Annie
Baremore

Pictures

Published by Annie Baremore



©2006 by Annie Baremore



Chapter 1

“He doesn’t matter anymore,” Alana muttered as she climbed into
her 2004 Chevy Malibu in the crowded Raley’s parking lot. She
wondered if seeing her stepfather would ever get easier. Fourteen years
after leaving his home, she still felt the pains from the wounds inflicted
on her as a child.

Alana’s eyes burned as she left the parking lot into the late
afternoon traffic. The words of her stepfather echoing inside her head,
“You’re an ungrateful tramp. Slut. Whore. You’re not worthy of the
ground you walk on.” She reached over and turned up the radio, the
music competing with the memories of the past. The song ended, and the
familiar voice of her boyfriend, Steven came over the air waves. “Here’s
the latest from Chris Reed, Livin® My Dream on KALF, Chico’s top
country station.”

“Thank you, Steven,” Alana whispered wiping her tears away
with one hand. The sounds of the past finally replaced with the music that
was coming from the speakers. By the time Alana pulled into the parking
space at her apartment complex, her composure was restored. Her past
was locked tightly away in the recesses of her mind. She grabbed the
bags of groceries from the back seat and headed up the stairs to her small
two bedroom apartment.

As she walked into the kitchen the phone began to ring. She raced
to answer it. “Hello?”

“Hey, beautiful,” Steven greeted her, “Did you hear your song?”

Alana chuckled, “Yes, I did. You had perfect timing.”



“Good. I thought about calling you before, but got busy.
Anyways... about tonight.”

Alana groaned, “What about it?”

“I’m going to be late,” Steven apologized, “I need to run over to
John’s and help him with some stuff and you know how that is.”

“So I’m not going to see you tonight?” Alana asked disappointed.
She needed him tonight. She needed to feel his love.

“No. I’m just going to be late. I promise, I’ll be there by seven
thirty.”

Alana sighed, “Okay, do you want me to wait for dinner or are
you going to eat with John?”

“I’1l wait and eat with you, unless you don’t want to wait.”

Alana could hear the song ending in the background and new he’d
have to leave in a moment. “Okay. I’ll wait. Love you.”

“Me too.”

Alana hung up the phone and put the groceries away. At seven she
went back into the kitchen and pulled out the frozen lasagna she’d bought
and put it in the oven. While that cooked, she pulled out the prepackaged
salad and put it into a bowl. Cursing herself for forgetting the French
bread, she went to the cabinet and pulled out her toaster and plugged it in.
With time to kill, she went to her bedroom and pulled out her suitcase. It
didn’t take her long to pack for her two day trip to Ohio.

Alana went into her spare room that served as her office and
darkroom in addition to the guest bedroom. She opened up the closet and
pulled open a drawer in the closet organizer and got out a gift bag and

some tissue paper. She crossed the room, to her cluttered desk and picked



up the latest edition to the collection of scrapbooks she’d put together for
Chris Reed and wrapped the tissue paper around it. Slipping it into the
gift bag, she set it aside and turned her computer on. While she waited on
it to boot up, Alana left the office and headed back to the kitchen.

She opened up the oven. The lasagna was done. She pulled it out
and took it over to her small dinning room table. She glanced at the clock,
it was just past eight. The smell of the lasagna made her stomach growl.
She crossed over to her phone and dialed Steven’s cell phone.

“Hello?” Steven answered amidst a bunch of loud music and
chatter.

“What’s going on?” Alana asked casually.

“John has some of the guys over. I didn’t even notice the time
passing. I’'m on my way now.”

“Sure. I’ll see you later,” Alana sighed. She hung up the phone.
She knew better than to expect Steven anytime soon. She grabbed a plate
from the cupboard and then set it down. “Steven will be here. He knows
that I’m leaving tomorrow,” she told herself.

Alana went back to the computer. She checked her email and
replied to a few of her friends. She printed out her itenary for her trip, two
copies so she could give one to Steven. When that was done, she found
herself surfing over to Chris’s website and browsing the posts on his
message board.

By nine she couldn’t deny the hunger. She went back to the
kitchen and dished herself up some lasagna and took it to the living room.
She flipped through the channels as she ate. She paused on Lifetime, a

man and woman was arguing. She watched, debating on if it was going to



suck her into the drama of the show. A teenage girl walked in and the
man turned on her. The woman that Alana now assumed was the mother
stepped back letting it the man unleash his anger on the young girl. As
soon as the man’s hand went up, Alana changed the channel. She put her
plate on the coffee table. Her appetite was gone.

A few minutes later, Alana turned off the television set. There was
a knock at the door. Alana went over to it and got it. Relief washed over
her as she looked at the giant six foot six man that was her protector. She
flung her arms around Steven. Her body trembled against his firm frame.

“Are you okay?” Steven asked practically carrying her inside and
kicking the door closed.

“I saw Jim today at the store,” Alana whispered.

“He didn’t say anything to you or do anything, did he?”” Steven
asked his body tense from the hatred he felt for Alana’s stepfather.

“No,” Alana choked out.

Steven relaxed just a little. “Why didn’t you tell me this on the
phone? I would have canceled with John.”

Alana let go of Steven. She brushed a stray strand of hair over her
ear, “There’s nothing you could do.”

Steven sighed, “I know how you get when you see him, you don’t
have to deal with it alone.”

Alana shook her head, “It’s like you’ve told me a thousand times,
I just need to get over it. That was years ago.”

Steven pulled Alana’s head to him and kissed her forehead, “I just
don’t like to see you get so upset.”

Alana nodded, dismissing the subject. “Are you hungry?”’



“John ordered some pizza,” Steven replied.

“Oh.”

“I was thinking,” Steven said sitting down on the couch and
stretching out, “Tomorrow, I’ve got Kyle covering my shift, so I thought
that maybe we could drive up to the mountains and go for a hike or
something.”

“That sounds great,” Alana said meekly, “But I told you last week
that I found cheap airfare so I was going to Ohio tomorrow.”

“Ohio? What’s in Ohio? Oh wait don’t tell me, Chris,” Steven
said with disgust.

“Yes, Chris is in Ohio.” Alana braced herself. She could see
Steven’s eyes clouding over. She never knew how he’d react to her
concert trips.

“When are you going to out grow this groupie thing?” Steven
demanded.

“It’s not a groupie thing and you know that!” Alana declared.

“Then what do you call it? How many shows have you been too?
How much money have you spent in airfare, hotels, car rentals, and
concert tickets? This is not normal, Alana!”

“What isn’t normal about it, Steven? Chris is a friend.”

“He is not a friend! He never does anything for you. He’s used
you! He let you run his damn fan club for years, before he thought he was
too big for you and handed it over to professionals, which he should have
done from the very beginning.”

Alana’s heart began to race as Steven insulted Chris. She tried to

keep her cool, but it was more than she could do, “You’ll never



understand what this is about. It’s no longer just about Chris. It’s about
the friends I’ve made through his fan club. It’s about getting away and
just having fun.”

“Normal people can have fun in their own town, hell even their
own state, but not you!”

“Why are you here if you think I’'m so abnormal?”

“Alana, don’t go putting words into my mouth,” Steven warned.

“I’m not. You’re the one that keeps saying what normal people
do.”

“You saw him just three weeks ago, why do you have to go
again?”

“Because | want to. Isn’t that good enough?”’

“Why do you want to? What does he have that I don’t?”

Alana stood up, she was not about to have this conversation again,
not after the day she’d had. “Go, Steven, just go. If you think I’'m going
to cheat on you then I have nothing more to say to you.”

“I didn’t say that,” Steven growled standing up and grabbing her
forcefully by the arm, “I just want to know what’s so wrong with your
life here that you always have to run away?”

“There’s nothing wrong with my life here. I just enjoy getting out
and seeing the country, hanging out with my friends, listening to music,
being free from ... the past,” Alana ended barely more than a whisper.

Steven rubbed the bridge of his nose. He waited to speak until he
felt his body relax, “Okay, if you need to go... I hope you have a good
time.”

Alana’s lower lip trembled. “Thank you,” she said hoarsely.



Steven pulled her into his arms, “I just want you to be happy.”

Alana looked up at Steven. He was still the same as he was in
high school. He towered over her with a staulky build that resonated
strength. Whenever Alana was near him she felt safe. “I am happy with
you,” Alana said rubbing his cheek gently.

“Are you?” Steven asked searching her face.

Alana looked down at his shoulder and pretended to pick some
lint off of it. She lifted her gaze up to meet his, “Of course [ am.”

Steven leaned down and kissed her. “I love you,” he whispered to
her.

“I' love you too.”
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Chapter 2

The speakers vibrated through the floor into Alana’s body. It took
control of her. Her fingers moved with the skill and gracefulness of a
professional dancer over the dance floor that was her camera. In rhythm
with the music, she snapped the pictures capturing on film the magic of
the show. In and out she moved the lens, at times focusing on the well
groomed goatee, sometimes, on his hands either around the microphone
or during their dance on the guitar. She brought up the camera and
zoomed in for a head shot. Just as her fingers pushed the shutter, Chris
flashed his dimple staring straight into her camera. Alana let the camera
fall, and smiled up at Chris Reed on stage.

Alana stood dancing with the music. The rhythm controlling her
body, the melody stirring something from deep with in Alana, this is what
Alana lived for. The concert was a two hour break from her life,
controlled by the harmonies of those on stage. The wail of the fiddle drew
her in, pulling her deeper, and hypnotizing her. The power of the music
takes her to her limits emotionally. The song fades away into the screams
of the crowd, Alana’s breath is stolen as first a tear, then a sob, makes her
body shake. Just a brief moment of calm before the roller coaster begins
again. The guitar kicks in, the men on stage dancing around calling to her
soul. The tidal wave of emotions made Alana question how sinful the
concert experience was, there was no doubt she was riding the waves of
sensual tide.

Alana’s attention turns to center stage, the seduction that she

found there bombarding her consciousness with a thousand different
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sensations.. She was trapped in the power of his presence waiting for
what was to happen next. His voice through the speakers is entrapping, so
silky and so deep. The softness with which he looked in her direction was
enough to make Alana’s heart weep. Then the music builds once more,
and the life of the rhythm demands her attention.

“I’ll see you when I get there,” Chris says into the microphone as
the lights go down finally and the crowd returns.

Alana exhales slowly. Over come by a strange mixture of
adrenaline and utter exhaustion, Alana turned to her friends and they
headed out towards the bus. The festive feeling of the crowd was still
riding the high of the show. Everyone discussing their favorite moments
from the show, Alana was no different. She thrived on this time after the
show with other people.

It was a time when there was no expectation of behavior.
Everyone just celebrated the moment they just lived through. The
attention was on the bus hoping for one last glimpse of the star that had
brought everyone together. The back door opened, and in a wave the
crowd turned towards the door. Chris walked out adjusting his hat. He
walked through the crowd with a smile.

Alana whistled at him. He smiled at her and tipped his hat. Alana
grinned back and waved. Alana was blessed with the friendship that she
had with Chris. She’d been able to develop a friendship with him, before
he was hounded by people wanting to cash in on his fame. She’d been
there to help build what was now one of country music’s top selling

performers. Now it was hard to believe that there was ever a time when it
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was just her waiting outside for him. Now they were lucky to steal a few
minutes to catch up, Alana reminded herself with a sigh.

