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				Taking their romance on the road?

				Camille Carson has known performers like Brett
					Taylor—arrogant, egotistical, incapable of commitment. And Brett, the Texas
					cowboy turned country music superstar, is no different. She knows that…even if he makes her feel as though she’s the only woman
					in the room when he starts crooning those romantic ballads. Resisting him is
					impossible.

				Still, Cammie’s smart enough to know that this affair with
					Brett is as fleeting as her temporary gig with his crew. So when she starts
					believing his lyrics, she knows she’s heaping on the heartache. Yet there’s
					something about him that whispers he might not be just another star. Could be
					his young daughter waiting in the wings. Could be how he is offstage. If Brett
					isn’t the man Cammie thinks he could be, it’s not too late to cut and run. But
					what if he is?

			

		

	
		
			
				“You don’t have to be afraid of me, Cammie.”

				“I’m not.” But she was. Not afraid of him, but afraid of the
					feelings Brett stirred inside her. 

				As the music continued to play, Brett softly brushed his lips
					over her cheek, then rested them against her temple. He gently stroked her back,
					up and down in a slow, sultry rhythm. After a time, he pulled away and studied
					her eyes, then slowly, slowly lowered his mouth….

				Fortunately, the song ended before the inevitable happened,
					forcing Cammie out of her stupor. When the disc jockey thanked everyone for
					coming, she didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed. Maybe a little
					of both.

				Brett hesitantly released her and handed her the discarded
					jacket. “Let’s go before they turn on the house lights.” 

				Cammie was still in a trance when they entered the glass
					elevator, the nagging cautions running through her head at breakneck speed.

				Never underestimate his power….

			

		

	
		
			
				Dear Reader,

				Several years ago, I set off in my rather large RV to move my
					mom from Texas to Pennsylvania, pulling her car along behind me. This was no big
					deal as I’d once towed a stock trailer full of horses behind the motor home
					through the mountains of Tennessee. As long as I didn’t have to back up too
					often, I managed. 

				On the return trip to Texas, my good friend—who’d accompanied
					me on that little journey—remarked that I should hire on as a tour bus driver
					for some country music star. Since I had a husband and three kids back home, I
					decided this was not a good plan. However, that comment spurred the premise for
					what eventually became The Closer You Get.

				I’ve always been a fan of country music singers, particularly
					those sexy cowboy crooners who can make a woman swoon with a simple love song.
					Those gorgeous guys served as inspiration for Brett Taylor, the hero of this
					book. He’s strong, beautiful, talented and somewhat tortured. It only made sense
					to bless him with a temporary female bus driver who is immune to his charms—sort
					of. 

				I truly enjoyed writing Brett and Cammie’s roller-coaster
					journey on the road, and I sure hope you do, too.

				Happy traveling!
Kristi Gold 
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				CHAPTER ONE

				BRETT TAYLOR STOOD at
					the open door, remaining partially concealed while mentally plotting his course
					from the tour bus to the rear entrance of the coliseum. As usual, it was nearly
					impossible to sneak past a crowd during a stock show, particularly when you were
					parked in wide-open spaces in broad daylight.

				The sights, sounds and smells of the ongoing carnival
					resurrected long-ago recollections, memories of funnel cakes fried in oil,
					candied apples doled out by the dozens, whirring rides mixed with piercing
					screams. A crazy, carefree atmosphere—a world away from the life he now
					knew.

				He couldn’t recall the last time he’d eaten a corn dog or sat
					suspended on top of a Ferris wheel. Too long ago to remember. What he wouldn’t
					give to have his arm thrown over his best girl’s shoulders, dumping forty bucks
					in a matter of minutes just to win a stuffed bear so he could earn a sincere
					smile and a sweet kiss. Unfortunately, he didn’t have a best girl, or any girl
					in his life for that matter. He hadn’t for a while now. But he did have a show
					to put on.

				He slid the familiar photograph into his back pocket, the same
					as he always did before each and every performance. A reminder of what he had
					lost, and could never recover. Only one of the many sacrifices he’d exchanged
					for fame.

				As soon as he descended the stairs and stepped out onto the
					lot, the shouting and shoving commenced, sending his security team into action,
					their beefy arms attempting to hold the crowd at bay.

				“Over here, Brett!” echoed from a dozen different places,
					followed by numerous blinding camera flashes. The normal procedure meant paper
					pushed into his face, a pen or two narrowly missing his eye. He’d been known to
					sign T-shirts and cowboy boots, sometimes even legs and arms. He drew the line
					on certain body parts, including the occasional bare breast.

				His height allowed him to peer over most of the crowd and zero
					in on the targeted entrance while attempting to shake a few of the bobbing hands
					among the sea of people. A fearless teenage girl shoved her way forward and
					tried to polish his trophy buckle with her palm, prompting a guard to restrain
					her.

				Fans were good, though. Fans were a part of the life. But some
					days he wasn’t in the mood to be probed and prodded like one of the sideshow
					exhibits on the crowded midway. Today was one of those days.

				He glanced at his watch, and realizing he was already five
					minutes late, he signaled the guards with a subtle look that he was ready to
					move on. These fans would have to wait until after the concert.

				Then she caught his attention.

				A little blue-eyed girl stood at the end of the row just a few
					feet away from the bedlam, clasping a bunch of red roses in a fist too small to
					hold them intact, the stems crooked as if they’d been crushed in the human swell
					of anticipation. She wasn’t much more than six years old, looking sweet and
					hopeful, probably the purest sight he’d seen in a long time. He just couldn’t
					pass her up.

