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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Bayleigh

      

      “My name’s Chloe,” the blonde girl says. “I’m your daughter.”

      There’s a moment when nothing happens, just the hum of the conversations around us in that backstage room. Then I feel it: the tightness at my collar, the throb behind my left eye, the floor tilting just enough to be noticed. I clamp down hard on those feelings, and summon the smile that’s gotten me through funerals, overdoses, and all the times I thought my career was over.

      “Sweetheart, that’s—” I start, but my voice splits, high and brittle as a snapped violin string. I clear my throat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Chase stands to my left, near enough that I can smell his aftershave, near enough that if he moved one step closer, he’d be holding me up. I sense him shift, see his brow knot, and I know he’s cataloguing everything: the way my hands tremble, the pulse at my temple, the fact that my entire body is coiled like a cornered animal.

      The girl, Chloe, doesn’t back down. She glances from me to Chase, and there’s something measured in her face, as if she’s already run through every possible scenario in her mind and this is the last roll of her dice. She speaks again. “I am your daughter. I just wanted to meet you. That’s all.”

      I want to scream at her, or at myself, or at the universe for sending me this particular ghost tonight, of all nights, but instead I nod at one of the security guys posted near the snack table. It’s subtle, a move I’ve practiced since my first stalker showed up all those years ago. The guard is on her in two steps, polite but unyielding, his hand on her elbow like he’s steering a child through a crowd. Chloe doesn’t resist—just lets herself be moved, her eyes fixed on me with a weird, searching patience.

      Chase is the first to break the silence. “Bay. Is there something you want to tell me?”

      The question is so gentle, so heavy with hope, that for a second, I consider telling him the truth. But there are other people here: bandmates, label reps, an influencer who’s already taking notes. So, I shake my head, really slow, and squeeze his hand.

      “Just another crazy fan,” I say, willing myself not to look at the exit where Chloe is walking toward. “Shit like that happens all the time.”

      I can feel the doubt radiating off him, the way he gently disengages his fingers from mine and pockets his hands, like he’s trying to keep from reaching for something he can’t have. I paste on the smile again, wider this time, and turn to greet a trio of VIP donors holding court by the cheese platter.

      Kelly swoops and puts an arm around my waist, her whisper hot in my ear. “That was a wild one. You okay?”

      I nod, my jaw so tight it clicks. “There are some crazy fans out there!”

      She gives Chase a look I can’t decipher, then leans into me with her whole body, an anchor and a dare. “You’ve got another hour of schmoozing. You need me, I’m here.”

      I want to tell her I need a time machine, or a black hole, or at the very least a cigarette. Instead, I let her steer me into the next conversational cluster, where someone’s wife is telling a story about being snowed in at the Claremont Hotel, and someone else is bragging about their kid getting a full ride to Belmont. I nod and laugh in all the right places, but the only thing I hear is Chloe’s voice, soft but unshakeable, repeating her name over and over.

      The party blurs into a sequence of handshakes, posed photos, and hollow toasts. I answer questions on autopilot, my mouth forming sentences while my brain is somewhere else, recounting the years and cataloguing every bad decision I’ve ever made.

      Kelly materializes at my elbow a while later, her smile professional but her eyes saying rescue mission.

      “Bay, the plane's fueled and the cars are waiting,” she murmurs, deftly extracting me from a circle of industry vultures.

      I nod and turn to Chase, wondering if he’s changed his mind already. God, I hope not. I really need him with me, now more than ever.

      “Mind if I drive her to the airstrip?” he asks Kelly.

      She nods before saying, “I’ll see you out there. Don’t take too long saying your goodbyes.” She gives Chase a wink before turning away.

      He takes my hand in his and smiles. “Come on, Bay,” he says quietly. “Let' s get out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Chase drives me to the airfield with the windows down and one hand resting on my knee. We don’t talk at first. There’s no need. The silence isn’t awkward, just heavy—like the air before a twister. I think about the first time I left Sweetgum Valley. I remember every mile of blacktop between here and Nashville, how I gripped the wheel so tight my palms bled. I remember Harper singing along to the radio, making up new lyrics to old songs, her feet on the dash and her eyes never quite meeting mine.

