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            About this Compilation

          

        

      

    

    
      Nate Nash was a rock star… used to be a rock star.

      Now he was just a sad cautionary tale.  He’d been living like a rock star ever since he’d chosen a chance at fame over loyalty.  Five years later, having made too many bad decisions and lost too many nights to the pleasures of the flesh, his career had tanked and now the record company wanted its pound of flesh.

      

      Stevie Jacks was on her way to the top.

      Her dreams of being a country music star were on the precipice of coming true, but there was something missing.  Nate Nash.  She thought she hated him for the way he left her all those years ago…turns out she was wrong.  She had loved him then and she loved him now.  For a moment, she thought she could have it all - the guy and the career - but it turned that out Nate was the same selfish bastard he was back then and he once again left her broken-hearted and alone.  But she still had her career and with doors opening up everywhere she looked,  she was determined not to once again let him rob her of her chance of stardom.

      

      Originally published as two separate books, Rock Star (book 1) and Songbird (book 2) have been brought together in this single volume.

      

      *This is a ‘Too hot to Handle’ Romance on the Emma Lea rating scale - These are definitely 18+ reads and contain graphic sex scenes and high level swearing – not for the faint of heart
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            About this book

          

        

      

    

    
      Nate Nash was a rock star… used to be a rock star.

      Now he was just a sad cautionary tale.  He’d been living the high life for the last five years, since he was discovered in a dive bar.  He’d chosen a chance at fame over loyalty to his friend and duet partner.  He walked away from her when the record company told him they didn’t want her.  Five years later, having made too many bad decisions and lost too many nights to the pleasures of the flesh, his career had tanked and now the record company that signed him wanted its pound of flesh.

      To make him feel even worse his partner, Stevie Jacks - the one he walked away from in order to take the record deal - had just hit the big time.  It was just his luck that when his life was on the way down the crapper, hers was headed for the stratosphere.

      Was there any way he could salvage his flagging career and repair the rift between them?

      

      This is part one of a two-part story - a happily ever after is not guaranteed and it may very well end on a cliff-hanger.

      

      *This is a ‘Too hot to Handle’ Romance on the Emma Lea rating scale - These are definitely 18+ reads and contain graphic sex scenes and high level swearing – not for the faint of heart
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Summoned to the the Rocksteady office like a naughty school boy.  That’s how Nate felt.  He knew his album sales were abysmal.  He’d pretty much prophesied it when he’d heard the final cut.  The album was shit, but no one had listened to him.  Rocksteady had ‘tweaked’ his image so much that the real Nate Nash had disappeared and what remained was some bad cliché of the label’s idea of what a rock star should look like.  Now they were upset about it.

      Nate knew exactly when things had started to go bad.  As he was riding the high of his second album, he’d lost sight of both the music and himself.  He’d gotten greedy and lazy.  There had been no one to pull him aside and tell him what a fucking idiot he was being, because he was surrounded by people who blew so much smoke up his ass he couldn't see straight.  It had made him arrogant and self-centered and he’d lost his way.  The casualty was his music and his fans.

      Now the label wanted to discuss his contract.  He’d known it was coming, as they’d only signed him for a four record deal and he’d given them that, even if the last two were pieces of crap.  Four records, five years of his life and his soul.  That’s what it had cost him.  What he didn’t know was why he was being summoned.

      Knowing that his contract was just about up with Rocksteady, he’d begun to put feelers out to see about doing an album with someone else, something like he used to do.  Something like the old Nate Nash.  Maybe Rocksteady had heard that he was looking around or maybe they just wanted to can his ass and write him off as a bad deal.

      The radio blasted as the wind tossed his hair about and the sun shone down, warm and bright.  It was May and the perfect spring day to drive with the top down.  He hadn’t driven himself around much these last few years.  His schedule had been crazy busy in the beginning and it was easier to have a car pick him up and ferry him around.  He could work or sleep or fuck in the back of a limo.  This last year had been different though and he hadn’t been as busy.  He hadn’t been in such high demand and he’d missed driving.  He didn’t want to dwell too much on that, or on the fact that his phone had stopped ringing and that they’d cut his last tour short because the ticket sales had been so bad.  No, he just missed driving.

      “Next up a brand new song from a brand new band on the scene.  We hear good things about this group and they’ll be touring with Lily Ames this summer, but remember you heard it here first.  ‘You Walked Away’ by Court’n Jacks,” the radio announcer blared from his speakers.

      Nate was only half listening.  He hadn’t heard of Court’n Jacks.  He was so far out of the loop that no one gave him insider tips anymore.  Lily Ames was a hot property at the moment and any band that toured with her was going to gain some major air-time.

      Then his world came to a screeching halt.

      He pulled over to the side of the road, cutting off other cars as he swerved through two lanes of traffic.  He didn’t care about the cacophony of horns or the screamed profanities at his lack of driving skill, he just had to pull over or he would end up causing a pile-up on the freeway.  He knew that fucking voice, it haunted his dreams.  Stevie Jacks was the ‘Jacks’ part of ‘Court’n Jacks.’

      “Fu-ck,” he said, drawing the word out like an exhalation.

      She sounded fucking amazing.  The song was going to blaze through the charts and she was going to be a fucking superstar.  It was almost karmic that her career was taking off just as his was being flushed down the crapper.  God, what had he been thinking walking away from her?  He’d been such an arrogant asshole, so full of his own fucking brilliance that he had sold her out.  Rocksteady had offered him his dream on a silver platter and he’d climbed over Stevie to get it.  Sure, he’d tasted the ambrosia of success, but it had been fleeting and it had cost him his integrity in the process.

      He took out his phone and Shazammed the song and then hit the link for iTunes.  He scrolled through the album songs and wondered just how many were about him.  The strains of ‘You’re So Vain’ played in his head, but he couldn’t help wondering if Stevie had used her songs to burn him in effigy.  He deserved it.  He fucking deserved it.  He owed her so much but he had just walked away like it was nothing, like the years they had spent together meant nothing.  He’d lost his best friend all those years ago all because of his screwed up idea of success.

