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“No.” Melanie Goodwin shook her head. “Absolutely not.” 

“Oh, come on, Mel,” Heidi pleaded. “You’re the only one who has a prayer of getting him to say yes.”

Melanie stared into her bubbly friend’s hopeful eyes and wished she could deliver, but Alexander Hartman—Xander Hart to his millions of adoring fans—was not as easily manipulated by her as her bouncy brunette friend seemed to think. Even if she wanted to talk to the jerk.

“You seem to be forgetting that Alex had no problem walking away from us and this town years ago. If I had any kind of magic charm over him, he wouldn’t have left me so easily.”

“I don’t think it was easy,” Heidi said as her overenthusiastic hopefulness drained from her body and she stopped bouncing. She kept her voice in the same gentle tone as she pulled the plastic chair Melanie kept beside her desk around to the front and sat in it before resting her hands on the desk. “I think he’d been given the opportunity of a lifetime and he made the hardest decision he probably ever made in his life. Mel, come on, I know how much it hurt when he left, but after all this time, seeing where he went and what he became, can you really blame him? Remember what you told me while crying into pints of Ben and Jerry’s?”

“I was going to pop the seams on my cheerleading uniform.”

“The other thing.” Heidi ran a hand over her curvy hip. “And I was the only one who burst the seams of my uniform because of that ice cream sobfest, something I’m still miffed about, by the way. I didn’t even eat as much as you.”

“Oh hush. It all went to the right places and looks like it still does,” Melanie said, admiring her friend who had the sexy body of Anna Nicole Smith and the girl-next-door cuteness of a young Sandra Bullock. Then she sighed, knowing her friend wasn’t going to let it go. “I said if I really loved him, I should be happy for him, and that I would be happy for him even though my heart was breaking.”

Heidi nodded and reached forward to grab Melanie’s hand. “And there’s no doubt in my mind he felt the same. That boy was gaga over you. He would have done anything you asked. I think he still would.”

“You give me too much credit.” Melanie withdrew her hand and sat back in her chair. A glance at the clock showed there wasn’t much time left before her kids came back from P.E. and Heidi would be forced to return to the front office, her lunch break over. “Whatever we had has been over for a long time. He’s had plenty of other women in his life since.”

“And you’ve had other relationships too, but answer me truthfully. Did any of them make you forget about or just stop caring for Alex?”

No, she answered silently. No man had ever wiped Alex completely from her mind or evacuated him from her heart. Some had made his absence even more acute. Time and circumstance had cooled the fire that had once burned for him, though, and formed a crust over her heart where he was concerned. “It’s hard to forget about someone whose face and voice you either see or hear all over the television and radio,” Melanie advised. “You can’t even go to the grocery store without seeing his face staring back from the magazine rack. Alex never had that problem. He didn’t see me anywhere, and from all the pictures of him with various models, actresses, and other celebrities and influencers on his arm, he wasn’t trying to. He nearly made it down the aisle with one.”

“Nearly doesn’t count. You know that.” Heidi had the grace to dip her head in shame when Melanie’s gaze jerked to hers. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up He Who Shall Not Be Named. Look, Alex is like a millionaire now. Maybe a billionaire. He could have gone anywhere to get away from the spotlight and retire, but he came here. You can’t convince me he came back to Cook County because he missed the smell of manure in Silver Buckle or the amazing nightlife in New Hope.”

“Hey, New Hope has come a long way since he left. We have a ski resort here now, lots of restaurants and boutiques. The tourists love it. Even the Silver Buckle side of the county has made a lot of progress. I just heard of another horse-riding stable opening up and there’s talk of a bed-and-breakfast opening over there that offers the cowboy experience.”

“Yes, we’ve all progressed, but we’re still just a small town benefiting from tourists who love that small-town feel. Alex didn’t come back here for horse rides, boutique shopping, and the local ski resort. He definitely didn’t come back to suddenly switch professions to professional bull rider.”

“He still has family here,” Melanie said, although she’d never expected Alex to return. The thrill of getting away from his father had probably been an even bigger enticement than the promise of fame and riches that had come with the record deal he’d signed. Lyle Hartman was a hard man and the few times she’d crossed paths with him since Alex’s departure showed he hadn’t changed much. The man could snarl worse than a rabid dog. 