				He crouched on her level while random sounds of approval came
					from the bystanders. Intended or not, pausing to speak to a child earned him a
					few extra points. It also filled him with regret when he thought about the
					weathered photo secured in his back pocket. A photo he always carried with him
					onstage.

				“Are these for me?” he asked. She nodded and handed him the
					bouquet, her smile as soft as the petals.

				A proud-looking man offered him a small blue book. “Mind giving
					my daughter your autograph? You’re all she talks about, sunup to sundown.”

				“No problem.” And it wasn’t, at least not in this case. “What’s
					your name, sweetheart?”

				She twisted a lock of baby-fine golden hair around a chubby
					finger. “Megan.”

				Brett’s smile came naturally now. “Pretty name for a pretty
					girl.”

				She shrugged and returned the smile, revealing deep dimples
					creasing her cheeks. He could appreciate little-girl innocence, before the
					little girls grew up and wanted more from him than just an autograph.

				He laid the flowers across his thighs, took a pen from the
					father and quickly scrawled his name on one of the pages.

				“Could you date it?” the man asked.

				Brett shot him a wry grin. “I’m not sure of the date.”

				“The sixteenth.”

				His hand froze in place. March 16. He hadn’t even realized it,
					at least not consciously. Maybe that was his brain’s way of protecting his
					heart.

				How many years had it been? Eight? No, nine. Nine years ago his
					world had come to a halt, ironically coinciding with his big break and the
					chance of a lifetime. So far he’d been unable to completely recover from the
					loss, even when he should be counting his blessings. After all, he’d finally
					realized his dream, at the cost of giving up another.

				Shoving the sadness back beneath the surface where it belonged,
					he handed the child the book of memories and gently kissed her cheek, then
					straightened and accepted her father’s handshake and thanks.

				The little girl grasped him around the knees, stared up at him
					and said in an angel’s voice, “I love you, Brett.”

				At least someone did.

				When she released him at her dad’s insistence, Brett strode
					past the remaining fans and into the back entrance of the arena, working his way
					past the catch pens containing massive, snorting bulls, the railing lined with
					cowboys spitting the occasional stream of tobacco onto the ground. Several of
					the men—stars in their own right—grunted greetings. Others shook his hand as he
					passed by. He fought the urge to borrow a horse and ride away like an Old West
					hero. But he wasn’t a hero. He was only a man, and a flawed one at that.

				The guards pushed open a heavy metal door, led him down a
					corridor and then up the stairs into a wire jungle, huge speakers and intricate
					sound equipment the wildlife within. Dust from the rodeo arena, blended with
					smells of smoke and manure, settled into his nostrils. He coughed and traded the
					roses for a bottle of water offered to him by one of the crew. Sweat beaded on
					his forehead that he swiped away with the back of his arm before readjusting the
					black felt hat.

				After fitting the guitar strap over his shoulder, he walked to
					the outskirts of the stage where he could see a few eager faces. He attempted to
					draw energy from the spirited roar, the passionate applause. It should have been
					enough to sustain him, but lately, it wasn’t. He felt restless, as if something
					big was brewing inside his soul. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it. But as
					sure as he knew every word of his songs by heart, he somehow knew his life was
					about to take a turn. That prospect worried him. Change wasn’t always good.

				He tucked away his intuition and drew a deep breath, prepared
					to give it everything he had in spite of his sour mood. They expected the best.
					He had sworn from the day he’d publicly performed for the first time in a
					run-down Texas dive, he would be the best. His music, the only part of himself
					he was willing to share, forced him to play dual roles in the scheme of
					things—the man and the performer.

				Tonight he was the performer.

				That thought thrust him on the stage to work his magic like an
					illusionist as he willed his all-too-human persona to disappear. In its place
					came the reluctant superstar.

				Destined for greatness. Undeniably gifted. Many a woman’s
					fantasy.

				“Ladies and gentlemen! Give a big Houston
						welcome to one of country music’s finest, Brett Taylor!”

				* * *

				THE MASSIVE BUS LOOMED majestically before her, a black raven with
					distinctive blue eyes and outstretched wings spanning one side. An appropriate
					greeting. For Camille Carson, this particular vehicle symbolized long-awaited
					freedom.

				After the taxi driver deposited her bags on the lot and drove
					away, she lugged her oversize duffel to the entrance, the black nylon tote
					thrown over her shoulder bumping against her ribs in time with her pounding
					heart. Her head kept telling her to settle down; she’d seen buses before. Driven
					so many she’d lost count. But none had been quite as fancy as this.

				The top half displaying the raven was bronze, the bottom black
					with a bronze stripe swirling a path over the division of the two tones of
					color. And in the corner above the dark rear window, the initials of the owner
					etched in beige block text: B.T. Just seeing the
					letters sent a succession of tingles down Cammie’s spine.

				She could blame those tingles on the weather, but the Texas
					spring morning was warm, sunny and clear with no real wind to speak of. A good
					day for driving. After a quick mental pep talk to restore her composure, she
					rapped on the heavy door.

				When the latch released, Cammie’s heart skipped into her
					throat. She wasn’t sure who she might encounter, but the face before her looked
					familiar and welcoming.

				“Hey, kiddo,” Bud Parker bellowed as he hurried down to the
					pavement and swept her off her feet with a roughness that belied his gentle
					nature.

				After he put her down, she tugged at her shirt and laughed.
					“And hello to you, too. It’s been way too long, Bud.”

				He grinned. “You’re mighty right about that, little girl.”

