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Dedication
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Dedicated to The Universe...Thank you for allowing me to write to the beat of my own drum.

Playlist selects

Here are songs from the “Cowboy Casanova” playlist!

Feel free to follow the playlist on Spotify to find more songs I felt related to the novel.

1. This Is How We Roll – Florida Georgia Line ft Luke Bryan (Country)

2.  That’s What I Like – Bruno Mars (R&B)

3.  Sweetest Goodbye – Maroon 5 (Pop Rock)

4.  You’re Still The One – Shania Twain (Country) 

5.  Excuse Me Miss – Jay Z ft Pharell (Rap)

6.  State Lines – Dustin Lynch (Country)

7.  Sweet Pea, My Sweet Pea – Paul Weller (Rock)

8.  Somebody To Love – Queen (Rock)

9.  Dance Like We’re Making Love – Ciara (R&B)

10.  The Matrimony – Wale ft Usher (Rap)

More songs: https://spoti.fi/2SwVwkb
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This is how all the greatest love songs get recorded. Or at least that’s what I believe as I stare down at the words I’ve scribbled, crossed out, and scribbled again. You don’t write an award winning, genre changing, transcend the ages ballad when everything in your life is goin’ right. 

No.

You write that shit when everything has gone wrong.

When you’re not sure what day it is.

When you’re not sure which way is up.

Hell, if there is even an up.

You write that melancholy melody when you realize that no matter how much you kick or scream or reach out, the abyss is gonna swallow you whole.

It’s gonna take you.

It’s gonna be where you inevitably experience your last breath.

As soon as you become aware of that little fact, the perfect notes begin to flutter in.

The beat syncs to the one in your aching chest.

The words, the words you couldn’t find when you needed them to save you most, leave your lips like your soul is makin’ its final confession.

Because it is.

Because this is where it all ends no matter how much you plead for a second chance.

And every great musician knows in order to understand how you reached the ending, you have to go back to the beginning...
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“Could you please stop tormenting virgins?” Marcello, my assistant, complains from the open kitchen of my penthouse. “I need you to change before we’re late to the brunch meeting with Adriana.” 

I drag the Chess piece across the screen, two moves away from taking my opponent’s king.

It’s wrong to assume everyone who plays Chess or Chess online is a virgin. I mean, I play and I’m not. Despite the argument Marcello and I have had many, many times, I’m not. It happened! No matter how awkward and uncomfortable and unfortunate the whole thing was, it still happened, making his assumption wrong. 

Keeping the age-old conversation at bay, I ask, “Which Adriana?”

“Patterson.”

“Bishop or Queen?”

He makes the expected growl of annoyance. “The one you co-own a business with.”

Ah, Queen. 

Her I genuinely like. My awkward behavior doesn’t seem to affect her in the slightest. Over the years she’s even learned the basics, like delivering less than pleasant news over a bowl of Devil’s Chocolate ice cream or suggesting new ideas mid brownie bite. Adriana Patterson is much cleverer than people would like to give her credit for. See, that’s the problem with being ridiculously beautiful and bilingual. Society tends to underestimate you. However, I’m not like most individuals. I put in extra time to study you. Scrutinize. Discover your patterns. By the time I make a face to face meeting, which I only do if you are valued at Rook or higher, I have your moves narrowed down. This is how I never become vulnerable.

In any aspect of my life.

Marcello’s scolding returns as I reach for the milkshake on the glass coffee table. “Are you fucking kidding me right now? A milkshake?! For breakfast?! We’ve talked about this!”

My lips miss the straw due to my inability to look away from the screen. 

There’s something about watching someone’s desperate attempt not to lose that I find fascinating. It’s exactly like life. People make all these moves around the board, anxious to win whatever the situation is, yet most play so carelessly. On TV? Sure. It makes sense, much like everything on a sitcom does, which is why I personally love them. The characters are scripted to make stupid choices, say stupid things, but inevitably get the win. In reality, you cannot play so sloppily and still expect to be victorious in the end. 