“I don’t think he came back here for his family. Only his father is alive and still meaner than a hornet, from what I’ve heard.”

“Well, he certainly didn’t come back for me.”

“Yet, he brought flowers to your door after he returned. He wanted to talk to you, Mel. He missed you.”

“He was bored and thought I was easy because I once fell for his charm,” Melanie countered. “He had years to talk to me. He could have called, written, texted. There were many ways he could have reached out over the years, but he never did. Not even in the beginning. He forgot all about me until he came back here for whatever reason and one bouquet of roses does not make up for forgetting I existed all those years.” 

“You didn’t have to slam the door in his face.”

“Believe me, I could have done much worse.” Melanie glanced at the clock and released a sigh of relief as she stood and smoothed her skirt. “I have to go get my kids from the gym and you have just enough time to get back to the office before your lunch is over.”

“Melanie, think of the greater good here.” Heidi stood and set the chair she’d borrowed back over to the side of the desk where it belonged. “We need this money. We need to upgrade our computers and we have textbooks that are falling apart. Most of the kids from the poorer part of the county can’t afford laptops or iPads. We need money for all of that as well as the art and music program. We have been scraping by for the past few years now. The money we normally bring in from the fall festival just isn’t enough, not even with the tourists.”

“Heidi.”

“I’m not the only one who is going to hound you on this, Mel. I’m just the first one the PTA sent in because everyone knows we’re besties. We’re the first wave while we make this all look optional. Eventually, it’s going to become a demand by the principal. Your boss. We need this year’s festival to be our best one ever. We need Alex to get on that stage so we can sell tickets.”

“That’s never going to happen.”

“You don’t know that. I mean, yes, he’s apparently shot down everyone who’s asked him to perform at their bar or restaurant and he’s called the sheriff out on anyone who’s come here trying to drag him back to L.A. or New York or wherever he does his music stuff at. Where was he living at?”

“I have no idea,” Melanie said, casting another glance at the clock. “I never had the time or interest to cyber stalk him and I don’t have it now.”

“I know, I know,” Heidi said, tagging along as she left her classroom and headed toward the gym. “Anyway, I know there are a bunch of rumors swirling out there about how he’s done with the whole fame and fortune thing now, but this won’t be a fame or fortune thing. This is a community thing. He’ll be saving the school.”

“By doing the very thing everyone who has interacted with him since his return swears he wants nothing to do with anymore.” 

“You can’t convince me that man doesn’t want to still sing,” Heidi said, huffing as she power-walked to keep up with Melanie’s faster footsteps, which were fueled by her frustration and desire to release herself from the conversation. “The only time that boy didn’t have a guitar in his hand was when he had you in his arms.”

“That was a very long time ago. He barely even picked up his guitar on stage once his manager or stylist or whoever got their hands on him.”

“Yeah, but he was still singing, and he did it for over a decade before he just called it quits and came back here. All he needs is the right motivation and he’ll jump back on the stage in a heartbeat. You’re that motivation, Mel.”

“I am not the miracle worker you think I am.” 

“You’re not the nothing you think you are to him. You’d probably know that if you’d given him the chance to explain himself before you told him to drop dead and slammed your front door in his face.”

“I didn’t tell him to drop dead. I told him to go to hell,” Melanie corrected her well-meaning friend. 

“Oh, like that’s so much better,” Heidi said and huffed out a breath as they reached the gym and stopped by the open door.

“Look at them,” she said, nodding toward the kids lining up to follow Melanie back to her classroom. Her own row of little ducks to keep in order. “I know he broke your heart, but you’re not asking Alex for yourself. You’re asking for them. The school needs so much this year. Unless we bring in more than we ever have, it’s the kids who are going to suffer. Just ask him, Melanie. Do it for the kids.”

Despite the love she held for her oldest and dearest friend, Melanie could have throttled Heidi for that low blow. She knew just what strings to pull to get her way. As Melanie looked over the little faces of her third-grade class, she knew what she had to do. 

“All right, I’ll ask him, but if he really doesn’t want to sing anymore, there’s nothing I can do about it. Any of you on the PTA could ask him and the results would be the same either way. I do not have any special connection with the man you want to perform at the festival.”