				Cammie stepped back and studied his face. Still the same Bud,
					except for a bit more visible gray tingeing his brown hair and goatee, his face
					a little fuller. Over time, a kinship had developed between the two, bonding
					them like siblings for more than fifteen years. And now he seemed incredibly
					happy.

				“I believe impending fatherhood suits you, Parker,” she said.
					“So how’s Jeanie feeling?”

				“She’s restless as hell and ready for our kid to make an
					appearance, which is scheduled to happen in a week if it doesn’t happen before
					then. My being home should help.” Bud affectionately patted her cheek. “I think
					you’ve gotten even prettier since the last time I saw you.”

				Cammie lowered her eyes and twisted a tress of hair into a
					spiral, a habit she’d long since abandoned in childhood. Oddly, Bud had a way of
					making her feel like that shy, all-knees-and-elbows kid from years past. “Are
					you going to let me in now?”

				“After you,” he said with a bow, moving aside so she could
					climb the three steps into the interior cab.

				Bud took Cammie’s three bags and piled them on the passenger
					seat, then scaled the remaining step leading into the living area of the
					elaborate home on wheels. “Come on up. The guys will be back in a minute.”

				He showed her to a plush white leather sofa that took up most
					of one interior wall. As soon as Cammie lowered herself onto the cushions, Bud
					dropped down beside her, his kind expression fading into a blanket of concern.
					“Are you sure you want to do this, Cam?”

				Good question. “I have to. Until the business picks up again,
					someone needs to make some money.”

				“Jeanie and I have a few dollars put back—”

				“Yeah, Bud, that would go over real well with Granddad. He
					considers charity blasphemous. He won’t even go to the bank for a loan,
					hardheaded man.”

				“Jed’s like a second father to me, Cam,” he said. “Hell, you’re
					both like family. I’d do anything for you guys.”

				“I know.”

				Uncomfortable over the course of the conversation, Cammie took
					a look around, amazed at how so much could be crammed into such a small space.
					The place was relatively neat with the exception of a thin layer of dust and a
					few water rings etched into the side table to her right. The bus held all the
					amenities of a small apartment, decorated in a way exclusive to an owner with
					good taste, and a lot of money.

				The far wall housed a recessed liquor cabinet displaying a
					couple of bottles of top-grade whiskey. An intricate stereo system, two
					flat-panel TVs and DVD player were built into the inlaid paneling next to that.
					Underneath, two white leather-covered benches framed an oak table where a pile
					of pennies and several crumpled beer cans sat adjacent to abandoned hands of
					cards.

				The scent of a driver’s most important staple—strong
					coffee—wafted from the galley kitchen to her left, barely masking the residual
					odor of cigars. Stainless-steel appliances sparkled without any sign of wear and
					tear, leading Cammie to believe they’d rarely been used. Nor would she be
					putting them to use. Driving the bus, yes. Cooking, no way.

				She leaned forward and glanced down the corridor, nodding
					toward the closed door at the end of the hallway. “Is that where he sleeps?”

				“Yeah, his stateroom.” Bud stood and walked past the
					refrigerator to a division equivalent to the bulkhead on an airplane. “There’s
					only one berth in this middle compartment right here, which is where you’ll
					sleep. It’s got a TV on the wall and it’s pretty comfortable.”

				“As long as it has a mattress, I’m good.” She pointed at a
					remote control set in a bracket hanging from the wall. “What’s that?”

				Bud smiled. “That’s high tech at its best. It controls the two
					slides that expand the front cabin, and all the stereo equipment. It’s pretty
					easy to operate.”

				Easy was good. “The bathroom?”

				“It’s opposite your berth and there’s a washer and dryer next
					to that. The shower’s kind of small, but it’s workable.”

				“Who needs a large shower when you have the means to wash
					clothes?” She did have one major concern. “Do I have to share the bath with the
					star?”

				Bud shook his head. “Nope. He has his own, along with a fancy
					steam shower. He might even let you try it out if you ask nicely.”

				Not going to happen. “I assume the band members have their own
					bus.”

				“Yeah, lucky for you. Sometimes they travel together on this
					one, but they sack out on their bus.”

				“Who drives for them?”

				“His name is Dennis, but don’t expect to see him too often.
					He’s kind of antisocial. I think it’s because he gets tired of the guys. They
					can be kind of crude, but basically they’re a pretty decent group.”

				Having spent most her life around tactless men, Cammie
					definitely related to crude behavior. She strolled toward the driver’s quarters
					and studied the high-backed seat she would be occupying for the next month. “How
					does he feel about having a female driver?”

				“I’m not sure he’s figured that out yet.”

				She faced Bud and frowned. “You didn’t tell him?”

				He sent her a sheepish smile. “I told him your name’s Cam
					Carson.”

				Cammie leveled a hard stare on him. “So help me, Bud, if my
					boss thinks a woman’s place is anywhere but behind the wheel, you’re in
					deep—”

				A noisy commotion filtering in from outside suspended Cammie’s
					tirade just when she was about to get going. The door released and a sudden
					flurry of voices invaded the territory, including a few common curses. Cammie
					stepped back into the main quarters, Bud following behind her. A literal band of
					merry men tromped up the entry steps, but by the time the last one stepped into
					the bus, the once-jubilant atmosphere had grown silent, interrupted only by the
					steady hum of the idling diesel engine.

				Cammie regarded the disconcerted group now gathered in the
					small space next to the driver’s quarters, looking like confused clowns crammed
					into a phone booth. They seemed somewhat perplexed over why this woman was on
					board. Alone. With Bud.