      The song on the radio ended and he blue toothed his phone and hit play on Stevie’s album.  Her voice surrounded him in all its glory and the old familiar, but in recent times elusive, buzz under his skin vibrated through him.  He knew that if he had stuck with Stevie, their success might have taken longer, but they would’ve gotten there eventually and he wouldn’t have his name on two records that were shit.  He wouldn’t feel like he’d compromised himself into a corner and sold out.  He wouldn’t feel like he had let his fans down as he bowed to the pressure from the label.  He and Stevie, Jacks & Nash, could’ve been big if only he’d had the balls to hold on and trust in what they had.  Instead he walked away to follow his own path and now he was paying the price.

      ‘Cold Hard Bitch’ cut through Stevie’s voice and he looked at his phone screen and rolled his eyes.  He punched the answer button and put on his fake smile.

      “Gina,” he said.

      “Where the hell are you Nash?”

      “I’m fine thanks, and you?”

      “If you are not here in fifteen minutes—”

      “Cool your jets, hot stuff, I’m five minutes away.”

      The call disconnected and Stevie’s voice filled the car again.  He was so done with Rocksteady, so ready to cut ties with them and find his way back.  Hearing Stevie’s voice reminded him of what he had left behind, of what he could have been.  He needed to find the path that led back to that place where music was everything and all the other shit was just that - shit.

      

      
        
        Five Years Ago

      

      

      The adrenalin buzzed under Nate’s sweat-soaked skin and his knee bobbed erratically with his need to keep moving.  He should be exhausted, but the intoxication of performing always amped him up instead of depleting him.  Was there any better feeling than being on stage and singing your heart out?  Maybe sex, but sometimes even that came second to the feeling that he had when he was in the limelight.  It was addictive, the best high he could ever imagine and after a set like that one, he felt like the luckiest son of a bitch on earth.

      He lifted the long-neck to his mouth and took a long draft, the cool liquor soothing his raw throat.  Stevie was still backstage packing away their gear, but he was too keyed up to deal with it.  She’d shooed him out to the main bar area and told him she would join him soon.  He didn’t need to be told twice.

      There was something different about tonight, something in the air that he could almost taste.  They’d played this bar regularly for the last couple of years and they were always well received, but tonight… tonight felt more. He couldn’t explain it, couldn’t define what it was, but there was definitely something in the atmosphere.

      “Great set tonight Nate,” someone said as they walked past, patting his shoulder.

      “Thanks man,” he replied automatically to the retreating back.

      The Red Boot wasn’t much, just another small town bar that was popular with the locals, but they’d been the first place to give Jacks & Nash a paying gig and there was always a good turnout whenever they performed.  Jacks & Nash - that’s what he and Stevie had called themselves the first time they’d performed together for a school talent show.  They’d flipped a coin to see whose name went first, and she’d won.  It was only fair.  Stevie Jacks was the driving force behind their duo and he had been just along for the ride, right up until that first performance and then he’d gotten it.  Music had just been a bit of fun before, but after that first time up on stage, he’d known…that was what he wanted to do for the rest of his life.

      “Nate Nash?”

      Nate turned to see a dark haired beauty wearing a pair of jeans so tight that they looked painted on, and a yellow leather jacket over a black scoop-necked top.  He let his eyes wander over her body, taking in each inch of her from her knee high black leather boots to her tumble of dark curls that fell over her shoulders.  He wasn’t a stranger to having women approach him after a gig, but she wasn’t the usual type.  When their eyes met, she cocked an eyebrow and pursed her lips before sticking out her hand.

      “I’m Gina Grimes,” she said, “I work for Rocksteady Records.”

      He took her hand and shook it slowly.  “Are you shitting me?”

      The side of her mouth quirked up, but her eyes remained cool.  “No,” she said, “do you want to see my business card?”

      “Sure,” he said turning back to the bar and taking a drink, hoping to get his nerves under control.  When he turned back to her, she had a business card in her hand.  He took it and read the words, still not believing it.

      “Look,” she said and then sighed as she leant against the bar.  “We saw a clip of you on YouTube and we’re interested.”

      He held up his hands to slow her down.  “Hang on a minute,” he said. “Let me go get Stevie and then we can all sit down together.”

      “Is he your agent?” Gina asked.

      “No she’s the girl that was singing with me, the other half of Jacks & Nash.”

      Gina’s lips thinned for a moment and her eyes were hard before she shook her head.  It was just one quick decisive shake.  “We don’t want her, we only want you.”

      “Shit,” he breathed, running his hand through his hair.

      Gina’s eyes wandered around the bar before coming back to rest on him.  There was a look in her eye, a look that said coming here tonight was beneath her and she really didn’t want to be here.  Which meant that she must have seen something in him to make her come.

      “Look,” she said, “I get it.  She’s your girlfriend and you don’t want to leave her behind, but she’s holding you back.  She’s cute and all and her voice is okay, but that’s not what we’re looking for.  We like your sound and your guitar work and if you work with us we can pretty much guarantee you a hit record, but it has to be just you.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” he said automatically as he reread the business card she’d handed him.

      “What?”

      “Stevie,” he said, looking up at Gina. “She’s not my girlfriend.  I mean, we’re friends and, well, she’s a girl, but we’re not involved.”

      “Well that makes it easier then,” Gina said with a tight smile that didn’t travel past her nose.

      Fuck.  What was he supposed to do?

      “I—I’m gonna need to think it over,” he said. “Stevie and I have been together for a while—”

      “I’ve booked a studio for Monday morning, nine a.m.  The address is on the back of the card.  We want to cut a demo with you, no strings.  We want to make sure that you’ve got the goods when you’re in the studio.  If you like us and we still like you after that, then,” she shrugged, “we’ll have a contract for you.”

      “I need to discuss it—”

      “Be there,” she said tapping a long red nail on the card. “Or don’t be, the choice is yours.”

