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August 1997

Kait tapped out a light beat on her thigh with the jewel case of her demo CD as she curiously craned her neck to get a closer look at some of the many gold and platinum discs decorating the dove gray walls of the reception area.

<Krystal Rain, Limbo Funk, the Ravens…the biggest artists on the charts right now – all with Remington Records!> she excitedly thought, barely able to believe that Measure 4 Measure might be added to such a prestigious roster.

Founded by Bert Remington in the late Sixties as a small, independent label, the company had grown over the last thirty-odd years into a major player in the music industry, superseding Columbia, Capitol and Arista in terms of sales and popular artists. Remington was the voice of the industry; if he liked you, you were set for life, but if he hated you, you wouldn’t be able to get a contract at any of the major labels – or even any of the minor labels, for that matter.

<And they want me to record for them!> Kait thought, amazed by the turn of events which had brought her here.

Just two weeks ago, she and her co-writer and friend Topher Weston had been playing their usual gig at the Velvet Lounge, a seedy little bar off the Strip, performing their own blend of folk-rock-alternative music for a handful of disinterested drunks and leering truck drivers. They’d finished their set to a smattering of applause, and a dark-haired man about her own age approached them.

“Ooh, he’s dishy,” Topher whispered in her ear, and she elbowed him sharply.

“Can I help you?” she curiously asked. Most of the patrons at the Velvet Lounge barely looked at them, let alone walked up to them after a set.

“My name is Noah Benson – I’m a talent scout for Remington Records.”

Even now, Kait winced as she remembered how she’d laughed at him outright. “Yeah, right. What would a talent scout for Remington Records be doing in a dive like this?” she scorned, packing up her guitar.

“Kait,” Topher hissed frantically.

“No, it’s all right,” Noah good-naturedly said, as if he’d heard it before. “Bert makes us check out dives – sometimes they have the most talented musicians.”

And three days later, she and Topher were in the studio with famed producer David Stephens, recording four of their original songs for a demo disc which she alone was to present to Bert Remington himself. If Remington liked what he heard, the company would grant Measure 4 Measure a three-year recording contract. If not – she shuddered at the thought.

No, she wouldn’t even think about that possibility, she decided. To think of failure would be to invite it – all her life she’d dreamed of becoming a famous singer, and now that her dream was within her grasp, she was not going to let anything ruin her opportunity.

The door opened, and Kait had jumped to her feet before she realized that the newcomer was not Noah. Somewhat relieved, she sank back down onto the plum loveseat and eyed the man who entered the room.

He was probably slightly younger than Remington, in his late forties or early fifties, she guessed, with brown hair slicked back into a ponytail at the nape of his neck. He was dressed fairly casually for a business meeting, wearing a black button-down shirt, open at the neck with the sleeves rolled up to his forearms, and khakis with black loafers.

He crossed the room to sit in a chair across from her, laid the briefcase across his lap and popped it open, rifling through the papers inside. She could see that he was handsome with an open, friendly face and dark almond-shaped eyes with laugh lines creasing the corners. Something about him seemed very familiar to her, but she couldn’t quite figure out exactly what it was…

He must have sensed that she was staring at him because he calmly latched the briefcase closed and met her gaze full-on, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

“I get this all the time, you know,” he conversationally said in a light tenor voice, “so we might as well get it over with now.”

Kait flushed with embarrassment at having been caught. “What do you mean, you get this all the time?”

“You have the feeling that you know me from somewhere, but you’re not sure how you know me…”

She gaped at him. “Yes, that’s exactly it! How did you know?”

He shrugged. “I was in a band that was pretty well-known in the 70s – the Monkees.”

<Of course!> she thought. The Monkees had been one of the hottest bands of the late 60s/early 70s, with a string of Top Ten hits and even their own variety show, which lasted for two years until it was cancelled by the network. Why hadn’t she recognized him off the bat? She and Topher both loved the Monkees’ music – had even performed a few of their more obscure songs in their shows – and it was well known that Topher had a crush on Davy Jones. She felt even more foolish now than she had before!

“I’m Micky Dolenz,” he said, leaning forward with his hand outstretched. “And you are?”

“Kaitlyn McDonagh – but everyone just calls me Kait.” She shook his hand, hoping that hers wasn’t too sweaty from sudden nervousness.

“So, Kait, why are you sitting here looking as if you’re ready to pass out?” Micky questioned.

<He certainly is blunt!> Kait thought. “I’ve got a meeting with Bert Remington – if he likes mine and my partner Topher’s demo CD, we’ll be recording our first album next week.”

Micky had suddenly gone very pale beneath his tan. “You’re meeting with Remington?”

“Yes, aren’t you?” she asked, confused by his reaction.

Micky laughed harshly, a sound that didn’t seem to suit his gregarious personality. “With his lawyer, since I can’t seem to schedule a meeting with the man himself.” He paused for a moment, as if he were trying to decide something. “Listen, you look like you’re a nice girl, so I’m going to warn you – watch your back with Remington. The man is the dirtiest son-of-a-bitch you’ll ever meet – he’s been undermining other, smaller record companies, trying to steal their artists. He wants to eliminate the smaller companies, create his own monopoly. That’s why I’m here…he’s tried to steal several artists from our company, and I’m putting a stop to it right now.”

Kait blinked. “What are you talking about? Bert Remington is one of the most respected businessmen in the record industry!”

Micky shook his head. “You are naïve, aren’t you? That’s what his PR people would love for everyone to believe. He preys on musicians like you, Kait – I’ll bet this is the first time you’ve ever been approached by a record company, I’ll bet that you don’t have an agent or a manager or even a lawyer here to represent you, I’ll bet your partner got sweet-talked into not coming along, and I’ll bet Remington knows it and that’s why he’s so eager to sign you. He’s counting on you to be so star struck that you won’t realize what’s hit you until you’re in a contract you can’t get out of, and then it’ll be too late. I’ve heard about the way he treats his female artists, and sexual harassment doesn’t even begin to cover it…”

“You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Kait snapped. “How do I know that you don’t pull this on every new artist that comes in here – tell them all kinds of horror stories about Bert Remington in order to woo them over to your record company, whatever it’s called…”

“Headquarters Records – and I wouldn’t stoop to Bert Remington’s level in a million years,” Micky retorted sharply. “I don’t need to; we’ve got plenty of quality musicians signed to us without using underhanded means. I know all about Remington because we’ve picked up artists who’ve been mistreated and abused by him, and they’ve told us all about his little games.”

“Maybe it’s just sour grapes,” Kait muttered, defiantly folding her arms across her chest.

“If you don’t want to believe me, that’s fine – you’ll learn the hard way. But if you want to record for a company that will accept you AND your partner and promote you for your talent instead of your looks, come and check us out.” He handed Kait a business card, which she stared at blankly for a moment before snatching it from his hand and shoving it in one of the back pockets of her black trousers.

“I’ll hang on to this, so that when we get our recording contract, I can come by and tell you just how wrong you were,” she said, running a hand through her dark shoulder-length curls.

“Fine. I hope I am wrong, for your sake,” Micky softly said, staring at her with an almost gentle expression on his face.

The door opened again, and this time Noah stood there, smiling at her. “Kait, it’s time for your meeting with Mr. Remington. Are you ready?”

“I’ve been ready all my life,” she confidently said, standing up and striding over to the doorway.

“Kait,” Micky called, and she turned around.

“Good luck,” he said with a small smile.

“Thanks, but I don’t need any luck.” She turned back to Noah, eager to meet with her destiny.
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Micky tried to read over his papers again after Kait had left the room, but he found he couldn’t concentrate on the legalese, so he closed the briefcase with a sigh and settled back into the chair, waiting for Albert Hudson, Remington’s fast-talking lawyer.

Normally Mike – since he held the law degree – was the one who handled all the company’s legal details, but the last time they had sent Mike down to talk to Hudson he’d come back with five badly bruised knuckles and they’d been billed for damages to the wall of Hudson’s office. Davy, Peter and Micky had drawn straws to see which of them would come down today, and Micky had drawn the short straw.

He began mentally reviewing his plan of action, but found he couldn’t concentrate for more than a few seconds without his mind drifting back to Kait. She was like so many of the other young artists who found their way to Headquarters Records’ doorstep after having been abused and taken advantage of by Remington and his gigantic, corporate machine, and he hoped that she didn’t end up as cowed and beaten as those other artists.

However, judging by her display of temper a few minutes ago, he thought that Remington might have bit off more than he could chew with Kait – she certainly had spirit and Remington would definitely have trouble taming her. He wished that he could be in the room when Remington put the moves on Kait – while he was sure that Kait could handle herself just fine, he was also angered by the thought of Remington placing his slimy hands anywhere on Kait’s porcelain skin.

He found himself picturing her again in his mind, as clearly as if she were still sitting across from him – the sweetly round face with its short, upturned nose, broad cheekbones, rosebud-shaped mouth and stubborn chin; her dark ringlet curls which brushed her shoulders; her clear gray eyes which seemed to bore right through to his soul…

He shook his head, clearing his muddled brain. What the hell was he doing? His recent divorce from his second wife Alison had taken almost as long to process as their marriage had lasted – three years – and here he was thinking about getting involved with a woman he didn’t even know! He’d already been burned once – he’d only known Alison for a few weeks when they impulsively married, and he’d regretted it ever since. Alison had only been out for the money she thought he had, and when she found out he wasn’t worth millions – that Headquarters Records was not the huge company she’d imagined it to be – she immediately began pushing him to expand the company in other forms of media; in other words, to make Headquarters Records over into the image of Remington Records, and that was something Micky was determined not to allow to happen. Once she’d realized that, she left him and then had the unmitigated gall to ask for half of his money and a controlling share in the record company that she claimed to have helped him build upon.

Micky snorted at the memory – luckily he’d had a lawyer shrewder than hers; Mike had taken on the case with much pleasure, since he, Peter and Davy had hated Alison from day one. Once Mike had proven that Alison had had nothing whatsoever to do with the company and had also been cheating on Micky throughout most of their marriage, her case completely fell apart. Micky had been able to get off with a small settlement and his share of the record company which he and the guys had founded in the early 80s. Unfortunately Alison considered him a sworn enemy and periodically harassed him at home and at work, or she gave interviews to tabloids in which she complained about what a lousy husband he’d been and how he’d cheated her out of money that should have been rightfully hers, not to mention the share of the record company. 

So it was understandable, he thought, that he should be reluctant to jump into another relationship without thinking and even more so with a woman who was roughly the same age as his eldest daughter Maggie.

A smile slid across his face as he thought of Maggie, the oldest of the two children he’d had with his first wife, Jennifer. Maggie was twenty-four now, and while she’d inherited Micky’s singing ability, she’d taken after her mother instead and pursued her first love, acting – she was one of Hollywood’s rising young actresses at the moment, having just wrapped up a movie with David Duchovny – and Micky was fiercely proud of her and her sister Rachael, who was twenty and a sophomore at UCLA, studying entertainment management and public relations.

He thanked God that he and Alison had never had children – they would have been the most screwed-up kids on the planet, and children would have given her even more leverage against him throughout their marriage and even after their divorce. It was bad enough that she’d tried to emotionally manipulate Maggie and Rachael – he’d kept the girls away from her as much as possible until the divorce had been finalized, even though it meant he didn’t see them as often as he would have liked, he felt more secure knowing that they weren’t being subjected to Alison’s mind games and quick temper.

Strangely enough, though they should have, none of these things bothered Micky as far as Kait was concerned – and that scared him. <Why am I thinking about her? I just met her today – I don’t even think she LIKES me that much…>

His thoughts were broken by a loud ruckus in the hallway, and he jumped up, snatching his briefcase, and strode over to the door, sensing what must be going on. When he opened the door, he saw two security guards dragging a screaming and kicking Kait towards the elevator.

“Let me go, you assholes! I’ll kill that bastard!” Her head turned back in the direction of Remington’s office. “Do you hear me, Remington? I swear, I’ll get you – I’ll go to the police and tell them exactly what you’re doing, you scum-sucking prick!”

“Miss, if you don’t calm down and leave, we’ll have the police out here, all right – to pick you up for disturbing the peace and assault against Mr. Remington,” one of the guards firmly said.

“You’re lucky he hasn’t called them already,” the other guard sagely added.

Micky quickly stepped in, motivated as much out of curiosity as concern for Kait. “You can let her go, guys. I’ll make sure she leaves peaceably.”

Kait turned, flashing steel-colored eyes on him, and he nearly shrank back against the wall in the face of her fierce temper – he’d wondered if she had Irish blood in her because of her name, and now his unasked question had been unequivocally answered.

“Okay. Mr. Dolenz,” the second guard agreeably said, looking relieved to be rid of Kait. “Have a good day.”

“You too.”

The guards left, and Kait glared up at Micky. “Go ahead, say it.”

“Say what?” Micky asked.

Her shoulders suddenly slumped as she leaned back against the wall, looking tired and drained. “You know you’re dying to rub it in that you were right about Remington and I was wrong.”

“What happened in there?” Micky softly said.

“I decked Remington.”
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Micky’s jaw went slack as he stared mutely at Kait – his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down in his throat as he tried to force coherent sounds from his vocal cords – and he thought that if the guys had been there, they would have teased him mercilessly for becoming speechless for the first time in his life. “Y-you did WHAT?” he finally sputtered.

“I decked him,” Kait calmly repeated, her voice echoing crazily in her own ears. “He’s going to have one hell of a beautiful black eye within an hour or so.” She held out her right hand for Micky’s inspection. Her knuckles were reddened and swelling, and she flinched, sucking in her breath with a hiss as Micky lightly ran his thumb over them. Whether it was from the pain or the sparks that shot up her arm at his touch, she wasn’t sure, and she was too afraid to dwell upon it for very long.

“Ouch,” he commented. “That’s going to hurt like a bitch.”

“It was worth it,” she tightly said, her mouth thinning into a terse line and her hand trembling in his.

Micky glanced up at her face. Despite the fierce expression she was trying desperately to maintain, she’d gone even paler than normal in a matter of seconds, and he suspected that it was not just from the pain of her knuckles but from delayed shock, he told himself. <Any minute now she’ll realize exactly what she’s done, and Heaven help us all…>

“Come on,” he said, gently closing his fingers around hers. “Let’s get some ice for your hand, and some nice hot coffee…”

“For the love of Christ, Micky, don’t talk to me like I’m one of your kids!” she snapped, jerking her hand away and cradling it close to her chest, wincing as she did so. “I’m not some weepy weak female who’s going to faint at the drop of a hat.”

“I didn’t say you were,” Micky mildly replied, “but you have had a horrible shock.” Before she could say anything more, he took her arm. “Let’s get going before I have to bail you out of jail, Killer.” Much to his surprise, Kait let out an amused chuckle and allowed him to lead her towards the elevator.

~*~

Half-an-hour later, Micky pulled his restored 1967 Firebird to a stop in front of a non-descript building on Van Nuys Boulevard. If it hadn’t been for the small sign proclaiming ‘Headquarters Records’ above the front entryway, no one would have guessed that it housed the largest independent record company in the country. Micky felt the same surge of pride that he felt every day when he reported to work at the building. He and the guys had started the company from scratch back in 1981, when they’d finally been released from the awful record contract their manager had arranged for them ten years earlier. While they had all pretty much dropped away from the performing side of music, they all agreed that they wanted to prevent other artists from falling into the same tricks and traps as they had, and Headquarters Records was born.

He glanced over at Kait, who’d stared pensively out the window the entire trip. Even in profile, without the full benefit of her eyes reflecting her emotions, Micky could see the stubbornness and almost-regal pride radiating from her, and he realized that the only other person he’d seen with that same stubborn pride was Mike. The thought bolstered him; after all, in time Mike had learned to trust him, Peter and Davy – there was nothing to say that Kait’s defenses might not be broken down with time as Mike’s had been.