It’s idiotic.

“Francesca Hatcher!” Marcello’s screeching moves up an octave indicating I have approximately two minutes before he physically starts assisting me in the clothes changing process. Luckily, I only need one. It doesn’t take an expert to see they’re out of moves. “I swear to God if you don’t-”

“Resignation,” I announce at the same time I close the window on my tablet. “I win.”

“Was that ever really in question?” He sasses, tablet-free hand landing on the waist of his wine-colored slacks. 

No. For the possibility of losing to truly be an option, I’d have to play on a level I refuse to play on. A level that just the thought of has me wanting to reach for the comfort of chocolate. 

Rather than retort, I stand and offer him a polite smile.

His black eyebrows pinch together. “Why are you smiling? Why do you look...content?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because there are literally four minutes before we’re supposed to be downstairs in the car headed to what has to be the biggest meeting of the year!”

“The year just started,” I calmly reply, reaching for my milkshake once again. 

“Really?” Marcello squeaks. “You wanna behave like this now? When you’ve still gotta get changed? And put makeup on? Oh, and those shoes...How the fuck do you keep finding them every time I throw them out?”

My brown eyes cut a glance to the worn-out flip-flops on my cappuccino-skinned feet. “They’re comfortable.”

“They are hideous and belong in the garbage where I put them.”

I have a small sip of the soothing beverage.

There’s so much comfort in the predictability of our relationship. I think too often people take for granted the relief that comes from routine. Personally? It’s the only thing that keeps me from panicking daily. Patterns provide me with the stability needed to survive in this overly complicated world. After all, that’s how people operate. Most people. It’s the unpredictable ones I do everything in my power to avoid.

I don’t need that shit.

Life already makes enough non-regulation moves for me to deal with.

“Are you going to put on something more professional?”

“No.”

His hazel eyes scan the white, long sleeve floral print, maxi dress I’m wearing. 

It’s the same one I always wear when I have a business brunch. As are the tiny pearls in my ears and the beat-up green flip flops on my feet. 

“Makeup?”

“I’ll put on gloss in the car after I finish my milkshake. I don’t like a sticky straw.”

His head dramatically falls backwards on a mumble, “Will you ever change?”

Most likely not.

Change scares the shit out of me.

Even in business.

Even when I know the profitable outcomes will be worth the sleepless nights I’ll encounter as my mind agonizes over the impact new decisions will have. 

At least business changes I can prepare for. It’s the unforeseen ones that do irrevocable damage. Like staring into the eyes of my father one moment and seeing him die the next. 

The memory has me rubbing my chest at the pressure starting to build. “Can we go?”

“Fine.” Marcello pouts, preparing to exit my kitchen. “Are you sure that milkshake has helped soothe your anxiety until we get to the restaurant?”

“This,” I gently shake the cup as I head towards the front door, “and a game of Chess are always a winning combo.”

For the most part, Chess still possesses the ability to calm my nerves. The focus. The disappearance into spotting the sequences and reading a player. The instinct to stay two to three steps ahead of any move they dare to make. Often just the thought of it can bring me enough peace to push through whatever has me wound up. I prefer self-soothing techniques to the medication.

Always have.

Always will.

Marcello doesn’t say another word. He simply snatches my wallet from where it’s sitting on the bar and nods his head to indicate we can go. 

During our walk to the elevator, his daily ramblings begin, starting with the resort rundown.

