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PROLOGUE:

Trent Harrell pulled the mail from the box. He’d been too busy with work and his birthday to check it for a couple of days. Glancing through the bills, sales’ papers and those addressed to occupant, he found an envelope with no cancelation, no stamp, not even his address, only his name in fancy calligraphy. “A late birthday card?” He opened it, a smile of anticipation hovering on his handsome face. The card was heavy cardstock, a piece of art, not something you could buy at the dollar store. “Remember” was written across the front in fancy script. A cool breeze off the river prickled his skin. He opened the card. “The day you killed your best friend.” Trent cursed and tossed the card and envelop along with the junk mail into the outside trash bin rattling the metal can. Stomping up the stairs to the cottage he had newly restored, he wished he could outrun the ghosts of his past. But there were too many to avoid, and they all seemed to come at him when he was at his weakest. Yanking open the fridge, he pulled out a beer rattling the tequila in the door. Beer wasn’t going to cut it. He needed the numbing power of good tequila. 

Chapter 1: Trent 

“What the hell Trent, where’s your fucking clothes?” 

Trent rolled his head to the side and tried to open his eyes. All he could manage was a slit. “Cole, hey man, you come to j-join the party?”

“What party? You’re drunk. In a ditch. Naked.”

Trent tried to stand up, but the effort proved too much. He groaned and flopped back onto the damp ditch bank. 

Cole pulled him to a sitting position and handed him a shirt. “Here, see if you can manage to put this on, and please, for the love of God, put on some pants before trying to stand again.” 

“W-where are my pants?” 

“Hell, if I know. I brought you these.” He handed him a pair of basketball shorts. 

Trent lifted his muddy ass and slipped on the shorts then accepted his brother’s hand and managed to make it upright even if not quite reaching his full height of five-foot-ten. Looking around, he frowned. “Where am I?”

Cole snorted. “Outside Chief Evans’ house and he’s pissed. One his daughter’s saw you lying there. She thought you were dead.” Pushing him towards his truck he said, “You’re lucky you’re not but I wouldn’t be seen down this way anytime soon. And FYI, you’re going to catch hell at the next fire meeting. Get in.”

“T-tequila, it makes me st-stupid.”

“Don’t blame the tequila. I’ve seen you stupid stone cold sober.”

“Fuck you,” Trent grumbled but it didn’t have much heat. He was a sorry mess. “What about my truck?”

“Ethan’s getting it. It’s a terrible shame when you have to be rescued by your little brother.” 

Cole was lecturing but Trent had already tuned him out. He was lost in the memories, the one that had sent him into a bottle of very nice tequila. Unfortunately, even good tequila couldn’t erase the pain of his own guilt and cowardice. He tasted bile. “Pull over,” he croaked.

“Don’t you puke in my truck.” 

Trent didn’t wait for the truck to stop. He opened the door and leaned his head out spewing everything but his toenails. He tumbled out of the truck and crouched on the side of the road puking in a ditch. 

“You’re ridiculous. You can’t drink. I don’t know why you keep torturing yourself this way.” Cole had parked the truck and come around to hand him a bottle of water. 

He nodded his appreciation and opened the bottle. “P-practice makes p-perfect.” He guzzled the contents feeling a little relief. 

Cole snorted. “Well, I need you sober. I got plans in the works and I need to have someone I can trust.” 

“W-when haven’t you been able to tr-trust me?”

Cole narrowed his eyes, crossing his arms over his chest he glared as Trent wiped sick sweat from his brow. 

Trent shrugged. “It was a rough night.”

Cole curled his lips over his teeth and clamped his mouth shut. 

They both knew what day it was. Two weeks after his birthday and the day they found his best friend dead. Kyle Simmons would still be alive if it wasn’t for him. “I murdered my best friend.”

“No, you fucking did not. Damn it, how long has it been? Six years. You did not kill Kyle. It was an accidental overdose.”

“It wasn’t an accident.” 

Cole sighed. “Still, it wasn’t your fault. He made the choice, not you. You know he was using even back when you guys were in high school.” 

“If I’d not gotten with Melodie.”

Cole snorted. “Yeah, and why didn’t you ever date her? You’ve been in love with her since grade school.” 

Trent pushed past his brother. 

“Where are you going?”

“I’m w-walking home at least then I w-won’t have to listen you-you lecture me.”