<Damn, there I go again, thinking long-term! What the hell’s wrong with me?> Micky thought, giving himself a mental slap upside the head.

“We’re here,” he softly said to Kait.

She turned her head and peered out the windshield, the raising of one eyebrow a signal of her distaste. “THIS is your record company?”

When she saw the expression on his face – which resembled that of a puppy who’d just been kicked for no reason by its master – she immediately regretted her harsh words, wishing she had a remote control for her life so that she could hit the rewind button. <I’m zero for zero today,> she thought. <First I give Bert Remington a black eye, then I insult the only other person in Los Angeles who’s willing to help me out career-wise…>

“At least,” Micky heatedly said, “when you deal with us, you’re not dealing with the devil.”

“I deserved that,” she conceded easily. “I didn’t mean to sound so rude; it just wasn’t what I expected after…” Her throat constricted around the word “Remington,” and the enormity of what she’d done slammed into her like a Mack truck. “Oh, God,” she whispered, raising her hands to her mouth. “I punched THE most influential person in the music industry…Topher’s going to kill me…what the hell have I done?” She sagged back against the seat, every ounce of energy draining from her body.

“Hey,” Micky soothingly said, reaching to place a hand on her shoulder, “it’s going to be all right. We’ll fix your hand up and then we’ll go into my office…”

She jerked away from him. “NO office.”

Micky understood immediately that whatever Remington had done to her, it had been very bad indeed. Part of him was burning to know what exactly had happened – though he had a sneaking suspicion – so that he had a fully legitimate excuse to kick Remington’s ass, and part of him was almost afraid to hear the story, afraid of hurting Kait even further by forcing her to relive the experience. <Peter,> he thought. <He’ll know how to handle this…he’s helped all those other kids that Remington’s screwed up…>

“No office,” he promised and slowly extended his hand. “Will you come inside with me? My friends and I will help you – no strings attached.”

Kait stared warily at his hand before taking it and squeezing it tightly. “All right.”

~*~

When they entered the small reception area of Headquarters Records, Kait saw that it was as different from Remington Records as day from night. Instead of a cold, austere setting, the waiting room looked more like a comfortable living room, the walls a soft beige with Southwestern art prints hanging here and there. A plush terra-cotta sofa decorated with Aztec print pillows sat across from the receptionist’s desk, and several matching chairs were scattered about the room, as were various-sized cactus plants. A television set hanging from a corner mutely played a soap opera, which the receptionist, a pretty blond woman about Kait’s own age, watched with rapt attention as she spoke on the telephone.

“Afternoon, Micky,” the woman greeted as she hung up the phone, and Kait did a mental double take, startled by the informality as compared to the proper decorum of the receptionist at Remington Records.

“Hey, Sheila.” Micky smiled back. “Any messages?”

“Just a rant from that nasty Mr. Hudson, complaining because you stood him up and wasted his valuable time.” She made a face, showing Micky and Kait exactly what she thought of the self-important lawyer.

Micky laughed. “If anybody else calls, I’ll be in a meeting with Miss McDonagh here, so please don’t disturb me unless it’s one of my daughters.”

“Got it.” Sheila winked at Kait. “Nice to meet you…”

“Kait,” Kait finally said, slightly amused by the way the receptionist seemed to be sizing her up.

“We may be adding Kait to our roster of artists,” Micky casually said. “Are any of the other guys around? I’d like one or two of them to sit in on the meeting.”

“Davy’s out to lunch with Laurel – his wife,” Sheila added for Kait’s benefit. “Mike’s at the law library preparing the defense for that plagiarism case against Inner Smile. Peter’s here, though, I think he’s in his office.”

“Could you please have him meet us in Studio B?” Micky said.

“No problem,” Sheila said, reaching for the phone as Micky guided Kait towards the unobtrusive elevator. He already knew that he’d made the right choice in selecting one of the studios in which to hold their meeting – the fleeting look of joy in Kait’s eyes hadn’t escaped his notice – he only hoped he was making the right choice in what he was about to do.
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When Peter entered the control room of Studio B, he found Micky leaning back in a chair, feet propped up on the soundboard, studying something in his lap. A satisfied smile played on Micky’s lips as he listened to the dark-haired young woman seated on a stool in the studio, noodling on a six-string guitar.

Peter’s eyebrows raised as he listened to her as well; he recognized the song she was playing as Jimi Hendrix’s “Little Wing.”  She was good, if a bit rough around the edges, but there was a fire, a spark, in her playing, which was rare to find these days, and this in Peter’s opinion mattered more than all the technical skill in the world.

“Sheila said you wanted to see me,” he said to Micky.

“Yeah.” Micky glanced up at Peter and then nodded at the girl. “What do you think?”

“She’s talented,” Peter acknowledged, sitting in the chair next to Micky’s. “Who is she?”

“Kaitlyn McDonagh.” Micky’s smile turned mischievous. “I met her at Remington’s office today. As a matter of fact, she knocked his lights out – literally.”

Peter’s tawny eyes widened. “No…”

“Yep.” The smile turned into an amused smirk.

There was an almost audible thunk as Peter’s jaw dropped to the ground. “She WHAT?” He leaned forward, peering out the glass for a closer look at Kait. “But she’s…so…so…*petite*! Remington’s six-two, and he’s probably got a good fifty or sixty pounds on her!”

“She’s five-five, Peter, not a midget – and besides, size doesn’t matter when you pack a right hook like she apparently does.” He held out his Palm Pilot, which had been propped up in his lap. “I’ve gotten ten email messages about it already, and word has it Bertie-poo’s got quite the shiner.” Micky giggled at the mental image his words painted, allowing himself a few moments of gleeful gloating. “Imagine the all-powerful Bert Remington, having to admit he got decked by a girl!”

Peter had to chuckle. “She’s got guts, Micky, I’ll give her that. Remington’s been asking for this for years now, and it’s good to see him finally get some sort of comeuppance. It restores my faith in karma.”

Micky gazed out at Kait through the glass divider, his smile rapidly fading. She had courage, all right, and lots of it – to punch a record company executive who was offering you a recording contract, let alone one of the most powerful men in the music business, took brass cajones, he thought, feeling almost ashamed of his mirth of moments ago. Judging by the difference between Kait’s behavior before the meeting and afterwards, he knew that Remington had said or done something that had made her snap, and he was determined to find out what it was. Having plenty of experience in dealing with Remington Records, Micky had a sneaking suspicion but fervently hoped that he was wrong.

She was practically slumped over the guitar, and while there was still a hint of pride in the defiant set of her jaw, the earlier confidence had diminished, leaving her with a defeated air, something that disturbed Micky greatly. He HAD to get to the bottom of this and help her; there were no ifs, ands, or buts about it.

“I called you up here for two reasons,” Micky said, dropping his feet to the floor and adopting a more businesslike tone.

“Shoot,” Peter said, waiting for the inevitable joke which to his surprise never came.

Instead Micky’s face was deadly sober as he said, “I need you to help me pry out of Kait what happened at Remington’s earlier. Something happened in that office, something which caused her to completely lose control, and I want to find out what it was.”

“Got it,” Peter said, already aware that Micky was attracted to this girl – he’d known his friend too long to be blind to the signs, and he prayed Micky wasn’t walking into another disaster in the making as with Alison. It had taken Micky a long time to heal from the emotional wounds that bitch had inflicted upon him, Peter recalled, and he wanted to spare Micky from having to go through that sort of pain again. “What’s the second reason?” he asked.

“I want you to hear her sing and see if you agree that we ought to sign her and her partner.”

Peter opened his mouth to argue that they should at least get the partner down there to audition with Kait, but closed it when he saw the determination on Micky’s face. “All right,” he meekly agreed.

Micky leaned over and flipped on the intercom switch. “Hey, Kait?” he softly said.

She looked up from the guitar, and Peter was not only surprised by the clear, cool gray of her eyes but by the flash of anguish he saw in them before she blinked stubbornly and it disappeared. Suddenly he understood Micky’s attraction to her, even if he still wasn’t sure he agreed with it.

“Yeah, Mick?” she asked.

“Can you play something for Peter here? I want him to hear you sing…”

She shrugged. “Sure. One of my own songs or anything I want?”

“Anything you want,” Micky said.

Kait bent over the guitar once again, fiddling with it as she seemed to be thinking of what to sing, and then she cleared her throat and began to play.

The intro was familiar to both Peter and Micky as the song had been played often on the radio since its release three years ago, and they were both unable to take their eyes off her as she sang.

“God, I feel like hell tonight

Tears of rage I cannot fight

I’d be the last to help you understand

Are you strong enough to be my man?”

Her voice was clear yet husky, with just enough world-weariness to carry off the song. Her eyes were closed for the first verse, but they opened as she began the second, focusing on Micky as if she were challenging him.

“Nothing’s true and nothing’s right

So let me be alone tonight

You can’t change the way I am

Are you strong enough to be my man?”

Micky jerked back slightly at her words, surprised by the underlying combinations of vehemence and tentativeness in them. Could it be that she was feeling the same strange attraction that he was? He shook his head. Maybe he was reading too much into the song, maybe he was looking for signs where there were none just because he so desperately wanted to alleviate the loneliness he’d felt since his marriage to Alison had fallen apart.

But as Kait sang the chorus, then moved into the third and fourth verses, Micky was sure that she had purposely chosen the song for him.

“I have a face I cannot show

I make the rules up as I go

It’s try and love me if you can

Are you man enough to be my man?

“When I’ve shown you that I just don’t care

When I’m throwing punches in the air

When I’m broken down and cannot stand

Will you be strong enough to be my man?”

He had the definite feeling that she was issuing a challenge to him, using the method of song to test the waters of their slowly-building friendship, to see if there was more there, and he imperceptibly nodded as she concluded the song with one last chorus.

He looked over at Peter expectantly. “Well?”

Peter smiled, dimples winking in his cheeks. “Go for it, Micky,” he said, his words tinged with double meaning.

Micky smiled back, understanding, and flipped the intercom switch again. “That was great, honey. Could you come in here for a few minutes? Peter and I need to discuss some things with you.”

-- “Strong Enough” performed by Sheryl Crow – written by Crow/Bottrell/Baerwald/Gilbert/Ricketts/MacLeod
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Kait froze at the endearment that had casually slipped from Micky’s lips, a shudder running through her body. She knew that Micky hadn’t meant anything untoward by it – that he was NOTHING at all like Bert Remington – but Remington had insisted upon calling her “honey” the entire time she’d been in his office, and her skin crawled at the memory. It was as if her actual name meant nothing to him; she was just another possible conquest, another faceless woman he was bent on seducing and destroying… She closed her eyes, fighting back tears as her traitorous mind kept replaying what had happened, and though she was determined not to lose control in front of Micky and Peter, her defenses were beginning to break down…

“Kait? Are you all right?” she heard Micky ask, but she couldn’t respond vocally; all she could do was grip the guitar tightly, clutching it to her chest as if it were a security blanket.

Remington’s face leered above her as he pinned her to the leather sofa with his body, his voice taunting and his hands wandering…she drew her fist back, an outraged roar escaping her throat by way of her solar plexus as she let the punch fly, feeling the satisfying jolt up her arm as her knuckles connected with the bone just below his eye socket…Remington’s bellow of pain as he let go of her, his hand cupping his wounded face…

Gentle hands pried the guitar from her nerveless fingers, and strong protective arms wrapped around her, drawing her into a comforting hug. Surprisingly she didn’t pull away, but instead leaned into the hug, not even having to open her eyes to know that it was Micky embracing her.

“Come on, Katy, just let it all out...,” he murmured, reaching a hand up to stroke her hair.

She didn’t have the strength to fight him anymore, to fight anyone anymore; she hadn’t felt so helpless since her mother had walked out on her and her father when she was fourteen. Her hands gripped his shirttails as she buried her face in his chest, sobbing like a small child awakening from a nightmare. The wave of mortification she’d felt at breaking down so completely had dissipated in the face of Micky’s sympathy, replaced with a feeling of intense security. She felt safe in his arms, as if she could finally let go and allow someone else to handle everything, as if she no longer had to stand alone.

Most people would find that strange, Kait knew, especially after the events of the day, but she also knew there were some people you sensed you could trust moments after meeting them. Topher had been one of those people; her other closest friend Emily was another – and now it seemed she’d been blessed enough to find a third in Micky.

She didn’t know how long she stayed there in his embrace, crying as he continued to murmur soothing words to her, before she finally pulled away, her breath coming in hitches and her eyes swollen. She was instantly embarrassed when she realized she’d left a spreading wet spot on the front of his shirt, which was wrinkled from her grip on it.

“I-I’m sorry,” she hiccupped, trying to dry the spot with her hand.

“Hey, it’s okay – a little bit of salt water won’t hurt it,” he reassured her with a smile. He fished a handkerchief from his pocket and used it to gently wipe her cheeks before handing it to her firmly. “Blow your nose.”

She did so, feeling even more like one of his children than she had before, and while this still annoyed her, she also found an odd sense of comfort in it. “I’ll…um…wash it and give it back,” she awkwardly said as she shoved it into her trouser pocket. She couldn’t think of anything else to say – she’d never even let Topher or Emily see her in such a state, and they were practically the brother and sister she’d never had!

“Don’t be embarrassed, Kait,” Peter said, laying a hand on her shoulder. “Sometimes emotions are like a geyser – they build and build and build, and if you don’t let them out every once in a while, they explode.”

A small smile appeared on Kait’s face. “Thanks, Peter, but I just don’t like letting people in so easily…it took me a long time to trust my two best friends…”

To her astonishment, Peter chuckled and looked at Micky. “Are you sure she’s not related to Mike somehow?”

“We heard that same line come out of Mike’s mouth when we first met him thirty-some years ago,” Micky explained. “Now we couldn’t get rid of him if we tried.”

“Well, maybe we could if he had to share a room with you again.” Peter turned to Kait, informing her, “Not only is Micky a slob, but he snores.” 

“I’m not a slob anymore!” Micky protested. “Jennifer cured me of that years ago when she threw all my clothes out the window–and I don’t snore, either!” He paused for a minute, then conceded, “Maybe just a little bit…”

“A little bit?” Peter laughed and affected a Liverpudlian accent. “You’re a regular window-rattler, son.”

Despite herself, Kait began to giggle, then the giggles turned into full-out hysterical laughter, nearly causing her to fall off her stool. “That has got to be the WORST Beatles impression I’ve ever heard,” she gasped between laughs, trying to catch her breath.

Peter just shrugged, looking unfazed and winking at Micky surreptitiously. “It worked, didn’t it?” His face turned sober as he looked at Micky, who nodded slightly. “Kait…we need to talk about what happened in Remington’s office.”

The mirth disappeared from her face as quickly as it had arrived. “Why?” she guardedly asked.

“We want to sign you to our label, but if we’re going to do that, we have to be prepared for any dirty tricks Remington might try in retaliation for what happened today,” Peter answered. “And to be prepared, we need to know everything that took place during your meeting with him.”

Kait glanced at Micky. He stood with his hands fidgeting in his trouser pockets, an unreadable expression on his face as he watched her. More than anything, she didn’t want him to feel sorry for her – pity was not an emotion she was comfortable with – but she knew that Peter was right. Remington was more than likely plotting revenge right now as they sat here in the studio, and in order to be better armed for his schemes, Micky and Peter had a right to know everything.

She took a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll tell you…”

~6~

Bert Remington whirled around in his oversized leather executive chair at the sound of the gentle but firm tap on his office door. “What?” he tersely snapped as the door slowly opened.

His assistant Patrice Garibaldi cautiously peered around the doorjamb before entering the room. Bert was known to throw things when he was especially angry or frustrated, and Patrice had no desire to be struck by a lamp or vase or any other piece of furniture that day.

