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  Ghosts in the Control Room


Ava Blits stepped out of the black SUV into the thick Nashville humidity. The late afternoon sun cut across the parking lot of SoundPoint Studios, warming the asphalt until it shimmered. She smoothed her hands down the front of her tailored black blouse, the silk cool against her skin, and adjusted the slim leather portfolio under her arm. Eight years in Los Angeles had sharpened her edges. She told herself she was ready for this. The label had called it a prestige assignment. Salvage the career of a rising star whose last single had stalled at radio. She was the fixer. She had done it for three platinum artists already. This would be no different. 
Yet the moment her heels clicked across the threshold, the familiar scent of polished wood, strong coffee, and faint guitar polish hit her like a chord she had tried to forget. Nashville had not changed. She had. At least that was what she kept repeating in her head as she followed the receptionist down the corridor lined with gold records.
Martin Horner waited in the small conference room at the end of the hall. Salt-and-pepper hair neatly combed, sleeves of his crisp white shirt rolled to his elbows, he looked exactly as she remembered from the handful of industry events where they had crossed paths. He stood when she entered and offered a measured smile.
"Ava. Good to see you. Flight in okay?"
"Smooth enough," she replied, setting her portfolio on the table. Her voice stayed crisp, professional. "Traffic from the airport was lighter than I expected. Guess I still know which back roads to take."
Martin chuckled once, a dry sound. "Some things muscle memory keeps alive. Sit. We have thirty minutes before the artist arrives. I want you fully briefed."
She lowered herself into the leather chair, crossing her legs at the ankle. The room felt smaller than it should. Or maybe she simply felt larger inside her own skin, every nerve already vibrating with the knowledge that she had come home to a city full of ghosts.
Martin slid a tablet across the table. The screen showed streaming numbers, radio charts, and a press kit. "Leonard Brightwood. Twenty-nine. Two albums in, first one went gold on the strength of 'Whiskey and Regret.' Second one underperformed. Label's nervous. His last single peaked at thirty-eight and dropped like a stone. They want you to produce the next project from the ground up. Co-write if the chemistry is there. Get him back on track before the tour cycle."
Ava reached for the tablet. Her fingers froze above the screen. The press photo stared back at her. Tousled dark hair. Those hazel eyes that once looked at her like she hung the damn moon. Broad shoulders filling out a faded denim shirt. Sun-weathered skin that spoke of long days writing on his front porch instead of in sterile LA studios.
Leonard.
Her Leonard. Except he had not been hers for eight years.
The air in the room thinned. She felt the pulse in her throat jump. "This has to be a joke."
Martin leaned back, watching her carefully. "No joke. Label thinks your ear for commercial hooks mixed with his authenticity is the reset he needs. They were very specific. You."
She set the tablet down harder than necessary. The sharp green of her eyes flashed. "They didn't mention a name in the briefing call. Just 'a priority country artist in crisis.' If I'd known it was Leonard Brightwood I would have told them to find someone else."
"Which is exactly why they didn't tell you." Martin's voice stayed even, almost gentle. "Look, Ava. I know the history. College sweethearts. You left for LA the week after graduation. He stayed. Wrote half an album about it. But that was eight years ago. He's a professional. So are you. The label is betting you two can put that aside for the sake of the music."
Ava laughed, a short, bitter sound. "Put it aside. Sure. Because walking into a studio with the man whose heart I shattered is just another Tuesday." She pushed a strand of auburn hair behind her ear, the long waves still slightly tousled from the flight. Her confident posture remained, but inside her ribs her heart hammered against bone like it wanted out.
She remembered the last night they spent together. The way his hands had mapped every inch of her like he was trying to memorize her before she disappeared. The way he had whispered her name like a prayer and a curse all at once. Then she had boarded a plane with a demo tape and a one-way ticket, chasing the future she had convinced herself she needed more than him.
Martin studied her. "If you can't do this, tell me now. I'll call the label and say you're unavailable. But between us, Ava, he's been spinning his wheels for months. The songs are there. The fire isn't. You used to know how to light him up."