“Fine, but Kyle was a manipulative, self-absorbed bastard. He didn’t do anything that didn’t make things better for himself. The sooner you realize he wasn’t your friend even if you were his, the better off you’ll be.”

Trent flashed Cole the bird.

“Real mature.” 

Trent shrugged. “It doesn’t change that I’m re-responsible for his d-death.”

Cole sighed. “He was responsible for his own actions. Do you think Melodie would have been with Kyle if she wasn’t with you? No. She wouldn’t have. He cheated on her. Lied. And he was abusive to her...”

Trent shook his head. “No he wasn’t.”

Cole got in the truck. “Get in. I’m not arguing with you on the side of the road.”

“He was abusive?” Trent fastened his seatbelt as Cole pushed the gas. 

“Yeah. Messed with her head mostly but he was a sick bastard.” 

Trent leaned his head against the window thankful for the coolness of the glass. “She n-never told me.”

“She didn’t tell anyone for a long time.” 

***
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SIX YEARS EARLIER

Trent stood there with his mouth hanging open unable to turn away or stop it. Kyle was going down on one knee, pulling a ring box from his pocket. Who was he proposing to? But even amid the crowd her blonde hair shone like a beacon. Melodie. Wasn’t it just like fucking Kyle to believe he could fix everything by asking her to marry him? Hell, maybe he could. Trent willed her to say no, but there were cameras rolling and producers were gladhanding, everyone was rolling over top of them like they weren’t real. 

He snorted at the irony. Realty TV wasn’t real. 

The associate producer, Candi narrowed her eyes at him. 

He glared back at her. What was she going to do? Run him off the set? No problem, he’d do that for her. Turning away, he tried to push through the crowd. It felt as if he were swimming in cold molasses. How were all of these people in here? 

“Trent!” Candi called. 

He ignored her. What did he care what the bitch said now? They wanted Kyle to lead the band, well, they could have the whole bag of shit. He rubbed at his chest, struggling to get air. He couldn’t breathe. The crowd was closing in around him. He had to get out of there. Away from the crowd of reporters and glaring lights. Away from this fiasco. Blindly, he shoved through the sea of bodies. Blinking back tears, he staggered down the brightly lit corridor, his Converse barely making a sound on the concrete floor. It wasn’t enough for him to turn the band against me, he has to take Melodie, too? Not that he’d ever had the balls to tell Melodie how he felt. He’d rarely stood up to Kyle and when he did, it hadn’t ended well. His family was right, he was nothing but a loser.

Slamming his hand against the door, he pushed it open thankful none of his bandmates were in the dressing room they shared. He’d been unable to get the words out to stand up to Kyle about doing their own music and had once more becoming a laughingstock. His brain and his mouth rarely worked together especially if he was excited or upset. 

Moving from foot to foot, vibrating with excess energy, he felt the need to move, to run, to get the hell away. Leaning his head back he tried to find his center. His parents had tried everything to help their problem child. With six perfect children, it was difficult to have one that wasn’t. They’d spent hard-earned money on putting him in special classes, they’d even tried martial arts and yoga. He knew he was a big disappointment. In a family of overachievers, he barely made it through high school. He was barely literate and definitely not articulate, at least not with anyone but family. His heart was pounded. The blood was beating like a drum in his head. His thoughts jumbled and twisted. He knew better than to try to speak, he'd only sound more like an idiot. 

Winning Nashville had seemed like a dream come true when their band had been chosen for the premier show. A chance to show the world what a little band from Leeward, North Carolina could do. Muddy River was a good band, they could be better if Kyle would let them do their own original music instead of covers. But they were diverse in their music and style playing everything from old country to classic rock, even a little R and B. They’d sounded better when the girls were with the band but there was less drama without them. Or at least there had been until Kyle became such a fucking diva. 

Trent banged his head against the armoire, gripping the handle to keep him grounded. He couldn’t take much more. Eight weeks, with each one becoming more of a soap opera than a game show. They were only two weeks away from the finale. Muddy River was favored to win and here Kyle was once again heaping on the drama. Why? Because he’d opened his big mouth and one of the producers had overheard him. He’d challenged Kyle’s authority. Why couldn’t they do some of the songs they’d written? 

“Don’t you think you have enough brain damage? No need to add to it.” 

Resting his head against the cool wood of the door, Trent turned to his sister. Belatedly, he realized he’d nearly knocked her down in his haste to get away from the fiasco. “S-sorry, Tr-Trace.”