      Nate watched her walk away not quite knowing what the hell had just happened.

      He picked up his beer and drained it.

      “Jenny,” he called to the bartender, “I’ll have another one of these.”

      “Sure thing Nate,” she said flipping the top off a cold bottle and sliding it across the bar to him.

      He smelled her perfume first and then heard her voice.

      “Who was that you were talking to?” Stevie asked as she slipped onto the stool beside him.

      “She’s from Rocksteady Records,” he said. “Said she saw us on YouTube and came to check us out.”

      “Shit, really?” Stevie said, accepting the vodka and lime from Jenny.  “I put up the clip that Darla took from last month’s gig.  It’s gotten a few hits, but, shit, Rocksteady? Really?”

      He nodded and took another long pull of his drink.

      “So,” Stevie prompted, “what did she think?”

      “She liked our sound,” he said distractedly.

      “Then why the hell aren’t you happy about this?  What else did she say?”

      “Come on,” he said standing and grabbing her elbow, “let’s get out of here so we can talk.”

      

      Nate was going crazy.  He hadn’t been able to find Stevie after she had stormed out on him.  She wasn’t answering her phone and when he’d gone to The Red Boot, she’d already picked up her gear and left.  Why couldn’t she understand why he had to do this?  It was just a demo and may very well go nowhere.  Why couldn’t she understand that?

      He kicked the tire of his truck and looked up into the lightening sky.  If he was going to do this demo, he couldn’t wait any longer.  It would take him all day to drive the distance and then he’d have to find a place to stay for the night.  He tried to tell himself that Stevie was just having a tantrum and she would eventually call him back or reply to one of his many text messages.  But there was something final about the way she’d walked out and he didn’t like that feeling at all.

      “Fuck,” he mumbled, pulling out his phone one more time.  He dialed and waited.  He knew it was early, but he couldn’t leave until he knew that Stevie was okay.

      “Hello?” the voice was thick with sleep.

      “Mr. Jacks?  It’s Nate.”

      “Nate,” he said with a heavy breath.

      “Stevie and I had a fight and—”

      “I know,” he said. “She called.  She’s on her way home on the Greyhound.”

      He held back the profanity and kicked the dust.  “Did she tell you what happened?”

      “No,” he said, wearily, “just that she was coming home and asked me to pick her up when the bus got in.”  He paused and Nate held his breath.  “Do I need to get my shotgun Nate?”

      He wished it was that simple.  He wished that he and Stevie had that kind of relationship.  At least then she might not have run off on him leaving him here worried sick about her.

      “No sir,” he said. “I’ve never touched Stevie, that’s not what we have.”  He ran his hand through his hair for about the millionth time and blew out a breath.  “Look, I have to go, but can you ask her to call me?  I don’t want to leave it like this and she’s not answering my calls.”

      “I’ll try, Nate,” he said, “but you know what she’s like.”

      “Yeah,” he said, looking down at his dusty boots and jeans, the same ones he’d been wearing all night.  He hadn’t even had a shower and washed off the sweat from their last set.  Shit, their last performance, their last gig.  Fucking hell, he wasn’t ready for things to be over for them.  “Just, please, tell her I called.”

      They disconnected and Nate shoved his phone in his pocket before climbing into his truck.  He had to do this, he just had to.  It’s what they had both been working toward and if nothing else, getting time in a studio was an experience that he couldn’t turn down.  It could all turn to shit and they might hate him, but if he didn’t at least try, then he was a fucking idiot.

      Why couldn’t Stevie understand that?
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        Present Day

      

      

      Stevie sat cross-legged on her couch, her acoustic in her lap and her eyes closed as she strummed.  It wasn’t a song, not yet anyway.  She was just playing random notes and chord progressions to see what she could tease out.  Her life had been a bit of a whirlwind after the release of Court’n Jacks first album and the announcement that they would be touring with Lily Ames.  Court’n Jacks, the band that she was now a part of, was made up of the three Court siblings  - Jace, Vanessa and Nadine - and herself.

      Vanessa and Nadine looked so much alike that they could pass for twins.  They were twelve months apart and their long, dark hair with heavy bangs, big blue eyes framed by perfect eyebrows and thick dark lashes, and cute little pixie features, were almost identical.

      Their brother Jace was tall and dark haired, but had missed out on the blue eyes.  His eyes were dark, like rich chocolate and he had a kind smile and quick, intelligent mind.  Not to mention that he could play just about any instrument that you put in his hands.  He was older by a couple of years and was super protective of his sisters, both of whom were little hell raisers.  Vanessa was a drummer with a bit of a wild side and Nadine played an electric fiddle like a demon and could drink most of the men she knew under the table.  Of the two of them, Nadine was the ring-leader but Vanessa was always up for a bit of mischief.

      And Stevie loved them all.

      She’d done so many guest appearances and radio shows that she was sure the entire world knew everything about her now.  Well, everything except that she had once played with the great Nate Nash.

      Except he wasn’t all that great anymore and his last album was an embarrassment to all artists everywhere.  When she’d heard his second album, she thought he’d struck gold.  There was no holding him back after the album went multi-platinum.  And then he’d followed it up with something that was so half-hearted and subpar for him.  She’d been disappointed in him, but then his fourth album had killed any lingering respect she had for him.  It was cookie-cutter pop crap and it proved to her that he really had sold out.

      Thank god no one had found that YouTube clip of her and Nate performing at The Red Boot.  She had her publicist and her agent to thank for that.  Lily had recommended them to her and they were worth the money the band paid them.  Court’n Jacks’ profile had grown exponentially and they hadn’t even hit the tour yet.  Their first album was rocketing up the charts and they already had thousands of fans on Twitter and Facebook.  The speed that everything was happening had taken her breath away and she’d barely had any time to herself.