She closed her eyes for a second. When she opened them again the professional mask had slid back into place. "I can do the job. I always do the job. Just don't expect heartfelt reunions or nostalgic jam sessions. This is business."
"That's all we're asking for." Martin stood. "He's already in the control room setting up. I told him the new producer was flying in today. I didn't tell him who."
Her stomach flipped. "Wonderful. Ambush tactics all around."
They walked the short distance down the hallway. Each step felt heavier. The control room door stood half open. Through the glass she could see the broad line of his back as he leaned over the console, adjusting levels. Even from behind she recognized the set of those shoulders, the way his dark hair curled at the nape of his neck. He wore a simple charcoal henley that stretched across muscle earned from real work, not gym mirrors, and worn jeans that sat low on his hips. The same scuffed boots she used to tease him about.
Martin rapped once on the door frame. "Leo. Your new producer's here."
Leonard turned.
Time stopped.
Those hazel eyes locked on hers and for one unguarded second she saw the storm behind them. Shock. Pain. Anger. Then the shutters came down so fast she almost doubted what she had seen. His jaw tightened. The easy Southern charm that made women weak at the knees disappeared behind a wall of cold professionalism.
"Ava." His voice rolled out low and rough, that deep drawl she had heard in her dreams for years. "Been a long time."
She forced her spine straight. "Eight years."
Martin cleared his throat. "I'll leave you two to get reacquainted with the gear. Studio B is yours for the next six weeks. Anything you need, it's yours." He gave Ava a pointed look that said behave, then slipped out, closing the door behind him with a soft click.
The silence that followed pressed against her eardrums. Leonard stood on the other side of the console like a man carved from granite. He folded his arms across his chest, the fabric of his shirt pulling tight. She could see the faint scar on his left forearm from the night they had climbed the old water tower on a dare. Her mouth went dry.
"So the label sent you to save me," he said. No warmth. Just flat observation. "Guess they figured dredging up the past was cheaper than hiring a real producer."
The barb landed exactly where he meant it to. Ava lifted her chin. "I'm here because I'm good at my job, Leonard. Not because of what we were. If you have a problem with that, say it now and we can both walk away with our dignity intact."
He gave a low laugh that held no humor. "Dignity. That's rich coming from you." He turned back to the console, adjusting a knob with more force than necessary. "You walked away from yours a long time ago. Left it bleeding on my bedroom floor the night you told me LA was more important than us."
The words sliced through the years like they had been spoken yesterday. Ava felt heat rise in her cheeks. She stepped closer to the console, close enough to smell the faint trace of cedar and leather that still clung to him. Her body remembered that scent. Traitorous thing.
"I was twenty-two and terrified," she said quietly. "You wanted to get married and stay here writing songs for the rest of our lives. I wanted the world. I thought I was doing us both a favor by leaving before resentment poisoned everything good we had."
His shoulders tensed. When he looked at her again the mask had slipped just enough for her to see the raw edge underneath. "You don't get to rewrite history, Ava. You didn't leave to spare me. You left because you were scared that if you stayed, you'd never know if you could make it without me. And now here you are. Back in my studio. Funny how the world works."
She set her portfolio down on the couch against the wall. The leather creaked under the weight. "I'm not here to rewrite anything. I'm here to make an album that gets you back on the charts. We can be civil, do the work, and stay out of each other's personal lives. Or we can call Martin back in and tell him this was a mistake."
Leonard studied her for a long moment. His gaze traveled from the sharp lines of her face down the slender curves hugged by her sleek blouse and dark jeans, then back up. She felt that look like a physical touch. When his eyes met hers again the temperature in the room seemed to rise several degrees.
"Civil," he repeated, tasting the word. "Sure, sweetheart. We can try that." The endearment slipped out, old habit, and he looked like he regretted it instantly. His mouth tightened. "But let's be clear. This isn't a reunion. You produce. I perform. We keep the past where it belongs. In the rearview."
Ava nodded even as her pulse thundered in her ears. She could still see the boy he had been beneath the harder lines of the man. The way his fingers used to trace lazy circles on her bare back while they talked about dreams until sunrise. Now those same fingers gripped the edge of the console like he needed to anchor himself.
