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      Bayleigh

      

      It’s haunting how vividly memories of a traumatic incident can cling to your mind, like shards of broken glass piercing and cutting with every recollection. The smallest details stick like glue, cloying at your sanity and dragging you back into the horror all over again.

      As I look through the window at the road ahead, I notice the moon is only a sliver in the night sky. The stars twinkle as clouds pass by.

      My parents gave me the secondhand car as a gift for getting my license, and I love everything about it: the way it smells of roses from the cardboard scent which swings from the rearview mirror. I even love the tears in the fabric seats. But mostly, I love the freedom it gives me. The freedom it gives our happy trio.

      Chase has his driver’s license too, but he has to borrow his mom’s car if he wants to drive anywhere, so the two of us, and my little sister, Harper, would take mine for drives around town and to the music store. Sweetgum Valley wasn’t a big town, but we kept ourselves busy.

      But this is the longest adventure we have gone on. There was a battle of the bands competition in a town two hours away from Sweetgum Valley and after auditioning, we had secured a place in the competition. So this morning, Chase had packed his guitar in the trunk of my sedan, Harper had taken her spot in the backseat, and I had driven us along the winding roads to the festival.

      “That was the best night of my life!” thirteen-year-old Harper exclaims behind me on the way home. “Can I keep this in my room?”

      I glance at her in the mirror. In the darkened cab I can only make out her silhouette, but I can imagine her fondly stroking the golden trophy we had won for coming first place in our category, her long blonde hair frizzy in the humid night air and her mascara smudged from where she had rubbed her tired eyes.

      “I think we should take turns,” Chase says from the passenger seat. I can see him more clearly in the light coming from the dash. He reaches across and lays his hand on my thigh. It sends heat flooding through my body. I love when Chase touches me, even innocently like this. I wonder if this is how it will always feel like to be touched by the person you are madly in love with.

      “It’s finally happening, guys. With this award we can do bigger events than just the ones at the school and around town. We could even record a demo and send it to record labels.” I say, my mind buzzing with possibilities. Singing is my passion, and the way our trio sounds, with Chase on guitar and Harper on backup vocals, I know we can achieve the ambitious dreams I’ve had since the first time I’d sung along to Faith Hill on the radio. Excitement and adrenaline courses through my veins as I imagine playing to sell-out arenas all over the world. We are going to be famous—I just know it.

      I force myself to focus on the road. It is so dark and just a sliver of moonlight lights the empty road. We are heading downhill after climbing up the steep mountain’s incline. We are nearly home, and I am looking forward to collapsing in my bed and having a big sleep-in tomorrow morning.

      A new song starts playing on the radio. It’s familiar guitar riff filling the car.

      “Oh, I love this song!” Harper exclaims, as her arm brushes past me. “I can’t reach.”

      I hear her unclick her seatbelt, then reach through the gap in our seats to turn up the volume on the radio.

      Harper stays perched in the space between us. Her face fills the rearview mirror, and I see her bopping her head as she sings the lyrics. Chase’s deep baritone harmonizes and I sway my shoulders in time with the music.

      Harper reaches between us again, and I glance down to see what she is doing.

      For a split second I look away from the road and when I look back, we are already drifting off course. We are heading straight into another car. In a panic, I pull the steering wheel to correct my direction, and that is when everything goes wrong.

      I lose control.

      I brake hard and feel the car skid beneath us.

      Suddenly, we collide with the hillside and I’m thrown forward onto the steering wheel. There’s a high-pitched scream and a blur flashes past me just before the windshield shatters, and I instinctively cover my face with my arms.

      Time slows down, and my body is thrown back against the car seat. It is eerily silent for a heartbeat.

      “Oh, shit!” Panic laces Chase’s voice. Dazed, I turn to look at him and see blood streaming from a cut on his head.

      Then I turn to check on Harper.

      She isn’t there.

      “Where’s Harper?” I say as I look at the empty back row.

      Chase grabs my shoulders and turns me to face him. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

      I take a second to assess if I feel any pain. “I don’t think so.” I shake my head.

      “We need to call nine-one-one.” Chase reaches for his mobile and I turn to look around me and see the crumpled dash and the way the door is crushed beside me. I need to get out of this car. I need to find Harper.

      I try to open the door, but it refuses to budge. We are stuck, and Harper is nowhere to be seen. My heart races, drowning out all other sounds. The car is a wreck. My parents will freak when they see it. They had trusted me to drive responsibly and now I have let them down.