				“It’s okay, come on up, guys,” Bud said. “Just wipe the
					suspicious look off your faces and meet my replacement for the next few
					weeks.”

				Bud stepped back to make room for the men, then gestured toward
					the closest member. “This is Pat Jordan on bass guitar, vocals, and senior
					member of the band. Pat, Camille Carson.”

				“Just call me Cammie,” she said.

				Pat smiled and tipped his baseball cap up and away from his
					silver hair. “Glad to know you, Cammie.”

				Bud nodded to the man standing beside Pat. “Doug Jones on
					drums.”

				“I answer to Bull, ma’am.” His wide grin exposed a toothpick
					protruding from shiny white teeth framed by a sandy-colored beard and round
					face. His intimidating stature hinted at how he’d come by his nickname.

				“And this is Roland Williams on keyboards and steel guitar,”
					Bud said. “He prefers to be called Rusty.”

				The clean-shaven redhead squeezed between the two men and gave
					her a brief salute.

				“And finally, the newest member, Jeremy Black, guitar and
					fiddle.”

				Cammie looked over Rusty’s shoulder and met the shy eyes of a
					boy who couldn’t be older than twenty, his blond hair pulled low into a
					ponytail. He hung back from the group as if his presence was an intrusion,
					simply raising his hand in acknowledgment. She could relate to his
					discomfort.

				She afforded them a welcoming smile while she wondered over the
					absence of the star of the show. Probably holed up in the hotel room with some
					buxom babe. “A pleasure to meet you all.”

				“You can close your mouth now, boys,” Bud said. “I know she’s a
					damn sight prettier than I am, but she can drive the hell out of a bus. I taught
					her everything she knows.”

				Rusty gave Bud a playful punch on his way toward the sofa to
					take a seat, Bull and Jeremy following behind him to claim a place at the booth.
					“That’s reassuring.”

				“Haven’t killed you yet, have I?” Bud said.

				Pat eased forward. “Sorry we look so surprised, Cammie. Bud
					here told us you were coming but—”

				“What Pat’s trying to say is they weren’t planning on you,” Bud
					interrupted. “They were expecting someone with hairy arms who dips snuff and
					pitches pennies.”

				Pat shot Bud a go-to-hell look. “Not that it matters you’re a
					woman, mind you. We’re just not used to having a girl on board.” He addressed
					his cohorts with a shrewd grin. “At least not for more than a night.”

				“That’s okay,” Cammie said. “I’ll try to stay out of the way.
					In fact, you probably won’t even know I’m here.”

				“Oh, we’ll know you’re here,” Rusty said. “And so will he.”

				He, as in Brett Taylor. Well, he
					could just get used to it. And he was apparently
					coming into the bus, she decided when the door opened again.

				Cammie’s first view consisted of the top of a dark head bent
					down to allow his six-foot-plus frame into the passage. When he looked up, she
					noticed right away he was in need of a shave, at least two days’ worth of
					stubble covering his sculpted jaws. A crescent cleft engraved into his chin set
					off a sensual mouth that released extraordinary sounds when he sang, generating
					endless emotions. He wore a pair of threadbare jeans and a faded black T-shirt,
					not the usual trappings of success, but she sure couldn’t register any
					complaints considering the perfection of the fit.

				Yet the cut-glass blue eyes and raven hair were affirmations of
					the stunning good looks of a man said to have “squeal appeal.” And a reputation
					as the consummate heartthrob of country music.

				Some performers had charisma, some had phenomenal talent. Brett
					Taylor had it all.

				Cammie stepped behind Bud, silently admonishing herself for
					sinking into wilting-flower mode, yet she couldn’t quite gear up to face him
					when considering the possible fallout. The rest of the group just stared at
					their boss as if he’d grown a second head.

				“What are you guys looking at?” he asked.

				Bud pulled Cammie forward with a little more force than
					necessary. “This is Camille.”

				Brett leveled his unearthly blue eyes on her, letting it be
					known he had no qualms about using them to his advantage. “Pleased to meet you,
					ma’am,” he said, followed by a blatant size-up from her sneakers to the
					sunglasses perched atop her head.

				Cammie tugged at the hem of her flannel shirt and wished
					someone would turn the air conditioner up to arctic mode. “Same here,” she
					muttered, but failed to look directly at him, or least not at his face. For some
					reason her gaze drifted to his thumbs now hooked in his pockets. Not a bad idea
					at all.

				She forced her attention to his eyes and held out her hand. He
					took it without hesitation, his gaze fixed on her in a try-to-resist-me
					look.

				“How long will you be visiting?” Brett asked with a smile that
					exuded sensuality and a hint of amusement.

				“She’s not a visitor,” Bud said quickly. “She’s my sub until
					Jeanie has the baby.”

				In those few moments following Bud’s declaration, Cammie felt
					certain, as her grandfather always put it, you could hear a fly spit. No one
					moved, much less spoke.

				Brett’s smile faded. “You’re going to drive my bus?”

				“Yes, I am,” she said with more confidence than she felt at the
					moment.

				“All by yourself?”

				Cammie found that utterly insulting. “Unless you plan on
					helping, but it might get crowded with both of us in the driver’s seat.”

				The guys laughed, which seemed to irritate the star. “What kind
					of credentials do you have to take this on?” Brett asked.

				“She’s good,” Bud said. “I’ve been with her when she’s driven.
					She can handle it. She’s been on the long haul.”

				Cammie tried not to choke on the lie. True, she’d driven a bus
					most of her adult years for her grandfather’s Tennessee charter company, but
					only on jaunts from Memphis to Nashville or Knoxville with chattering seniors,
					not a superstar stud among them.