The Chessboard is unlike any other resort on South Haven Island, and that is something I pride myself on. Something I believe my deceased father is beaming down at me about. South Haven Island is primarily known for housing the wealthy, whether it is on a daily basis or simply for them to play on between colder weather seasons, depends on the person, of course. No matter where you are on the island, you are meant to feel like the million-dollar treasure you are. And that’s how they keep the average tourists at bay. This isn’t typically an island where people bring their children or large families. This is a place where you give your fiancée that lavish honeymoon that she spent four years Pinteresting, or that twenty-year anniversary trip you started saving for when you hit the ten mark. To put it bluntly, if you’re not wealthy, you’re not welcome. It’s practically policy. They might as well have billboards that advertise their hatred for the middle class and lower. The Chessboard, however, is an exception to the financial discrimination. We thrive on tourism. My father not only knew the advantages of tourism from the “common people” but understood just how feeding off their need to feel like a higher class could actually propel us into one. So, when he finally opened The Chessboard with an unexpected billionaire investor he met during a bad round of tennis, he was three moves ahead of every guest who walked through the door, knowing just the right way to have them greeted or spoke to in passing, as well as two moves ahead of the man who threw a few million at him to help make his dream a reality. Within the first year, they were out of the red, and within the first five, they were turning enough profit that my father got the balls to ask could he buy out his partner. Of course, the billionaire was willing to release his share, truthfully only wanting to give my father the power to start up, but asked if they could cut a deal where we continued partnering with his brand exclusively.  That’s how the Wilcox-Chessboard bond began. Through the years I’ve been in control, I’ve expanded it to include the testing of new products through events or festivals we house, like Beers and Babes Beach Bash in which we are serving Wilcox’s latest beer company purchase, Runt’s Beer. Partnering with musicians, models, and television shows to host their wild hair adventures was an idea I put into play when I took over a few years ago. It launched us into a level of success and notability that keeps our name on the right tongues. It’s also the thing that sets us apart from most resorts, especially on this island. We host a variety of ways to allow the average tourist to relish in luxury without going home in crushing debt. That little fact is what keeps them constantly coming back. And any business that relies on tourism knows the importance of repeat customers. 

“Are you listening to me?” Marcello huffs from my side. 

I turn my attention to him.

“No, Frankie, I mean actually listening to me.” His eyes narrow. “Not that weird thing you do where you turn the information I’m providing into Chess pieces and then rank whether or not you should care accordingly.”

That can’t be helped. That’s how my entire life functions. It’s how I was taught to view the world. It’s how I learned to exist within it. 

My silence receives a harsher scowl. “Let me start over, Frankie. Everything I am about to list is about a level five.”

“Rook.”

He stills his slender, fit frame to prevent from mocking me. “Beers and Babes Beach Bash begins today.”

“I’m aware. I received my calendar reminder.”

“This is the first major event of the year-”

“Technically, New Year, New Love was the first major event of the year.”

“No. It was the last important event of the previous year.” The elevators ding us out into the main lobby. “But could you please hold all commentary until I make it through my list?”

I press my lips to the straw of my milkshake at the same time we exit.

“As you know, the first event of the year always sets the precedent for the remainder of the year.”

Debatable.

“We are not renewed for another one with this event.” 

My movements come to an abrupt halt. “What?”

“Attendance numbers were slightly down last year. Not enough in my opinion to warrant a freak out like cancelling it altogether, but apparently that’s just me.”

They dipped, but it wasn’t unexpected. The event sales swing like a pendulum. They have since the event started. Back and forth. A simple pattern their side of the board should be able to spot without needing me to point it out.

“Early registration did not meet the numbers they were hoping, so rather than renew the event...they wanted to wait until the end of it to see if it was worth repeating next year or if...changes needed to be made.”

Panic starts at the tip of my toes. “Why is this the first I’m hearing about it?”

“Because I didn’t want you to worry until there was something you could actually do about it.”

Bafflement bulldozes its way through my system.

“Today kicks off the festivities, so I have rearranged your entire schedule to check in on the main events throughout the week-”

“But I hate changes-”

“From a paper marketing standpoint, we’re obviously the best choice; however, this is one of the rare circumstances you’re going to need physical, firsthand knowledge and proof. I’ve already arranged the photographers to send their pictures directly to the marketing department to get them posted on social media immediately as well as increased the value of incentives for guests to do the same. Regardless of all of that, you need to be present and photographed being present, to further the case you have witnessed up close just how satisfied the guests are.”

