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      Second-best will never be good enough for her.

      

      Drummer Micah Sullivan lost his music and his dreams when his wife died unexpectedly. In the aftermath, he quit his band and pushed away family and friends. Three years later, he’s opened a music shop and tells himself he’s content trying to make it a hit. What he failed to consider is that success requires connections—including the very ones he turned his back on.

      

      When Sloan McGuire takes a job at a bar as the entertainment manager, she doesn’t expect to run into Micah, whose late wife was her best friend. She can tell he’s still lost in grief, and out of love for her friend, she resolves to help him find peace. What she and Micah find together, though, has the potential to be something more.

      

      Sloan fights the attraction, not only because of their history but because she’s always been second fiddle. To Micah, a solo act seems safer than a duet, but with Sloan, he develops a new appreciation for harmony. Music may be his forte, but can he find the words to convince her she’s his one and only?
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      Micah Sullivan would cop to being good at one thing and one thing only—playing the drums.

      The long list of things he wasn’t so good at these days included people, parties, appearances, celebrations, and other upbeat events.

      Something he wasn’t, however, was stupid.

      If he’d learned nothing else in the ten months since he’d opened Sticks and Picks, he knew it was far wiser to make an appearance at any Hale Street social event—tonight’s being the Halloween party at Clayborne’s on the Corner—than to try to skip out. Short-term discomfort was preferable to an inquisition from the bakery girls, otherwise known as the social dictators of Hale Street. Well-meaning and easy-to-look-at dictators, sure, but for him, showing up for a few minutes was easier than having one of the three overzealous owners of Sugar Babies drop in the next day to make sure everything was okay.

      Besides, it was time to suck it up and approach bakery girl Kennedy Lowell for some marketing help for his drum and guitar store. Add to the list two other things he evidently sucked at, running a business and asking for help. But he absolutely had to make Sticks and Picks a success—it was all he had left.

      Micah had been playing drums ever since closing his store for the day, but now he reluctantly put his sticks on the shelf next to his favorite drum set, the one that held a spot of prominence in the soundproofed office in the back of his soundproofed store. He walked around the set to the duffle bag on his desk chair and dug through it until he found the black T-shirt he’d specifically put in for tonight, having known the likelihood of him driving home before the party was zero. Or, more accurately, while driving home wouldn’t be an issue, the odds of him getting back into his Toyota FJ Cruiser and returning to Hale Street for the party were zero.

      He pulled the shirt he was wearing up over his head, then slid the clean one on. Black T-shirt, black cargo pants, black Globe tennis shoes. As if he were going to a funeral. Strangely appropriate.

      He walked into the adjacent storage room and checked to make sure the back door was locked, then made his way out toward the front of the store. In no hurry whatsoever, he took in, as he still often did, everything he’d worked hard to get just so—the four practice rooms he planned to rent out nestled next to the office, the floor-to-ceiling shelves of snares, toms, and cymbals that stretched out along one long wall of the retail area, the full sets in the middle of the room that beckoned to customers to try them out, and the two-story entryway with the dramatic display of guitars and drums that Hayden Henry from Henry Interiors across the street had helped him create. All in all, it looked impressive. Now if he could just get the books to look the same.

      The brisk Tennessee evening air hit Micah as he exited and locked up, making him think, briefly, where his jacket might be. He’d be fine tonight, but it was getting to be time to dig out something a little warmer than a T-shirt.

      Though most of the businesses along Hale Street were closed for the night, cars were parallel parked up and down both sides of the street. The old-fashioned streetlamps shed dim, warm light over the brick sidewalks, and his feet rustled through fallen leaves that had started to gather along the building facades. The chill in the air sent a shiver through him that had less to do with the temperature and more to do with the season when everything died.

      The bar was two doors down from his store, and he could hear the muffled din of a large crowd even before he passed Walk On By Boots, their neighbor in between. When he reached the Hale Street side door of Clayborne’s, he paused, his hand on the gold handle, and braced himself to deal with shit tons of happy people, reminded himself once again this was the easier of two options, and then opened the door, letting a wave of raucous party noise wash over him.

      As his eyes adjusted to the light—not bright, by any means, more of a nighttime-bar, I-wanna-see-you-but-not-too-well type of light—he took in the standing-room-only crowd of costumed partiers and made a beeline for the bar that stretched along the opposite wall. It took some time, as there was no obvious path, and several people greeted him by name. He replied to each one, nodded at a couple familiar faces, and did his best to plaster a smile on his face until he reached the counter and slid into a spot in front of one of the bartenders.

