have a private jet. Well, I mean, I have one available to me. As Mrs. Asher. I’m coming right now.”
 
  “Now? But I’m at work.”
 
  God, I love my adopted sister. She just naturally assumes we’d do this together. “That’s OK, Bebe. I can go alone. Really. It’s not a big deal. In fact, I want to go alone.”
 
  “You sure?”
 
  “Yeah, yeah. I’ll be fine. How about I call you later and maybe we can have dinner?”
 
  “OK.”
 
  She sounds hesitant, so I say goodbye and quickly hang up before she can ask any more questions. I don’t want to be alone. But I don’t want her to feel obligated.
 
  I stare at my phone for a few seconds to get up my nerve. When Vaughn gave me this phone the day after we came home from the hospital, it had all his contacts in it already. His agent. Big Hollywood producers and movie stars. Restaurants he frequents. And the flight coordinator.
 
  I press that tab now and tell them I want to go to Denver. It’s a three-hour drive up to the town I grew up in from Denver, but I can use the thinking time. Plus, I don’t want those people to know I’m coming. I don’t know why, but I don’t want them to know I’m coming. And if I take a jet up to that little airstrip, they will know.
 
  Once the arrangements are made, I get up and take a shower and get dressed. I skip breakfast—they always serve food on the jet—and then I climb into the Audi Vaughn says is mine, and drive out to the airport.
 
  By the time I get there, it’s fueled, the captain is on board, and the only thing missing is me. Vaughn didn’t call and ask me what the hell I’m doing, so I can only assume they didn’t inform him of my plans.
 
  I breathe a huge sigh of relief at that because he’d have all kinds of questions. And I’m not ready to answer those questions.
 
  I really just want some space. I need some space to put things together.
 
  I spend the next few hours staring off into said space. Just thinking.
 
  Thinking about too many things, if I’m honest. About the kidnapping. Both times. About Vaughn. About my leg. It’s better, almost one hundred percent better, but it was very painful. You know, in movies and books they always make it look like getting shot in the leg is no big deal. Well, it was a big fucking deal. My scar is four inches long. It took me three weeks before I could walk without a crutch, and then it took weeks more of physical therapy to get rid of the limp.
 
  The first time I was taken, I came back with no injuries. I mean, he injured me plenty during those eight months. But there was no medical attention required. I didn’t need fixing. I was fine.
 
  This time it’s different. This time everyone knew I was damaged and that I needed attention. And believe me, I got a lot of attention. I almost prefer no attention. In fact, I know I’d prefer no attention.
 
  I like to blend in.
 
  I like to lie low.
 
  I like to be still, and quiet and—
 
  Wait. No, that’s not right.
 
  Grace—or the old Grace, at least—likes to talk. She likes to tweet, and Facebook, and chat. That was my whole social life before… before this happened.
 
  How did I get so confused?
 
  The captain comes on over the intercom and announces that we’ll be landing in ten minutes. I never took my seatbelt off, so his spiel is wasted on me.
 
  I don’t even know why I want to go home to see those people. I guess it’s just killing me to know that I have real blood relatives but I have no connection to them at all.
 
  I sigh and push all those melancholy thoughts away as we descend. And when the wheels touch down, I’m resolved to see this through. No matter what.
 
  “We have a car ready for you, Mrs. Asher. It will pull up into arrivals in ten minutes and should be waiting for you by the time you get outside.”
 
  I nod absently as I chew on my fingernail. Why am I doing this?
 
  I wish I knew. I’m not myself these days. I know that. But it’s like I have this momentum and I don’t know how to stop… whatever direction it is I’m heading.
 
  The plane taxis for another minute and then we stop. I sit quietly as the staff opens things up and then the attendant turns and smiles at me. She has very red lipstick and a tight bun. “You’re all set, Mrs. Asher.”
 
  I hate that they call me that, but I use it myself when I need to get things done. Like taking my husband’s jet for the day.
 
  “Thank you,” I sing back in a cheerful voice. She beams a smile at me like maybe I’m not the damaged freak everyone thinks I am.
 
  You know, it’s funny—I take a few steps off the plane and the wind and cold overtake my thoughts for a second. It’s November in Colorado and I forgot my coat—it’s so easy for me to smile and be fake. I did it so much back when I was a teen. It’s like acting. And that’s what’s funny. Because I married an actor.
 
  Is it this easy for him to hide his true feelings?
 
  I continue with my smile as I walk across the tarmac and go inside the small, but bustling, terminal. The place is abuzz with people. Mostly rich business travelers. None of them pay me any attention as I walk straight across and out the doors to the pickup line.
 
  And stop dead. So I can smile for real. “What are you doing here, bitch?”
 
  Bebe is wrapped up in a stylish red wool coat with a black belt that makes her waist look tiny and her boobs look enormous. She’s got on dark sunglasses and her long, almost-black hair is waving gently around her face in the wind. Bebe looks like a movie star. She slips her sunglasses down her nose and gives me a smirk. “Do you really think I’m going to let you go see those awful people alone?”
 
  I cross the distance between us and she pulls me in for a tight hug. “Thank you,” I whisper. “Thank you so much. I just need to take one more look at them, y know?”
 
  “I know, chica.” And then she pushes me back. “You don’t even limp!”
 
  “I know, thanks to you. I hear you called in for a progress report twice a week.”
 
  “Well,” she says as she puts her arm around me and leads me towards a black car, “it was the least I could do. I wanted to be with you for every second of your recovery.”
 
  “You were, Bebe. You were. I saw your face everywhere as I struggled. I love your fucking face.”
 
  “Right back at you, bitch. Now get in,” she says, opening the passenger side of her black Porsche Macan. “I’ll drive and you talk. Oh,” she says just as my door closes. She jogs around the front of the car and gets in before she picks up her sentence again. “I mapped out all the Starbucks from here to Holyoke!”
 
  “They don’t have Starbucks in eastern Colorado, Bebes.”
 
  “I know,” she pouts. “It’s like the apocalypse already happened out there.”
 
  People make fun of small towns. And I guess they deserve it for being so backwards and slow. But I never minded them. It was nice to be in a place with no traffic and no crime.
 
  Well, I guess that’s not true. My whole family was murdered in our home, so obviously every town has crime.
 
  I still wonder why that freak fixated on me. Why me? I’m not ugly by any means. I’m cute. I have my beautiful moments. But why me?
 
  Bebe chats all the way into Parker to pick up coffee, we use the drive-through, and then we get back on the freeway that will take us out into no-man’s-land. It’s a long drive up. Probably boring for most people. But it’s been while since I saw hay baled up neat and lining fields. And the farther away from Denver we go, the more I feel the tug of home. Whole flocks of turkeys wander around the side of the roads. Herds of antelope stare at us as we pass. Snow begins to fall as we make our way north. And before I know it, Bebe stops talking and we drive into town.
 
  It’s quaint, I’ll give it that. It’s well-kept and colorful with the fall decorations. The downtown is small, just a block really. But it’s bustling with busy people.
 
  No one looks at us and yet… everyone looks at us. I mean, a Porsche SUV is not something you see every day in Holyoke. Luckily it only takes us about thirty seconds to drive through town and then we turn east. I look over at Bebe.
 
  “You want to see the farm, right?”
 
  I nod. She knows me so well. And the fact that she knows how to get there without asking me for directions… well, that’s something too. It’s a maze of dirt roads and dead ends. And every field of winter wheat or fallow ground looks like the next. But sure as shit, she finds the house.
 
  Bebe pulls her e-brake as soon as we stop but she doesn’t turn off the engine. “I’m not going inside.”
 
  I look over at her and she turns her head to meet my gaze.
 
  “I don’t want to go inside,” she repeats.
 
  I swallow down my fear and open my door. I step out into the muddy driveway and close the door quietly behind me and then take a few tentative steps towards my home.
 
  I still own it. Which is why it’s still standing, I suppose. No one farms this land. The barns are all empty and the only sound is the slight hum from Bebe’s car and the wind whistling through the trees.
 
  My courage builds as I take a few more steps and then I’m just walking up to the front stoop. The windows aren’t broken. There’s no graffiti on the white siding that covers the exterior. The curtains are all closed.
 
  It almost looks like someone lives here.
 
  I reach for the door handle and…
 
  “Don’t do it, Grace,” Bebe calls out. “Don’t go in. It’s locked, I bet. We’ll have to break a window. And that will open it all up again. Just leave it alone.”
 
  I turn back to her. She’s half in and half out of the car. One foot on the ground. The wind is blowing her hair sideways and a chill runs up my spine.
 
  I rub my arms and hug myself to stave off the cold. “I need a coat,” I call back.
 
  “There’s no coats in there, Grace. We had it cleaned out, remember? There’s nothing in there.”
 
  I look back at the door, at my hand still reaching for the handle. “What if… I open that door and they’re still in there?”
 
  “They’re not in there, Grace.” She’s right up beside me now. “They’re not in there.”
 
  “I know that. But can’t a girl hold onto a little hope?”
 
  “That’s not hope, Kinsella. That’s denial.” I look over at her and she shrugs. “Truth.” And then she hops down off the stoop and picks up a rock and climbs back up. “But if you really want to go inside, I’ll help you. I don’t think it’s a good idea, but I’ll—”
 
  Her words are cut off as a car comes slowly down the gravel driveway. A maroon sedan covered in a layer of dust and dirt.
 
  “Who’s that?” I ask. But I already know. “Aunt Rachel.”
 
  The car parks next to Bebe’s and idles there. I stare into the eyes of a living blood relative for the first time in ten years and my heart goes wild with fear. Her hair is hidden by a wool hat, but even through the window I can see a few straggly strands of gray peeking out. She was pretty when I was a kid. At least, that’s how I remember her. She and my mom used to look alike, but the woman I see through the glass does not look like the mother I have in my memories.
 
  Maybe it’s the frown?
 
  I only let myself remember my mother as happy. Because my last memory of her was the horror that took place the night she was killed.
 
  Aunt Rachel leaves the engine running and then opens the door of the car and places a hesitant foot outside. Just like Bebe did a few moments earlier. It’s like this place makes everyone pause before getting out. “What’re you doing here?” she yells over the wind.
 
  I look at Bebe and she’s squinting her eyes at my aunt, but she stays silent.
 
  “Visiting,” I call back from the stoop.
 
  “You have no right to come back here and disrupt the quiet. No right.”
 
  My eyebrows go up. “I own this farm.”
 
  “I own this farm. This is my farm. I grew up on this farm. Your mama got it in the will and that’s how you got it. But this farm is mine.”
 
  “Wow,” Bebe says. “She wants to talk about property rights.”
 
  “No one wants you here, Daisy.”
 
  “Grace,” Bebe says with a snarl. “Her name is Grace.”
 
  “I don’t care what her name is. Nobody wants her here.”
 
  Bebe hurls the rock at Aunt Rachel and it hits the hood of her car with a thunk. “Fuck off, you bitch.”
 
  Aunt Rachel is screaming at her, but Bebe provoked is a force of nature. She storms down the front stoop, yelling right back. They get up in each other’s faces and start pushing. Jesus Christ, we’re going to jail today.
 
  “Bebe!” I run after her. “Bebe, please.” I grab hold of her coat and pull her back. “Stop, please.”
 
  “No, Grace.” She turns her anger towards me now. “No. This is over. This life is over. It’s been over for a decade. And this bitch thinks she can come out here to your farm”—she seethes that part in the direction of my aunt—“and talk shit to you? No.”
 
  He eyes are wild with anger as she waits for me to say something, but as usual, I stay silent.
 
  “That’s right,” Aunt Rachel says. “She knows her place. She know she’s guilty—”
 
  “Guilty of what, you stupid whore?”
 
  “Bebe, please!”
 
  “Guilty of ruining this family. Guilty of ruining this farm. Guilty of ruining this town. We are forever known as the place where Daisy Bryndle’s family was murdered so some sick freak could have his way with her—”
 
  “Oh, you cunt! You did not—” Bebe lunges at my aunt and hits her full on in the chest, sending her reeling backwards until they are both on the ground.
 
  “Jesus, Bebe! Stop!” I pull on her coat until she gets up off the ground.
 
  My aunt stands, brushing off the dirt. And then she turns back to me, breathing heavy from the altercation. “You did this, Daisy. You led that boy on somehow—”
 
  I slap her across the face. Hard. Harder than I ever did Vaughn.
 
  “Shut up,” I say in the wake of her stunned silence. “Just shut the fuck up.”
 
  Her hand goes to the red mark on her cheek and she shakes her head. “Get out of here. Now. Or I will press charges for assault. And don’t think for a moment”—she looks over at Bebe—“that you will get out of this by declaring me a trespasser. Everyone knows this is my land.”
 
  Bebe opens her mouth to say something but I put my hand on her arm to make her stop. “Never mind, Bebe. You were right. There’s nothing here for me. Let’s just go.”
 
  Aunt Rachel stares us down as we climb back into Bebe’s idling Porsche and pull the doors closed with a dull thump.
 
  “They’re all crazy.”
 
  I agree. “Let’s just go.” Bebe puts the car in gear and does a u-turn in the dead grass, flipping off my aunt as she passes. I rest my head back as we bump along the winding driveway and when we make it back onto the paved highway, I laugh.
 
  “What’s so funny?”
 
  “You. ‘You stupid whore.’” I look over at her and she’s smiling.
 
  “God. She is a stupid whore.”
 
  “Shit. She’s not even good enough to be a stupid whore.”
 
  “Yeah.” Bebe laughs with me now. “Stupid whores all over the world are pissed off that I insulted them back there.”
 
  “Thank you.”
 
  She gives me a sideways glance and tilts her chin up. “I got your back, bitch. Always have. Always will.”
   
  
  Chapter Seven
 
  [image: ]
 
  #IMightRatherBeSquare
 
   
 
  “SO,” the reporter says with a conspiratorial wink. “Do you want the good news or the bad news?”
 
  Marjorie has been an acquaintance of mine for a while now—more than seven years—and in that time, she’s hardly aged a bit. Looks younger than ever, in fact. Her short bobbed hair is blonde with streaks of hot pink. Her clothes are minuscule, and her shoes could be mistaken for stilts, that’s how high they are. In other words, she fits right in with all the other businesswomen I have close ties with.
 
  “Bad.”
 
  “Hmmm,” she says, taunting me with her straw. I get a little distracted by her glittery lipstick before I look back up to her eyes.
 
  “Just spill it, Marj.”
 
  “They have a lot of dirt on you, babe.”
 
  “Like what?” I know what. I just want to see if she knows what.
 
  She shrugs. “I’m not one hundred percent sure, V. But if I had to wager a guess, I’d say it’s more of the kinky fuckery type stuff.”
 
  “Bullshit. If they had that, they’d run it.”
 
  “And,” she says, ignoring my defense, “that Jasinda bitch is still making the rounds with her baby bump.”
 
  “Damn. I really thought she was lying about that. But I guess not, huh?”
 
  Marjorie puts her hands up. “You tell me.”
 
  I eye her. Just because I’ve known her for a long time and just because we’re having lunch together doesn’t put us on the same side. “I already told you. It’s not mine. I’m one hundred percent sure because I wasn’t fucking her when she got pregnant.”
 
  “Well, this is what I’m telling you, hon. None of that has gone away. Now, there are rumors that you threatened Keefe over at Buzz. And if that’s true, well, that might explain why they are still gunning for you. I mean, come on, Vaughn. You don’t threaten the annoying fly on the wall. You crush it.”
 
  “I did.”
 
  “You didn’t.” She’s smug in the wake of her words. “Threatening with a fly swatter does not a crushing make.”
 
  I close my eyes for an exaggerated pause to collect my thoughts. I knew it went too quiet. “What’s the good news?”
 
  “Well, see… now that’s gonna cost you.”
 
  “Cost me what? I already fucking pay you.”
 
  “A date.”
 
  “No way.”
 
  “Yes way,” she counters quickly. “I need you to take me to a party.”
 
  “What party? Larry never even gives me those invites because I never go.”
 
  “The Black Bash.”
 
  “Well”—I laugh—“I’ll have Larry check to see if I was invited, but I’m pretty sure that’s a no fucking way. I’d probably be arrested if I hit that one.”
 
  “I need you to get two invitations and I need you to come with me, Vaughn. For real.”
 
  “They’re not going to let us in, Marj. They hate you almost as much as they hate me.”
 
  “It’s a masquerade, Vaughn. And the theme is iconic movie stars. We’ll dress up.”
 
  “Just tell me the good news and I’ll pay you whatever.”
 
  “No, the good news will be delivered next Friday at the Black Bash. So be there or be square, mister.”
 
  And with that, she scoots out of the booth, grabs her sunglasses off the table, and walks off.
 
  Do I care about her good news?
 
  I don’t know. I’ll have to think about it.
 
  My phone buzzes across the table and I reach for it, palming the answer tab as I bring it to my ear. “Yeah.”
 
  “Mr. Asher, this is Josey, your aviation coordinator.”
 
  “Sure, yeah. What’s up?”
 
  “I just wanted to make sure you knew that your wife went to Colorado today.”
 
  “What?” Jesus fuck. My heart begins to jackhammer in my chest.
 
  “Yes, sir. She scheduled the plane to Denver. And I provided a car for her, but she never showed up at the car.”
 
  “She disappeared?” I can’t breathe.
 
  “No, sir. We went through the security footage and she left with…” There’s a little pause as Josey consults her notes or something. “Bebe Chambers. Do you know her?”
 
  “Yes. Thank you.” I end the call and take a moment to steady my heartbeat. Fucking Grace. I’m about to speed-dial her, but I stop myself.
 
  Why do I have to keep tabs on this woman? Just why? Why can’t she call me for a fucking change?
 
  Goddammit.
 
  I tuck my phone away, stand up, throw a fifty down on the table, and walk out of the cafe lowering my sunglasses. There’s no paparazzi out here right now. And maybe that’s normal. I mean, if I think about it, nine weeks after the release of a movie, they taper off. They find someone else. They move along. Right?
 
  But no. It’s not right. They usually chase me three or four days of the week. And now, nothing?
 
  Something is not right.
 
  But I don’t have time for it because I have a scene with Valencia this afternoon and I’m needed back on set in twenty minutes. I jump in my 911 and pull out onto Ventura so I can make it back in time.
 
  My mind is racing all the way there. Grace. Marjorie. A party no movie star in Hollywood wants to be invited to. The absence of paparazzi. The past.
 
  That’s what this is adding up to. The past. My past this time. Not Grace’s.
 
  God, just thinking about Grace makes me agitated. I check my messages as I pull into the studio and navigate my way through the lot. Maybe she called to let me know where she was going while I was driving through the hills? Like a dead zone. We have a few of those on the way to and from the studio.
 
  But no. There’s a few missed calls on there, but I purposefully ignored those.
 
  Grace never called. She took off to Colorado and never called.
 
  What the hell?
 
  I pull into my parking spot and shut the car off so I can sit in silence for a few moments. A knock on the window startles me out of my funk and Valencia laughs at me from the other side of the window.
 
  “What are you doing?” she yells through the glass. “Let’s go, hot stuff. We’ve got a love scene to practice for.”
 
  I open the door and get out. “Are you excited about that?”
 
  “Hell, yes. Do you know,” she says, looping her arm in mine as we walk to the studio doors, “it’s been fifteen years since I really kissed you?”
 
  “I kiss you all the time, V.” Suddenly calling her V surprises me. Her too, from the look on her face. But then that shock is gone and happiness replaces it. That’s who we were back in our teens. She was my first girlfriend. They called us V Squared.
 
  “Air kisses. Cheek kisses. Those are not kisses, V. And those kisses back when holding hands was considered a love scene… well, that’s not what this is and you know it.”
 
  I hold the door open for her and wave her forward. “It’s acting, Valencia. I’ve kissed dozens of actresses for movies. Don’t get too excited.”
 
  She stops and turns her head a little, just enough to give me a wink and a smirk. “I won’t be acting.”
 
  And then she walks off towards her people who receive her and hustle her deeper into the darkness of the studio set.
   
  
  Chapter Eight
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  #ThisIsNotTheSpankingYoureLookingFor
 
   
 
  IT was hard to say goodbye to Bebe after our day trip into the past. Bebe knew coming out here to see my ex-family would be a mistake, but she came with me anyway. She took off work, showed up at the airport, and drove hundreds of miles with me just so I could see it for myself.
 