"Fine," she said. Her voice came out breathier than she wanted. She cleared her throat. "Show me what you've been working on. I want to hear the new material before we schedule any tracking."
He gestured to the chair beside him. She sat. The control room felt smaller with both of them in it. Their arms nearly brushed as he reached across her to cue up a track. The heat of his body rolled over her skin. She caught herself inhaling, chasing that scent again, and hated how easily her body responded.
The first chords filled the room. His voice came through the monitors, rough and aching, singing about empty bottles and roads that only lead one direction. The lyrics hit too close. She recognized fragments of their story woven into the melody. Her stomach clenched.
When the track ended he killed the playback. "That's as far as I've gotten. Label says it needs more commercial appeal. Whatever the hell that means."
"It means they want it to sell," she answered, slipping into producer mode like armor. "The bridge is weak. The hook could hit harder. But the emotion is there. That's what matters."
His hazel eyes cut to her. For a second the coldness cracked and she saw the pain he was trying so hard to bury. "Don't pretend you give a damn about my emotions, Ava. We both know how that story ends."
The tension stretched between them like a guitar string tuned too tight. One wrong word and it would snap. She could feel the history crowding the room. All the nights they had spent in dorm rooms and cheap apartments making love like the world was ending. The way he used to look at her like she was his favorite song. The tears in his eyes the morning she left.
She stood abruptly. "Look. We can keep sniping at each other or we can get to work. Your choice, Leonard. But I'm not going to apologize for building the career I always wanted. Not today."
He rose too. At six three he towered over her, but she refused to step back. They stood inches apart. She could see the faint stubble along his jaw, the way his pulse beat strong at the base of his throat. Her body remembered exactly how that skin tasted.
"Eight years," he said, voice low. "And you walk in here looking like you just stepped off a magazine cover. Same green eyes. Same way of tilting your head when you're trying not to feel something. Tell me, Ava. Did you ever think about what you left behind? Or was it just easier to pretend I never existed?"
Her breath caught. The truth hovered on her tongue. That she had thought about him every single day. That his songs still made her cry in hotel rooms across the country. That no one had ever touched her the way he had, body and soul.
Instead she said, "I thought about it. Then I kept moving. Same as you should have."
His expression hardened again. He reached past her to grab a notebook from the console, his arm brushing hers. Electricity crackled where their skin met. She saw the way his fingers tightened on the spiral binding. He felt it too.
"Studio rules," he said tightly. "We work from two until ten. No visitors unless cleared. You touch my guitars, you ask first. And when this is over, we go back to being strangers. That work for you?"
She met his gaze without flinching even though her heart was fracturing all over again. "Perfectly."
Leonard gave a single nod. The professional mask settled fully into place. "Then let's get to work, Ms. Blits."
He turned back to the console, cueing up another track. Ava sank into the chair beside him, knees suddenly unsteady. The control room hummed with equipment and unsaid words. Outside the sun dipped lower, painting the walls in amber light that felt too much like memory.
She watched his hands move over the faders with the same sure grace he had once used on her body. The tension between them vibrated like a bass line just beneath hearing. Hostile. Heavy. Alive.
This was going to be a very long six weeks.
Yet even as the thought formed, a quieter voice inside her whispered that some ghosts refuse to stay buried. Especially when they still looked at you like they wanted to both ruin you and save you all over again.
Leonard glanced sideways at her. Their eyes met. Held. The air thickened until she could barely breathe.
"You ready?" he asked. His drawl wrapped around the words like smoke.
Ava swallowed hard and nodded. "Ready."
Neither of them believed it.






  
  Strings and Sparks


The control room felt smaller the next afternoon. Ava arrived early, clutching a fresh coffee and her notebook filled with scribbled ideas. She had barely slept. Every time she closed her eyes she saw Leonard's hazel stare from the day before. The way his jaw had tightened. The way his arm had brushed hers and sent unwanted heat racing across her skin. She told herself it was just the past trying to bleed into the present. She would not let it. 