      “What’s up, man?” Pierce, the bartender, greeted him as he mixed a cocktail on the work area behind the bar. As he took in Micah’s shirt, he grinned and shook his head. “That’s pushing it. Want the usual?”

      “When you get a chance. That’s a decent costume but predictable.”

      Pierce was a baseball-aholic and lived and died for the Kansas City Royals. Fittingly, he’d decked himself out in a Royals jersey and cap, his shaggy dark hair winging up around the edges, and painted black lines on his cheeks. “Bought a new Eric Hosmer jersey just for the occasion.”

      “That’s dedication,” Micah said, then glanced in the mirror behind the bar at the reflection of hordes of people. “Place is packed.”

      “They started early tonight,” Pierce said as he put the lid on a shaker and shook the hell out of it. As he poured that drink into a glass, he grabbed another glass with his other hand and filled it with ice. He set the first drink to the side with two others, which Asia, one of the assistant managers who was apparently helping serve tonight, slid onto her tray to deliver. “There you go, Buffy,” Pierce said to her, and it dawned on Micah that her preppy short skirt and sweater costume must’ve been that of the vampire slayer.

      By the time he looked back at Pierce, the bartender was handing over his rum and Coke.

      “Thanks, man,” Micah said as he slipped him some cash. “Know where your boss is?”

      “Hunter’s across the way,” he said, nodding his head toward the tables midway between the side and front doors. “Along with the usual suspects.”

      Micah raised his glass in acknowledgment, did a one-eighty, and made his way through the crowd, spotting the long, auburn hair of Kennedy next to Hunter Clayborne, the bar owner.

      “Micah, you made it.” Violet Calloway, the brunette bakery girl, sidled up next to him and squeezed his forearm warmly, and he found himself swallowed into the large group that crowded around the table, some on stools and others standing.

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” he lied.

      “I call bullshit on that,” Kennedy said, grinning as she elbowed him.

      “Micah Sullivan,” Ivy Gibson, the blond bakery girl, chided from the other side of the table. “Tell me I’m not reading your shirt right.”

      Kennedy, who was to his immediate left and wearing a bright red shirt with a Coke logo, apparently to go with her boyfriend Hunter’s Jack Daniels shirt, turned her attention to Micah’s T-shirt and read out loud, “‘This is my costume.’ That, my friend, is brilliant.”

      “That,” Ivy said, “is a cop-out.” She herself was dressed in black, with a tight, off-the-shoulders top and her blond hair done up in curls. Next to her stood hotelier Burke Wentworth, in a black leather jacket and white tee, fifties-style, and looking like he missed his usual three-piece suit. The couple from Grease, Micah guessed.

      “Be easy on Micah,” Kennedy said. “He gets points for effort.”

      “I’ll admit, not as inspired as your Jack and Coke theme,” Micah said, raising his glass to Hunter for a toast. He glanced around at the group and took in the other costumes. Violet and her guy, Nick, were dressed as pirates, and Hudson Bennett, the lawyer with the office next door to the bakery, had gone all out as a bright yellow chicken. Dude was a nice guy and a competent lawyer from what Micah had seen, but he didn’t know where to draw the line on party wear, it appeared. Next to Hudson was Violet’s sister, Daisy, in a simple black cat disguise. As Hudson leaned close to her and said something private, Micah wondered if there was something going on between the two of them.

      Micah did his best to fade into the background as discussion at the table turned to the costume contest, the band who’d been on the Clayborne’s stage the night before, and the newest business on the block, Hayden’s furnishings and interior design shop. When he figured he’d been there “being social”—if nodding from time to time and laughing when appropriate could be considered being social—for an acceptable amount of time, he waited for the best opportunity to catch Kennedy’s attention and talk to her in private, or as private as one could manage in a bar with a couple hundred other people.

      He got his chance after Hudson told a cheesy joke, as everyone around the table groaned. Kennedy made eye contact, and Micah leaned close to her ear so he didn’t have to yell.

      “Sometime I’d like to talk to you about marketing. Are you still consulting?”

      “I am. Want to walk to the bar with me and tell me what you’ve got in mind while we wait for drinks?”

      He nodded and gestured for her to go ahead of him. Talking on the way was impossible, but as they waited their turn to get drinks, she asked, “Do you have a special promotion in mind, some kind of event you want help with? Or is it just day-to-day business you want to build?”

      Special promotion? God help him. “Day-to-day, I guess,” Micah said, wishing he knew this business stuff better, but when he’d been in the band, all he’d had to do was play. The marketing end had always been handled by the record company and his manager. “I know music and drums and guitars as well as anybody, but…” He shook his head. “The thought of a promotion makes my blood go cold. And the holidays are just about here… I hadn’t thought of doing anything special, but retailers do that, don’t they?”