  And maybe not all my family out in eastern Colorado hates me. I mean, I have cousins and shit. But whatever. They’re done with me and I’m done with them. You can’t choose your family.
 
  Well, some of us can.
 
  I smile big at that. I chose Bebe’s family. And I got to choose my name and remake myself at the age of fifteen. If I look at it that way, maybe I was lucky.
 
  I mean, obviously, having your family murdered is not lucky. But everything that came after… that was good luck.
 
  I should feel grateful. And I am grateful. There’s just a lot of unanswered questions rolling around in my head.
 
  “We’re about to land, Mrs. Asher. Please put your seat belt on.”
 
  I nod at the flight attendant. She looks as exhausted as I feel. It’s almost nine o’clock California time. And the drive home will probably take me an hour. Going anywhere in LA seems to take an hour. So I definitely missed dinner with Vaughn.
 
  But he never called. He has to know where I am. Otherwise he’d be crazy with worry. Maybe he just wanted to give me space to do this on my own?
 
  I watch the lights out my window as we land, taxi, and then finally come to a stop.
 
  “I hope you enjoyed your flight, Mrs. Asher,” the attendant says as I exit the plane.
 
  I give her a small thank you back. She looks pissed off, actually. I kept them waiting all day. I’m not sure what the protocol is for that kind of thing. Maybe I was supposed to call?
 
  I walk quickly to my car, buckle myself in, start it up, and press home on my GPS so it can guide me.
 
  Home.
 
  Sorta.
 
  I mean, Denver feels like home. When I’m in Colorado, I know where I am. I don’t need the GPS system to get me from place to place. But here, I dunno. LA is so big. So many freeways. So many neighborhoods. It just seems to go on forever.
 
  I head out and weave my way through traffic. Even at ten at night, there’s congestion. An accident clogging up the flow of traffic. When I finally make it back up into the hills, it’s nearly ten thirty.
 
  The house is dark. Not a light on in the place. Not even the porch light.
 
  I press the button for the garage and pull in alongside Vaughn’s 911. He’s here. But why is it so dark?
 
  I get out of the car and look around the garage, my heart beating like crazy. “Vaughn?” Nothing. Do I really expect him to be hanging out in the garage?
 
  “Vaughn?” I call again, because it’s freaking me out. What if someone broke in? What if he’s hurt inside?
 
  I walk quickly towards the door that leads inside and turn the handle. It opens without sound. “Vaughn,” I say again. But this time I whisper. I step inside and close the door behind me, and then tiptoe as quietly as I can towards the living room.
 
  The moon is shining through the back window, illuminating the fact that the place is a complete mess. We don’t have a maid and I’ve been sorta useless as a wife since I moved in. And it shows. Even in the dark I can make out shadows of dirty dishes and papers.
 
  “Vaughn,” I whisper again.
 
  He must be asleep.
 
  I walk to the kitchen so I can turn some lights on and that’s when I see him. A dark figure sitting in a chair, backlit by the moonlight. “Vaughn?” I ask. “What are you doing?”
 
  He leans forward and the shadow that was covering his face disappears. He’s still wearing his suit, but the top buttons of his white shirt are undone, leaving his chest exposed. A dark tie is draped around his neck like he was thinking of taking it off and then changed his mind.
 
  “Did you have a nice day?” he asks in a low voice.
 
  I just stare at him. His blue eyes are piercing me, even through the shadows of night. “No, not exactly. I mean, parts of it were.”
 
  “Which parts? The part where you took off in the plane? The part where you ditched the car that was set up for you? The part where you didn’t think to call me?”
 
  I swallow hard. Because he’s pissed off.
 
  “Come here,” he commands in a low, do-not-fuck-with-me voice.
 
  I swallow again and my heart is beating so fast it might explode.
 
  “I said, come the fuck over here.” He stands up and I step back.
 
  “I’m sorry,” I say. “Are you mad?”
 
  “Am I mad?” he asks me back, taking a few steps closer to me. “Am I mad?” He continues walking until he’s one step away and I have to tip my head up to look him in the face.
 
  I never realized how big he actually is. He towers over me.
 
  “Do I have a reason to be mad, Grace?”
 
  “I should’ve called,” I say meekly.
 
  “Called? You think I’m angry because you didn’t call?”
 
  “So you are angry?”
 
  He smiles at me, but it’s not a happy smile. It’s an I-can’t-fucking-believe-you’re-so-clueless smile. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Grace?”
 
  “What?”
 
  “Wrong with you,” he repeats.
 
  “I’m not sure how to answer that.”
 
  HIs smile is tight as he stares at me. Not really a smile, but a grimace. “Do you love me?”
 
  “Of course I love you.”
 
  “Good. You keep that in mind.” And then, before I can even understand what’s happening, he whips his tie off and grabs my wrist. I start to pull away, but he yanks me back. “Hold still.”
 
  “What are you doing?”
 
  “You owe me.”
 
  “I owe you what?” I snap at him. But he doesn’t answer. He just ties the length of silk around my wrist and reaches for the other one. “What are you doing?”
 
  He glares down at me as he pulls the knot tight. Tight enough to make me wince. “I’m tying you up.”
 
  “You want to get off on your sexual fantasies? Now?”
 
  “Turn around.” He doesn’t wait for me to even do that. He just twirls me until I’m no longer facing him. “Walk over to the couch.”
 
  He gives my back a push to get me started and I do as I’m told. I start to sit down, but Vaughn grabs my hair and pulls me hard enough to stop that from happening.
 
  “Ow. Goddammit! What are you doing?”
 
  He yanks my hair harder and leads me around to the back of the couch. “Bend over.” He pushes me again and I fall forward. My hands try to brace myself, but he swipes them forward so they drape over the cushion and then bumps his cock against my ass. My face rests on something very plush and soft and I realize it’s a sheepskin rug.
 
  “What are—”
 
  “Shut up.”
 
  What? “Who the fuck—” A hard smack lands on my ass and I jump. It stings all the way through my jeans. “Vaughn!” Another, this one even harder. I yelp and try to wiggle away from his grip. “Stop!”
 
  “Stop? You want me to stop, Grace? We don’t have a safe word, so if you tell me to stop, I’m fucking stopping. But let me tell you this, sweets. You fucking owe me.”
 
  “What is wrong with you?” I whimper.
 
  “Wrong with me? Am I the one sleeping all damn day? Am I the one walking around here feeling sorry for myself? Am I the one flying a thousand miles away without telling you where I’m fucking at?”
 
  “I’m sorry for not calling.”
 
  “This isn’t about calling me. I’m not your babysitter. I’m your goddamned husband. I’m not interested in tracking your every move, Grace. I have security for that. And you know I have security for that. This is about your lack of commitment. Your lack of enthusiasm. Your lack of respect. And most of all, your lack of… being Grace.”
 
  I huff out a breath. “I’m sorry, OK? And that last part doesn’t even make sense.”
 
  “No?” He huffs out his own breath. “Well, let me make it clear.” Something rattles behind me and then he lets go of my hair. I turn my head a little to try to get a better look at what he’s doing when he kneels down. But it’s no use. “This,” he says as he clamps something around my ankle, “is a spreader bar. To hold your legs”—he slaps the inside of my thigh to make me open wider—“open.”
 
  “So we’re back to your sexual domination?”
 
  He hesitates, like he’s thinking hard about that. A few seconds go by in silence as he attaches the other cuff to my ankle. “The girl I met in the bar a few months ago. You’re not her.”
 
  My heart, which was actually calming down, starts to pick up the pace again. Because I think Vaughn Asher might be done with me. I think Vaughn Asher might want one last kink before he throws me aside.
 
  “That Grace out on the beach was wild and confident. She talked back and had opinions. My Grace was funny and dirty.” He finishes up with the spreader bar and then stands, leaning over the couch alongside of me, and whispers in my ear. “You are not my Grace.”
 
  What’s that even mean? But I don’t want to ask. Because I’m afraid to hear the answer.
 
  “I owe you punishments, sweets. And I’m here to collect. So if you want me to stop—if you want this relationship… this marriage… this everything… to stop—just say the word, babe. And we’ll call it good and move on.”
 
  He’s breaking up with me. I close my eyes to stop the tears.
 
  “Stop? Or go?” he asks. “You choose, Grace. But I’m warning you. If you say go, you’ll get what you deserve.”
 
  Do I want to say stop?
 
  He walks off, not waiting for my answer, and for a few seconds I’m petrified that he took my silence as a no. But then I hear him in the kitchen pulling open a drawer. When he comes back I’m so relieved to have his hands on me again a tear slips out and rolls down my cheek.
 
  He lifts up my shirt, pulls it taut, and begins cutting it in half. I wiggle away out of fear before I can stop myself, but he shoves me back into position and continues until the two sides fall apart. He cuts my bra too. And then he cuts the fabric away from my body completely and tosses it aside.
 
  He moves on to my jeans, slipping the cold scissors inside my waistband and slitting it right down my ass until the denim opens up and exposes my skin, still stinging from the smacks, to the cool night air. The next snip destroys my panties.
 
  He rubs a hand down one cheek and then his palm comes down so hard, the smack echoes off the high ceilings in the living room.
 
  I don’t move this time.
 
  “That’s it, sweets, that’s what I want,” he whispers. His hand rubs the spot he smacked, soothing it. The cutting continues. The scissors slip between my legs and the cold metal shocks me for a moment, making me draw in a gasping breath of air.
 
  “Shhh,” he chastises me as he slits my pant legs open from thigh to ankle on each side. He tosses the ruined fabric aside once again and then takes a few steps back. “I’m gonna make your ass so red you won’t be able to sit tomorrow.”
 
  I start breathing faster. My chest does not have a lot of room since I’m still bent over the couch back, and it takes a lot of effort to draw in air.
 
  Vaughn grabs my hair and pulls me up. “Breathe, Grace. No hyperventilating on my time.”
 
  Asshole. I fight him a little to let him know I’m annoyed but he just laughs.
 
  He presses his mouth up to my ear and whispers, “I’m waiting.”
 
  “For what?” I growl back at him.
 
  “Go. Or stop.”
 
  His hand dips between my legs and strokes the slit of my pussy. I moan, I can’t help it. We’ve had plenty of sex lately. More and more as the weeks go by. But there’s not been any rough play since… well, the night I signed the NDA.
 
  “You like to submit, Grace. You know you do.”
 
  I take a deep breath and try to turn my head, but he yanks on my hair again.
 
  “You like this. And it has nothing to do with the past. You like this because I’m your fucking prince, remember? You like this because I’ll make you scream with pleasure.”
 
  He leans down in my ear. His breath comes slowly. Totally in control. “Grace,” he says softly. “You like this because you want to be controlled and fucked hard, but you know you’re safe with me. So…” He pulls my hair so hard this time, I squeeze my eyes closed and have to arch my back to try to relieve the tension. When I open my eyes, I’m looking straight up at his face.
 
  “I want what you owe me, sweets. I told you back on the beach I was adding them up. Your list is long. Your penance will be difficult. But…” He sweeps his fingers along my slit again and this time even I feel the wetness because it drips down my leg. One finger dips inside me and he chuckles. Because he knows I want this as much as he does. “But if you’re very good,” he continues, “you won’t care.” He whispers the last part, alternating between the cold, dominating man I want and the soft, tender man I need. “You won’t care because your screams will not be from the pain. They’ll be from the pleasure. So which is it, Mrs. Asher? Stop? Or go?”
   
  
  Chapter Nine
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  #MomentsOfTruth
 
   
 
  SHE needs to trust me. Fuck, she trusted me more out on that beach than she does now. And I’m sick of it. I’ve done nothing but support her. I’ve been there for everything. I held her hand and made her feel loved and welcome.
 
  And maybe that was the wrong way to go. Because that’s what everyone else did the first time she came home. Maybe what my Grace needs is unwavering dominance.
 
  So that’s what I’m giving her tonight.
 
  She wants to waste her life away in bed feeling sad? Or mope around this house oblivious to the decay? I mean, holy fuck. Felicity was a pig. She made a mess just walking through a room. But eventually she picked up after herself.
 
  Grace has disappeared. I’m not sure if it was the injury, the kidnapping, or the baby that pushed her over, but that hardly matters now. She’s there. She’s crossed the line of sad and moved right into depressed.
 
  And I’m not gonna let this happen to us. I might not be able to make her get better, but I can make her choose. Either she wants us or she doesn’t.
 
  “I’m gonna ask you one more time, Grace. Say stop and we stop. You can go back to Denver and do whatever it is that will make you happy. Because clearly, I do not make you happy.
 
  “Or say go, and I take over from here on out. You submit to me and do as you’re told until I say otherwise. Because you have no idea what’s good for you right now, Grace. You’re in give-up mode. And for the record, I didn’t put myself through twenty-seven years of Hollywood bullshit to give up. I’m not a goddamned quitter.”
 
  She struggles hard against my hold, but I keep her pressed into the couch cushion. “I’m not a quitter, either. Your life is stupid.”
 
  I laugh. “So what? I’m the first to admit my life is stupid. I didn’t choose to be born to this family. It was my birthright.”
 
  “Your birthright is stupid too. You think you’ve had it hard, Vaughn? You have no idea what hard is.”
 
  “Boo-fucking-hoo. I do realize your tragedy trumps anything I can come up with. No, my life is not one long string of fear like yours, but it’s had its challenges.”
 
  “You don’t even know the meaning of the word survive.”
 
  “Apparently, neither do you.”
 
  “Fuck you. I’m here because I survived.”
 
  “You’re not here, Grace.” I lean down and pull her hair at the same time, making her head tilt back. “You’re still there, sweets.” She doesn’t say anything to that. But that’s her MO, right? Silence. “You refuse to go to therapy. You refuse to talk to people. You refuse to accept help. And whatever. That’s your choice. But marriage is a partnership, Grace. If you want to be married, then you owe me. So what’s it going to be? Stop or go?”
 
  “Go,” she snarls. “If that will make you feel better, then just do it.”
 
  “It will,” I assure her. “It will.”
 
  She opens her mouth to spout off something sarcastic, but my hand comes down on her ass cheek so hard she jumps. “Holy fuck, Asher! What the—”
 
  I smack her again, five times in a row without stopping. Five hard, flat smacks across her bare ass.
 
  “Ow! That fucking hurts!”
 
  I kiss her neck and then turn my mouth to her ear and whisper, “It’s supposed to, Kinsella. I told you, you’re gonna cry...”
 
  “Why does this make you happy?” she asks. Her voice is already betraying her. She’s losing control very fast right now. “Why does hurting me make you happy?”
 
  “I don’t like hurting you, Grace. I told you back on the island that none of this is about violence.”
 
  “Well, it sure feels like violence to me.”
 
  “That’s because you’re unable or unwilling to give in. Did it ever occur to you to ask me what I wanted?”
 
  She stiffens but says nothing.
 
  “No.” I answer for her. “You have never once asked me what I want.”
 
  “So you’re punishing me for being a selfish cunt?”
 
  “No again. I’m punishing you for not trusting me.”
 
  “Why should I trust you?”
 
  “Why shouldn’t you trust me? I think that’s a far better question.”
 
  She stays silent again. Only this time I’m not going to answer for her. The negotiations are over. “I’m going to let go of your hair and you’re going to stay right where you are. Do you understand?”
 
  More silence.
 
  I smack her hard again and she whimpers, but stays put. “When I ask you a question, Grace, the polite thing to do is answer it. And if you don’t want to answer, then you get punished. I’m going to punish you and the only way this is not going to happen is if you tell me to stop.”
 
  “But if I don’t let you do this to me, then we’re over.”
 
  “Yes.”
 
  “That’s not fair.”
 
  “Then say no.”
 
  She sniffles before answering this time. “But I don’t want you to walk out. I don’t want you to leave.”
 
  “So you think you should be allowed to continue on with the way you’ve been acting?”
 
  “No, but—”
 
  “Tell me right now, Grace. If I let go of your hair will you stay where I put you?”
 
  “Yes,” she says into the cushion.
 
  “Ah. Finally you have to give in to something.” I let go of her hair and step away from her naked body. “Now I’d like to know how you want to do this. I’m going to spank you for all indiscretions, past and present. Ready?”
 
  “Yes.”
 
  “Yes, what?” She turns her head a little so she can see me. Like she can’t believe I’m going there. But I am. I’m so fucking going there. “Grace? I asked you a question. Yes, what?”
 
  “Yes, Master,” she spits. She looks me in the eye for it too. So score one for Asher.
 
  I look away from her before I lose my nerve and instead look down at the bright red skin. Both cheeks are flaming. I hover my hand over them and feel the heat. “Wait here,” I tell her. “Don’t move.”
 
  I don’t wait for an answer, just walk down the hallway to our bedroom and then turn into the bathroom. Grace has stuff all over the counters. Just shit everywhere. I flip the light on and start looking at the various bottles. I choose the one that says it soothes chapped skin, and head back to the living room.
 
  Grace is right where I left her. Her eyes are even closed. “Don’t fall asleep on me, sweets.”
 
  She open her eyes and whispers, “Yes, Master.”
 
  I don’t like it. I hope she doesn’t think that’s what this is about. It’s not. I don’t want to crush her. I just need her to know I’m a man of my word. I told her when I knew her well enough I’d punish her for all her misbehaving. And even though I like the kind of misbehaving she did back on the beach, I’m less than thrilled about the way she’s been misbehaving since she came home.
 
  It needs to stop.
 
  I smack her ass one more time and she sucks in a gasp of air, but says nothing. “I know it hurts. You’re allowed to moan or cry.”
 
  “I’m not going to cry.”
 
  “OK.” I uncap the bottle of soothing lotion and drip it across the bright pink handprint left over from the last slap. This makes Grace sigh and relax. “You like that?”
 
  “Yes, Master,” she says obediently.
 
  I rub it in a little harder, squeezing the round globes of her ass. And after a few minutes of this seemingly innocuous rubbing, when she is good and relaxed, when she’s breathing deep and even, almost content, I give her five more quick, hard slaps to wake her back up.
 
  She shoots up off the back of the couch for this, but my hand is there on her back, gently pushing her down. “Be still,” I tell her softly.
 
  She relaxes again and my punishment repeats.
 
  “Goddammit!” she squeals. This time she doesn’t take my direction, and instead of relaxing, she struggles against me.
 
  “Tell me to stop if you want it to stop, Grace.”
 
  “No,” she says defiantly. “I’m not gonna tell you to stop so you can blame this on me. But I’m sure as fuck not going to let you hit me for no good reason!”
 
  “OK, that’s fair. How about I tell you why you’re being punished.”
 
  “That would be a good start,” she hisses up at me.
 
  I smack her hard again, this time across the back of her thighs. She squirms and twists, but the spreader bar prevents her from taking a necessary step to balance herself, and she falls right into my arms. “Don’t struggle, sweets. It’s a losing battle.” She growls out her protest, but since she can’t walk and her hands are bound, she is forced to lean into my chest.
 
  Her soft hot breath travels across my skin and brings my cock to life. “That last slap was for being sarcastic.”
 
  “And the others?” she asks, risking more punishment.
 
  “Those were owed to you from our fun first night on the beach. Satisfied?” I grab her by the elbows and lift so she can regain her balance, and then I scoop her up in my arms. Her legs are still spread open as I carry her around to the front side of the couch and take a seat. “For the rest of your punishment, you have two choices because I’d like to sit down and enjoy my view of your beautiful pussy. Would you like to bend over the coffee table or lie across my lap?”
 
  “Your lap, please.” She hesitates for a moment and then adds, ”Master,” to the end of her sentence.
 
  I urge her to flip over so her stomach is across my thighs and then I lean down and whisper, “I love you, Grace.”
 
  “I hope so.”
 
  “Don’t doubt me.”
 
  “Why do you want me to cry?”
 
  “Because you need to let it out.”
 
  “I did let it out. Back at the hospital.”
 
  “Grace, five minutes of tears is not crying. You refuse to give in to therapy, fine. I’m not going to insist on anything.”
 
  “But you insist that I cry here tonight. Because you’re hitting me.”
 
  “I’m spanking you, Grace. Something that turns you on. It’s erotic. It’s not about hurting you. And this is not about making you cry. You will cry because it’s natural.”
 