      Which was why she had stolen this day and had shut off her phone and locked her doors.  She needed space to renew and refresh.  She needed time with her guitar and her piano.  She needed time with the music so that she could find her feet again.  It was far too easy to get wrapped up in the fame machine.  Is that what had happened to Nate?  She didn’t have to think too hard to know it was true.  Nate would’ve soaked up all the attention like a sponge.  He was easily distracted by the pretty sparkly things.  She wondered who he had advising him because whoever they were, they’d done a shit-poor job of it.

      He was her cautionary tale.  Watching the way his career had soared to impossible heights only to crash and burn just as quickly was a lesson for her.  Stevie was determined not to let that happen to her and the rest of the band.  They needed to keep their heads on straight and look at their career as a long game.  Stevie had no desire to be a flash in the pan.  She wanted a long career and she was more than prepared to take the turtle approach, rather than the hare.  It had served her well so far and she had no intention of racing into anything that might come back to burn her.

      A melody began to form as she moved her fingers along the fret board and she let it come organically.  She hummed along to it, getting a feel for the song before words started to come to her.  There’s a joke that all country music is about trucks or losing your hat or your dog or your girl, but Stevie didn’t believe that.  Sure, there was a percentage that pushed the stereotypes, but what she loved about country music was that the lyrics told a story.  She liked all types of music, but there was something about country that tugged at her, especially those songs with lyrics that you couldn’t get out of your head.  That’s what she tried to do with the songs she wrote.  She wanted her audience to go on a journey, to get caught up in the story that she was telling them.

      This song was talking about a love lost.  Her thoughts about Nate colored her lyrics as she thought about what they’d had and what he’d walked away from.  Court’n Jacks’ first single was called ‘You Walked Away’ and it was all about Nate.  She’d thought she’d purged herself of the residual feelings she had for him, but obviously not.  She knew intuitively that this song would be called ‘What Could’ve Been’ and it would be the story of what could have been between them if he’d stuck by her.  The words tumbled out of her, unbidden, her heart spewing forth all her dreams of what she and Nate could have had together.

      She put the guitar down and dropped her head into her hands.  Would she ever get over him?  It had been five years and yet her feelings for him were still strong.  He had hurt her so badly when he’d chosen his career over her.  She hadn’t begrudged him the opportunity, it was just that he hadn’t given them another thought.  He hadn’t fought for them.  She’d always thought that they would end up together, that eventually he would come to feel about her the way she felt about him, but he’d never once looked at her like a lover.  It hadn’t made her feelings any less, though.

      It was one of the reasons she’d turned Carson down.  She couldn’t marry him when she was still in love with Nate.  She cared too much for Carson to do that to him.  He deserved a wife who loved him wholly and solely, and that wasn’t her.  Yes, she cared for him, loved him even, but it wasn’t the all-consuming love that she’d had for Nate.  The all-consuming love she still had for him, if she was honest with herself.  She may have stuffed those feelings down under the hurt that he had caused her but it was still there, as evidenced by the song she’d just plucked out.  The scariest thing was that she didn’t think she would ever find anyone else who would make her feel the way Nate did.  Which meant she was destined to be alone for the rest of her life.

      

      
        
        Five Years Ago

      

      

      Stevie eyed Nate as he took a long pull of his beer.  She’d seen him talking to the man-eater in the yellow jacket, and saw her hand him a card.  What surprised her was that he wasn’t following her out of the bar.  That was usually Nate’s MO after a gig.  He’d find a warm body and work off the adrenaline.  But he was still sitting at the bar and he looked like he had something on his mind.

      “She’s from Rocksteady Records,” he said. “Said she saw us on YouTube and came to check us out.”

      “Shit, really?” Stevie said, accepting the vodka and lime from Jenny.  “I put up the clip that Darla took from last month’s gig.  It’s gotten a few hits, but, shit, Rocksteady? Really?”

      He nodded and took another long pull of his drink.

      “So,” Stevie prompted, “what did she think?”

      “She liked our sound,” he said distractedly.

      “Then why the hell aren’t you happy about this?  What else did she say?”

      “Come on,” he said standing and grabbing her elbow, “let’s get out of here so we can talk.”

      The familiar thrill raced across her skin as he pulled her to her feet and put his hand on the small of her back.  She knew it was ridiculous to still have a crush on him, but she couldn’t seem to get past it.  He’d sleep with practically anything that moved, but he’d never even tried to kiss her.  They spent so much time together and knew one another inside and out.  They could practically finish each other’s sentences, but not once had he looked at her with lust in his eyes.  And still she hoped that one day he would see her as more than his partner, that he would see her as a woman and find her desirable.

      Until that happened, she still got a thrill when he touched her, even if it did make her a pathetic loser.

      He propelled her out of the bar and over to his truck.  He unlocked it and helped her climb in before going around and getting behind the wheel.  He didn’t talk as he drove them to the no-tell motel that they were staying in for the night.  She followed him into his room and watched him with worried eyes as he poured himself a third of whiskey from the bottle on the side board.

      “What’s going on Nate?” she asked.

      He ran his hand through his hair and then gripped the back of his neck, not looking at her.

      “God, what did she say?” Stevie asked, a tremble in her voice. “Did she hate us that much?”

      Nate shook his head and tipped it back to look at the cracked and stained ceiling, one hand on his hip.  He was still wearing the jeans and t-shirt that he had performed in and they fit him snugly, showcasing the goods.

      When he still didn’t say anything, she got up and walked towards him.  “You’re scaring me, Nathaniel,” she said, using his full name in the hopes of getting his attention.

      “Shit, Stevie,” he said pulling her in for a fierce hug. “You know I love you, right?”

      “Sure,” she said, her heart galloping at a million miles an hour.

      “Fuck,” he breathed and stepped away from her, rubbing his face, his whiskers rasping over the palms of his hands.

      “They want me to cut a demo,” he said finally.

      “Oh my God,” she said, hope soaring in her.  “A demo, really?”

      “Yeah,” he huffed out, “Monday morning.  They have a studio booked—”

      “What the hell Nate?” she said, thumping him in the chest.  “You scared the shit out of me.  This is great news, this is what we’ve been working for, this is why we stay in these fleabag motels and spend every dime we have on fuel traveling to these tiny towns and shitty bars.”

