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Chapter One
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A phone call in the wee hours of the morning— before the sun would dare begin to rise or the birds begin to chirp— is never a good thing. Through the darkness of the master bedroom, illuminated only by the bubbling, ebb and flow of our red lava lamp, I tried to adjust my eyes and then my ears to pinpoint whose phone it was. Of course, it was my husband’s. Finn’s cell seemed to beep more than the rush hour taxis in nearby Manhattan. But the ringtone was the one he had assigned to his parents, and the unusual time, combined with my father-in-law’s declining health, was troublesome.

“Finn,” I spoke softly in the otherwise stillness of the room. “Finn, baby, wake up...your phone.”

On my voice, he opened his natural gray eyes to meet mine. A quick but undeniable glimmer of recognition flitted in them. It was a mixture of a tiny bit of shock and a whole ton of happiness. I knew he was thinking of the night before and the fact that I was not only in bed with him but that we had made love. Despite the tumultuous weeks of pain and mistrust, we had landed back where we belonged. It was because of our core... because of the solid, forever love between us. 

Finn leaned over and kissed me quickly, but with adoration, before reaching to his nightstand and his phone. “Hello?” he answered. “Mom, it’s all right. What? What’s going on?” The silk bedsheet fell a little further down to his waist as he sat up straighter. “Yeah, of course. She’s right here with me.” 

Finn turned his arm slightly and reached for my hand. I took it, thinking how glad I was that his parents had not been wise to our arguing and mini-separation. It was a moot point now and definitely a stressor that my in-laws didn’t need, especially since learning of Finn’s father’s terminal cancer diagnosis. Keeping my one hand entwined with my husband’s, I wrapped the other around his body and onto his well-defined abs. As he continued to talk with his mother, I leaned my chest and head onto Finn’s bare back. I wanted to cocoon him with me because, undoubtedly, he was going to need my comfort and support. 

When he said “love you” as a conversation conclusion to his mother, I pulled away slightly, tapped him on his shoulder, and nodded once. Recognizing my intention, Finn verbally relayed my message. “Lara sends her love, too.” After a slight pause, Finn said goodbye to his mom and placed his phone back on his nightstand. 

“Everything okay?” I asked.

In lieu of an answer, I saw his eyes openly scan my bare upper body. He then turned and seemed to search for something on the floor. When he sat back up, the green, button-down shirt he had been wearing the night before was in his hands. He paused for another moment and then handed it to me. “Here. Put this on. I can’t look at you like that and not want to do something about it. But I should tell you what my mom said first.”

I smiled, feeling his love and desire but knowing he needed my listening skills the most right then. “Better?” I asked, after I buttoned his shirt across my bosom.

“No,” he admitted. “But thanks.”

“What’s going on?” I placed my hand on his. 

“She says Pop is up all hours of the night doing all these little things around the house—fixing things, doing paperwork—and he’s always with her. This was the only time she could call without him knowing because he’s asleep.”

“It’s like he’s nesting,” I said sadly. On Finn’s puzzlement, I further explained. “He’s getting his things in order.” What had been only the faintest of smiles drooped on my husband’s face, making me acknowledge his pain. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah.” His shoulders slumped before continuing. “So, mom wants to have a surprise birthday party for him and wants to make sure we can come down...and Nola and Will and Kelsea.” He spoke of his only sibling, as well as her husband and their nine-year-old daughter.

“You told her yes, right?” I said, grateful that the phone conversation wasn’t about anything worse than a surprise party.

“I wanted to make sure it was all right with you.” He rubbed my hand with his fingers, which were still slightly calloused from playing the guitar on tour all summer.

“Yeah, sure, it’s fine,” I replied. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

“Well, she knows he’ll be against it. He never wants a big fuss for his birthday. So, she was wondering if we could disguise it as Arinn’s party since her birthday is only a few days after his—have them both together at their place.”

Ah, yes. Our baby daughter would be turning one in just about a month’s time. “I know this is probably bad, but I haven’t given any thought to Arinn’s birthday.”

“We’ve been a little preoccupied,” he acknowledged, in a regretful tone. 

“Yeah,” I admitted, but refused to let either of us think any more about it. “Plus, the CMAs are that week.”

“She’s more important than an awards ceremony.”

“Finn, I know. But the CMAs are important for your career...for you.” 