				Feeling the need to defend her skills, Cammie went into
					spontaneous résumé recitation. “I hold a commercial license with a passenger
					endorsement and I’ve been driving tour buses since I was barely in high school.
					Contrary to popular belief, women are quite capable of getting in and out of
					tight spots, handling dipsticks, even the human variety—”

				Bud discreetly pinched her arm to silence her. “I’ll guarantee
					you’ll feel safe and sound with Cammie,” he said. “If it doesn’t work out, I’ll
					come back early.”

				Brett didn’t bother to hide his skepticism. “I’ll take your
					word for it, Bud. But if she screws up, then we’ll call you.” Without further
					comment, he headed down the aisle without even a backward glance.

				“She’s starting immediately,” Bud called after him. “That okay
					with you?”

				“Yeah,” he muttered before disappearing into his quarters and
					closing the door behind him.

				Cammie massaged her throbbing arm, then turned and kicked Bud
					in the shin, drawing laughter from the other men.

				He winced and scowled. “Why the hell did you do that?”

				“Because that pinch hurt, dammit.” She unclenched her fists and
					rubbed her fingertips across the indentations her nails had left in her palm.
					“Not to mention, your boss obviously isn’t too thrilled with my presence.
					Forty-five feet isn’t a lot of room if you’re spending weeks on the road with
					someone you don’t like or trust.”

				“Don’t sweat it, Cam,” Bud said. “Just give him some time to
					get used to the idea. Besides, he’s probably in shock because you didn’t try to
					tear his clothes off.”

				“That’s true,” Rusty said. “If you ignore him you’ll get along
					just fine. He gets tired of all those girls crying and falling at his feet.”

				Bull stretched his legs out in front of him and sighed. “Hell
					of a life.”

				“And take my word for it, Cammie,” Pat said. “After two days
					with this group, you’ll learn to hate us, too.”

				Cammie grinned. “I doubt that.”

				She also doubted that she would ever rip Brett Taylor’s clothes
					off in some fit of uncontrollable lust. Yes, he was unbelievably gorgeous.
					Incredibly tall. Great body with a gifted voice to match. She’d learned the hard
					way that the facade didn’t make the man. It could be oh-so-easy to fall for the
					image without ever knowing what you were getting beyond the external packaging.
					Brett Taylor was just that—a package deal. A carefully conceived commodity,
					marketed, promoted and sold daily like prime stock. How well she knew that
					concept.

				So why all the effort to catch her breath when he’d looked at
					her? Not too late to turn and run.

				Ridiculous. She refused to be blown away by this particular
					kind of man. Been there, done that and didn’t plan to ever do it again. Once
					bitten and all that jazz.

				Cammie wrung her hands. “Where are we heading?”

				“Austin,” Bud said. “Then it’s on to San Antonio and Corpus
					Christi before we head north to Fort Worth. When we leave there, I’ll ride on to
					Oklahoma City with you where I’ll catch a plane back home. After that, you’re on
					your own.”

				On your own. The very first time in
					Cammie’s life when that was essentially true. Even as she’d attended college,
					she’d still been under her grandfather’s thumb. Now all the decisions would be
					hers to make. The thought was exhilarating.

				Except she somehow sensed everyone had glossed over the real
					Brett Taylor. He obviously found her unsatisfactory as an employee. He would
					simply have to get over it. She could stand her ground and take on the best, a
					trait inherited from her crusty grandfather and stubborn grandmother, the people
					who’d raised her after the tragic bus accident that had claimed her parents’
					lives.

				“What now?” Cammie asked.

				“Let’s grab some food to go, then we’ll be on our way,” Bud
					said, motioning her toward the exit.

				When they stepped onto the parking lot, Cammie heard more
					muffled laughter coming from inside. “They think I’m a joke.”

				“Nah,” Bud said. “They think they’re going to have one hell of
					a time explaining you to their wives and girlfriends.”

				“Does that include Brett Taylor, too?”

				“He doesn’t have either one. Says he’s not interested in
					settling down.”

				“I know the feeling. Maybe we’ll get along, after all. He keeps
					his distance, I’ll keep mine, and all will be well in the world of country-music
					touring.”

				Bud grinned. “Just one more thing, Cammie.”

				Suspicion hit her full force. “What thing?”

				“He has a serious weakness for brunettes.”

				She considered cowboy charm and laser-blue eyes. Nice-fitting
					jeans and black felt hats. The perfect smile and the perfect line. She waved her
					hand in a dismissive gesture. “I can handle that because I have no weaknesses
					when it comes to men, especially arrogant, high-strung singers.” Not
					anymore.

				“Give it time, little girl,” he said. “I still remember running
					the boys off when you were in junior high. The fact that you wouldn’t have
					anything to do with them made them want you all the more. Someday some lucky guy
					will come along and you won’t be so quick to pass him off.”

				“Don’t count on it, Bud.”

				He patted her cheek. “One day you’ll find someone you can’t
					resist.”

				“And when I’m eighty years old and still single, scouring the
					senior centers looking for a decent man, I’ll drive up in a bus and make you eat
					your words.”

				Bud belly-laughed and hugged her hard. “Right now I’m going to
					eat some greasy bacon and some eggs.”

				“Sounds good. I’m starving.”

				Cammie linked her arm through Bud’s and tugged him in the
					direction of the hotel. When she glanced back at her temporary home, she noticed
					the slightly parted curtains and caught a glimpse of the face that undoubtedly
					stole millions of hearts on a nightly basis. And for a moment she even thought
					she saw him smile.