      “Retailers do that,” Kennedy said, and she managed to say it without sounding like he was a moron, so points for her. “Let’s get together this week. Name a time and day.”

      They settled on Thursday lunch as Pierce delivered their drinks, and Micah realized his error in ordering another one—he’d either have to stay longer or abandon good liquor. He didn’t usually allow himself a second drink anymore, but he hated to let top-shelf rum go to waste.

      As they turned back toward the table, Micah excused himself, telling Kennedy he saw someone he needed to talk to near the stairs, and headed in that direction. It was another non-truth, and he wondered when he’d gotten so comfortable with making shit up and speaking it as fact. No, he really didn’t wonder. He knew exactly when. Three years, two months, and six days ago, to be exact.

      He found a good out-of-the-way spot against the back wall, near the stairs, to stand and observe while he downed a little more of his drink. Sierra, Kennedy’s brunette sister who lived at the end of Hale Street, Hayden, and two women he didn’t know stood in a cluster near the bar, generating plenty of male attention. He couldn’t tell what Sierra’s costume was from here, but she was showing a lot of skin. Hayden appeared to be a bandit of some kind, with a stocking cap and ski mask—the only reason he recognized her was because the two women were always together.

      As his gaze continued to rove, he skimmed over a woman near the back hallway, about twenty feet from him. He paused with his glass halfway to his mouth and did a double take. Swore to himself.

      Couldn’t be.

      She was dressed in some kind of woman warrior costume, with body “armor,” crosses, and a sword, but even so, there was no mistaking the raven-haired woman.

      Sloan McGuire.

      Nostalgia and affection engulfed him, blindsided him, had him leaning harder on the wall, as if a three-hundred-pound linebacker had run into him. He’d clicked with his wife’s best friend due to their shared love of the country music scene. They’d frequently run into each other on Broadway at bars—her for her job in entertainment booking and him because of his side gig, the country band that had started out as a long shot and had begun morphing into more, such that it had been crucial to get out and network.

      His wife, Deanna, having been a grade-school teacher, had insisted on staying home most evenings, needing as much sleep as she could get to face her “sweet little monsters” each day—which Micah got completely, as he would’ve needed more than sleep to wrangle first graders for seven hours a stretch—so she’d been relieved that he and Sloan had bonded. Less guilt for her, she’d said.

      His affection for Sloan had been unspoken and harmless, until it’d hit him one night just how much he looked forward to seeing her and how disappointed he was to find out she was at home with the flu. He’d reined himself in then—no way would he ever betray Deanna—and had made a point of seeking her out less, getting back to his goal of making useful connections in country music. His attraction had ended up being a nonissue, or so he’d told himself…until Deanna’s death. Then Sloan became, in his mind, just one more way he’d been a not-good-enough husband for a woman who’d deserved so much more.

      It’d been a long time since he’d seen Sloan McGuire. Three years, two months, and two days, as a matter of fact. The day of Deanna’s funeral.

      He did his best to stop staring at her, slid back into the shadows against the wall, and tried to be as unnoticeable as possible.
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      One of the things that made Sloan good at her job was knowing who was who in country music—whether up-and-coming or long-established—and being able to recognize them anywhere, onstage on Broadway, at the bar ordering a drink, or in the grocery store picking out a head of lettuce.

      Micah Sullivan used to be someone in country music, and she’d recognize her best friend’s ruggedly good-looking husband anywhere even though it’d been more than three years since she’d seen him.

      As quickly as things clicked in her brain, Micah handed his half-full glass off to Asia as she hurried toward the bar with a tray of empties, and then he headed toward the door—as if he were avoiding her. Not entirely surprising since he’d repeatedly ignored her calls and texts after Deanna’s funeral. Sloan had periodically tried to make contact for a few months afterward, but it’d become clear he wasn’t going to respond. And on some level, she got that. He was grieving. Everybody had to do that in their own way. But she’d sometimes wondered if maybe Deanna’s husband needed someone to talk to or maybe even to not talk to…just someone from her life who’d known her and loved her too. For Deanna, she’d tried to be there for him, but he’d cut her off.

      Exactly like he was doing right now.

      Sloan wasn’t sure whether it was out of curiosity, concern, or loyalty to Deanna, but she followed him out the door into the Nashville night. He was already passing the shop next door, not running, but with his long-legged stride, he wasn’t wasting any time getting away.

      “Micah?”