Leonard showed up ten minutes late. He carried his guitar case in one hand and a worn leather journal in the other. His broad shoulders filled the doorway. The faded blue denim shirt he wore stretched tight across his chest. He gave her a curt nod but no smile.
"Let's get this done," he said. His deep Southern drawl wrapped around the words like gravel under tires. No greeting. No small talk. Just business.
Ava swallowed and hit the talkback button as he stepped into the vocal booth. "We'll run through the first track from yesterday. Try to loosen up on the chorus. It sounded forced last time."
He settled the headphones over his tousled dark hair. Through the glass she watched him adjust the mic stand with those large capable hands. Hands that had once traced every curve of her body with aching patience. She shook the memory away and focused on the levels.
The track started. Leonard began to sing. His voice was technically perfect but emotionally flat. The lyrics about lost highways and broken promises came out like he was reading from a script instead of bleeding from the heart. Ava winced after the first verse.
She pressed the button again. "That was clean but it lacks soul. Where's the ache we heard in your demos? Give me the man who wrote those songs in the middle of the night not the polished version for radio."
Leonard pulled one ear of the headphones back. His eyes met hers through the glass. "Maybe I don't feel like digging up old aches for you today Ava. You want soul? Maybe don't stand there pretending you know what mine sounds like anymore."
The hostility stung. She kept her face neutral. "This is my job Leonard. I'm trying to help you. Let's try it again. This time close your eyes. Remember why you wrote it."
He replaced the headphones. The second take was better but still guarded. His shoulders stayed rigid. His fingers clenched the microphone stand until his knuckles whitened. After three more attempts Ava called for a break. The awkwardness sat thick between them like static before a storm.
She met him in the main room. He had taken a seat on the couch strumming idle chords on his guitar. The instrument looked small against his rugged frame. Sun-weathered skin showed at the open collar of his shirt. She forced her gaze away from the strong column of his throat.
"This isn't working," she said quietly. "We're both too tense. Maybe we should write instead of record. Start from the beginning on something new."
Leonard looked up. For a moment his intense hazel eyes softened a fraction. Then the wall slid back into place. "You always did like tearing things apart and starting over. Fine. What did you have in mind?"
Ava sat at the other end of the couch. Not too close. She opened her notebook. "Your last chorus had potential but the lyrics are generic. We could dig deeper. Something about echoes. About things that refuse to stay in the past."
His fingers stilled on the strings. The guitar gave a soft resonant hum. "Echoes. Like ghosts in the control room?" His drawl carried a teasing edge that almost sounded like the old Leonard. Almost.
She felt her cheeks warm but met his gaze. "Something like that. Your call. We can write about whatever you want as long as it's honest."
They started awkwardly. Leonard played a simple progression in G. The chords filled the room with warm tones that wrapped around her like an old blanket. Ava jotted lines trying to match his mood. Every few minutes their eyes would catch and slide away. The air crackled with everything they refused to say.
After twenty minutes the page held fragments but nothing alive. Leonard set the guitar aside and ran a hand through his dark hair. "This feels forced too. Like we're dancing around the real stuff."
Ava set her pen down. Her long auburn waves fell over one shoulder as she leaned forward. "Then stop dancing. Write what you actually feel. Even if it's about me. Especially if it's about me."
The words hung there. Leonard stared at her. The studio lights caught the gold flecks in his hazel eyes. She saw the war inside him. The bitterness fighting against the pull that had always existed between them. Music had always been their language. Maybe it could bridge the silence now.
"Alright," he said at last. His voice dropped lower. "But don't flinch when it gets real."
He picked up the guitar again. This time his fingers moved with purpose. The melody shifted into something slower. More intimate. Minor chords that ached. Ava closed her eyes and let the music guide her. When she opened them Leonard was watching her. Really watching. Not with anger but with something deeper.
"Try this," she said. Her artistic side took over. She leaned closer to see his journal. Their shoulders brushed. Neither pulled away. "What if the verse goes like this? 'Eight years of silence carved your name in every song. I thought the miles would fade you but the heart don't know what's gone.'"