  She stills. Perhaps to think about this. “Do you want to know what I did in Colorado?”
 
  “No.”
 
  She stays silent for almost a minute after that answer. “Why not?”
 
  “Because if you wanted me to know, you’d have told me before I left for work.” I trace a fingertip down the backside of her thigh, into the soft cavity behind her knee—this makes her stifle a giggle—and then continue down her calf where I squeeze and knead the muscles there until she moans. “Feel good?”
 
  “Yes. So good.”
 
  I smack the back of her thigh. A quick downward motion, barely touching her skin, and then a retreat.
 
  It stings my hand so I know it stings her thigh worse. She wails a complaint, but I immediately slip my fingers between the open folds of her pussy and stroke her gently there. “Better?”
 
  She makes a sound that is halfway between a moan and a growl and I smile because she has no idea whether she should cry or come.
 
  But then she sniffles and I know I’m on the right track.
 
  My fingers leave the warmth of her pussy and trace a wet trail up her spine. She bucks a little, but tries her best to be still. “You’re perfect, Mrs. Asher. And if you only take one thing away from tonight, let it be this. The spankings are about trust.”
 
  She takes a breath like she wants to say something, but then she stops.
 
  “Tell me, Grace. If you have something to say, tell me.”
 
  “I’m not very good at this.”
 
  “Neither am I.”
 
  Her head turns and she relaxes. Her face pressed into the cushions of the couch. “That’s funny. You’re the one with all the experience.”
 
  “Yeah, but I’ve never done this with a woman I cared about before. It’s new for me too. Before you, Grace, this domination stuff was about sexual release and satisfaction.”
 
  She lifts her head from the cushions and tries to look at me. “And now?”
 
  “I told you. Trust. You don’t trust me. And to be quite honest, I don’t trust you either. I feel like you’re perpetually on the verge of walking out. I can’t live like this, Grace. I can’t. I need to know if you’re in or not.”
 
  “I’m your wife. I’m in.”
 
  “You’re my wife on paper, that’s it. I want you to be my wife, Grace.”
 
  “Will spanking me make me your wife?”
 
  “Do you hate it?”
 
  “No. It’s just demoralizing.”
 
  “But effective. I have you here, face down in my lap, talking to me about things you’d rather not. That’s not demoralizing, that’s progress. This relationship is a give and take. I hate to say this, sweets, but you’re been doing a lot of taking.”
 
  She balks and tries to lift her upper body, but my hand is swift on her bottom. The crack sounds off simultaneously with her yelp. “Stay put,” I order her. “I’m not fucking around. You earned this spanking. Now it can be pleasant and sexual, or it can be harsh and demoralizing. It’s your choice.”
 
  “How is it my choice? You’re the one who gets to dole out the punishments.”
 
  “And you’re the one who gets to decide when you get punished and what form that takes. Do you want to be punished like this?” My hand smacks down on the back of her legs, right where they meet the upward curve of her ass. But before she can cry out, I’m rubbing her and slipping my fingers inside her pussy. “That feels good, Grace. It’s not about pain, it’s about control. You resist my control because you don’t trust me. And I’m telling you right now, you’re making both of us unhappy by doing that.”
 
  “You want to leave me.”
 
  “I don’t want to leave you. I love you. I married you. I want to fuck you and boss you around and make you have my babies. I want to keep you forever. You’re the one who’s got one foot out the door. I want you to commit, Grace. And the first step is to submit.”
 
  She’s silent for a few moments as my words sink in. I don’t want to say this. In fact, I’m terrified to continue. But it needs to be out in the open. It needs to be done. “Are you willing to do that? Or do you want to end this marriage?”
   
  
  Chapter Ten
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  #EpicQuestionsCount
 
   
 
  DO I want to end this marriage?
 
  My instant response is no.
 
  But… I stop myself from saying the word. Because he’s asking me an honest question and that deserves some introspection. I became his wife under less than ideal circumstances. I don’t even remember it. As far as I’m concerned, this is the first time I’ve had a say in this marriage at all.
 
  “Grace?” he prods.
 
  Maybe I did say ‘I do’ in Vegas. But that was hardly my choice. Because honestly, if he had asked me in the morning if I wanted to marry him, my answer would’ve been no.
 
  My answer has always been no. For as long as I can remember, I have never wanted to marry anyone. Not even Vaughn Asher, movie star. In fact, I have no idea what marriage looks like. I never prepared for it.
 
  “Grace, you’re making me nervous.”
 
  All this is new to me. I’m at a loss on how to answer.
 
  He unhooks the spreader bar from my ankles and throws it across the room and then he pulls my upper body up off his lap and then stands, leaving me on the couch. He walks out of the living room and I’m too shocked to stop him.
 
  He doesn’t go to our bedroom, I know that because a few minutes later I see light flickering down the hallway. Lights coming from the home theatre.
 
  A few minutes go by and then I hear sounds coming from the theatre room.
 
  I’m making a huge mistake, I know this. But it feels wrong to say I feel the same as he does. I don’t.
 
  I get up and walk down the hallway until I reach the theatre room and then I prop myself up against the doorjamb. He’s watching a George Clooney movie that I love about some escaped convicts during the Great Depression who become famous for a song they sing.
 
  “I love this movie.”
 
  “Me too,” he answers without turning his head to look at me.
 
  “You never asked me.”
 
  “I did ask you. You said yes.”
 
  “I was drunk. I don’t remember.”
 
  “Well, I remember.”
 
  “You’re only one half of this team, Asher. You never asked me. Me. Sober Grace was never consulted. I can’t be held responsible for drunk Grace’s actions. I was beyond drunk. I blacked out. It’s not fair that I found out about our marriage from the TV. It’s not fair that it all happened in the same moment that I was taken again. It’s not fair that—” I stop talking because he never turns. Does he even want to know? Is he even interested? He says he wants me to trust him, but he scares me when he walks away. “I want you to ask me.”
 
  “I want you to remember.”
 
  “How do I make myself remember?”
 
  Finally he turns his head. “Grace, you talked for hours on end that night. It’s impossible that you just don’t remember. It makes no sense. Yes, you were drinking. But you said so many things that night. Thoughtful, well-articulated things.”
 
  “I don’t remember.”
 
  He turns away again. “I’m not telling you. I refuse to paraphrase what happened that night. I won’t do it. I refuse to reduce it to a retelling.”
 
  I sigh and walk around to the front of the massive square sectional couch. I crawl across it, my bound hands keeping me off balance a little, and nestle as close to him as I can, laying my head on his shoulder. “I want you. Is that enough?”
 
  He doesn’t embrace me. He makes no move to cuddle me and make me feel loved. He doesn’t offer to untie my wrists.
 
  “I’m past wanting you, Grace. I have you. Or at least I thought I did. And now everything is up in the air. I just want to settle. I’m tired of juggling life. I’m tired of coming home to an empty house.”
 
  “You’ve been coming home to me for almost three months. That’s not empty.”
 
  “No,” he says sharply. “How do you not see that you’re not here? This place is a fucking mess. You don’t do anything but mope. It’s a goddamned miracle that you came to see me at the studio this week. And to be perfectly honest, after the flight coordinator called to let me know you scheduled the jet, the more I thought about it, the better I felt. I was happy that you took an interest in something. But you went about your life. All fucking day. And never once thought about me. I don’t matter to you.”
 
  “That’s not true. I…” I what? What am I trying to say?
 
  “You can’t even say it. You can’t even admit you love me. You chased me for three years online, telling the whole world your feelings and your desires. You’ve fucked me in public. You married me. And right now, you can’t even say you love me.”
 
  “I love you, Vaughn. I do. That’s not why I’m hesitating.”
 
  “Then what is it?” His voice booms through the movie room and I startle backwards a few inches. “Why are you not here? Why are you unsure? What the fuck do you want from me?”
 
  “Untie me.” I hold out my wrists. He looks down at them, then up at my eyes. I can see the pain in there. The uncertainty I’m causing him. I hate that I’m making him feel this way. “Untie me,” I say again.
 
  He shakes his head, sighing a long breath of air that lets me know he’s beyond pissed. And then swiftly releases the knots that bind my hands. “There. You’re free.” He balls up the silk tie and throws it across the room.
 
  I lay my chest across his lap and place my face alongside the cushions. My back is slightly arched and my ass is in the air like an invitation.
 
  “What are you doing?” he asks, still very irritated.
 
  “Making a decision,” I reply. “I want to be yours. Spank me.”
 
  “Oh my God. You drive me insane, woman.” I chance a peek up at him and he’s rubbing his hand down his face, like he really is exasperated.
 
  “Spank me for being bad.”
 
  “Jesus, Grace. Why? Why are you doing this?”
 
  I turn on my side so I can really look at him. And for the first time in years, maybe ten or more years… I’m honest. “Because I want to cry.”
 
  He just stares at me, a wave of horror flashing across his face.
 
  “I want you to spank me so I can cry. And then I want you to fuck me and make it better.”
 
  His first smack is loud and hard. It stings. I lower my head back to the cushions and prepare for the next one. It comes swiftly. Then the next and the next. The stings become burns and then there’s no distinguishing one from the next. The sharp pain from each smack runs together until I begin to sob. They are soft at first. When they are just from the pain of his hands on my bottom, they are soft.
 
  But then I forget where I am and the memories take over. I feel the guilt of living. I feel the pain of knowing I am alone. That my family is dead. That my brother never got a chance to be there for me when I needed him. For my parents, who were as nonexistent at my own wedding as I was. For all the family members who turned their backs on me.
 
  I feel the shame. Shame for allowing that monster to take me and keep me and make me into someone I didn’t even recognize.
 
  It’s not the pain or the fear that undoes me.
 
  It’s the shame.
 
  I cry hard. I gasp for air and sob uncontrollably. And I have no idea how long I do this before I realize Vaughn has stopped spanking me and he’s holding me to his chest. His hands sweeping down my back as he whispers in my ear. “It’s OK, Grace. It’s OK.”
 
  Aside from that small breakdown in the hospital when I told Vaughn I was sad about the baby, this is the first time I’ve really felt anything in over ten years. “It’s not OK.” I tell him back. “It’s not OK. He took everything from me. I have nothing left. Not even myself.” For a second I fear that Vaughn will be offended at that statement, but he holds me tighter.
 
  “I know,” he says. So unpredictable, this man. “I know. He killed your parents. He killed your brother. He took you away from your life and twisted your mind. He fucked up your whole life, Grace. You’re allowed to be pissed off and sad.”
 
  My crying becomes ugly as the feelings flood in. But my gratitude is so overwhelming. Vaughn gets it. Of all the people who have tried to help me, this man—this self-centered, egotistical asshole—gets it.
 
  None of this has anything to do with him.
 
  It’s about me.
   
  
  Chapter Eleven
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  #DayOneDoOver
 
   
 
  “SWEETS,” Vaughn says in my ear. “It’s morning, babe. I have to go to work, will you be OK?”
 
  I stir in his arms and realize I’m still naked and we are still in the movie room. “Yes,” I say automatically. I know he has to work. I want to throw a tantrum and tell him to call in sick, but I can’t. Not after he held me all night long and let me get it out of my system. Not after he was so patient with me.
 
  “I’ll be home at eight. We only have three days of filming this week. I can’t wait for the long weekend.” And then he kisses me and he’s off.
 
  What long weekend?
 
  I lie on the movie couch, snuggling up with the soft blankets, and ponder this. What day is it?
 
  I sit upright and gasp. “It’s Thanksgiving week!”
 
  Oh my God. How does a person not know the holidays are upon them? It feels like I was just getting off that plane from Saint Thomas over Labor Day and now it’s Thanksgiving week.
 
  I count up the weeks in my mind and realize I’ve been in this funk for almost three months. “Grace,” I begin to chastise. “This is not good. You are not allowed to wallow.”
 
  I crawl to the edge of the couch, drop the blanket, and make my way to the living room. In the bright California sunshine, the filth we are living in is painfully obvious. There’s dishes and trash everywhere. Clothes, shoes, mud on the tiles near the doorway. Even outside, our movie-star backyard is littered with palm fronds and leaves from a storm last week and the various flotation rafts I’ve used in the pool since moving in here with Vaughn.
 
  And then a sour smell reaches out and taps me on the shoulder. I look over at the dishes on the island countertop and wrinkle my nose. Spoiled milk in numerous cereal bowls.
 
  I’m a terrible wife.
 
  How has Vaughn put up with me?
 
  A ringing startles me out of my introspection and I look around for the source. “We have a phone?” I ask myself out loud. I had no idea we had a home phone. I thought everyone just used cells these days. I follow the source just as the message machine—who has a message machine?—clicks on.
 
  “Vaughn, baby. It’s me. I just wanted to double-check and make sure we’re still on for this Friday for the Black Bash. Call me.”
 
  “What the hell is a Black Bash?” I ask out loud again.
 
  I have no idea, but I’m sure it’s some sort of Hollywood party and Vaughn just didn’t want me to worry about it, or was going to decline. So I drop it and go back out to the living room.
 
  This will not do.
 
  I really need to start making an effort. I open the folding wall of glass doors and let the sunshine and cool air in. It’s not cold. I mean, it’s like sixty-five. But that’s nothing like Colorado is in November. The fresh air feels good. And it will make the smell of spoiled milk disappear.
 
  I walk around the living room picking up dishes and take them all to the sink to rinse them out before loading up the dishwasher. Then I go to work picking up trash and clothes. I start a load of laundry. There’s still a load in both the washer and the dryer and since I have not done laundry once since I’ve moved in, I can only suspect that this was Vaughn’s attempt to keep the house running while I was in my funk.
 
  Funk, Grace?
 
  Fine. It was a depression. But I feel like a new person today. I feel like I got it all out last night. He was so perfect. He listened to me cry and held me close. I have never felt such love and support in all my life.
 
  But now I need to move on. I need to put all that bad stuff behind me and look to the future. And even though I’ve lived here for almost three months, I feel like this is the first day of my new life as Mrs. Asher.
 
  Now if only I could remember my wedding.
 
  I just don’t understand why it’s such a problem. I mean, either Vaughn is lying about how aware I was of what was going on, or I’m just… blocking it out for some reason. But why? Why would I do that?
 
  I continue to clean as I ponder this. I make a list in my head.
 
  I’m psycho.
 
  The idea of being married was just too much for me after all that brainwashing
 
  I really don’t want to be married to Vaughn Asher.
 
  But none of those seem right. I’m not psycho. I might be damaged, but I’m not crazy. And yes, the whole kidnapper-trying-to-convince-me-I’m-his-wife thing did put a damper on all my future thoughts of getting married. But it’s fucking Vaughn Asher. And that makes number three ridiculous. I really do love him. Maybe it’s leftover infatuation kinda love from my Twitter stalking days. But it’s still authentic.
 
  So why can’t I remember?
 
  I almost wish I could go to Vegas and retrace my steps. But after my day jaunt to Colorado, I think it’s probably a bad idea to take off again. Besides, it’s almost Thanksgiving.
 
  So instead of calling the flight coordinator and booking a flight to Sin City, I call my parents. My mom answers on the first ring and her unexpected happiness at my call makes me warm.
 
  “Mom,” I say, after she’s got her hellos out of the way. “I don’t think we’re coming for Thanksgiving. Is that OK?” I’m nervous about this call. I’ve never spent a holiday away from home since they adopted me.
 
  “Oh, Grace, of course. You have a new family now. We were just talking about this last night. Don’t worry about us. We’re going out of town this year, anyway.”
 
  “Oh.” Well, shit. “Where’re you going?”
 
  “San Francisco. Your father has decided to take us to San Francisco.”
 
  “Well, that sounds fantastic.” Weird, I don’t add. “Fantastic!” We chat a little more and then say goodbye with promises to call on Thursday.
 
  When I end the call I realize I’ve been cleaning the kitchen the entire time. I think this is the first time I’ve seen it void of dishes. Vaughn is not the best housekeeper. He and Felicity lived like bachelors.
 
  I laugh at that and hang up the dish towel after wiping things down, and then I go get started on the laundry.
 
  After the laundry is in progress, I find some sort of wood-floor cleaning contraption in the utility closet and get to work on those too. Layla the cat’s litter box is tidy, so obviously Vaughn has been taking care of that. But the fish tank is a mess of algae. There’s a sticker on the side of it with a number to call for cleaning. The man on the other end of the phone says he’s in the neighborhood and can stop by in a couple hours.
 
  Now the pool and river are something else. I know we have a pool person. That guy has been coming regularly. But the storm the other day has left the outside looking unkempt. So I spend the rest of the day putting the outside back in order. And by five o’clock the place is spotless.
 
  “Maybe I’ll cook?”
 
  I surprise myself with that notion. I hardly ever cook for Vaughn. I’ve thrown meat on the gril a few times, but that’s about it. But it will be good. Very domestic.
 
  I wrangle up enough ingredients for spaghetti and meatballs, find some frozen garlic bread in the garage freezer, and by the time eight o’clock rolls around, I don’t even recognize this place.
 
  I sit on the edge of the pool next to the small waterfall, with my feet dangling into the water, sipping wine as I wait for my movie star to come home.
 
  A flash hits me. A memory.
 
  Vaughn and I are standing outside the Bellagio near the fountain. The heat is suffocating, but the water is shooting upward, dancing as they do, night after night, and the spray is bathing us with a refreshing rain.
 
  Did we get married at the fountain?
 
  God, I wish I knew.
 
  I hear the door alarm and then the familiar punching of keypad numbers and my heart beats faster.
 
  “Grace?” he calls out.
 
  “Out here,” I call back.
 
  He walks through the dimly lit living room, looking around like he might be in the wrong house. And then he appears in the opening where the glass walls would be if they were not folded away. “What’s going on here?” he asks with a smile. “I don’t think this is my house. Am I dreaming or is that real food I smell?”
 
  I pat the cement next to me. “Come sit here. Put your feet in and have a beer.” I reach over the champagne bucket and pull out his favorite micro-brew. “It’s cold,” I tempt him.
 
  He steps forward, loosening his tie as he walks, and a few moments later, the shirt is coming off. “Mrs. Asher,” he says with a mischievous grin.
 
  “Mr. Asher,” I say back, trying very hard to stifle my smile. Everything about him makes me want to smile.
 
  He drops the shirt on the concrete, his pace never slowing as he kicks off his black Versace oxfords. I have to tilt my head up when he stops in front of me. It’s hard not to notice that my mouth is in the perfect position to make him relax after a long day’s work. I feel the wetness between my legs just thinking about it.
 
  But instead of guiding my hands to his zipper, he slips off his socks and bends down to look me in the eyes. “I’ve missed you.”
 
  “I’m back now.”
 
  “Are you ready?”
 
  I’m confused for a moment, but then he unleashes that hidden dimple on me and places both hands on my shoulders.
 
  “Ready for—”
 
  And then he pushes me into the pool.
   
  
  Chapter Twelve
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  #WhatPills
 
   
 
  I ALMOST feel bad as she tumbles over the side. But not quite. She goes under, her slip of a dress clinging to her body for a moment before it balloons out, exposing her legs.
 
  God, I fucking love this woman.
 
  She comes up sputtering and thrashing, but also laughing.
 
  It’s been a long time since my Grace has been here. A long time. She’s just about to yell when I cannonball in next to her, making waves that spill gallons of water over the turquoise tiled edge.
 
  When I open my eyes underwater, she’s right there. Her long blonde hair flows out behind her like some siren’s. Her pretty summer dress looks like it’s caught in the midst of a breeze. Before I can surface, she grabs me by the shoulders and wraps her legs around my waist. My hands automatically cup her ass and we kiss underwater like teenagers. Her fingers weave through my hair, mine slipping up her dress, my thumb caressing her stomach as my fingers grip her back.
 
  She’s buckling from that move when we spring out of the water, the tickle too much for her.
 
  “Ahh!” she squeals as I hug her tight. “What are you doing, Mr. Asher?”
 
  “I’ve missed you. I’ve missed you so much.”
 
  Her smile drops a little. “I’m sorry. I’ve been selfish and moody. I’m so, so sorry.”
 
  “Just tell me you’re back to stay. Because, Grace, I can’t watch you be so unhappy. It’s killing me. I need you. I love you. And if I made you sad last night, I’m sorry.”
 