Coming into the dressing room, Tracy pushed the door closed behind her. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

“You-you ha-have to ask?” He took a deep breath and tried to calm his stutter. He’d nearly outgrown it but in times of stress, fatigue or illness, it came back. Clenching his jaw, he blinked back the frustration. Why can’t I just be normal?  Embarrassed by once again showing his weakness, he yanked open the doors and began shoving his stuff into a duffle. 

“Where are you going?”

Shaking his head, he said, “I-I d-don’t know, anywhere b-but h-here. Home?” He shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe I’ll go to Mexico.” 

As his twin, Tracy was always in sync with him. She was often his voice and at times his protector. Without hesitation, she unpacked his rumpled clothes and began folding them neatly and repacking his bag. “Trace...” 

She looked up and met eyes. He saw the sympathy and wanted to hide from it. She shook her head. “I get it.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know why you’ve never told her how you feel.” Trent opened his mouth to protest but Tracy just kept talking. “I have a reservation for Cancun. I was going to change the date but why don’t I change the name instead? You go in my place.” 

“I’m n-not g-going t-to take your vacation.”

“Oh, I wasn’t giving it to you. You’ll pay me back. I just thought you’d like to go now. Tonight actually.” 

“Tonight?” He blinked at her in surprise.

She closed his bag and pulled out her phone. “I’ll just change the ticket information and you can go in my place.” 

“But don’t you want...”

“Nah, I’m really hoping to get a good story so I can get off these fluff pieces.” She hit a couple of buttons and smiled up at him with understanding and acceptance. She handed him his duffle. “You may have to purchase some new duds like a bathing suit.” 

“A-always trying to b-boss me around,” Trent grumbled. 

“I am the older twin, so it’s my prerogative.”

With a snort he pulled her into a hug. “It wouldn’t have mattered if you’d been older or younger, you’d have still been bossy.” 

“I sent the information for your flight and your accommodations to your phone. Get your passport and ID and let’s roll. There’s a limo picking you up in five.” 

He shoved his toiletries into the case, grabbed his guitar and his wallet and followed his sister from the studio. Trent had a fleeting feeling of guilt about leaving his bandmates, but he was just one guitar player, they didn’t need him. They’d make it to the finale without him. They had Kyle. 
Chapter 2: Melodie

Gripping her phone in her sweaty hands, Melodie said, “I’ll get on Facebook, I’ll Tweet.” She cringed at the thought of engaging with strangers, but she could do it as long as she didn’t have to be her true self.  Squaring her shoulders, she gave herself a mental pep talk. Unfortunately, it did little for her arm pits that felt like a lowland swamp. She was becoming moist and not in a good way.  Uncomfortable, her panic attack hovered just under the surface, leaking out of her pores in odiferous warning. 

“I’m sorry Mel, I don’t think that’s going to be enough. If you won’t do anything to promote your books, there’s not much else I can do. The publishers want to see you out there meeting readers, doing book signings, doing interviews.”

“The whole reason I went with a pseudonym was so I could be anonymous.”

“I know, hon, I do, but the publishers want authors who are out there promoting their books. If you’re not willing to...” 

Melodie tried to catch her breath; her stomach churned at the thought of dealing with the public. She hated being the focus of attention. Nothing terrified her like the paparazzi. “I’ll try.” She’d seen firsthand what the media could do to someone’s life. Tears pricked her eyelids, but she swallowed them, trying her best to remain professional. Vivian was her agent, and she was looking out for her best interests. 

“No Melodie, not try, do. I’m sorry but if you can’t do this, I’m going to have to drop you as a client.”

“But Vivian, you know...”

“Yeah, I do know. That’s why I haven’t pushed you before now. But the publishers are giving me no choice. Either you get out there and talk to your fans or they’re not picking up your new contract.” She sighed, the sound exploding into the phone. “Listen, you know I don’t want to lose you. I believe in your talent. You should already be a USA Today Best-Selling Author. But I am overloaded with clients and if you’re not going to help yourself...”

“I understand.”

“It’s been six years.”

Melodie shivered. Six years. Disconnecting she glared at the phone. Why can’t I just write books? She hated social media, it was like putting chum in the water and waiting for the piranhas to feed. She did her blog religiously and had a good following, mostly fellow writers but... Okay, her books were moving slower than expected but she’d tried to post things to the different sites, she just wasn’t good at it. But just the thought of public appearances and interviews made her feel like she was having a heart attack.

