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STAR LIGHT, STAR BRIGHT




Sometimes the brightest stars need to come
home…

 


Henry Bright has a picture-perfect life as a
rising star in the country rock scene—fortune, fame, and more
lovers than he can shake a stick at. But something is missing. The
glitz of Nashville is nothing more than glitter and tinfoil.
Searching for authenticity in his life, he completes his DVM in
veterinary medicine and returns to Wyoming. He takes a job as a vet
at the Triple Star Ranch, hoping to find meaning and connection. He
just didn’t expect to find love.

 


Trip Colton’s wife died over thirty years ago
and he figured that was it for love. But the moment he meets Henry,
he can’t get the younger man off his mind. The problem is, he’s
never been attracted to a man before and the realization throws him
for a loop. Dating is hard at any age, but Trip’s out of practice
and wooing a man is completely different than wooing a woman.

 


When Henry’s former manager, Jordie, tracks
him to Wyoming and begs the star to come back to the music biz,
tensions damage the fragile connection between Henry and Trip.
Jordie will do anything to convince Henry to return, even playing
on his prejudices and hinting at Trip’s infidelity. But when the
bank keeps calling with alerts on Henry’s accounts, he suspects
there’s more going on with Jordie than a simple comeback music
tour. Ultimately, Henry must choose where his heart lies, and who
to trust, before he loses more than his chance at love.
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Chapter One




 


“You want me to what now?”

Henry Bright stared at his manager, his
publicist, and the photographer trying to shoot his album cover
with undisguised disgust.

“Oh, honey, don’t get so twitchy. I promise
to make you look good.” The photog gave him a smarmy smile and a
wink. “And I’ll save the naughty bits for later.”

Sweet Jesus, this guy is predatory.
Henry scowled. He might be a country star who was out and proud,
but that didn’t mean he was an easy fuck-toy for every gay predator
from New York to New Orleans.

“Come on, Henry. It’ll be great.” His
manager’s eyes sparkled. “You know sexy sells. All you have to do
is take your clothes off and look over your shoulder with your
guitar in front of your ass. Easy peasey, Japaneasy.”

“Yeah, but I’ll be fuckin’ oiled up like a
goddamned drill rig.” One of Henry’s pet peeves took the form of
grease on his body. He hated being sticky and he really didn’t want
to be touched by any of the assistants drooling over in the corner,
male or female. “Do you know how hard that shit is to get out of
body hair?”

“Oh, don’t be so picky, honey. I’ll help you
clean it out of all your hair anytime.” The photog winked again and
licked his lips.

“Stop calling me ‘honey’.” Henry snarled and
snapped his guitar case closed. “I ain’t doin’ it. Shit, they ain’t
buyin’ my music in hopes they’ll fuck me. They’re buyin’ it because
it’s good.”

“That’s not why I bought it.” The droll
comment rolled out of the photog’s mouth with his lascivious look
and Henry was done. He’d put up with this creep twice before, but
this was it.

“Fuck you, all y’all.” Henry shook his head
and picked up his case. “I’m outta here.”

He swung the case around, damn near hitting
the make-up woman who’d gotten too close, and strode for the exit
of the studio. Like fluttering birds, his publicist and manager
squawked and flapped after him, calling his name. Henry ignored
them as he headed for the door, but Jordie beat him there by
nanoseconds.

“Henry, Henry, calm down. Come on.” Jordie
stood with his back to the door, blocking Henry’s escape. “It’s
just one photo shoot for your new cover and then it’ll be
over.”

“They want me fuckin’ naked, Jordie.” He
snarled at his manager. “I won’t be naked in front of that.”
He lowered his voice and jabbed a finger back in the direction of
the photog.

He might be a gay public figure, but he
valued his privacy, what little he had, and he only showed his body
to select people. He couldn’t control much, but he could control
that.

“You don’t have to be completely naked. I’m
sure we can find a thong or bikini briefs that will be hidden
behind your guitar.” Jordie grasped Henry’s arm and turned him back
toward the lights and cameras. “Come on. Think of how awesome it’ll
look and how many albums it’ll sell. Everyone will be all over this
shoot. And you’ll be so sexy, loved by men and women alike.”