“Please, girl. This is me you’re talking to. I know you still have feelings for him and always will, and I remember the way you two were together. There’s no doubt in my mind he doesn’t still have a soft spot for you, even if you did slam a door in his face. Maybe take his favorite cookies when you go over there to ask, just in case he’s upset about the door thing.”

“Sure, but don’t get your hopes up,” Melanie warned her friend. “You’re forgetting that I had a connection with Alexander Hartman. The man you want on that stage during the festival is Xander Hart. I don’t even know that man.”

***
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“WHAT NOW?” ALEX MUTTERED as he heard the rumble of an engine coming up the long dirt lane and the dog reacted by jumping up from his favorite napping spot under the biggest Eastern red cedar in the yard to bark uncontrollably at the unexpected visitor.

He quickly finished drying the last of the dishes he’d finally squeezed out enough time to wash and put the dishes in the cabinet over the kitchen counter before rushing out the front door to shut the dog up before his father was awakened by the noise. 

“Shut up, Duke,” he yelled once he stepped out onto the porch, carefully closing the screen door behind him, and the big, brown Great Dane mix in the yard stopped barking to look at him and cock its blocky, floppy-eared head to the side, looking back at him with a look that asked, “What did I do?” 

The gray Honda Accord pulling into the yard wasn’t flashy enough to be anyone from his other life dropping in to pull him back into the world of sex, drugs, and crappy pop music. Instead, it held the last person he thought he’d see driving up that lane.

All the way back to Cook County, he’d thought of Melanie Goodwin. He’d googled her one night while moping around, wondering when the happiness he’d been promised was going to find him, and he realized the last time he was truly happy had been back in the little town of Silver Buckle, dating the cheerleader his lanky, awkward self had somehow managed to woo. The rest of his life had been hard, but time with Melanie had always taken all the bad away. She could erase everything negative from his life and take him to a place where it was just the two of them, wrapped in a bubble of peace and love where nothing else mattered. He’d been relieved when he’d found her listed on the faculty of the local elementary school and saw she still used her maiden name. So relieved he’d taken it as a sign that Hollywood was never going to give him true happiness, and he’d driven all night to get back to the place he’d once called home. 

But she’d made it clear she no longer held any warm feelings toward him. He should have known, considering she’d stopped taking his calls and never returned his letters. It hadn’t taken long for her to move on either. He’d never forget the moment he’d found out. Still, time had healed his wounds, washed away his anger. Although he wished she’d had enough faith in him to wait, to trust that he would have returned every chance he got, he couldn’t blame her for giving up on them. They were young and while he was traveling around the world, living large, she was stuck in Cook County. Even if she’d grown up in the nicer part of Cook County, it was still just a small town full of cowboys and not much else when he’d left. And she’d been in high school doing normal teen things. Like hanging out with friends. Going to prom. Dating. 

He’d thrown himself into his career to forget about her. And he’d thrown himself into the dating pool. He’d dated models, actresses, singers, and women famous just for being famous, women other men would cut their right arm off for a chance to be with, but despite their beauty, they just weren’t what he wanted. He’d already found his dream girl long before fame and fortune came in like a wrecking ball disguised as the opportunity of a lifetime and took her away from him. He’d left it all behind to come back to the same town he’d wanted so desperately to escape from all for a second chance. He’d expected her to make him plead, but damn, he hadn’t expected that door to slam in his face. 

He stepped off the porch once he realized Melanie was sitting there in her car, staring at the big dog he knew was just a big, goofy drool-monster, but to anyone else looked like two hundred pounds of big-ass danger. He patted his thigh as he crossed the yard and made the kissy noise the big teddy bear couldn’t ignore, effectively calling the beast to his side, and grabbed hold of Duke’s collar before holding his free hand up in a welcoming wave to let Melanie know the demon dog was contained. She was safe to exit her car. 

He wished he felt safe too as the door opened and one long, jean-clad leg slipped out, followed by another. Her soft brown boots were well-worn but fashionable, not the boots of a woman who spent her days working on a ranch or farm. The cream sweater she wore molded to her slender curves and the brown plaid scarf wrapped loosely around her neck to protect her from the cool fall air was like a pedestal displaying the absolute masterpiece above it. Long blonde waves fell over her shoulders, framing a face beautiful and smooth-skinned by nature, not by Botox, excessive cosmetics, or a plastic surgeon’s hand. She still took his breath away, especially when those gray-blue eyes locked onto his and seemed to stare straight into his soul. No, he didn’t feel safe at all. He was about two seconds away from dropping to his knees and begging for forgiveness, but he still had just enough self-respect to maintain his wits. 