Trepidation tingles its way through my fingers causing me to readjust my grip on the cup.

“And I know what you’re thinking-”

“That I hate this plan.”

“I know.”

“That I hate this is the only move we have.”

“I know.”

“That I can’t do it because I don’t people.”

Marcello offers me a sympathetic smile. “I know.”

The idea of having to be surrounded by strangers and attempt to interact gets my adrenaline pumping.

There’s a reason I keep to myself. A reason I have one friend who just so happens to also be my assistant slash second in command. Socializing has never been something I was good at or even understood. Unlike Chess where the rules are written down and capabilities are pretty cut and dry, easy to be studied and almost exciting to execute, socializing is a game that continuously changes as do the rules. What’s socially acceptable today may or may not be acceptable tomorrow or ten years from now. Being aware of words or phrases that are trending or done trending demonstrate your age or your level of being “woke” or something. Not knowing who should pick up a bill at a restaurant or whether or not to frown or smile over someone’s decision to not shave their arm pits literally makes me nauseous. The never-ending transformation of societal infrastructure sends me spiraling down a hole that only those little pills I refuse to take are designed to help save me from. 

And I hate those pills. 

And I hate the inability to understand.

Suddenly, a male voice, coated in a thick country accent states, “Hey there, sugar.”

My body is reluctant to turn around.

This is the absolute worst time for me to talk to people. Not only because I’m internally unraveling but because the higher my anxiety soars, the less I’m able to filter between what my brain thinks and what my mouth actually says. 

Just two weeks ago, a cotton candy vender caught me at a moment similar to this one, and I ended up telling him even the sweet smell of the treat couldn’t hide the hideousness of his hot, swamp ass breath.

It was bad.

Marcello got a great laugh while I tried not to cry into a chocolate ice cream cone.

When I finally turn, I’m face to face with a physically pleasant surprise. The tall, lightly tanned, svelte male, wearing a light blue plaid shirt that makes his matching eyes pop, isn’t normally the type to speak to me unless he’s requesting a word with management. In fact, men like this, fitted jeans and overly groomed features, particularly prefer to talk to Marcello...Primarily because talking leads to flirting and flirting leads to something I’ve only done once in my life. 

Certain he is speaking to my assistant, I step to Marcello’s side, and wait for them to spark up a conversation that will cause us to be late to the meeting we’re headed for.

Upside? I can probably use Marcello’s making us late to get a date as an excuse to drag him to my favorite chocolate shop after the meeting. 

The man’s baby blues stay pasted on me. “You’re not gonna say hey back?”

My brow crinkles in further confusion.

Is he...Is he really talking to me? 

He wets his lips and steps closer, the invasion into my personal space causing me to clutch my cup tighter. He’s an unwelcomed, unexpected advancement on my board. I do not approve. “You know you look like Spring in that dress?”

Is that...Is that a compliment? Am I supposed to compliment him back? Is that the appropriate next move? What would I even say? You...look like you walked out of a Country Living catalog in that outfit?

My mouth doesn’t move to retort, which seems to create alarm on Marcello’s expression.

“How ‘bout I make you sprung?”

What the fuck does that even mean?!

More anxiety pulses through my system, which leads to me toying with the lid to my beverage.

“Pretty little lady like yourself,” his body gravitates closer, “probably has a pretty little flower to match.”

I gag at the insinuation. 

“What do you say you give me your number, and I arrange a little one on one to explore that garden and let you handle my hose?” 

The combination of his choice in metaphors collides with my uncomfortableness resulting in me taking action without completely thinking it through. With a small flick of the thumb, the lid to my milkshake is removed, and I thrust the contents at the male in front of me.

We’ll call that move...check.