  Her pout grows, but she keeps eye contact. “I needed to hear that stuff, Vaughn. I think you’re a saint for putting up with me. Not many men would stick by a girl they hardly know as she works through problems that are more than a decade old.”
 
  I take a deep breath and touch my forehead to hers. The water drips down her face in small streams. I watch as they curve around her lips and her tongue darts out to swipe them away. “You’re not a girl, Grace. You’re my wife. I meant every word I said when I married you.”
 
  She looks away and I know it’s because she can’t remember our vows. But I’m not going to tell her. I want her to remember on her own. And when she’s ready, she will.
 
  “I love you, Vaughn.” She meets my gaze again and nods a little. “I’m sorry I was so out of it and I’m sorry I left you out of my decisions yesterday. You had every right to be angry last night. I was only thinking of myself, the place was a mess, and you work so hard. Thank you for taking care of things. I know it must’ve been difficult to take care of me, work, and keep up with the household chores.”
 
  I kiss her on the nose. “It was my pleasure, princess. I can do laundry and dishes. Believe me, Felicity was the worst housekeeper ever. And you’re not the maid, so don’t think this house is your job. It’s not.”
 
  She rests her head on my shoulder and sighs. “I don’t have a job, so taking care of things here at home might as well be it.”
 
  “Grace, please. We can hire a cleaning service. Go get a job if you want one.”
 
  “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
 
  “Mrs. Asher, say the word and I will have you gainfully employed as an event planner next week.”
 
  “No.” She balks. “I don’t want something handed to me. I want to be part of something real. And big.”
 
  I grab her small hand and force it down to feel my bulging cock underneath my pants. “I’ll show you something big.” I walk us towards the small waterfall. “Close your eyes and hold tight.” She grips my cock as I dip us under the falling water and step into the secret grotto hot tub. “I haven’t been in here in… well, since the builder showed it to me a few years ago.”
 
  She looks around with wide eyes. “You have a secret hot tub?” And then she kisses me sweetly on the cheek. “And you’ve never even been in here to”—she squeezes my dick and I close my eyes for a second to enjoy it—“christen it?”
 
  “Mmm,” I reply as my hands lift up her dress. “Now is as good a time as any.” She lets go of my shoulders and lifts up her arms. I sweep the dress up and over her head, ball it up, and throw it through the waterfall and into the pool. “Mrs. Asher. You’re commando again.” I twist her perky nipples and she squirms and unlatches her legs from my hips.
 
  “Yes,” she purrs next to my ear. “I wanted to keep you focused.”
 
  “You’ve got my attention.”
 
  “Oh, not yet, Mr. Asher.” And then her hands are unbuttoning my suit pants.
 
  My dick is so hard I’m ready to bend her over. Once the zipper comes down, her hands are greedily searching under the water. I help her out by climbing up onto a step. Her mouth comes dangerously close to my cock, her warm breath sweeping across it as her fingers deftly pull down my suit trousers.
 
  She unpacks my throbbing thickness and licks the tip. My hands go to the back of her neck and I encourage her to take more of me as I sit on the edge of the hot tub.
 
  “Mmmm,” she hums, making the tip of my dick vibrate. I lean back a little, one hand on the concrete behind me, propping me up, the other fisting handfuls of hair and urging her on.
 
  “I want to come down your throat, Grace. I want to bury my whole dick in your throat.”
 
  She responds with her hands on my shaft. Not quite up and down, not quite twisting, but a combination of both.
 
  I almost fucking lose it right there. But instead, I pull her hair, forcing her head back so I can lean down and kiss her on the lips. “I want to fucking devour you. I want to lick your pussy until you scream. I want to fuck your ass until you beg me to stop.”
 
  “I’ll never beg you to stop. Ever.”
 
  I shoot her a coy grin. “Never say never, princess. I’ll take that as a challenge.”
 
  And with that I grip her hair once more and thrust deep into her throat. She gags, tries to pull back, then looks up at me with trust in her eyes, and takes a breath from her nose as her tongue flattens along my shaft. “Mrs. Asher, you are perfect.”
 
  She sucks in response to my praise. I hold steady at the depth I’m at and let her do her thing.
 
  Her petite hands reach under to cup my balls and that’s when I know it’s over. She sweeps a finger back, touches my ass, applies some pressure, and I’m gone. I come down her throat, her muscles tightening, her mouth open so wide she’s sucking air in around my pulsating shaft.
 
  “Holy fuck, Grace. Holy fuck.” That’s the extent of my vocabulary. I pull back and saliva drips down her chin. I fist her hair to tip her face up to me and then I lean down and kiss her. “I fucking love you. I love you so much. Switch places with me and lie back, baby.” My breath is coming out in long draws and she’s panting so hard she looks lightheaded. “Lie back so I can lick your pussy and make you come.”
 
  She moans just from my words and sits on the side of the hot tub while I climb into the water.
 
  “Open your legs, princess.”
 
  She opens her legs and closes her eyes at the same time, but when my tongue teases the tip of her little bundle of nerves, her eyes shoot open and she moans. Her hands reach for my head now, but I grab a wrist and guide her fingers to her pussy. “Play,” I command.
 
  She begins moving in slow circles, clashing with my tongue as I stimulate her. I ease two fingers inside her swollen folds and curve them up to find her spot. Her whole back arches up off the ground as the moans turn into stifled screams. She bites her lip to stop the release, but I suck on her clit to keep it going. My fingers begin a stronger rhythm inside her pussy and when I nip her, she lets loose. Her squeals echo off the grotto walls, the sound of pounding water adding to the symphony we are creating.
 
  My dick is hard again so I stand up, making her whine from the interruption of her release. But when I plunge my cock inside her and finger her ass at the same time, she gasps for air. “Come, Grace. Come for me, sweets.”
 
  She comes hard.
 
  She comes all over my dick.
 
  And even though she’s been adamant about taking her pill so she can’t get pregnant, I know this is the night we start over again. This is the night when those pills go in the trash.
   
  
  Chapter Thirteen
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  #TheThingsYouLearnWhenYouSnoop
 
   
 
  WAKING up the next morning is like… damn. I’m not even excited enough to come up with some kind of metaphor. It just sucks. Asher is gone, I’m alone—again—and the house is empty and quiet.
 
  I hate this.
 
  Yesterday was so good. I kept myself busy all day. But today… now what do I do? I need a job.
 
  I force myself to get out of bed and wash up, then pad my way into the kitchen. Which is still clean because after our mind-blowing secret backyard grotto sex last night, we ate my spaghetti and meatballs and cleaned the kitchen together.
 
  I think that was the first domestic thing we’ve really done as a couple. And it’s wrong. I mean, almost three months after I move in, we’re not on our own schedule yet. We’re not settled. We’re not… meshing.
 
  Oh, the sex is meshing. The sleep time is also wonderful. I think the best part of my day is climbing into bed with Vaughn and having him scoop me up next to him so my face is nestled on his chest. Definitely the best part of my day.
 
  But good God, looking forward to bed, that can’t be all my life is about.
 
  I really need a job.
 
  I stick my cup under the one-cup instabrewer that Vaughn sets up for me before he leaves for work, and wait for the coffee to drip as I look around for things to clean. I really did most of it yesterday.
 
  The only places I didn’t clean are the garage and the pool shed. So I guess that’s on the agenda for today.
 
  And then that little devil on my shoulder whispers in my ear. Vegas, Grace. You could go to Vegas and see if you can jog your memory.
 
  Yeah, Asher would love that. After my jaunt to Colorado, I’m pretty sure the next time I do that shit, the spanking will be more punishment than pleasure.
 
  I chuckle a little at that. I do love me a spanking. But not when he’s really mad. I don’t want to piss him off. I want to make him happy.
 
  So no. No memory-lane Vegas trips for me. I sigh and grab my coffee. It’s all about cleaning the garage and pool shed for me today.
 
  I head out back first. Might as well take advantage of the morning shade. Once the day gets older, the sun will beat down on that shed and it will be very hot inside.
 
  And that’s where I spend the next couple hours. I inflate all the rafts just so they are available for us if we want to float. I sweep out the cobwebs and the put all the various pool toys in a large mesh bag. I even wash the two windows.
 
  The garage is even quicker. Vaughn’s garage is spotless. Not even a drop of oil on the gray painted floor. Everything is either organized in some elaborate wall shelving system complete with giant plastic tubs, or hanging on a hook over his well-equipped tool bench.
 
  So I sweep it out and call it good. I consider washing the car he says is mine now. But it’s clean. I’m not sure who cleans it, but I’ve never seen one of his cars get dirty. That must be someone’s job.
 
  So I go back in the house and catch the tail end of a message playing on the house phone in his office.
 
  Damn, two days in a row there’s a call on that phone that has not gotten a call in almost three months. What the hell is going on?
 
  I walk into Vaughn’s office, but the message is over.
 
  Should I listen?
 
  I mean, it’s my house too now. He says so, at least. I’m not restricted from looking at anything. Maybe Felicity’s room, because most of her stuff is still here. I would never go in there anyway, but no one ever said it was off limits.
 
  My feet are already walking towards the machine before I can make a decision and so it’s a simple press of a button to make it play.
 
  “V,” the man’s voice on the machine says. “Got that Black Bash ticket you wanted. It wasn’t easy, asshole, and there’s no plus one. So you owe me big. I’m gonna email it now, just sent it to your phone. All the invites have a barcode on them, so they’ll scan the email when you enter. I told you I think this is a bad idea, but whatever, dude. You’re in. And don’t forget the theme this year is classic movie stars. Later.”
 
  The Black Bash. That’s what the girl was talking about yesterday too. I check the machine for yesterday’s message, but it’s already been erased.
 
  Hmmm.
 
  Vaughn never mentioned a party to me. Is he hiding something? I mean, it’s pretty clear he wanted a ticket to this party and that message also made it crystal clear I’m not going with him. No plus one.
 
  I sit down at his desk and turn on his computer. We have computers all over the place in this house. Laptops just appear. There’s always one or two in the kitchen. Vaughn said that he and Felicity used to work online while they ate dinner on the couch. There’s a desktop in our bedroom—that’s the one I took over. And there’s even a tablet that migrates around as well. It’s got everyone’s email on it. Even mine is on there now. He and Felicity, for all their sophisticated hacking skillz, do not seem to give a fuck about the security of whatever accounts are on these machines.
 
  They must have private ones too. Because that’s the only thing that makes sense.
 
  I look over at Vaughn’s desktop computer.
 
  I could look on that one. Just check to see if the emails are the same. You know, to familiarize myself with our blended household.
 
  My hand jiggles the mouse, just to check and see if it’s shut down or sleeping, when it comes to life.
 
  No password required, all his files are right there on the home screen, so I guess that should make me feel special. He trusts me implicitly. No information is off limits.
 
  Or, that little angel on my shoulder pipes in, he trusts you not to snoop through his stuff.
 
  I navigate down to the mail icon on the bottom of the screen and click.
 
  Up comes Gmail. And nope, this is not the email he uses in the living room.
 
  There are five messages. That’s it. Nothing in his send folder. Nothing in his spam folder. Nothing in his draft folder. Five messages and all of them say unread.
 
  Until I click on them. I start with the oldest, which is from just a few hours ago. Right after he left for work. It’s some kind of production schedule from Larry, his agent. And once I check, they are all from Larry, only from different accounts. The newest one—subject line: Invitation that you will regret, so don’t blame me—is from another Larry account.
 
  I don’t get it. Why is this Black Bash thing so strange? It’s setting off alarm bells for me. I just can’t put the pieces together to understand why.
 
  I open it, of course, and I’m staring at something that looks like an online plane ticket. The kind where you just flash your phone at the scanner to board, and it reads the code.
 
  This party that seems to be a huge deal, but for all the wrong reasons, has a barcode embedded into the invitation.
 
  Why?
 
  The phone rings again, and I jump up so fast I knock the phone over and it answers.
 
  “Hello?” the woman’s voice says on the other end of the line. “V?”
 
  I do not move. I do not say a word.
 
  “Well, that’s weird,” she says under her breath. “If this is the message, V, I’m telling you this as a friend, stay away from the Black Bash. OK? Just stay away. Later.”
 
  What the hell is going on?
 
  I wait a few seconds to make absolutely sure she’s hung up the line, and then I pick up the phone, mark all his emails as unread, and then turn the monitor off.
 
  I’m just about to walk out and mind my own damn business when I have an idea.
 
  It’s not an idea I’m proud of, but I have one and once it’s in my mind, I can’t not do it.
 
  I go back to the computer and access that email with the ticket. I forward it to my own email account and erase the message. Then I erase the phone messages too.
 
  It’s wrong, I know it. But I have a bad feeling about this party. And if people are coming out of the woodwork to warn him off, it’s my duty as his wife to help keep him away.
 
  If he asks for it, I still have it. I’ll give it to him after we discuss.
 
  But only if he asks.
 
  I leave his office and go back out to the living room and have a seat. Put my feet up. Turn on the TV. Change channels for like five minutes. Turn the TV off.
 
  I check the clock. It’s only three. I have five hours until Vaughn comes home.
 
  I get up and check the fridge. Close it up after staring for two minutes. Sit back down at the bar. Flip through old mail—hey, there’s a letter from my bank in Denver. Open it and understand like two words on that statement aside from the bank balance, which has to be wrong, because it says ninety thousand dollars. Tuck that statement back into the envelope and put a sticky note on it with the letters WTF. Vaughn can deal with that. I have no clue.
 
  Check the clock again. Three fifteen.
 
  Scream.
 
  Not really. It’s a sigh. But I feel like screaming, that’s for sure. What the hell am I supposed to be doing all day?
 
  I list my possibilities. I have a car. I can go shopping. But seriously, I’m not a shopper. I don’t need anything. And I don’t like to drive in LA. It scares me. The people are crazy. The freeways are crazy. And they have so many roads. Like, in Colorado, you got two choices for freeways. The one going east and west and the one going north and south. Sure, there’s a few smaller ones, but basically, you’ve got two choices.
 
  LA, you’ve got five ways to get somewhere, and all five ways are clogged with cars going the same way. I’m just not comfortable driving alone yet.
 
  I could call someone. But everyone I know has a job.
 
  I ponder things for a few moments, my eyes sweeping the room. I get up and feed the fish. Now that the tank is clean, I realize there’s a turtle in there. He’s soaking up some UV rays under the sun lamp. That makes me smile for ten seconds.
 
  It’s hot out today, so the wall of windows is closed and I have the air-conditioning on. I could go swimming. But that’s about all I’ve done for the past few months.
 
  I plop back down on the couch and grab the tablet from the coffee table. I could go on Twitter. Jesus, I haven’t been on Twitter since the kidnapping. I haven’t even thought about Twitter. My account was deleted, but the police made them put it back up so they could monitor it. I just never bothered to delete it again.
 
  I navigate to the web and type in my profile link and then log in.
 
  I have so many messages, it says 99+ in the message tab. Same thing for the notifications. I check the messages first, because those are probably all from the Filthy Blue Birds. I scroll all the way down my list and start reading chronologically. Mostly it’s a bunch of messages asking if I’m OK. Those are all timestamped the morning they found out I was missing. Then they get weird. Like some of them thought I was dead and were saying their goodbyes.
 
  Creepy.
 
  I click out of messages and go to notifications, and glance at the first one on top. A blue link appears above that notification, indicating that I have five new ones. What the hell? People are talking to me right now?
 
  The first one makes little sense to me. It’s part of a conversation tagged with my @FilthyBlueBird handle. All it says is—You’re so right. It’s from someone I have never heard of.
 
  I click the conversation link to see what they are talking about.
 
   
 
  Editor @Realreporter00 - 15 min
 
  @GrapevineHW You’re wrong. Asher is about done with his @FilthyBlueBird.
 
   
 
  I hate reading Twitter conversations because you get the last message first, so you never know what the fuck is going on until you hunt down the original message. Which doesn’t seem to be included in this set of tweets.
 
  I close out of that one and go down further, to tweets more than fifteen minutes old. I swear. I must look through a hundred messages before I find the one that sparked this convo. It was five hours ago and it came from @Buzz1Hollywood. That right there should tell me to leave it alone, but I’m human. If people are talking about me, I need to see it.
 
   
 
  Editor @Realreporter00 - 5 hrs
 
  Who wants to see @FilthyBlueBird doing the dirty solo for her man? We got the goods. Twitter pics are not private, Blue Bird.
 
   
 
  Holy fuck. I want to stop myself, but I can’t. I have to know for sure. I scroll through every single notification looking for the “goods” but after hours of searching—like seriously, it’s after eight and the only reason I stop is because I hear the garage door open—I don’t find anything.
 
  I do find several dozen references in the Buzz Hollywood feed to the Black Bash, which is happening this Friday.
 
  Were they lying? Do they have these pictures or not? I’d forgotten all about that night we were phone- and Twitter-sexing back in Denver. It feels like years ago. How could I have known back then what my life would become in a few short months?
 
  “Grace!” Vaughn calls out as he enters from the garage. I slap the cover closed on the tablet and stick it behind a cushion. He rounds the corner just as I cross my legs and look guilty. “What’re ya doing, Princess?”
 
  “Waiting for you to get home.”
 
  He grins widely at me and then joins me on the couch. “I missed you so much today,” he says, drawing me into his arms and nuzzling my neck.
 
  Aww.
 
  And before I can even tell him I missed him more, he’s got his hand up my shirt.
 
  I should tell him about the pictures, but hell, I just want to soak up his attention. I’m so ready for company.
 
  “Wanna go out to eat tonight? I got us reservations at Mastro’s.” He kisses me, his tongue doing a twisty little dance inside my mouth.
 
  “Please, get me out of this house.”
 
  He scoops me up and carries me to the garage door, then bends down. “Grab those flip flops.”
 
  “I can’t go like this!”
 
  “Hell, yes, you can. I’m starving for steak. And you, sweets. I need nourishment and girly conversation right now, or I might die. Grab them and let’s go.”
 
  I grab the flops and he sweeps me into the garage and places me in his 911, dragging the seatbelt across my lap as he kisses me.
 
  When he closes my door I sigh. He’s so perfect.
 
  And I don’t want to ruin our night with talk of the media, so I’ll tell him about the tweets tomorrow.
 
  I just want to enjoy my fairytale life for now.
   
  
  Chapter Fourteen
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  #ThisCastleIsMine
 
   
 
  “YOU’RE nervous?” Vaughn asks as we drive through the gates of his parents’—my in-laws’—palatial Beverly Hills estate.
 
  “Of course I’m nervous. Your entire family is here.” Thanksgiving at the Chambers house was a low-key affair. It was buffet-style. We ate on the couch some years. They didn’t have a lot of family, and what they did have lived on the East Coast. It was not extravagant.
 
  “Yeah, but they are pretty cool, Grace. We’re all close. And besides, you saw most of them at the wedding.”
 
  “Oh, God. Please tell me all those people won’t be here.” My stomach twists from my nerves.
 
  “Of course not, sweets. Only about a hundred or so.”
 
  “What?”
 
  “I’m kidding.” He reaches over to squeeze my leg as he pulls in the circular driveway and waits for the valet to come.
 
  Vaughn exits the car while my door is opened for me. I’m just about to take the offered hand of the valet when Vaughn sneaks his hand in. “Princess,” he says with a grin as he helps me out of the low-riding sports car. “Welcome back to the castle. No film crews are here this time.”
 
  I roll my eyes at him and we walk towards the front door. It’s already open, there’s a butler-looking man in formal attire standing guard, and his mother. He says she meets him at the door whenever he comes over, and he was not kidding. Who knew Vaughn Asher was a mama’s boy?
 
  She kisses him on the cheek, then me, chatting about food and family. I swallow hard and cling to Vaughn’s hand as I’m led into the expansive living room. It’s got a huge cathedral ceiling with dozens of windows covered in elegant draperies. The back yard is not a water park like ours. It has a pool, but it also has manicured gardens, and of course, the pool house where Felicity is staying.
 
  There are children running everywhere and double the amount of grown-ups.
 
  “How are you feeling, Grace?” Vaughn’s mother asks. He calls her Mom. I know her name is Dana, but somehow I can’t bring myself to call her either of those things.
 
  “I’m much better, thank you.” That’s about all I can manage.
 
  “Well, we’re ready to eat now that you’re here. So let’s go get settled in the dining room.”
 
  “We’re late?” I ask in Vaughn’s ear.
 