Just as fast as he appeared in the crowd, Chris disappeared into his
bus. Alana turned her attention to the crowd. She snapped a few pictures
and conversed with the women standing around. Even these had changed.
Alana understood why the friends she’d made over the years didn’t hang
out anymore, what she didn’t understand is why she still continued to do
the same rituals. Her only explanation was that it was a ritual, and
although most of the conversation annoyed her, there was still the buzz
from the show that Alana thrived on.

Alana’s phone sounded, notifying her of a text message. She
excused herself from the conversation, and pulled out her cell phone.
“Room 1225 at the Embassy if you’ve got the time? It’s been awhile.
CR.” Alana smiled and responded, “I’ll meet you over there in an hour.
You are in for the night, right?”

A few minutes later, Chris responded, “See you when you get
there.”

Alana rejoined the group and continued catching up until the bus
left, and slowly people started to straggle out of the parking lot. Alana
drove around searching for the hotel. They were in Cleveland and she
didn’t have a clue where the Holiday Inn was. Finally, she came across it
and spotted the buses. She pulled in and locked her camera in the trunk,
before heading inside.

Alana knocked on the door. Lonnie, Chris’s fiddle player,
answered the door. “It’s about time you showed up, beautiful,” Lonnie

greeted her fondly.
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“Funny, I think that about you guys all the time,” Alana laughed.

Lonnie swung the door open. Everyone was scattered about the
room drinks in hand. The radio was blasting old southern rock. “When
you going to drop that boyfriend and give me a chance?” Lonnie asked
sliding his arm around Alana’s waist.

“As soon as you show me that you don’t have to have all the
women’s attention.”

“That’s only because I never have your attention,” Lonnie said
kissing Alana’s temple.

“Then I guess we’re stuck, because why should I give you my
attention when you’ve got an abundance of women.”

Lonnie glared at her, “Oh that’s just low. How have you been?”

“Great, better when someone gives me a drink,” Alana teased.

Lonnie slid his arm away and went and retrieved the drink. Chris
was sitting on the bed next to a blond that Alana didn’t know. Alana
leaned against the wall across from Chris. Chris stood up and gave Alana
a hug. “Hey, darlin’, I don’t think you’ve met Amy before?”

Alana shook her head, smiling warmly at Amy. “Nice to meet
you, Amy.”

“Like wise, I’'m sure,” Amy said with a glare. The insincerity in
her voice irritated Alana. Amy reached out and slid her hand in Chris’s
back pocket pulling him back to her.

Lonnie handed Alana her drink, which Alana took gratefully. Ted,
Chris’s guitar player came over to them. “Alana!” Ted greeted pulling her
into a bear hug, casually pulling her away from Chris.

In a hushed voice, Alana asked, “What’s up with her?”
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Ted’s annoyance was clear, “It’s visit three of hers. You know
what that does. It’s nothing but bitching because Chris has to go do this,
doesn’t have enough time for her, and god forbid another female talk to
him.”

Alana glanced over her shoulder, “When will he learn?”

“Never.” Alana nodded, she knew better than to hope for a
change. Chris needed companionship; he just didn’t know how to choose
it.

“Met this one in a bar in Tulsa, claimed she didn’t know who he
was,” Lonnie said with a chuckle.

“And what rock did she crawl out from under?”” Alana said.

“You’re guess is as good as mine, but finally we have a
distraction... so let’s get busy and have some fun.”

“Have you boys been deprived of all fun with her around?”

“There’s never any fun without you,” Rick said joining the group.

“Now if that isn’t pressure,” Alana feigned a sigh, “Anyone up for
a swim?”

Lonnie grinned, “Oh yeah!” The band and Alana left the hotel
room and headed down to the hotel pool. Alana kicked off her sandals
and dove in with her shorts and tank top. The guys all stripped down to
their boxers or briefs and followed her into the pool. Alana loved
spending time with the guys like this, just kicking back having fun. They
wrestled around in the water goofing off.

Alana pulled herself up out of the pool and went and into the far
corner away from the lights. She sat in a one of the lounge chairs and laid

back. The stars were sparkling in the dark sky. Alana’s heart raced from
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the excitement of the day. Her mind was blank free from all her
responsibilities of home. This is what kept Alana coming out to Chris’s
show. For the time she spent with them she was free.

The creak of the chair next to her, brought her attention away
from the stars. She slowly turned her head to see Chris sitting next to her.
He handed her a towel, “Thought y’all might use some of these,” Chris
said in his southern drawl.

Alana smiled at him. His face looked tense in the moonlight.
Alana took the towel, “Thanks. You okay?”

“Of course, I am,” Chris glanced up at the stars, “Anything
exciting happening up there?”

“No, of course not, are you happy?”

Chris rolled over to face, Alana. Her hair clung to her as did her
clothes. He admired the ease with which she moved between the front of
the stage and hanging out behind it with them. Things were always
simple with her. He tugged at his ear, trying to think of how to respond to
Alana question. He could feel Alana’s eyes reading his thoughts. He lied
anyways, “Of course, [ am.”

“Someday Chris, you’re going to stop going for these bar flies.
They always come with more rules than they give love,” Alana said
gently.

“Where else am I to meet someone, if I’'m not on my bus or at a
show, it’s a bar. I don’t really want to be picking up women from my
shows.”

“I think that goes right back, to the whole, Chris needs to play

more. You guys have put the time in to be able to take some breaks.”
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Chris shook his head, “And spend it alone at my house. You know
me, I’ll go stir crazy.”

Alana’s laughter filled the night air. “You need to learn how to
relax.”

“I’ve had too many years fighting to be here, I need some one to
help me relax. And Amy isn’t that bad, can you really blame her for
being insecure?”’

“Yes, anyone who knows you, knows that you’re as loyal as they
come.”

The wind shot up, sending Alana shivering from the blast. Chris
shook his head, with a grin, “You bring extra clothes?”

Alana blushed, “No wasn’t really planning on swimming.”

“That’s it, I think you’re going to have to leave a change of
clothes on my bus. You never intend on going swimming but somehow
always end up drenched.” Chris stood up and offered her his hand,
“Come on, I got some sweats on the bus.”

Alana rolled her eyes, “What fun would that be?”

“None, but it’d at least be practical,” Chris smiled easily leading
her through the parking lot to the buses. He pulled his keys out and
unlocked the bus, “You haven’t seen the new bus have you?”

“No, they all match finally,” she teased.

“I almost seem like a professional now,” he laughed leading her
back through the bus to his room.

“Oh wow, your own room now, you’ve moved up, Mr. Reed.”
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“Yes, ma’am.” Chris jumped back to miss the swing Alana was
taking. “You really shouldn’t be so violent to me, after all I am offering
you my clothes.”

“You shouldn’t be calling me ma'am!” Alana explored the new
bedroom. Impressed by the spaciousness of if and functionality of it.
“Oooo gadgets!” Alana exclaimed finding the button to make the closet
spin around. “I need one of these at home!”

“Yeah, it is kind of nice,” Chris smiled sitting down on the bed
with the sweats in hand. “The bathrooms right over there.”

Alana grabbed the sweats, and headed to the bathroom. “Oh man
this bathroom has better lighting than my house!” Alana yelled through
the door.

“I told you I wasn’t scrimping on my bus anymore.”

“It’s about damn time!! So are you traveling alone on this bus?”

“Most of the time, Lonnie will ride with me occasionally.”

“That’s cool,” Alana said lowering her voice as she came out in
the way too baggy sweats.

“Want something to drink?” Chris offered standing up.

“Sure.” Alana followed him back through the bathroom to the
kitchen. She left Chris there to further explore the bus. She sat down in
one of the reclining captain chairs, “I’m moving in!”

“Those are my favorite,” Chris agreed handing her the soda he
was carrying. He sat beside her in the other captain chair. “So how are

things?”
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“A bit disgusted with your last video. Really did you have to do
yet another video with you dancing around on stage? You could have
done so much more with that song!”

“I’m just not that comfortable in front of the camera to attempt to
do anything else.”

Alana rolled her eyes, “That’s only because you don’t give it a
shot. You do great in interviews, and you don’t have to do anything other
than be yourself. You write your own songs, they’re about your life... the
video is just another aspect of that.”

“How many times have we had this discussion?” Chris sighed
tugging once more at his ear.

“We’ll continue to have this conversation until you at least
attempt to do something new with your videos,” Alana grinned. She
swiveled her chair and put her feet up on Chris’s lap, “You can do it. I
know you can. I don’t give up.”

“I know you don’t give up, believe me!” Chris laughed.

“Okay, well I’'ll give you a break there. What’s going on with the
fan club, I haven’t gotten anything from them in ages.”

Chris rubbed his neck with a sigh, “I don’t know. They’ve gone
more artist under them, and I don’t know. We keep talking about doing
different things, I guess we just can’t make a decision.”

“Is it we or just you?” Alana said knowing all to well what the
answer was.

“It’s a team effort,” Chris insisted.

“Have you forgotten who you’re talking to? Remember I ran your

fan club for three years...”
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Chris smiled at her fondly, “I miss those days.”

“Me too, I always knew what was happening then.”

“And you forced me to make decisions... but that’s all past.”

“I know, I just wish there was something I can do to help. Your
message boards are filled with people complaining about the lack of

information, and those that remember I used to run it email me all the

time.”

“They still do?” Chris said almost apologetically.

“Yeah, it’s not a big deal, they just want to know what’s
happening with you.”

“I’'m sorry. I guess I’ll just have to make some decisions and stick
to it.”

Alana laughed, “I want to watch that!”

“I still don’t know how you did it all... I never had any
complaints with you running things.”

Alana blushed, “I had help and I’'m a list freak. It’s really that
simple.”

“It can’t be that simple, you had your job, school, and still
traveling god knows how many days to be at the concerts. I swear you
must have clones.”

Alana smiled playfully at him, “You’ll never know.”

The bus door flew open. Chris’s laughter stopped instantly, and he
shoved Alana’s legs off of his lap. Amy came on the bus and stared at
Alana, her arms folded across her chest. Alana smiled, “Hey Amy.”

Amy crossed over and stood between Chris and Alana, her back

to Alana. “You’ve been out here almost an hour.”
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“Sorry, I didn’t realize it had been so long,” Chris said with a
small smile. He stood up and gently pulled Amy to him so he could see
Alana. “It was nice catching up with you, Alana. Have a safe trip home.”

Alana nodded and watched them get off the bus. The thrill of the
night gone, Alana gathered her things and headed to her own hotel.
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Chapter 3

Alana Murphy reached up and adjusted the blindfold Steven had
placed over her eyes hours ago, “Where are you taking me?”

Steven glanced away from the road and couldn’t help but smile at
the redhead sitting next to him. Alana always looked so fragile until you
looked into her eyes; there was toughness there, a strength that came from
the untold troubles that she’d buried deep inside. That frailty had drawn
him to her and made him want to be the guardian of the treasure that was
her spirit. He’d been in love with her now for a majority of his life.
“Patience, my love, you’ll see when the time is right.”