He’d left, but he’d had every intention of staying in touch and making things work. She had been the one to cut off contact, so if anyone needed to apologize, it was her. Maybe she realized that, he thought, as she leaned back into the car and reemerged a moment later with a paper plate covered in cling wrap. His stomach grumbled as he recognized the snickerdoodle cookies she’d baked for him often while they’d dated, knowing they were his favorite. 

“The dog won’t bite,” he said, catching the nervous way she eyed the slobbering monster. “At worst, he might accidentally knock you over or lick you to death.”

“What is that thing?” she asked, closing the car door with her hip.

Alex looked down at the dog and the puddle of drool pooling on the ground below its blocky head. “This is what happens when a Great Dane gets friendly with an English Mastiff, also known as the largest goofy dog in creation. His name is Duke.” He gave the dog a firm command to sit still and released his grip on the collar, but left his hand close enough to grab the collar again if Duke decided to take a flying leap at their guest. “Are those I’m-sorry-I-slammed-a-door-in-your-face cookies or choke-on-these-and-go-straight-to-hell cookies?” 

Melanie pulled up short, stunned by the question. Like he was going to be Mr. Polite after the icy greeting he’d received when he’d shown up at her door? Or the way she hadn’t even bothered to visit him when he’d made a brief trip back before to participate in the rodeo? No way. He almost reconsidered the polite thing when the tip of her tongue darted out to nervously lick her lip. 

“I suppose I could have been a little warmer when you dropped by. I’m sure you can appreciate what a shock it was to open the door to find you, of all people, on my front porch.”

“Of all people?” 

“Yes.” She pushed her shoulders back, straightening to her full height of five feet, seven inches, exuding an air that suggested she’d been well within her rights to behave the way she had. “I never expected to see your face again. In person, that is.”

“I’m sorry to have disappointed you,” he muttered, and watched the dog as it crept forward and sniffed at her legs. Once he was sure Duke wasn’t going to try to jump up and plant his massive paws on Melanie’s chest or snatch the cookies from her hands, he glanced up at the pitiful house. 

“Are you really staying here?” 

He heard the disbelief in her voice and forced himself not to react to it, imagining what must be going through her mind. There was a hole in the side of the porch, some of the windows were boarded up, the paint was chipped in about a thousand places, and some of the siding was completely gone in others. The gutter sagged and there wasn’t a single animal left on the property except for Duke. 

“It doesn’t look like much, but I get more peace here than I would staying in one of the inns where people would harass me every minute of the day,” he lied through his teeth. There wasn’t much peace to be had in the Hartman home while taking care of his father, but at least when the old man screamed his name it wasn’t to jump up and down in front of him like a crazy person or ask for his autograph or picture. And when Lyle Hartman screamed his name, it was actually his name, not the name of what his manager had turned him into. Lyle Hartman damn sure didn’t want to hear him sing.

“It’s a mess. How could you let it get like this?”

Melanie stepped back at the look Alex swung her way. “You think I let it get like this?”

“Well, you certainly didn’t help with the upkeep. Obviously, you weren’t here. You ran away and loved the rest of the world so much you never thought of coming back home, but you could have done something. Sent money home to—” Melanie drew her lips in and closed her eyes for a moment before looking up at the house. “You sent money home. But he spent it at Hell’s Belle.”

“And the liquor store and the alcohol aisle of the grocery store, judging by the condition of his liver and what’s left of this place,” Alex finished for her, “but please, tell me more about what I did and didn’t do, and what I loved and felt.”

“You don’t have to take that tone.”

“I don’t have to take a tone?” He barked out a laugh, flabbergasted by her self-righteousness. “You’ve got a lot of nerve.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re the one who just showed up at my dad’s house with your attitude and judgement, making assumptions and I still haven’t heard one attempt at an apology for the rude way you treated me when I tried to see you. What happened to you?” 