				* * *

				BRETT YANKED THE curtain closed with a vengeance. Man, this was all he needed. A woman
					on board. Now they’d have to watch their language. He couldn’t walk around in
					his underwear anymore. Or maybe he could, if she’d return the favor.

				A not-so-subtle surge of downward blood flow coursed through
					his body and landed smack dab behind his fly. He fell back onto the bed and
					studied the recessed lights. The thought of this Cammie person running around in
					skimpy panties had caused his body to react like any normal man’s would. And the
					more he thought about it, the more jacked up he got.

				He rolled over and stuffed his face into the pillow. Maybe he
					needed a woman. After all, it had been a while. He purposely tried not to be too
					preoccupied with sex until his own need forced his preoccupation. Then he’d find
					someone who could take him away from the craziness, even if only for a while.
					Over the years, he’d made acquaintance with several women in several different
					cities that would come to him if he made a call. Hell, he was human. On occasion
					he’d take one to bed, close his eyes and escape. Nothing more expected of him
					than a quick tumble and a story to tell their friends. Nothing beyond physical
					satisfaction. No promises. No commitment. Just like he liked it.

				When the familiar rush of loneliness filled him, he ignored it,
					same as always. He couldn’t afford the distraction. Any distraction.

				Brett stood, parted the curtain again and discovered that
					Cammie and Bud had almost reached the hotel’s entrance. The sun bounced off the
					reddish highlights in her hair as she tilted her head back and laughed, then
					discarded her denim jacket. Her clothes were simple—faded jeans that fit maybe a
					little too well, a plain blue plaid flannel shirt that kept the majority of her
					body hidden. Like it or not, that fact disappointed him. She wasn’t all that
					tall and she sure as hell couldn’t weigh more than one-twenty, which made him
					wonder how much help she’d be with loading and unloading. Maybe Ms. Carson
					sported some muscle underneath the baggy shirt, and maybe some other surprises,
					too.

				For some reason, he couldn’t tear his gaze away when Bud
					grabbed her by the waist, then swung her off her feet like someone would a kid.
					Brett suddenly imagined running his hands through her hair, wrapping his arms
					around her and holding her tightly against his...

				He blew out a tuneless whistle. His head told him, Hold it right there, Taylor. His body said something
					altogether different when his fantasy took flight. A really detailed fantasy.
					Slick naked flesh, rumpled sheets, uninhibited sex. Slow, hot sex, not a quick
					roll between concert stops. All night long. He’d do all the things to her that
					he normally didn’t have enough time to do, using his mouth and his hands to play
					her like his favorite Fender. Yeah, slow, hot sex with...his bus driver?

				He had to remember she was an employee, even if she was a damn
					good-looking one. Anything other than a professional relationship created a
					dangerous conflict. The road was no place to forge any kind of relationship with
					a woman, a painful truth he had learned years ago.

				He didn’t believe in love at first sight, even though he’d sung
					about it. Lust maybe, but not love. In fact, he wasn’t sure he believed in love
					at all. He did believe in staying ahead of the game, writing good songs, chasing
					the top spot on the charts. He also believed that everyone eventually left, the
					way it had always been in his life.

				In spite of what he knew to be best—that his new driver would
					remain off-limits—the images still refused to disappear.

				Damn his overactive imagination. Damn his recent celibacy. And
					damn Bud Parker for bringing another complication into his life.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				SHE’D PASSED THE FIRST TEST—making it to Austin without incident.

				Cammie maneuvered the bus into the coliseum’s back lot and
					parked next to one of the two tractor-trailers hauling the equipment. After the
					band piled out and left for their bus to prepare for the performance, she
					remained patiently in her seat, watching the road crew unload equipment for the
					upcoming concert. Pat eventually came on board to socialize with Bud, yet
					neither man seemed to remember she was there. She felt somewhat awkward and
					unsure of what to do next.

				A few moments later, Pat stood and summoned her to the door.
					“Come on backstage and watch tonight, Cammie. You won’t get many opportunities
					to do that once Bud leaves. He’ll stay and you can be our guest.”

				“I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” Not with the prospect of
					angering her obviously temperamental boss hanging over her.

				“Go on, Cam,” Bud said. “Brett won’t mind. You’ll get to see
					what it’s like behind the scenes.”

				She already knew what went on behind the scenes. Perhaps not at
					this professional level, but her tenure singing backup for a couple of aspiring
					bands in Nashville during college had exposed her to the life. And most of those
					experiences hadn’t been all that great. Yet she couldn’t ignore her curious
					nature. “Fine,” she said as she pulled on her denim jacket. “But I’ll only stay
					for the first set.”

				After Bud draped an access pass around her neck, Cammie
					followed Pat to the rear entrance of the venue where a security guard checked
					the credentials to make sure she wasn’t an intruder. Pat then showed her to a
					stool near the outskirts of the stage where she assumed her perch to
					observe.

				The road crew attended last-minute adjustments while the band
					members milled around looking well-groomed, unlike their earlier disheveled
					state of torn jeans and wrinkled shirts. After a time, they took their
					positions, geared up to go...everyone except Brett Taylor.

				Cammie could hear the rumblings of the crowd and smelled the
					acrid scent of the fog machines as they poured a mist over the stage. The steady
					voices melded into a cheer when the lights went down. Pat counted off the beat
					and the group took his lead as the band played an instrumental while the
					audience clapped in time. But still no star.