For a country music singer like my husband, the Country Music Awards were the epitome of success and one that Finn had reigned over for many years. “Lara—”

I immediately interrupted. “That’s just not a good week to celebrate her birthday. We could celebrate it with your dad’s, but my mom and brother are going to want to be a part of her birthday, too. And your mom really doesn’t want all those people at their house. And you’re going to need your time to focus.”

The burst of air from his lips displayed his frustration even before he said, “Shit, what then?”

It was my turn to rub the top of his hand. “Let me think.” Luckily, an idea came quickly. “Why don’t we celebrate Arinn’s birthday at Thanksgiving? The CMAs will be out of the way, and you might have a little breathing room.” As if Finn ever had any down time, I silently thought. “We can have the whole family again at our place.”

“But that’s not her birthday!”

“It’s only a couple weeks or so after,” I tried to rationalize. “Plus, she’s going to be one. She has no idea when her birthday is. You and Chance and I can do something on the actual day. That way your dad, Arinn, the CMAs...they all get their own moment.”

“Chance will absolutely want to do something on the actual day. For a three-year-old, he sure knows his calendar and plans.”

I laughed. Our firstborn, who was nearly the spitting image of his daddy, could be Finn’s road manager in no time. He had learned a lot of those skills over the summer having countdowns to when Finn would return from tour.

“I guess that’s the best solution.” Finn broke back into my thoughts. “I’ll just tell Mom that we’re coming. Pop will have his own party, and he’ll just have to deal with a little fuss.”

“He deserves it.” I spoke honestly.

Zak Murphy was the type of father I had always dreamed of growing up. He was caring, understanding, loving. In essence, he was the polar opposite of the man I had called dad.

Finn reclined his body to a more horizontal position and gently dragged my head down to his chest. After a moment or two of us being lost in our own, but most likely similar, thoughts, he softly called out, “Lar?”

“Yeah?” I replied without moving.

But all he said was, “No, never mind. It’s...we’re not ready. It’s too soon.”

I readjusted myself so that I was propped up on my elbow. I wanted to look at him, and I needed him to see me...to understand the truth in my words. “Hey, we’re good. What we talked about last night and shared? We’re good.” I thoroughly believed it, and I needed Finn to, also.

He met my eyes and traced his index finger along my cheek before resting it on the center of my lips. “Being with you and knowing that you have somehow found a way to forgive me, it was one of the best nights of my life.”

Feeling like we were more in sync again, I let out a happy sigh and leaned back onto his taut chest. “Then tell me.”

He started playing with the long strands of my hair, which was starting to fade back to its natural dark strawberry blonde after I had dyed it platinum over the summer. “I know we talked about this, but it’s been a little while, and you might not still think—”

“Yeah. I think we should.”

“You don’t even know what I was going to say.” Had our conversation not been so serious, I’m sure he would have chuckled.

I returned to my partially propped-up position. “You want us to move permanently to Nashville.”

“Yeah.” He curled his brows at my intuition. “I’ll be closer to them.” He was obviously referring to his parents, who still resided in their hometown of Louisville, Kentucky. “It’ll just be a couple hours’ drive or so. I think—”

“Yes, Finn. We should. I think your dad would really like that, especially because he’ll know you’ll be close by for your mom.” I hated talking like that, but it was the reality of the situation. “And it’s time,” I continued. “You should be in Nashville for your career. You should have always been there. You sacrificed a lot to be here in New York for me.”

“It’s not a sacrifice.” No matter what, he would always maintain that. 

“It...okay. I’m not working anymore, and I...I just...I agree. I already agreed before. That hasn’t changed. I think it will be a great fresh start.”

“I love you. And I will not let you down again, Lara. I won’t.” His eyes bounced back and forth—our emotions equally on full tilt. 

“I know,” I declared confidently. “I know you won’t let that happen...and neither will I.” 

It would absolutely destroy both of us if we were to experience the same circumstances we had just recovered from. Without saying it out loud, we both knew there could not be another chance. Our serious tone was flipped when the sounds of Arinn’s whimpering gave me the perfect, sarcastic way to respond. “Well, there’s your opportunity not to let me down. You be the one to see what’s wrong with her.”

Finn grumbled at the bedside baby monitor, but I knew he loved our kids more than life itself and would do anything for them. A walk up the stairs, a little pat on the back, and some soothing words were nothing. He pecked me on the lips and started to slide out of bed. I watched as he strung his lean legs into his boxer briefs and began to exit our first-floor master bedroom. 

“Finn?” I called out as he approached the doorway.

“Yeah?”