      “Harper!” I shouted her name into the air, but there is no reply. Where is she? My thoughts are jumbled and chaotic; why isn’t she answering me? Suddenly, my eyes fall upon the hole in the windshield, and I remember something flying past me. I peer through the shattered glass, trying to make sense of the flickering car lights on the hillside.

      That’s when I see the blood.
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        18 Years Later

      

      

      Bayleigh

      

      “This is it, kid. This is your last chance. Do the show or you’re out.” Brendon’s voice thunders through the speaker of the phone.

      The call ends abruptly, and I am left staring at the cell, fighting the urge to toss it against the wall and walk away from all of this. I look around at my apartment and all the awards and trophies I’ve earned over the years and wonder if it’s really worth it.

      Sure, I’m not a big deal in Nashville anymore, like I was a decade ago. At the peak of my career, I was performing in sold-out arenas around the world. How dare my manager threaten me like this?

      “It can’t be that bad.” I turn to my assistant, Kelly, who wears a grim expression.

      “Actually, it is.”

      I can’t pinpoint when Kelly, who is in her twenties, joined my team. But I know she’s endured a lot of hardship while working for me. Most assistants would have quit under the pressure, and many have over the years.

      My life has been a wild ride, full of highs and lows. There have been men, alcohol, and drugs that constantly tempt me. Right now, I could really use a drink, or at least a cigarette, to calm my nerves.

      “Damn it,” I curse under my breath, running my hands over my forehead and across my scalp. My hair used to be full and curly, but now it is brittle and thin despite using products that promise to repair damaged strands. It serves as a constant reminder of the mistakes I have made by neglecting my own well-being.

      “So, if I don’t do this stupid show, my manager and the record company will drop me! Are you serious? It’s absurd. I was the one who built up that damn label. Without me, they wouldn’t even exist.”

      “It’s only one show and probably a photo op.” Kelly grips the back of the lounge chair, perhaps for protection should I start throwing things at her.

      It wouldn’t be the first time.

      “But of all places! Why does it have to be there?” My stomach tenses at the mere thought of that town.

      Sweetgum Valley.

      “I haven’t been back in eighteen years. Besides, I doubt they would even want me there.”

      “Are you kidding? That town has milked being the birthplace of the famous country music singer, Bayleigh Gilmore. It’s doubled in size since you left.”

      “That’s probably for the view.” I remember the picturesque landscape of rolling hills and wooded parks. The town is known for its beautiful maple trees, poplars, and, of course, the vibrant sweetgum trees that give it its name. In fall, those trees put on a breathtaking show before shedding their leaves, creating a carpet of red and burgundy on the streets.

      Pretty as it may be, it’s not worth the pain it would cause me to return.

      “I have too many bad memories of that place.” The memories of my parents shouting at me—blaming me for the accident and telling me they would never forgive me.

      Not that I could ever forgive myself. That one small moment, which altered not only my life but also the lives of all my family, is something I can never forgive myself for.

      For a fleeting moment, I allow my thoughts to wander back to the days in Sweetgum Valley before the accident, when everything had been so perfect.

      When I had . . . him.

      The warmth of the sun enveloped us as we lay on the grass together in a meadow on his ranch. He traced a yellow flower over my face, causing me to laugh and revel in the soft sensation of its petals against my skin. His presence, along with the raw smell of earth and his own unique scent, drew me towards him like a magnet. I couldn’t resist touching him; his shoulders were broad and muscular from playing football, his hair long and kissed by the sun, and his eyes deep brown pools. Looking at his beautiful face made me want to trust him completely, rely on him for everything, and surrender myself to him. He always made me feel safe when he was near.

      The sudden, piercing scream shatters the memory and jolts me back to reality. That was the last sound I heard before everything changed. The cry of a pure, untainted soul. The cry of terror without restraint.

      I sink into the soft cushions of the couch, allowing myself to be enveloped by its comfort. My eyes burn with tears and I press my palms against them, trying to block out the pain. How much longer will this torture continue? Will I be haunted for the rest of my life? Maybe it would be better to just end it.

      I have attempted it multiple times. With alcohol, pills, and even a knife. But no matter how determined I’ve been, my attempts have always been unsuccessful.

      “I’ll get you a glass of water,” Kelly says, and leaves the room.

      The stinging sensation fades as I remove my hands. Black streaks of mascara decorate my pale palms. I glance out the window at the Nashville skyline; the sunlight reflecting off the buildings.

      I stand from the couch and make my way closer to the view, gazing out at the city sprawled beneath me. I have been living in Nashville for longer than I’d ever lived in Sweetgum Valley, but does it truly feel like home? When I left that small country town, I left behind my childhood, my family, and any sense of innocence. Singing was my escape and the only thing I was truly good at.