      “Wait Stevie,” he said softly, but she didn’t hear him.

      “What songs are we going to use?  Covers or originals?  Did she say what she wanted to hear?”

      He walked towards her and took her hands in his, stilling her and looking deep into her eyes.

      “Stevie,” he said and then took a deep breath.  “They want me to cut a demo… just me.”

      It took her a moment to hear what he was saying.  She was already thinking up a set list, working out which of their songs showcased their talents best, so it took a moment for the words to sink in.  They didn’t want her, they didn’t want Stevie.  They only wanted Nate.

      “They don’t want me?” she asked, searching his eyes, hoping she’d heard him wrong.

      He shook his head slowly.  “No,” he whispered.

      Every dream she’d ever had of making it in the music industry came crashing down around her.  All the blood, sweat and tears that she had poured into the songs they wrote.  The bleeding fingers from picking out melodies on her guitar over and over again to make sure she had it perfect.  The raw throat from singing in bars with too much smoke and not enough fresh air.  The money she had spent on traveling just for the opportunity to perform in front of crowds that were usually too drunk to even listen to them.  All of that was for nothing.

      “I won’t go,” Nate said.

      “No,” she whispered past the lump in her throat.  “This is your chance.  This is your break, Nate, you need to take it.”

      She heard the words coming out of her mouth and knew they sounded flat and unconvincing.  Hell, she didn’t mean them.  She wanted him to turn them down, she wanted him to say that if they didn’t want both of them then they weren’t getting him.  This was their dream.  It had always been Jacks & Nash and there couldn’t be Jacks & Nash without Stevie Jacks and Nate Nash.

      “Look, Stevie,” Nate said, pulling her in to his chest.  “It’s just a demo.  They may decide not to sign me after they hear me in the studio.  It’s not guaranteed.”

      “And what if they do?” she asked.  “What if they do want to sign you?”

      He huffed out a frustrated breath.  “Then it’s a foot in the door and after I do it their way, then I’ll have some clout to do it my way and I’ll insist that they bring you in.”

      Something in her broke.  She pushed away from him, her anger rising like a tidal wave until all she could see was red.

      “What the ever-loving hell, Nate!” she yelled. “This was my fucking dream!  I had to bribe you to even get up on stage that first time.  You didn’t want this!  I have been dreaming of this my entire life and you just waltz in here and steal it away from me.”

      “No, Stevie, it’s not like that—”

      “Bullshit!” she yelled.  “It’s exactly like that.  I’m not some second string that you can ‘bring in’ once you’re a big shot star, Nathaniel Nash.  You would be nothing without me.  You wouldn’t even have been up on that stage tonight if it wasn’t for me!”

      He reached out to her, trying to pull her back into his arms.  “Stevie, I know!  I know and I feel terrible—”

      “Save it,” she spat. “Just shut the fuck up and get away from me.”

      She turned away from him and walked out the door, slamming it behind her.

      

      Stevie threw all her clothes into her battered suitcase and pulled her boots on before stalking out of the motel without looking back.  She walked a couple of blocks in the dark to The Red Boot and went around to the back door to collect her guitar.  She slung it over her shoulder and waved goodbye to Jenny, pasting a fake smile on her face.

      “I’ll be in touch about the next gig,” Jenny called to her

      Stevie couldn’t speak or she knew she would break down and cry, so she just nodded and waved.  There wouldn’t be another gig at The Red Boot, there wouldn’t be another gig anywhere.  She walked to the bus station and bought herself a one-way ticket home.  She felt numb and her throat was swollen closed.  She boarded the bus and sat in her seat, put her headphones in and leaned back, closing her eyes in the hope of fending off any chatty fellow passengers.

      It was the middle of the night, but there was always a Greyhound ready to take her wherever she needed to go and Stevie needed to go home.  She needed to get away from anything and everything that reminded her of the dreams that she had lost.  And she absolutely refused to think about Nate - he was dead to her now.

      It was probably unfair to be so angry at him.  It was a big opportunity, but she was angry and she really didn’t give a shit if it was the right way to feel or not.  He should have turned it down immediately.  He should have told that woman they were a team and that they were in it together for the long haul.  But no.  All he saw was his name in lights and he’d dropped her faster than a hot potato and she’d smashed into a million pieces.  Her dream was dead.  It was broken, just like her heart.

      Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket, but she ignored it.  The only person who would be calling her at this time of night would be him and she didn’t want to hear his voice.  She never wanted to hear his voice again.  It would be better with a clean break.  Let him have his demo and his recording contract.  She would go on without him.

      The bus pulled away from the station and she let the slow, rocking motion lull her into sleep as the darkness wrapped around her like a blanket.  She’d done her best and given it everything she had, but it just wasn’t meant to be.  One day she would be able to tell her kids that she was there when the great Nate Nash got his break.  She could tell them that she knew him way back when.  They probably wouldn’t believe her, but she had the pictures to prove it and the songs they’d sung together.  And her memories… she would always have her memories.

      It hadn’t been an easy ride, but it had been a rush.  When those stage lights fell on her, everything else seemed to fall away.  The songs were her truth, the melody her heartbeat.  She lived in those songs and she had never felt more alive than when she was lost in their embrace.  They wrapped around her like loving arms and carried her off to another land.  She would always have those memories, for as long as she lived.
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        Present Day

      

      

      “Another album?” Nate asked, not quite believing what he was hearing.

      “Your contract—”

      “My contract was for four albums,” Nate said. “I’ve produced four albums.”

      “But the last two brought in less than impressive numbers,” Gina said, “and there is a clause in your contract that if your sales don’t reach the threshold, then you need to make up the difference.”

      “So what you’re telling me,” Nate said, trying to keep his voice even, “is that because you fuckers messed with my image and caused my sales to be shit, I owe you another album?”

      “Or the money to make up the difference.”