Her jaw dropped. “What do you mean, what happened to me? Nothing happened to me. I’m the same person I always was and I’ve been right here where you left me. You’re the one who went away and changed.”

“The girl I knew was sweet and loyal. I guess I just never really knew you at all.” 

Her eyes narrowed, and he saw the little dimple she got in her nose when she was angry. “Likewise. And I was sweet and loyal, but loyalty has an expiration date when it’s not returned!”

“Not returned? What the hell are you talking about? You’re the one who decided you couldn’t wait for me.”

“Are you really that full of yourself?” she cried, her voice dangerously loud if he wanted his father to continue sleeping. Her eyes burned with anger when she raised her gaze to his. “Are you really going to stand there in front of me and act like I wronged you because I didn’t wait for you while you forgot all about me and dated all those women? You really thought I would be so overjoyed at seeing you on my porch that I’d just forget how you left me and moved on without so much as a goodbye?” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” he asked again, but the sincere hurt mixed with the anger darkening her eyes cooled his temper some. “I didn’t move on until you did.”

“That’s a lie.”

He shook his head. “You stopped returning my calls.”

“Your manager always said you weren’t available, that you’d call me back, but you never did.” 

“Yeah, your grandmother said the same thing every time I called, only she gave me more detail. You were studying with some guy or at the movies or were at a school dance, always with a guy.”

“What?” Melanie shook her head. “After you started dating—”

“Before,” Alex said, cutting her off. “I tried to reach you, but after our first song hit big, when I thought you’d be happy for me, you just stopped being there. You were out every time I called and I left messages. I left more messages than I could count. You never returned any of my calls or my letters.”

“Letters?”

“Yes, letters.” Alex raked a hand through his hair and nearly laughed at himself for having been so gullible. “I was so desperate to reach you, I resorted to pouring my heart out in letters, for all the good it did.” 

“No.” She shook her head, a deep frown line bisecting her brow. “I never received any letters, and why would you need to do that? You could have texted me.” 

“You didn’t have a cell phone. Your grandmother wouldn’t allow you to have one,” Alex reminded her. Who did she think she was pulling one over on?

“Yes, I did, and you know it. Gram finally let me have one because I was so upset when we started missing each other’s calls. She said you called while I was at cheerleading practice and she gave you the number so you could text me directly. But you never did.” 

“Melanie,” Alex said slowly as he started to realize what might have happened. “Your grandmother never mentioned you had a cell phone, and she definitely never gave me your number.”

“You’re calling my grandmother a liar.” Melanie’s fingers tightened around the cookie plate. “And I gave your manager my cell phone number too!”

Rather than have that plate of cookies thrown at his head, Alex kept his mouth closed about her grandmother. The older woman had always been overprotective of Melanie and not happy with his plans. But he knew what had and hadn’t happened. At least on his own part. He didn’t know why her grandmother would tell such a lie, but he wasn’t about to point-blank say what she’d done.

“I was never given any other number for you,” he said instead. “By your grandmother or by my manager. I wrote you numerous letters, and I never heard back. The few times my calls to your house were answered, I was told you were out, often with a guy. Chip Peters. When I couldn’t get in touch with you, I reached out to what few friends I had in this town. Nash was the one who told me it was time to move on because you’d moved on with Chip.”

“Only because you’d moved on with Candy Lewis.”

“Candy Lewis?” Alex had to rack his brain to figure out where he knew that name from. “The one-hit wonder from around the time I first signed with the group? Our opening act?”

“I saw a picture of you two in a magazine. She was kissing you. On the cheek,” Melanie clarified when he just stared at her in confusion. 

“You saw a picture of a singer kissing me on the cheek and you threw our whole relationship away because of that? I don’t even remember that happening, so it was clearly nothing,” he said. “Which you would have known had you taken a call or read a letter. You were the only girl I wanted. I never dated anyone else until I found out you were going steady with freaking Chip Peters, that preppy jock, and that was only because my manager insisted I be seen with other popular musicians and actresses to make myself more desirable to teen girls.” And because he was hurt and angry, but he didn’t feel the need to admit that.

“I didn’t get any letters.”

“So you keep saying.” Alex looked at the plate in her hands and sighed, already tired of the argument that seemed to be going nowhere. “You obviously came here for a reason and it doesn’t seem like an apology was it. What do you want, Melanie?”