“I love you, too.”

He strode back toward me. Kneeling on the bed, he flanked his hands on my cheeks and sucked in a powerful kiss that portrayed his gratitude, passion, and commitment. “Don’t move.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, Cowboy,” I reassured, letting my head flop back down onto the comforts of the silky pillow.

***
[image: ]


“YOU KNOW,” I SAID, while watching the kids enjoy frozen yogurt much later that day. “There is still one thing we haven’t settled.”

Sitting next to Arinn’s high chair, my husband swiveled around to look at me. Worry was sketched across his face. “What?” 

Finn made a point of nodding slowly in the direction of Chance. I knew it was to make sure that what I was about to say was appropriate for our son’s always-attentive and knowledge-absorbing ears. Along with Finn’s parents, and anyone else for that matter, our children certainly had not been privy to any marital strife between their father and I. We both had made sure of that.

“It’s okay,” I reassured, while lightly laughing at our son’s dairy mustache.

“Okay. What?” Finn raised the baby spoon to Arinn’s mouth.

“I believe you owe me a couple massages or so.” I grinned widely.

His smile was instantly as relaxed as mine. “You? You’ve been watching football?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “No, but I know how many times Cincinnati has lost.”

Finn redeposited Arinn’s bowl onto the kitchen’s center island, stood up, and approached me. Luckily, our little girl had her fill and was smacking her lips happily. Finn bracketed his hands on my shoulders from behind and magically, as only he could, started massaging my back. 

“Yeah, I’ve missed that.” His crooner voice spoke of the weeks we had been separated and of the ongoing bet we had since before we were even married. “But they did win a game, too. What was our bet?” he teased, very well knowing that if the Cincinnati Bengals won—the closest home team he had as a native Louisvillian—he got to lick chocolate off my body. 

“I believe you get to—”

“Chocolate syrup!” As if on cue, Chance called out for more dessert topping. 

Finn and I roared laughing, while Chance looked up at us. It was all so innocent and peaceful. Everything finally seemed to be back to how it was supposed to be. 

***
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IT WAS TWO DAYS LATER, and I was engrossed in all the tedious details of figuring out how to move our family of four across hundreds of miles. While we were lucky that Finn—we—already owned a gorgeous, sprawling, furnished residence in Nashville and we weren’t in financial need to have to sell our upstate New York home quickly, there were still many things to consider. On the top of the list was how to get all of our personal belongings to Tennessee in less than a month’s time, since we wanted to be there prior to Mr. Murphy’s birthday and the CMAs. 

Surrounded by a multitude of papers, I was checking items off my list when I heard Finn call out my name. “Yeah?” I replied. When he didn’t answer, I looked up from the dining room table. It was the perfect spot to do work and still keep an eye on the kids, who were in the adjacent great room.

“I, uh...” Seeming to hesitate with his words, Finn stood at the entryway of the dining room, making no effort to walk any closer in my direction. “I have to go out of town for a few days.”

“What? Why?” I rose to my feet just as instantly as my blood pressure must have risen.

“It’s just for a few days,” he offered, as if it were a peacemaking compromise.

“God, Finn.”

“You’re mad.” He said it definitively as a statement because there was no denying my demeanor.

I was most certainly upset. And I wasn’t going to lie about it. The fact that Finn had been away on tour most of the summer had hurt us. We had missed and needed one another. And then when he had returned, we didn’t get the chance to reconnect because we were thrown into a hailstorm of jealousy, misunderstandings, anger, poor choices, and sadness...before we were finally able to heal. And a few days of reconnecting was not enough time to be secure before he would leave again. 

“Yeah. Yeah. You know what? I am.”

He finally took a step toward me. “Beauty, listen—”

“Don’t ‘Beauty’ me right now.” I denied him one of his favorite nicknames for me. “Where are you going? What could you possibly have to do? We’re just—” I broke on my words because I was getting emotional and stressed, especially after seeing Chance grab a toy off of Arinn. “We need time,” I semi-begged. “We need time together, not—”

“What if I said,” Finn parenthesized his dialogue to me with an authoritative directive to our son. “Chance, give it to your sister.” He then continued his original thought. “What if I said that’s exactly where I am going...with you. Just us.”

My mind tried to rapidly regroup after his last few words. “What?” I asked slowly. 

“I want us to go away together— the two of us. Somewhere just for a few days. I know we have a lot going on with the house and Pop...everything. But I think it would be good.” 