      These fuckers had him by the balls.  He had been a naive kid when he’d signed with them and hadn’t thought to get his own lawyer or agent.  He had no one in his court advising him.  He had no one on his side.

      “Even though it’s entirely your fucking fault?” Nate growled.

      Gina shrugged. “We did what we thought best at the time,” she said.

      “And killed my fucking career.”

      “It was a risk,” she said, still unconcerned. “We took a huge risk on you, Nate.  You were playing dive bars in Nowheresville USA when I discovered you.  You owe us.”

      “I owe you?  Seriously?”  He shook his head.

      “Look,” Gina said with a resigned sigh, “I’ll admit that maybe we were a little heavy-handed—”

      “Ya think?”

      “Okay so, yes, we made some mistakes with your image and the songwriters we used on the last album.  So we are willing to give you complete creative control for this record.”

      “You won’t interfere at all?”

      Her lips thinned, but she didn’t answer.

      “Look, Gina,” Nate said, “I’d rather not produce another note of music than do another record with you, but I may be persuaded if I had an ironclad agreement that said that you and your ‘advisors’ keep your fucking fingers out of my image, my sound and my songs.  I want zero input from you and your cronies.  The only way you’ll get me to produce another album is if you step away, completely, and leave me to write and record on my own.”

      He watched her jaw clench and worried she was going to crack a tooth.

      “Fine,” she bit out.

      “And I want Derek to produce it.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yes,” he said, an idea forming. “I want you to make sure that any collaborators that I request say yes.  If I want goddamned Elvis Presley to sing on my album, you’ll make it happen.”

      “Would you like rainbows and glitter to shoot from your ass as well?”

      He grinned for the first time in far too long.  “I can make the rainbows and glitter shoot from my ass all on my own sweetheart.”  He stood.  “Are we done here?”

      “Don’t forget who gave you your chance, Nash.  Don’t forget that I made you a star.”

      He pulled out his phone and pressed play.  Stevie’s voice filled the conference room.

      “Hear that?  You made a big mistake all those years ago, Gina.  This girl, she’s the real star and you passed on her.  You chose me over her and, if I’m honest, I know you chose the wrong person.  I was just too young and too damned stupid to realize it at the time.  She’s about to tour with Lily Ames and she is going to be a fucking megastar, and you missed it.  You could’ve had her and instead you chose me.” He laughed.  “You got the raw end of the fucking deal, Gina.  I was never the star of Jacks & Nash, it was all Stevie.  It was Stevie’s songs.  It was her voice.  Her heart.  Instead of a genuine diamond in the rough, you got me and I am a very poor substitute.  So next time you try and tell me that you made me a star, just you remember that if you had picked Stevie five years ago, you’d have had four hit records instead of just two.”

      He turned and walked from the room, leaving Stevie’s song playing until he got in the elevator.  He turned it off and slipped it into his pocket.  If he was being forced to make another record with Rocksteady, then it was going to be done his way.  His songs, his sound.  He could already feel his muse stirring.  He heard Stevie’s voice and it had set something alight inside him.  His fingers itched to feel the strings under them, his throat felt tight and his skin felt like it didn’t fit him.  He needed to play.  To sing.  He needed to write.  For the first time in three years, he felt the music inside him.

      He played Stevie’s album on repeat all the way home and then put it on his home stereo, blasting it through every speaker in his apartment.  He marinated in it, pacing his living room, running on the treadmill, lying on his couch and then, when he felt he was ready, he turned it off and basked in the silence.  Then he picked up his pen and began to write.  The words came first, pouring out of him like a fountain.  He was manic in his scribbling, the words forcing their way out of him and onto the page.  It had always been feast or famine with him, and right now it was feast and he just had to hold on for the ride.

      Somewhere around two in the morning, the words dried up.  He put his pen down and picked up his acoustic, the same one that he’d had since the early days with Stevie.  He worked on the first song, strumming chords, humming the melody, making notations on the paper above the words.  It was messy and probably illegible to most people, but he had to get it out of him before he lost it.  The songs told a story.  This was his comeback album, an apology letter to his fans, an ‘I’m sorry’ to the people he had let down, and a big ‘fuck you’ to Rocksteady.  But most of all it was a way to make amends with Stevie.  He just hoped she’d see it for what it was and maybe, just maybe, they might be able to find the friendship they’d lost.

      

      “Derek.”

      The big man turned slowly in his seat, a big grin splitting his face as he took in Nate.

      “Nate Nash,” he said, “I didn’t think I’d see you back here in my studio again.”

      Nate looked at the floor sheepishly and ran his hand through his hair.  “That last album was pretty bad, huh?”

      “Oh yeah,” Derek replied.  His voice was a deep rumble that hit Nate right in the gut.

      “You know that I was under the label’s orders?”

      “I do,” he said, “but you could’ve stood up to them.”

      Nate slumped into the chair beside Derek, “I know.”  He took a deep breath.  “I heard Stevie’s new album.  It’s good.”

      Derek smiled again. “She’s good people Nate.  I’ve been working with her for a few years now and I’m glad she finally got her chance.”

      “Yeah, me too.  God, I’ve made so many mistakes.”  Nate shook his head.

      “Yeah, man, you have.  But it’s never too late.”

      “Do you think she’ll work with me?”

      Derek laughed.  It was a big, rich, full belly laugh and it didn’t give Nate much hope.

      “Fucker,” he breathed.

      Derek continued to grin at him and Nate shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      “She was pretty pissed at you.”

      “I know.”

      “She really hated your last album.”

      “She listened to it?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Derek said with a shake of his head.  “She stomped around in here for days afterward calling you every name under the sun.”

      “Shit.”

      “She couldn’t believe you would sell out like that.  None of us could.”  Derek was serious now and Nate couldn’t look at him.  He was ashamed of the way he’d let himself be compromised.

      “Fame got to me,” he said.  “I know it’s a weak excuse.  Gina was filling my head with bullshit and the fans were throwing themselves at me and the money.  Shit, I gave in to it all.  I’m a weak son of a bitch, I know, and full of my own importance.  I was on top of the world after my second album and I didn’t think I could do anything wrong.  But, man, I fucked up and I’m here to make amends.”