“I—” Melanie closed her mouth as quickly as she’d opened it and averted her gaze, shifting from foot to foot uncomfortably as her cheeks grew pink under his glare.

He couldn’t stop the harsh laugh from barking out of him once it clicked. “Of course. Just like everyone else in this town, you want something from me. This should be rich. Tell me, Melanie; after ghosting me, slamming a door in my face, insulting me, and all but calling me a liar just now...What can I do for you?”

He’d barely gotten to enjoy seeing her face grow redder before his father’s hoarse, angry bellow reached him from inside the house. “Shit,” he muttered, glancing up at the house before stepping away. “I have to deal with that. Why don’t you go find someone you actually believe in to take those bribery cookies off your hands. I think I’ve swallowed enough of your bullshit.”

He walked away, leaving her confused and insulted. And pissed, he figured as he heard her boots stomping in his direction. 
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Alex looked exhausted when he returned to where he’d left her in the kitchen. His short brown hair was a mess from his fingers’ frequent raking, bags hung under his weary hazel eyes, and the short beard framing his face seemed to be more the result of lack of time than a fashion statement. The wrinkled denim button-down shirt and well-worn jeans combo he wore were far from the outfits she’d seen him in on magazines and television screens over the years. But she bet the clothes and the boots on his feet were expensive. 

“You’re still here?”

“I told you I wasn’t leaving until we talked.” She tapped her fingers along the dining table she sat at. The plate of cookies before her were calling her name, their sugary cinnamon scent slipping past the cling wrap to remind her she hadn’t eaten anything since lunch, which unfortunately was prior to eleven in the morning thanks to her class’s schedule, and Heidi had interrupted her free period so she’d never grabbed a snack. “I didn’t recognize the nurse who ran out of here.” 

“I’ve been bringing them in from outside the county. Whatever I can do to keep gossip at a minimum. I don’t think anyone in Cook County would think twice about breaking an NDA, the way gossip circulates around here.” 

“He has multiple nurses?” she asked, ignoring the barb about the county’s residents. Having lived there all her life, she couldn’t disagree. Melanie had heard Lyle hadn’t looked well the last time anyone had seen him in town, but she didn’t hear about him often. Anyone who knew Melanie well knew that Alex was a touchy subject for her, and that included his family. “What’s wrong with him?”

“He has one nurse at a time, but they keep quitting like the one you just saw run out of here. She’s not coming back, so tomorrow or the day after there will be a new one.” He leaned back against the counter and folded his arms. “I’d tell you what’s wrong with him, but I don’t have an NDA form on me.”

Melanie bit her tongue and silently counted to ten before she spoke. “I’ve never spoken to anyone about you, not since it became clear you’d moved on, and I certainly never spoke with reporters, so I resent that statement. I’ve never betrayed you, even after you broke my heart.” 

His eyes hardened as his gaze locked on to hers, but he took a deep breath and the sudden flare of anger seemed to simmer. “You swear you never got my letters?”

“Not a one.” She’d had time to think about what he’d said while he’d been taking care of his father and dealing with the nurse she now knew had been in the process of quitting when she’d heard raised voices from the back of the house, and a sinking feeling had entered her stomach. “My grandmother never gave you my cell phone number.”

“Nope,” he said. “And I didn’t stop calling until I was informed you’d moved on to someone else.” 

“The mail always came around noon. Gram would have gotten it hours before I got home from school, and that time of year, I’d be at cheerleading practice until late. The first thing I’d do when I got home was ask if you’d called. I’d try your manager’s number, but it seemed we could never connect and your manager acted annoyed when I tried. And then you stopped calling, even after I finally was given a cell phone.” Melanie stared at her first love and allowed herself to consider the possibility everything he’d claimed was true. Her throat clogged as she allowed herself to consider the fact he hadn’t stopped calling until he’d thought she’d left him for someone else. 

She loved her grandmother and knew the woman meant well, even if she had been overprotective. She’d been so upset when Alex had left, but wouldn’t have even considered telling him not to. He’d been given the opportunity of a lifetime, and standing in his way would have been selfish. Gram hadn’t been happy about the situation at all, convinced he would lead her into temptation and corrupt her, ruin her life. Gram had encouraged her to take up more extracurriculars, volunteer for everything that came along, including tutoring Chip Peters, who she’d practically pushed her on. Had she manipulated her into moving on from Alex because she was afraid his fame and fortune was going to take her away from New Hope and the life they had there? Had she sabotaged their relationship?