“I brought you some ice for your eye, sir,” she said, trying to hide the smile lurking at the corners of her mouth as she held up the ice pack in her right hand.

Bert scowled. If she weren’t so damn attractive, he would have fired her long ago; she was insolent and stubborn and opinionated, everything he hated in a woman. But not only was she organized and intelligent, she also had long, thick blond hair, wide blue eyes, peaches and cream skin, and a body to die for – so she stayed on.

“Looks like that little girl popped you a good one,” Patrice remarked as she strode closer for a better glimpse of Bert’s eye. It was now swollen completely shut, and the delicate skin was streaked in shades of black, blue, purple and green.

“I don’t need the snide comments, Patrice, just give me the goddamn icepack and find some work to do,” he grumbled.

She set the ice pack on the corner of his oaken desk. “Whatever you say, boss,” she said with a mischievous wink and walked out, closing the door behind her.

Bert snatched the ice from the desk before it could leave any irreparable water stains and pressed it roughly to his eye, wincing at the intense cold. He still couldn’t believe that little bitch had not only rejected him but had the balls to punch him in the face! No woman treated Bert Remington in such a manner; it was simply not done, and he was going to make sure that she paid for what she had done, that justice for his humiliation would be served.

He tapped a few keys on his computer keyboard, accessing his private email account. He knew from his security guards that Kait had left the building with that pesky Micky Dolenz – former Monkee and co-founder of Headquarters Records. One of those Monkees was in his office every week it seemed, whining about how he was stealing artists from their label. He rolled his eyes. If they couldn’t hang on to their people it most certainly was not his fault, and they should have been spending their time finding out what they were doing wrong instead of blaming him for their troubles.

He found recent email from several sources – all of which informed him that Kait had been seen entering Headquarters Records’ office building with Micky.

<Interesting…so Dolenz has taken her under his wing…how fortunate,> Bert thought, a plan formulating in his mind.

Swiftly he picked up the phone and punched in a number he knew from memory.

A sultry female voice answered on the other end. “Hello?”

“It’s me,” Bert curtly said. He never bothered to identify himself over the phone; he never had to, and if for some reason he did have to, that person was not worth his time.

“Bert, honey, where’ve you been?”

“Busy with deals, darlin’, you know how it is.” He reached out for the crystal rock glass sitting near his keyboard and drank some of the scotch inside, closing his eyes and savoring the rich amber liquid as it flowed down his throat. Yes, that was much better…

“I’ve missed you.”  The pout in her voice was clearly audible.

“Any new information?” He cut right to the chase.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were just using me for my…connections.”

Bert had to smile at that. She was smarter sometimes than he gave her credit for, but she wasn’t quite as smart as he was. The day would be coming very soon when she outlived her usefulness to him, and then she would be excised from his life for good…

But for now not only was she a great source for happenings on his biggest annoyance – Headquarters Records – but she was amazing in bed, and that was enough for now. “You know better than that, Allie,” he smoothly purred.

“I haven’t heard much,” she said, appeased. “They’re signing a lot of acts that left your company, though – maybe you ought to figure out what you’re doing wrong.”

Fury shot up Bert’s spine, and he bolted straight up in his chair, slamming the rock glass down onto his desk so hard that some of the scotch sloshed out onto the oaken surface as he gripped the phone receiver. “You listen to me,” he hissed. “I am not doing anything wrong. I head the number one record company in the world…”

“And you also earned a black eye from one of your possible conquests this afternoon, rumor has it. What’s the matter, Bert, losing your touch?” she taunted.

<Damn!> he mentally swore. Had all of Los Angeles heard the story already? And if so, then how long would it be before it spread even further? “Are you losing yours, Allie? Considering she left here with your ex-husband?” Bert shot back, and there was silence on the other end for a minute.

“Would you like me to resolve the situation?” Alison said in a low, cold voice.

Bert chuckled, knowing he’d regained control. “No, darlin’, not right now, anyway. This has got to be very carefully planned; I’m waiting for just the right time, and when it comes, I’ll let you know.”

“Don’t forget about me, Bert.”

“I won’t, Allie.”

Bert hung up the phone and smiled with feral satisfaction. <Oh, yes, Kait, I will have my revenge…it may be some time, but you will pay and pay dearly…>

~7~

Micky swiftly pulled over two more stools for himself and Peter, and

they sat near Kait as she tried to steel herself for what was to come.

She wanted to tell them everything; the words crowded on her tongue,

clamoring to be spoken and released out into the open air. But every

time she thought she was ready to open her mouth, she could see

Remington looming over her, feel his hands roaming uninvited across her

body, and she choked on her shame and humiliation and anger. She stared

miserably down at the floor, her right leg jiggling to the rhythm of her

heartbeat.

Peter watched her closely. He'd seen this a hundred times before in

other young singers and musicians whom Remington had abused and taken

advantage of, and a wave of outrage swelled briefly within him before he

squelched it. <You don't have time for that now, Peter,> he chided

himself. <You need to get her through this -- focus on that.>

He reached out and lightly touched her knee, and she nearly jumped out

of her skin. "I know you're jittery, Kait," he said with a good-natured

smile, " and I want to try a technique that will help you relax."

"What kind of technique?" she asked warily.

"Just close your eyes."

She stared blankly at him.

"Look, sweetheart, Micky and I are only here to help you, and I think

you know that. If you can't let go and trust us, we're not going to be

able to do this. I know it's a lot to ask of you after what you've been

through today, but you've got to do it."

She sighed, acquiescing to Peter's request. "Okay, fine. Closing my

eyes..."

"I want you to imagine yourself in a safe, peaceful place...a place

where nobody can hurt you." Peter pitched his voice into a soft,

soothing tone and paused. "Are you there, Kait?"

The change in her body language was surprising; her breathing had

slowed, and the slight slump of her shoulders and the stillness of her

leg showed that she was now fully relaxed. Peter had thought that she

would be a difficult subject, but she'd proven him wrong.

"Yes...," she slowly said.

"Where are you?"

"At the beach...with my guitar...it's sunny and breezy and the water's

lapping against my toes..."

"Good...very good." Peter nodded at Micky before continuing. "Nobody and

nothing can hurt you while you're there, Kait, do you understand?"

"Yes..."

"Okay...now, I want you to tell us what happened when you arrived at

Bert Remington's office today -- when the meeting about your contract

took place."

It was odd, Kait distantly thought -- part of her knew she was actually

sitting in the studio with Micky and Peter, her body frozen under

hypnosis, but yet she also found herself sitting in perfectly white sand

with her guitar cradled in her lap, the cool waves rippling around her

bare feet and the sun pleasantly warming her shoulders not quite to the

point of sunburn.

A reflection in the water caught her eye, and she leaned forward for a

better look. To her amazement, she could see herself walking down the

hallway after Noah to Remington's office, as if she were watching a

movie on her television set at home.

"Kait? What happened at the office?" she heard Peter ask from far away,

and she swallowed hard, trying to force the words from her numb tongue

to describe what she was seeing.

"I'm walking behind Noah...he's telling me what a great success I'm

going to be...now he's tapping on Bert's door..."

She saw herself standing there, fairly vibrating with excitement over

her potential future with Remington Records, and she reached a hand

towards the water, trying to stop herself from entering the office. Had

she really been so naive just a few hours ago? How had she not been able

to see what Remington was up to? Her damned pride -- the pride that her

mother had always said would be her downfall -- had gotten in the way

once again.

Her finger touched the reflection and sent ripples moving outward into

the water, blurring the image slightly before it came back into focus.

There was Bert, looking casual yet dapper in his gray shirt, black tie

and black slacks, rising imperviously from behind his huge oak desk to

shake her hand as Noah introduced them, squeezing it a beat longer than

was necessary. Shudders of revulsion ran down her spine, and she now saw

the lust and hunger radiating from his dark eyes which she hadn’t seen before, 

having been too busy gaping at the opulence around her.

She described his office to Micky and Peter: a large room decorated in

dark colors to match the dark vibe that she now sensed with the benefit

of hindsight. Thick navy blue carpet covered the floors, and heavy

drapes of a matching shade blocked the bright California sun from

warming the room with its light. Awards and black-framed pictures of

recording, movie and TV stars covered nearly every inch of three of the

wood-paneled walls. The fourth wall was a giant bookshelf, full of

expensive, leather-bound volumes which looked as if they were rarely

read.

"Kait...we know what his office looks like...we've all been there

before," Peter softly chided, not wanting to upset her yet fully aware

that she was stalling. "What happened next?"

Kait watched as Noah left the room and Patrice, Bert's assistant,

offered her a cup of coffee. Before she could answer, Bert told Patrice

that they didn't require any refreshments, asking her to leave with

minimal politeness. Patrice did as she was told, but not before giving

Kait a look that she hadn't been able to decipher then but now saw clearly 

as a look of warning, a look of resigned fear and sympathy. She

shuddered again. She was sure Patrice -- and Noah as well -- knew

exactly what Bert was, that this was not the first time that this had

been done, and she was furious. Why hadn't they done more to stop him?

But then she knew the answer to that -- they wanted their jobs too badly

to risk Remington's wrath; after all, when Micky had tried to warn her

about what Remington was, hadn't she laughed at him, not wanting to

believe him because she wanted a recording contract so badly?

She shivered as she watched Bert again rise from his chair and circle

around his desk towards her...Micky...She wished Micky were there; he

wouldn't have let Bert do what he'd done...why hadn't she asked Micky to

go in with her?....That stupid, damnable pride again...

"Micky," she whispered.

"I'm here, Katy, it's all right," he reassured her softly. "Tell us what

happened after Patrice left."

Bolstered by Micky's presence, Kait again began to speak. "He said he

had a more comfortable place for us to listen to my demo..."

She wanted to scream as she saw Bert gallantly help her up from her

chair and lead her to the bookshelf-lined wall, but she knew it wouldn't

do any good. It had already happened; all she could do was watch. At the 

time she'd found it amusing when Bert reached up and shoved at

one of the leather-bound books -- "The Lessons of Don Juan," she

recalled with an ironic smile --  and a secret door hidden among the

shelves opened inward; now every nerve in her body vibrated with danger.

"He's taking my hand...there's a small elevator in the

passageway...we're going in the elevator...he's telling me he's got a

secret apartment there..."

Kait watched herself as she chatted with Remington in the elevator, then

they arrived at the hidden apartment. The first room they entered was a

large living room with a massive TV screen occupying most of one wall,

and lots of heavy wooden furniture. Bert led her into the next room,

telling her she would love it -- and love it she did.

It was a giant solarium, the outside wall made of solid glass so that

half the city of Los Angeles was visible below, and huge live plants

filled every open space of the room. A natural stone fountain trickled

quietly in one corner, and a buff-colored leather couch sat just

opposite the window. It was to this leather couch that Bert led Kait.

“He’s telling me to wait there while he gets us drinks and puts my CD in…”

Micky was barely able to continue listening to Kait’s story. He knew what had happened now without her going into greater detail, and pure, hot rage shot up his spine, causing his hands to shake and his mouth to set into a firm, straight line. His eyes were dark obsidian as he looked at Peter, who slightly shook his head.

“Cool it, Micky,” Peter whispered. “Losing it right now is only going to hurt Kait.”

Micky nodded and rose off the stool, beginning to pace around the studio to work off some of the anger he felt. He knew Peter was right, but it didn’t mean that Remington wasn’t a huge prick who deserved to get the crap beaten out of him for what he’d done to Kait. He gritted his teeth as Kait continued to speak.

“He’s put my CD in the player and brought out some champagne….” She trailed off as she watched, tears beginning to streak down her cheeks again. She had sipped champagne and stared out at the Los Angeles scenery as Remington listened to her and Topher perform on the CD. She remembered feeling incredibly nervous, finding miniscule flaws in their music as she mutely listened as well, wondering what was behind that inscrutable face of Remington’s as he sat calmly beside her.

When the CD ended, Remington finally faced her, a strange smile on his face. “Very well-done, Kait. I like your style, I like your voice, and most importantly,” he said, lowering his voice to a seductive purr, “I like you.”

“Um…thank you,” she stuttered out, feeling a bit light-headed from both his praise and the champagne she’d consumed.

He slid his arm around her, gesturing to the Los Angeles scenery clearly visible from the solarium window, and she could now hear his sibilant hiss as if she were back in the room with him. “This entire city can be yours, honey—hell, the entire country if you want it…”

“I want it,” she’d whispered. She was sure now that Bert had known just how hungry for success she was, and he’d schemed to play that hunger for his own means. The thought of it made her temper flare once more, but the heat of her anger quickly faded as she realized that the person she should be the most angry at was herself, for allowing herself to be so easily swayed and tricked. Yes, Remington had played her, but she had thrown aside her usual common sense and level head the minute he mentioned the two magic words: “record contract.”

”There are, however, certain conditions that need to be met before I’ll sign you to the label,” he replied, voice smooth as black velvet but also as deadly as an asp.

“And what would those be?” An inexplicable knot had suddenly formed in Kait’s stomach, as if her body were more aware of Remington’s threat than her mind.

“The first is that you get rid of your partner,” he coolly said, so coolly that Kait thought she’d misheard him.

“Excuse me?” she said.

“You heard me. Listen, honey, I can market you just fine. Your little faggot friend, on the other hand, is going to be the problem. I can’t market an act with a queer in it, and I won’t tolerate his sort at my label. End of story.”

Kait had gaped at him, quivering with fury upon hearing one of her best friends being denigrated in such a manner. “How DARE you talk about Topher that way?”

Remington waved a hand. “Please, spare me the histrionics, honey. I’m not budging on this issue, so you’d be wasting your time and energy.”

To Kait’s shame, even though the blood was racing hot and furious through her veins and she wanted nothing more than to tell this arrogant man to stuff it, she also found herself thinking about possibly going solo, if that was what it took to gain a record deal. <No!> she scolded herself. <How could you betray Topher that way, after all he’s done for you? It would be like signing a deal with the devil!> But her mouth opened, and she heard herself asking, “What’s the second condition?”

“That you sleep with me.” With that sentence, Remington leaned over and in one fluid motion had pushed Kait into a lying position on the leather couch, pressing his body against hers, his hands roaming as his mouth sought hers…..

And at that moment, Micky walked over to Kait -- who was obviously in distress over her painful recollections – and leaned down so that he was at her eye level.

“Micky, I wouldn’t –“ Peter began, but it was too late.

“Katy, you okay?” Micky asked, laying his hand on her knee.

A wild, primal cry escaped her throat, causing Peter to jump to his feet and Micky to leap back a step in shock. Her eyes flew open, wide and unseeing, and before either of them knew what was happening, she flung herself at Micky, pounding her fists against his chest, screaming every curse word she knew as she fought him.

“Kait…it’s me….calm down….I’m not gonna hurt you….” Micky tried in vain to calm her.

“You fucking bastard!” she yelled, continuing to beat at him.

“Kait…snap out of it,” Peter said, tugging at her arms. He was afraid now; he’d never seen anyone respond in such a way under hypnosis, and it made him worry even more about Kait and her well-being.

She jerked away from Peter, swinging wildly at him. Peter ducked, and the unexpected motion caused Kait to miss her target, throwing her off-balance and pitching her around in a half-circle. Her fist connected with Micky’s jawbone, making a solid ‘thunk’ noise, before she collided into him and they collapsed in a heap onto the floor.

~8~

“Coming, coming!”  Topher Weston called as he raced to the phone from the small rehearsal room he and Kait had set up in their apartment. It had been four hours since Kait had left for the big meeting at Remington Records, and he hadn’t heard a thing from her. He was sure that she would have called by now if the news was good, and by now even his natural optimism had faded, replaced with worry over where Kait was. Nicking his shin on the coffee table in his hurry, he dropped down onto the couch and reached for the cordless phone still chirping away from the end table to his left.

“Hello?” he answered, gripping his injured shin and wincing exaggeratedly.