Henry allowed himself to be hauled back to
the set in front of the photog, who licked his lips with a
victorious expression. Henry scowled and tightened his grip on his
guitar case. If this asshole gets anywhere near me, I’ll beat
him over the head with a bale hook. He still had one left over
from the days on his uncle’s ranch in Wyoming, though it wasn’t
close at hand.

“It’ll be fine. Come on. Ashley will help.”
Jordie allowed a young, pimple-faced man to take the guitar case.
“We’ll just get you undressed and it’ll be great. You’ll see.
Ashley, take his jacket and shirt.”

Henry gritted his teeth and disrobed on his
own, slapping away Ashley’s “helpful” hands. He got down to his
Speedo-sized briefs he’d been wearing for his current fuck-buddy
and stopped.

“Oh, come on, honey. Just take it all off.
It’ll be easier.”

Ashley approached to do the honors, but
Henry swung to face him and dropped his chin. “Touch me and you’ll
learn why they call me the kick-ass cowboy.”

Ashley’s eyes widened and he held up both
hands in surrender.

Henry switched his gaze to the guitar case
and strode over to it as if fully dressed. “Let’s get this over
with.” He pulled the guitar out and looped the strap over his
shoulder before he carried it to stand in front of the cheesey
sunset-backlighting-prairie backdrop they had for him.

“We’ll just oil you up and we’ll be ready.”
The photog looked ready to come in his pants.

“No oil.”

“Aw, come on. It’ll make you
look…slick.”

“Try it and see how long I stand here.”

The photog huffed. “Fine.” He shook his head
as if Henry was the most difficult artist he’d ever worked with,
but Henry didn’t give a shit. He was doing this at the label’s
request. If it was just him, he’d have called his good friend
Lorenzo and took a few snapshots of him standing in the sunshine on
a bridge somewhere.

“Stand there and look pretty. Now bring the
guitar around to your back and face away from me. That’s it.”

Henry turned to face the backdrop and slung
the guitar to his back.

“Good. Feet apart like you’re taking a piss
and right foot a little ahead. That’s it.” The lighting people
started moving the lights around while Henry positioned himself.
“Good, now turn and look over your left shoulder at me and hold the
guitar with your left hand. Yeah, good.”

The photog went to work snapping pictures
and orders for how Henry should stand, where to put his arms, how
to tilt his chin or head. They changed the lighting a few times and
fluffed his shoulder-length hair, but he drew the line at make-up.
They’d have to go with the real-deal Wyoming cowboy. That’s who he
was and who he’d always be.

It took over two hours to get the perfect
shot, or at least enough of them to be considered, and they even
positioned him sitting on a hay bale with one knee up and his
guitar artfully positioned between his legs to disguise his assets.
By the time they were done, he smelled like sweat and hairspray,
and his ass itched from sitting on the hay.

They allowed him to look over some of the
raw shots, and he had to admit a few of them were pretty good. They
got his hair rakishly over one eye, and he actually looked as if he
was hot for someone on the other side of the camera. It was damn
sultry if he did say so himself, and it might make a good album
cover. Not that they’ll choose the image I like.

He pulled his clothes on and stuffed his
feet into his worn Ariat boots. The clothiers they’d sent him to
had tried to make him give up his boots, but he’d refused. He’d be
a country star, but not without the country. And his music wasn’t
the typical Nashville crooning with slide guitar. He had his own
western flavor that came from growing up in central Wyoming near
Casper, and someone had thought it would sell.

Two albums going platinum might be a good
indication that it does.

Jordie clapped him on the shoulder. “See?
That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“What’s next to do today? Because I’m
runnin’ out of patience and interest.”

Jordie lost his smile and cleared his
throat. “Just a few more stills for the inserts and then the music
exec pre-release party.”

Henry crossed his arms over his chest.
“No.”

“Come on. It’s just a few pictures—”

“Not the photos. I’m not doing the
party.”

“But it’s in your contract. It’s part of the
promo deal. Come on, it doesn’t have to be long. Just show up,
schmooze a little, and you’re home free.”