      I listen to Chase breathe, slow and steady, and when I turn my head, he’s already looking at me, a question in his eyes.

      The answer’s always yes with him.

      The private strip is east of the valley, tucked behind a field of stunted corn and a chain-link fence topped with rusted barbs. The tarmac is a flat scar against the land. There’s a single hangar, the roof patched with silver tape, and the plane standing on the apron like a toy left out overnight. The nose points at the darkening sky, impatient to escape.

      Chase parks the truck beside the plane, engine idling. The air is thick with jet fuel. Crew are loading cases and gear, and people are standing around talking.

      Chase turns off the ignition and leans over the console, and for a second I think he’s going to say something that matters. I absentmindedly run my thumb across the scar on my wrist, wrist, the pulse beating faster underneath. His voice pulls me back. “You still want me at the show next weekend?”

      “Of course, I do,” I say, too quickly. “Andy says he’s never heard anyone match my energy like you do. Even with the handful of rehearsals we’ve had, you’re—” I stop, not sure how to say it. “You’re better than half the musicians in Nashville.”

      He smiles, that shy grin that makes him look seventeen again. “Guess I should start charging double.”

      The plane’s engine coughs to life, a desperate rattle that levels out to a steady drone. The cockpit lights glow amber, waiting for me. I press my forehead to the car window, watching the darkness of the world outside.

      “Are you scared?” Chase asks, and it takes me a second to realize he means it.

      “Not of flying,” I say. “But I hate leaving you.”

      He stares ahead, hands tense on the wheel. “You’re not really leaving. You’re just…going ahead. I’ll catch up.”

      “You promise?”

      He looks at me, the light of the runway glinting in his eyes. “Bay, I’d follow you anywhere. Even to Nashville. Even if I have to sleep on your couch and live off room service and watch you get mobbed by idiots who think they know you.”

      I laugh, and it sounds like someone else, someone lighter. “It’s a shitty couch.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” He leans in, close enough that I can smell the sweat on his skin. “I love you,” he says, the words so simple they take the air out of the truck.

      I want to say it back, but my throat locks up. So, I kiss him instead, hard, then harder, my fingers gripping his shirt, pulling him across the console. He kisses like he plays: all control until he reaches the tipping point, and then it’s chaos—his hands in my hair, my legs straddling his, the gearshift digging into my thigh. The windows fog over, the world shrinking to the hot, frantic space between us.

      When I break away, I’m gasping. His lips are red; his hair, a mess. He smiles, stupid and perfect, and I know I’ll never survive him.

      “I love you, too,” I say, my voice wrecked and honest.

      We hold each other like we’re the last two people on earth. Outside, the plane’s propeller spins down. The lineman taps his watch, but I ignore him.

      Chase tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Go,” he says. “Show them what they threw away.”

      I climb out of the truck, my legs shaking, and walk toward the plane. Every step feels wrong, like I’m moving away from safety. At the door, I turn back. Chase stands by the hood of his truck, arms folded, his eyes on me. He’s not waving, not smiling—just watching. I blow him a kiss and he grins widely.

      I take my seat and find Chase through the window. Chase from the window. He stands there waiting. Then, the door shudders closed and the plane starts to move, and for a moment I think about jumping out, running back across the tarmac, grabbing Chase, and never letting go.

      But I don’t. I press my forehead to the glass and the world falls away. Sweetgum Valley shrinks to a patch of darkness in the rearview, and I wonder how long it will take until we’re together again.

      In the sky, everything is quiet. I close my eyes and replay the feel of his hands, the taste of his mouth, the promise in his voice.

      I’ll keep him, I tell myself, no matter what it takes.

      Even if it means breaking us both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Chase

      

      I wake late the following morning. After such a busy week my body has needed some extra sleep, and since it’s Sunday I let my eyelids close again despite the morning sun streaming in through my window.

      I think about last night. I watched as the light of the plane disappeared from sight, thinking how badly I wanted to be on that plane with her, spending my life with Bay. The sooner I get someone to take over the running of the ranch, the sooner I can get back to Bayleigh’s side. Hopefully she won’t change her mind before I can get back to her.