“Is this Topher Weston?” a slightly familiar male voice asked.

Topher perked up. A potential date, perhaps? “Yes, who’s this?” he asked, putting on his best phone voice, running a hand through his sandy blond hair.

“My name is Peter Tork, and I’m with Headquarters Records….I’m calling you because your friend Kait’s here, and she’s pretty upset right now.”

Topher’s mind raced. Peter Tork, Peter Tork, why did that name sound familiar to him? “What’s wrong with Kait? She was supposed to be at a meeting at Remington Records….”

“I’d rather not get into that on the phone. Let’s just say that she’s not in any condition to be going anywhere alone, and she asked me to call you to have you pick her up.”

Topher’s stomach twisted into a knot. If Kait had allowed a complete stranger to see her so upset, then something at the meeting had gone horribly wrong. <Damn it, I knew I shouldn’t have let her go by herself,> he thought. “All right. Give me the address and I’ll be right there.”

Peter gave Topher directions to Headquarters Records’ office, and then Topher hung up.

Minutes later, as he started up his car, the radio began blaring “Last Train to Clarksville,” and then it hit him why Peter’s name had seemed so familiar to him.

<Holy shit!> Topher realized with a squeal. <I just talked to one of the Monkees!>

~*~

“My God, Micky, I am so sorry,” Kait apologized for the hundredth time, her face ashen with horror as she knelt in front of Micky, who was sitting on the floor, his back leaning against the wall and his hand gingerly cupped against his wounded jaw.

Micky moved his mouth slightly, testing the pain. A razor-sharp blade shot up the right side of his face, and he winced, instead speaking as best as he could through his teeth. “’Sokay, you didn’t know what you were doing.”

“Let me see,” she said, reaching up and prying his fingers away. She sucked in her breath at the nasty bruise already forming, discoloring his skin in streaks of dark blue and purple. Tears welled up in her eyes as she lightly touched his face and he flinched reflexively.

“’Swhat I get for joking ‘bout what you did to Bert,” he said, a wry grin pulling at the left corner of his mouth. “You oughta be a boxer – you pack a helluva punch.”

His attempt to make Kait smile didn’t work; in fact, his teasing only increased her misery even more, and she drew back, sitting on the floor and pulling her knees up to her chest. “You should’ve just left me alone and let those security guards throw me out while you had the chance. Now you’re stuck.”

“Whaddaya mean I’m stuck?” he asked. Even this minimal movement was causing giant waves of throbbing pain, but he fought back his growing nausea to continue the conversation.

“This is why I don’t get involved with people,” she muttered, withdrawing even further from him. “They only end up hurt.”

“Hey….” He reached out and covered her hand with his. “Just a bruise, Katy, that’s all.”

“Don’t call me that!” she snapped. “You’d be smart to get away from me; all I am is trouble…”

“Who told you that?” Micky asked, stunned that this beautiful, headstrong girl had such a low self-image of herself.

“It doesn’t matter.” She was staring at a point on the floor slightly to his right, refusing to meet his eyes.

He placed a finger under her chin, forcing her to look at him, and the naked emotion he saw in her eyes hit him like a sledgehammer. He suddenly found himself wanting to protect her forever, even though he knew that she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself; he wanted to make her laugh and erase the bitter sadness from those cool gray eyes; he wanted to make love to her and feel her completely lose her rigid self-control; but most importantly, he wanted to make her happy. Not superficial happiness, but true happiness – the sort of happiness that brings contentment and peace – because if anyone needed it, it was Kait.

“It does matter,” he softly said.

Kait stared at him, obviously amazed that someone outside her small circle of trusted insiders cared about her well-being, and as she did her lower lip began to tremble slightly, then the tears rolled slowly down her face.

“Come here.” Micky pulled her onto his lap without argument, and she laid her head against his chest for the second time that afternoon, crying without sound as Micky hummed soothingly, stroking her hair as he’d done for his daughters when they were very small.

And that was the position that Peter found them in when he entered the studio with an ice pack for Micky’s jaw.

“Everything okay?” Peter softly asked.

Micky nodded and extended his hand for the ice pack, which Peter handed him before turning around and leaving the studio, giving the two of them their privacy.

Micky continued to stroke Kait’s hair as he pressed the ice pack to his jawbone, sucking in his breath with a hiss at the shock of the cold against his half-swollen face. Kait looked up at the sound, concern in her eyes once more as she reached up and laid her hand over his.

“I really am sorry, Micky, honest…I don’t make it a habit to sucker-punch people.”

“If you apologize one more time,” he said, pointing a finger at her in mock sternness, “I’m going to be forced to take drastic measures.”

“Such as?” she curiously asked, the animated spark he’d seen earlier beginning to creep back into her features.

“Oh, I don’t know…..” He pretended to think for a moment. “Maybe take you out for coffee? What would you say to that?”

She grinned unrepentantly, warmth flooding back into her eyes. “I’d have to say I’m sorry.”

Just then a tall blond man burst into the studio, a protesting Sheila following him.

“I’m sorry, Micky, he just burst right in, I couldn’t stop him…”

“Kait, what’s going on? What’re you doing here? And….” Suddenly the man’s jaw dropped as he stared at Micky. “You—you’re….”

Kait managed to laugh as she eased off of Micky’s lap and stood up. “Yes, Topher, he knows who he is. It’s okay, Sheila,” she said, and the secretary left, not without casting a curious glance back over her shoulder. “Micky, this is Topher Weston, my partner and best friend….Topher…well, you know Micky.”

Micky managed to rise to his feet with Kait’s assistance and reached to shake Topher’s hand. So this was her musical partner…he scrutinized Topher as the younger man returned the handshake: slightly taller than Micky with sandy hair cut in the same style as Hugh Grant, friendly hazel eyes, and broad cheekbones with an aquiline nose. Topher wasn’t as skinny as Micky had been in his youth; rather he had a sturdy build, almost like a football player’s but not quite as beefy.

As Topher let go of Micky’s hand, he grinned. “Boy, do I ever know you! I watched your show all the time when I was a kid…”

Micky weakly returned the smile as he inwardly winced. <Great, just remind her of how old I am,> he thought.

“Yeah,” Kait said, an impish twinkle in her eyes, “Topher’s favorite Monkee was Davy.” She winked at Micky, who wasn’t quite sure what she meant until Topher spoke up.

“Oh, my God—he’s so gorgeous….” He trailed off, looking around the studio frantically. “He’s not here, is he? In this building? Right now? I would just die…..”

It was all Micky could do to hold back his laughter as he realized what Kait had been hinting at—and it wasn’t the fact that Topher was obviously gay that he found so amusing, it was the thought of Davy, the heartthrob and ladies’ man of the group, being so blatantly chased by Topher that made him want to laugh until his sides ached.

“No,” Micky said, “he’s out to lunch with his wife right now.”

“Damn! Why is it all the good ones are taken?” Topher said with a self-deprecating grin.

Micky bit his lip. <I will not laugh, I will not laugh…> “Must be Murphy’s Law or something,” he said with a shrug, earning another wink from Kait. <Man, I’d better get an Oscar or something for this performance!>

Topher suddenly turned to Kait, the excitement on his face turning to worry. “What happened with the meeting, Kait? Peter called me and said you were upset, that you wanted me to come and pick you up.”

At the soft look in Topher’s eyes and the way his hand caressed Kait’s shoulder, Micky felt jealousy swell up inside of him, and the swiftness of it surprised him. It was completely irrational; he knew that Topher was no threat to him in that way, that the other man and Kait were just close friends, but he envied them the closeness they shared. His jaw clenched as he fought his desire, and a wave of pain washed over him again as his muscles cried out in protest.

“Shit,” he whispered, reaching up to grip his face again.

“Oh, Mick…,” Kait worriedly said and pressed the ice pack to his jaw again. “Maybe we should take you to the emergency room.”

Micky shook his head. “Nothing’s broken—all I need is a few Tylenol and I’ll be fine.”

“What happened to him?” Topher asked.

Kait sighed, her features darkening once more. “I’ll explain it to you once we’re home, Topher…it’s too long and complicated to get into right now.” She looked up at Micky. “Are we still on for coffee?”

“You bet—I can slurp it through a straw if I have to,” he teased. “Just leave your number with Sheila and I’ll call you.”

“Okay.” She reached up and squeezed his shoulder. “Thanks--for everything.”

He smiled crookedly. “I meant what I said about the recording contract.”

“I’ll think about it,” she promised. “Talk to you later.”

With that she took Topher’s arm and they walked out of the studio.

~9~

Three days later

“Why won’t you call him back, Kait?” Topher demanded of his friend, leaning against the doorjamb of her bedroom, watching her as she pulled her hair back into a ponytail.

“Is this really any of your business?” she icily replied, wrapping a scrunchie around the rubber band and pushing past Topher to grab her purse and head for the door.

“When my best friend is acting like a stubborn ass, yes,” he answered.

“It wouldn’t work between Micky and I, Topher. For one thing, he’s old enough to be my father…and for another, he’s only offering the record contract because he feels sorry for me.”

“Nothing but excuses, Kait, and you know it. You’re just afraid because he’s getting too close,” Topher accused. 

Kait froze, her hand on the doorknob. “That’s not true,” she weakly said, but both she and Topher could hear the hesitation in her voice, and it fueled him on.

“It is true,” Topher said softly. “I don’t know exactly what happened to you when you were a kid, but you’ve got to get past it and start living your life without being so suspicious of people.”

“I dropped my guard around Remington and look what happened,” she tartly replied, opening the door.

“And that’s another thing—when are you going to tell me everything that happened in his office?”

Kait whirled around. “I told you everything, Topher. He wanted me to ditch you because you were gay, and I refused. End of story.”

“That’s not what I’ve been hearing around town,” Topher quietly said.

“I don’t have time to discuss this now,” she tightly said. “I’m going to be late for work.”

“Fine,” Topher said. “We’ll talk about it when you get home tonight.”

With a glare that would have stripped paint off a wall, Kait stalked out the door, slamming it for good measure as she left.

Topher sighed heavily. He didn’t know what had gotten into Kait, but ever since the debacle at Remington Records, she’d been more irascible than ever, and whenever he brought up Micky’s name, she clammed up even more than usual and refused to speak on that subject. He knew that there was more to her story than she was telling him; he’d heard rumors from friends in the music business, most of them agreeing that Kait had given Remington a black eye. 

Whatever the case, Topher had never seen Kait as open or worry-free as he had in those few minutes at Headquarters Records when she’d been in Micky’s presence. Micky had called at least once a day since then, but Kait refused to take his calls. Topher had to admire Micky’s persistence—Kait was a tough nut to crack even on her best days, and Micky seemed determined to crumble the rest of her walls—but he didn’t envy Micky the battle that lay ahead in winning Kait’s affections.

Right on cue the phone rang, and Topher answered it, knowing beforehand who it would be.

“Hi, Topher, is Kait there?” Micky’s cheerful voice asked.

“Sorry—she just left for work.”

The older man heaved a deep, disappointed sigh. “She’s avoiding me, isn’t she?”

“In classic Kait fashion, yes.”

“Is there something I’ve done, some line I’ve stepped over?”

“With her there’s so many lines that you can’t keep track of them all,” Topher wryly said. 

“Well, then, it looks as if I’ll have to resort to plan B,” Micky said.

“What’s plan B?”

“Where does she work?”

Topher hesitated. As much as he liked Micky and wanted to help him get together with Kait, he also knew his friend’s Irish temper all too well and didn’t fancy being on the receiving end of it when she eventually discovered he’d told Micky where to find her. 

“Look, you tell me where she works and I’ll introduce you to Davy,” Micky bribed.

Topher’s fear of Kait’s temper immediately disappeared at the tempting thought of actually meeting his favorite Monkee—Davy was more than a childhood crush to him; through his confusing feelings for Davy Topher had come to realize his true sexuality, and he owed the older man for that. “All right—she works at the Sunset Bar and Grill, over on Sunset and Crescent Heights.”

“Thanks, man.”

“Hey, Micky? Don’t tell her I told you, okay?”

Micky laughed. “I promise, I won’t.”

~*~*~

Kait blew her bangs from her eyes as she left the kitchen with the orders for table twelve. Summer was the busiest season for the bar and grill; many tourists often stopped in to eat on their way to the beach, and generally there was more traffic in the area due to the reputation of the infamous “Sunset Strip.”

Waitressing was far from her idea of the perfect job; Kait was normally not the world’s greatest people person, and on a daily basis she found herself wishing that she could eliminate the entire human race. But she liked her boss and her fellow waitresses and some of the regulars, and the pay was good for a waitressing job—plus the hours were perfect for her to work around her gigs at the Velvet Lounge—so she stayed on.

She gave table twelve their food with a bright, pasted-on smile and was heading back to the kitchen for a quick break when Ava, the hostess, stopped her. “Can you take this customer over at fourteen before you go on break?”

Kait knew she didn’t have any choice. Sophie and Gretchen had both called off, so the restaurant was understaffed, and Ava looked just as frazzled as she felt. “Sure, no problem.”

“Thanks, Kait, you’re an angel,” Ava said, relieved.

Kait walked over to table fourteen; the lone customer sat in the booth, menu held up to his face as he perused his choices. “Hi, my name is Kait and I’ll be your waitress this evening…can I start you off with something to drink?” Her friendly smile quickly faded when the customer lowered the menu and revealed his identity.

It was Micky, grinning at her unrepentantly.

“What are you doing here?” she hissed.

“Is that any way to speak to a paying customer?” he breezily asked. “I heard the food here was excellent and the service was even better, so I thought I’d stop for dinner.” He winked impishly as he closed his menu.

“Topher told you I worked here, didn’t he?” She narrowed her eyes at him in an icy glare.

“Now, now, don’t be too hard on him—I tempted him with a bribe he couldn’t refuse.”

Kait stared at him. “You didn’t—“

“I did,” Micky confirmed with a mischievous grin, which soon faded. “I only did it because I need to talk to you, Katy, and you wouldn’t take any of my phone calls…”

“I can’t talk right now…we’re very busy…”

“You get a break, don’t you?” he countered.

Helplessly Kait turned and looked over her shoulder. Ava was closely watching them with a very interested expression on her face, and Kait knew that the hostess’s curiosity would bring a round of 20 Questions later on that evening.  “Yes, but….”

“Katy…” Micky reached out and laid his hand on her arm. “You owe me at least this much.”

Her mouth snapped shut as she tried not to think about the shivers running down her spine at his touch. He was right, she realized, she did owe him at least a few minutes of her time, especially since he’d helped her after the whole Remington fiasco--despite the bruised jawbone she’d given him. “All right. I’ll meet you outside in five minutes.”

“That’s fine.” The smile that lit up his face made her heart wrench, and she quickly turned and walked towards Ava, her mind whirling. What was she doing, agreeing to talk to him alone like that? She’d spent the last three days mulling over what had happened at the studio and decided that it was just too dangerous for her to become any more involved with Micky than she already was—she didn’t trust her emotions around him, and she was afraid.

Afraid that she might be falling in love with him.

“Who’s the sugar daddy?” Ava asked, amusement twinkling in her dark eyes as she regarded Kait.

Kait sighed. Ever since she’d started working at the bar and grill just over a year ago, Ava had been harping on her about her lack of a social life, and this was just the fuel the older woman needed to continue the battle. “He’s not a sugar daddy; he’s just a friend.”

“He’s a good-looking man, Kait…you’d better snap him up before someone else does,” Ava said with a wink.

“Thanks for the advice,” Kait said, barely able to keep the sarcasm from her voice. “I need to go on break right now—is that okay?”

Ava nudged Kait as Micky headed for the door, turning back once to gaze at Kait before he stepped outside. “Sure, hon, take all the time you need. I understand.”