      It took a weighted second, but he stopped. Turned around reluctantly as she closed the space between them as fast as she could walk in her platform stiletto boots she was absolutely positive Joan of Arc had not been subjected to, but they looked good and made the long skirt of her costume the right length.

      “Hi,” she said as she reached him, gazing into his cool blue-gray eyes to determine whether he even knew who she was.

      “Hey, Sloan.” His voice was low and gravelly and yet somehow melodic. Though he’d only played the drums for Secondary Joe, Deanna had told her he had a good singing voice in private.

      “It’s been a long time,” she said. “Where are you headed?”

      “My store.” He gestured over his shoulder to the music shop, and her eyes widened as she realized he must own it.

      “Sticks and Picks?”

      “That’s me. What are you doing in this part of town?”

      “I work here. At Clayborne’s.” She waved a hand in that direction. “I’m the entertainment manager.”

      “Huh.” His voice was noncommittal, but there was something in his face that said he wasn’t thrilled to hear that.

      “Guess we’re neighbors,” she said, trying for a warm smile. It was as if they were strangers—even though she’d known him since the night Deanna had first met him. Sloan and Deanna had been fresh out of college, had just moved from Illinois to Nashville that summer, and had taken jobs at a bar while Deanna applied for teaching positions and Sloan tried to figure out what to do with the rest of her life and her nearly useless bachelor’s degree in psychology. Micah had come in with one of his construction crew buddies for a drink or three and had ended up in Deanna’s section. Sloan had been in Micah and Deanna’s wedding. They’d gone out as a foursome several times when she’d been dating Matt. And she and Micah used to see each other out multiple nights a week just before Secondary Joe got their break and started making it big, but you couldn’t tell any of that now by the distance he was putting between them.

      “Guess we are. I didn’t know Hunter hired someone.”

      “I started this week.”

      And he was on the verge of ending the conversation. She could tell by the way he glanced over her head and to the sides at absolutely nothing.

      “Can I see your store?” she blurted out, unwilling to let him slip away so quickly.

      He narrowed his eyes at her, and Sloan stepped up to the window, cupping her hands to the sides of her face so she could see into the dimly lit space.

      “Right now?” Micah asked in disbelief. “It’s going on midnight.”

      “The window display looks great. How far back does the retail space go? What’s upstairs? Do you have⁠—”

      “Come on,” he said, trying but not exactly succeeding to mask his annoyance. He went to the door and unlocked it.

      Sloan was surprised he’d capitulated so easily. She hurried in behind him, taking in everything by the light of the dramatic window display while Micah headed toward the back and eventually flipped on some sidelights. The space was stuffed full of equipment, but it was done in such a way that you could see all the merchandise along the left wall at a glance. On the right side of the long, narrow space was a flight of beautiful wood stairs finished in black paint with a rich caramel-colored railing that matched the flooring. Exposed brick lined the stairs going up. The second level was loft style, overlooking the front third of the store. The entire place was simply decorated in blacks, whites, and wood tones, giving it an inviting, somewhat masculine feeling.

      “It’s gorgeous,” Sloan said as Micah fiddled with something under the stairs, out of her sight. She ran her fingers over the squared newel, admiring the swirls in the wood.

      A sign pointing up the stairs read Guitars. “Mind if I go up?” She’d deserted her original objective of keeping their conversation going, too caught up in exploring.

      He grunted what she took as a positive response, and she ascended. The only light was from below, but it was enough to see that two walls were covered, floor to ceiling, with guitars of every color and size. A couple of couches and easy chairs were scattered throughout the area, and in the center were several glass-enclosed racks of picks and amps and who knew what else. This place was a guitarist’s wet dream. Probably a drummer’s too.

      Sloan’s killer boots clicked on the floor as she walked to the balustrade and looked over it to the first level. Various guitars and snare drums were suspended by wires from the ceiling, hanging at haphazard heights and angles, as part of the window display. She’d never seen anything like it and was more than a little impressed.

      She’d thought Micah would follow her up, but he was nowhere in sight, so with one more quick glance around, she headed back down the stairs, her boots announcing every step she took. She went through the spotless main room, which held all sorts of drum components, and past a row of what she guessed were practice rooms to the back, where the light was brighter. There she found Micah slouched in a chair at a no-frills desk that faced the wall, tapping on the surface of it with drumsticks in a rapid-fire rhythm.

      Agitated.

      Definitely agitated.