A loud clatter drew her back to the present, and she looked up just in time to see Alex mutter a curse under his breath and turn to disappear into the back of the house where his father bellowed a slew of curse words along with garbled ranting.

Lyle had never been a friendly man. Alex and she had been friends before each other’s first loves. She’d met him in the woods that separated Silver Buckle from New Hope. Both had lived right on the edge of the two towns. He’d come from Silver Buckle, where most of the residents were ranchers or farmers, and she’d lived with her grandmother in New Hope, the side of Cook County that now catered more to tourists with its small shops, eateries, and amusements. 

They’d gone to school together for years, but it wasn’t until she’d met him in that tree at ten years old that they’d ever spoken to one another. She’d been annoyed that someone else had discovered her thinking branch. He’d just hoped she wouldn’t kick him out of it because his father had been searching the woods for him, belt in hand, bellowing his name with an anger that had made her shiver along with her new friend. They’d spent a lot of time in that tree during those early years, waiting for Lyle Hartman to pass out or give up. 

No, Melanie couldn’t have asked Alex to stay. Not knowing what staying meant for him. Lyle couldn’t beat him as badly once he grew a foot taller than the mean drunk, but that didn’t stop the abusive man from trying. She’d been happy for Alex, but Gram must have seen the opportunity to get her granddaughter away from the boy with the family she’d always considered trash and taken it. And Melanie hadn’t even questioned it. She’d just given up, sure the lure of fame and fortune had been enough to make the boy in the tree forget all about her once he no longer needed someone to hide with when things got rough at home.

She peeled the cling wrap from the plate and grabbed a cookie. “Sorry, buddy,” she apologized to the big dog when it whined for one of the treats, and shoved it into her mouth. Cinnamon and sugar hit her tastebuds with enough flavor to nearly make her moan. She hadn’t made a snickerdoodle since Alex had left, unable to bear the thought of even smelling them again. There were too many memories attached to those cookies she’d baked for him through the years. They were his favorite, and for good reason. She’d eaten four by the time things quieted down in the back of the house and he returned to the kitchen with a wet splotch on his shirt and a scowl on his face. “What happened to you?”

He looked down at the wet splotch and waved it off with a dismissive hand gesture. “Nothing. What happened to my bribery cookies?”

“There’s more. I made you two dozen.” She pushed the plate closer to the edge of the table, but not far enough for the dog to snatch them. “Are you going to eat them? I forgot how good they are. They’re good comfort food.” 

“So you hated me so much you stopped eating my cookies too.” He glared at the cookies for a full minute before he caved and walked over to snatch one before taking it back over to the sink, where he leaned back against the counter before taking a bite. 

Melanie felt a small sliver of satisfaction in the way he closed his eyes and visibly enjoyed the treat. “No. Things would have been easier for me if I could have hated you. I couldn’t stand to see or hear you, or be reminded of you in any way. It all just reminded me you were out there somewhere with some actress or model and I was back here trying to move on because I wasn’t good enough for you once you had the world at your feet.” 

He stopped chewing and stared at her for a moment before swallowing. “I would have traded the whole damn world just for a response to one of my letters or to hear your voice when I called.”

She stopped herself just short of telling him he could have come back if she’d been that important. She was sitting in a house that made it very clear why he couldn’t. He’d gotten away from his abusive father and thought she was dating someone else while avoiding his calls and ignoring his letters. What would he have thought he was coming back home to? 

“I loved my grandmother, but it’s possible she kept things from me. I’m sorry for that, and for any pain it caused you. I would have never knowingly hurt you. I wouldn’t have ever wanted you to feel what I felt back then.” 

Alex rubbed the back of his hand over his brow and grunted. “I guess we both made the same mistake, and your grandmother wasn’t the only guilty party. I’m pretty sure my manager wasn’t telling me about your calls either. He certainly never gave me your cell phone number. The controlling bastard hated that I had a girlfriend back home. He didn’t want any of us dating anyone unless they were equally or more famous than we were. It was all about the image, even for Benji who was so obviously gay it was ridiculous the way they made him out to be the big player of the group just to sell tickets to love-struck girls.” 