      I’d thought I had been a great sister, too. But just look how that turned out.

      Brendon had first pitched the idea of doing the Sweetgum Valley charity concert weeks ago, and I had been adamantly against it. Especially since I was fresh out of rehab for the, how many times is it now? Third or fourth? This time it is going to stick, though. There is too much riding on this.

      What will they think of me? Bayleigh Gilmore, the has-been country singer. I used to bask in the spotlight; I was a household name. But now I am just a faded star from a small town with little to show for my success except for some shiny accolades and the physical reminders of my past battles.

      I roll up the sleeves of my sweater and examine the faint scars that serve as a constant reminder of one of my many past mistakes. That moment was the turning point in my career, where I truly lost control. The moment I became reliant on anything other than myself, my fame began to dwindle. My unpredictable actions caused a rift between me and my band, my crew, and ultimately, my fans. After spending three months in rehab to get clean, I returned home to find my bank accounts drained and my record deal on the verge of being terminated.

      “It’s this or you’re out, kid,” Brendon’s voice echoes. Kid has been his nickname for me since he had discovered me at an open mic night, not long after I arrived in the city. I have always trusted Brendon. Well, as much as I can trust anyone, at least. I should have listened to him the first time he told me to put down the needle and the booze.

      But I didn’t.

      Maybe I should listen to him now. My entire career, my future, hinges on it. What will I do if I can no longer perform? With barely any money left, I’ll have to search for a job. The thought of going back to waitressing is unbearable. I can’t give up performing. Despite everything, my voice remains powerful and unwavering. Taking a break was beneficial, and I am ready for a new beginning.

      But in Sweetgum Valley? I would happily go anywhere else.

      “They’re the only place that will take you,” Brendon had said. “It will only be one night.”

      In and out in less than twenty-four hours wouldn’t be so bad, would it? If I do a kick-ass performance, then others will want me and I can make my comeback bigger and better than I was when I first started.

      “Here’s your water,” Kelly says, and I accept the glass from her.

      “Call Brendon back and tell him to set up a meeting. I’m ready to hear more about this show in Sweetgum Valley.”

      Kelly raises her eyebrows in surprise. I am well aware of my reputation for being stubborn, and I take pride in it. I am known for being decisive and hate being told what to do.

      But I also enjoy having a roof over my head and food to eat. Not that I eat that much these days, anyway. I am trying to get my appetite back and have started training with my PT again this week. No one wants to watch a shriveled up, gangly singer.

      They want the star from ten years ago. Strong and fit with wild curls, cowgirl boots, and sparkling bodysuits.

      I used to sing love songs that were hopeful and upbeat. Most of the time I had faked it on stage, never really believing that ‘nothing could tear us apart’ or ‘all you need is love.’ The lyrics are bullshit, made up by songwriters who get paid to write music for the naïve yet hopeful fans. They should have been writing songs for me about loss and heartbreak. Those are the types of songs I could get behind. No one wants to hear me sing those, though. These days, no one is writing songs for me at all.

      Two hours and four cups of coffee later, I am sitting at my kitchen table, on a video call with the label rep—Dan and Brendon.

      “The city council is raising funds for the farmers who are struggling with the drought. Apparently, it’s been pretty dry for a few years now,” Dan says. “It’s a good cause and will make it look like you care.”

      “And Matthew Butler will be performing too. Plus a few smaller acts they are still confirming.” Brendon leans into the camera so his face takes up more of the screen. Brendon has been like a father to me, spending more time with me than with his own family in the peak of my success. Little wonder his wife left him. In the recent years, though, he has spent less time focusing on me and more time with the new rising star, Matthew Butler.

      I can hardly blame him, though. My career moves effect people than just me. My band, back-up singers, crew—all of them depend on me. I’ve failed them in the past and I want to make up for it now.

      “Do they have any budget for my performance?” I ask, trying not to sound too desperate.

      “They can offer you a small fee, but it’s not much,” Brendon replies.

      I sigh and rub my temples. My financial situation isn’t great, but I also don’t want to sell myself short.

      “It’s not just about money,” Dan chimes in. “Think about the exposure you’ll get from performing.”

      I let the idea settle over me. It is a show for charity, but a show that could do more for my career than anything else has in a long time. “Okay, as long as all I have to do is one concert.” I hold up my finger to reinforce the number. “In and out. No staying in town for anything else.”

      Brendon shakes his head. “And one quick photo shoot of you around town with the mayor.”

      I open my mouth to interrupt, but Brendon continues speaking. “It will be good publicity. And we need all the good publicity we can get.”