“No, they aren’t for me or the fans, they’re
only to make the execs feel important. That ain’t how this industry
should be run, Jordie.”

“I agree, but they’ve got the money and
they’re spending it on you and your record. And it’s only for an
hour or so, then you’re done.” Jordie waved his hand in the air,
dismissing Henry’s concerns as small. “It’ll take a couple of
hours, tops. I promise.”

Against his better judgment, Henry
acquiesced and followed along like a good little performer at the
beck and call of the music execs. He endured the few openly gay men
trying to get into his pants like the women who’d visit the
successful gladiators in Roman times. He used to enjoy these
parties and all the glittering excitement combined with the
possibility of a good fuck later. But now the glitter had floated
away and the chrome had turned to tin foil, leaving behind the
sordid efforts of men trying to get ahead by either blackmail or
sex.

One night of partying turned into two weeks,
punctuated by days of interviews with media outlets like
Entertainment Tonight and Rolling Stone and People Magazine.
Alcohol and sex flowed like rivers around him, a new nameless lover
each night, and finally Henry had had enough.

He woke up draped with a snoring, drooling
young man who smelled of sweat, patchouli, and tequila, and
wondered how the fuck his life had gone so beyond his control. His
mouth had the consistency of gauze and the humidity of the Mojave
desert, and someone had vomited nearby. The room sat littered with
bodies in various states of undress, empty alcohol bottles and SOLO
cups, and cigarette butts. He didn’t even know at whose home he’d
slept.

Dragging himself to his feet, he was
relieved to find he still wore all his clothes, even if they were
stained. A headache pounded between his ears as if he’d spent his
evening at a club. Not terribly unlikely. The smells of
unwashed humans, cum, and the various substances people used to
forget the world almost overwhelmed him and he hurriedly picked his
way through the bodies to the commode.

Holy shit!

He supposed the owners of the golden-veined
marble and gleaming chrome bathroom would call it a ‘water closet’
given its glorious nature. But he simply used it to piss and vomit.
He felt better when he was done and took advantage of the
toothpaste left on the counter to cleanse his mouth.

Fuckin’ A, son. You need to hightail outta
this life. Ain’t nothin’ here anymore.

Despite his fame and fandom, Henry had saved
most of the money they’d paid him for this contract. He’d sold a
lot of his rights to his music, but couldn’t live like this
anymore. He didn’t enjoy it. Nothing about it felt real. It was all
flash and glitter over spun spider webs.

He stared at himself in the mirror,
scrubbing his face with his hands. The man looking back at him with
bloodshot hazel eyes and lank hair filled with some unknown sticky
substance made his gut sink. His beard had been growing in for at
least five days to get that length of stubble, and his clothes
appeared as if they’d endured far more than just one night’s
living.

“Fuck. This here shit’s gotta stop,
son.”

He shot a look at the shower and wished he
could slough off all the dirt, muck, and grime of the music
industry. But he didn’t want to be caught with his pants down,
literally. He washed his hands and face in the sink with cold water
to wake himself up before running his hands through his sticky
hair.

Sweet Jesus, son. You’re fucked up.

He shook his head and turned away from the
mirror. No help for it now but to get back to his temporary
apartment, pack his shit, and get the hell out. He straightened his
clothes and peeked out the door of the bathroom, listening for
anyone moving about. He breathed a sigh of relief when only snores
met his ears.

Henry padded his way out to the main room,
looking for his phone, his boots, and his jacket. It might be
Tennessee, but the fall cold was more bitter than in his native
Wyoming. Damn humidity. He found his jacket and his phone
and keys miraculously remained in the pockets along with his
wallet. He expected it to be empty of any cash, but everything
appeared to be in the proper places. Hell, my lucky day.

He slung his jacket over his shoulders and
picked up his boots before heading for the door. He had no idea
where this party had taken place, but he could walk toward town and
hitchhike a ride closer.

The cool, wet morning met him as he stepped
out, and slapped the sleepiness out of him. He took a deep breath
and stuffed his feet into his boots. A lot to do today. He
shuffled past the overly manicured yard and down the tree-lined
drive. God, I hope there’s no gate on this estate. He didn’t
want to have to climb over wrought iron slimed with moss.