      “Rocksteady wants another album out of you?”

      Nate blew out a breath. “Yeah.  Because my last two albums didn’t sell enough.”

      “And you’ve got complete creative control?”

      “I do.”

      He nodded slowly, his eyes not leaving Nate’s.  “Okay,” he said finally, “what’ve you got?”

      Nate breathed a sigh of relief and pulled out his phone, handing it over to Derek so he could hook it up to the monitors.  They listened in silence as the sound of Nate’s acoustic guitar and his lone voice filled the studio.  Each of the songs were raw, no mixing, no harmonies, no bass or drumbeat.  Just his battered guitar and him singing his heart out.  It was who Nate was before Gina and Rocksteady got a hold of him. This was the real Nate Nash, heart-on-his-sleeve, open and vulnerable.  He watched Derek for some sign that the guy liked what he was hearing, but his expression was blank, giving nothing away.  With the last chords of the last song fading into silence, Nate waited with nervous impatience for some sort of sign that he hadn’t just made a complete fool of himself.

      The silence hung in the air, palpable, but Nate kept his mouth shut, not wanting to rush in.  If Derek hated it, he wasn’t in a rush to hear the criticism.  He’d rather just slink out and go lick his wounds in a dark bar with a couple of strong whiskeys to dull his pain.

      Finally Derek turned to him and nodded.  “I like it,” he said and then he grinned. “I like it a lot.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” the other man said nodding.  “They’re good, man, real good.  Have you thought about who you want to play on the album?”

      “I want Stevie,” he said.

      Derek rolled his eyes.  “Stevie’s got her own band now,” he said.  “You can’t ask her to walk away from that and she’s touring in a few months—”

      “I know,” Nate said, “I don’t want her to give it up.  I’d be happy to make a deal with her band so that it’s their song with me as a by-line, you know, ‘featuring Nate Nash’.  I just want the opportunity to sing with her again and I want to tell her how sorry I am about the way things went down between us.  I was an arrogant asshole and I just want to make things right with her.”

      “It’s going to be a tough sell,” he said.  “Stevie doesn’t forgive easy and she’s not likely to forget.”

      “I am well aware of Stevie’s ability to hold a grudge,” Nate said.  “She hasn’t spoken to me in five years.”

      Derek chuckled and then sobered, thinking.  “I can ask her,” he said. “She’s still doing some work for me and we’re friends.  Let me talk to her, feel her out and see if she’s interested.  There is so much going on in her life at the moment, she may be too distracted to even give it any serious thought.”

      “I heard Carson won the seat in the senate.”

      “Yeah,” Derek said, eyeing him, “what are you getting at?”

      “I know they were together for a long time…”

      “Are you fishing Nash?  You want to know if Stevie and Carson are still hot and heavy?”

      “Yeah, I do,” he replied.

      “He asked her to marry him,” Derek said and Nate felt a sharp pain pierce his chest.  “She turned him down.”

      “What?”

      “She turned him down.  He didn’t think that a senator’s wife should be touring the country with her band.”

      “He wanted her to give it all up?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Shit.  That’s cold.”

      Derek raised an eyebrow at him and he blushed.  “Okay, I was cold too.  But I did think I would be able to help her.  I got her this gig with you, didn’t I?”

      “No you didn’t,” Derek said.  “You showed me a video that someone sent to you.  All you did was give me her phone number.”

      He was right.  All this time he’d been deluding himself, justifying his actions because he thought he’d done what he could for Stevie.  But he hadn’t done shit for her.

      “Fine,” he said.  “You’re right.  But can you help me with Stevie or not?”

      “I’ll help you,” he said, “but you’re going to owe me.”

      

      “Stevie,” Derek said as she slid into the chair beside him.  The big sound desk in front of him was lit up and he had headphones on, those big, over the ear ones, but only one ear was covered.

      “What’s up Derek?” she said. “What’re you listening to?”

      “A client’s rough draft.  They’re looking for someone to sing a duet with them.”

      Stevie raised an eyebrow.  “You want me to sing with them?”

      “No, well, yeah, but they asked for you specifically.”

      “Back up?”

      He shook his head. “No, a duet.  They’re even prepared to give Court’n Jacks the song credit.”

      She rolled her lips together thinking it through.  It was a good opportunity to sing with someone else, especially if they were a well-known artist.  And getting the credit to boot?

      “Let me listen,” she said.

      He took off his headphones laying them on the desk and flicked a switch so that the sound filled the room.  A single guitar began to play and she closed her eyes as she listened to the intro.  She liked it so far and then a voice spilled from the speakers, a voice she knew as well as her own.  Her eyes flew open and she glared at Derek but he held his finger to his lips in the universal ‘shush’ signal and tipped his head to the side to get her focus back on the music.

      It was fucking Nate Nash and it was good, really good.  It was classic Nash and she could already hear how their voices would blend.  It would be good.  It had the potential to be a hit and it would relaunch his career in a big way.  It probably wouldn’t hurt hers either.  Jacks & Nash, singing together again.  How many times had she wanted that?

      “No,” she said, standing up and sliding her hands into the back pockets of her jeans.

      “No?”

      She shook her head.  “I can’t do it, Derek.  He screwed me over.  Who’s to say he’s not going to do that again?”

      “I think he knows he made a mistake Stevie and I think he wants to make amends.”

      “Why are you on his side?”

      Derek sighed.  “I’ve known Nate for five years, I mixed his first two albums.  I did a bit of work on his third but refused to touch his fourth.  He knows that he let Rocksteady have too much control and this is his way of getting back to his roots.”

      “You feel sorry for him?”

      Derek shrugged.  “I don’t know about feeling sorry for the guy, but I know that this is coming from his heart.  You can’t write like that without getting in touch with yourself.  He knows he did wrong and he wants to put things right.”

      “I’ve got Court’n Jacks now,” she said.  “I don’t need Nate.  I made it in spite of him.”