      “Hey,” she said, glancing around at the decent-sized office that felt a little cramped thanks to a futon, a full drum set, a tall bookshelf, a refrigerator and microwave, and the desk. A couple of doors opened off the right side. She moved to the left and sat on the edge of the forest-green futon, taking in the bare walls painted a light gray and the thick cream-colored area rug that was off-center in order to not interfere with the drums. She noticed a pillow on top of a folded blanket on the opposite end of the futon and briefly wondered if he slept there often.

      Micah continued drumming the hell out of the desk, his back to her. He didn’t miss a beat, and while Sloan could be understanding, this was starting to feel awkward. Time to shake things up.

      She stood and went over behind him, touched him lightly on the shoulder, and he jerked in surprise. He stopped drumming as Sloan turned and leaned her backside against the desk, stepping into his personal space.

      “How’ve you been?” she asked, taking the opportunity to really look him over for the first time. His sandy-brown hair was shaggier than it used to be, down to his collar and hanging over his forehead. A couple days’ worth of stubble lined his square jaw, and he looked older than the thirty-six years she knew him to be. His face had aged ten years since she’d last seen him and yet he was still attractive. More than attractive.

      “Busy,” he said, not making eye contact. “This place takes a lot of work.”

      “It looks fantastic. You must get swarms of people from the country music world.”

      “Not too many,” he said with a frown, and she couldn’t tell if he was being modest or if that was the truth. As close as they were to Broadway, and with his reputation as a stellar musician, he should be bringing in tons of business.

      Sloan rarely struggled to make conversation, and she should probably give this one up, but something compelled her to keep going until he either acted like the Micah she remembered or kicked her out.

      “I tried to get ahold of you a thousand times after the funeral,” she said gently. “You sort of disappeared.”

      He stood abruptly, took three long strides to the refrigerator. Opened it and took out a bottled water, screwed off the cap, took a swig, but didn’t offer her anything. Not even a reply.

      Most people would take the hint and leave, but Sloan wasn’t most people. And this was Deanna’s husband. Widower? She wasn’t sure how to refer to him beyond…hollow. A shell of the man she’d known.

      “Why aren’t you playing in a band anymore?” she asked his back, deciding that tiptoeing around politeness was getting her nowhere. He’d quit Secondary Joe abruptly after Deanna died, understandably, but she’d always expected him to get back to playing eventually. “You’re so good and I’m sure⁠—”

      “I play every day.”

      “Live?”

      “And in the flesh. Right here.” He motioned to the black-and-silver Ludwig set that was the focal point of the room.

      “Hiding away,” she muttered, not intending for it to be out loud, but when he whipped his head toward her, she realized her mistake. “You loved playing live, Micah. Thrived on it, from what I remember.”

      “I’m not hiding. My time’s been sucked up by this venture. I work every day but Sunday. Until recently, I was the only employee.”

      She sized him up, wondering if he really didn’t see the difference. Wondering if he could truly be happy in retail. He seemed anything but happy. “Do you love it the way you love drums?”

      “I play whenever I want to,” he said, nodding again toward the drum set.

      Interesting the way he’d dodged that question. He still didn’t look straight at her, and her brain started putting some pieces together. The store. The back-room drumming time versus playing live. Quitting the band and not joining another.

      “It would be okay for you to do what you really love, you know? Deanna would want you to be happy.”

      “This is what I’m doing now. Little bit of a learning curve, but once I get more comfortable, I’ll be fine.”

      “She’d want you to be more than fine.”

      “Would she?” he asked curtly, and Sloan was a little taken aback. Probably what she got for poking the beehive.

      She straightened away from the desk and took a couple steps toward him. When he finally faced her fully and met her gaze, she caught a flash of deep, gut-wrenching pain in his eyes before they sparked with annoyance.

      That flash was enough.

      Her heart twisted, emotion jamming up as a lump in her throat, making it difficult to swallow. For a moment, Deanna’s death felt fresh, like it was a physical entity that had just strutted into the room with them and punched them both in the gut. Sloan took a shaky breath in, felt her eyes fill up. This man was so far from fine, and it mattered to her. Would matter to Deanna.

      “I still miss her,” she said, her voice lower, heavy with sadness. “Every day.”

      When she dared another glance toward Micah, she saw his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed. He had a death grip on the lid of the water bottle, and he began thumping the bottle on his thigh, thunk, thunk, thunk, again in a steady beat.

      The silence between them grew, and she held her breath, waiting to see if he would open up at all. Let her in even an inch.

      “It’s late.” There was extra gravel in his voice and not an ounce of compassion. “You need to get back to the party.”

      As much as she loved people and parties and nightlife, she no longer cared much about the costume bash. But Micah’s face had gone from unfriendly to a stone wall, and she’d probably done enough damage for one night, even though that wasn’t what she’d intended. She’d thought just a little poking might get through to him. It was obvious she’d been flat-out wrong.