“Yeah? Really? No calls? No business? Just us?”

“I can’t guarantee I won’t have to text a couple times, but, yeah.”

“I’d really like that.” My shoulders suddenly seemed tons lighter.

They mimicked my husband’s relaxed smile. “Good.”

“What about the kids?” I asked, noticing that all was, thankfully, back to being harmonious between Chance and Arinn.

“Nol and Will will take care of them. Kelsea is stoked.” 

“Is that who you were talking with just now?” I smiled.

“Uh-huh.” He mirrored my action.

“I’ve never left Arinn for more than a couple hours.” I spoke, as the realization came to my mind.

“She’ll be all right. She’s our little Miss Socialite. She likes and goes with anybody.”

“That’s so true,” I agreed, thinking how our son could not be more opposite than his sister. But I also knew that Chance would be perfectly fine with his aunt, uncle, and cousin.

“Baby, you name it, where do you want to go?” Finn was now more animated, knowing that I was one hundred percent on board with his plan.

“I don’t know.”

He didn’t give me a chance to even think before he started rattling off ideas, “Mexico, the Caribbean.... We can throw a dart at a map.” 

But despite the endless possibilities that Finn’s offer produced, there was really only one place I wanted to go. “I want to go back,” I said. “Back to campus.” 

“Really?” he questioned. “We can go anywhere.”

“No. I’m sure. That okay?”

“It’s...well, that’s exactly....”

“That’s where you had in mind the whole time?” I asked, but I knew it just by the self-assured, semi-smirk on my husband’s face.

“Yeah. But I would have went anywhere you said...Beauty.” He exaggerated my nickname, knowing he could get away with using it this time. 

I shook my head at the way he knew me so well. “I love you.”

“Good to know.” His grin was wider than I had seen in such a long time. “You got awfully feisty in the beginning of the conversation.”

“I wasn’t ready for you to leave yet,” I admitted.

“Also good to know,” he said, and I knew that meant almost more than the previous three words I had first spoken. Finn seemed infallible to most of the world, but his one crux was being left. It was a deep-seated fear from his childhood. “Me either. Me either.”
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Chapter Two
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Low-powered lights anchored the walls, welcoming us into the empty chapel. It was the time of day when dusk was fading to complete darkness, which just added to the serenity of the setting. Finn took my hand as we quietly and respectfully made our way to the front of the room where we had gotten married. That had been nearly five years before. But it had been fifteen years since we had first met at the chapel’s home base—our college alma mater. So much had changed since then. We had only been friends at the very beginning— friends of friends. And then graduation, distance, life, and careers had separated even that, until we were able to reconnect thanks to the strangest of coincidences. 

“What are you thinking about?” Finn’s melodic voice interrupted the silence.

“Wyatt.”

“Huh,” he replied with even more tranquility. It was always a little hard for Finn to talk about his nephew, even though he had gotten better with it over the many years since the little boy had tragically passed away.

“I know you and I met on campus,” I explained. “But it’s because of Wyatt going to his particular elementary school that I got to see you again.”

“Who would have thought the technology coordinator would be you? God has mysterious ways.” He seemed to twitch his eyes before asking. “Would you do it all again?”

I, undoubtedly, knew the right and only answer to that question. But we all live with regrets. And my life certainly was full of them. All again? If I could bypass the past few months starting with Finn going on tour... if I could bypass Wyatt dying...if I could bypass the lonely years that it took for us to reconnect in the first place.... But I couldn’t. There are no U-turns in life. There are no smoothly-paved superhighways. There are only long, windy, bumpy country roads. And, in the end, you can only hope to find that proverbial happily-ever-after. Even though I felt more at peace than I had in a while, I prayed that I was nowhere near that end. I knew I had so much more love and happiness to experience with the man in front of me.

So, my answer was, “Absolutely.”

“Well, that’s good.” And then he dropped to one knee in front of me.

“What are you doing?”

“Will you marry me?” He reached into his inside jacket pocket and pulled out an obvious ring box. “Sorry. I don’t have a BINGO board and s’mores and—”

“What?” I questioned, simply because I was overwhelmed by what was going on, not because I didn’t remember his first proposal at the penthouse—the romantic, unique, personalized way he had proposed.

“Renew our vows.” And, with that, he opened up the box, exposing a spectacular, thin band encircled completely with sparkling diamonds. 

“Really?”

“Yeah. Whatcha think?”

“I think that ring better fit.” I smiled at the beauty of the moment, which even outshone the beauty of the ring.