Marcello’s gasp echoes around the lobby of the hotel while there’s a sound that resembles a grumble out of my victim. “Do you have any idea who I am?”

“The person who made me waste my breakfast,” I snap, despite Marcello’s mumblings for me to close my mouth.

“The man whose event you’re attending.”

Regret drops my shoulders.

Oh...No. No. No.

Wrong move! Wrong move!

He immediately catches on and cocks his head to the side. “But don’t worry, baby. I’m a man with a big heart.” There’s another attempt made to shake off the liquid now staining his light blue shirt. “Just apologize, and I won’t get you kicked out of the hotel.”

His arrogance has me anxious to destroy it. Unlike in Chess, where I would suggest maybe we should call it a draw, because we’ve unexpectedly hit a stalemate, I plaster on a smirk at the same time I bite, “I don’t have to ever worry about that.”

“Is that right?”

“That’s right.”

He slowly shakes his head as a beautiful blonde woman makes her way towards us. “It’s gonna be a shame to have to prove you wrong.”

“But you can’t, ‘cause I own the resort.”

His jaw slightly cracks.

“Don’t worry, baby,” I mimic his previous suave tone. “I’m a woman with a big heart. I won’t make you apologize before having housekeeping grab you a towel.”

The man’s stunned expression remains though Marcello’s silence doesn’t. “Come on, Frankie. We...We really should get going.” He tugs me forcefully away by the arm, empty cup landing on the country music singer’s feet. Under his breath, he bitterly mumbles, “How on earth is dumping milk products on the key to this concert going to help keep the contract?”

My shrug is immediate. “I didn’t know he was important.”

“He’s staying in this hotel, Frankie. Only important people stay here!” His hissing takes a momentary pause to stop a maid and insist she attends to the fuming celebrity. Once it’s just the two of us, he returns to tugging me out the front doors like a child about to stand in the corner for her crime. “And how could you not know who he was? I thought you familiarized yourself with details of every event. That’s what you’ve always said. That’s what you’ve always led me to believe.”

“I do!” I squeak as my driver, Jarryd, opens the back door to the SUV. “But that doesn’t mean I know everyone’s faces!” 

Marcello huffs his irritation beside me.

“I don’t know faces! I barely know names!” My rambling ramps itself up, and my heart rushes to sync speeds. “I know pieces! I know ranks and positions! I know where they are on the board! I know who needs to be where in order for us to consider this a winning scenario! I know how many moves we have left and each countermove to make to assure we have continued success!”

His back hits the seat beside me while his normally tan complexion continues to cherry. “Yeah, well, consider us down a crucial move now that you’ve pissed off the one person we should’ve been striving to impress.”

My chest constricts tighter cutting off the fragments of oxygen that have been successfully reaching my lungs. I shut my eyes tightly, trying to picture a Chessboard ready to be played. Despite all my efforts to focus on the pieces, they’re fuzzy. Wrong shades of black and white. Chipped in places while cracked in others. The distorted images deepen the desperation for a single breath of reprieve.

I just...I just need a moment...I just need to...see the big picture...I just need the board to stay still.

All of a sudden, Jarryd’s deep voice states, “Here.”

My eyes dart open to see him offering me a tiny remedy covered in silver paper.

I reach for the chocolate kiss and offer him a small smile of gratitude.

See?

This is the benefit of knowing someone. Comfort can easily be provided. Jarryd keeps a stash of candy on hand because he knows I need it. Because at least once a car ride, I may teeter too close to panic levels and may need help backing away from the edge. His knowledge of my behavior is beneficial, which is what happens when you establish a routine with someone.

It’s the unexpected moments like being hit on by a country music star that cause chaos.

Chaos that isn’t controlled.

Chaos that I’m going to have to spend the next twenty-five minutes of the car ride back, contemplating on how to counter so that I not only keep the contract, but make professional amends with someone who seems to lack subtlety, much like myself. 