<Oh, good Lord,> Kait thought, rubbing her forehead but forcing a smile for Ava’s sake. “Thanks—I’ll pay you back the favor.” 

~*~

Micky leaned against the wall of the restaurant, just around the corner of the front entrance, and shoved his hands into his jeans pockets, staring up at the early evening sky. The sun was just beginning to sink lower in the horizon, streaking the sky in shades of purple and rose and orange, and a light ocean breeze caressed his upturned face.

He closed his eyes, chuckling as he recalled the surprised look on Kait’s face when he’d lowered the menu and revealed himself to her, but he was sure there had been an equally surprised look on his face as he stared at her. Her hair was pulled back from her face in a ponytail, showing off her clear, porcelain skin and emphasizing the largeness of her gray eyes, and she was wearing one of the bar and grill’s T-shirts knotted at her waist, exposing a bit of slim midriff, with form-fitting jeans. She looked completely natural, unlike the polished beauty of Jennifer or the made-up prettiness of Alison, and as clichéd as it sounded, she took his breath away.

<Damn it, Dolenz, why don’t you just admit that you’re in love with her?>

 He’d been so determined not to rush into another relationship the way he had with Alison, and here he was, rushing in yet again, thinking with his heart instead of his head. But he had to admit that this time was going to be different—Kait was not going to make it easy for him to enter her life, let alone allow herself to enter his, and he knew that it was going to take time for him to gain her trust. 

Besides, he reassured himself, this relationship was not going to turn out the way his marriage to Alison had—Kait was everything that Alison was not—and Micky had always suspected that Alison had harbored ulterior motives during their brief courtship. But he’d been so lonely after his split from Jennifer that he hadn’t wanted to ask too many questions, and he was blinded by Alison’s beauty, so much so that he hadn’t seen what Alison was until it was almost too late.

He shook his head. That was all water under the bridge now—he’d seen a therapist after his split from Alison in order to understand why he’d gotten involved with such a woman in the first place, and the doctor had helped Micky through that low point in his life. Now he was ready to move on, and he wanted to do that with Kait.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Kait’s voice said, and his eyes flew open. She was standing in front of him, sipping from a can of Pepsi.

“I don’t even think they’re worth that much,” he said with a half-smile.

“You looked like you were pretty lost in them.”

He shrugged. “Just thinking over old times.”

“So what did you want to speak with me about?” she casually asked, but he could tell by the brief fluttering of her fingers against her thigh that she was just as nervous as he was, and this gave him courage.

“Why wouldn’t you take my phone calls, Kait?” he softly asked.

She stared down at the can in her hand as if it were the most fascinating thing in the universe. “I needed time to think,” she finally said.

“About what?”

“About your offer.” She made it sound as if she were talking about the recording contract, but he read between the lines and knew that she was also referring to their coffee date.

“Well?”

“I don’t know,” she said, finally facing him. The indecision and cautiousness he saw in her eyes saddened him. “I don’t want to say yes for the wrong reasons.”

“I can understand that, Katy, and I’m not trying to push you into anything you don’t want.” He gave up the pretense and addressed the issue head-on. “As far as the contract goes, that’s something for you and Topher to discuss. I offered it to you because I think you’re very talented and have a lot of potential, not because I feel sorry for you over what happened with Remington.” He paused for a moment. “And as far as us seeing each other, I’m willing to give you all the time you need, Kait, but all I’m asking you for is one cup of coffee and some conversation.”

She bit her lip. “I’d better get back—my break’s just about over.”

“Will you meet me for coffee after work?”

“I’m working a double because we had two call-offs tonight—I don’t get off work until ten.”

“There’s a Starbucks two blocks away that’s open twenty-four hours,” he said.

She sighed, knowing that he wouldn’t give in until she accepted. “All right. I’ll meet you there at a quarter after ten.”

He smiled at her, a beautiful, joyous smile that nearly melted her heart. “See you then.”

~10~

The rain began the second Kait stepped outside the restaurant after her shift. At first it trickled from the clouds in light, teasing sprinkles, but as soon as she hit the corner, it splattered down harder, in fat droplets that soon had her soaked to the skin and shivering. <Just my luck,> she thought, shaking her head as she began to briskly walk towards the Starbucks, her arms folded across her chest.<Only one more gig at the Velvet Lounge, and I’ll have enough money to get that new battery for my car…> 

The welcoming light of the Starbucks sign shone like a beacon through the rain, and Kait ducked into the doorway, pulling off the scrunchie and tossing her hair to dry it before walking into the restaurant. There was only a smattering of people in the coffee shop due to the late hour, so it was easy for her to spot Micky seated at a table in a back corner, sipping at a cup.

She hesitated for a moment, the butterflies in her stomach making her nauseous with fear, and the small voice in her head telling her to run, to leave before it was too late. But then Micky glanced up, and his entire face lit up when he saw her standing there. Nobody had ever looked at her that way before—his expression settled the butterflies and silenced the voice in her head--and her feet were moving her towards the back of the room before she could stop them.

His eyebrows drew together with concern, but there was no mistaking the glint of something more in his dark eyes.  “You’re soaking wet!”

“It started raining as soon as I left the restaurant,” she said, sitting down and setting her purse on the chair beside her. “I had to walk—my car’s broken down.” She glanced down and embarrassedly realized that her t-shirt was now clinging to her like a second skin, revealing every inch of her curves.

Noticing her discomfort, Micky got out of his seat and removed his brown leather jacket. “Here, take this until you warm up.” He tenderly wrapped the jacket around her shoulders, rubbing her upper arms briefly, and she slid her arms inside the sleeves, which ended nearly at her fingertips. 

As he sat back down across from her, she pretended to be peering over at the menu posted above the register, but her mind was whirling. She’d never been offered a man’s coat before; she’d only really dated three men before, and none of them were the gentlemanly sort—more the wham-bam-thank you ma’am type. But then again, that was the sort of man she’d been interested in because she preferred impersonal, casual sex; she didn’t like getting close to people, didn’t like letting people into her heart only to have it broken later on down the road. This relationship, or whatever it was growing between she and Micky, was different. She found herself wanting more than the usual with him, and the realization both scared and excited her. Slowly she breathed in the masculine scent of Micky’s cologne, and her muscles, which had been tense when she’d walked into the shop, seemed to relax.

“Thank you,” she shyly said, glancing over at him.

“You’re welcome,” he said with a small smile. “Have you decided what you want?”

She wasn’t sure if he was talking about beverages or some deeper subtext, so she decided to play dumb and go with the beverage angle. It was a lot safer, she thought. “A cup of herbal tea sounds nice right about now.”

He pushed his chair back. “You’ve had a hard day at work. I’ll get it for you.”

Her jaw nearly dropped to the floor with shock. She was definitely not used to being treated this way; even Topher wouldn’t have waited on her with such politeness and eagerness! “Oh, um, thanks,” she mumbled.

“No problem,” he said and walked over to the register.

She couldn’t stop her eyes from following him as he did so. Ava had been right, she realized, Micky was a very handsome man, and she saw more than a few female gazes drift his way as he perused the menu. His ponytail fell just between his shoulder blades, and his black Spinal Tap T-shirt showed off the muscles in his back and upper arms nicely—not to mention that his faded jeans hugged his behind rather well, she noticed with a blush. Much to her chagrin, he half-turned his head and caught her staring at him out of the corner of his eye, acknowledging her with a mischievous wink. Blushing even more, she turned away, gazing at the walls until he returned, not only with the herbal tea she’d asked for but the biggest slice of cheesecake she’d ever seen, smothered in chocolate sauce.

“What’s this?” she asked in amazement, accepting the tea and staring at the cheesecake.

“I thought you might want something to eat, too,” he said, shrugging.

She took a sip of tea and swallowed it, nearly sighing aloud as she felt its warmth making its way down her throat and into her chest. “There’s no way I can eat that entire piece, Micky.”

He grinned. “Guess we’ll just have to share it, then—but they only gave me one fork.” He held the fork up with a glint in his eyes, a glint that made Kait’s spine tingle with something she’d never felt before.

Intense desire.

She took a deep breath. “I think I can handle that.”

Micky cut off a piece of the cheesecake and brought the fork to her mouth; she opened her lips and slowly, almost seductively, he slid the dessert onto her tongue as she closed her mouth around the fork. He drew the fork back, using it to cut himself a piece. “How is it?”

Kait was momentarily speechless, not just by the velvety richness of the cheesecake but by the sensual nature of Micky’s actions. His presence was doing something to her, bringing out all the impulsive behavior that she had tried to curb in recent years, making her feel almost giddy—an adjective that she was sure neither Topher nor Emily would ever use to describe her.

“Good,” she said. “But I think it’d be even better this way.”

She reached across the table for the cheesecake and broke off another piece with her fingers, then raised it to Micky’s lips. Clearly not expecting her actions, he stared at her for a second or two before opening his mouth, allowing her to push the cheesecake inside. He closed his mouth around her fingers, lightly sucking the chocolate from them before she pulled away, a sultry smile on her face.

“Well?” she asked, a bit nervous as she waited for his reaction.

“I like it,” he answered, his hand taking hers and squeezing it gently. “But before we go any further with this, we need to talk, Kait.”

She felt the inner voice start up again, telling her that she should have expected this, she should have run while she had the chance, she couldn’t trust him. For the first time in her life, she unequivocally told the voice to shut up, and it did.

She didn’t have the strength to fight him anymore. She was tired of hiding behind walls, of keeping herself so distant from human contact that sometimes she felt more like a cyborg than a human being. She wanted to know what it was like to have a relationship that actually worked, to know if she was capable of having that. She wanted to take a risk and see if it was worth it.

Her gray eyes were wide and solemn in her face as she gazed directly at him. “What do you want to know?” she quietly asked.

~*~

Micky nearly fell off his chair at her question. Whatever he’d thought her response would be, it certainly hadn’t been that, and taken aback, his gaze shifted to their hands joined together in the middle of the table; her long, slender fingers with their slightly callused tips and short nails, perfectly suited for guitar playing, wrapped around his, looking as if they belonged there. Her thumb rubbed the sensitive web of skin between his thumb and index finger, and he glanced up at her again.

“I want to know about you,” he simply said. “I want to know why you are the way you are.”

With her free hand she nervously played with a sugar packet on the table. “Are you sure?” she asked, her voice trembling slightly.

He knew what she was afraid of, that once she’d revealed her past to him he might not like her anymore, and he ran his thumb across her knuckles, squeezing her fingers reassuringly, giving her another small smile. “I’m sure.”

“I guess it all started when I was fourteen,” she began, staring down at the Formica table. “My parents were having a lot of problems—lots of fights and arguing and loud voices behind bedroom doors—and because of it I started acting out, getting into trouble at school and hanging out with all the wrong people. I guess I was hoping to get their attention, to get them to notice me, but it didn’t work. Then one day I came home from school and found a note from my mother on the kitchen table. It was to my dad, saying that she’d been having an affair with his best friend Larry for the last six months and she was leaving to be with him.”

She paused, swallowing hard before continuing. “In the note she said she didn’t want anything from him, that he could have the house, the car, and me. She said the two of us were unbearable, and that she couldn’t handle all the tension and stress, so that was why she turned to Larry. She said the only reason she married my father was because she was pregnant with me, and she wished she could do it all over again, because she never would have had me if she’d known how unhappy she was going to be.”

Micky instantly wished he had Kait’s mother there, so he could lay into her for all the psychological damage she’d done to her daughter, for making Kait think that she was worthless and undeserving of anyone’s love. He thanked God again that his divorce from Jennifer had been amicable and that they had remained friends in order to raise their daughters into happy, healthy, well-adjusted young women. “Katy, I’m sorry,” he said, and he truly meant it. 

“Oh, that’s not the half of it,” she harshly laughed. “My dad was devastated by what she and Larry had done; he completely withdrew into himself, like he was living in his own little fantasy world. Most of the time I think he forgot I was there, so I pretty much had to take care of myself. It got so bad that my aunt stepped in and took me to live with her and my uncle—they had my father declared an unfit parent and got custody of me. I guess Dad must have realized what happened, and it was just too much for him—losing Mom and his best friend and then me. He shot himself in the head two months after my aunt and uncle became my legal guardians.”

“God,” Micky whispered. He remembered how much it had hurt when Jennifer announced she was leaving him, before he’d realized that it was for the best, and tried to imagine how much more compounded that pain would be if she’d taken off with Mike or Davy or Peter, tried to imagine how he would feel if he’d been declared an unfit father, unable to even see his daughters. He felt incredible sorrow for Kait’s father and hoped that the man’s soul, wherever it was, was finally at peace.

“My aunt and uncle tried to be good to me, but I was so angry that I just kept shoving them away. I was pissed off at my mother for what she’d done, pissed off at myself for causing her to leave, and pissed off at my aunt and uncle for helping bring about Dad’s suicide. Right before I turned eighteen, I had a huge fight with them—I was getting in with a really bad crowd of people and they didn’t like it—and I told them exactly what I thought of them, packed my stuff, and left. I haven’t spoken to them since. As far as I was concerned, I was the only person I could count on.”

Micky was silent, so she continued. “I’d been into music since before Dad died; it was the only way I felt I could express myself, and then I met Topher and Emily at the coffeehouse I used to work at—they convinced me to perform there during open mike night…and the rest is history.” She paused again, obviously unnerved by his silence. “Okay, I get it, this is where you tell me to hit the road because you can’t handle my past, right?” She jerked her hand out of his and started to shove her chair back.

Quick as lightning his hand shot out and grabbed hers once more. “No, that’s not right, and I wish you’d quit trying to guess what I’m thinking before I can tell you,” he retorted. 

Slowly she sat back down, allowing him to twine his fingers with hers once more. “So what are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that your mother is an incredibly selfish woman who ought to be shot for the damage she’s done to you. I’m thinking that I feel sorry for your father, and I can sympathize with what he went through. I’m thinking that you should reconcile with your aunt and uncle, and that Topher and Emily must be saints for putting up with your behavior however long they’ve known you.” Micky paused for a moment, tears shining in his dark eyes. “And I’m thinking that it’s a shame that such a beautiful, talented girl was made to feel so worthless and unloved all these years.”

Her lower lip trembled as he reached out with his other hand and tenderly stroked her cheek. “I might as well say this now, Katy…the way I feel about you, I’ve never felt about anyone before, not for either of my wives, and it’s pretty scary. But I think I can get past my fear if you can. What do you say?”

His heart pounded in his ears as her silence stretched out for several, torturous seconds, and then slowly she nodded. “Let’s try this,” she said.

A grin spread across Micky’s face, and he leaned across the table, pulling her face closer to his. His lips met hers in a kiss that started out as a chaste, getting-to-know-you kiss, but it quickly deepened into a more passionate, hungry kiss which earned them applause from the few patrons and staff in the restaurant.

“Do you want to go somewhere more private?” Micky asked.

“I think that would probably be a good idea,” Kait answered, and they got up and walked out of the Starbucks, hands still linked, fingers still entwined, both of them unsure about where this relationship was heading yet happier than they’d been in a long time.

~11~

When Micky had suggested going to a more private place, he hadn’t really had a specific location in mind, only wanting to leave Starbucks before things between him and Kait sparked out of control. He’d bounced some ideas off Kait, and between the two of them they decided that a club would probably be best—it was public enough so that they wouldn’t get too carried away yet private enough for them to work things out without being interrupted.

He’d been surprised to find out that while Kait mostly sang alternative or classic rock-style songs, some of her favorite music was blues—her favorite singer being Etta James. So he’d suggested that they go to one of his favorite haunts, Rhapsody in Blues, and Kait was more than amenable to his idea.

They were now cozily seated in a corner booth, the dim lighting affording them some privacy, the smoldering sound of the blues surrounding them as they sat in companionable silence with their drinks--a gin malt for Micky and a Labatt’s beer for Kait.