  “On time for food and conversation, darling. I didn’t want you to be overwhelmed, so I said we’d only come for dinner.”
 
  Well, that was thoughtful.
 
  Mrs. Asher takes my arm and leads me forward. “The children are all eating outside, it’s a tradition, so don’t worry. It will be a nice calm experience for you.”
 
  Vaughn snorts behind me.
 
  She drops me off at the table set for a bazillion people and points to the little cards with everyone’s name on them. “I do arranged seating to liven things up. You’re here, sweetie.”
 
  Mr. Asher—Adam, for some reason I feel OK calling him that. Maybe because he’s a movie star and I’ve heard it so often—is talking in a booming voice as he leads an entourage of relatives towards the table.
 
  Vaughn’s calming hand is on my back as he pulls out my chair. “Sit, princess. I’m right across from you, so don’t worry.”
 
  I look up at his concerned expression and give him a smile. “I’m OK.” I sit as he pushes my chair in, and then I arrange my napkin on my lap.
 
  “Yo, Grace!” Felicity calls as she enters. “I’m next to you, sister.” We are in the middle of the table, with Adam at the head to my right, and Mrs. Asher at the head to my left. Thankfully, Samantha is sitting on the other side of me, so I’m flanked by the only two people I really know here.
 
  I love Mrs. Asher and her seating chart.
 
  “Conner?” Vaughn says as his brother takes a seat across from Felicity. I watch my husband assess that situation. He’s in denial about this and I have to stifle a small chuckle. I’m not sure if Conner and Felicity are dating, per se, but they are definitely up to something. Vaughn’s eyes shift back and forth between the two as a waiter reaches behind him to take a crystal flute and fill it with champagne. “Is there something you’d like to tell me?”
 
  “About what?” Conner is swiping his fingers across his smartphone, not even paying attention.
 
  Vaughn opens his mouth to add something snide when Tray appears to his right. “What the fuck—”
 
  “Vaughn,” his mother chastises.
 
  “We’re dating, V,” Samantha says as she eyes her husband with a strained smile. Or maybe he is her ex-husband and they are going for a do-over? I’m not sure. But it’s none of my business. I heard Tray was the first link in the chain to getting me back, so I’m not upset with him at all.
 
  The whole room is filled with talking and laughter as everyone settles into their places and then Adam taps his spoon on his water glass. “It’s been a blessed year for the Asher family. We’ve had two marriages, no deaths, and two new babies.”
 
  The room goes quiet and everyone looks at me. No deaths and two new babies. I’m not sure that’s accurate, so I just sigh.
 
  Adam clears his throat to ease the uncomfortable moment and bring everyone’s attention back to him. And then he smiles at the two women cuddling newborns. The men across from them beam proudly. I can only assume they are cousins of Vaughn’s.
 
  I look away quickly and adjust the linen napkin on my lap one more time.
 
  “And Grace,” Adam says, directing everyone’s attention back to me. My face gets hot and my nose starts to tingle. I don’t want to cry here. I seem to be extra sensitive to crying these days and I really don’t want to cry here.
 
  “You are the perfect wife for my son. So strong and sweet. Intelligent and beautiful. We’re sorry we missed your wedding. Perhaps you will let us have a party for you when you’re feeling up to it?”
 
  There’s a chorus of yeses from around the table and my eyes get teary. But then I look across the table at Vaughn and his smile gives me strength. “Thank you,” I manage. “I feel so lucky to be part of this…” And then it hits me what I’ve got here. “Family.” They all go quiet to see if I’ll say anything else. And I’m about to just shut up and let the moment pass when Vaughn seizes control.
 
  “That’s what we are, Grace. And you’re part of it now. I know we’re crazy and we’re far from typical, but you’re stuck with us, sweets. Forever.” He raises his glass and waits for everyone to catch up with his toast. I raise mine too, as I stare into his blue eyes. “I love you, Mrs. Asher.”
 
  Everyone cheers and clinks glasses at that and I raise my glass to my husband and mouth, “Thank you.”
 
  The blessing is said and then the servers enter with plates of covered food. Conversation begins and we all settle in for the feast. Sam and Felicity chat with me. Vaughn is attentive and happy. Various aunts and uncles and cousins pepper me with tidbits of information about one another, trying for embarrassment.
 
  And it all hits home.
 
  I have a new family.
 
  I will never forget my real parents or my brother. I will always be grateful and love the Chamberses for taking me in when I needed them most.
 
  But it’s time to start my own family. And this is where it begins.
   
  
  Chapter Fifteen
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  #ImInDenialAndIDontCare
 
   
 
  “SO, Felicity,” I ask, once we are all settled in with dinner. “How’s school? I never see you anymore.”
 
  “Oh, Felicity,” Grace says, putting a tentative hand on her shoulder. “You should just come home. I hate that you’re not there.”
 
  Felicity gives her a tight smile, then looks at… Conner.
 
  I look at Conner and catch him in a shrug.
 
  What the fuck?
 
  I’m about to open my mouth when Felicity beats me to it. “I’m good, ya know? Living here in the pool house. Working for Conner.”
 
  “Wait, what? How did I not know you’re working for Conner?”
 
  “Don’t be silly, V,” she laughs. “You know I’m working with Conner. We did Grace’s case together.”
 
  “Yeah, but that was months ago.”
 
  “She’s a good worker, V,” Conner says as he stuffs his face with turkey. “I loooove”—and he drags that word out for an unnecessarily long time—“having her around.” And then that asshole actually clicks his tongue and winks at her. At my Felicity!
 
  I look over at her and… “Oh my God. Are you blushing, Felicity?”
 
  She giggles nervously as she plays with her mashed potatoes. “No.”
 
  Grace kicks me under the table, but when I look down, I can see Conner’s foot touching Felicity’s leg.
 
  I turn my head to glare and he grins across the table at my daughter.
 
  “That is so wrong. Conner, I fucking warned you,” I seethe into his ear to avoid a scene. “I asked you specifically if you were—”
 
  “We’re not,” he says back, still keeping his voice low.
 
  I breathe a sigh of relief.
 
  “But we’re considering it.”
 
  I drop my fork on my plate with a clang. “You are not. She’s your niece.”
 
  Conner snorts. “She’s not my niece, you perv. She’s not even related by marriage.”
 
  “Um,” Felicity says from across the table. “I’m right here.”
 
  “Well,” Tray says next to me, “I think they are perfect together.”
 
  “How the hell would you know?” I turn to ask him.
 
  “We double-date all the time.”
 
  “What? Since when? You’re not even part of this family.”
 
  “Vaughn.” Sam’s foot finds my shin under the table as well. “Knock it off, you ass. He’s still my husband. Felicity and Conner have been dating for weeks. We go out every weekend. You’re the only one who doesn’t know.”
 
  I look around and everyone is nodding. “I’m stunned. I’m at a loss for words. I’m—”
 
  “In denial,” Grace says with a smug smile.
 
  Everyone laughs and then they go back to eating.
 
  “I’m glad you all think this is acceptable.”
 
  “V, I’m almost twenty-one—”
 
  “And he’s twenty-seven, Felicity!” Dear God, I might have to strangle my brother at Thanksgiving dinner.
 
  “We’re just hanging out, anyway. No big deal.”
 
  “No big—”
 
  “Hey,” Samantha says loudly. “I’ve been hearing lots of rumors about the Black Bash this year. What’s going on there? Do you know?”
 
  Fucking hell. I can’t get a break. “Don’t believe everything you hear.” I look over at Grace and she’s way too attentive.
 
  “What’s the Black Bash?” she asks before I can think of some lifesaving interjection.
 
  “Oh, you don’t want to know,” Sam laughs. “It’s a horrible tradition. Every Black Friday the tabloids throw a masquerade party. Everyone dresses in the theme and wears a mask so no one knows who shows up for this repulsive invasion of privacy.”
 
  “What do they do?” my sweet princess asks with horror.
 
  “It’s nothing, Grace.” I shoot Sam a glare that says shut the fuck up. But then Conner is talking on the other side of me.
 
  “I hear they’ve got Sam’s video in one room.”
 
  “I don’t care,” Sam says bravely. “Tray and I have talked about it. We’re making another video this Christmas Eve. To finish what we started last year. Let them show it to whoever they want. My secret is out and I’ve come to accept my condition for what it is. A challenge to be overcome, not a disability to be afraid of. They have no power over me now.”
 
  I love my sister.
 
  “Were you invited, Vaughn?” Felicity asks.
 
  I shake my head no. “I would never go see that filth. Even in disguise.”
 
  I look over at Grace, but her gaze is difficult to read. I take that as disinterest and quickly move the conversation into neutral territory so everyone will drop the talk of the Black Bash. But my mind is not at ease. That party is tomorrow night. And I’ve already been warned several times that there’s something big brewing.
 
  I swallow down the guilt for my actions all those years ago and put on my stage smile.
 
  I’m an actor. It’s what I do.
 
  So I act happy.
 
  We finish dinner and take dessert outside in the children’s tent so we can watch the annual family talent show. Grace sits in my lap, her head on my chest as countless nieces and nephews play instruments, sing songs, act out parts of their favorite TV shows, and generally act silly.
 
  The servers come around with more coffee and I lean into Grace’s ear to ask if she’d like more, but her breathing is deep and even. She fell asleep.
 
  I scoop her up in my arms, say goodbye to my mother and aunts as I pass, and then get her in the car before she ever wakes up.
 
  “What’s happening?” she asks as I pull the seatbelt across her lap.
 
  “Time for bed, princess.” I shut her door and walk around to my side and get in.
 
  “But I never said thank you.”
 
  “You don’t have to, Grace.” I stroke my hand down her cheek and she closes her eyes automatically. “It’s Thanksgiving. Everyone is thankful.”
 
  She falls back asleep before we make it out of the driveway and when we get home, it is my pleasure to strip off all her clothes and tuck her into bed next to me.
 
  She stirs a little when I pull her close so she can rest her head on my chest. “You know what I’m really thankful for, Asher?”
 
  God, I love when she calls me Asher these days. I used to think she said it to be mean, but that’s not why. She calls me Asher because she can. No one else, anywhere, calls me Asher. To my face, at least. Only Grace knows me well enough to use that moniker.
 
  “Me, of course.” I play with her.
 
  “Yes, you,” she says in her I’m-almost-asleep voice. “And I’m thankful for second chances.”
 
  “Yeah.” I laugh under my breath. “I’ve certainly needed my share of those.”
 
  She sits up a little and she’s more awake now. “I’ve learned something very important since all this crazy stuff happened.”
 
  “What’s that, babe?”
 
  “You don’t always get it right the first time.”
 
  I stare at her eyes as they pool with tears and my heart feels like it might crack in half, that’s how much it hurts me to see her sadness. So many things went wrong this year for her. The kidnapping. The miscarriage. The media discovering her alias. Which one is she thinking of now?
 
  I scoot down under the covers with her and hold her closer. “If I had known he would take you that night, Grace—”
 
  “That’s not it, Vaughn. I actually think that do-over was… cathartic. In a way,” she adds hastily. “I mean, I don’t want to ever repeat it again. But it helped me confront so many things that I was hiding from all these years. No, the do-over I need is our marriage.”
 
  I stop breathing. What does that mean? She stays quiet, like I’m expected to say something. I think it through for a few moments and then give it my best shot. “I can’t tell you what happened, Grace.”
 
  “Can’t or won’t?”
 
  “Won’t. I explained the other night. It was perfect. It can’t be explained with words. Maybe if we had a video, but not with words.”
 
  “But you still want to get married again?”
 
  “Do you?”
 
  “I asked you first.”
 
  I huff out some air because I want to be truthful with her. But how will she take it? “I wouldn’t mind a party, like my father offered. That would be nice. And I was thinking that a new ceremony would be nice. Make it a huge affair. With hundreds of guests and a new dress. The works. But I’ve changed my mind.” I look over at her and she’s stunned. Her eyes are wide and her mouth is open. “I’m sorry, sweets. I don’t want a new ceremony. It was perfect the first time and I’m sorry you missed it.”
   
  
  Chapter Sixteen
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  #ANewHope
 
   
 
  WHEN I wake up I’m still reeling from Vaughn’s admission last night. He does not want to marry me again. He has not even given me a ring. After all these months, I have no ring. What does this mean?
 
  I roll over, ready to wake his ass up so I can ask him, but the bed is empty.
 
  I sit up. “Vaughn?”
 
  “In here, babe.” He comes out of his closet buttoning up his shirtsleeves.
 
  “Where are you going?”
 
  He walks over and leans down to kiss my cheek. “Work. We have a few scenes to get done today. We’re behind schedule, so we have to make it up. But after today, I’m all yours for two days.” He grins at me like this is acceptable.
 
  “But it’s a holiday.”
 
  “Yeah, Black Friday doesn’t really count, sweets. I’ll probably be very late, so don’t wait up.”
 
  And then he grabs his watch and wallet off his dresser and walks out.
 
  Black Friday is the day of the Black Bash. And he said don’t wait up? He’s never said that to me before. I wait until I hear his Porsche roar to life in the garage and then get up and run down the hallway to check and make sure he’s gone.
 
  I open the door that leads to the garage and peek in.
 
  Yup. Gone. Just like that I’m left at home alone all day.
 
  I slam the door closed. Asshole. I should get my credit card and go shopping on Rodeo Drive, that’s what I should do. Spend all his money.
 
  I walk back to the living room and spy the door to Asher’s office cracked open with the light on. I push it open all the way and realize he was in here this morning. What time did he get up? I didn’t even hear him, I was dead-ass tired.
 
  I walk around to his desk and take a seat, then flick the mouse until the monitor comes on.
 
  His calendar. Hmm. Attached to a Gmail account I don’t recognize. Double hmmm.
 
  I knew that account with five messages from Larry was not his real email. But why is he hiding this one?
 
  Grace, the gracious inner-me scolds. Since when does he have to declare email accounts? I mean, I have several email accounts. That’s just what happens as you grow up. You make one, then another, then another. And pretty soon, you’ve got a collection of them.
 
  This one references his years as the Disney sitcom star.
 
  Triple hmmmm. In fact, red flags are going up all over the place. I scroll through the from column and it does not take me long to realize this email is pretty much a private one he only shares with Valencia. His co-star from back in the day and his co-star right now for IM3.
 
  I open up the most recent one.
 
  “Your wish is my command,” is all it says. There’s two attachments. One is a picture of the two of them as teenagers dressed up as genies for… something. Halloween? A special show? I have no idea.
 
  But the other one is a forwarded message. Subject line: Invitation Plus One Black Bash
 
  She got them tickets to the Black Bash. The very party he said he’d never attend just yesterday. And the ‘your wish is my command’ makes it painfully obvious that he was the one who approached her about attending.
 
  Dammit. Vaughn is hiding something from me and it definitely has to do with this party tonight.
 
  I walk out of his office and head straight for the coffee. While it brews, I stew in my own anger. It’s bubbling up around me. Why am I so angry about this? Mostly it’s because I feel left out. I feel like he’s got another life without me. Like when he goes to work, he forgets all about what’s waiting here for him at home.
 
  I sit at the kitchen island bar drinking cup after cup of coffee as I think about this. What should I do? Should I ignore it and let him go to the party and then confront him about it when he gets home? Should I go down to the studio and make sure everything is on the up and up with him and Valencia? Should I use his ticket that Larry sent to go to the Black Bash and figure it out for myself?
 
  My phone rings, startling me out of my introspection, and when I look up at the stove for the time, I realize it’s already past noon. I’ve been sitting here for hours.
 
  The phone rings again, so I reach for it and press accept before looking at the caller. “Hello.”
 
  “Grace,” Kristi says, all out of breath on the other line.
 
  “Kristi! Oh my God, I’m so happy to hear from you! You sound like you’re panting.”
 
  “Well,” she says with a smile—I can totally see that smile—“I’m all out of breath because they just brought me my beautiful baby girl and I’m so excited, I can’t stop my happy cry. And the minute I was able to think, I thought to myself, ‘I need to tell Grace. She’s the best friend I have these days and I need to tell Grace.’”
 
  “Awww.” God, I feel so selfish and awful. I haven’t thought about Kristi in weeks. “I should’ve been there. Do you want me to come now? I can help you out at home if you want.”
 
  The baby makes a little noise and Kristi actually sighs with contentment. I get a stabbing pain of jealousy straight through my heart.
 
  “No, no, no,” she says quickly. “You just stay home and take care of yourself, Kinsella. Or should I call you Asher now?”
 
  Well, that’s the question of the day. “Better stick with Kinsella for now.”
 
  “I’d love for you to visit when you’re ready, but there’s no rush.” The baby starts to cry for real now, and there’s some voices—Johnny and someone else who might be a nurse—telling Kristi she has to hang up. “I gotta go, Grace. But I wanted you to be the first person I called.”
 
  “Wait.” I stop her from hanging up. “What’s her name?”
 
  “Oh, I’m so silly! Of course. Her name is Hope. Hope Blazen.”
 
  “Beautiful,” I sigh.
 
  And then she quickly says goodbye again and ends the call.
 
  Hope.
 
  I think Hope is a very good reason for me to pull myself together and go shopping. So I clean up my mess and go get ready to hand over the credit card.
 
  And an hour later I’m on Rodeo Drive just as I planned, but this time, I’m not shopping out of spite. I’m shopping for Hope.
 
  There are a ton of shops here. And honestly, I’m sure Target would be just as good as these fancy boutiques, but they’ve got a Tiffany’s down here and I want to look around.
 
  I give the car to the valet and that’s where I start my afternoon. I head straight to the rings. I know, I’m just punishing myself. He hasn’t mentioned a ring to me, and he just said last night we’re not getting remarried, so why bother?
 
  But I’m a princess and I have a dream. And maybe a wedding was not a part of that dream originally, but it is now. And weddings come with rings.
 
  “Good afternoon, Mrs. Asher. Can I help you find something specific today?”
 
  Jesus Christ. They know me. I just stare at her. I’m shocked. I’m not sure why, I know my face has been on the news a lot this year, but holy fucking shit. A clerk in a Tiffany’s should not recognize me when I’m in shorts and flip flops.
 
  “I’m sorry,” I say quietly, as I back away and slide my sunglasses down to cover my eyes. “You have the wrong person.”
 
  The clerk’s smile never falters. “I’m so sorry, miss. My mistake. How can I help you?”
 
  But I’m already out of there.
 
  Fuck this.
 
  I walk straight back to the valet and they greet me as Mrs. Asher as well. “I just need my car, thank you.”
 
  A few minutes later they bring it around and the inside is still cool from the air-conditioning, that’s how short my Rodeo Drive shopping trip was.
 
  I plug in a request for the nearest Target and start following the GPS voice and once I get there and find my way into the familiar store with the red carts, everything goes back to normal.
 
  Maybe I’m not cut out for this life? I mean, Vaughn is so public. Everything about us in this town is news. I don’t understand that. I’ve been hiding from the media—from everybody—for so many years, it might not be possible to change that part of me. I don’t want to be famous. I don’t want people to know me. I want to be… invisible.
 
  I love our home. I do feel like I belong there. But when I step outside without Vaughn, I’m overwhelmed with the attention.
 
  I stop pushing my cart and look behind me, at the large glass doors that open and close as people come and go.
 
  That city out there. It scares me.
 
  I turn back to the store, because that’s not scary, and make my way to the baby stuff. I’m sure they have all these basic supplies, so I skip right to the clothes. I bet she’s got a ton of clothes too. So I choose an outfit that will take some time to grow into. It’s leftover from summer, so it’s like five dollars. I smile so hard at that, since Kristi and I are so rich we could afford anything. But cute is cute. Besides, it has a matching sun hat. I’ll send an invitation to come visit us after football season is over. Then Hope can wear it to the pool.
 
  I grab more stuff—not all from the sale rack—and fill up my cart. It’s too much, but I don’t care. I’ll send some of it for Christmas.
 
  I look down the aisle and spot the Christmas stuff and my heart pounds with excitement. I do love me some Christmas. So I wheel my cart out of the baby section and head towards holidays. They still have Halloween candy on sale and I’m wondering when the last time was that I had a Snickers when I see it.
 
  My cart comes to a halt, and then before I know what I’m doing, I’ve got it in my hand.
 
  A mask. A black mask. The kind people wear to masquerade parties.
 