      Please, God, don’t let her change her mind.

      After dressing and gulping down some coffee I start my morning jobs. Mom’s car isn’t in the garage as I pass, and I remember she will be at church until midday.

      After cleaning out the chicken coup and feeding the horses, I go inside the main house to grab a drink of water. Along the kitchen counter several platters covered with al foil line the kitchen counter. Oh. There’s a BBQ at our place today, I had completely forgotten it was this week. I glance at my watch. Mom will be back any minute with half the town in tow. I put aside the rest of the ranch chores and busy myself cleaning up and preparing for the lunch. Mom already has brisket cooking away, and I breathe in its delicious smell as I set out chairs and tables.

      I wish Bayleigh were still here. I would have loved to introduce her to some of the newer people to town. People who moved here after she’d left. No doubt the concert would be high on the list of topics discussed today, and I am curious to find out just how much money has been earnt for drought relief. I don’t expect to receive any of it—our ranch isn’t doing nearly as badly as others around Sweetgum Valley. Better the funds be used to help those more in need. Today’s lunch will go a long way toward boosting morale and giving people a full stomach.

      My phone vibrates in my back pocket, and I pull it out to see a new message from Bayleigh.

      I miss you already. Hope you had a good night.

      I messaged her as soon as I got up. She must have needed a sleep-in too. It had been an emotional week for her, confronting her mom on top of everything else. I hope she will be able to rest some today before launching into a busy week. I can’t wait to join her.

      I have been mulling over who to ask to look after the ranch. I could hire somebody, but that would take time and I’d have to train them up. I have a better idea, but I need to discuss it with Mom later, once everyone has left.

      I open the lid on the grill and check the beef. It is cooked beautifully and ready to serve, which is good timing as I hear tires crunch against the gravel driveway.

      I greet townsfolk as they enter,  shaking their hands. They are all dressed in their church best and I feel a little out of place in my jeans and work shirt. I pull my hat down low on my forehead to hide the messy hair underneath it.

      Pastor Ron pulls up in his beat-up Subaru. He’s got two enormous pies in his arms and a smile that could’ve been borrowed from a used car ad. “Chase!” he bellows. “Is this the sweet smell of Christian charity, or did you finally learn how to season a brisket?”

      I laugh and take a pie from his hand. “Don’t worry, Pastor. Nobody’s going home hungry on Mom’s watch.”

      He cackles and we set the pies down on a table now overflowing with food. Then Ron turns to me, his tone quiet and somber, when he says, “How’s your mama doing? Jane said she nearly fainted at choir practice.”

      I frown. “Really? She hasn’t said anything to me.” Not that I’ve been around much this week, caught up as I was with Bayleigh and the band. “I’ll keep an eye on her. Make sure she doesn’t overdo it.” I try to reassure him.

      Pastor Ron nods. “Let me know if either of you need anything.”

      I give him a grateful smile, but the niggling concern that Mom is sick and I haven’t noticed plagues me.

      A line of parked cars forms as more neighbors swing in: Victor and Naomi from the feed store, the Callahans, whose toddler has already absconded with a devilled egg, and the whole Portillo clan, plus assorted cousins and strays. The back lawn fills in quick, just like always—people hungry for food, gossip, and maybe the comfort of familiar faces when everything else is bone-dry and unsolvable.

      I set out ice water and lemonade, then uncork a few bottles of the homemade “Chardonnay” that Mr. Portillo insists is a town treasure. It’s a ritual, this gathering—a glue that holds Sweetgum Valley together when the bank statements and rainfall charts say we should’ve packed it in years ago. Even the food has its own choreography—pickles down on one end, potato salad and watermelon in the middle.

      I’m out back refilling the lemonade when I spot Mom—she’s eased herself into a lawn chair at the far edge of the yard, half in the shade, half in the sun. She’s still in her church dress, the blue and white one with the little crocheted collar, but she’s got that stubborn line at her mouth that means she’s running on fumes. I carry over two glasses and hold one out for her.

      She stretches out her arm to take it. Her hand is shaky, and her skin’s so pale it nearly matches the tablecloth. “Just what I needed,” she says and takes a sip, her voice hoarser than usual.