She needed air. Walking out to the pier, she stared out at the Pamlico. Where the sound met the river you could see a slight change in the color of the water. It was peaceful here on the island. No one bothered her, not even the tourists. Most didn’t know who she was, and few recognized her as the girl who killed Kyle Simmons, the upcoming country rock star of Winning Nashville. Here on Teach’s Island she was just Jo’s niece or Maddie’s sister. She was free to write her books, read and work at the inn. 

If she gave in and did interviews, people would know who she was and where to find her. Melodie didn’t think she could go through that again. After being labeled a cheater, even though she and Kyle weren’t even dating when he died, and blamed for his drug overdose, she’d been hounded by the media. No one cared that he’d cheated on her the whole time they dated. That he had been abusive and controlling. That they weren’t even dating when he asked her to marry him, and she’d refused. He’d broke up with her to go to Nashville. Oh boy, and how charming he’d been too. 


“You’re just not the kind of girl a rockstar dates. You’re too...sweet. I’m sorry Mel, but I have to think of my career.” 

She’d been devastated until she realized she was finally free from his abuse. He’d controlled her for so long, she hardly knew how to be free. 



She’d finally gotten away from Kyle and begun to find her own strength. She should have never gone with Tracy to see the show. But if she hadn’t, she wouldn’t have had those glorious two weeks with Trent. Memories of their adventure in Cancun trickled into her thoughts but she stuffed them back into the casket where she’d buried them. In the end, Trent had been just another disappointment, abandoning her to the paparazzi. Leaving her to deal with the show’s producers and publicity agents until Maddie and Tracy had come to Nashville and brought her home. 

Her shoulders sagged. She needed to come up with a plan that would allow her to promote her books without being the center of attention, or at the very least, she needed a way to do it in a controlled, safe environment. 

The roar of the helicopter overhead announced Morgan’s return to the island. Maybe her high-flying cousin would have some ideas. Melodie waved as the light craft circled around before landing at the ballfield. With three strong women to advise her, she was sure her family would be able to offer some advice. But would they once more see her as the weak one? The only one unable to manage her own affairs. Her shoulders slumped. Melodie would just have to figure this out for herself.  

Chapter 3: Trent

Present day

Trent stared at the promo photo Tracy had had framed for him as a birthday gift the year before they went to Nashville. They were all smiling. The photo was of the band before everything went to shit. They’d been good. The favorite to win the competition before egos and drama ripped them apart. 

He’d slept off most to the tequila but still felt a little disoriented. I probably just need to eat something. He opened the fridge but there wasn’t much in there but some leftover pizza, a half a case of beer, a flat of water, a couple of eggs and a block of cheese that was starting to grow fur. Grabbing a bottle of water, he chugged it. 

A card fell off the top of the refrigerator. Frowning, Trent picked it up. “Remember” emblazoned on the front in fancy calligraphy. “I thought I tossed you in the trash,” he grumbled and shoved it back on top the fridge. 

Memories flooded his mind. His guitar, in the corner of the small dining room sat collecting dust. Ignoring its beckoning, he stared out the little window over the sink. Tossing his water bottle in the plastic trash can under the sink. He itched to try out the lyrics that had been teasing his thoughts. 

The guitar in the corner

Use to feel my callused touch

I would sing as I strummed—

Bringing each taunt string to...

Frowning, he took out a beer. Maybe Kyle had been right, his songs weren’t good enough for the competition. Opening the bottle, he flipped the cap onto the windowsill with the others. I need to get those to Mom for her craft project. He didn’t know what she was making, his mom was always creating something. His dad said that was the only way he could keep her out of trouble. Trent smiled at the thought. His parents had been married since they were in high school. His mom had been fifteen when Remy was born. Taking a swallow from the beer, he shook his head. “I don’t know how they managed to do it. I can’t get beyond a couple of dates.” Images of Melodie flitted through his thoughts. “Who finds their soul mate in middle school?” Who refuses to act on it when they do? 

He’d let his disability cripple him. The thought of how he’d allowed Kyle and others to keep him down made him frustrated and angry. There was no one to blame really but himself. He’d believed himself powerless and in so believing, it became true. He could have stopped Kyle from bullying him and the other members of the band, if he’d been willing to confront him. Embarrassed by his stutter, he’d avoided confrontations. It was easier to just go with the flow. Until it wasn’t. His inability to stand-up for himself and others cost him everything he cared about—the band, their big chance, and Melodie. He slammed his palm against the counter feeling the sting and thankful for it. He had sunk deep into the quagmire and every time he spun his wheels, he just kept getting deeper and deeper in the muck. 