As much as Micky longed to take her back to his house, he knew the time wasn’t right yet for them to be intimate—what was between him and Kait was special, like a barely-budding rose, and he wanted to carefully nurture it, to help it grow and thrive until it unfolded into the beautiful blossom he knew it could be.

So he settled for sliding his arm around Kait’s shoulders, and she nestled closer to him, resting her head on his shoulder as they listened to the music. 

“Mick?” she murmured.

“What?”

“Tell me about your wives.”

He figured it was a legitimate question; she’d just spilled her guts to him, so it was only fair that he dish his past to her. “What do you want to know about them?”

“Whatever you want to tell me.” She lifted her head long enough to fix those piercing gray eyes onto him. “Why things didn’t work out with them.”

“Well…” He paused long enough to take another drink of his gin malt. “I met Jennifer on the set of our variety show—she was a big-name actress back then, doing a guest spot to plug her latest movie, and we just fell head over heels in love. I first saw her in the commissary, and I thought she was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen—I couldn’t believe it when she started coming on to me.” He chuckled at the memory. “We dated for about a year; somehow we managed to carry on a relationship between my TV show and the music, and her movies. We got married when she found out she was pregnant with Maggie, but we’d been planning on it anyway.”

“So what happened?” she quietly asked, nestling her head back against his shoulder.

He played with a few strands of her hair, peering down at her to check her reaction. Her face was inscrutable as ever; he couldn’t read anything beyond the neutral expression she wore. “Jen gave up her career when Maggie was born and pretty much stayed in retirement until Rachael started school. Our variety show got cancelled, so we had to go on tour to try to get our name out there again—I was gone a lot, and Jen got lonely; she decided she wanted to get back into acting again.” He swallowed hard, remembering. “We had a huge fight about it—I wanted her to stay home with the kids, and she resented me for it….and we split up.”

“Are you still friends with her?” Kait said.

Micky nodded. “Her leaving hurt like hell at the time, but eventually I realized it was for the best. We decided to keep things as amicable as possible for the girls’ sake, and we worked together to raise them as best we could. She’s one of my best friends now.”

“Oh,” Kait said in a small voice.

Micky laughed, hugging her close. “You’re not feeling jealous, are you? There’s no way Jen and I would ever get back together, even if she weren’t already seeing someone.”

“Sorry,” Kait said, blushing.

“It’s okay,” he said. “It’s understandable, since I’ve got such a sordid past.” He waggled his eyebrows to let her know he was teasing her.

She giggled. “So what about your second wife?”

Micky’s face immediately sobered. “Alison? There’s not much to say about her, except that getting involved with her was the biggest mistake I ever made.”

“Really? Why’d you marry her, then?”

Micky exhaled slowly. That was the million-dollar question, wasn’t it? The question he still had trouble answering seven years later, after spending countless dollars on therapy and lawyers and court costs. “I don’t know,” he said honestly. “I guess I thought I loved her, but I was still so screwed up from Jen leaving me that I couldn’t have really loved anyone at the time.”

“So when did you and Alison meet?”

He thought for a moment. He’d tried so hard to push Alison out of his head and even further out of his life that he had to struggle to remember. “Let’s see…Jen left me in ’82, just after we started the record company…I met Alison at a music industry convention in ’87, and we got married about three months after that.”

Kait raised an eyebrow. “Fast worker, huh?”

Micky laughed, but it was harsher-sounding than before. “Yeah, well, I learned my lesson from that one. Alison had her own motives for marrying me, and once I found out what they were, I separated from her and filed for divorce—that would have been ’90. Our divorce just went through three years ago, mostly because Alison kept dragging her heels on nitpicky things in the divorce settlement. I think she was hoping to squeeze more money out of me, but it didn’t work.”

“I’m sorry,” Kait quietly said, laying her hand on Micky’s leg.

“Don’t be,” Micky answered. “I learned a valuable lesson from it, and I stay away from Alison as much as I can. The woman is a viper.”

“I guess we’re both kind of scarred, huh?”

Micky gazed down at her. “Yeah, but I think we’ll be good for each other.” He lowered his face to hers, brushing her lips softly with his until she couldn’t stand his slow teasing anymore. She reached upwards, placing her hands on either side of his face, and drew him into a more passionate kiss. His mouth opened under hers, and their tongues danced as their bodies shifted in the booth, trying to get closer to each other. 

Finally Micky pulled away, looking a bit dazed. “That was…um…intense.”

“So why don’t we go somewhere where we can continue it?” Kait boldly asked, playing with his ponytail, sifting the strands of hair between her fingers.

“You don’t know how much I’d love to do that,” Micky began, then grinned when he caught her glancing downwards at his lap. “Okay, maybe you do. But the thing is, Kait…I don’t want to rush into this without thinking.”

Kait straightened up, fixing him with a cold stare. “Oh, I see.”

“No, no, wait!” Micky held his hands up. “That came out all wrong. I don’t want to make the same mistakes with you that I made with Alison—I want to get to know you before we hop into bed, and I want to be sure that you’re ready for it. We’ve spilled our guts to each other tonight, and I don’t want you to think it’s some ploy on my part to have sex with you.”

She paused for a moment, as if she weren’t sure what to say. “I don’t think that about you at all, Micky,” she said finally, “and if we made love tonight, I still wouldn’t think that. You’re different, and I like that.”

A slow smile spread across his face, and he stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “I like that about you, too,” he softly said.

~*~

They’d both gone quiet again, just holding each other and enjoying the closeness, when the owner of the club took the stage. “Welcome, all of you, to Rhapsody in Blues—it’s good to see all the tables filled and everyone enjoying the excellent music from our current house band, Soul Birth!“

There was applause from the crowd before the owner spoke again. “Unfortunately the lead vocalist is still getting over a nasty case of laryngitis, so we’re turning the rest of the evening into Open Mike Night. Anyone who wants to get up here and sing a number with the band is more than welcome to, and we’ll keep this going on until closing time.”

Micky nudged Kait as an attractive African-American girl rose from her table of friends and took the stage. “You ought to go up there and sing, Katy.”

She shook her head. “Just because I like the blues doesn’t mean I can sing them.”

He fixed her with a penetrating stare. “If anyone ought to be able to sing the blues, it’s you. You’ve got a great voice, Katy, please?”

She met his gaze for exactly two seconds before feeling herself cave in. “Oh, all right—but if I get up there and bomb, I’m coming after you.”

He grinned like a goon. “You’re not going to bomb, trust me.”

“You seem to be saying that to me a lot lately.”

His face sobered. “You can, you know.”

She kissed his cheek. “I know, Micky.”

Once the other girl had finished her rendition of “Ev’ry Time We Say Goodbye,” Kait rose from her seat and walked up to the stage. She leaned over to the guitarist, whispering a question, and he nodded in response, asking her name. She told him, and he introduced her as she moved behind the microphone. The spotlight turned to her, and she slowly reached up, removing the scrunchie from her hair, shaking her head so that the curly strands fell over her shoulders, framing her face seductively.

The familiar opening notes to the song played, and Kait closed her eyes, submerging herself in the music.

“Lookin’ out on the morning rain

I used to feel so uninspired

And when I knew I had to face another day

Lord, it made me feel so tired…”

This was not quite the same voice she’d used at the studio; while still husky, it sounded richer, fuller, more sensual. It was a voice she’d never used while singing in public before, mostly because she’d been too afraid to let people hear it. While she loved the alternative/classic rock songs that she and Topher performed, the blues was closer to her heart, and she didn’t want to sing them because she didn’t want to allow people to see her vulnerability, her softness.

She opened her eyes and focused her gaze on Micky, who was watching her just as intently as she was now watching him. She’d chosen this song just as deliberately as she’d chosen the one in the studio days before, and she wanted him to know that.

“Before the day I met you

Life was so unkind

You’re the key to my peace of mind…

‘Cause you make me feel

You make me feel

You make me feel like a natural woman….”

She could see the slow smile that spread across his face, and an answering one spread across her own. Since having committed to him at Starbucks that evening, she felt different—calmer, more peaceful inside—and she knew she owed this new outlook to him and his patience. She didn’t feel skittish anymore; she was ready to turn herself over to him, heart and soul, and she was excited by the thought.

“When my soul was in the lost and found

You came along to claim it

I didn’t know just what was wrong with me

‘Til your kiss helped me name it…”

She winked at Micky salaciously and grinned inwardly at the blush that spread across his cheeks. Though it wouldn’t be tonight, she knew that sometime soon they would make love, and she couldn’t wait. It would be the first time she’d ever made love with someone she’d truly cared about, and she was curious to find out what it would be like—as well as a little scared. But she trusted Micky; she knew that he would understand and do what he could to make it good for her.

“Now I’m no longer doubtful

Of what I’m living for 

And if I make you happy then I don’t need to do more…”

She launched into the chorus, then the final verse. 

“Oh, baby, what you’ve done for me

You make me feel so good inside

And I just wanna be

Close to you, you make me feel so alive…”

She finished the song to tumultuous applause, and when she stepped down from the stage she found Micky already making his way to her, a huge smile of pride on his face.

“Well? How was I?” she asked, suddenly feeling a bit shy.

“You were absolutely amazing,” he said, pulling her into a hug.

They were momentarily interrupted by other patrons of the club approaching Kait and complimenting her on her performance, and the club owner even told Kait that if she needed a gig to let him know, that he would be more than happy to hire her for the house band’s weekends off. Finally they were left alone, and Kait turned to Micky.

“That record contract you offered Topher and I?”

“Yeah,” he slowly said.

“I want it.”

~*~

Nearly an hour later, they were sitting in Micky’s Firebird outside Kait’s apartment building, neither of them wanting the evening to end but knowing it had to.

“I’d invite you up,” Kait whispered, “but Topher’s home.”

Micky understood the meaning behind her words, and shook his head. “When the time comes, Kait, we can always go to my house. But it’s not tonight.”

She stared down at their laced fingers and reluctantly let go of his hand. “Thanks for everything…I had a really good time tonight.”

“So did I,” Micky murmured, reaching up to softly stroke her cheek.

Her eyes met his, and she leaned over the gearshift, brushing her lips against his in a soft kiss. Micky reached out and pulled her closer to him, his tongue opening her mouth, the kiss turning more passionate, until Kait let out a cry of pain as the gearshift roughly jabbed her leg.

“Sorry, sorry…are you okay?” Micky worriedly asked, rubbing the spot just above the inside of her right knee.

“I’ll survive, Mick…” She smiled, kissing him once more, then turned and opened the door, sliding out of the car.

“Kait….can you and Topher stop by the studio tomorrow? To sign the contract?”

She bent down, peering in the open window at him. “We’ll be there with bells on,” she said with a grin and waved as he left.

She felt as if she were floating on cloud nine until she got to her apartment. She barely had her key in the door when it was flung open by an angry-looking Topher, who looked like he was going to explode.

“Where in the hell have you been?” he demanded before she could say a word. “You were supposed to be home from work four hours ago! I’ve been worried sick about you, Kait!”

“Topher…calm down,” she reassured him, stepping into the apartment. “It’s all right…I went out for a little while.”

“With who?” he suspiciously asked, sinking down onto the sofa and rubbing his eyes.

“Micky.”

A look of shock, then happiness crossed Topher’s face as he eyed his roommate. “You finally talked to him?”

“Mm-hmm.” She allowed herself a small smile of self-satisfaction. “I met him at the Starbucks around the corner…and we talked….and then we went to this blues club together…and he got me to sing…”

“You sang the blues?” Topher asked, surprised. He knew that Kait loved the blues, but she never performed them in public—just another one of her secrets.

She nodded, her eyes shining in a way Topher had never seen before. “Everyone loved me…the owner even offered me a job.” She sat down beside him. “Topher…I think I’m going to be seeing a lot of Micky from now on.”

He pulled her into an affectionate hug. “I’m happy for you, Kait…”

“I know there’s a lot I haven’t told you…about my past….but I wasn’t ready to talk it out to anyone…Micky managed to coax it out of me.”

Topher shook his head. “Your past doesn’t matter to me. I know who you are now, and that’s all that matters.”

“Thanks,” she said, her eyes misty, then excitedly said, “I told Micky we’d accept the record contract.”

“Well, that’s something I need to talk to you about,” he slowly said, leaning back against the sofa cushions.

“What?”

“I’ve been thinking…and I’ve decided that I’m not going to perform anymore.”

“You what?”

He sighed. “I like doing it, Kait, but it’s always been more your dream than mine…I was just along for the ride. It’s not in my blood the way it is yours. I’ve always been better at the business end of things….” He paused, trying to gauge her reaction before he continued. “So I thought that maybe I could be your manager instead of your partner.”

She was silent for a moment, and he was afraid that she was angry with him.  But then she nodded. “I think I could handle that. I’ll miss you, Topher….but I understand.”

“I’m glad,” he said with a sigh of relief.

“We’re supposed to meet over at Headquarters Records tomorrow to sign the contract…I hope they don’t mind that I’m going to be a solo act instead of a package deal.”

Topher grinned, remembering the way Micky had spoken to him on the phone. “Somehow I don’t think they’ll mind.”
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“Aren’t you done in there YET?”

“Can I help it that I’m having a bad hair day?”

“More like a bad hair week.”

“Oh, ha ha. You’re a veritable fountain of wit.”

“If you don’t hurry up and let me in there, we’re going to be late, and that’s not going to make a very good impression.”

Topher finally opened the door, a cloud of shower steam, cologne and hair spray wafting its way into the hallway, causing Kait to cough uncontrollably, waving her hands about. He arched a mischievous eyebrow at her. “It seems to me you’ve made quite an impression on one of the CEOs…I don’t think he’ll care if we’re a little late.”

She scowled at him. “This is an actual recording contract, Micky or no Micky. Could you please start taking this seriously?”

“Katy, dear, I am taking this seriously. I hardly think that they’ll retract their offer because you show up two minutes behind schedule. Besides, as your manager I have to look my best.” He smiled, straightening his tie as he left the bathroom.

She shook her head, a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “You just want to look good for Davy.” 

He just laughed. “Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful.” He sailed past her, heading for the living room. “Fifteen minutes, Kait.”

Grumbling under her breath, she went in the bathroom, slamming the door for good measure.

~*~

Ten minutes later Kait stepped out of the bathroom, wearing a gray button-down shirt and black trousers, her hair still damp from the hasty shower she’d taken. Not having time to style it properly, she grabbed a large silver hair clip from the top of her dresser and pulled her hair back into a French twist, using the clip to hold it in place. She did a quick makeup job, then walked out into the living room to find Topher talking to their friend Emily, who was wearing a smart black business suit.

“Em!” Kait said, somewhat surprised. “What’re you doing here?”

Emily smiled, crossing the room to hug her friend. “Topher called and asked if I’d like to be your attorney. You know, make sure your contract is on the up and up. How could I refuse?”

Kait returned Emily’s hug, then fixed a curious eye on Topher. “You really think they might pull something in the contract?” she asked disbelievingly.

“I doubt they will,” Emily answered for him. “I did some research—Headquarters Records is a very well-respected company, and they’re not known for the trickery and shady goings-on that Remington Records is famous for.” She grinned. “Besides, Topher filled me in on the latest events in your love life. I think Micky knows better than to cross you…He wouldn’t dare try anything funny.”

Kait rolled her eyes. “Ha ha. So how are things at Seacoast Entertainment, anyway?”

“Very well.” Emily smiled. “I had lunch with your favorite actor last week.”

Kait’s jaw dropped. “David Duchovny?”

Emily nodded. “He’s suing Fox and Chris Carter over syndication rights and hired our firm to represent him. More specifically, he hired me to represent him.” Her smile grew bigger. “I’ve got his autograph for you.” She fished in her briefcase and pulled out a napkin, handing it to Kait.