“Who would my girl be without sarcasm?”

“I love you and being your girl. No sarcasm.”

“Yeah, then?”

“Yeah. Absolutely.” And then I added our personal tagline, “Forever.” 

Finn finally rose to his feet, flanked his hands on my cheeks, and kissed me softly but solidly—a loving, confirming kind of connection. He removed the ring from the box and explained. “It’s identical to your wedding band. You can wear one on each side of your engagement ring. Look carefully.” He handed it to me. “There’s one tiny difference.”

I angled the ring so I could see the inside. Just like my wedding band had our wedding date engraved in it, this one had both Chance and Arinn’s birthdays marked. It was perfect.

I looked up and met his glimmering eyes. Equally emotional, I said, “I love it. And I love that you thought of it and the vows. It’s....” Before the actual waterworks started, I concluded with, “Yeah.”

Finn took the ring from my hand, slid it on my finger, and, emphasizing the last word, said, “I love you.”

“I get to wear it now?”

“I want you to have it. Why? Do you want to wait until we renew our vows?”

“No,” I admitted. Now that it was on my finger, I never wanted it to leave. “When do you want to make an honest woman out of me again?” I teased.

“I was thinking our anniversary?” he stated in question format.

“Perfect,” I agreed, as he took my newly-ringed hand and pulled me to him. “About that ‘do it all again’ business?” I pointed my chin up so that I could meet his eyes with mine. “I might want to amend some of the dancing parts.” 

His body bounced in quiet laughter, knowing and accepting my detest of dancing. Finn was the only one who could ever get me to dance, and that was a rarity. “Lara...” He seemed to lovingly tsk my name. Then he pulled our bodies a little farther apart, clasping both of my hands in his. “Do you still trust me? Do you feel the way you did that night on the bench right before our wedding? Do you know that I will always be there for you?”

“Do you want to get me drunk?” I jested at his memory of one of the only times I had let liquor control my adult life. 

It had been the night before our wedding. We had been at a bar—Fat Boys—that was not too far from the chapel. Because I had been feeling happier and freer than I ever had, I had indulged, knowing and trusting that he was always going to be there for me. I had told him exactly that while we had sat on the bench right outside the bar.

Finn answered my “drunk” question seriously, though. “No, I want to know your honest answer.”

“Finn, I do. I do as much as I did that night or the next day when I said those exact two little words: ‘I do.’” I smiled. “And if you want, I’d be happy to go do some shots with you to prove it.” When he didn’t respond, I added, “And maybe a quick dance, too.”

“Ha!” He was back to his normal self. “I knew if I waited another second, I would get everything I wanted.”
I looped my hands around his neck. “I thought I was everything you wanted.”
“Every day...every breathing second.” 
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DESPITE IT BEING A weeknight, Fat Boys was busy enough. But then again, it was a college bar. And school night, weekend, early, or late, there were patrons, legal-aged and otherwise, gathered at the tables, bar, and game area.

Baseball cap securely drawn down toward his eyes, Finn pulled out the only stool at the bar and motioned for me to sit. As I did, he squeezed his body into the space next to me. “So, shot?” He half-asked, half-yelled over the blaring music.

“Fi—” I started and then realized I didn’t want to verbalize his name. 

Finn was one of the school’s most successful alums. And, to top it off, he had a fairly unique name. So, if I said it and any heads turned, ball cap or not, he would surely be recognized, therefore ending our night of ambiguity. 

He threw me a wink and used his sexy nickname for me— the one that referenced the classic Police song “Roxanne” and my red lava lamp. “Rox, were you just teasing me before with the shot comment?” 

“Can I have a hard cider or lemonade instead?” I just wanted something sweet and easy. Because of my deceased father’s past, as well as my own, I was not much of a drinker.

Respecting that, and knowing that he had been conscientious of his own alcohol intake recently, Finn squeezed my hand. “I gotcha.” As he leaned further into the bar to get the busy bartender’s attention, he nodded in an opposite direction and said to me, “That booth just opened. You wanta grab it for us?”

Grateful that it was far from the dance area, I agreed. I slid into the wooden bench seat and started looking at the flyers tacked haphazardly on the wall. There were ads for local shops, housing availability, and band appearances. I couldn’t help but think of Finn’s band when we were in college and his pop-up gigs around town. When I turned to glance toward the singer himself, two probable frat boys holding pool sticks were standing at my table’s edge.