Alana groaned, “Come on Steven, you know I hate surprises.”

Steven slid his hand from the gearshift onto Alana’s leg. “I’d
believe you more if you hid that smile a little better. Now just relax.”

Alana placed her hand on his, “You drive me nuts with these
surprises.”

Steven chuckled, “At least you can’t complain that our life is
dull.”

“Far from it. I love you.”

Steven leaned over and kissed her cheek. “I love you too, Alana.”
He watched the shudder that ran through Alana’s body at his touch. After
all these years, he still got butterflies just being near her. At times it
made him wonder if he was would be enough for her, but then he’d see
those little trembles, feel the goose-bumps, or hear her breath catch and

then he knew he would be.
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Steven turned up the radio and focused on the countryside. The
road leading to Konocti Harbor was very windy but beautiful. The resort
had always been one of their favorite places to get away to. It was nestled
right on Clear Lake, and the scenery surrounding the resort was beautiful.
No matter what time of year it was, there was plenty to do there with a
marina, pools, gym, and a full service spa, it was the perfect place to
relax. It didn’t matter if you wanted to reconnect with nature, or spend
the weekend being pampered, the resort offered it all. Steven bypassed
the parking lot at the front of the hotel. He followed the road back around
to where the guest parking was. He spotted his parents’ car and pulled
into the vacant parking spot next to it. “Sit tight, I’ll help you out in a
minute.”

Steven hopped out of the truck and walked toward the hotel. His
mother met him by the room and gave him the key, “Everything is
exactly like you wanted,” Gloria said smiling at him.

Steven leaned down and kissed his mother’s cheek, “Thanks
mom. Tonight’s the night.”

Gloria patted him on the arm, “Good luck, honey. We’ll see you
later.”

Steven opened up the door to the room and just glanced around to
examine the final product. He knew Alana’s patience was running thin so
he’d better hurry. It had been months since Steven and Alana been able to
go out of town together. Steven’s promotion to program director at the
local radio station had meant he almost always had to be nearby. Alana
smiled, being blindfolded for hours was a small price to pay. She knew

Steven wanted to make up for the long hours he’d been putting in and she
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didn’t want to ruin the moment. “Alright, beautiful, your surprise awaits,”
Steven said softly taking her elbow and helping her out of the truck.

The late afternoon sun smoldered on Alana’s hair, reflecting the
soft golden embers hidden with in the red mass of curls. Steven couldn’t
resist her, he gave her a tender kiss. “If I didn’t tell you earlier, you look
amazing.” He smiled, waited, and then rubbed her crimson cheek. “One
of these days, I’'m going to tell you that and you are not going to blush.”

Alana moved away pouting. “You pointing it out only makes it
worse!”

He chuckled, “I know.” He carefully escorted her into their room.

“I smell roses,” Alana said quietly groping the air trying to feel
for them.

“I thought photographers were dependent on their eyes, not their
noses,” Steven said softly tweaking her nose. “You could be a blood
hound, I swear.” Steven untied the blindfold.

Alana inhaled sharply. The room was beautiful. Everywhere she
looked, there were vases of red long stem roses. Candles were all over the
room waiting to be lit. A tray of finger foods was on the center of the
creme colored bedspread along with a card. Alana walked over, picked up
the card and read it aloud, “Without you, my life would not be complete.
Thank you for being my princess. SD.”

Alana looked up at Steven and couldn’t help but smile. A man of
such contradictions, standing at six feet six inches, he looked like he
could be a quarterback, rough and driven but that wasn’t him. Steven was

a gentle spirit who believed in dreams. Alana felt herself pulled towards
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him. “Thank you, Steven.” His arm quivered as she ran her hand up it.
Alana yanked her hand back. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything is great,” Steven spoke softly. “We’ve got some time
before our reservation, shall I start your bath?”

With just a nod from Alana, Steven disappeared into the
bathroom. Determined to find out what he was up to, Alana shook off the
spell Steven had cast on her and flew into action. She opened all the
drawers and cabinets, there was no phone book, no advertisements for the
hotel amenities. Only Steven would think of having every possible clue to
their whereabouts removed. Exhausting her search, Alana followed
Steven into the bathroom. It was no surprise that there was a large Jacuzzi
tub there, he always made sure they had one.

Alana leaned against the door frame and just watched him. He
was stealing petals from the roses and dropping them in the bath. He
moved about laying out the towel, and pouring her a glass of wine. His
movements were awkward and forced, contradicting the peacefulness of
the room. They gave Alana an uneasy feeling.

Steven turned the water off and walked over to her. “I need to go
check on a couple things.” He kissed her forehead. “Take your time.”
Steven left her to the serenity of her bath.

Alana smiled slipping out of her clothes. She slipped into the tub,
her whole body relaxed in the warmth of the water and she exhaled
slowly. “How do you do it?” she mumbled.

Steven poked his head in the bathroom with a grin. “Do what?”

Alana turned to his voice, smiling, “Get the temperature perfect?”

“Oh that’s easy, ‘cause I'm perfect. I’ll be back in a few.”
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Alana smiled and closed her eyes, letting the water and the scent
of the roses take her away. She sipped on her wine and turned the bubbles
on. It was easy to get lost in the atmosphere of the room, everything was
aiding her relaxation. Despite all of this, Alana couldn’t help but dwell on
the fact that Chris was playing at Konocti Harbor that night and for the
first time, she was missing one of his shows in California. Alana looked
around the bathroom and couldn’t help smiling. Steven had gone through
a lot to make this weekend a romantic one, and she was determined as he
was that it was going to be. She could feel that everything was just going
to be perfect, she just wished she knew where they were. She hated
surprises, yet Steven was constantly surprising her, in good and bad
ways.

Alana pushed those bad memories away before they could ruin
her night. She owed Steven a lot, and she knew she wasn’t always the
most appreciative of everything he did. She sat up and finished off her
glass of wine. He’d done all of this to make her feel special, and she did.
She closed her eyes and concentrated on the sound of the bubbles.

When the water started to cool down, Alana got out wrapping a
towel around her. She floated out of the bathroom, pausing to smell the
roses on the counter. “He even bought a dress,” she mused to herself
seeing an unfamiliar dress lying on the bed. Alana walked over to it the
fabric was as soft as the rose petals. Carefully she let the fabric fall over
her head on to her body. It felt like it had been made for her. Alana
hugged herself in the mirror, she felt like a princess waiting for her prince

to come back. She let her arms fall and went back into the bathroom.
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Alana hummed to herself while she carefully applied her make up.

She heard the door to the room open. The electricity surging
through her body at the sight of Steven dressed in a suit and tie, she
hadn’t seen him this dressed up since her senior prom. “You’re not in
shorts!”

Steven blushed a little straightening out his suit pants, “I figured
I’d clean up a little.”

Alana walked over to him and straightened out his tie, “A tie
even, we must be going somewhere fancy.”

Steven shrugged, pulling her to him, “Not really, I just wanted
to... [ knew you’d look... and well... I had to.”

Steven’s nervousness was endearing to her, Alana giggled, “You
don’t have to worry about a thing. I’'m not used to seeing you like this,
but I definitely love what I see.”

Steven leaned down and gave her a gentle kiss. He stepped back
and let his mischievous side out once again. He pulled the blindfold from
his pocket, dangling it in front of her.

Alana stared at the blindfold, “You are joking right. You’re not
going to blindfold me again, are you?”

Steven’s eyes danced, “Yes, [ am. I promise it’ll only be for a few
minutes.”

Steven tied the blindfold around her head. Alana felt him tuck her
hand through his arm as they began to leave the hotel room. She listened
intently to the sound of water lapping against rocks. She could smell the
fresh air and the sound of cars around them moving slowly. Her mind

raced through all the places they could be but there was nothing that she
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could get a lock on to pinpoint the location. Steven’s hand tightened
around hers, “Careful, the walk here is slippery.” Steven slowed his pace
as they continued walking. Steven scooped her up into his arms and
carefully set her down on board the small boat, he’d chartered for the
night.

“Where are we, Steven?” Alana asked puzzled, feeling the floor
rocking beneath her feet.

Steven kissed the side of her head, “On a boat.”

Alana jumped at the sound of a strange man speaking, “Are you
ready to depart, Mr. Daniels?”

Alana didn’t hear Steven answer the captain as they continued
walking, but Alana heard the engine come to life. Steven grabbed Alana’s
waist. “Careful now, there’s about four steps right here,” Steven
whispered. As she stepped down from the last step, Steven took off the
blindfold.

Alana surveyed the room she was in. The table was set with
candles and food. Music was playing softly in harmony with the sounds
of the water lapping on the sides of the boat. Alana wrapped her arms
around Steven, “It’s perfect.”

“No, you’re the only thing that’s perfect in here.” Steven leaned
down towards her. Their lips met tentatively at first but the kiss soon
grew in intensity. They both parted struggling to catch their breath.

The love in Steven’s eyes was enough to take off the chill from
the night air and make everything else disappear from Alana’s mind.
“Let’s eat before this stuff gets cold,” Steven said with a smile guiding

her over to the table.



28

As dinner progressed, Steven began fidgeting more and more with
his tie. Even Alana was beginning to feel like the air was getting thicker,
almost suffocating. Carefully, Alana set her fork down. She sipped her
wine, watching Steven scoot the food around his plate. Tired from trying
to keep the conversation going, she asked, “Why don’t you tell me what
has you on edge? I’m sure whatever it is, it can’t be that bad.”

Alana watched Steven launch from his seat, knocking over his
glass of wine. She jumped up catching the spreading puddle of wine with
her napkin.

Steven twisted the watch on his wrist around, cursing under his
breath.

Alana glanced up from her task. “What is it, Steven?” She
begged.

Steven didn’t respond. He turned his back and continued to play
with his watch. He could feel Alana’s eyes searing into his back and it
was interfering with his thoughts. He needed time to figure out how to
salvage his plans.

Alana’s breath was getting shorter, as she watched Steven
struggling for control of the situation. She knew that he only played with
his watch when he felt he wasn’t in control; and when he wasn’t bad
things happened.

Her body was shaking, parts of her wanted to run from the cabin.
She knew the dangers all too well of what happened when men lost
control, but this was Steven and he wasn’t most men, she tried to console

herself. Alana mustered up her courage and crossed over to Steven. She
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placed her hand on Steven’s shoulder. He jumped away. “Steven, you’re
really starting to scare me now. What is it?”” Alana pleaded in a panic.

Steven turned to face her. Her face was tense, her eyes darting
over his face. He could see the fear in them. He took her hand. “Come
with me,” he said hoarsely.

Alana was barely able to follow Steven on deck because her legs
were so weak from the anxiety she was feeling.

Slowly Alana’s eyes adjusted to the dark and the scenery became
familiar to her. The boat was coming to a stop near the amphitheater. The
music drifting in over the water, she could see the stage and recognized
the familiar backdrop. Alana’s eyes lit up as the music drifted over the
night air. Their location was now clear to her: Konocti Harbor where
Chris was performing tonight. She shoved Steven’s chest firmly to show
her dismay at being so close to the concert and missing it.