      Swallowing down the emotion talking about Deanna had brought up, Sloan snapped back into her friendly, social-butterfly persona, telling herself not to let Micah get to her. She could think through their conversation later.

      “I do. I’m supposed to help judge the costume contest. Thanks for showing me your store, Micah. I’ll see myself out.”

      He merely nodded as she swept by him, out of the office, and through the retail area to the front door. Just before she exited the building, she heard his quiet footsteps emerging from the office, but she didn’t look back. Didn’t need to.

      She already knew without a doubt Micah was not okay. Not by a long shot.

      The only thing she didn’t know was what to do about it.
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      One of these days, Micah would have to quit avoiding Clayborne’s or, rather, the chance of running into Sloan McGuire there. But not today. Today he had a convenient excuse for going to Frank’s Diner instead, across the street and down a bit from Sticks and Picks, for the fourth day in a row. It was where Kennedy had suggested they meet to discuss his marketing. The food at Frank’s was decent, better than decent, but he was starting to miss Clayborne’s hot ham and Swiss with a side of fried mushrooms.

      “The usual today?” Frank Dole hollered out the pass-through window from the kitchen when Micah walked into the empty restaurant two minutes after it opened for the day.

      “Hey, Frank. Gonna hold off for a bit. Meeting someone for lunch.”

      “I’ll take care of him,” Tilly, Frank’s high-energy, late-sixties wife, told her husband over her shoulder as she hurried out of the back tying her apron around her curvy waist.

      As she approached Micah, who seated himself at one of the red-cushioned booths along the front windows, she shook her head as if her husband were an eternal liability. In truth, Frank wasn’t the cheeriest guy, but Micah didn’t mind him. And he made one hell of a meatloaf.

      “Can I get you a drink while you wait?” Tilly asked.

      “Got any fresh lemonade?”

      “You betcha. I’ll have it right out for you.”

      She disappeared to the back as a bell signaled the front door opening. Micah craned his neck around to verify that it was Kennedy.

      “Hey,” she said as she came up to the table, her auburn hair windblown. “Feels like winter out there today.” She slipped her jacket off and tossed it onto the bench before sliding in next to it.

      “Not my favorite time of year,” Micah said, drumming his fingers on the decades-old Formica tabletop. He was looking forward to this appointment about as much as a trip to the dentist, even though he’d been the one to ask for it. Truth was, there wasn’t much about running a business that made him comfortable, but the prospect of failing was even less comfortable.

      “The holidays will make you so busy at the store that you won’t have time to notice,” she said with a smile. When she pushed her long hair behind her shoulder, the sizable sapphire-and-diamond engagement ring on her left hand flashed momentarily in the light.

      “It’s going to take some work to get it there,” he said.

      “You mentioned you were having some trouble. We’ll figure it out. Your store is beautiful. You definitely know your stuff. So it’s just a matter of getting the right people in the door, which is where I come in.”

      She made it sound so easy. He’d thought, when he’d first gotten the idea to open a retail store, it would be easy. He’d been a fucking idiot.

      Tilly appeared with his lemonade and two ice waters. “Hi, Kennedy. Sweet tea for you today, hon?”

      “Please, Tilly. How’re you doing?”

      “Any day that husband of mine doesn’t drive me crazy as a run-over dog, I’m doing okay. You two need a bit with the menu?”

      Micah and Kennedy looked at each other and both shook their head. “Looks like we’re ready to order,” he said. He gestured to Kennedy to start.

      “I’d like a grilled cheese, please,” Kennedy said. “And a bowl of tomato soup.”

      “Meatloaf for me. Mashed potatoes and gravy for the side, please.”

      “Good day for comfort food,” Tilly said with a glance out the window at the overcast weather, jotting down their orders and then greeting a group who came in the door, leaving Micah and Kennedy alone.

      “It was good to see you at the Halloween party,” Kennedy said as she picked up her water glass. She took a sip, then put it down. “Ivy ranted again about your costume cop-out, as she’s calling it, when I mentioned I was meeting with you today.”

      Micah grinned, because he could imagine only too well Ivy’s rant. She was no doubt a handful for Burke, but he didn’t seem to be complaining. “Better you than me.”

      “I noticed you didn’t stay long. You missed the costume contest judging.”

      “Didn’t figure I had a chance of winning,” he said, drawing a laugh from Kennedy.

      “I’m convinced it was rigged. My sister won for her mermaid costume.”

      “That’s what that was. Saw her from a distance.”