“You wanta play?” The one in the plain white T-shirt and jeans asked.

I breathed out a half laugh. “No. Not much of a pool player.”

“C’mon,” the other, wearing sweats that were too big, urged. “We’ll teach you. Line that stick up, stroke it a bit, then bam....” His breath smelled of the beer he was holding.

Before I could reply to the stranger’s obvious sexual overture, Finn came behind him and firmly clasped him on the shoulder. “First of all, she’s a hustler. I’d watch out for her.” As Finn slid my open bottle to me, the guy turned toward my husband. “And, second, that is no way to speak to a lady.” His tone that time was much more serious. It was the possessive, jealous side of my husband.

“Just having some fun, man,” he replied but took a mini-step away. “Keeping her company.”

“Well, thanks. But now you’re not.” My husband punctuated the last three words individually. There was a bit of a macho stand-off between the three, and then the younger two laughed and retreated. Finn slid into the booth, nudging his hips next to mine. “Boys.” He shook his head and took a swallow from his beer bottle.

“I’m almost old enough to be their mother!” I proclaimed and then realized, with a flashback to my teenage years, how true that really was. 

“You don’t look a day over thirty-six.” He managed a smile before I smacked him in the bicep for citing my actual age. “I meant twenty-six...twenty-six.” He laughed and then kissed me. “You could definitely pass for a co-ed, baby.”

“It doesn’t seem that long ago, does it?”

“No. It goes fast. All of it.” 

I could hear the melancholy in his voice. And I knew it was not only about the time we lost initially finding one another again but also about the past month or so. And his career. And... his dad. It did go way too fast.

I leaned my head into his side and felt the familiar fold of his arm around me. When his lips grazed the top of my head, the music blaring from the speakers changed from one song to the next. I shook my head at the irony of Finn’s latest tune filling the bar. He tilted his head backward. It was a good thing that his music was being played and held its popularity, but sometimes even the superstar needed a break from himself.

“You wanta leave?” he asked.

“With you.” I smiled as he took my hand in one of his and our choice of drinks in the other.

We rotated out the front door with a few patrons who were boisterously coming in. Even though we hadn’t been in the bar that long, the October air felt so clean and refreshing. Finn gave me back my black cherry beverage and took a mighty gulp from his own bottle. We walked for a moment or so in silence until we both simultaneously saw the bench. Naturally gravitating to it, we took similar positions to the ones we had five years before. 

“Well...” I let out a cleansing sigh. “You may as well tell me what the plan is for the tour this coming summer.” I took a swig of the hard lemonade.

“We have to do that now?” Obvious deflation.

“I know it has to be almost set,” I countered. 

Every year it was like clockwork. No sooner had he wrapped up his tour than the planning for the next one began. There was a final tally of what had and had not been successful and then how to make the necessary changes to the following summer’s schedule. That included what opening act/s to bring on, how many shows, where, when, etc. There was a tremendous amount of scheduling, planning, and negotiating. Public announcements were made before the holidays, and tickets started going on sale right around that time, too. 

It was mid-October. Of course those things were being done. And, yet, I didn’t know a thing about them. 

Finn being away on tour from the end of May to the end of August, with only a week-long break to see us, had been the first catalyst in the temporary crumbling of our marriage. And I knew that was the obvious reason he stalled in mentioning the following summer to me. He didn’t want to risk another collapse...not when we were only starting on solid ground again. 

“There’s a lot in place,” he admitted with an exhale. “But I’ve been putting some of it off. I need to know what you’re thinking.”

“I’m thinking...” I spoke with pure honesty. “I’m thinking that we can’t do what we did this summer.” 

“I know.” After an extended pause, he forged forward. “I have to tour, though. It’s expected. And with the new album being released soon, it’s gonna be important to get people to keep coming, buying—”

“I get it,” I reassured, while resting my hand on his. 

I knew the momentum and push and drive it took to keep being on the level that my husband was on in his career. And Finn felt like some of his numbers and accolades had been dropping. So, it was even more important to keep everything running full force.

“I know you love it,” I continued. “I know you somehow become more alive up on stage.” When I gave him the look of “don’t even try to deny that,” he closed his prepared open mouth. “I want you to think about this.” This time I used my mom voice. “I mean, really stop and think before you answer.” And then I asked what I had been tossing around in my mind for a couple of days. “Do you want us to come with you next year?” 