Steven grabbed her wrists in one of his hands, his eyes pleading
with hers, “Don’t be mad at me. I can’t compete with him.”

“You don’t have to compete with Chris.”

“I know, but when you’re at a show, that’s all that matters. You’re
so focused.” Steven apologized, his hand cupping her chin, his thumb
caressing her cheek.

Alana’s stomach tied into knots. Steven’s voice was filled with
insecurity. It was something that never happened to him, and that
insecurity was enough to rock Alana. She reached up and rubbed his
cheek, “Steven, what is it?”

“I don’t want to screw this up,” Steven began. Looking at Alana,

in the moonlight, reminded him of the first time he’d seen her. They’d
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been at a party following a football game in high school. John had called
her a life size Barbie doll. He couldn’t help but agree. It’d taken him
almost the whole night to get up the nerve to walk over to her. With just
one conversation, Alana had stolen his heart. That had been almost
seventeen years ago. Now, just like that first night, he was suddenly very
conscious of the fact that he towered over her. Like that night, he found
himself slouching down as he tried to find the words to tell her what was
on his mind.

“You’re slouching again,” Alana chuckled nervously breaking
into his thoughts.

Steven smiled sinking down to one knee. He took her hand and
stared at it. “I know I don’t deserve you, but you’re still here after
everything I’ve put you through. That has got to mean something, doesn’t
it?” He glanced up at a very confused look from Alana.

Alana gave his hand a squeeze. Her voice shaking uncontrollably
as she spoke, “Just get on with it and tell me what’s going on, Steven. I
can’t take this.” Alana stared down at him watching the little beads of
sweat forming across his forehead. The beads broke through Alana’s last
nerve. She couldn’t stop the tears from falling or her heart from racing.

Steven brought their hands to his lips and kissed the back of her
hand. He knew he had to get the words out. He had to end Alana’s
uncertainty, reassure her that things were okay. He licked his lips. Then
he took a deep breath before continuing, “Alana, we’ve wasted so much
time, waiting for things to be just perfect. I don’t want to wait anymore...
things will never be perfect until you’re my wife. That is, if you’ll marry

me?” Slowly Steven brought his gaze up to Alana’s face. The question
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hung in the air like a dense fog. Steven was frozen, he couldn’t move as
he waited for her to say something, anything. The tie he was wearing
began to feel like noose as he waited, he didn’t dare move to adjust it. He
didn’t want to bring attention to his own feelings. He wanted Alana to
answer from her heart. He tried to read what was going on in her head,
but he could only focus on his own thoughts.

Alana pulled her hands from Steven’s when he closed his eyes.
Gently she placed them on his face and leaned down and kissed him. “Of
course I’ll marry you,” she whispered. Instantly her fingertips felt the
moisture of Steven’s tears. His arms enveloped her pulling her tightly to
him. In the moonlight, their lips met in a flurry of emotions. The kiss
punctuated by the glow of fireworks that was now lighting up the night
sky. Alana pulled back and looked overhead and laughed, “Okay, for a
second I was imagining the fireworks.”

Steven chuckled and pulled her to him as he stood up. He hadn’t
planned for the fireworks, but he was pleased by the effect. He let out a
long sigh, content to spend the night there with his love in his arms, if
only other surprises weren’t awaiting them. After the fireworks, they sat
on deck and enjoyed the trip back to the marina. Steven helped her off of
the boat.

When they stepped off the dock on to the small dirt trail, Steven
stopped. In the pale moonlight, Steven’s cheeks turned a faint shade of
pink as he reached into his pocket. “You might want this,” He said.

Alana looked down at his hand. In it was a small black jewelry

box. His hands were shaking as he opened it and pulled out the ring. She
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held out her hand and let him slip the ring onto her finger. “It’s perfect,
“Alana whispered, staring at the diamond sparkling up at her.

Steven smiled and gave her a small kiss. “The surprises aren’t
over yet.”

“What more could you have planned?” Alana asked sliding her
arm around his waist.

Steven smiled down at her, “Let’s go dance.” He lead her up the
trail to the where one of the resort’s bars was located. With a deep breath,
Steven opened the door to the bar and gently escorted her in with a hand
on the small of her back.

Steven was guiding her through the bar to the back patio. The
bouncer at the door to the balcony opened the door, “Enjoy yourself, Mr.
Daniels, Ma'am.” Alana glanced at Steven. Well-wishers were instantly
surrounded them. It took Alana a minute to realize what was happening.
One by one the faces of all of their close friends came into focus. She
gazed up at Steven, “You did all of this?”

Steven’s face lit up like a child’s on Christmas morning, “Yeah,
so it’s a damn good thing you said yes. Otherwise it would have all been
for nothing.” Alana just shook her head. Steven had once again succeeded
in surprising her.

From the back of the crowd, Cheyenne Conley called out, “And
no party would be complete without me.” The crowd parted and
Cheyenne came forward. Cheyenne had become Alana’s best friend
despite the fact that they lived in separate states and hundreds of miles
apart. They were brought together thanks to Chris Reed. They had met

through his fan club and after a little bit became the strongest of friends.
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Cheyenne had been Annie’s support though a lot times good and bad.
Seeing her there now, Alana was stunned. She couldn’t move. She looked
up at Steven, who was just beaming down at her.

Alana gave Cheyenne a hug, whispering, “I can’t believe you’re
here.”

“Believe it. Steven wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“But,” Alana said still amazed glancing back at Steven. “I don’t
know what to say.”

“Don’t say a damn thing. Just enjoy the fact that I’'m here, for
crying out loud! That is after we figure out what that fiancé of yours is up
to.”

Alana glanced over her shoulder seeing Steven slip out the door.

Alana smiled turning her ring around, “Whatever it is, [’'m sure it’ll be

worth the wait.”
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Chapter 4

For November, the night sky was unusually bright. Away from
the pressure of surprising Alana, Steven could soak in the moment. He
headed down the two small steps to the sidewalk. He walked around the
corner and spotted the three long sleek black and silver buses parked in a
row. He walked over to the only one that wasn’t professing their owner
on the side and knocked on the door.

Chris opened the door, “Hey Steven, how’d it go?”

Steven sighed, “Better than I could have hoped.”

Chris slapped him on the shoulder, “Good! Congratulations.”

Steven couldn’t stop smiling, “Thanks... She’s amazing. I’ve got
to be the luckiest man on this planet.”

Chris chuckled, “I won’t argue with you there. Let me grab my
guitar and we can get this party going.” Chris disappeared in the bus and
came back guitar in tow, followed by the rest of his band, “These guys
don’t want to be left out.”

Steven looked at all of the men, “It doesn’t seem like nearly
enough but I don’t know what to say except thank you.”

Chris patted him on the shoulder, “You don’t even have to say
that. Now let’s go find us a party!”

As they entered the patio, Steven motioned to the corner, “They
have a microphone set up over there. I’'m going to go find Alana.”

“Don’t worry we’ll take care of it,” Chris said heading in that

direction.
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Steven squirmed his way through the crowd trying to find Alana.
The buzz on the patio was already circulating the news that Chris was
there. Steven prayed Alana wouldn’t hear it before he could get to her. He
finally found her in the corner with Cheyenne and Chris. Almost as soon
as he saw Alana she was in his arms.

“Hello,” Steven smiled down at her pressing his body against
hers.

Alana sighed, “Hello to you too.”

Steven pushed the hair back from her face, “Are you surprised?”

Alana ran her hand up Steven’s back into his hair, pulling his head
down to her. She mumbled her agreement as their lips met. Alana slowly
released his head, their lips parting. She whispered, “Thank you, Steven.”

Steven beamed down at her. “Does it make up for missing the
concert?”

Alana gave him another kiss, “You didn’t have to make up for
that.”

Steven laughed, “No, I’d have just had to hear about it for the next
thirty years.”

Alana shoved him playfully, “I’m not that bad!”

“Let’s watch the show,” Steven whispered spinning her around to
face the show.

Chris smiled watching the two of them standing there. Alana was
leaning back against Steven, his arms holding her close. Chris smiled
swallowing the envy he was feeling. Chris brushed off the sweat dripping
down his cheek and focused on the crowd beyond Alana and Steven. He

finished the song and looked over the crowd yelling into the microphone,
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“Is this a party or what?” The crowd screamed back their agreement
causing Chris to chuckle.

Chris played with his ear, “When my road manager came to me
this afternoon telling me that someone wanted us to come back and do a
few songs for an engagement party, I told him no. He neglected to tell me
who it was for. But then Steven caught me in the weight room and filled
me in.” He caught Alana’s eyes, “Darlin’ you’re absolutely glowing
tonight. With all the shows you’ve made it to over the years, we’ve joked
for years that I should put you on my payroll, or at least have a bunk for
you on my bus. After meeting Steven today, I’m glad I never did,” Chris
said shaking his head, “Let’s just say this redneck knows when he’d be in
for an ass whoopin’ and that man you got behind ya, he’d be happy to do
it.” Chris saw Steven stiffen up. He quickly added, “Not that anything
would ever happen or we’d be able to put up with you on the bus. We can
take only so much talk about how great Steven is.” The crowd laughed at
Chris’s admission.

Chris stretched to look over the crowd towards the bar, “We got
some champagne back there.... Get it out and pass it around.” Chris
waited as the waitresses began passing out the champagne. “Seriously, all
joking aside, I see the two of you together and I’'m awed by it. Anyone
who can love the way you two do, and trust the way you two do, deserves
the absolute best. I wish you both the best of luck and all of the happiness
life has to offer.” Chris’s road manager handed him a glass of
champagne, “Here’s to love the way it’s supposed to be... to Alana and

Steven!”
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Steven gave Alana a kiss while everyone toasted them. He let her
go and joined Chris. The two men shook hands before Steven took the
microphone and sang one of Chris’s love songs.

As Alana watched, she put her arm around Cheyenne. The two
women swayed back and forth singing along. Alana leaned her head on
Cheyenne’s shoulder watching the two men she loved most in the world
on stage together. Steven stood there singing to her a tune she loved
dearly, but she was reminded of a bull ready for show, well groomed and
antsy. Alana diverted her attention to Chris. He was prancing around the
stage playing his guitar, like a wild stallion on the open range. The song
ended. Alana’s arm slid off of Cheyenne and she went up to the two men.
She kissed Chris’s cheek, “Thank you,” she choked.

Chris smiled at her, “Its my pleasure, darlin’. Congratulations.”

Alana returned the smile and then turned to Steven. She looked up
at him and the tears crawled down her cheeks, “I love you. Thank you
tonight has been amazing.”

Steven wiped his own tears away and leaned down and kissed her.
“I promise to make all your dreams come true.”

The crowd applauded as Chris gave them a little shove, “Get
going... I’ve got a party to host here!”

Steven and Alana smiled at Chris as they moved away and began
dancing to the music. Alana sighed contentedly in Steven’s arm. She
looked up at him, “When are we getting married?”

Steven played with her hair, “Tonight?”

Alana shook her head, “Oh no... this night deserves a fairy tale
wedding.”
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Steven pulled her in tighter, “We can worry about that later.”

They danced in their own little world until Chris told the crowd
goodnight. Alana pulled away, “T’ll be right back.”