  Or Black Bashes.
 
  I put it in the cart on top of the baby stuff and hit the cashier.
 
  One way or another I’m going to figure out what’s going on there tonight.
   
  
  Chapter Seventeen
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  #ThatCalmWasReallyTheStorm
 
   
 
  “HEY,” Valencia calls out as she enters my trailer.
 
  “Hey,” I say back absently as I stare at the article in the Hollywood tabloid. “Did you see this shit?”
 
  She sits down in the booth across the table from me in the area that serves as a dining room. “I saw. What are you gonna do?”
 
  I look up at her. She’s still the same girl I knew all those years ago. Being on set with her again has been fun. We’re like puzzle pieces that were missing and finally someone put them back together again. She’s even prettier now than she was at sixteen, if you can believe it. I guess wealth and the ability to take extended vacations between projects have that benefit. She only does one movie a year, if that. But every single one of them has been a major blockbuster. “I’ve got to take care of it. I need to stop this.”
 
  “Vaughn, you can’t stop her story. It is what it is. There’s records of her everywhere. These images are just one more reason to let it go. Don’t get involved. They will tear you apart.”
 
  “She’s my wife, Valencia. I can’t just let them threaten this kind of exposure and let it pass.”
 
  “So what’s your answer? You’ve already done what you could.” She points to the tabloid that has a sensitive picture of my wife taken off Twitter. “And they still found a way to get it.”
 
  “Yeah, because that Amy bitch from Buzz sold them.”
 
  “This tabloid says specifically that’s not where they came from. You can’t blame her. I mean, honestly, Vaughn. Your wife took those photos and sent them over Twitter. She knew what she was doing.”
 
  “I asked her to.”
 
  “So what? You used to ask me to do plenty of stupid things if I remember correctly. A lot worse than taking naked selfies.”
 
  “We didn’t have selfies back then.” I grin.
 
  “My point is, I never said yes.”
 
  She’s been saying this all day, but I can’t take the coward’s way out and blame Grace for what’s happening. For what’s about to happen.
 
  “There’s more to this story than you know, Val. A lot more.”
 
  “So tell me. Maybe I can help.”
 
  I consider it. I really do. Valencia has always been on my side and I have no doubt she’d be on my side now. But the knock comes on the door, telling us to be on set in five minutes. Five minutes just isn’t enough time. “Later, maybe. After the party.”
 
  “So you’re going?”
 
  “I said I was. I am. And you don’t have to come because it’s gonna be a mess.”
 
  She reaches across the table and takes my hand. “Normally I’d be up for anything, Vaughn. I’d stand by you for anything. And I still will. But not at that party.” She shakes her head. “They tore apart my best friend a few years ago and we made the mistake of going. I know what’s going to happen and I can’t watch you go through that.”
 
  I squeeze her hand back, thankful that she’s so loyal, that she’s one of the only people in Hollywood who really does have my back. “I get it, Val. I don’t expect you to be there. And thanks for the tickets. I lean over and kiss her on the cheek. “You’re a good friend.”
 
  She smiles coyly. “Well, the next scene says we’ll be more than friends soon. And I can’t wait. So let’s go.”
   
  
  Chapter Eighteen
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  #SometimesGettingLostHelpsYouBeFound
 
   
 
  I TURN out of the Target parking lot and see the sign for Beverly Boulevard. Yes! I know where that is, so I don’t need the GPS.
 
  I turn and lose myself in thought. I feel like there’s so much going on behind the scenes that I don’t know about, it’s starting to make me nervous. Like Vaughn leaving for work today. He just said a few days ago he was looking forward to the long weekend. Well, working on Black Friday sorta interrupts the long weekend. So what he said was either a lie then, or this is a lie now.
 
  What could they possibly have to do today? Maybe I should stop by the studio and see what he’s up to? I chuckle a little at my ridiculousness… but then I figure why not? I’m allowed to go onto the set. Well, maybe not. But I’m pretty sure no one will tell me no if I show up there.
 
  I look up at the street signs to find one that might take me over near Studio City, but none of them look familiar. In fact, I’m heading towards downtown. Which is not the direction I thought I was going.
 
  I stop at a red light and try to figure out where I am and how to get back to where I need to be. The GPS is on, so I hit the new destination button and I’m about to program it in when the car behind me honks.
 
  The light is green. I move forward and get into the right lane so I can pull over and turn around, and as soon as I make that turn, I know I’m in the wrong neighborhood. There’s a lot of people hanging out in front of apartment buildings and they are mostly young men.
 
  I want to just turn into the first parking lot and go back the way I came, but there’s a crowd hanging out there that does not look very friendly. I continue up the street, make another right, and hope I can just go around the block to get back on Beverly Boulevard. There are fewer people out on this street, mostly because it’s warehouses, but there are no more streets to turn onto.
 
  A girl who is very pregnant drags a suitcase to an empty bus stop and I wonder if she’s escaping or coming home.
 
  Maybe my life does suck. Maybe I did have some bad breaks. And maybe my old neighborhood in Denver wasn’t the safest in the city. But it was a far cry from the living conditions I imagine lurk behind these crumbling buildings.
 
  I would be scared to death to walk anywhere here, let alone be pregnant and dragging a suitcase.
 
  My heart is beating fast even though I realize this is irrational. “Don’t be stupid, Grace,” I tell myself. “You’re not lost. You’re one block away from Beverly and you have a help button on your rear-view mirror if you need it. Just make the next right turn and it will dump you back where you were.”
 
  I finally come to another street where I can turn right, but as soon as I make that turn, I realize it dead-ends at a large apartment building.
 
  There’s a few groups of people hanging out in front of it, talking and laughing. So I just pretend like I belong and pull into the first driveway so I can turn around.
 
  “Nice car,” a young teenage boy calls out. He says it loud enough that I can hear it through my closed window. Loud enough to make every head turn to see what he’s talking about.
 
  I ignore them all, but internally I’m wondering how frightened I have to be to push that little panic button.
 
  I would be mortified if I had to use that.
 
  Instead I just put it in reverse, do a two-point turn, and pull back out onto the road so I can backtrack my route. I really don’t want to turn back onto that street where all the crowds of people were. It looked like a neighborhood you see in movies where drug dealers hang out on the corner.
 
  I see that girl again. The pregnant one with the suitcase, only now there’s a boy with her and they are fighting. She screams obscenities at him, and just my luck I get stuck at a red light in front of their bus stop.
 
  “What the fuck you looking at, bitch?” the boy yells at me when he notices my stare.
 
  I turn my head away quickly. Please, please, please turn green.
 
  And the next thing I know the girl is screaming. She’s on the ground and there’s blood coming out of her mouth.
 
  I honk my horn. The boy flips me off. I open my door. “Stop that or I’ll call the police! Stop that!” He’s still hitting her and she’s curled up on the ground protecting her belly.
 
  “You want some too, bitch?” the boy says, turning to me. “Get back in your car before I knock your teeth out.”
 
  I get out and close my door. “Knock my teeth out?”
 
  “Oh, you want some, huh, bitch?”
 
  I squint my eyes at him. He’s about five foot ten. Not too tall. Skinny. Maybe one sixty. And his eyes are blazing with anger.
 
  I look at the girl on the ground. She’s still crying and bleeding, but she’s trying to get up. A few people have appeared from nowhere. They stand close by, but do not try to help her. “Do you need a ride somewhere?” I ask the girl. “I can take you so you don’t have to wait for the bus.”
 
  “She ain’t goin’ nowhere, bitch.”
 
  I look at that boy and wish I could knock his teeth out. “I didn’t ask you. I asked her.”
 
  “I speak for her. Now get, before me and my boys take your pretty blonde ass around the building and keep you for ourselves.”
 
  My eyebrows shoot up and I take a step forward. “Oh really? You think you’re gonna take me somewhere against my will? Because I’ve got to tell you, I’ve been there, done that, my friend. And I’d like to see you fucking try.”
 
  He just stares at me, then looks over to some other boys who might be his buddies. They don’t say shit. He’s on his own. “She ain’t going. Tell this bitch you staying here, Rosa.”
 
  “You know what, Rosa?” I never take my eyes off this little punk who thinks hitting girls and threatening to kidnap them is just another day in his life. “I don’t know who this guy is, but I do know he’s an asshole. So if you’d like to get the hell out of this place right now, all you gotta do is say so and I’ll take you.”
 
  The punk looks over his shoulder at Rosa, then back at me. “She’s stayin’.”
 
  “I’m not staying,” Rosa finally says. “I’m not staying.” She grabs her suitcase and starts pulling it towards my car. There’s a whole line of cars behind me, watching this whole scene go down. I’m surprised they aren’t honking. I suppose the YouTube possibilities trump getting where they are going on time.
 
  Rosa approaches the punk, clearly scared to walk past him, so I take a few steps forward with my hand out to encourage her. “Come on.” She tries to hurry past him, but just before she gets clear, his hand darts out and cracks her in the face one more time.
 
  I flip out. I lunge forward, covering the few paces that separate us, and hurl myself at that asshole’s back. He flies forward from the momentum and crashes to the ground. And that hammerfist to the neck that was next to useless against a raging, adrenaline-pumped Derek Hauser back in Nebraska does the trick for this stupid kid who thinks the world is his to hurt.
 
  I pound his neck three times, enough to stun him and make him stay down, and then I jump up and grab Rosa’s hand and pull her towards my car.
 
  People clap as I shove her suitcase into the backseat and she climbs into the passenger side. The light is red again, but I don’t care. Everyone in all directions is stopped to watch the scene unfold, so I look both ways and take off.
 
  “Oh my God,” the girl says. “I’m shaking so bad.”
 
  I look over at her as she holds her hands out in front of her ample belly. They are indeed shaking very badly.
 
  “Just relax, OK? Do you know how to get out of this neighborhood? Because I’m lost.”
 
  She just stares at me.
 
  “What?”
 
  “Lady, I’m so lucky you got lost. He said he was gonna kill me for trying to leave.”
 
  I look over at her and study her face, streaked with blood and tears.
 
  Do people really mean that? I mean, when a teenager says he’ll kill you if you leave, does he mean that? Or is it just posturing? Is she just supposed to cower and give in to him? Or is she supposed to take his threat seriously and fight back with all her might?
 
  It’s confusing. Too confusing to think about right now. “Where should I take you? Do you have a place?”
 
  “Turn left here, then just go straight. I’m going to a place in Silver Lake. A home for abused women. They said they’d help me.”
 
  I let out a long breath and remind myself.
 
  #IAmNotTheGirlWithTheWorldsBiggestProblems
   
  
  Chapter Nineteen
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  #HowDoYouKissTheInvisibleMan
 
   
 
  I DROP Rosa off at the home for abused women in Silver Lake, and in repayment, she explains how not to end up in Westlake again.
 
  I’m very grateful for that. What I did was stupid. But it’s hard to feel bad about it when it feels so good to help this girl.
 
  I give her the cash I have in my wallet, which is not much. Seventy-two dollars. But her face lights up like I just handed her a million bucks.
 
  And then I make my way to the studio. Not to ambush Vaughn, but to hug him and say I’m sorry for being so difficult. I am not the girl with the world’s biggest problems. Maybe I was that girl once. (Or twice.) But I’m not her now. I’m lucky. I’m married to a great guy. I have a large home, lots of money, a car that doesn’t break down, friends, family, and good health.
 
  I’m so, so lucky.
 
  When I get to the gate, the security guard nods at some hanging thing on my rear-view that Vaughn must’ve placed in here the other day and waves me through with a, “Good evening, Mrs. Asher.”
 
  That’s it. That’s all it takes to get on the lot. I expected a little more resistance, but I guess being Mrs. Asher has a lot of perks. I barely remember how to get back to Vaughn’s movie set, but I manage to find the parking lot and locate his trailer from a distance.
 
  I try there first, but it’s locked.
 
  “You looking for Mr. Asher?” an attendant asks me.
 
  “Yes, please. Do you know where he is?”
 
  “Yes, ma’am. He’s on set right now. They are almost done. Do you want to wait here or have me take you in to watch from the observation room?”
 
  I hesitate. I’m not sure.
 
  “No one’s in there,” he explains. “It’s a sensitive scene today. Only required personnel allowed on set. So you’d have the place to yourself if you want to watch.”
 
  I breathe a sigh of relief. I’m not sure I can handle much more public scrutiny.
 
  We enter the building and I’m led down a long hallway. There’s no stage in sight. No people in sight, either. He points to a door and then opens it for me. “It’s down the hall and to the left. They can’t hear you from this far away and you won’t be interfering if you just stay back.”
 
  I nod and walk through the door alone and find myself in a dimly lit hallway. I can hear a few voices further down so I follow that until I reach a black curtain. Peeking through, I can see the set. It’s incredible. It looks like an actual city street alley with a side of a building, complete with a fire escape as the backdrop.
 
  There’s lots of talking at the moment. People are laughing and joking. Vaughn is not in view. I lean against the wall and consider if I’m being overly dramatic about my recent experience.
 
  I mean, I’m fine. Yeah, it got a little dicey for a few minutes, but I’m fine. My heart is not beating fast anymore. I’ve calmed down from the scare, and now I’m feeling more ridiculous than anything.
 
  I’m just about to turn around and say forget it when I hear his voice. It’s booming and boisterous and a smile immediately forms on my face. God, I love him.
 
  He walks out onto the set dressed in a suit, like he was at a party. His face, which is usually invisible in post-production, is clearly visible now. In fact, he looks a lot like the man I met on the beach the night of Samantha’s wedding.
 
  I have not thought about that night in months, but now it hits me how far we have come from those first arguments on the island.
 
  God, I was such a bitch to him. I smile as I watch that same man on set in front of me. He was more patient than he should’ve been. Especially that weekend. And I was so scared of what he represented to me. The control was frightening.
 
  And now he’s more aloof than I’m comfortable with.
 
  It’s probably my fault, but that doesn’t make me wish for a do-over any less. I wish I was back on that beach right now, experiencing him for the first time again.
 
  His co-star, Valencia Cruz, joins him in the scene. She’s his ex-girlfriend from his teen years.
 
  She’s very beautiful. She’s wearing a gold gown. They must’ve just come out of some kind of a ball in this part of the script. She’s very exotic, like Bebe. Long, dark hair. Striking amber eyes. Olive skin. And a body most eighteen-year-old girls would be jealous of, even though she’s about the same age as Vaughn.
 
  They talk briefly on set, and then there’s a call for quiet and the stage people do their thing.
 
  I strain to hear what’s happening, I’m not really that close, but my whole world goes silent when I witness what happens next.
 
  They are kissing.
 
  Vaughn leans in, cupping her face, his mouth covering hers in a kiss so passionate I almost want to faint from the steam. I move a little closer to get a better look. As he kisses her, it feels familiar. It feels like he’s kissing her the way he kisses me.
 
  Then his hands are all over her body, grasping at her tits, her ass, and then he roughly grabs one of her gown straps and pulls until it breaks. He yanks her dress down, exposing her breasts, all the while his mouth never stops its assault on her lips.
 
  I’m stunned. I’m picturing our rough sex the other night and I swear to God, I think he uses some of these moves on me!
 
  I’ve watched him kiss countless women on screen, but he wasn’t my husband. I turn and walk away, following the dimly lit hallway back to where I entered, then make my way outside.
 
  It’s dark now. I click the keychain and my car beeps, so I head in that direction, still trying to process what I saw and how I feel about it.
 
  I sit in the car for a few moments trying to wrap my head around things.
 
  This is his job. I realize that, but I can’t come to terms with the idea that my husband gets to have a rough makeout session with his ex-girlfriend and call it work.
 
  I program the GPS for home, just in case I get lost again, and then drive off the lot. Security waves to me as I leave, but I can’t even pretend to be normal and wave back.
 
  The drive home brings me no clarity. In fact I’m more confused than ever. I don’t feel like going to that Black Bash, but I feel… duped for some reason. I feel like there’s a whole other world that exists outside my little bubble of isolation. Like the Twitter stuff. It’s a world where people are talking about me. Like the Tiffany’s stuff. A world where people recognize me in a city where I know like four people with any amount of intimacy.
 
  And what else are they saying? How much of what they are saying are things I don’t know about?
 
  I pull into the garage just as my phone dings. A text from Vaughn.
 
  Still working late. Don’t wait up.
 
  Yeah, don’t wait up, my ass. I grab my shopping bags and take them inside, passing by Vaughn’s office to get to our bedroom. The phone rings in there just as I pass.
 
  Figures. More things to make me uneasy.
 
  I drop the bags off on the bed and head back to the office just as the message starts to play.
 
  “Vaughn?” a woman asks on the other line—Valencia? “We’re still on for tonight, right? I wasn’t sure if you were still into it. So I’m gonna assume you are. Meet you at the Bash. You’re still Bogart, I’m still Bacall.” The message ends.
 
  Wow. Just wow. My husband is going to this big party after denying it in front of everyone yesterday at Thanksgiving dinner, and not only that, he’s going dressed up as one half of an iconic Hollywood movie couple. And I’m not the other half.
 
  I take a deep breath.
 
  I’m going to that party. I need to know why my husband is acting so strange. I need to know what this Black Bash is all about. And I feel like Vaughn is trying to hide it from me. Maybe it’s something personal with him. Or maybe he’s trying to protect me. But either way, I don’t want to be left out of his life because he thinks I can’t handle things.
 
  He’s been there for me, so if this is about him, then I want to return that gesture.
 
  And if it’s about me… then I want to fight my own battles.
 
  I like the prince, but I’m not helpless and that’s how I feel right now.
 
  I rummage through my closet until I find the Halloween outfit Vaughn bought me. We went to Larry’s house for a party, but ended up going home after a few hours since I was not really up for parties back then.
 
  I pull it out. It’s Cleopatra. He was dressed as Mark Antony. This is the only costume I have, so it will have to do.
 
  I squeeze into it, crushing my girls into the bustier, and turn to look at myself in the mirror. That makes me smile. Because I look damn good in this costume. I grab the accessories—an elaborate headdress, some costume jewelry, a black wig with pretty beaded braids. And then I do the heavy eye makeup à la Elizabeth Taylor.
 
  If Vaughn is going as one half of an iconic Hollywood couple, I’m going as Cleopatra.
 
  I grab my phone, pull up the invitation via email, and then head to the car.
 
  I have no idea what is happening at this party tonight, but I’m definitely going to find out.
 
  I get in the car and program the address into the GPS and then head out. The place is in downtown, and it’s actually not far from where I got lost this afternoon. But I’m not gonna let fear prevent me from going.
 
  I need to figure out what’s going on.
   
  
  Chapter Twenty
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  #StarOfShameThatsMe
 
   
 
  “HOW do I look?” I ask Valencia.
 
  “Perfect, as always, Vaughn.” she coos. “But”—she’s frowning now—“I think it’s a bad idea. I mean, what if Grace finds out?”
 
  “Grace is at home. Where she’s been for the last three months. I told her not to wait up for me.”
 
  Val nods and hits send on the email. “OK, then here it is. Two access codes to the Black Bash. But don’t say I didn’t warn you tomorrow when this shit hits the fan.”
 
  “Thank you so much.” I check my email and when it comes in, I download both attachments and forward one directly to my date and then turn to go.
 
  “Hey,” Val calls after me.
 
  “What?” I say, still walking towards the studio door. I’m already late since filming went on longer than expected and I just want to get to the party.
 
  “I hope you know what you’re doing.”
 
  I don’t even turn back. “I do, Val. I do.”
 
  I say that with a confidence I don’t feel though. Because while I know what goes on at a Black Bash, I’ve never been the guest of honor before. And tonight, I am.
 
  The drive downtown is stop and go, as is typical on Friday nights, and by the time I get there, it’s nearly ten o’clock.
 
  I pull into the old building’s garage entrance and flash my access code via phone at the man with the scanner. This place is about to be torn down to make room for some trendy new lofts, so I’m sure the Bash organizers figured it was the perfect place for a party.
 
  The location is never the same from year to year. It’s all very hush-hush until after Halloween and then that’s all anyone in Hollywood is talking about—the stars afraid they will be the ones on display that year, and the media excited to get even with celebrities who may have treated them badly.
 
  One person each year is the guest of honor. The epitome of bad behavior. The one person who deserves to be shamed above all others.
 