Finn was as bad as Chance in the grocery store’s candy aisle. He didn’t stop and think at all. His response was immediate and direct. “What kind of question is that? Of course I do.”

I gave a closed smile at what I knew would be his answer and then spoke slowly. “I think we might be able to pull that off.”

“Yeah? I think so, too.” His hand was on mine as his smile emerged.

“You have to realize, though, it’s going to be chaotic. It was one thing when we just had Chance scooting around the bus. But two of them? Two of them mobile and needing to be entertained?”

“We can look into getting someone to help.”


“Well, yeah. I’m not talking about that. I’m talking 


about you...what you need to do your job. I know how much energy it takes and all that is expected of you. The kids—” 

“You talk about me feeling alive? You. You and the kids. I wouldn’t feel that without y’all there. We’re gonna do it. We’ll make it work,” he said, with determination and a whole lot of love.

***
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IF ONLY WE COULD HAVE frozen time on those few, glorious days that Finn and I managed to escape together. But a life full of obligations brought us back full force. First up was getting everything organized and set for our new family adventure, a.k.a. move to Nashville. Even though our suburban New York abode wasn’t officially sold yet, everything was packed, boxed, and shipped either to the ranch in Nashville, or to our penthouse in Manhattan. Even the cars, including my cherished red Jeep, had their own transport. 

A few days after we were semi-settled into our now-permanent Nashville address, we drove to Louisville to celebrate my father-in-law’s birthday. And, it really was the worst timing. It was the Sunday three days before the CMAs, and Finn was being bombarded with interview requests and confirming the practice schedule—he was singing a short acoustic piece during the show. But there was no way he was going to miss his father’s birthday, especially because, without saying it, we all knew it was going to be Mr. Murphy’s last. 

Finn’s dad looked about the same as he did when we had visited just over a month before. He appeared a little more ashen in complexion and was a little leaner. But he was such a tall, broad man that it wasn’t really noticeable unless you truly knew him. Besides, he was in good spirits, having been so honored that we all came for his special day. Nola and Kelsea flew in, too, giving Will’s apologies for having to work, but promising that he would join all of us for Thanksgiving and Christmas. 

We had a delicious, homemade Irish stew dinner followed by cake and the traditional happy birthday song led by Kelsea and Chance. And then we sat down to watch the primetime match-up of the Cincinnati Bengals vs. the Pittsburgh Steelers. From his seat on the sofa behind me, I felt Finn’s hands working on the knots in my shoulders and upper back as I sat on the floor in between his legs. 

“Hmmm,” I murmured. “Already seeing the forgone conclusion, are you, Cowboy?” I teased, knowing the third quarter score of Pittsburgh 28 - Cincy 0 meant an almost sure loss for Cincinnati and a sure massage for Lara. 

“It’s not over ‘til it’s over, baby.”

“Mmmm-hmmm.” I didn’t exactly agree. I reached backward to hold his hand for a moment and then stood up. “I think I am, though...over for the night. I’m tired. I’m gonna head up.” The move and two wound-up kids—due to family overload and sugar rushes—had me exhausted.

As I kissed him sweetly on the lips, Kelsea, who had been on the floor next to me said, “Ewww.”

Finn reached over and ruffled Kelsea’s blonde hair, which had not lost one bouncy curl since I met her at the age of two. “Yeah, that’s all right that you keep thinking that for a while.”

“It’s probably your bedtime, too.” Nola, whose blonde hair was darker and straighter than her daughter’s, chimed in.

“Mom!” Kelsea whined. “I wanta stay up and watch Pop-Pop’s team.”

“Really?” 

The sarcastic doubt in my sister-in-law’s voice said it all. She knew, as we all did, that Kelsea had no interest in football. She just wanted to be in the adult group. She may not have been into the kissing scene yet, but she was bordering on it.

“Come on Kels, you can help me check on the little ones upstairs.” I winked at Nola while speaking of Chance and Arinn who had already been asleep for a couple hours. “And then, maybe before you go to sleep, your mom will let you read me some of that book I saw you carrying.”

“Yeah, Aunt Lara, you’ll like it. It’s called Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing.” 

“I think I may have read that one, but it’s been a long time.” I fondly recalled the innocence that Judy Blume created momentarily for me in my otherwise dark childhood.