      “You did,” he said slowly, rocking back on his chair.  “Did I ever tell you how I came by your YouTube video?”

      She folded her arms across her chest and looked away from Derek.  “Nate showed you?”

      “He was here in the studio, struggling to come up with material for his second album.  Things weren’t going well.  Someone sent him the clip and I heard it.  We put it up on the monitor and listened again.  I asked if he knew you and he gave me your number.  Told me not to tell you where I got it from because he knew if you knew it was from him that you’d turn me down flat.”

      “Shit.”  She slumped into the spare chair and leant her head back, squeezing her eyes shut.  Fucking Nate, she couldn’t even have her success without him having a hand in it.

      “Now, don’t you go giving him credit where none’s due.  He was only the conduit, everything else you’ve done, that’s all you Stevie.  I called you because I heard something in your voice that I knew I could use.  Your work ethic and your blood, sweat, and tears have gotten you to where you are now.  The only reason I’m telling you this is because I want you to know that he didn’t walk away and forget about you.  He’s been keeping track of your career too.”

      She stomped a foot.  “Fucking Nate Nash,” she growled.  “I don’t want to do it.  I don’t want to do it because I know it will help him, I know that if we sing together, he is going to get back the career he trashed and I am just spiteful enough to not want him to have it back.”

      “I hate to tell you this, Stevie, but whether you sing with him or not, this album is going to go a long way to restoring his career.  Rocksteady has given him complete control and I’ve heard the other tracks.  He’s found his way back and whether you are a part of it or not, he is going to climb back out of the cesspool his last album dumped him in.”

      “Shit.”

      “You can choose to be part of it and use him to further your own career.  You could maybe even get back a little of what you think he stole from you.  Or… you can walk away from a solid gold opportunity because of your pride.”

      “I hate you,” she growled and he laughed.

      “You love me, sweetheart, and you know I’m right.  Think about it, I know there’s a whole truckload of unresolved crap between the two of you, but it’s been five years.  Don’t you think it’s time you dealt with it?  You need closure and maybe this is your opportunity to get it.”

      Stevie stood up again and paced around the control room.  “I need to think about it,” she said.  “When does he need an answer?”

      “He’d prefer to have the track laid down before you go on tour.”

      “Fine,” she said. “I’ll think about it and talk it over with Jace and the girls.  If we do it, it needs to be a group decision and it needs to include all of us.  I won’t do to Court’n Jacks what he did to Jacks & Nash.”
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        Four Years Ago

      

      

      “Come on, Stevie,” Darla pleaded, her dark lined eyes begging her.  “It’s my bachelorette party and you’re my maid of honour.  You have to be there.”

      “Darla,” Stevie sighed as she finished wrapping up Mrs. Busch’s meds and handed them over the counter to the older woman.  “It’s karaoke and you know I hate karaoke.”

      “You should go dear,” Mrs. Busch said, reaching over the pharmacy counter to pat Stevie’s hand. “It’s been so long since anyone heard you sing and we all miss it.”

      Stevie gave the woman a tight smile before looking back to Darla.

      “Please Stevie, you’re my best friend.  If you’re not there then I’ll be stuck with my cousins and the Glam Tramps.”

      Stevie smiled genuinely at her friend.  The Glam Tramps were a group of girls that they had gone to school with who thought that the price of your outfit determined how hot you were.  Each of them had married well and spent their husbands’ money on designer clothes and shoes and handbags.  To two simple girls like Darla and Stevie who preferred the comfort of a worn denim skirt and a pair of broken-in cowboy boots, it was an incredibly dull way to spend your life.  The only reason they were invited to Darla’s bachelorette party was because her husband-to-be worked with their husbands, although Tom was nothing like them.

      “Fine,” Stevie said with a resigned sigh, “but I’m not singing.”

      “Whatever,” Darla said and then squealed.  “Yay!  I’m so glad you changed your mind.”

      Stevie rolled her eyes and wondered if she’d just made a big mistake.  Spending the night in a karaoke bar with a bunch of well-dressed but vacuous women was not her idea of a fun night.  She’d much rather be snuggled in her comfy PJs in front of the television with a bowl of popcorn.  At least there would be alcohol.

      “Okay, so I’ll be around at seven so we can get dressed together.  The limo is picking us up at nine.”

      “Fine,” Stevie waved to her friend as she walked out of the pharmacy and then turned her attention back to Mrs. Busch.  “Will there be anything else?”

      The rest of the day went by too fast for Stevie’s liking.  The pharmacy was busy, but that wasn’t anything unusual.  She’d been working there for a little over a year now, ever since she had slinked home on a Greyhound bus in the middle of the night, her tail between her legs.  This was her life now and, maybe it wasn’t the bright lights of a stage, but it was enough for now.

      Nate’s first album had come out and had spent a considerable amount of time in the top ten.  The first time she’d heard his voice on the radio, she’d almost plowed her car into a power pole.  She cried as she listened to the words that she had written sung by a man she had been in love with for far too long.  She knew that he would be using her songs.  She hadn’t spoken to him, but he had spoken to her father and they had worked out an agreement through lawyers and third parties.  Her first royalty cheque had blown her away and she’d gone out and bought her own house with it.  Nate’s record was a hit, and she was reaping some of the benefits.

      But she hadn’t picked up her guitar since that night at The Red Boot.  She hadn’t sung a song or written any lyrics.  The music had died in her that night and she didn’t think it would ever live in her again.  People had badgered her to do a set or two at The Standard, a bar that she and Nate had played plenty of times, but she refused time and again until they eventually stopped asking.

      She stood in front of her closet and looked at the racks of clothes.  Denim was the predominant fabric.  Jeans, shorts, short skirts, long skirts, short dresses, and vests.   If they made it in denim, Stevie probably owned it.  Along with the denim was black - black t-shirts, black button up shirts, black halter necks and crop tops, some with logos, some without and one hot LBD that she had never worn.  She reached in and pulled out
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