Kait took it, staring at it slack-jawed. ‘To Kait, with love, David Duchovny.’ She let out a yell unlike anything Emily or Topher had ever heard from her before and threw her arms around Emily, bouncing up and down excitedly. “You are the best, I love you, I owe you big time….”

Emily laughed, extricating herself from Kait’s embrace and smoothing the front of her jacket. “I’m glad you like it…now let’s get to Headquarters Records for your contract signing…if you were that enthusiastic over an autograph, I can’t wait to see what you do to Micky when he signs you on as an artist.” Her elegant eyebrows waggled mischievously as she ducked the punch Kait aimed at her shoulder.

~*~

Less than an hour later, Topher, Kait and Emily were seated in Studio B of Headquarters Records with Micky and Peter, waiting for Mike and Davy to join them.

Topher nervously toyed with the ends of his tie. He was anxious about meeting Davy, afraid that Davy the person wouldn’t match up to the image he held of the former Monkee in his mind. He was rational enough to know that what he felt for Davy was the equivalent of a schoolgirl crush, and that Davy had his faults like any other person—but emotional enough to feel that if Davy rejected or humiliated him in anyway, he would be heartbroken.

So he continued to play with his tie, praying that the meeting would go smoothly, and glanced over at Kait. She was seated next to Micky, her face looking softer than he’d ever seen it as she laughed at something Micky had said, but she was still as inscrutable as ever. If she was still nervous about the record contract, she wasn’t showing it in front of the CEOs of Headquarters Records. In fact, watching her one would think she was there purely to see Micky, instead of securing the future of her career.

She took Micky’s hand, linking her fingers with his, and glanced over at Topher, sending him a reassuring wink. He winked back at her with a smile on his face. He liked the changes he’d begun to see in her since she’d met Micky; she was more relaxed and open and less cynical and jaded. It was if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.

And the opportunity of a record contract with a reputable label seemed to have made her even happier.

Topher couldn’t help but envy her—at least in the relationship department. He’d had plenty of dalliances; he wasn’t inexperienced by any means, but he hadn’t found that special someone yet, the person he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. He wanted that more than anything, and though he hadn’t quite given up on it yet, his optimism was swiftly dwindling. <Someday you’ll meet Prince Charming,> he consoled himself with a slight grin.

“Sorry I’m late,” a very familiar British voice called from the doorway.

Topher froze in his chair; it took every ounce of his self-control to not whip his head around and scream like a young girl. From her seat next to him, Emily snickered and gave him a nudge, to which he responded with a dirty look. He was determined to be dignified and poised….He slowly turned his head in time to see Davy enter the room, a genial smile on his still-handsome face. Davy looked impeccably groomed in a red dress shirt with a black tie and black trousers, and Topher’s heart thumped a little faster.

“That’s all right, man,” Micky said. “We’re still waiting on Mike.”

“Mike?” Davy looked surprised. “Mr. Punctuality? The one who always used to yell at us if we showed up for a gig late?”

Peter laughed. “The one and the same. He’s on the phone with a client—he’ll be down shortly.”

“Ah.” Davy’s gaze fell on Kait. “And you must be the lovely Kait that I’ve heard so much about.”

Topher mentally sighed. He wished Davy would look at him the way he was looking at Kait. <Damn…why does he have to be straight and married?>

Micky raised an eyebrow at Davy’s suave tone of voice, and the shorter man laughed. “Relax, Micky—I am happily married, you know.”

Micky actually blushed. “That obvious?”

Davy grinned. “You looked like you wanted to rip my head off.”

“Nah.” Micky managed a grin. “Much more strategic areas.”

“I can fight my own battles, thank you very much,” Kait said to Micky. “If there’s any ripping off of strategic areas to be done, I can do it myself.”

Davy held his hands out in mock surrender. “That’s quite all right, love…I spotted Remington at the Ivy last night while Laurel and I were there and saw your handiwork up close…”

Kait’s entire demeanor changed at the mention of Remington. Her spine stiffened, her grip on Micky’s hand tightened, and her eyes turned to flinty steel as she looked at Davy. “You saw Remington?” she said in a low voice.

<I knew it,> Topher thought. <I knew there was more to the Remington thing than what she told me…>

“Bert Remington?” Emily said, looking at Kait in disbelief. “You met with that snake? What happened?”

“Nothing,” Kait tersely said. “I’ll tell you later.” The expression on her face told both Topher and Emily that there was to be no further discussion, and she changed the subject. “Davy, this is Emily Rosenberg, my friend and lawyer, and Topher Weston, my former partner and new manager.”

“You’re not performing with Kait anymore?” Micky asked, surprised.

Topher shook his head. “I’m much happier working behind the scenes than being in the spotlight. I hope that doesn’t affect anything that’s happening today.”

Peter shook his head. “Not at all. We’d be just as happy to sign Kait on as a solo artist.”

Just then Mike entered the room, and mischievous teasing broke out.

“Man, I never thought I’d see this day!” Micky exclaimed.

“What?” Mike warily asked.

“The day that you’d be the last of us to show up at a meeting,” Peter joked. 

“Oh ha, ha,” Mike grumbled, sinking his lanky frame into the chair between Topher and Peter. “I didn’t come here to be insulted.”

“Where do you usually go?” Davy quipped with a chuckle, brushing off the dirty look Mike gave him.

“Come on, guys, let’s get down to business,” Mike said, and the meeting began in earnest.
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An hour and a half later, the details of Kait’s contract were worked out, and she officially became Headquarters Records’ newest artist. It was Davy’s idea that they should have a celebratory lunch at Rigoletto’s—an Italian restaurant in Beverly Hills that was THE place to be seen for all the movers and shakers in Hollywood.

“It’ll be good for Kait to be seen there…it’ll make all the bigwigs wonder exactly who she is, and it’ll get her name in the gossip columns,” he confidently said. “And that’s what we want, is to get her name out there.”

However, Davy wasn’t able to join them due to plans with his eldest daughter Gillian, and Mike had some important legal work to finish up, so it was just Micky and Peter who accompanied Kait, Emily and Topher to the restaurant.

Kait was all eyes when they entered the elegantly decorated restaurant, staring at the other patrons, who were chic and fashionable in their Armani and Versace clothing. The women were all stunningly beautiful, the men ruggedly handsome, and she felt woefully inadequate as she stood there, like she didn’t belong there among such perfect people.

The maitre d showed them to their table, and she snuck peeks at Topher and Emily. Neither of them appeared to be nervous in the slightest—Emily had probably had many a business lunch here before, and Topher’s natural confidence and easygoing manner served him well in situations like this. Even Micky and Peter seemed at home here, chatting in a friendly manner to the maitre d, who knew them.

She straightened her shoulders and managed to smile and thank the maitre d as he pulled her chair out for her. She had just as much right here as any of the beautiful people, she thought, sitting down. Even more so, because she knew what it was like to live on the other side of the tracks; she could appreciate the luxuries that many of these rich people took for granted every day. She’d struggled and worked hard over the last ten years, waitressing and playing in seedy bars and clubs all over the Los Angeles area; she had more than paid her dues.

The waiter approached their table and handed them menus, asking them their drink choices and then hurrying off to fill their orders. Kait perused the menu, trying desperately not to look at the prices and failing. Her eyes widened. For the price of one entrée, she could buy groceries to last her for two weeks! <Stop being so frugal, Kait,> she scolded herself. <You’re not penniless anymore…at least you won’t be once you get your album advance…>

She felt a warm hand close over hers on top of the table and looked up to see Micky smiling down at her. He leaned closer towards her and murmured, “Don’t feel bad…I’d much rather grab a burger at In and Out than eat one of these overpriced meals.”

Kait smiled back, relieved that Micky understood her, and opened her mouth to reply, but was cut off by the sound of a sultry female voice.

“Hello, Micky, fancy running into you here.”

~*~

Alison had met her sometime-friend, sometime-enemy Carina Randall at Rigoletto’s for their weekly lunch date. Carina was Alison’s rival for Bert’s affections; though Alison did have the upper hand for now since Carina was married to a very wealthy hotel owner and had no intentions of divorcing her husband since he was worth more money than Bert. However, Carina confided to Alison, her husband was twenty years older than she was and had been impotent for most of their five-year marriage, so she had to take her pleasure where she could. And no one was better at pleasure than Bert Remington, Carina said with a giggle.

Alison knew that just as well as the other woman; she had been Bert’s lover since she’d met him at the same music industry convention at which she’d met Micky. She’d wanted to marry Bert, but at the time he was involved in a messy divorce from his third wife, and so she’d coerced Micky into a quickie marriage, figuring he would be like all the other rich and powerful men she’d dated, not interested in whose bed she spent her time as long as she came home to his.

She’d been wrong.

Not only was Micky not rich and powerful—Headquarters Records was a small independent company, not the mega-corporation she’d thought it was—but he was definitely into monogamy, and the second he found out she was cheating on him, he’d thrown her out of the house and filed for divorce papers. She’d fought him tooth and nail every step of the way, dragging the inevitable out for several years, but Mike was too good of a lawyer, and she had to admit defeat. 

This time, however, she was out for revenge.

Thank goodness Micky had never found out who her lover was, she thought with a smile. It would have ruined Bert’s whole plan.

“I wouldn’t be smiling if I saw my ex here with a young girl,” Carina said with a smirk, breaking Alison’s thoughts.

“What?” Alison asked.

Carina nodded behind Alison, and Alison turned around. There was Micky, seated at a table towards the center of the restaurant, with a small group of people, a beautiful dark-haired young woman at his side. <Kait McDonagh,> she thought, raising an eyebrow. <We’ll just see what she’s made of…>

“Excuse me,” Alison said. “I’ll just be a minute.” 

~*~

“Hello, Alison,” Micky coolly said, his hand tightening around Kait’s.

Peter’s face, normally placid and friendly, now looked hard as stone as he glared up at Micky’s ex-wife. A shiver ran up Kait’s spine. Micky hadn’t told her much about what had gone wrong between him and Alison, but whatever it was, it had been very bad indeed to make Peter this angry. She glanced up to get a look at Micky’s ex-wife.

Alison was tall and willowy like a fashion model, blond-haired, blue-eyed, strikingly pretty but not unusually so. She looked like any of the other women eating lunch in the restaurant or strolling on the sidewalks outside, except there was a harshness, a brittleness to Alison’s beauty that tarnished it somehow. And Kait wondered how Micky had ever gotten involved with this woman.

“You must be the baby girlfriend,” Alison said, an insincere smile on her face.

Kait knew Alison was waiting for her to burst into tears or pick a catfight there in the restaurant, and she was determined not to let the older woman get to her that way. Instead, she decided to give as good as she got. She smiled back, lifting her chin defiantly as she slid her hand onto Micky’s knee, moving closer to cuddle at his side.

“And you must be the bitchy ex-wife,” she smoothly said. “Pleasure to meet you, after all Micky’s told me.” <There,> she thought. <Let her stew on THAT for a while.>

She heard a barely-muffled snort of laughter from Micky beside her, and Peter cracked a dimpled smile. Topher and Emily were not so polite, however; the two of them burst into hysterical laughter, leaning against each other helplessly.

Alison, however, was not amused. She narrowed her eyes at Kait and hissed, “You’d better watch your step, little girl. You don’t want to make me your enemy.”

“Why not?” Kait boldly asked, raising an eyebrow. “Are you going to stab me to death with one of your spiked heels?”

Micky’s snort of laughter turned into a full-fledged guffaw, and Alison flushed with anger.

“You’re going to regret this,” she hissed and flounced off in a huff.

Kait finally allowed herself a giggle as she leaned against Micky. “Well? Did I pass the test?”

He wiped tears of laughter from his eyes and kissed her forehead. “Yes, you did. With flying colors.” 

~14~

October 22, 1997

Micky made sure his office door was securely closed before he reached for his phone. His hand actually trembled as he picked up the receiver, and just as quickly he set it back down again. He’d never been this nervous about calling a woman before, not even when he’d been so passionately in love with Jen that just thinking about her made his knees shake. Why was he reacting this way to calling Kait about tonight’s plans? It wasn’t like he’d never had an intimate relationship before…

He sighed. He knew the time was right for them to take their relationship to the next level; with each date Kait became more and more physically demonstrative with him, and it was harder and harder for him to leave her at the end of the evening. But he was afraid that if he made one wrong move, Kait would shut herself off again, and after having seen the underlying tenderness and sensitivity beneath the tough exterior, he wouldn’t be able to bear that.

<You can do it, Dolenz,> he told himself. <Just take it nice and easy…>

With that advice, he quickly punched in Kait’s number and settled back into his chair.

“Happy birthday, babe,” Micky greeted when Kait answered the phone.

“Mick!” Her voice brightened. “I’m glad you called…I was trying to work on a song, but it’s just not flowing right…”

“Well, listen,” he said, “I’ve got something special planned for tonight.”

“Really?”

“Mm-hmm. Just me and you—no one else.”

She paused for a moment, and he could almost picture the small crease that formed between her eyes whenever she was worried or concerned. “What do you have planned?”

He grinned. “That is a secret for the time being.”

“What should I wear, then?”

His grin grew wider. “Something that’ll make every man around wish he was me.”

She chuckled, a low, throaty sound that made his pulse increase with desire. “I think that can be arranged…”

“I’ll pick you up at seven-thirty,” he said, trying to keep his voice from shaking.

~*~

Kait put her hands on her hips and glared at her closet. Dozens of discarded outfits lay scattered all over the room where she’d flung them. She normally wasn’t this choosy over her clothing, but she’d sensed something different in Micky’s voice on the phone, and she had a feeling tonight’s date might head in an entirely new direction. And if that was the case, she wanted to look just right—seductive enough to encourage Micky without coming off as slutty.

She wished Topher were there—he was always good at throwing the perfect outfit together for her—but he was out with a group of his friends. She’d never wanted a big deal made out of her birthday in years past, so before he’d left, Topher had given her a card and a small present—which was the pair of sterling silver and turquoise earrings from Cabatt’s that she’d been drooling over for the last three months. Rummaging through her closet again, she found a dress that she hadn’t noticed the first time and pulled it out, a smile spreading across her face as she held it up.

It was cut like a slip, with spaghetti-thin straps, made of material in a grayish-silver color that shimmered, changing hue in the light. She quickly pulled it on and then stood in front of her mirror, scrutinizing herself. The dress clung to her every curve and made her legs look longer and slimmer, while the color emphasized her dark hair, gray eyes and fair skin. She nodded. This was the dress. 

She’d just finished her makeup and slid her feet into low silver heels when the doorbell rang. “Coming!” she yelled and hurried to the door, flinging it open. 

Micky stood there, wearing a black button-down shirt and her favorite faded jeans with a black leather jacket. He stared at her, his almond-shaped eyes widening, and her cheeks turned red as she realized that she was horribly overdressed in comparison.

“I’m sorry…I didn’t realize it was casual dress,” she quickly said. “If you give me a minute, I can go change.” She turned to head back to her bedroom, but Micky’s hand shot out and grabbed her arm.

“No, that’s okay,” he said with a smile. “The dress is perfect.”

She could feel his eyes roaming over her body in a way they never had before, and her cheeks turned red again, but this time from pleasure. “All right, then. Shall we go?”

He crooked his elbow so that she could slide her hand through it. “We shall.”

~*~

Kait thought Micky was kidding when he pulled into the driveway of the restaurant, but she realized he was serious about their destination when he parked the car and shut off the engine. She stared at the bright neon sign on the front of the building that flashed the words “In and Out” in alternate shades of lime, hot pink, and bright orange, and suddenly she began to giggle. Her giggles soon turned into full-fledged laughter, and tears trickled from her eyes as she whooped hysterically in her seat.

Micky, who had been getting out of the car, paused and looked back at her through the open door, a grin on his face. “Does this mean madame approves of the choice of restaurant for the evening?”