Leonard repeated the lines under his breath. His drawl gave them weight. Gravity. He changed a chord and the melody lifted to meet her words. "Not bad. But let's make it more specific. 'The girl with green eyes and California dreams left me staring at taillights and unfinished melodies.'"
Ava's breath caught. That was their story. Raw and unfiltered. She saw the vulnerability flicker across his face before he masked it. This was the breakthrough. The moment the music stopped being a shield and became a window.
"Keep going," she whispered. Her voice had gone slightly breathy. "What comes next?"
He strummed again. The notes hung in the air between them. "'Now you're back in my studio with your sharp suits and sharper tongue. Stirring up ghosts I thought I'd buried deep where they belong.'"
She wrote it down. Her hand trembled slightly. The chemistry was igniting. She could feel it in the way the melody seemed to pull them closer. In the way his gaze lingered on her lips as she read the lines back to him. Old memories flooded in. Late nights in his dorm room with cheap wine and cheaper guitars. The way he used to kiss her neck while she tried to focus on lyrics. How they would finish each other's thoughts and each other's songs.
"Your turn," he said. He handed her the guitar. Their fingers brushed. The touch lasted a second too long. Heat sparked up her arm. She saw his eyes darken in response.
Ava positioned the guitar on her lap. Her slender fingers found the frets but not as smoothly as his. She was better behind the board than on the strings. Leonard noticed. He shifted closer on the couch. His broad thigh pressed against hers. The contact sent her pulse racing.
"Here," he murmured. His drawl softened. "Your grip is too tight. Let the guitar breathe."
His hand covered hers on the neck of the instrument. The touch was deliberate. Lingering. Calluses from years of playing scraped gently against her smoother skin. She looked up. Their faces were inches apart. His sun-weathered features filled her vision. The faint scar on his jaw. The intensity in those hazel eyes that always saw too much.
"Like this?" she asked. Her voice came out softer than intended. Almost teasing.
"Yeah darlin'. Just like that." The endearment slipped out again. This time he did not take it back. His thumb stroked once across her knuckle before he pulled away. The absence of his touch left her skin tingling.
She played the chords he had shown her. The verse took shape between them. They passed the guitar back and forth. Each exchange carried more lingering contact. A brush of fingers. A shared glance that stretched longer than necessary. The music wove them together note by note.
"Try singing it with me," Leonard suggested. He moved to the edge of the couch. Their knees touched now. He began the melody. His voice wrapped around the words they had built. Rough and soulful. Exactly what the label wanted.
Ava joined on the harmony. Their voices blended like they always had. Perfectly. Dangerously. The lyrics recalled their past without mercy. The college nights. The promises. The way she had packed her bags while he slept and left a note that said she was sorry but dreams don't wait.
As the last chord faded Leonard set the guitar down. The room fell into charged silence. He looked at her with raw honesty for the first time since her return.
"I never stopped feeling it," he admitted. His voice was low. Vulnerable. "Every song I wrote had pieces of you in it. I told myself I hated you for leaving. But sitting here writing with you again... it feels like coming home and getting kicked in the chest at the same time."
Ava's sharp green eyes softened. Her confident posture slipped. She reached out before she could stop herself and touched his forearm. The muscle jumped under her fingers but he did not pull away.
"I was scared Leo," she said. The old nickname fell from her lips like a secret. "Scared that if I stayed I'd never know who I could be on my own. But every success in LA felt hollow. Like something was missing. Hearing you sing those words we just wrote... it made me realize the missing piece was always you."
The admission hung between them. First real moment of emotional vulnerability. His hand came up to cover hers where it rested on his arm. The touch was warm. Steady. His thumb traced a slow circle on the back of her hand. Charged glances passed between them. The old chemistry roared back to life like a match dropped on dry kindling.
"We can't go back," he said. But his eyes said something different. They traced the curve of her neck. The way her auburn waves caught the light. The subtle rise and fall of her chest beneath her sleek blouse.