      Tilly whisked over and unobtrusively set down Kennedy’s tea, then disappeared to the other tables.

      “You probably saw more of her than you should.” Kennedy shook her head. “The top half was more fishnet than anything. Which she can pull off and pull off well. She looked gorgeous, but I still think either the Wookie or the Christmas tree—complete with blinking lights—should’ve won.”

      He remembered Sloan had mentioned being a judge. “You don’t think the judging was fair?”

      “Panel of three. Earl Clayborne, Pierce, and Sloan McGuire. Sloan told me later the guys lobbied hard for Sierra. It was two against three.”

      “Wookie should’ve showed more skin, huh?”

      “Wookie should’ve showed more skin,” she said, nodding and grinning.

      They talked Hale Street small talk for a few minutes until they ran out of gossip, and then Kennedy jumped in to business. “So you said the other night you want to drive day-to-day sales at Sticks and Picks,” she said. “Tell me more about your business and what your goals are, what you have in mind for the holidays, et cetera.”

      Micah bought some time by taking a long drink of tart lemonade. When he set the glass down, he worked up the nerve to level with Kennedy. He’d told himself just this morning there was no use in spending money on marketing if he wasn’t going to go all in, and part of all in meant he needed her to understand he didn’t seem to have a head for business.

      “I have zero background in running a store,” he said quietly. He didn’t need any of the other customers who’d wandered in overhearing. “I could use guidance in a lot of areas.”

      “You’re a drummer,” Kennedy said as if that explained it. Which it sort of did.

      “Before I was a drummer, I worked construction. Spent some time in the army. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking opening up Sticks and Picks, but it’s done. It’s been ten months plus, and sales aren’t what I need them to be.”

      “You had to have a business plan for Violet and Burke to lease you a space on Hale Street, right? They’re pretty picky.”

      She didn’t lie. The two had been selective with each and every store that went in on the street in the past year plus, hand-picking what they thought would do the best for the major redevelopment project. It was a fluke that Micah had made it in, but he’d been one of the earliest lease signers, and he figured that had a lot to do with it. As had the business plan Kennedy’s brother, Jackson, had helped him with or, rather, written for him. The guy hadn’t built up one of the most successful software businesses in the country by not knowing business.

      “I did. Your brother helped me with it. I’m not proud to say that I haven’t even glanced at it since I opened the doors. It’s like it’s in a foreign language.”

      Kennedy nodded as she opened a notebook to a clean page and set it on the table in front of her. “Jackson is good, but he forgets we don’t all have the decade of experience in international business that he does. So forget the business plan. I’ve got some blunt questions.”

      “Cross your fingers that I’ve got some answers,” he said, only half kidding.

      “Where are your monthly sales now and where do you need them to be?”

      Tilly hurried up to the table with a food-laden tray and set their lunches in front of them while Micah broke out in a sweat. Once the scary-efficient woman had moved to another table, he salted his potato and forked off a bite of meatloaf. Shoved it in his mouth and took his time chewing and swallowing. Registered the periodic ringing of the bell over the door as the lunch crowd picked up. Then he gave Kennedy his best guess at an embarrassingly low sales average.

      “I used a chunk of my personal savings to open the doors,” he explained. “I’ve been living on that since I quit playing.”

      “Secondary Joe, right?”

      He nodded. “I’m not broke yet, but I need the store to be self-sufficient and bring in enough to pay my employee now as well. Income on top of that, so I could leave my savings alone, would be a bonus.”

      Kennedy didn’t blink an eye, didn’t give any hint as to whether she thought he was a fool, and for that he’d be eternally grateful. As they ate, she shot him several more questions, taking notes on some of his answers, and he began to wonder if he was wasting her time. Once they were finished eating, Tilly came by, asked if they wanted any dessert, which they both declined, and cleared their places.

      “Okay,” Kennedy said, leaning forward. “Ideas. I’ll put all of this in a formal proposal for you, as well. First off, you didn’t say anything about a website. Do you have one?”

      He frowned. “On my to-do list. I’m not good with computers, so I need to hire it out. Another expense. I know,” he said before she could interrupt, “I need to do it. I will do it.”

      “That should be priority number one. A site where you can sell to customers anywhere, anytime. It opens up your market beyond Nashville, and you don’t have to pay extra people to staff it. And that brings me to item number two—your name. People know the name Micah Sullivan. They know you were the drummer for Secondary Joe. They know you’re a talented, well-respected musician⁠—”

      “No,” he said, and he locked his jaw down.

      “What?” Kennedy asked, looking confused.

      “The website’s fine. It makes sense.”