Alana rushed outside to find Chris getting ready to climb onto his
bus, “Chris!” she called to him.

Chris stopped and smiled at her, “Hey babe.”

Alana halted in front of him, “Are you okay?”

Chris chuckled, “Of course I am, why in the world are you asking
me that?”

Alana looked at him quizzically. In the pale moonlight, Chris
looked older than his thirty-seven years. “You look.... tired I guess.”

Chris gave her a little nudge, “Gee, could that have anything to do
with the fact that I did two shows tonight?”

Alana rolled her eyes, “Whatever... that wasn’t why I came out
here.”

Chris leaned against the bus and crossed his arm over his chest,
pulling his foot up under him, “What brought you out here, then?”

“I just wanted to thank you,” Alana said smiling at him.

“You already did, you didn’t need to come out here.”

Alana eyebrows knitted together as she thought about it, “I know,
I didn’t need to, but I wanted too.”

Chris tugged at her hair, “Okay well ya did that. Now you got a
man in there that I’'m sure is missing you.”

Alana inhaled, her eyes dancing in the moonlight, “I know he’s
the best. Have a safe trip... I’ll see you at the next show.” She leaned

over and kissed his cheek.
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Chris nodded and mumbled, “You too.” He watched her wave and
head back into the bar. He pushed himself up off his bus with his elbows.
“Let’s get the hell away from here,” Chris told the bus driver as he went

back to his room.
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Chapter 5

Alana had spent months planning this party for the Daniels’
fiftieth wedding Anniversary. She’d planned every possible surprise she
could, including tracking down some of the friends they’d lost touch with
that had been at the wedding. Now with everything in place, she could
relax and just be the photographer.

The camera sat on the table, a classic, Cannon AE-1, with hand
grips that were well worn. The F-ring around the lens rubbed flat in two
spots. The strap was fraying in the middle, “Cannon” barely a blur
against the faded blue. When she picked the camera up and placed it
around her neck, the fit was better than a glove. Life had used her, almost
as hard as she'd used that camera.

Alana demanded perfection from her camera, just as those around
her held her to such expectations. Spun around over and over, hoping to
perform at the perfect aperture. Squeezed into the tiny square of the
viewfinder, she was at the mercy of those around her. She was never
allowed to run on auto, perhaps that is why she never allowed herself to
trust her camera to use it's auto settings.

With just a simple move of her thumb, she advances the film
within the camera. A glance into the viewfinder, and all else is blocked
out. The abuses she feels, she inflicts onto her camera. Her camera takes
it and still performs. Here she is the master, here she is in control, she is
one with the camera. Checking her watch, she headed back towards the

side of the Elk’s lodge.
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A gust of wind shot through the garden tossing leaves about like
confetti. Alana gently pressed the shutter on her camera capturing the
look of surprise on Gloria and Harold Daniels’ faces as they turned the
corner and entered into the crowd of people awaiting them. Swiftly
Harold grabbed Gloria and gave her a kiss that became frozen in time on
Alana’s film. She moved out of the way and found a chair to stand on.
Her mind was on autopilot, there were pictures to be taken.

The crowd swarmed the elderly couple. This was the picture she
kept in her head for what her life would be like with Steven. Gloria had
met Harold when she was just seventeen, and they’d married the day after
her eighteenth birthday. They’d raised four boys while running a
successful contracting business. They’d weathered every storm that life
had thrown at them. Alana admired them for that.

At thirty-three, Alana could finally relax. In just under seven
months, she’d marry their youngest son and begin marking off the days to
her own fiftieth wedding anniversary. Finally, she’d be truly a part of the
family. The thought made Alana smile as she stepped down from her
perch. She went over to her camera bag quickly changing out the used
film for a new roll and grabbing a few extras. She slipped them into her
pocket.

From the corner, Alana scanned the crowd. There was Steven
playing with his nephews. Someday, she reminded herself, someday
they’d have a family of their own. She caught Gloria’s eye and waved as
she brought her camera to her eye. There were pictures to be taken, she
told herself. Alana was always where the pictures were, catching the

young girls huddled together planning their lives with the boys of their
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choices, capturing the mischief in the little boys’ eyes as they snuck food
off the buffet. Alana went bouncing through the crowd in the shroud of
her camera.

She paused, when the sun went down, only long enough to help
light the lanterns that were hung around the garden. By then she was
eager for the party to be over. She wanted to get into the darkroom and
begin developing the pictures, observe the magic of her gift. The whirl of
the camera winding the film back into the canister, allowed her a break in
her world of images.

Alana jumped at the hand that appeared on her shoulder. She
turned with a smile, “Hey, stranger.”

Steven smiled down at the beautiful photographer. He’d spent the
night watching Alana fluttering around the crowd like a bee, pausing only
long enough to gather the nectar in her camera. He rubbed her wind-
bitten cheeks, “Hey beautiful. Got time for at least one dance?”

Alana glanced at her camera. Reluctantly she swung it around to
her back, “I suppose one dance won’t hurt.”

Steven shook his head, “Honey, you’re off duty now.” He gently
took the camera from around her neck, “The point of a party is for all the
guests to have some fun. You may have planned this, volunteered to take
the pictures, but you’re still a guest. Now, let’s go empty those pockets of
yours.” He took her hand and led her over to her camera bag.

Sheepishly, Alana opened the bag. The bottom of the bag filled
with used yellow film canisters. She added another fifteen rolls from her
pocket. “I guess I have enough,” she said smiling.

Steven’s feigned a pout, “It’s hibernation time, I see.”
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Alana gave him a little shove, “You won’t even notice me gone.”

“Sure, I will, I always notice when you’re not by my side.”

Alana shook her head, amused. “Not when you’re at the station.”

Steven sighed, there was no use arguing the point. He knew how
she was in the studio, nothing else mattered. “Let’s dance,” Steven said
pulling her to him roughly.

Alana glanced up at him, fear racing through her body. Steven
smoothed out her hair and kissed the top of it. Alana sighed as she laid
her head on his chest, listening to his heart accelerate. The day Steven
had walked into her life was the beginning of her life. For the first time,
she mattered to someone. Even now she still waited for morning to come
and everything to disappear.

Steven felt Alana’s arms tighten around him. He watched the
crowd around them, this was his life. He gave her a small squeeze as he
sighed. He leaned back, “Come on, let’s go talk to mom and dad.”

Alana’s eyes darted to where Harold and Gloria were standing
still talking with people, “Oh let’s not bother them.”

“We won’t be bothering them. I bet you haven’t even talked to
them at all tonight.”

“I’ve been busy,” Alana said a little defensively.

“And now you’re not. Now you can talk to them and everyone
else,” Steven spoke firmly as if he was talking to a child.

Alana planted her feet. “No, really it’s not necessary. We’ll see

them tomorrow.”



44

Steven taunted, “You are always telling me how important family
and friends are, but when we get them all together you always hide
behind that camera.”

“Someone has to capture it on film,” Alana pleaded, her face
distorted with fear.

Steven placed his hands on Alana’s cheeks and leaned over and
gave her a gentle kiss. As they parted he locked eyes with her. His voice
was softer now, “Alana, I’ll be right by your side. I promise it won’t be
painful.”

Alana forced a smile, “Let’s go.” She took his hand and let him
lead her into the crowd. Alana’s hand started getting clammy in his as
they began to mingle. She listened to the conversation buzzing around
them. Steven gave her hand an encouraging squeeze. Alana and Steven
were proof that opposites did attract. He was at home being the center of
attention, Alana cringed at any attention. He was free with showing his
affection for those that mattered to him, Alana struggled with it. Yet,
somehow they managed to make their differences work.

After what seemed to be an eternity, they made their way to
Harold and Gloria’s side. Alana couldn’t help but feel affection for these
two people. She gave them each a hug and muttered, “Congratulations”.

Gloria smiled warmly at her, “This party was wonderful, Alana.
Thank you.”

Alana shifted uncomfortably, “You’re welcome, but it was
Steven’s idea.”

Steven rolled his eyes giving her a nudge, “My idea was a

barbecue in your yard.”
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Gloria showered both of them with the affection in her gaze, “And
that would have been just fine too.”

“Then it wouldn’t have been a surprise,” Alana said.

“The only thing that matters is having everyone we care about
here. And that includes you,” Gloria said.

Gloria’s words echoed through Alana’s head bringing tears to her
eyes. She knew that Gloria loved her and thought of her as her own, but
still Alana wondered if that was just because of Steven. Alana turned
quickly and walked away back to her camera bag. Alana put her camera
back around her neck, like a shield the camera allowed her to get control
of herself. The sanctuary of the camera didn’t last long. Steven was by
her side. He grabbed her bag, “Let’s just get out of here, you’ve had a
long day.” Relieved Alana followed him out.

“Now that the party is done, maybe you can spare a few minutes
tonight?”” Steven said on the drive home.

Alana sighed, “I know, I’'m sorry, I’ve been a little obsessed with
this party.”

The traffic light turned red, Steven leaned over and gave Alana a
kiss. Steven’s eyes twinkled under the streetlights, “No need to apologize,
my love. I understand. I just have something I’ve been waiting to show
you for a few days.”

“Can’t it wait until morning, I’'m exhausted.”

Steven shook his head, “Nope, it has to be tonight.” Alana leaned
her head on the cool car window. “Is anything, wrong?”

“I’m fine, just tired.” Alana watched as they went through the city

streets to their home.
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Steven made the turn onto Welcome Lane. The road was lined
with cottonwood trees. Half way up the street the break in the trees
revealed the small green mailbox that matched their country cottage
styled house. As Steven maneuvered the truck through the circular drive,
Alana couldn’t help but be impressed by how the house had shaped up
over the last few months.

They’d taken possession of the house back in July, but it had
needed a lot of work before they’d been able to move in last week. They
had needed to get some wiring in the house redone, which then resulted
in a lot of walls needing to be replaced. The wrap around porch had to be
almost entirely redone because the wood had rotted. Walls that remained
in tact had to be stripped of the lead filled paint and repainted. There were
many times during this process, Alana had felt less than enchanted with
the house, but Steven believed in it. Alana had to agree that it was the
perfect house now.

The house was a perfect match for them. There was plenty of
room to park extra cars when they entertained. The yard still needed some
attention, but there was plenty of room to barbecue and hang out in.
Steven was finally getting a garage that was separate from the house to
use as a workshop where he could dabble with wood to his hearts content.
There was even a basement that was perfect for Alana to have a
permanent darkroom rather than trying to do it all in the bathroom. From
their porch they could see the street, but still feel shielded by the trees
from prying eyes.

As soon as Steven parked the truck, he was out and at Alana’s

side. Alana struggled to keep up with Steven. He was dragging her
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around to the back of the garage. He came to an abrupt stop outside the
separate garage. “Close your eyes,” Steven demanded with a smile.

Alana rolled her eyes, at his excitement. “Why must I close my
eyes? I’'m really not that excited about a shop.”

“Just humor me,” Steven said seriously. With a sigh Alana closed
her eyes. Steven opened the door and grabbed her hand, pulling her
inside, “Okay you can open them now.”