				Somewhat concerned, Cammie looked around and glanced to her
					right to find Brett had stopped nearby to take a drink of water from a bottle
					set out on a small table. He was clean-shaven, wore a blue chambray shirt and
					slightly faded jeans that looked as if they’d been tailor-made for his body. A
					man from the crew approached Brett and handed him a guitar, which he flung over
					his shoulder. He drew in two deep breaths and wiped his forehead with the back
					of his hand before resettling the black cowboy hat securely over his dark
					hair.

				As the song took on a fevered pitch, the crowd grew more
					delirious. Then from out of nowhere, a voice boomed, announcing his name. And
					for Cammie, it finally began to sink in.

				I work for Brett Taylor.

				Yet she refused to let that fact leave her silly and
					starstruck. On that thought, she assumed a casual position as Brett started
					toward the threshold of the stage. But before he answered the call of his myriad
					fans, he stopped short and caught her gaze. After taking two more steps, he
					paused again and frowned, seeming as if he didn’t quite believe what he’d
					seen.

				Great. Bud had been wrong. Brett wasn’t at all pleased over her
					presence. While he continued to stare at her, she managed a polite nod and
					braced herself for the possible repercussions. A verbal slap on the wrist. A
					“get thee back to the bus.” An invitation to join the unemployment line.
					Surprisingly, he only smiled—a cynical one at that—and went about his
					business.

				The star entered the stage like a wild man, with an energetic
					leap and a thousand-kilowatt smile. The place grew manic when realization dawned
					that the performer they’d paid good money to see had finally arrived on scene.
					In record time, he whipped the hordes into a greater frenzy with a brassy
					country song, then kept them on a roll with one hit after another until the
					atmosphere itself became a living entity.

				During one number, he wiped his face with a towel and tossed it
					into the crowd. Cammie had seen the same ploy time and again, always amazed and
					amused that grown women would fight like alley cats for the privilege of owning
					a piece of sweat-laden cloth. If she had an entrepreneurial spirit, she could
					sell his used bath towels on the internet for a mint.

				The screams intensified when Brett approached the front of the
					stage. Bouquets of flowers fell at his feet, sprinkling the floor like a
					kaleidoscope gone haywire. He did a balancing act while he shook the hands of a
					few fortunate fans. Cameras flashed at thousands per second, women fanned their
					faces as if they might swoon. At any given moment, Cammie expected to see bras
					and panties sailing onto the platform or worse, the front-row cluster of
					overwrought females pulling him off the stage. Fortunately, neither happened and
					when it came time for the finale, Cammie was exhausted.

				For the first encore Brett took to the stage alone, picked up
					his acoustic guitar and began to sing with no accompaniment whatsoever. The
					first ballad spoke of lost love with a woman, the second described a father
					saying goodbye to his grown-up little girl. Cammie knew them both well, had even
					sung along to them on the radio. And in those few quiet moments, with the
					once-delirious audience lulled into total silence, she began to understand why
					he was such a sensation, why the women loved him. In her opinion, this was the
					true test of a musician’s skill—singing with no other instrumentation, studio
					mixing equipment or backup vocals. He hit every note with precision, his voice
					as clear as a summer morning, as reverent as a preacher’s prayer.

				So engrossed in the sweet strains of Brett’s intoxicating
					music, before Cammie knew it, the band had reentered the stage for the finale.
					She realized she should leave, but like the crowd, she remained engrossed in the
					show until the group struck the last chord and took their final bow.

				After she shifted off the stool and started toward the exit,
					again she caught sight of Brett, only this time he didn’t notice her at all. He
					focused his attention on a girl with long blond hair wearing tight jeans and
					black boots and a face full of makeup most likely designed to mask her youth. As
					far as Cammie was concerned, she barely looked old enough to drive. Nothing more
					than a teenager playing at being a woman trying to get close to a star. And
					worse, she might actually succeed.

				Unfortunately, Cammie would have to walk past the pair in order
					to leave. She strode forward, chin up, eyes focused straight ahead, determined
					to ignore them both. But her efforts to make a covert departure were thwarted
					when Brett called her name.

				“Give me a half hour or so,” he said before he draped his arm
					over the girl’s shoulders and led her away.

				As she left out the heavy metal door, Cammie resigned herself
					to the fact that she’d have to get used to the delays, the life, the women. At
					least, this time, she wouldn’t suffer the consequences.

				* * *

				“DOES YOUR MAMA KNOW you’re here, Caroline?”

				“Yes, Brett, she knows.”

				“And she didn’t care that you drove all the way to Austin by
					yourself?”

				She gave him a good eye-rolling and a smirk. “First of all, I’m
					not by myself. My boyfriend’s gone to get the car. Second, I only drove about a
					mile to get here. I’m going to UT now, remember?”

				Actually, Brett didn’t remember that at all. His baby cousin
					should still be in braces and riding a bike, not attending a concert with a
					boyfriend. “I think Mom might have mentioned that a few months ago. Sometimes
					it’s hard to keep up with what’s going on back home.”

				“Maybe you should try to come home more often.”

				He wasn’t in the mood to be run through the guilt wringer, but
					it looked to be unavoidable. Feeling suddenly tired, he dropped down into the
					dressing room’s leather chair and pointed at the sofa. “Have a seat.”

				Caroline perched on the edge of the cushion and studied him
					straight on. “Aunt Linda really missed seeing you this Christmas. We all
					did.”

				He brought out the usual excuses. “I had that Christmas special
					on TV and then the tour began. It’s been pretty crazy. I’ve tried to convince
					Mom to move to Nashville to be closer to me, but she won’t budge.”

				She frowned. “Kerrville’s her home, Brett. She’s not going to
					leave her friends and the family.”