But luck wasn’t with him in that aspect. The
wealthy owner of the house apparently had precautions against
vagrants. It meant increased security, including a wall, a guard
shack, and a large, state-of-the-art electronic gate. Henry
swallowed his nervousness and hoped he looked respectable enough
after the party when a guard stepped out.

“Mornin’. Would you be willin’ to let me
out?” He hoped his voice sounded sufficiently friendly and
innocent. Yeah, good luck with that.

“And you are, sir?”

“Ah, Henry Bright. I was here with Lariat
Records for the release party.” At least that’s what he thought it
was.

The guard eyed him narrowly before checking
the list he held in his hands. “I see your name here. Where’s your
car?”

“I’m pretty sure it’s waitin’ on the others
in my party to get their asses out of bed.” He hammed up his
Wyoming accent as if he was a big, dumb, good ole boy just making
his way in the world. “I needed some fresh air and a walk. No need
to wake ’em up just for me.”

The guard snorted. “You said ‘fresh air’?
You know this is Tennessee, right?”

Henry laughed. “Yes, sir. I have noticed
it’s a bit more muggy here than Wyoming. But it makes for amazin’
sunsets, that’s for sure.”

“You really are Henry Bright, the Kick-ass
Cowboy Western star?” The way the guard said it emphasized his
western origins.

“Yes, sir. Born and raised on windy high
mountains and deep winding canyons.” He gave the guard a lopsided
grin.

The guard shot a furtive look around. “Would
you, uhm, be willin’ to sign your last CD? I listen to it all the
time. I’ll even call you a cab to take you wherever you wanna
go.”

Henry raised his eyebrows before he gave a
relieved nod. “Sure thing. Bring it here.”

“Thanks a lot.” The guard shot him a dopey
grin and hurried back to the shack. “You can sign it to Arnold,
please. I’ll just make that call for you.”

Henry blinked. Apparently, his luck hadn’t
completely run out. You just never can tell who’s a fan. He
signed the CD insert for Wyoming Starlight, his previous album, and
chatted with the guard as they waited for the cab. Turned out
Arnold had a good ear and was an amateur musician himself, but he
needed the day job to feed his family.

The cab arrived ten minutes later and Henry
bid Arnold goodbye as he told the cabbie to take him to the bank.
He’d withdraw the monies he’d been given as an advance on his
contract and send them back to the music company. He was done with
this life. Hell, they couldn’t even pay him to stay.

The bank had just opened and the manager
gaped at Henry’s withdrawal for the cashier’s check, but she
complied. He wrote a quick note to the top exec of Lariat Records
so they’d know what the hell it was for and sent it certified mail
when he stopped at the post office. It wasn’t far from his
apartment and he hoofed it home to pack up his shit.

The doorman let him in and asked how his
music was going. He gave brief pleasantries, but kept moving up to
his place. Just take a quick shower and then I can go. He
didn’t know where exactly he was headed, but West and Wyoming each
featured in his thinking. He paused to look over the apartment with
the designer furniture and decorations. Hell, none of that shit was
his. He shook his head and stripped down to shower.

Once he was clean and his hair didn’t smell
like sex, he dressed and made himself some coffee before typing up
an email to the execs of Lariat Records. He thanked them for taking
a chance on him and introducing him to the world, and let them know
his advance was in the mail as a return. Even if the album had been
cut and released, he didn’t want to do all the promotion associated
with it and felt the money should go back to the company. He left
his phone on the counter and headed into the back bedroom to begin
packing. He dug in the closet for his two plastic totes and his two
guitar cases. One held his favorite old six string acoustic and the
other sat empty. His Ferro-Strat sat in the stand in the living
room.

Henry stopped and looked around the room.
Most of his clothing and costumes would fit into one tote, and his
personal knickknacks would fit into the other. He did take the
framed platinum records off the wall for his first two albums and
the early copy of his newest album with him, but nothing else in
this jaded, glittering world appealed to him. It’s all just
shit.