      I kneel beside her and lower my own voice. “Stop overdoing it, Mom. Let the others fuss for once.”

      “I just got a little dizzy, is all. I’m fine, Chase. Your father used to say, ‘If you sit still too long, you grow roots.’ That’s the trouble with Sundays—everyone expects you to sit and think about your problems.” She tries to smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes.

      “You must be hungry. I didn’t see any breakfast dishes this morning. I’ll fix you a plate if you stay here,” I say, and I’m surprised when she doesn’t argue. She simply nods before leaning her head back against the chair.

      I grab her a plate and heap it with brisket and potato salad, and I throw in a piece of corn bread for good measure.

      On my way back to Mom, I’m stopped by Naomi who has a glint of amusement in her eyes. “So, you and Bayleigh Gilmore are rekindling the old flame, huh?”

      I shake my head. How does she know? Then I remember the paparazzi and all those people who saw us at the afterparty last night. Of course, it would make the news in town. She is a celebrity, after all.

      “It was a good night. Did you see the performance?” I counter.

      “I sure did. You can’t fake that kind of chemistry.” She wraps her arm through mine, and I juggle to stop the plate from falling. “That last song just about broke my old heart. It was super special.”

      “Thanks,” I say, and nod in Mom’s direction. “I have to give this plate to my mom. She didn’t eat breakfast this morning.”

      Naomi drops her arm from me and takes a step back. “You’re such a good son to her. She’s a lucky lady.”

      I smile and walk towards my mother. It’s been just me and Mom for a long time now. I rely on her as much as she relies on me. How am I going to tell her I’m moving to Nashville? That I’m going to leave her alone on this big ranch? I can’t just up and go; I have to make sure I get the right person in to look after the place in my absence. I really hope Mom approves of my choice.
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        * * *

      

      Mom and I chat as we clean up after the last of our guests have left. She fills me in on the town gossip and how much everyone said they loved seeing me perform last night.

      When we are finally done putting dishes away, I pour us a long glass of iced tea and we sit under the shade on the porch.

      I stretch my legs out in front of me as Mom takes a sip of her icy drink. May as well just get it done with, “Bay asked me to join her band and move out to Nashville,”

      Mom turns to me with raised eyebrows. She purses her lips and tries for a wry smile, but her face creases in on itself, weary and waxy under the porch light. Once, she was able to whip up a dress, bake a pie, or crack a joke with ease. Now, however, her special touch appears to have faded away. There’s a tiredness to her I can’t quite name—her shoulders hunch up like she’s expecting bad news, her hand trembling as she lifts her glass.

      And her hand—hell, it’s the first time I’ve really seen it. Right there on the side of her palm, near the base of her thumb, is a small, angry red cut, puckered and ragged around the edges. It has a rawness that looks weeks old, not days, and I can tell by the way she cradles it, the way she toweled her hand dry so gingerly after washing up, that it’s not healing the way it should.

      “I wondered what you two were planning to do now.”

      “I told her I would. I want to be with her. I always have, and I don’t expect that to change,” I reply.

      Mom smiles at me. “It always was your dream. It’s just been delayed a little. What do you want to do with this place?”

      Mom suggested selling the ranch once. Said she could move into town and start a new life there. I’d feel bad disrupting her whole life though. Besides, with the economy the way it is, now isn’t the best time to be selling a cattle ranch.

      “Well, I thought we could keep it but get someone else in to run it,” I say, watching her to gauge her reaction.

      She squints her eyes. “I don’t know of anyone off the top of my head, but I could start asking around. There’s bound to be someone right for the job who needs one.”

      I nod in agreement. Unemployment is high right now. “Actually, I think I know someone who might work. How about your brother, Neil?”

      Mom looks surprised and shifts in her seat. “I haven’t spoken to him since Christmas, six months ago.” She is quiet as she seems to think about it. “He was working on a farm in Georgia then. I could give you his number if you want.”

      “I thought it might be nice to have some more family close.

      Mom’s face falls for a moment, and I rush to reassure her. “Don’t worry—you’re more than enough. Just thought it might not be a bad idea to get to know my only other relative.”