Alana froze. She tried to speak but her voice was gone. The
cement floors were covered in tile, the walls were finished and lined with
shelves on one side. The room was brightly lit. One row of shelves had a
variety of toys and colorful props. Another column of shelves only went
part way down the wall and then had a pole with clothes hangers on it.
There was a four-foot curtain hanging over part of the shelves. On the
other side was the staging area for the portraits.. There was a door beside
it. To Alana’s right, there was a short railing that sectioned off the corner.
A handmade rocker was sitting in there. A window seat was next to this.
A door went off of there. It took her a minute to realize what she’d
walked in on. She looked at Steven, “Is this what I think it is?”

Steven grinned with a nod. Alana moved in closer her shoulders
were shaking. She it was a perfect studio, one she would have designed if
it had been what she’d wanted to do. Alana crossed the studio to the door
next to the stage. Her hand flew to her mouth as she took in the
darkroom.

Steven watched Alana’s eyes fill with tears. His chest swelled
with pride as he watched Alana. She walked slowly around the darkroom.

He’d listened to her complain about all the darkrooms she’d been in over
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the years, and had kept a mental list of what she’d liked and didn’t like.
He was relieved seeing her reaction. “Do you like it?”

Alana turned to him, tears slipping down her cheek, “It’s
beautiful. I... don’t know what to say.”

Steven leaned down and gave her a gentle kiss. “Come with me.”
Steven took Alana’s hand and took her to what he called the kid corner.
He easily undid the latch on the little gate. “There’s a mini kitchen in
here,” he said leading her to the door. There was a small mini fridge and
hot plate with a sink and two cabinets.

Alana looked at him, “Why?”

“You said you wanted a place to be able to work and have our
kids,” Steven began, “I just figured having a kitchen out here would be
easier than having to run to the house if you needed anything. It’s small
because I didn’t want it to take away too much work space.” He turned
her around and pointed out the window seat. He lifted up the seat and slid
out a railing and brought it up locking it into place converting it into a
crib. The moonlight shined down on the crib making it look as if it was
awaiting a precious gift from heaven. The pride on his face made Alana
smile. “See the baby could even sleep right here,” Steven explained
running his hand over the railing.

“Steven, I don’t know what to say.”

Steven rubbed her cheek, “You don’t have to say anything. Come
on, we haven’t even looked at the lobby yet.”

Alana just stared at him, “You’re kidding right?”

Steven only smiled, as he led her out of the corner and back

across the studio. She followed him into a small lobby. Everything was
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done in soft blues and creme. He’d hung several of her portraits on the
wall, added a creme sofa and several large plants. There was a counter to
the side.

Alana looked up at Steven, her hands running under his shirt. His
heart was racing. She tilted her head and studied him with a soft smile.
“You are amazing, Steven. But what about your shop? You need a place
to work and have all your tools.”

“We can add a shop later, if we want. I’ve made it this long
without one. I’m really not at all interested in doing that much anyways, I
don’t have time.” Steven gazed lovingly into Alana’s eyes tracing the
lines of her face with his fingertips.

Alana closed her eyes, his normally soft fingertips had become
rough from all the work that he’d been doing around the house and this
studio. Her head beginning to swim from the sensations she was feeling.
The studio was perfect, but she wasn’t at all certain she deserved it.
Suddenly she found the idea of her camera frightening. Steven lifted her
chin and brushed his lips over hers.

Alana spoke softly letting her hands fall to her side. “This is just
unbelievable, I can’t believe you did all of this.”

Steven turned to look at his handiwork, “I had some help. Are you
sure everything is okay? I know I should have probably told you what I
was doing and let you help design it.”

Alana could hear the arguments between Steven and Harold as
they worked on this. The vision of them coming together to work on

something this huge was almost as touching as the studio. Alana couldn’t
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help but smile. “Steven, I wouldn’t change a thing.” Alana looked around
and thought to herself, ‘except for not wasting the money on it.’

“Good. I want you to have everything,” Steven sighed relieved, “
Now the only question is when are you putting in your notice at the
paper?”

“I can’t do that. We need that to help pay for this,” Alana said in a
panic.

Steven picked up Alana’s hand, bending down to be eye level
with her, “What do you think this is for? You’ll make money in here.
We’ll cover the bills. You have got to do this.”

Alana shook her head rigorously, “Not now. We need the steady
paychecks.”

Steven rolled his eyes, “Alana, you worry too much. I didn’t slave
over all of this so it can sit idle.” He put his hands on her shoulders and
turned her around. He forced her to look at the pictures. “You have talent,
Alana. You have to share that with everyone and you can’t do that on a
crummy paper.”

“I don’t know...”

“Alana.” Steven spoke with a slight annoyance, “This is what
you’ve dreamt of your entire life. You’ve got everything you need right
here to make it a reality.” He brushed the tears that were slipping down
Alana’s cheek away, “I know it’s scary, but I’'m going to be right here
with you, every step of the way.”

Alana swallowed taking another look around. Her mind was
working overtime. All the possibilities were overwhelming to her. She

was afraid. “I know you will.”
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“Do you really, Alana? I know, I’ve screwed up in the past and
left you hanging a lot, but we’re really doing this. This is going to be our
life. And you need to begin building up this studio before we start having
kids.”

“I know. You’re right,” Alana said hoping she sounded more
confident then she felt. So many times, Steven had made her promises,
convinced her to do things and then disappeared into his own world.
She’d be left to deal with it on her own.

“Then you’ve got to take the first jump.” Steven walked behind
the counter and pulled out a couple large catalogs, “Pick out the stuff that
you need to get this place going.” Alana stared at the catalogs as if they
were snakes ready to strike. Steven reached over and opened them up to
pages he’d marked, “Here I already looked at some of them. You need
lights, right?” Alana took a hesitant step towards the counter. “What
about these ones?” Steven asked pointing to the page.

The curiosity won out, Alana smiled up at him, “You’ve been
researching this stuff?”

Steven beamed, “A little,” reaching down and pulling out a stack
of photography magazines.

Alana shook her head, “Okay now, this can all wait.”

“Wait on what?”

Alana blushed as she took his hand, “There are more important
things to do right now.”

Steven grinned, “Like what?”

“Like me showing you my gratitude,” Alana trailed off as she led
him out of the studio.
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Chapter 6

Steven came into the house and dropped his keys on the table. He
sighed. It was good to be home. It wasn’t often that he didn’t enjoy his
days at the station. Yet it never failed when corporate came in that things
at the station got stressed. On those days, he couldn’t wait to leave.
Today had been no different; they’d come with a list of things to change.
They wanted to make this station another carbon copy of the big city
stations, but his listeners liked the small town feel of this station. It was
on these days that he wished he was just a disc jockey.

Steven made his way to the bathroom. It was still a few hours
before Alana would be done in the studio and he needed to unwind. He
turned on the shower and then went back to the bedroom for clothes to
change into. Getting back into his shorts would help. There was nothing
like dressing up for corporate to make his nerves fray. It wasn’t until the
steam from his shower faded that the stress from his day at the studio did
too. He wrapped the towel around his waist and grabbed another to wipe
off the condensation from the mirror.

Life is good, he thought to himself as he shaved. At thirty-five, he
was living the American dream. He had the job of his dream, was buying
the house of his dreams and was counting down the months until he had
the wife of his dream. There was nothing about his life that he’d change.
He rinsed off the razor he was using and tossed it in the trashcan. A
bright blue box caught his attention. He leaned down and picked it up.
He turned it over in his hand. “EPT home pregnancy test.” He looked up

at the mirror, his smile slowly spreading across his face. “Could Alana be
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pregnant?” He whispered. He poked around the trashcan, but couldn’t
find the test. Steven put the trashcan back.

She must want to surprise me with the results, he thought. He
looked at his watch it was only three. “What am I supposed to do for two
hours?” he asked his reflection. He turned off the lights to the bathroom
and went into the bedroom. He pulled out some jeans from his dresser but
put them back, reminding him self that he needed to act as normal as
possible. He put on some shorts and a t-shirt and went back out to the
kitchen and grabbed a soda.

The sound of the clock ticking away the seconds was putting a
cage around him. He searched for something to do, but there was nothing.
The thought of their house becoming a real home with the pitter-patter of
little feet made his grin grow larger.

Steven sat down on the couch and started making a mental list of
everything they’d need to do before the baby got there. He jumped up and
raced into the kitchen. He cursed as he stared at the contents of the fridge.
He didn’t know how to cook, and he was pretty certain that Alana would
need more than just top ramen to nourish her and the baby. “Baby,”
Steven whispered to the air. What a surreal feeling, Steven thought.
Steven picked up the phone and ordered take out from Alana’s favorite
restaurant. Steven set the phone down, “That should kill a little time,” he
said as he grabbed his keys on his way out the door to get the food.

Steven got home and set the table for dinner. He arranged the
flowers he’d picked up in a vase at the center of the table. He lit the
candles and turned some music on. He went back to the refrigerator and

pulled out a bottle of wine. His hands shook as he opened the bottle and
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poured the glasses and set them on the table. Finally, the table passed his
inspection. He looked out the kitchen window and saw Alana heading
towards the house. His heart leaped into his throat. She was having his
baby. He flipped around and grabbed the wine off the table and dumped it
down the sink. He forced himself to turn around calmly at the sound of
the door opening.

Steven raced over to her, scooping her up and giving her a
passionate kiss. He didn’t want to let her go, but he did. He set her down
gently and just stared down at her.

Alana smiled up at him, “Hello to you too.”

Steven blushed, he couldn’t help it. “How was your day?” he
managed to get out.

“Not as good as the night’s looking.” Alana glanced over at the
table, “What’s all of this?”

Steven stared at her warning himself not to let anything slip. He
had to let her tell him the news. He didn’t want to take that from her, as
much as he wanted to know right then. “With everything going on, we
haven’t had a chance to celebrate the missing boxes.”

Alana looked at him skeptically, but chuckled, “It looks great.”

“Thank you,” Steven said putting an arm around her and leading
her over to her chair. His hand brushed against her stomach and it sent a
chill through him. He closed his eyes and tried to calm himself. He could
feel Alana’s eyes on him.

“Are you okay?”

Steven smiled going around to his chair, “I’ve never been better.”
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Alana laughed shaking her head, “You do have a glow about you.
So it was a good day at the station?”

“Heck no, corporate was there. I couldn’t wait to get out of there.
How were things in the studio today?”

“They were slow, but I got a lot done in the darkroom, so it was
good.”

Steven picked up his fork, and took a few bites. ‘Normalcy,” he
kept repeating to himself. The food tasted like cardboard to him. He
wasn’t interested in it at all. How long was she going to wait to tell me,
he wondered. “You ready for your trip?”

Alana smiled, “Yeah, the bags are packed, but I wish you were
going with me.”

Steven nodded, “I know. I just can’t get away.” Alana was leaving
in the morning to go see Cheyenne in Colorado and see Chris in concert.

Alana reached across the table and patted Steven’s hand, “I know.
I’1l be back on Sunday.”

“So anything out of the ordinary happen today?” Steven asked
fishing for the information.

“No,” Alana said slowly wondering what had got into Steven,
“Like what?”

“I don’t know, get tested or something?”