He yanked open the fridge and pulled out another beer. Might as well get drunk, at least maybe then he could forget what a mess he’d made of his life. Kyle was an ass, but no matter what Cole said, he couldn’t believe, he would have abused Melodie. Wouldn’t she have told him if he had? A cold chill washed over him, and it had nothing to do with the breeze coming off the river as he slid open the sliding glass doors. Did Melodie say anything? He tried to remember. Their romance in Cancun was a whirlwind. He’d paid little attention to anything but the feel of her warm skin sweet like sugar on his tongue, the smell of her hair fresh like the ocean breeze with a hint of some spice he couldn’t quite name, and the way she responded to his caress. He was getting hard just thinking about her. Fuck this. He sucked down half the beer and stomped onto the tiny balcony that surrounded his little cottage. A cool breeze goosed his flesh, but he welcomed the cleansing air. His head was jumbled with thoughts and memories. Melodie was back in Leeward, well, out on the island. She’d come home to help her aunt repair the inn after the last hurricane. Flopping into one of the Adirondack chairs, he closed his eyes, but images of Melodie flitted through his thoughts like scenes from a movie. He shifted his cock, the ache more than a one-night stand or his hand could relieve. 

Finding a roach in the covered dish that acted as an ashtray, Trent lit it and sucked in a big breath of soothing smoke. He wondered which of his relatives left him this precious gift deciding it was either his baby brother, Ethan, or his G-ma Doris. He couldn’t imagine any of the others being cool with smoking a joint, except maybe Roxy and since hooking up with a former police officer, she was turning over a new leaf. Hell, she was almost pleasant to be around. He sighed and sucked in some smoke. The whole world is fucked up. He took another toke. The pot was old but still good. It’d been a long time since he’d gotten high, he should probably see about getting some more weed. Maybe that’s what he needed to do, just check-out, zone-out. Maybe he should just join Uncle Robert and go off grid. Live off the land. Become a hermit. 

With everything going on with the family, Melodie’s return, the anniversary of Kyle’s death... Fuck! Getting high was the only smart thing he could do. Hell, everything else is fucked up, I might as well be too. 

He closed his eyes, letting the warmth of the afternoon sun and the lap of the waves against the fishing pier lull him to sleep. He knew she’d come if only in his dreams. She always came to him when his guard was down. 

––––––––
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SIX YEARS AGO 

“Welcome to Winning Nashville! I’m Cooper Jones and this is Nashville’s hottest new reality game show, Battle of the Bands, Nashville style. Sixteen Bands will compete over twelve weeks until one band is chosen this season’s winner. We have bands from a range of different genres from all over the world, but before we meet this year’s contestants, let’s meet our judges.” 

Trent bounced on the balls of his feet with excitement. 

“Dude, calm down,” Jarod, the band’s drummer, teased, he was always cool until he was on the skins. 

Kyle shook his head. “You know Trent, he feeds on the feel of the crowd.” 

Trent was the opposite of cool, he was spastic. It was part of his ADHD but while he’d outgrown much of the diagnosis with age and hard work, there were times when he couldn’t control the need to move. It wasn’t enough God gave him red hair, he also made him weird. Thanks a lot, man. He’d always had too much energy and too little attention. Music was the one thing that had kept him sane. Meds made him foggy-brained and unable to function, at times, it even made the symptoms worse. Over the years he’d learned to meditate, to focus on the music whenever he was expected to be still. 

Often, the music filtered out the world making it easier to cope. Songs played in his head constantly, sometimes it got a little loud in there. He’d taken piano and guitar before the school would allow him to join the band. He’d been more advanced than most of his peers, surprising his teachers who all thought he was nothing but a troublemaker. He had difficulty focusing during class and often got in trouble for not following instructions, but when it came time to play, he could master nearly every instrument and even the most difficult compositions. If he’d ever heard it, he could play it. Reading music was a little more difficult and he’d finally learned it by sheer determination, because he’d wanted to compose his own music. He didn’t need to read notes to copy someone else’s music, but to write his own, he needed to understand more than how to make the sounds come out of the instrument. 

His mother had taken him to be tested. He was the first of the
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