  And this year it’s me.
 
  That Buzz bitch has had it in for me for more than a decade. She blames me for what happened. And no matter how many times I tried to explain myself back then, she never accepted my apology.
 
  Threatening that editor a few months back was probably a big mistake, but it felt good to use my status and power to fuck up her plan of getting an interview out of me.
 
  I drive up to the top level of the parking garage and park the car. Another set of headlights flashes at me from down the row, and I get out and adjust my suit.
 
  Marjorie steps out of her car wearing the houndstooth suit Lauren Bacall made famous in The Big Sleep. She eyes me up and down as she approaches. “Looking good, Bogie.” She slips a masquerade mask over her eyes and I do the same.
 
  I smile down at her. “Ready?”
 
  She takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “I’m not sure, but I’m going through with it.”
 
  She wraps her arm in mine and we walk into the party together.
   
  
  Chapter Twenty-One
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  #NUNYA
 
   
 
  IT’S dark and there must be a smoke machine somewhere to add to the eerie effect, but it’s not necessary because this party is creepy as hell. Everyone is dressed up and no one looks familiar. I just hope no one recognizes me until I find Vaughn.
 
  God, I pray, please don’t let him be cheating on me. I don’t think I could take it.
 
  With that little prayer I walk forward into the cavernous room. The party is really all six floors of the building, but only the top two have ‘exhibits’.
 
  The exhibits are partitioned off with thick white canvas sheets hanging from the ceiling to make a sort of cubicle. And even though I know that there are things inside the makeshift rooms that I don’t need to see, curiosity gets the better of me and I peek inside. On three sides, each sheet is displaying a looped video of an unlucky actor.
 
  I wander through the crowd, not taking a drink from any of the servers—who are all dressed up as the Invisible Man and that makes everything triple creepy—because I don’t actually trust that the drinks aren’t drugged.
 
  I’m here for one reason only. To find my husband and ask him what the hell is going on.
 
  A curtain opens as I walk past and I catch a glimpse of some nude photos of a famous starlet and the sounds of a sex tape playing. Jesus. So that’s what this is about. The hall of shame. The pictures that couldn’t be posted publicly for fear of being sued? The sex tape someone paid to have scrubbed? Because while I might’ve been depressed for a few weeks this year, I was certainly on top of my celebrity gossip until very recently. I never saw or heard of that sex tape.
 
  I follow the person who came out of the tent-like room right into the next one.
 
  This time it’s a picture of a famous singer with two black eyes and her assailant’s mug shot. So he was arrested? That was never in the news either.
 
  The singer’s music is playing in the background, but her frantic call to 911 is superimposed over it.
 
  I leave the tent, repulsed at how they are invading her privacy. Why is that anyone’s business? Why do people think just because you’re famous that they get to know every detail of your life?
 
  I mean, I get it. It’s wrong for him to hurt her and he deserves to be held accountable. She needs help. But how is this helping her? How is exposing her most private moments helping her?
 
  Suddenly there’s a hum of murmurs circulating through the party. People are leaning in to whisper, all looking at the elevator. I watch with them as the outdated counter over the top of the doors calls out which floor it’s on.
 
  It dings that it’s arrived on six, and then the doors open. A collective gasp goes up from the crowd as Vaughn appears dressed as Humphrey Bogart. On his arm, and clinging far too tightly to my husband, is a blonde woman dressed as Lauren Bacall.
 
  People start muttering Grace, around me.
 
  “Grace!” someone calls out. “Why did you let your husband bring you to this?”
 
  I look over to find the voice, but the crowd is far too thick now. People are pouring out of the stairwell, desperately trying to get a glimpse of Vaughn and the woman they think is me.
 
  Vaughn ignores them, as does the woman, and he steps forward. People move aside as he enters the vast room and then he leans down and asks a question of a girl standing close.
 
  She raises her arm and points to a tent behind me.
 
  The whole room looks in that direction.
 
  That tent is made up of thick black curtains. I’m only a few feet away, in fact, so I start walking towards the entrance. An arm darts out to block my way and a large man dressed as a Stormtrooper stops me from entering. “Guests of honor first, bitch. You know the rules.”
 
  OK. I stand my ground, waiting to see what they’ve got behind the curtains about Vaughn.
 
  He steps forward, only a few feet in front of me, his eyes straight ahead.
 
  And then the curtain is pulled back.
   
  
  Chapter Twenty-Two
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  #JustReturningTheFavor
 
   
 
  HER whimpering fills the room. They’ve got the sound on every speaker. Her sniffles boom out from every corner. But it’s the images onscreen that stop me dead and make my heart want to crack.
 
  Grace. On the floor. Trying her best not to cry as Derek Hauser kicks her in the back. I knew it would be bad, but I honestly never thought they’d show those videos of when she was kidnapped as a teen.
 
  My heart speeds up. My face goes hot. The rage I feel at this moment builds, but then the image shifts and it’s another girl lying on the floor. This one is covered in blood too, but this one is dead.
 
  “He killed her.”
 
  Everyone goes silent as the words echo from the speakers.
 
  “He killed my sister.”
 
  The image switches back to Grace, her nude Twitter pictures up for all to see.
 
  I’m mortified that these scumbags should see my wife in this way.
 
  “He uses women,” the speaker system booms. “All of them. See what he made that poor Daisy Bryndle do?”
 
  The tweets on that account are private. They require a password and no one has ever gotten our passwords. I changed them the day Grace was found to some incomprehensible string of numbers. But the pictures are not protected. If you know the link, you can get the pictures.
 
  The scene flashes to Grace in a Nebraska cornfield, being loaded onto the Life Flight helicopter, bound for Denver.
 
  “It was your fault she was taken again, Vaughn Asher. Your fault she was shot. Your fault she lost that baby.”
 
  Hare dare that bitch mention my wife’s pregnancy. I turn and face the crowd. “Show your face, you bitch. Show your fucking face!”
 
  Amy Stratton steps out of the mass of people and they part for her, just as they parted for me. “Here’s my face. The one you’ve been trying to forget for more than a decade. You killed her and you got away with it because you’re famous. You celebrities all feel entitled. You all live by your own rules. You flash your money and use your status so you don’t have to be accountable. You make me sick.” She walks straight up to me and spits in my face.
 
  I say nothing.
 
  “What, no denial?” she snarls at me.
 
  “You know I didn’t do it. You know that every word you’re saying is a complete fabrication. You’re the sick one. Your sister did not commit suicide—”
 
  “You made her kill herself!”
 
  “She was on drugs, Amy. She was doing some very questionable things.”
 
  “She hired you to be in her movie, and you fucked her over. You ruined her career. You made her kill herself.”
 
  “That’s not what happened and you know it. I told you back then, that’s not what happened.”
 
  “Yeah, you tried to blame her boyfriend—”
 
  “Her boyfriend, are you fucking kidding me? Frankie Miller was thirty years older than her. He was a scumbag who was taking advantage of her.”
 
  “No. He loved her. You’re just mad because he tricked you. And then you threatened him. You threatened to send him to jail.”
 
  I shake my head and look at the crowd, trying to decide if I need to make my case or not. But then I remember who my date is for tonight, and I realize I have no choice. This is it. I have to come clean and whatever happens afterward, so be it.
 
  “Frankie Miller killed DeeDee Cisco ten years ago.”
 
  “You’re a liar,” Amy screams. “He was found not guilty.”
 
  “He was not found not guilty, Amy. The charges were dropped. There’s a big difference. And the charges were dropped because…” I look over and find Carey Keefe in the crowd. She’s not dressed up and she’s in front to see my reaction. “Because… Because I—”
 
  I stop talking.
 
  But Carey steps forward. “Because what?” Her face is strained. She’s breathing a little faster than normal, so her heart must be beating fast. She’s nervous.
 
  And I realize that she’s as nervous about the truth as I am. She might have set me up tonight, but it’s only because she never believed me. She’s been trying to convince herself for months that I was lying.
 
  But now that we’re both here, she knows I’m not lying. And she wants me to shut the fuck up.
 
  Because I am almost positive that Frankie Miller did kill DeeDee Cisco, aka Danielle Stratton. The sister of Amy Stratton, star gossip reporter for Buzz Hollywood.
 
  I know this because I have video that I never turned over to the police.
 
  DeeDee was just a film-school student in one of his classes. I met her on my eighteenth birthday. They set me up. Drugged me. Had me sign a non-disclosure agreement. And then proceeded to film me doing things I never imagined myself doing.
 
  When I woke up in my car on the UCLA campus, there was a note congratulating me on my next blockbuster film. That was before I was a megastar. Before I made that crucial transition from the world of child actors into the world of the professionals.
 
  So I went to my father. The great Adam Asher. And the whole thing disappeared.
 
  Until DeeDee was found dead and I received a package in the mail a few days after her death that had the original footage of the movie they made with me, plus more. Plus a lot more. The NDA I signed and dozens of videos of Frankie Miller beating the shit out of her, demanding to know where she was hiding the film they made of me. It felt like a call to action. Like I should avenge DeeDee’s death for her because she held out. She played ball with my father’s offer and refused to give Miller the film.
 
  But I didn’t give her the same respect back. I never showed those films to anyone. I didn’t want to be involved in this tragedy in any way. I was hopeful that the tide was changing with my career. I had been called in to read for three very big films, all of which fell through, but at the time it all seems so promising.
 
  I didn’t want to fuck it up. I didn’t want to care about her. And I certainly didn’t want to help her. She got what she deserved. I couldn’t even fathom why she’d sent that package to me, of all people. Why me?
 
  I figured she was setting me up again. I mean, that’s a legitimate reaction. That incident changed my whole outlook on life. And not in a good way. I stopped looking for girlfriends and started looking for sex. I ran with that nondisclosure idea I was introduced to, and made every girl I fucked sign one.
 
  Carey Keefe picked up the story of poor, ousted Frankie Miller and became his champion. After a long wait for trial and with the help of a top-notch legal team, the charges were eventually dropped. Six weeks later, DeeDee’s death was ruled a suicide.
 
  Carey is suddenly right up in my face. “Because why, Vaughn?”
 
  I only have one out at this point. The truth. “You need to believe me, Carey. That I’m not doing this to ruin you. I’m doing this because it’s the right thing to do.”
 
  She snorts. “How would you have the ability to ruin me? I think it’s the other way around.”
 
  I lean down in her ear and whisper, “Because you’re in those films too.”
 
  Her face goes white. “What films?”
 
  “The ones DeeDee sent to me before she died.”
 
  “What’s going on here?” Amy asks a stone-faced Carey.
 
  Carey puts up a hand to silence Amy, and then proceeds. “You ruin lives, Vaughn Asher. You stomp all over women like they are things. Just watch everyone.”
 
  And then she throws her arms out in a flourish and the screen changes. There’s a line of women.
 
  “My name is Jasinda Gonzales and I’m a victim of Vaughn Asher.”
 
  “My name is Sandy Delaney and I’m a victim of Vaughn Asher.”
   
  
  Chapter Twenty-Three
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  #AndAPrincessShallLeadThem
 
   
 
  THEY go on and on like that. Dozens of them. And as much as I love my husband, this does make me pause. Because this is who he was before we were married. Everything they’re saying about him is true.
 
  I know this because he used the same words on me. He asked me to do the very same things. It was Yes, Master. It was sitting at his feet. It was being hand-fed tiny morsels of meat. It was signing a non-disclosure agreement. All of that is true.
 
  Vaughn stands quietly as the film ends and then two more curtains are raised to reveal all the women who just spoke out.
 
  Vaughn walks up to one of the girls and looks her in the eyes. “Did you get anything out of our relationship, Terry?”
 
  She shrugs.
 
  “Money? I recall giving you about seventy-five thousand dollars before we called it quits. You wanted a condo in Miami with a beach view. Done, correct?”
 
  She stands perfectly still.
 
  He moves on to the next girl and repeats his questions. “How about you, Lisa? You wanted your student loans paid off? I did that.” He moves on to the next girl. “And this one, she was a one-night stand. There was no agreement. There was no Master. There was none of this that they are claiming.”
 
  “So I don’t count?” the girl asks him.
 
  “Do you want me to lie?”
 
  She turns and walks away.
 
  “They’re not people to you, Vaughn Asher. They are things to be used and thrown away,” that editor for Buzz Hollywood tells my husband.
 
  “You’re wrong,” he says with conviction. “They were possessions, but only in the sense that I felt obligated to care for them while they were in this specific arrangement with me.”
 
  “You make me sick,” the reporter seethes. “You killed my sister. You made her so depressed she took her own life. And then you accused her boyfriend of abuse and murder.”
 
  Vaughn says nothing to that.
 
  “Grace!” the girl calls out. And everyone turns to find the blonde woman Vaughn came in with. “Where did she go?”
 
  I look around along with everyone else, but the girl in the houndstooth suit is nowhere to be found.
 
  “Put her movie back on,” the editor woman shouts.
 
  The film of me was a teenager is back up for all to see. I can’t believe they are showing this. As much as I hate the fact that my husband was that person this woman describes, and as confused as I am about this other stuff with this DeeDee person, there is no good reason to have this disgusting footage of my kidnapping on display.
 
  “Take it down right now, Carey,” Vaughn says calmly.
 
  “Or what?”
 
  “You’ll see.” The ice in his voice is so clear it sends chills up my arms.
 
  “I want everyone to know what your type is, Vaughn. Broken. That’s what you like. You want victims. You want girls who can’t get up off the floor and stand up to you. You want to tie them up and stick them in a closet and—”
 
  I slap her across the face so hard my palm is stinging.
 
  I have no idea how I got so close, but I slap the shit out of that bitch. The whole place gasps as I remove my mask and my wig.
 
  “What the fuck?” the Carey woman says as she palms her red cheek.
 
  “That’s enough.” I say it with confidence, one hundred percent in control.
 
  “Grace,” Vaughn whispers. I smile up at him and he gives me a small one back. And then I step forward until I’m right in front of him, so close that I have to tip my head back to look him in the eye. I nod my head to the line of women. “I’ve seen that man they describe, but that’s not the man I married.”
 
  “Grace,” he says again. But the screams from the movie cut him off. We both look up at the scene to see teenage Daisy get smacked across the face and fall to the floor. “Let’s go.”
 
  He takes my hand and starts to lead me away, but I plan my feet firm and pull him back. “No. I’m not leaving.” I turn to look up at that film and I watch. I make the whole room watch as I am hit and kicked, and they really chose an Oscar-winning segment for this teaser, because just before it ends, I piss myself from fear.
 
  “Please, Grace,” Vaughn pleads. “Let’s go.”
 
  I turn to face the crowd instead. “Did you all enjoy that?” I ask them. “Is that what you came to see? Are you satisfied now?”
 
  Vaughn takes my hand and leads me away. But when I pass the Carey person responsible for this, I stop again. “You got that film from him, didn’t you? My kidnapper contacted you before he took me and offered you that film.”
 
  “I don’t reveal sources,” she says flatly.
 
  “Well,” I say, turning to the crowd, “I’m so glad you were all so entertained by the images of me being abused as a little girl. You must all feel mighty superior right now.”
 
  This time when Vaughn tugs on my hand, I let him lead me away.
 
  We take the elevator to the roof and the blonde girl Vaughn came with, who is no longer wearing the houndstooth suit, but a slinky 40’s looking flapper dress, is waiting by his car.
 
  “Did you get all that?” Vaughn asks her.
 
  She smiles widely. “I got every second.”
 
  “Grace, this is Marjorie. She’s a reporter for Everyday Celebrity Magazine.”
 
  “Holy shit. I love Everyday Celebrity. When I lived in Denver I had a weekly subscription. I read you guys every week.”
 
  “We like to call ourselves the ‘Real Celebrity Magazine’ because we deal in truth, not rumors,” the pretty blonde reporter says. “People trust that our stories are accurate. And this tonight, what Vaughn did… what you did… well, let’s just say, most of these people won’t have jobs this time next week, let alone be putting on this kind of show next year. Some of them might even go to jail.” She winks at Vaughn. “That’s your good news I promised, Vaughn. I have a detective friend with LAPD who’s been looking into some hacking cases and this footage I got tonight will certainly give him leverage with a judge when he starts asking for warrants.”
 
  “Thank you. You’re a good friend, Marjorie. I know we haven’t always seen eye to eye, but you’re fair with me. And that’s all I can ask for.” She smiles in response but his attention is already back to me. “Where’s your car, Grace?” Vaughn asks. “We need to get out of here.”
 
  “Level three.”
 
  “We’ll leave it here and pick it up tomorrow.”
 
  And then I am ushered into the Porsche and I buckle myself in as Vaughn makes his way around to his side. He gets in and starts the engine as he drags his own belt across his shoulder.
 
  “I just want to say—”
 
  “No.” I stop him with a hand on his leg. “Please, don’t apologize. I love you, and that’s all there is to it. My love is not conditional on how you acted in the past. Just like your love is not conditional on what happened to me in the past. This is us, Vaughn. Like it or not. This is us. I am that little girl who watched her parents murdered in front of her and was brutalized for eight months by a crazy man. And you are that asshole who used women for sex and treated them like possessions. But that’s not who we are right now. People grow and learn. I don’t see you as the controlling asshole I met on the beach. I love you for the man you are today.”
 
  He puts his hand over mine and squeezes, picking it up in the process. He raises it up to his mouth and presses his lips on my palm, ever so softly. “I love all parts of you, Grace. There is nothing about you I’d change. I love all the parts.”
   
  
  Chapter Twenty-Four
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  #LifeIsTooShortToBeMiserableLikeYou
 
   
 
  THREE WEEKS LATER
 
   
 
  OF all the words Vaughn Asher has given me over the course of our relationship, it’s the ones back in his Porsche when we were leaving the Black Bash that stick with me. He loves all my parts.
 
  I love all his parts too.
 
  I know it was wrong for him to keep that video of DeeDee Cisco being abused from the police. But Marjorie and Everyday Celebrity Magazine took possession of it and used it to reopen the case of her death. Frankie Miller and Carey Keefe were both arrested last week.
 
  Buzz Hollywood filed for bankruptcy.
 
  The article Marjorie wrote for her magazine went to print two weeks ago and boy, you could almost hear the cheer coming from every Hollywood star who’s ever been hounded by the media.
 
  That’s not to say they are all bad. Marjorie, for instance, is not bad. And Amy Stratton, the woman who hated Vaughn so much and who went to extraordinary lengths to ambush him with those ex-girlfriends at the Black Bash… she’s not evil either. She was looking for justice.
 
  I hope she gets it with a new trial.
 
  As for me?
 
  I’m still looking for my purpose, but I’m getting closer. Rosa, that pregnant girl I picked up when I was lost in LA, inspired me. She made me think of all the times when I felt desperate as a teen. I was never pregnant and single at eighteen. And I got really lucky with a new family and a new life.
 
  But it was a struggle. And there were many times when I just needed a little extra help. Bebe, of course, was that help most of the time. But I got other help too. Scholarships, for one. Obviously I never sold our farm to pay for college. I told that lie about selling a house to shut people up.
 
  The truth is, I got a scholarship from the Colorado Sibling Fund. They are a non-profit organization who provide support for people whose siblings have been lost due to violent crime. They came to see me in the hospital that first year I was back. Before I ever got adopted, even. In fact, they were the ones responsible for bringing me out of my funk. People came to see me and talked about how they lost their siblings too. I wasn’t very nice to them, but they came anyway. And looking back, that was a turning point for me. They kept in contact with me, offering me that college scholarship when I was doing my senior year of homeschool.
 
  I had a lot of help. So now it’s my turn to pay it back. I took all that money that Vaughn was putting in my bank account and gave it to the charity that was helping Rosa.
 
  And then I decided to start a new non-profit. One that will teach inner-city girls to defend themselves if they are ever attacked. No one should have to go through what I did. No girl should ever feel helpless. They may not be able to win all the battles they will fight, but they need to have a fair chance.
 
  That’s the mark I want to make on this world. To help people have a fair chance.
 
  I think I’m over the past now. I think it’s time to let it go. And that’s why I’m sitting outside my Aunt Rachel’s house in northeastern Colorado.
 
  I turn the car off and wait. It doesn’t take long before the curtain is parted and I see her sour face peering out at me. I don’t want to go inside. I want her to come to me. And if I have to sit here all day, I will.
 