Alana laughed, “And how would I be tested?”

Steven blushed, “I don’t know.”

“Then neither do 1.” Alana said continuing to eat. Her smile
faded as she remembered that morning. She looked up at Steven and

wondered how he knew. She lowered her eyes to her plate and
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concentrated on finishing up her dinner. She got up to clear the dishes but
Steven grabbed the plate from her.

“Go sit down and relax. I’ll clean up this mess.” Steven didn’t give her a
chance to argue. Alana laid down on the couch. Her head pounding,
things made sense now. How was she going to break it to him that she
wasn’t pregnant and was relieved by it. A few minutes later Steven came
in and moved her legs so he could sit and massage her feet.

“We should get you a stool for the dark room. You don’t need to
be standing in there all the time.”

Alana looked at him. His excitement was clear, and why wouldn’t
it be? Kids were always on the top of his priority lists for his life. Alana
couldn’t look at him as she spoke, “I’m not pregnant, Steven.”

There was a long pause. Steven’s hands stopped moving over
Alana’s feet. Steven’s voice came out choked up, “It’ll happen soon.”

Alana sat up, “I don’t want it to happen soon.”

Steven struggled to catch his breath, “What do you mean?”

“We’ve got too much going on to have a baby right now.”

“We do not,” Steven said forcefully. He stood up and began
pacing the room.

“Steven, we do. We have the wedding. Our jobs. We’re still
figuring out how to live together.”

“Those are just excuses. You can find excuses for anything.”

Alana stood up, “Yes, maybe they’re excuses, but they are valid.
A baby needs security.”

Steven couldn’t explain the panic that ran through him, “What

would you have done if the test had been positive.”
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“I don’t know,” Alana said quietly ringing her hands.

Steven sank down into the chair. The woman standing there, he
didn’t know. His eyes burned, “How can you not know?”” Steven’s voice
came out sounding strange to him.

“I just don’t know. I suppose we’d have figured it out, but how I
don’t know.”

Steven couldn’t hold back the rage at the unexpected turn of
events, “Suppose? You SUPPOSE we’d have figured it out.”

Alana rubbed her hands over her face, “Why are we fighting over
this? We’re not pregnant, there is no baby.”

“Will there ever be a baby?”” Steven pulled Alana’s hands from
her face, squeezing her wrists.

“Of course there will be a baby, someday,” Alana said her voice
shaking with fear.

Steven’s eyes bore holes into Alana. He shoved her backwards
letting go of her, “I know how you and someday work.” Alana fell to the
floor. She looked up at him her body shaking. “Someday would never
come for you, if you didn’t have someone forcing it on you.”

Alana stopped shaking and crawled on to the couch, “No one
forces things on me.”

Steven folded his arms across his chest and raised an eyebrow,
“Name one thing that you actually went after.”

“You.”

Steven laughed. A sinister laugh that made Alana’s blood run

cold, “You did not come after me. I came up to you. I hounded you for
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dates. Every time we broke up I came back crawling to you. What a
fucking fool I’ve been.”

“We would have never gone out if [ hadn’t accepted them.”

“You’re a coward, Alana,” Steven spat disgusted by her presence,
“You do not go and do anything that involves change without a really
strong shoves in that direction.”

“What does it matter? I do it. And it works out.”

Steven’s jaw dropped. He couldn’t look at Alana anymore.
“Motherhood can’t be forced on anyone and ‘work out’, as you say.”

“It’s not going to be forced on me.”

Steven’s shoulders slumped. He could feel all of his dreams
slipping out of his hands and he didn’t know how to stop them. “Yes it is.
We will always have our job. We will always be figuring out how to live
together, because people are always changing.”

“Steven, we’re just starting out,” Alana pleaded with him.

Steven shook his head, “No, we’re not, Alana. We’ve been doing
this dance for over twelve years now.” He headed for the door. He needed
to clear his head.

“Where are you going?” Alana asked fighting back the tears.

“I need to go sort things out. I don’t know what to think right

now.” Steven walked out the door, slamming it behind him.
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Chapter 7 Alana leaves

Alana fell to the couch when the tires squealed out of the drive.
She was lost. She sat there staring ahead rubbing her wrists where Steven
had grabbed them. She tried to wrap her mind around what had happened,
how things had gotten so out of hand? She sat there letting the tears run
freely. The phone rang through the darkness. Alana pounced on it, relief
rushing over her as she said, “Hello.”

The bubbly voice on the other end, shattered her hopes, “Hey,
Alana, its Cheyenne. I just wanted to tell you to have a safe flight. You’re
flight is getting in at one right?”

Cheyenne’s excitement pushed some of the despair away a little.
“Yes, I’ll be there,” Alana said quietly.

“Good, I can’t wait to see you again.”

“I still need to finish some stuff before I get to bed. I’ll see you
tomorrow,” Alana said quietly

“All right sweetie. I’ll be at the airport with bells on.”

“See you tomorrow, Shy,” Alana said hanging up the phone.
Alana looked at the door. Alana tried to push the image of Steven’s
departure out of her mind, but she couldn’t.

Alana got up and went into the kitchen searching for a distraction.
She opened up the refrigerator and pulled out some left over Chinese
food and picked at it, still staring into the refrigerator. She tossed the
carton of food back into the frig and slammed the door. “Food is the last
thing I need right now,” she muttered to herself. Alana constantly fought
to keep her weight within the doctor prescribed healthy range. Opening
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up the cabinet above the stove, Alana got out the tequila and made her
self a drink. Reassuring herself that Steven would be back soon, she went
into her office. Her office was her haven. It was home to her computer
and as Steven called it, her shrine to Chris. That wasn’t what the pictures
of the concerts were about to her. This was her reminder that life could be
uncomplicated and that life was about living in the moment.

Living in the moment, Alana thought. “Why can’t I live in the
moment with Steven?” she whispered to the pictures. Alana hung her
head, right now the moment wasn’t where she wanted to live. She took a
big drink of her sunrise, the tequila burning her throat. Alana prayed for
the tequila to calm her fears.

Alana reached for the computer’s power button but stopped. She
wasn’t in the mood to deal with things on the computer. In a fog she
moved through the house, pulling out the vacuum focusing on making
crisp lines in the carpet. She went to the linen closet and rearranged the
towels that were there. Back in the living room, she dusted the pictures on
the wall, fluffed the pillows on the couch, anything she could do to keep
herself from watching the clock. Finally exhausted, she fell into bed.

Alana rolled over and turned off the alarm clock. She laid back,
the plans for her trip rushing through her mind. She rolled over and
kissed Steven’s pillow. The softness of the cotton pillowcase on her lips
startled her. She sat up. Steven’s side of the bed hadn’t been slept in. She
tossed the covers back and ran out to the living room.

Everything was as she left it when she went to bed. That
realization weighed heavily on Alana. She grabbed the phone and called

Steven’s cell phone.
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“Hello,” a drunk Steven answered.

“Where are you?” Alana said relieved to hear his voice.

“I’'m out with friends.... Shouldn’t you be on a plane?”

“Are you okay?” Alana asked concerned.

“Of course I’'m fine. Go have your fun. I’'m having mine.” The
phone went dead. Alana stared at it through the tears. She tried to call
back but was sent straight to voice mail.

Alana went back into the bedroom and threw on some sweats. Her
eye fell on the empty pregnancy test box, and the tears came harder. It is
for the best that the test was negative, Alana reminded herself. Alana
looked at herself in the mirror, “It is better this way.”

Alana grabbed the hair tie off the counter and put her hair up. She
laid back down on the bed and hugged Steven’s pillow. She wondered if
she should cancel her trip and wait for Steven to return. The memory of
the long night that she’d just gotten through and the harshness of Steven’s
words urged her to go. She sat up and looked around; all of this could all
wait, there was nothing she could do to change it.

Alana got off of the plane in Denver. Cheyenne was standing
there waiting for her with open arms. “Did you have bags to claim?”
Cheyenne asked after they’d hugged.

Alana shook her head, “I’m traveling light this time. How’s
Mark?”

Cheyenne laughed thinking about her husband. “He’s ready to run
away, he’s still recovering from your last visit.” The last time Alana had

come out to see Cheyenne, they’d driven her husband crazy with their
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antics. Something about it when these two got together they knew no
boundaries.

“Then he should be thankful we have the show tonight.”

“Oh he is, although it’s probably just because I’'m not dragging
him with me this time.”

Alana slung her arm around Cheyenne’s shoulders, “I’m happy to
replace him,” she laughed.

Cheyenne led Alana out of the airport to her husband’s Dodge
pickup. “We have time to get something to eat and change before we
head over to the show.”

Alana shuddered, the excitement already beginning to build “Then
let’s get this show on the road!”

Alana sat silently for a little while as Cheyenne headed towards
Denver. “Steven never came home last night.”

Alana’s admission startled Cheyenne. She glanced quickly over at
Alana to try and see how Alana was taking it. She could see how upset
Alana was over this and it infuriated Cheyenne. This wasn’t the first time
Steven had gone out pouting, every time it left Alana feeling responsible
and this time didn’t appear to be any different. Resisting the urge to
attack Steven, Cheyenne commented, “He didn’t.”

Alana nodded staring at the glove box, “We had a huge fight last
night. I thought it was him calling when you called last night. He found
the pregnancy test box.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, he got his hopes all up,” Alana sighed.
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“You’ve been through this before.” Cheyenne sighed, “When you
get home everything will be fine.”

Alana shook her head staring at the passing terrain, “It wasn’t like
the other fights... I should have waited and taken a test here.”

“Don’t even blame yourself, Alana. Steven should have known
better than getting his hopes up, besides what’s the big deal? You’re not
pregnant, it’s not like the timing was perfect for this.”

Alana sighed, “I know that, I tried to tell him.... I guess his
biological clock is just ticking.”

Cheyenne couldn’t hold back the burst of laughter. On of the
things that had drawn these two together was their sense of humor. “Men
and their clocks!” Cheyenne exclaimed through the laughter.

Alana laughed fighting back tears, “Okay. Let me try calling him
and then it’s out of mind for the night!” Alana reached into her purse and
grabbed her cell phone. She waited for the beep on Steven’s voice mail,
“Hey, Steven, I love you. See you tomorrow night.” She hung up.

“You look like you could use a drink, I figured we could go to Rio
Grande, they’ve got ‘ritas you can swim in,” Cheyenne said pulling into
the Mexican restaurant in downtown Denver.

“I always knew you had good ideas,” Alana said getting out of the
truck and grabbing her bag.

They walked inside and were greeted by the host who promptly
led them to their table. The restaurant was very open with brick walls and
brightly colored paintings hung on the wall. Of course there were the
typical sombreros scattered around on the walls and as centerpieces on

the larger tables. As soon as they were sitting, Cheyenne told the host,
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“Go ahead and tell our waiter to bring us some of your famous strawberry
margaritas.”

The host nodded and left the women alone. Alana got up, “I’'m
just going to go ahead and go change really fast.”