Why do I feel like these next five days that people label “a walking dream” are about to be my running nightmare?  
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Sadie, my little sister who also happens to be one of my business managers, flops down on the plush couch, still laughing at the sight of me covered in milkshake remains.

“It’s not that funny.”

“Fuckin’ hysterical,” she snickers, extending her feet to rest on the wooden coffee table. “You look like The Hulk puked on you, and you smell like a stale box of thin mints from two years ago.”

I sneer at the description.

“I’ll be the first to say, Cooper, that smell won’t bring all the boys to the yard...or girls for that matter.”

My glare is merely met with more laughter. “You know I can fire you.”

Her actions don’t change.

“Jus’ ‘cause we’re family doesn’t mean I can’t fire you.”

She flashes me her newly-manicured middle finger.

I’d never get rid of Sadie. She’d have to die first. And even then, I’m not so sold that I wouldn’t be trying to beg her ghost for guidance. She’s one of the only things from home I can literally take anywhere, not to mention if it wasn’t for her, I would waste all my time trying to talk my way out of trouble rather than actually making music and performing. She’s my own personal Jiminy Cricket. My phone a friend, use a lifeline, poll the audience when it comes to making difficult decisions. The evidence of what happens when I’m left to my own devices is still dripping from my goddamn shirt.

Thoughts of the brown-skinned beauty who seemed unaffected by my charms has me peeling off my plaid shirt. “I wanna switch hotels.”

Sadie rolls her bright blue eyes that match my own. “She owns the resort, genius. Doesn’t matter which building you stay in on the property, she still possesses the power to dump dessert on you whenever you obviously need to cool down.”

Her giggles cause me to gripe. “You honestly think this shit is funny?”

“I honestly think you should marry her.”

It’s my turn to roll my eyes as I rip the damp material off over my head.

Marry her? Marry a woman who couldn’t even muster up the decency to say hello? Marry a woman whose first words to me were an insult? If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear she was the one just on this side of tipsy. Or is it that side? Or am I ridin’ it like a race horse in the Kentucky derby?

Huh. There’s a good possibility I’m drunker than I thought.

“Can’t we jus’...stay somewhere further inland?” I toss the damp shirt near the front door. “Or a different resort? There’s no way in hell this is the only one.”

“It’s the only one where you can mingle with your fans the way you like,” she reminds me, removing her phone from her pocket. “It’s the only one where your favorite drinkin’ buddies are literally one floor away from you.” Sadie keeps her eyes planted on me. “And it’s the only one where you are contractually obligated to be.”

Another grumble is grabbed at the same time I drop down onto the arm of the couch.

“You really should apologize.”

“Are you fuckin’ with me right now?”

Her head tilts condescendingly to the side. 

“You’re serious?!”

Sadie’s red lips remain sealed together like a stop sign warning me from continuing, but the high dollar whiskey we were drinking like water on the plane has my mouth moving of its own accord.

“There’s no way I’m apologizin’! I didn’t do nothin’ wrong!”

Her eyes twitch a glare. “Nothin’ wrong, Coop? Let’s start with bein’ piss ass drunk before noon.”

The expected haranguing begins, and my head falls forward.

I’m not that fucked up. Or at least I didn’t think I was that fucked up. I didn’t have any trouble walking straight from the plane to the limo, though the half-dressed female driver did have her arms wrapped tightly around me, so she might’ve been helping.

She damn sure was helping when her hand grazed my crotch...

“Then add in nearly causin’ a riot near the registration tables because you just had to prove to Brady you’re more popular than he is.”

Brady “Postman” Post has been my best friend...my wingman...my reason for landing in hot water since I had a major break on the country music scene. He’s about ten years older, so being around me makes him always feel ten years younger. Over our time he’s helped shape and steer me around the obstacles they don’t tell you about when you’re busy singing in bars, simply hoping for bigger and bigger crowds. I owe Brady for the advice a manager would never give you. For teaching me how to spot the snakes in my garden, and the ones that try to slither into my bed. He’s honest to God someone I consider a blessing even when our childish antics get our asses in trouble.