				How well he knew that. “Hopefully I’ll have a break in a few
					months and I can come in for a visit.”

				“Your mom would appreciate that.” Caroline remained silent for
					a few moments, her gaze focused on the coffeemaker on the adjacent counter.
					“Jana brought Lacey to see Aunt Linda on Christmas Eve.”

				Just hearing the familiar names sent his heart beating a path
					into his throat. “Oh, yeah?”

				“Yeah. Do you want to see a picture of her?”

				Before Brett could respond, much less refuse, Caroline had
					already retrieved a fancy phone from her pocket, hit a few buttons and then
					handed it to him. He studied the digital picture displayed on the screen, noting
					that his mom looked much the same, her black-and-silver hair twisted into her
					usual long braid, her face showing signs of a hard life as a single mother
					working as a waitress to raise her son. And next to her stood the little girl
					that had been his at one time. Only she wasn’t exactly little anymore. She’d
					grown into a pretty preteen, just like her mom had been way back when they’d
					gone to school together. But with her blue eyes and dark hair, she looked like
					him. A lot like him.

				The ever-present ache weighted his chest and brought about a
					strong surge of remorse. He tore his gaze from the photo and handed the phone
					back to his cousin. “She’s really grown up.”

				Caroline pocketed the cell and smiled. “She’s a typical
					twelve-year-old. Jana said the boys are chasing after her in record
					numbers.”

				That didn’t exactly surprise Brett, nor did it sit too well
					with him. But several years ago, he’d lost all control over his daughter’s life.
					“Is Randy good to her?”

				Caroline nodded. “He’s a real good dad. Strict, but not too
					strict. Lacey seems to care a lot about him, but that hasn’t kept her from
					asking about you.”

				That caught Brett totally off guard, though it probably
					shouldn’t. He’d been involved in his child’s life before his ex-wife remarried.
					Before he’d handed his kid over to another man to raise her in order to protect
					her from the chaos his life had become.

				When a rap sounded at the door, Brett welcomed the distraction.
					“Come in,” he called.

				A security guard opened the door and cautiously peered inside,
					like he wasn’t sure what he might be interrupting. “Mr. Taylor, there’s some guy
					named Andrew at the back entrance who says he knows the lady.”

				Caroline shot to her feet like someone had lit a fire under her
					backside. “That’s my boyfriend. You can send him back.”

				The guard gave Brett a questioning look. “That okay with
					you?”

				“Yeah.” As much as he appreciated seeing his cousin, he was
					more than ready to get back on the road, away from the reminders of what he’d
					sacrificed for the sake of his career.

				A few seconds later, a tall, lanky guy with sandy hair and a
					self-conscious smile entered the dressing room, causing Caroline’s expression to
					brighten like a neon billboard.

				For the sake of politeness, Brett stood and stuck out his hand
					for a shake. “Brett Taylor.”

				The kid looked a little shell-shocked and hesitated before
					accepting the offer. “Andrew Grimes.”

				Caroline linked her arm through his and stared up at the guy
					like he was the only man in the universe. “Andrew’s in his first year of law
					school.”

				He was glad his cousin had hooked up with a college man who had
					normal aspirations, not some worthless no-account with a serious case of
					wanderlust. “Congratulations.”

				She let go of Andrew long enough to give Brett a hug. “We
					better get back before they lock me out of my dorm. Be careful, and call Aunt
					Linda, okay?”

				“Okay.” And he would, as soon as he had some distance. His mom
					wouldn’t understand how he could be this close and not pay her a visit. She’d
					never understood his schedule, even though she’d accepted his obsession with
					realizing his dream, just like she’d finally accepted that her husband was never
					coming back.

				After the couple left, Brett closed the door behind them and
					rested his forehead against the facing. At times he hated this life—empty,
					alone, even with thousands of people worshiping him every night. Even though he
					had a life many men would kill for. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder if the
					trade-off had been worth it.

				* * *

				CAMMIE MILLED AROUND the bus to explore while Bud dozed on the sofa.
					After a time, she tiptoed to the refrigerator, grabbed a soda and turned to see
					three of the band members filing inside.

				“Get up, Bud,” Pat said as he approached the couch. “We need to
					leave ASAP because Bull’s got a craving for a double cheeseburger.”

				“Screw you, Pat,” Bud growled.

				Rusty cleared his throat and nodded toward Cammie. “We forgot
					there’s a lady on board. Guess we’ll have to tone down the language.”

				Cammie leaned back against the kitchen counter and smiled.
					“I’ve heard a lot worse. In fact, I’m sure I know some of the rankest jokes this
					side of the Mason-Dixon. Bud can attest to that. He told them to me.”

				“Did not,” Bud said, straightening to put his boots back on.
					“She told me.”

				Typical Bud, teasing her like the big brother she’d always
					wished for. “Liar.”

				“You’ve got to be lying, Bud,” Pat said. “I can’t believe
					anyone with eyes like that would even know a dirty joke.”

				“I resent that,” Cammie said. “Just because I’m a woman doesn’t
					mean I can’t handle a few off-color jokes now and then. You boys have a lot to
					learn.”

				Bull scratched his head. “I can tell.”

				“Where’s Brett?” Rusty asked.

				“Still inside the coliseum,” Cammie said, not bothering to hide
					her disdain. “It seems he’s tied up with a female fan at the moment. He informed
					me he needed half an hour to do whatever.”

				“Don’t sound so surprised, Cammie,” Bud said as she returned to
					the living area. “You’ll be seeing this every now and then.”

				Her scorn came out in an acid look aimed at Bud.
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