Melanie looked at his dark hair and grinned. “Speaking of image, I like this look a lot better than that spiky, platinum thing you had going on for a while there.” 

Alex blushed down to his toes and groaned before shoving the rest of the cookie into his mouth. “I was contractually obligated,” he muttered around it. “Apparently, a lot of girls liked it and the scowl I always wore because I hated walking around looking that stupid made me look hotter or something. It was better than the purple tips, at least.”

“I must have missed that look,” Melanie said, and held Alex’s gaze until they both started laughing. 

“All right, so I had some terrible looks,” he muttered. “Did you drop by to rub my face in my embarrassing youth?” 

“That embarrassing youth made you a lot of money,” she pointed out. “I assume anyway. You certainly graced a lot of magazine covers. Didn’t you guys even have a perfume at one point?”

“Yes, and it stunk like hell, but girls bought it up and drenched themselves in it. Meet-and-greets were a funky nightmare.” He shook his head and grinned a little before his mouth thinned out, reverting to the frown he’d had etched on his face when she’d first arrived. The frown he wore a lot, according to everyone who’d seen him during his brief visits into town.

“Why did you come back home?” Melanie asked softly. “Was it to take care of your father?”

“Nah, that was just a bonus.” Sarcasm must have whetted his appetite, because he walked over to the table and grabbed another cookie before stalking back over to his spot against the counter. Distancing himself. “Being part of a boy band had its moments that weren’t awful, but you know that was never my kind of music.” 

“I confess I switched the station whenever you guys came on the radio, but what I heard was a lot different from the songs you sang here. But you guys broke up a couple of years ago. Weren’t you going to do a solo album? I saw that on the news. You know they really go on about you here every time you do so much as hum a note.” 

He snorted. “Ironic. Nobody gave a damn when my drunk dad was dragging me home by my ear, not even my mother, but put me in a boy band and suddenly the whole town knows and cares what’s happening to me. Everyone’s my best friend with tons of fake stories to tell the media and a thousand favors to ask. Everyone except the one person I wanted to hear from the most, the one person I cared about impressing.” His face grew pink, and he forced out a laugh. “Ah, well, that’s fame for you. Reels suckers right in and gets them every time.”

Melanie looked away, watched the dog instead of watching the man she now knew she’d hurt. The one she’d thought hadn’t cared enough about her. There wasn’t anything she could say to change what had happened, to go back in time and fix it. And it wasn’t her fault or his. But maybe she could be the friend he desperately sounded like he needed now. 

“I’m sorry about your mother. I heard about her passing.” 

“I thought you might have been at her funeral. A lot of other people I barely even knew tried to attend it. Most just snuck pictures to sell to tabloids.” 

“I’m so sorry.” She grimaced at the disgusting way people acted. “I didn’t think it was my place to attend. We hadn’t talked in so many years and although your mother had always been nice to me, we didn’t stay in touch after you left. I went off to college in Boulder and when I visited, I stayed in the house with Gram. After graduation, I came back to New Hope and started teaching at the school. Most of my conversations were with my students’ parents and those conversations focused on them, not town gossip. I didn’t know she was sick until I saw the report on the news about you coming back to town for the funeral. Honestly, I don’t think many people knew about her ailing health. She didn’t go into town often, and well, your father...”

“Went into town to get drunk and raise hell,” Alex finished for her. “Yeah, I know, and you weren’t the only one who didn’t know how sick she was. You asked me why I let the house get like this. I sent money home regularly. I think she used what he didn’t gamble or drink away on her healthcare, but she never told me about the cancer. He certainly never did. She wouldn’t leave him, even after I begged her to and told her I’d buy her a new house anywhere else in the country, but she was still my mother and although she didn’t protect me as well as she should have, there were times she threw herself in front of me when he’d start wailing on me. She loved me as best she could, I suppose. I loved her the best I could. Maybe I should have visited, actually spent time with her, but I honestly thought my money was more appreciated than my presence. And I thought there’d be time for me to see her after...”

He didn’t finish what he was going to say, but he didn’t need to. Melanie discreetly wiped under her eyes, fully aware of what he would
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