Like now.

“And lastly, treatin’ an innocent woman, who I bet my entire salary was jus’ minding her own fuckin’ business, like a goddamn stripper lookin’ to ride a pole out of the trailer park.”

My eyes fall shut at the accusation.

“You do know not all women are jus’ standin’ in line waitin’ to be humped and dumped by the great Cowboy Casanova, right?”

The jab draws my attention back to her.

“Perhaps you had forgotten that information.”

“Enough, Sadie.” My hand gives the side of my face a sobering rub. “I get it.”

“Do you?” She sits straight up and delivers a sharp stare. “Do you really? ‘Cause I feel like I have to say this shit more and more every month. Hell, at this point, it would save me time to record it and jus’ play it back when you forget not every woman who walks this green earth is a tramp in disguise.” Her face grows exponentially in concern. “What’s goin’ on with you, Coop?”

My uncertainty results in a shrug.

“You have been...reachin’ record breakin’ dickhead levels over the last year. You know, you’ve always walked the fine line between provocative playboy and arrogant asshole pretty tight, but lately, you seem to be dancin’ the bastard jig, which means somethin’s wrong, Coop. What is it?”

“I don’t know,” I quietly mumble, body sulking. 

“I hate this week,” she promptly continues. “Out of all the shit we do, this week is the one I hate the most. Do you know why?”

“Because you hate starin’ at other women’s tits all week?”

Sadie sneers. “Believe it or not that has unfortunately become second nature to me.” 

Makes sense with all the females she’s had to drag out of my hotel room and the back of our tour bus.

“I hate this week because your so-called friends always manage to morph you into this sleazy piece of shit that can’t keep his STDs to himself.”

“Hey! I’ve never had an STD!”

“Not for lack of tryin’,” she continues to reprimand. “When you originally pitched this idea five years ago, it was admirable. You wanted to host an event where you could give singers startin’ out a chance to have their voice heard, fans a chance to not only listen to country music but come closer to it than they could at any other concert, and give us a little work vacation situation. Beers and Babes was filled with hope as much as fun. Now? Now, I’ll bet you double or nothin’, you can’t name me one opening act.”

My mouth rushes to answer, yet it quickly dawns on me I can’t.

Hell, I can’t even remember who opened for me three months ago, and they toured with us for almost half the year. What the fuck is goin’ on? When did I become this...unattached to my life? To my career? To my music?

“Exactly,” Sadie smugly states. “And you should know, we didn’t renew the contract for another year.”

“What?” Stabilizing my voice is harder than anticipated. “How could we not renew?!”

“Corporate speech? We’re not sure the sales you receive from tickets and merchandising will continue to bring in more than we put out. Barry’s afraid it will inevitably become just a loss. No profit.”

Ah, Barry. The business yin to her yang. While Sadie seemingly handles more day to day tasks, her proximity a necessity to my survival, she always has her hand directly in any decision the man who shares her title does. Per our legal agreements, she has to be included in any aspect that affects my career. They also have to agree on whatever the situation is before it’s officially brought to my attention. Sweet looking Sadie may be a bite size bully to me, but she’s a shark about me. She’s fiercer than she looks and more business savvy than they expect. There’s a reason she had huge companies trying to recruit her during her college days. Unfortunately for them, her love for me transcended the promises of sports cars and big ass bonuses. She has been by my side since I was seven years old and swore I’d be one of the biggest names in country music. I couldn’t do this without her. She knows that.

I know that.

And honestly?

I don’t think I’d wanna do this without her.

“From a different financial and PR approach? This week is a money-sucking pit. Do you have any idea the amount of cash that gets shelled out to cover up all the fuck ups you rack up durin’ the week? How many photos of you drunkenly showin’ your ass or women leaving this suite have to be purchased so you remain just on this side of decent?”