"I don't want to go back," Ava replied. Her breathy tone betrayed her. "But maybe we can go forward. Through the music at least."
Leonard leaned in slightly. The scent of him cedar leather and something uniquely male filled her senses. His gaze dropped to her mouth. For a heartbeat she thought he might kiss her. The tension coiled tight in her belly. Desire mixed with the ache of years apart.
Instead he pulled back. But not completely. His hand stayed on hers. "Let's finish the verse then. Before we both say things we can't take back."
They returned to the work. The music flowed easier now. The lyrics sharpened with truth. Lines about second chances and the fear of repeating old mistakes. Every note carried the spark that had always existed between them. Lingering touches became more frequent as they adjusted the melody. A hand on her shoulder while he read over her notes. Her fingers brushing his when she took the guitar back. Each contact built the heat slowly. Methodically.
By the time the full verse took shape the sun had dipped low outside the studio windows. Golden light slanted across the control room casting long shadows. Leonard sang the completed section one more time. His voice cracked with genuine emotion on the final line. "'If ghosts can learn to dance again maybe broken hearts can mend.'"
Ava felt tears prick at her eyes. She did not wipe them away. He noticed. His expression shifted. The cold professionalism from yesterday had thawed into something warmer. More dangerous.
"That was it," he said. "That's the sound the label wants. You pulled it out of me."
"We pulled it out of each other," she corrected. Her artistic teasing side emerged. "Admit it. The chemistry still works. On the music at least."
Leonard set his journal aside. He turned to face her fully. The rugged lines of his face held both pain and promise. "It's not just the music Ava. You know that. Being this close to you again is stirring up everything I spent eight years trying to bury. The way you bite your lip when you're concentrating. The little hum you make when a lyric clicks. I remember it all."
She felt exposed. Seen. Her internal conflict raged. Part of her wanted to bolt back to the safety of her LA life where ambition never asked her to be vulnerable. The other part the part that had never stopped loving him wanted to close the distance and taste his mouth again.
"I remember too," she confessed. Her voice grew breathier. "The way you used to look at me like I was the only song worth singing. It terrified me how much I needed that. How much I still do."
Their eyes locked. The charged glance stretched into something electric. Leonard's hand lifted. His fingers hovered near her face as if he might brush a strand of auburn hair from her cheek. The moment expanded. Slow. Heavy with possibility.
Before he could touch her the studio phone rang. Martin checking in. The spell broke. Leonard dropped his hand. Ava stood quickly smoothing her blouse. The professional mask slid back into place though it felt ill-fitting now.
"We should record that while it's fresh," she said. Her tone tried for brisk but came out husky.
Leonard nodded. His broad shoulders rose and fell with a deep breath. "Yeah. Let's capture the spark before it fades." His drawl held new layers of meaning.
They moved to the booth together. This time when he sang the words they had co-written his performance crackled with life. The vulnerability they had shared infused every note. Ava watched from the control room her heart pounding. Through the glass their eyes met again and again. Lingering. Knowing.
As the final take ended Leonard removed the headphones. He stepped out of the booth and stood close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from his body. The studio tension had shifted. No longer just hostile. Now it hummed with rekindled desire and fragile trust.
"Same time tomorrow?" he asked. His voice carried a new gentleness beneath the roughness.
Ava nodded. "Don't be late this time." She added a teasing smile that felt like the first real one in years.
He returned it. Small. But real. "Wouldn't dream of it darlin'."
As he packed up his guitar she watched the play of muscles in his arms. The old chemistry had ignited fully now. It burned in her veins. In the way her body responded to his nearness. They had taken the first step through the music. The vulnerable words had opened a door neither could close again.
Outside the studio the Nashville evening wrapped the city in soft shadows. Ava lingered after he left. She touched the guitar he had left resting on its stand. The strings still hummed faintly with the echo of their shared melody.
She whispered to the empty room. "What are we doing?"
But deep down she knew. They were falling. Slowly. Inevitably. Through verses and glances and lingering touches that promised the heat to come. The past and present had begun to harmonize. And the song they were writing together was far from finished.
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