Kait fought to catch her breath, dabbing at her eyes so as not to smudge her makeup. “Yes, madame approves very much.”

“I thought you might,” he said and closed his door, hurrying around to her side of the car. He opened the door for her, and she gracefully stepped out, accepting the hand he extended to her. His warm fingers slipped around hers, and she shivered, not because she was cold, but because she was wondering how those fingers would feel on other, more intimate parts of her body.

Over the last two months, she and Micky had taken things slowly, making sure that the emotions they felt were real and not the result of sheer physical attraction. She felt that now they knew each other well enough, and that she trusted Micky enough in order to take their relationship to the next level. However, she was nervous about broaching the subject with Micky. She understood that after his hasty marriage to Alison, he would be apprehensive about jumping into a sexual relationship before he was ready, and so she’d decided that she would wait until he gave her some kind of clue that it was time.

Micky hurried to open the door for her, and she smiled at him as she walked in. She hoped he gave her some kind of clue soon, because she didn’t know how much longer she could hold back her desire for him…

~*~

The restaurant was fairly busy for that time of evening, and Micky’s eyes roamed the room as he entered with Kait. A small smile played on his lips when he noticed that nearly every man’s eyes were on Kait, who was blissfully unaware and staring at the menu board. She looked damn good in that sexy dress of hers, and the best part of it was that she had no idea just how appealing she was. 

They ordered, and the teenager behind the counter had a hard time keeping his eyes in his head at the sight of Kait. Slowly, possessively, Micky slid his arm around Kait’s shoulders, his fingers dancing against her bare skin. She half-turned and flashed him a welcoming smile, and he began to lightly rub her shoulder. Her hand slid up to cover his, and she caressed his fingers with hers.

Once their food was ready, Micky took the tray and led Kait to a corner table. She grinned as they sat down. “Sheesh, Mick, are you a bottomless pit or what?”

Micky good-naturedly took his two cheeseburgers and supersize order of fries. “I need to keep my strength up for later,” he said, giving her a suggestive wink.

Her eyebrow arched mischievously as she unwrapped her hot dog. “Isn’t that what the Viagra is for?” A giggle escaped her lips at the outraged look on his face. 

“I don’t need no stinkin’ Viagra!” he said in a fake Mexican accent and tossed some fries at her.

She just laughed and began to eat—and that was Micky’s undoing. His cheeseburger fell to the table, forgotten, as he watched the way the hot dog slid in between her lips. She slowly, seductively bit into the sausage and drew it out of her mouth as she chewed. <Good Lord, Dolenz…you know it’s been a long time if you get aroused by a girl eating a hot dog…,> he scoffed at himself. But then again, he’d never seen a woman eat a hot dog in such a sexual way before.

Kait only got halfway through her hot dog before Micky decided he couldn’t stand it anymore. He stood up and grabbed her arm, pulling her up out of her seat. “What’s going on?” she asked, looking confused as he propelled her towards the door.

“I’ve got a special birthday present for you,” Micky said. “It can’t wait any longer.”

~15~

“Wait right here,” Micky told Kait as they entered his ranch-style home. “I have to get your surprise ready for you.”

“Okay,” she said and wandered from the entryway into his kitchen. If his entire house looked the same, then it was decorated in the same casual Southwestern style as the reception room at Headquarters Records. The walls were painted in a dusky rose color, almost the color of a sunset in the desert, and the appliances appeared to be top of the line, blending well with the décor. She guessed that either Micky had decorated both his home and the reception area himself, or that he’d hired the same decorator for both. She peered out the window above the sink and saw that Micky’s backyard was beautifully laid out, with a patio just outside the back door, and a small wooden bridge arching over the creek cutting through his property.

“You like it?” Micky asked, interrupting her thoughts, and she turned to face him, a smile on her face.

“I love it,” she answered. “It looks so peaceful.”

Micky looked pleased by her answer and held his hand out to her. “Come on…it’s ready.”

Kait took his hand and followed him into the living room. She was stunned into silence when she saw what he’d done. He’d placed candles strategically throughout the room, and now the adobe-colored walls glowed in the warm light. A fire had been lit in the large stone fireplace that sat in the middle of the picture window, and Kait could faintly see the outline of the woods surrounding the house. Soft blues music was playing on the sound system, and she recognized it as Etta James—her favorite singer. 

“Well?” he said expectantly.

“It’s nice,” she whispered, struggling for her voice, and cleared her throat. “So where’s this special birthday present that couldn’t wait?”

A slow, sexy smile spread across his face. “It’s right here in front of you,” he huskily answered. 

She suddenly found it very hard to swallow, and her palms went sweaty. “Wh-what do you mean by that?”

“It’s me,” he said. “Remember, I told you I’d let you know when the time was right for us to…”

“Ah. Right.”  Her hands began to tremble, and she squeezed them into fists, trying to calm her nerves. She’d never been with a man that she loved before; her few encounters had been with men she barely knew, basically one-night stands, because she’d always been afraid of getting too close, of forming attachments. She knew that this thing she shared with Micky was good, and she wanted him more than anything, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t also nervous about making such a commitment.

“Hey,” he said reassuringly, “it’s just me.” He squeezed her hand, pulling her closer to him. “I wanted this to be special for you, so I thought your birthday would be the perfect occasion.”

Kait half-smiled. “If it’s with you, it’ll be special for me.”

To her pleasure, Micky blushed at her words. “Well…thanks for the vote of confidence….” He looked up, gazing directly at her, and the tenderness in his gaze nearly took her breath away. “I want this to be right, Kait. I want it to mean something.”

“It does, Mick.” Kait reached up and ran her finger along the side of his face. “Because I love you.”

She watched an array of emotions play across his mobile features before he pulled her into his arms, his face pressed against her neck. “You don’t know how happy that makes me to hear that,” he said, his voice sounding thick with tears. 

“Yes, I do,” she whispered, reaching around to unbind his ponytail, letting his hair fall down to between his shoulder blades. She pulled back just far enough so that she could take his face in her hands, and her mouth met his in a long, searing kiss, letting him know just how much she loved him. “Does that tell you how happy I am?” she whispered when the kiss ended. 

“I don’t know,” he murmured. “Better try it again.”

She laughed, moving her hands to his shoulders and then down to work on the buttons of his shirt. “Maybe this will let you know.” The buttons were soon undone, and she paused for a moment after pushing his shirt from his body. He wasn’t as skinny as he’d been in his youth, but he’d filled out nicely over the years; she lay her hands flat on his chest, and she could tell by the muscles she felt there that he worked out on a regular basis. She bent her head, caressing his skin with her lips, paying special attention to his nipples, twirling her tongue around them until they were hard little nubs.

She glanced up to find him watching her, a half-smile on his face, and straightened up to kiss him again, nibbling on his lower lip. She unbuckled his belt and undid his jeans, pausing for a moment to rub her hips against his arousal. “You’re definitely happy,” she said with a chuckle, helping him remove his jeans, and soon he was standing before her in just his underwear. 

~*~

“My turn,” Micky whispered, sliding the straps of her dress down her shoulders and off her arms. His heart was pounding; the blood was thrumming through his veins so quickly that he could barely think straight. Kait’s skin was soft beneath his fingertips, glowing almost golden in the light from the candles in contrast to the silver of her dress. She stood very still, the rapid rise and fall of her chest the only movement as the silky material slid down her body to pool at her feet.

She wasn’t wearing a bra, just black lacy panties and sheer thigh-high stockings, and she slowly stepped out of her shoes, kicking them aside. His hands moved from her shoulders up to her neck, his thumbs rubbing her pulse points, then made their way back downwards to cup her breasts. She shivered at his touch, and he smiled, a lazy, sensual smile. “You look so beautiful tonight,” he whispered and bent to give her breasts the same treatment she’d given him moments earlier.

After a few minutes he raised his head and found much to his surprise that she was crying. “Katy….” He cupped her face in his hands, forcing her to look at him. “What’s wrong? Is it something I….?”

She shook her head emphatically. “No…no, it’s not you…..I mean, it is…and it’s not….” She blinked those huge gray eyes at him, tears gathering in the corners and swelling, threatening a long slide down her cheeks. “It’s just….no one’s….ever treated me like this before….none of my boyfriends…like I was worth something….”

A fierce wave of rage washed over Micky as he pulled Kait close, and he wished he could track down every man she’d been with before and beat the snot out of each one. “Listen to me….you’ve always been worth something….the people who were around you weren’t worthy of you. “ He peered down at her face to see if she was paying attention. “From today, we make a fresh start. What happened in the past stays in the past. Okay?”

She nodded, reaching up to stroke his cheek. “Okay.” She took one of his hands and placed it back on her breast, a mischievous smile on her face. “Shall we try this again?” 

~16~

Kait felt as if her heart would pound out of her chest as Micky nodded and his hand began to stroke the tender flesh of her breast in small, rhythmic circles. He slid it down to caress her side in the same manner, then her hip and finally down to her thigh, toying with the top of her stocking. He kissed her again hungrily, his tongue leisurely exploring the inside of her mouth, before his lips followed the same trail as his hand had, from neck to shoulder to breast, dancing lightly against her stomach. She shivered, her knees quivering, and he slowly peeled her stockings down her legs, his fingers stroking her thighs, caressing the backs of her knees, rubbing her calves.

 “They’re sexy,” he whispered, “but tonight I want to see you in nothing at all.”

“Then nothing is what you’ll get,” she whispered back, hooking her thumbs in the waistband of her lacy panties and provocatively sliding them down her hips until they fell in a pool at her feet, then kicking them aside.

He looked up at her in silence for a moment, his eyes smoldering with desire, and she bit her lip, unsure of what was going through his mind. And then she didn’t have to wonder at all, because a lazy, mischievous smile spread across his face, and he placed his hands on her hips, pulling her closer, and his mouth was between her thighs, his tongue alternately jabbing and stroking, the pleasure mounting inside her until she didn’t think she could possibly take any more. With a cry she gripped his shoulders, her nails digging into his flesh, and her legs trembled as she fought to keep her balance, her orgasm overcoming her in a blaze of white heat.

Micky pulled back, eyes twinkling. “Feel relaxed enough now?”

All she could do was nod, dropping down onto her knees in front of him. “Now it’s your turn.” She ran her hands down his chest as she kissed him, sucking and tugging on his lower lip until he moaned softly, and she pushed him back onto the floor in front of the flickering fireplace. She continued to explore his body with her lips and hands, purposely avoiding his genitals.

“You’re such a tease,” he murmured, hopefully arching his hips upwards.

“But you know you love it,” she replied, bending down to lightly run her tongue along the tip of his penis. He let out an appreciative sigh, reaching to stroke her hair, and she slowly took him into her mouth, inch by inch, until she felt him bump against the back of her throat. She swirled her tongue around his length, alternatively nibbling and sucking, and he hoarsely moaned her name, his grip on the back of her head tightening.

Before he could reach orgasm, she released him, moving to lie beside him on the floor. It took him a moment to realize that he was no longer in her mouth, and he opened one eye, peering around in surprise. “Hey…what’d you stop for?”

A wicked grin spread across her face. “Well, you know…I wouldn’t want you to use up all your stamina in one shot…” She let out a very loud and undignified squeal as Micky pounced on her, his erection pressing against her thigh.

“One shot, huh?” He grinned back. “We’ll see about that.”

~*~

“Is that a promise or a threat?” Kait asked, arching an eyebrow at him.

“Both,” Micky huskily replied, and the sound of her gasp as he slid into her nearly undid him. He hadn’t been with a woman since his divorce from Alison three years ago, and his control over his own physical desires was tenuous at best. He was sure Kait had no idea what she was doing to him—she was still relatively inexperienced, and this surprisingly was a big turn-on for him. Jennifer, though she hadn’t been promiscuous before she’d met him, had been no innocent, and Alison….he mentally snorted. But with Kait…this was the first time she’d been with someone she cared about, so her lovemaking was guileless and open, without conditions, and it was the first time Micky had been loved in that manner.

Micky rested his weight on his elbows, pausing for a second as he stared down at her. Her eyes were smoky and half-lidded with desire, and the flickering firelight played games with the planes of her face, causing her skin to alternately glow pale and golden. Her curls were seductively tousled, and he reached up, twining one around his finger. He could feel her body quivering beneath him, still in small aftershocks from the orgasm he’d given her moments before, and he smiled. 

“Ready?” he asked.

She hastily nodded, biting her lower lip. “Please…”

Slowly he began to move his hips, gently yet steadily thrusting in and out of her. Her muscles closed around him, welcoming him, and she was wet, so wet that he nearly slipped out of her. <Oh, God,> he thought, his hold over his desire even more tenuous than before, and he began counting backwards from one hundred mentally, trying to focus on anything other than his need for release. 

Kait’s legs twined around his waist, her heels resting on his buttocks, and he gripped her hips, tilting them upwards to allow him to penetrate her deeper. He couldn’t stop the groan that left him when he sank all the way inside of her, further than before, and waves of ecstasy washed over him as she ran her fingers through his long hair then stroked his back, small noises of pleasure escaping her lips. Alison had never been this responsive to him in bed, and Jennifer…well, that had been way too long ago.

Fairly soon he realized that counting backwards was not going to help any, and he began thrusting harder and faster, Kait arching up to meet him with each movement, her nails digging into his back, the slight pain only fueling his need more. He could feel the trembling of her body, knew that she was almost there, and so he no longer worried about her pleasure, instead focusing on his own needs. He was hot, his body felt as if it were on fire, dissolving into molten lava. He closed his eyes, the flames in the fireplace dancing behind his eyelids, and suddenly he felt as if he were falling, rushing faster and faster…

“Micky,” Kait moaned, tightening around him in her own orgasm, her body quivering in his arms.

And that was all the prompting he needed.

He thrust into her one last time before he began to shudder, his release erupting inside her, and his mouth possessed hers as he fell over the edge. “Katy…oh God,” he sighed against her mouth, collapsing on top of her, small tremors still rippling through him. His heartbeat gradually began to slow as she held him, continuing to stroke and caress his body, calming him.

It was several minutes before he found the strength to move, and he rolled off of her to lie beside her, pulling her close to him. 

“Not bad for an old man, huh?” he asked, his tone teasing but with a hint of anxiety.

She faced him, a soft smile on her glowing face. “Not bad at all,” she answered, taking his hand and kissing the palm.

EPILOGUE

August 1998

Bert Remington was staring blankly at his computer screen when Patrice tapped on his door, entering with an armful of trade and entertainment papers that he’d requested. He’d wanted proof that what he was seeing was true, that five of the top ten albums in the nation and six of the top ten singles originated from Headquarters Records. And topping the singles chart was Kait McDonagh’s “Into the Sun,” despite the fact that the album had two weeks before it would be released and no video had been made as of yet. About Face, the pop group that he’d thought would breathe new life into his label, had only debuted at number twenty-six, a dismal start.

“Here’s everything you requested, Bert,” Patrice said, quickly recognizing the stormy look on his face. “Check out Billboard, page thirty-four.” She set the magazines down on his desk and hastily left his office before his temper could blow full force.

Whirling away from his computer, Remington sifted through the pile until he found the copy of Billboard and flipped through the pages until he found number thirty-four. His eyes widened, and his fingers gripped the edge of the page, nearly tearing it out of the binding. There was a large picture of Micky and Kait at a company function with the headline “Wedding Bells to Ring at Headquarters Records.”

He quickly read the small blurb. “Micky Dolenz, 53, CEO of Headquarters Records, record producer and former Monkee, has just announced his engagement to current number one Headquarters Records artist Kaitlyn McDonagh, 31. No wedding date has officially been set as of press time, but the couple plans to marry later this year. It will be the third marriage for Dolenz and the first for McDonagh.”

He set the magazine down, a slow, chilling smile spreading across his face. Then he picked up the phone and dialed a number he knew by heart.

“Allie, honey, it’s time.”