      She sat back in the booth and studied him for a couple seconds. “You don’t want to use your name?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      She pressed her lips together and stared at her notepad. Inhaled as if she was going to speak, but then she stopped herself. Tilted her head. “I don’t understand. Why don’t you want to tie your name to your store?”

      “I’m not in a band anymore. Don’t want the attention,” was all he said, and it wasn’t a lie. That part of his life was over. Door closed.

      Kennedy considered that. “I can sort of get that, and maybe I’ll lose your business by being frank, but I’m going to say it anyway. I think you’re shooting yourself in the foot by not publicizing the fact that Sticks and Picks is owned by none other than Micah Sullivan, formerly of Secondary Joe.”

      “Hey, Kennedy. Hey, Micah Sullivan, formerly of Secondary Joe.”

      Micah swore succinctly in his head as Sloan stopped at the side of their table, all smiles, of course.

      “Hi, Sloan,” Kennedy said. “My fiancé let you out for lunch?”

      “More like I was volun-told to come pick up one of Frank’s apple pies. Pierce and Robert had a craving, and they convinced Hunter he needed some too. What’s this about you not tying your famous, well-loved name to your store?” she said, ducking into the booth next to Micah until she was right up against him.

      “You two know each other?” Kennedy said, no doubt noticing Sloan’s lack of regard for his personal space, not to mention his personal business.

      Micah nodded as Sloan threw her arm around him overzealously, as was her way, and said, “We go way back. I knew him before he got all famous.” Her light scent, something with a hint of citrus, surrounded him, had him all too conscious of every point of contact between her body and his.

      “She and my wife were best friends,” he explained, maybe in part as a reminder to himself as well.

      “Maybe you can convince him to come out of the famous-drummer closet,” Kennedy said. “I think it would bring in a ton of business. If I wanted to buy some drums, I’d want to buy them from someone who’d made a living playing them.”

      “Past tense being the relevant thing here,” Micah said, then breathed more fully when Sloan pulled her arm away, back to her side, which also meant she put more space between them—a couple millimeters at least.

      “I thought it was odd when you said you didn’t get a lot of business from local country music folks,” Sloan said. “Micah, a lot of them would love to do business with you.”

      Before he could object again, Kennedy jumped back in. “It’s not about attention or ego. It’s about credibility. Micah Sullivan knows music and drums and guitars. Not only is there prestige in buying a drum set from you but people will feel secure about you knowing your products.”

      “That and a lot of local aspiring artists want to believe a piece of you could rub off on them,” Sloan said. “They want what you had⁠—”

      “Whoa,” he said, trying to reel in his temper. Kennedy was one thing, but when Sloan jumped in too—to a meeting she wasn’t even invited to…

      “I’m sorry. We’re ganging up, aren’t we?” Kennedy said.

      “And this must be a business meeting I’m not supposed to be part of,” Sloan said, scooting out of the booth with a slightly chagrined smile. “I’m sorry to butt in.”

      “You’re fine,” Kennedy said, her eyes on Micah, as if she wanted to verify that the two of them hadn’t pissed him off. Then she glanced up at Sloan. “I’ll probably see you at Clayborne’s later.”

      “Sounds good,” Sloan said. Micah could feel her looking at him, but he focused on his drink, refusing to meet her gaze. “Talk to you soon, Micah.”

      Luckily he’d just raised his lemonade to his mouth, so a nod passed for his good-bye.

      “She’s got a lot of energy,” Kennedy said once Sloan was at the counter with Tilly ringing up her pie and Frank giving her a hard time from the kitchen.

      “That’s one way of putting it,” Micah muttered.

      “I apologize for letting that turn into a tag-team thing, but there’s so much potential for your store, Micah, in part because of your experience. You’re the drum god. You should let people know.”

      At that, he let out a scoff-like chuckle. Drum god. He was no such thing. He could hold his own playing, but he only did that in private these days. The way he did most things. Had he known business would be such a struggle unless he put himself in the spotlight, he never in a million years would’ve opened Sticks and Picks. The whole point of opening a store had been to stay the hell out of the spotlight.

      “I’ll think about it,” he said, more to get her to move on to the next topic than because he really would consider it.

      “You will?” She didn’t hide the surprise in her voice. “That’s a start. A good one. If you give me about a week, I’ll come up with some other approaches as well and give you a formal proposal. I’ve got a couple of website contacts I can get you then too.”

      He nodded. He wasn’t comfortable with the idea of her pestering him some more to use his name, but in some part of his brain, he recognized that it probably would bring in some extra business, and wasn
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