      “Neil always had more wanderlust than me. He wanted to see more of the world than just Sweetgum Valley. But you’re right. It would be nice to see more of him, and he certainly is qualified for the job. He’s been a cowboy all his life.”

      I grin. I don’t have a heap of memories of Uncle Neil but the ones I do are good. He taught me to lasso. As well as working on ranches, Neil loves rodeoing and has traveled a lot of the country to attend shows. He’s always done pretty well at them too. A bachelor through and through, and now that he is getting on in life, this might be the perfect opportunity for him.

      “So, you’re happy for me to call him? See if he’s interested? There’s a show in Nashville next weekend I’d like to be at.”

      “So soon?” Mom’s eyes widen.

      “I can just drive out for the show and come back if he’s not here by then. I’ll need time to show him, or whoever we get, the ropes first anyway. Don’t just want to drop them in the deep end.”

      Mom smiles and agrees, then digs out her mobile and sends me his number. “I’m going to head to bed. Sleep well, my darling.” She stands next to me and removes my hat before kissing the top of my head like she has always done and putting my hat back on my head.

      “Good night, Mom.” I wait for her to leave before I push the call button and raise the phone to my ear.

      “Hello?” Neil’s deep, guttural voice answers.

      “Hi, Uncle Neil. It’s Chase here.”

      There is a moment of silence before he replies. “Hey Chase, how are you?”

      “Yeah, I’m good. How about you? Are you still in Georgia?”

      “I am. I’m working on a cattle ranch here,” he replies, then asks, “How’s your mom? She okay?”

      “Mom is fine. She says hello. Actually, I was wondering if you’d be interested in coming here and managing our ranch. I’ve been offered a spot in a band.” Neil has never been very interested in pop culture or music for that matter, so I don’t see the point of mentioning Bayleigh specifically.

      “Oh, you’re back into playing, are you? I thought you’d given that up.”

      I smile. “It’s a long story.”

      “Manage the ranch, you say?” I imagine him scratching his chin.

      “Yeah. I’ve got a separate cottage you could stay in, and Mom’s in the main house. I’m sure she’d be happy to prepare your meals too.”

      “And she’s agreed to this?” he asks and I frown. We may not have seen much of Neil over the years—usually Christmas every couple of years, and he and Mom always seem to have gotten along well.

      “She sure has. We’d like to keep it in the family.”

      There’s a pause long enough that I wonder if the line’s cut out. “I am ready to move on from here,” he says, “so yeah, sounds good. When would you like me?”

      I exhale a breath. “As soon as possible. I’d like to get to Nashville as quickly as I can.”

      We discuss the details, and he says he could be here within the next week. I decide I can still drive to Nashville and spend this weekend with Bayleigh and perform the show she’s got booked. A few days away won’t be too bad if I make some arrangements. Then I’ll come home, settle Neil in and eventually, head on back to Nashville.

      I call Bayleigh with the news and she is just as excited as me. “I remember Neil. He was a hard worker—a real old-fashioned cowboy.”

      “I think it will be good for Mom to have family around too. I know she has lots of friends in town, but I don’t want her out here with a stranger. Not at her age.”

      “I agree. I know we’ll both sleep easier at night knowing she’s safe.” I can hear the smile in her voice when she says, “I’m so excited to have you here. I’ll show you around Nashville, and we can get writing. I’ve already come up with some lyrics I can’t wait to share with you.”

      I sit back in the chair and fold one leg over the other. “Well, go on then. I want to hear them.”

      “Now?”

      “Why not? It’s going to be at least a couple of weeks until Neil is properly ready to take over. We might as well start playing with the songs now.”

      “And then when Brendon comes to me with a deal to record, we’ll already have some songs prepared.”

      I love the enthusiasm in her voice; it’s contagious like always. “Absolutely. And, if nothing else, we’ll have some songs about long-distance relationships and waiting for your soulmate to arrive.”

      “Oh, that’s a good one. Let me make a note of that.”

      I laugh and imagine her sitting on her bed, cross-legged, writing in a notebook. God, I can’t wait to be there in real life, touching her, kissing her—building our new life together.
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