  It takes her twelve minutes, but she finally emerges from the front door.
 
  I get out of the car and clutch my winter coat tightly around me as the cruel prairie wind whips past my face.
 
  “What do you want?” she calls out as she steps down off the front stoop. “I told you to stay away from us.”
 
  I reach into my pocket and pull out the envelope. “I just wanted to give this to you.”
 
  She takes a few steps forward. “What is it? Court papers?”
 
  “No.” I shake my head at her. “Open it.”
 
  She eyes me suspiciously, but she stretches out her hand and I place it in her palm. Her wary look never falters, even as she opens the envelope, removes the papers, and reads them.
 
  “Why?” she finally asks.
 
  “Because…” I take a deep breath. “Because I’m not Daisy Bryndle. I’m Grace Kinsella Asher. And that farm does not belong to me.”
 
  She stares at me, but her frown never wavers. “You want me to say thank you?”
 
  “No.” I shake my head again. “I just want to give that to you and say goodbye.” And then I turn and walk the few paces to my rental car and get back inside.
 
  She watches me back out of the driveway, but she never lifts her hand to wave.
 
  I’m not sure why she blames me for what happened. I was a child and did the best I could. But it’s not worth my time to even worry about it anymore.
 
  Let her have the farm. I don’t want it and hopefully this gesture will help her move on as well.
 
  No one should spend so many years being so miserable.
   
  
  Epilogue
 
  [image: ]
 
  #PerfectionComesInManyPackages
 
   
 
  ONE WEEK LATER
 
   
 
  “I’M home!” I call out as I enter the house. “Vaughn?” His car is in the garage. I know he’s here, but the house is almost dark. And too quiet for someone to be here. It feels… empty. I make my way to the kitchen and set down the bags of groceries. “Vaughn?” I try again.
 
  That’s when I notice the note on the fridge. Only the light over the oven is on, so I can’t make out what it says from here.
 
  I sigh. “It’s Christmas Eve, for fuck’s sake.” The movie was supposed to wrap last week, but they’re behind schedule. I didn’t figure they’d be this behind though. I’ve kept myself busy with work all week to keep my mind off our upcoming vacation to Saint Thomas, but the truth is, I’m so excited I can’t stand it.
 
  I put the groceries away and then grab the note and turn on the overhead light.
 
   
 
  Good evening, sweets!
 
   
 
  I smile so hard at that. God, I love him.
 
   
 
  I got home early, so I decided to go on ahead and start our vacation without you. Don’t worry, there’s a driver waiting for you outside.
 
   
 
  I run over to the front door and peek out. Sure enough, there’s headlights shining in at me. I look back down at the note, biting my lip to stop the smile. What is he up to?
 
   
 
  He will take you to the plane and I’ll see you in a few hours.
 
   
 
  Love, Asher
 
   
 
  Fucking Asher.
 
   
 
  P.S. I have picked out your clothes. They’re in a box on the bed.
 
   
 
  Hmmm. I run to the bedroom and see the box. It’s just like the one he sent me on Saint Thomas. I’m so excited to go back there and relive our first date. I chuckle a little at that.
 
  I want to do all of it. The beach. The forest. The restaurant—minus the parents, of course. They won’t be there. And the fun spanking I never got. I’m so excited!
 
  I pull on the black ribbon wrapped around the shiny white box and it dissolves into a puddle of satin. I lift off the lid and the paper inside makes a little whooshing sound.
 
  Inside is… not what I expected. It’s the blue dress I wore to Kristi’s rehearsal dinner in Vegas. I lift up another layer of paper and find my crappy Target shoes. What the hell?
 
  My cell phone rings in the other room, so I get up and race into the kitchen to catch the call. Vaughn. “My prince?” I ask the phone.
 
  “The one and only,” he says back. “Did you find my gift?”
 
  “I did. But it was not what I was expecting.”
 
  “Hmmm. You need to trust me. Don’t pack anything, it’s all taken care of. I’ll see you in a couple hours.”
 
  And then he hangs up.
 
  “More like a shitload of hours,” I tell the silent phone. I pout a little, unhappy that I have to travel all the way to Saint Thomas alone. But I don’t want to spoil his preparations, so I put the dress on and manage to drag the zipper up after contorting myself into a pretzel.
 
  I slip into my heels and grab my purse.
 
  The driver takes me to the jet and I wonder, if I’m on the jet, how did Vaughn get to the island? But I don’t ponder too much. I’m tired from work, and there’s champagne chilling in the bucket next to the seat I like to sit in when we travel.
 
  The staff pours me a drink and offers me food once we take flight.
 
  I accept it gladly. Because I’m starved. And then, after about thirty minutes, I kick my shoes off and settle under a blanket to sleep away the long flight.
 
   
 
  “MRS. Asher,” the attendant says, shaking my shoulder gently. “We’re here, ma’am.”
 
  “What?” I ask, sitting up. “But we just took off.”
 
  “Yes, ma’am. Las Vegas is a very short flight.”
 
  “Las Vegas? But I thought we were going to Saint Thomas?”
 
  “No, ma’am. That’s tomorrow night. Tonight you’re staying at the Bellagio with Mr. Asher. He’s already there. Your concierge is waiting for you in the limo outside.”
 
  I realize the door to the plane is already open and the cool desert air is flowing into the plane. “OK.” I can go with the flow.
 
  I get in the car and there’s Carl. I remember him from our last Vegas disaster. He was very helpful when we wanted to change Kristi’s wedding.
 
  “Carl?” I ask him.
 
  “Mrs. Asher,” he says back with a smile. “I’m to escort you to the hotel and lead you to your first clue.”
 
  “Clue?”
 
  “Yes, ma’am. Mr. Asher left me specific instructions to give you clues as to where you will find him tonight.”
 
  I have to turn away so I can process this. What is he doing? I spend the next thirty minutes wondering, going out of my mind with curiosity, and declaring my love to my husband internally over and over again.
 
  I have a feeling…
 
  “We’re here,” Carl finally says. The driver gets out and opens my door and Carl meets me, and then offers his arm so he can escort me inside. We walk between the large Asian lion statues and into the lobby of the very festive Bellagio Hotel.
 
  I allow Carl to lead me and after a few minutes we end up on the terrace that overlooks the fountains. It’s empty and when I look around for other people, Carl says, “Mr. Asher made sure this night would be completely private months ago.”
 
  My mind is spinning with possibilities. “You said I get a clue?”
 
  “Yes, ma’am.” He pulls a sealed envelope out of his pocket and hands it to me with a smile.
 
  “Thank you.” My hands are shaking with anticipation as I take it from him and tear it open.
 
   
 
  Princess,
 
  This was where we came first. Do you remember what you said?
 
  Love,
 
  Your prince
 
   
 
  I stare out at the view. At the people gathered around to watch the nightly show. “There’s too many people, that’s what I said.” I look over at Carl, just to make sure he doesn’t think I’m crazy. “I told him this wasn’t private enough. We needed a place that was just for us.”
 
  Carl smiles and nods. “Yes, ma’am, that’s what you said.”
 
  “Were you there?” I ask, surprised.
 
  “Yes. I’m a wedding officiator as well as a concierge.”
 
  “You married us?”
 
  He nods again and his genuine smile eases my nerves a little. “I did. Mr. Asher is waiting for you in the exact spot where you were married. I’m to accompany you, but you have to remember where you got married to find him.”
 
  “Where did we go?” I tap my finger on the ledge of the balcony and wait, but he doesn’t answer me.
 
  After more than a full minute of silence he prods me. “You’re a wedding planner. Where would one have a wedding here?”
 
  “The gardens are a pretty place.” But that feels too generic. I mean, flowers? Really? Is that all I could come up with? “The pools?” But no. How stupid to have a wedding at a pool, even a Bellagio pool. “I don’t know. Our room?”
 
  When I look over at Carl, he’s smiling.
 
  “We got married in our room?” It makes me laugh a little as I end my sentence. “Please, don’t tell me I was naked.”
 
  He clears his throat.
 
  “Oh my God, was I naked?”
 
  “No, ma’am. You were not.”
 
  “So Vaughn is in our room?” I start walking across the terrace, but Carl’s hand reaches out and stops me.
 
  “Do you remember anything else? Your dress?”
 
  I stare at him and then look down at my clothes. “I got married in this, didn’t I?”
 
  He nods. “Minus the shoes. You said your dogs were barking.”
 
  I turn away and chuckle. “I wish I had a picture.”
 
  “Mr. Asher was afraid the media would get a hold of them. But he said, if you want, he can arrange it for tonight.” Carl pauses to see if I’ll answer him. “Would you like pictures of tonight?”
 
  “Are we getting married?”
 
  “I think that’s up to you.”
 
  “Is he waiting in the room?”
 
  “Yes, he is. But he wanted me to ask if you’d like a real dress this time. I’ve got the shops open for you and a selection of dresses waiting for your choosing.”
 
  Do I want a dress? “No. I don’t want a dress. Like it or not, this was my wedding dress.”
 
  “I understand.” And then he offers me his arm again. “Shall we go upstairs?”
 
  I only vaguely remember nodding my head and letting him lead me away. My stomach flutters inside and I feel a little lightheaded.
 
  Vaughn Asher is waiting for me. He’s waiting to marry me. He flew me here on his private jet and he’s trying to recreate our wedding night. Good God, he is the perfect man.
 
  When we get off the elevator on our floor, Carl leans into my ear. “I’m going to wait here until you’re ready. Do you remember your vows?”
 
  “Vows?”
 
  He smiles at me and urges me to walk forward to the Grand Lakeview Suite that we were in back in September. “Don’t worry, ma’am. It will come back to you.”
 
  I walk forward, trying to put that last question out of my head. And when I reach the door, I notice that it’s propped open with the swing-latch. I push the heavy door open, step inside, and then let it fall closed behind me.
 
  I can see him standing at the end of the long hallway, backlit by the spectacular Bellagio fountains. He’s got on a black tux. Maybe even the one he was wearing that night because it was the premiere for Invisible Man 2. His hands are folded in front of him, and he’s smiling so wide I can’t help but smile back.
 
  “Mrs. Asher.”
 
  “Mr. Asher.”
 
  He steps forward and meets me halfway, then takes my hand and leads me over to the dining table where there’s a spectacular array of fruits and bite-sized morsels. “You liked this part, right?”
 
  I nod as I stare up at his blue eyes. “I did.”
 
  And then he points down to the sheepskin rug. “And that as well, correct?”
 
  I sigh as I think about lying on the rug with him that night. I was drunk. The room was spinning a bit. But this fur felt so damn good I did not care about anything else but lying down on it. “The sheepskin rug makes everything better.”
 
  “I love that you love it.”
 
  I bend my knee to lower myself down on the rug, but he pulls me back up. “No, sweets. You misunderstand.” And then he guides me to the chair. “It’s your turn to sit and my turn to kneel.”
 
  I think I might cry as he urges me to sit and then I cover my mouth with my hand as he gets down on one knee and presents me with a turquoise blue box.
 
  “Grace Kinsella. I didn’t do this right the first time. I never asked you properly.”
 
   
 
  He’s spinning me around the terrace and I’m laughing. Partly because I’m drunk and partly because it feels so good to be happy. He makes me so damn happy.
 
  “Why are you smiling?” he asks, stopping the twirl to pull me towards him. My hands go to his hard chest, pressing up against his muscles like they want to ward him off. But I don’t want to ward him off at all. I want him to hold me close.
 
  “Because I’m happy.”
 
  “I love to make you happy. I could make you happy forever, you know. I could be your prince.”
 
  “I think you could too.”
 
  He unleashes a dimpled smile that stuns me silent. “I think you should make me legally required to make you happy, Kinsella.”
 
  “How does one go about doing that, Asher?”
 
  “One makes it legally binding though a very special happiness ceremony. I promise to make you happy and you promise to let me.”
 
  “Hmmm.” I laugh. “I like that promise.”
 
  “So say yes.”
 
  “Yes.”
 
  “No,” he says frowning a little. “I mean, really say yes.”
 
  “Yes, Mr. Asher, I will marry you. That is what you meant, right?”
 
  “That’s what I meant. I’m in more than like with you, Grace. I’m in love. I’m so fucking in love with you. I want you more than anything. I want to keep you forever and never let you go. I might want to make you have my babies and be my best friend, too.”
 
  My shoulders relax. Like every bit of stress in my life evaporates in that instant as I listen to him. The fountains are still putting on their show behind him. The horns are honking on the Strip. And the wind is gently blowing my hair so it drags across my face.
 
  He gently swipes a finger and catches my blowing hair and tucks it behind my ear. “Please mean it. Do you mean it?”
 
  His shirt is open in the front, his bow tie, just a hanging bit of cloth around his collar now. I touch his stomach. His perfect stomach. “You’re built like a god, do you know that”
 
  He cups my face with his hands. “Grace, I’m fucking dying here, sweets. Be my wife. I can’t leave here without you. I can’t. I’ve never wanted a woman so much in all my life. And I don’t want you just for sex, Grace. I want you for that and more. I want you for lying in bed naked on a Sunday afternoon. I want to cook dinners with you. I want to buy a puppy together and give him a ridiculous name, like Boris or Dave. Please, be mine, Grace.”
 
   
 
  “Jesus Christ, Kinsella, you’re gonna give me a heart attack. I asked you if you’d marry me. Are you gonna say yes?”
 
  I watch his eyes as they search mine, so filled with anxiety over my decision. “No,” I say softly.
 
  His smile fades. “What?”
 
  I shake my head. “I won’t marry you again, Vaughn. Because… because we don’t need a do-over.”
 
  He drops his head to his chest and waits me out.
 
  “I don’t want to marry you again, Vaughn. I remember that night now.”
 
  He looks up quickly. “You do?”
 
  “You said…”
 
   
 
  “Grace, I know you’ve had a hard life. I know some of your secrets—” My panic must be evident, because he lays both palms flat against my cheeks and kisses me softly. “Not everything, princess. Not everything. But some.”
 
  “I don’t want to talk about it. Not now. I only want to talk about happy things. But tomorrow, maybe. Just give me one happy night and I’ll tell you tomorrow. Be my prince, Vaughn. Be my prince and make me your princess and then I can deal with reality. But tonight, I just want the fairytale.”
 
   
 
  “And then I called in Carl,” Vaughn says as he opens the Tiffany’s box and presents me with the rings. There’s three in there. One giant engagement ring, platinum. Easily a three-carat diamond, big, but not too big. And two platinum wedding bands. “They have inscriptions,” he says as he takes his out of the velvet cushion. “Read mine.”
 
  He holds it out and I take it from him, tilting it in the light just so, until the writing becomes clear. “The Prince.” I laugh. And then I look him in the eye and slip it on his finger.
 
  “Read yours now,” he sighs.
 
  I take it and hold it under the light. “The Princess.” And then he holds up the engagement ring so we can read it together.
 
  “The Fairytale.”
 
  He slips the band on my finger, then adds the rock.
 
  He kisses me, whispering in my mouth, “You’re mine.”
 
  “I’m yours,” I say back.
 
  “No do-overs for us?”
 
  “Never. It was perfect the first time.”
 
   
 
  Read other books by J.A. Huss
   
  
  END OF BOOK SHIT
 
   
 
  I’ve said a lot to you guys over the course of this series. I hope you enjoy this part of the book. I like writing it because it lets me have a voice in what people are saying about things in the publishing world.
 
  Lots of people have reservations about serials and I don’t blame you. I’m not much of a serial reader. I read a few of the bigger names. Especially Ella—I’m reading Hansel right now and my mouth has been open the entire time. This book reminds me of her writing in HERE, the first book I ever read from her. It was also the book that brought us together as friends because I had her on my blog and a few months later she invited me into Indie Inked and that changed my life. Hansel is detailed and emotional and dark and I’m loving it.
 
  But yeah, I can see why people don’t want to mess with them. So I’m eternally thankful that you guys read all the way to the end.
 
  My next book is the last in a three book series. Then I have a standalone out in January called Three, Two, One. I was going to do a serial for that one. Or maybe more aptly a series, since they would be longer than novellas. But I think I’ve changed my mind about that.
 
  Serials are hard work. They are not, regardless of what some people have said on Facebook in recent weeks, a way for authors to “make maximum profit for minimal effort.”
 
  That could not be farther from the truth for me. I spent four months working sixteen hour days to get this series out on time. And I spent well over twelve thousand dollars producing it. Cover photos, editing, formatting, books, postage, swag, release day blitzes, newsletters—all these things cost money.
 
  For sure it paid off, but it was a high price for me to pay when I’m giving up my time. Because time cannot be bought or sold. Time cannot be replaced or taken back. Time is finite in the strictest sense of the word.
 
  So Three, Two, One will be a standalone book instead. It will probably be long since I really do have three plots worked into it.
 
  But here’s the thing I can do with this upcoming book that I could not do with Social Media. I can weave all three of those plots together to make one coherent story. They can intertwine and build up to one epic climax and I can have one ending that resolves them all simultaneously.
 
  Social Media could not do that. Each book has its own climax and resolution. You can’t have more than one major conflict or it becomes too much. That’s why authors write books in a series. So they can have lots of big conflicts that contribute to the overall major conflict that spans the entire story.
 
  After Three, Two, One in January I will have two Merc books because the Rook and Ronin and Ford and Come fans have been very patient with him. He’s been in so many books as a voice on a phone, or just a side character. So it’s finally time to tell his story.
 
  After Merc I have two more standalones, one of which is a spinoff of this series, and then I will do another full-fledged serial like Social Media next summer. I swear, it will take me that many months to recover from this, that’s how stressful it was to release six books over twelve weeks.
 
  So, thanks for letting me tell this story the way it needed to be told. I’m not out to rip people off. And yes, people actually messaged me on Facebook to tell me that when they found out I was writing a serial. Needless to say, they are not #fans so as you can imagine, I don’t really care what they think. ;) No, I’m not out to rip people off and make them pay six times as much for one story. I’m just trying to write the best story possible and I think this was the right move for Social Media.
 
  And I had a LOT of fun. Part of the serial process is the anticipation of the next “episode”. Remember LOST? That crazy SF show about the plane that crashed on the mysterious island and the people who survived? I loved that fucking show. I’m a Lostie, for sure. And even though it was so frustrating, I loved the anticipation of wanting to know what happens next. I was so sad when it was over.
 
  That’s what a serial has that standalone books do not. And if you release them very quickly it’s fun to wait. That’s how I see it at least. That’s why I had two-week release intervals.
 
  So next summer I will have some things planned for you while you wait for the next “episode”. We will do a lot more between books. Like maybe extra scenes or something. I will have to think on it. But serials in my opinion are just as much about the “experience” as they are about the story. So we’re gonna have ourselves an “experience” next summer.
 
  That series will not be dark. At least I don’t think. It will have drama, but it’s going to be funny, I think. I’m not going to tell you anything else because the premise is rather unique and I’m gonna keep it under wraps until a week before the first book releases just like I did Social Media.
 
  So yeah, even though it was a lot of work, it was exciting. Each release day was exciting. And the pre-orders were something new for me. That went fabulous.
 
  But you know what is really cool about this Social Media series? I had quite a number of people who read the books who were not on Facebook or Twitter, who actually joined to hang out with me over at Shrike Bikes or Filthy Blue Birds on Facebook.
 
  I love that. :) It makes me feel so special that I’m worth seeking out. My time is not the only time worth something. Everybody’s time has the same value, so the fact that you guys give me some of yours, is huge. I’m honored. Truly.
 
   
 
  Thank you for your time and see you in the next book…
 
   
 
  Julie
 
   
 
  Wanna know about upcoming books? Sign up for the newsletter or promo posts at www.jahuss.com and never miss out on an upcoming event. Follow me on Facebook and you’ll get all the deets.
 
  Also, I have a very cool Facebook group called Shrike Bikes where I hang out every day. My street team is in there too, along with some crazy fun ladies. So if you’re a Facebooker, request to join and we will add you. We also have a group just for the Social Media series called the Filthy Blue Birds. Ask to join and we will add you there too.
 
  If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon - even if you purchased your book somewhere else. Amazon has changed its twenty word minimum policy, so if you hate writing reviews, you can make it short and sweet. Reviews really help indie authors like me, and I read every one of them posted on Amazon. So if you have a moment, I'd appreciate it.
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