Alana wandered around for a bit finding the bathroom. She went
into the vacant handicap stall and opened her bag. She slipped into the
black leather skirt and white tank top that she’d brought. The skirt went
to her mid calf and the tank top clung to her chest. She replaced her black
knee high boots with the tennis shoes she’d been wearing. She grabbed
her make-up bag and closed her carry-on. She slipped her boots on and
zipped them up. Coming out of the stall she went to the mirror. She
applied her make-up and gave her self the once over in the full-length
mirror. Almost satisfied with her appearance, she pulled out the hair tie
and let her hair fall around her shoulders. Confident and carefree, Alana
tossed her bag over her shoulder and joined Cheyenne at the table.

Alana walked through the crowded restaurant with growing
confidence. She smiled at some of the men that were gawking at her and
slid into the table across from Cheyenne. “Have you lost weight?”
Cheyenne asked appreciatively.

Alana blushed, “A little, mostly just toned up and actually bought
something that fit.”

“Whatever you did, you look amazing.”

Cheyenne watched the waiter came over with their drinks. He set
Alana’s in front of her with a smile spreading over his face as his eyes ran
down Alana’s top. The women gave him their lunch order and the waiter

walked away with a glance back at Alana. Cheyenne shook her head with
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a laugh, “Damn girl everyone is checking you out. I think I should have
dressed up a little more.”

Alana rolled her eyes at Cheyenne’s compliment. “That is so not
true. Besides it doesn’t matter how much they ‘check me out’ I have
Steven.”

“Yeah, Steven,” Cheyenne mumbled taking a drink of her
margarita. “Just wait until Chris sees you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It doesn’t mean anything really... just that his reaction should be
pretty good,” Cheyenne said with a small smile.

“Chris is just my friend nothing more. I’'m happy with Steven.”

“Are you? Are you really all that happy with Steven? It seems like
he does more to make you miserable than happy,” Cheyenne observed.

“Of course I am. He’s perfect. He takes care of me. He’s always
there for me,” Alana insisted.

Cheyenne about choked on her drink, “He’s what?”

“You heard me, Cheyenne. You don’t know him like I do.”

Cheyenne looked out the window watching the cars pass by while
she took a few calming breaths. She turned back to Alana. “You’re right I
don’t know Steven all that well. But I do know how many times you’ve
called me in tears over what he’s done to you.”

“That was because of me not what he’s done.”

“And what about Rhonda and Joy... and all the times he’s guilted
you out of your trips to see Chris?”

“Rhonda and Joy happened when we were broken up,” Alana said

quietly.
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“A fight doesn’t automatically mean you’re broken up. If he really
loved you, he wouldn’t just go off and pout and get some cheap thrills
with women he works with. And what do you think he’s doing now?
You’re wearing his ring... you don’t just go running off and pouting over
something stupid like a negative pregnancy test. You just move on.”

Alana stared at the condensation on her margarita glass, “He isn’t
out with anyone now... He’s changed... we’ve changed.”

“You might have changed but I seriously doubt he has. And why
should he change? No matter what he does, you wait around for the jack
ass to come crawling back when ever it suits him.”

“I’'m here aren’t [?”” Alana said defensively.

“And I’d bet money that before you left you called him... and he
told you to go so he could use this trip later against you.”

Alana’s eyes jumped to meet Cheyenne’s briefly, “I -1 didn’t.”

Cheyenne raised an eyebrow, “I can see that you did.”

“I couldn’t leave things the way they were.”

“Why not? He did. And you’ve already called him once since you
were here. How many more times are you going to call him tonight? And
why even bother calling him, just so you can find out the sob is doing
exactly what you know he’s doing? Getting drunk... finding someone to
pass the night with? You don’t need that shit Alana. You deserve a lot
better!”

“This is just one time,” Alana whispered.

“It’s not one time! Why am I even wasting my breath here? You

obviously enjoy being controlled like a damn puppet.”
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“Shy,” Alana sighed, “He’s the best thing that’s ever happened to
me. Sure it may not be the best relationship in the world... but I know he
loves me.”

The waiter came over and set their food down. Both women
stared down at their plates long after he was gone. Cheyenne finally
looked up at Alana picking at her food. Her heart went out to the woman
sitting there. She knew how much Alana loved Steven, yet she couldn’t
help but think Alana would be better off with him out of her life. There
had been a time long ago that Alana did need the guidance and control
that Steven executed over her, but now Alana needed to know that she
could stand on her own. Cheyenne saw the sparkle of a tear sliding down
Alana’s cheek. She reached out and grabbed Alana’s hand and gave it a
little squeeze.

“What did you bring for Chris this time?” Cheyenne asked gently.
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Chapter 8

Cheyenne pulled in to the Grizzly Rose. The parking lot was still
empty except for the buses and the cars of employees. As they got out of
the truck, one of the men standing outside wearing a security tee shirt
walked over to them, “The show’s sold out for tonight.”

Alana smiled at him, “We’ve got our tickets.”

“Then why are you here so early?” he asked.

Cheyenne laughed, “It’s just what we do. We get here early to
make sure we can get backstage passes.”

The security guard gave them a skeptical look, “Well, you have to
stay out front.”

Alana laughed at the retreating guard, “How many times have we
heard that one?”

“Too many to count!” Cheyenne laughed, then pointing back by
the buses, ““ Hey there’s Lonnie!”

Alana looked at where Cheyenne was pointing. Chris’s fiddle
player had just emerged from the bus lighting up a cigarette. Alana put
her fingers to her lips and let out a loud whistle. Lonnie looked around
spotting the girls, he yelled towards the bus, “Hey Alana and Cheyenne
are out here!”

Alana and Cheyenne took off running towards Lonnie only to be
stopped by the security guard, “I told you, you guys have to stay in
front.”

Lonnie came up to them, “It’s okay. They’re with us.” The guard

scowled at Lonnie but walked away. Lonnie turned towards the women
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giving them hugs. He stood there playing with Alana’s hair while he
talked, “How have y'all been?”

“We’re doing great!” Alana said leaning into Lonnie sliding an
arm around his waist.

Cheyenne laughed, “Don’t mind her we had dinner and a few
drinks.”

“There ain’t nothing wrong with that,” Lonnie laughed.

Ted, the guitar player, came out freshly showered. “It’s trouble
showing up again,” he teased

Alana put her hands on her hips, “What ever trouble we may or
may not get into, you guys are always to blame.”

Lonnie laughed, “Remember the time we all got thrown out of the
Waffle House in Cincinnati.”

Cheyenne groaned, “Do you have to remind me. It took me
months to get out all the syrup out from my hair.”

“You’re the one that was complaining about needing something to
calm your hair down, I think I handled it nicely with that syrup,” Ted said
throwing his arm around Cheyenne’s shoulder.

“No, my favorite was still the time we were in Phoenix and you
guys had Chris convinced we’d hired him a stripper for his thirtieth
birthday,” Alana laughed.

Lonnie’s eyebrows danced, “Yes that was good. Thank god he
didn’t end up in jail over that one.”

“Come on guys, we’ve got to get the sound check done,” a young
man called from beside the bus.

“Who’s that?” Alana asked.
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“That’s the new road manager, James. Good kid but I don’t think
he’ll last. We’ll catch up with you ladies later,” Lonnie said over his
shoulder.

The girls walked back to the front of the bar and waited. As other
fans showed up the women greeted them. The familiarity wiping all of
Alana’s cares away. The hours passed quickly and before they knew it,
the doors were opening.

Alana handed her ticket to the doorman and walked in. Holding
Cheyenne’s hand, they weaved through the club to find the merchandise
table. Finding Rick, the merchandise man, at his post, the ladies got their
passes to go back during the meet and greet to visit with Chris for a few
minutes. They stayed at the merchandise table catching up with Rick until
it was time to line up for the meet and greet.

The woman ahead of them in the meet and greet line turned
around and asked, “How can you guys be so calm?”

Alana smiled knowingly at the woman’s obvious anticipation.
“This isn’t our first time.”

The woman’s eyes lit up, “How many times have you met him, is
he as nice as he seems?”

Alana’s smile faded, she’d had this conversation too many times
not to realize where it was headed. She sighed as she said, “He is even
nicer.”

The woman squeezed Alana’s arm, “You don’t know how
relieved I am to hear that, we’ve met other stars that haven’t been so nice,

totally blowing us off.”
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Alana smiled, “Chris won’t blow you off. He loves this time with
his fans. He wants to talk to you, but you have to remember he doesn’t
have a lot of time during these things so real in depth conversations don’t
happen very often.”

The woman sighed, “So what are these things like, and really how
many times have you met him?”

“Honey, I can’t even guess how many times we’ve done this. If
had to guess it’d probably be a few a hundred times, but I was there when
he was playing --” Alana replied.

The woman jumped towards Alana, “So he like knows you?”

Cheyenne laughed, “Oh yeah, Chris knows Alana.”

Alana gave Cheyenne a playful glare, “I can get a little rowdy at
the shows. But really he is exactly as he portrays himself. You have
nothing to worry about. This is a pretty finely oiled machine. You go in,
give him whatever it is you brought for him to sign. Then you get to take
a picture, talk for just a minute or two, pretty much just as long as it takes
to sign and pose for the picture.”

Alana started to turn back towards her friend, but the woman
pulled at her. In a hushed voice the woman whispered, “What about his
looks? Is he as sexy as he is in his videos?”

Alana just shrugged, “He’s not hard on the eyes.”

The smile on the woman’s face made the hair on Alana’s neck
stand on end. She could practically see the images that were going
through the woman’s mind, she didn’t need to hear her say, “I would love
to get a handful, if you know what I mean,” to know that the woman saw

Chris as a piece of meat.



72

Alana clenched her teeth and turned towards Cheyenne, unable to
say anything. Cheyenne looked at the woman, “Do us a favor and don’t.
He is a person. He doesn’t deserve to be mauled.”

The woman tsked at them, “I was never going to actually maul
him. It’s much more enjoyable when they think they’ve started it.”

Alana was relieved to see James approaching. He led the crowd
through the bar to a room in back. Alana and Cheyenne hung back until
they were last. When they got to James, they stopped and Alana asked,
“James, we were wanting to surprise Chris you think we could wait right
outside here until the meet and greet is about done?”

James glanced at Alana. He knew how much Chris’s fans meant
to him and was warned when he took the job, that there was a group of
the fans that he was extremely close to, and although he’d only been on
the job a few weeks, he recognized the women from pictures that Chris
kept on the bus. “Yeah, that’d be fine.”

They watched James go inside and begin his spiel on what was
allowed. Alana leaned against the wall to wait. Alana’s mind wandered
back to the first concert trip she’d taken to see Chris twelve years ago.
She marched up to the bartender and asked, “When does Chris Reed start
performing?”

The bartender looked at her like she was crazy, “How do you
know who he is?”

“I was here a month ago. I flew back to see him again,” panic set
in as she realized she should have called ahead to see if he was a part of
the house band and not just a one night performance, “He is performing

here this weekend?”
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The bartender shook his head in disbelief, “Are you really telling
me you flew in just to see Chris? He ain’t nothing but a country boy, with
a guitar and a band of wannabees musicians. Where did you fly from?”

Alana smiled and nodded, “Yeah, I flew here for the weekend
from California just to see Chris.”

The bartender laughed, “You’re insane!”

Alana shrugged, “Just answer my question.”

“