Finn grabbed my hand just to touch it once more before Kelsea and I made our way up the stairs of Finn’s childhood home. I felt so at peace there. Its Old-World charm exuded warmth and love as much as the family who had been raised in its midst. And I was happy to look back and see the four of them, donning black and orange jerseys, together again, doing something they all loved.
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Chapter Three
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“I’m glad that whatever was going on between the two of you last time you were here is better now.” I heard my father-in-law’s voice as I was approaching the solid-wood pocket doors of their den.

It was the next day, and I was searching for Finn. I knew it was time for us to start heading to Nashville. By the time we got back, it would be the kids’ bedtime, and Finn needed a chance to breathe before his day of rehearsals, etc. the following day. I discretely peered in to see the two men sitting in identical dark brown leather chairs facing one another. In some ways, they were mirrors of each other—their height, their noses, and their love for family. But, while Finn had a full set of solid brown hair, Mr. Murphy’s hair was now thinning and mostly gray.

I decided not to interrupt. For one thing, I knew the conversation seemed serious. And, for another, I knew it was about me...us. When we had visited last time, Finn and I had tried to hide our marital strife from his family, and I thought we did a pretty good job. Maybe they knew something was off but surely not as bad as it had been. Standing still and off to the side, I listened some more.

“What? There wasn’t—” Finn started to deny.

But he was cut off by his father. “Finnegan....” 

The name wasn’t even my husband’s. Finn’s name was Finn—nothing more formal. His father just used Finnegan sometimes to grab his attention.

“We’re good now,” Finn admitted, sounding most definitely like the child to his elder.

“I can see that. I can see it in the ease of her smile and the way you look at one another... the way you touch each other.”

My unbeknownst smile faded quickly as I heard Finn say, “I don’t deserve her, Pop, and yet she stays.”

“From that statement I’m guessing you did something that you know wasn’t right.”

I lightly flopped against the wall outside of the den and internally sighed. Mr. Murphy’s statement was true. We had both been in bad places, but it had been Finn’s careless, reckless choices that had really made things go south. The fact that Finn somehow felt like he didn’t deserve me was ridiculous, though. It made me hurt for him.

“I...yes. I....” Finn stumbled on his words.

“I don’t need to know,” Mr. Murphy continued. “That’s between you and your wife. But you owned up to it, right? You’re the stand-up guy I raised you to be?”

“Yes, sir,” he said. And he was.

“Good, because not only will she not put up with it, but you are a better man than that.”

“I love her so damn much, Pop. I can’t imagine how I could ever love her more, and I do. I see her with Chance and Arinn, and I witness her compassion and the vulnerability she seems to only show me and I—” 

Ah, Finn, stop, I silently urged. Otherwise, that vulnerability was going to be on display in the hallway. I wiped a straggling tear and refocused on the conversation.

“Don’t ever lose sight of that. That was the best decision you ever made—letting her in—letting her know you and love you. You’ve climbed your mountains, son, and there have been plenty. I am so proud of who you are. But take it from a dying m—”

“Pop....” Finn pleaded not wanting to hear the words his father was saying about his health. “I’m dying, my boy, and it’s going to be okay. Now, that’s not what I.... Listen, you have it all. Not just your family but your career. You have managed to succeed in a field that some people only dream of. You can’t do any better. Just know that the problem with having it all means that sometimes it feels like the only place is down... that the smallest slide feels like an avalanche.” 

“Yeah.” Finn conceded, and I knew he could relate. It was something he had been trying to deal with for months. 

Finn still had thousands and thousands of fans who were there for any event or concert. But he was finding it harder to reach the number ones that had become so much of a regular routine in his career. And since achieving the ultimate accolade of Entertainer of the Year a number of times, the nominations had slowed. It was just how it worked—the business. But it was still hard.

“You can’t let it get to you, son.” Mr. Murphy continued in his usual wise prose. “You didn’t go into this for the money and fame. You did it because it was in you... like the blood flowing through your veins. We saw that early on. And now you don’t even have to worry about money. So, forget the other bull. Love the music, and your passion will show. It'll show in your music, but it’ll show in your kids and that strong woman by your side. But do not sacrifice yourself or what you have for that mountain. You’ve climbed it. You’ve lived it.” 

“Pop, I wouldn’t.”

“All that I want is for you to always know that feeling...to know that you deserve to be loved. You are loved for who you are...for you.”

I knew my tears were actively flowing then, and if it got much worse, my nose would fill up and I would be a complete mess. I dabbed my wet face and started to quietly turn away. I couldn’t handle any more even though it was all the honest, good truth. 

As I left, I heard Finn say, “If I could be half the man that you—”

And his dad
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