      I sigh and slump back in the chair. “Fine. One photo shoot, sound check and the show. That’s it.”

      A grin spreads over Brendon’s face. “Thatta’ girl. Show the fans that you’re back and better than before.”

      “Then we can talk about a new album,” Dan’s thick Southern accent drawls out.

      A surge of hope fills me. I yearn to be back in the spotlight, performing for a crowd of supporters and fans. Being on stage is my ultimate source of joy, where I can immerse myself in the music, the choreography, and the dazzling lights.

      During a recent conversation with my sobriety coach, we talked about the potential for a new album to mark the start of a new chapter in my life as the improved version of Bayleigh Gilmore—now sober and determined to be better than ever.

      “Alright, I’m in.” I focus on the job ahead. I can do this.

      It will be a quick in and out—no need to interact with my parents or anyone from my past. I just need to focus on the show and then leave with only the memory of that performance. This will finally allow me to leave my past where it belongs—behind me.

      “Good. We’ll get the contract and send it to you soon,” Brendon says. “Kelly will get the times for rehearsals. Get ready, Bayleigh. You leave in two weeks.”

      Two weeks. No time to waste. This is my big chance to make a comeback. And I plan to wow not just the crowd, but everyone.
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      Bayleigh

      
      I smooth out my denim skirt as my uncovered legs stick to the leather seat of the private airplane. It is surreal to think that before I left Sweetgum Valley, I had never even been on a plane before, and now I am flying on one to perform a show. How much my life has changed since then.

      We are twenty minutes into the fifty-minute flight to Sweetgum Valley, and I am still surprised to see the label has chartered a flight just for me. Kelly is there, of course, typing away on her laptop. But all the other plush, comfortable seats are empty.

      “When is Matthew flying in? Why isn’t he on this plane?”

      Kelly looks up. “I’m not sure. Do you want me to find out?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m just curious.” The handsome young man probably wants to make his own entrance alone. Not with a woman almost old enough to be his mother. Almost.

      I reach into my bag and retrieve a compact mirror, then examine my reflection. At thirty-four, even with all of my makeup on, I can still see the wrinkles around my eyes. I silently curse myself for not getting Botox. Hopefully, the video cameras won’t zoom in too closely and reveal my imperfections and flaws.

      A crackle on the speaker signals the pilot is making an announcement. “We’ll be landing in approximately ten minutes. If you look out the window on the right, you can see the town. We will be landing at a private airfield just north.”

      A lump forms in my throat. I have been trying not to think about this moment. I steel myself against whatever emotion I could have when I finally see my birthplace again. Being conveniently on the right side of the plane, I turn to stare out the window at the town sprawled below.

      It is bigger than I had expected. Nowhere near the size of Nashville, of course, but certainly bigger than I remember. I try to find a familiar landmark, but it all looks different from up here.

      My eyes are drawn to a sprawling housing development and nearby sports field. They must be new. The buildings have a modern design, in stark contrast to the old house I grew up in with my family.

      Don’t think about them.

      I continue assessing the view. Is that my old school?

      “Look at those fields!” Kelly says from opposite me. I look beyond the built-up area to the outlying farms. The fields are brown and mostly empty instead of crops painting the fields green the way I remember.

      Out there somewhere, though, is the ranch I’d spent a lot of my youth at. That was where I’d learned to ride horses and where I’d helped with branding. I wonder if the Tuttons are one of the families doing it tough in this drought. Hard to imagine they haven’t been touched by this tragic turn of nature.

      “No wonder this concert is so important to them.” Kelly returns her attention to the laptop in front of her and the town drifts under us as the pilot starts the descent.

      “Brendon has a car waiting and we’re to go to the Claremont Hotel first.” All business, Kelly starts to pack her belongings and put them in her bag.

      I check my reflection in the compact once more and, satisfied, return it to my bag. “Why are we going to a hotel if we’re only here for a few hours? I thought we were flying straight back to Nashville?”

      Kelly shrugs. “Brendon said that’s where the mayor is going to meet you.”

      The plane lands, and I stand and smooth the crinkles out of my skirt. Knee-high tan cowgirl boots keep my legs warm on the cool fall day. I wear a black long-sleeve top and a pale scarf around my neck. “How do I look?” I turn to Kelly.

      “May I?” Kelly raised her hand toward my hair and when I nod, Kelly gently pulls a section of long blond curls over my shoulder. “The hairdresser did such a good job.”

      I don’t know exactly what the hairdresser spent such a long time doing, but I do know my hair is now looking more like it used to, with the addition of extensions and some serious conditioning treatments.

      The flight attendant ushers us toward the stairs, and I step out
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