Surely my behavior every year isn’t that bad...and even if it is, so what! This is the one time of year it gets to be! Constantly touring and recording, only to rinse and repeat, doesn’t exactly free up much time to get away from it all more than a weekend here or there. I need...to be able to blow off some steam. I need...to be able to do stupid shit with my friends. I need...more than the bullshit I’ve got.

“Let’s not forget the amount of staff that has be paid off to forgive or forget the ugly way they get treated durin’ your drunken frat boy moments.” Sadie gives her long blonde hair a ruffle. “The point is, Coop, somethin’ has to change. So, if you wanna keep this little booze-filled beach adventure afloat, I suggest you get your shit together. This year avoid potential scandals and get back to the basic reasons for bein’ here. I’m not sayin’ don’t spend time with Brady or...ugh, Cory. I’m simply suggesting you reevaluate some shit if you wanna keep this festival alive.”

My hand soars to my scruff once more.

“And I also suggest you start by apologizin’ to the fuckin’ owner.”

I hop on the opportunity to tease her. “Do I need to tell Mama to wash out that mouth of yours with soap?”

“Right after she bleaches that dick of yours.”

A groan of disapproval falls out of me at the same time my hand relocates to my crotch. 

Her stare slightly brightens. “What do you say we go home after this?”

“Can’t stay at a different resort, but you wanna go all the way home?”

The flash of annoyance on her face causes me to smirk.

“After the bash.” She drops her feet and scoots to the edge of her seat. “You don’t have anything major until the ACMs, which is the last thing we have before picking up the World tour. Why don’t we go home instead of wherever it was we were going next? Why don’t we go spend some time with Mama and Pop? Austin and the boys?” A wistful look lands on her face. “I miss those little brats. Swear, they grow like four inches every time we’re gone.”

Our nephews’ smiling faces filter into my mind.

Man, I miss home. We missed almost all the major holidays last year due to the rigorous schedule. Come to think of it, Christmas Eve night was when I started adding more whiskey than water to my life. Hasn’t really let up since. Maybe I just need to go home. Maybe I just need a dose of reality that doesn’t involve screaming fans or overpriced lobster.

Damn it. Now I want a good steak.

“Why don’t we ditch whatever public relations photo op Kurt most likely has planned and jus’ go home for a little R&R?”

“He’ll be pissed...”

“He’ll fuckin’ cope. You’ve smiled and posed at enough Macy’s to make Santa jealous.”

I lightly chortle.

Kurt thrives on me getting my picture taken. Loves the way the camera eats me up about as much as he loves the burst of attention it brings me on social media. Keeping my face in constant rotation to prove I’m a stellar singer rather than just an average artist who will eventually fade out is his main priority, unlike Sadie’s, which is my sanity.  

“Let’s do it.”

Joy surges in her crystal stare.

“Cancel whatever ‘spontaneous but not really’ moments he had and book us a flight home. Then book us some food ‘cause I’m starvin’.” Standing up, I announce, “Big juicy steak. Big fat baked potato smothered in butter and sour cream and ranch. Side of fresh green beans...”

Sadie’s sassiness returns. “I’m sorry, are you drunk or high?”

I lightly chortle as I head towards the hallway humming the tune to Take Me Home, Country Roads by John Denver.

“And a fuckin’ please would be nice,” she calls to me, though it’s almost missed due to the distance.

After a long, hot shower that involves jerking it to images of the sylphlike woman in the lobby and chastising myself for it as well as how I treated her, I enjoy a decent T-Bone with my sister, sober up with a cup of black coffee, and endure a slew of emails being read to me, including one that informs me my sexual health test results are now available. I use the walk from our hotel to where the meet-and-greet is being held to rub it in Sadie’s face that, despite liking it dirty, my dick is clean. She threatens bodily harm, which makes my bodyguard, Sledge, repeatedly laugh
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