He lugged his shit down to the garage where
he’d parked his copper-colored 2014 quarter-ton Dodge Ram pickup.
He put the totes in the bed and the guitars in the cab. How
pathetic was it that all the stuff he cared about fit into one
quarter-ton pickup truck? And not even overflowing. He
returned to the apartment to check for anything he might have left,
but really there was nothing.

Yeah, that’s rather pathetic. He
poured the coffee into a Lariat Records travel mug and shut off the
coffeemaker while his phone chirped. Swiping the face, he found an
email from Lariat saying they’d received his email and would
respond soon. Good enough. He didn’t want them to have to
guess where he was.

Speaking of that…

He glanced down at the phone in his hand,
debating whether to take it with him or leave it behind. If he left
it, he could get away clean and start new, and no one would say he
took anything he shouldn’t from Lariat. He opened the pictures on
the phone, backed them up on his cloud server, and deleted
everything off the device. He left it sitting on the counter.

His lease came due at the end of the month,
but he wouldn’t be renewing. He wasn’t coming back. He turned the
keys into the manager’s office and headed out to the garage. A
weight lifted off his shoulders as he sat in the driver’s seat and
turned on the ignition. He’d need to get a new phone and make some
phone calls to friends back home to see if he could crash on their
couch until he found a job, but for now he just wanted to get away.
It would take him a few days to get to Wyoming from Tennessee
anyway.

This is the first day of the rest of your
life.

The old line cracked a grin across Henry’s
face as he pulled out of the garage. Hell yeah, it was. He was
going home.


 


Chapter Two




 


Henry scrubbed his eyes with his fingers as
he waited at the light off the Greeley highway leading into
Cheyenne, Wyoming. Holy hell he was tired. The drive across
Nebraska on I-80 had been like a bar crawl after he’d had way too
much to drink and someone had given him cement shoes to wear. But
he’d made it to Wyoming and hoped to find a good breakfast joint to
get some food before he headed the last sixteen miles out to his
friend’s ranch.

He’d called Ransom the first night he’d
stopped just outside of Chicago and asked him if he could stay for
a bit. He hadn’t explained why he was coming home to Wyoming, but
Ransom seemed content to wait for him to arrive. Which just
means he must have a lot going on. Ransom rarely shied away
from being in the know. If he didn’t ask, it meant he was
distracted.

Henry rolled into town and found a parking
spot at a restaurant specializing in eggs. He didn’t care as long
as the coffee was hot and there was plenty of it. Rain sheeted down
the windows outside, but folks seemed cheerful for an October
morning. He’d found frost gilding his truck when he’d woken in
Sidney, Nebraska, and he’d had to dig out a real winter jacket and
scarf. Not used to the Wyoming chill anymore.

The waitress brought him coffee and took his
order without fawning or twittering. He’d forgotten what it was
like to be anonymous, just another guy wandering in for a bit of
hot food and coffee. He tried to remember the last time he’d gone
anywhere and not been recognized. Not for years. He
swallowed a groan and rubbed his face with his hands.
Twenty-nine and already jaded.

He sipped his coffee as he thought over his
life so far. He’d originally believed the idea that fame and
fortune were the answers. They’d cure all his ills and make life
easy and fun. But while some things had become easier, others had
developed a complexity well beyond his interest, and clouded what
was truly important. Turning over the advance and heading west
toward home had cleared some of the murk.

I just want a job, some good friends, and a
place to play my guitar once in a while.

He was done with the fame part, though he’d
have to keep up on social media for a while. Or not. Rock
stars and musicians faded into the woodwork all the time. He’d
stashed away some of his fortune and could live comfortably until
he got a job. Henry had spent very little of his income from the
music sales beyond living expenses, and he still got paid monthly
from the passive income. He’d originally tried living the life of a
music star, but he couldn’t quite pull it off. After the parties
and the social engagements, he’d only wanted to retreat to his
small, quiet apartment where he could be left alone.

I’m definitely alone now.

He’d turned his phone off so he could eat in
peace. He suspected Jordie and his publicist and even the music
execs were blowing up his old phone with texts and voice messages.
I’m glad I have a new number.

Henry finished his meal and paid for it
before taking a deep breath and powering up his phone. As expected
the little electronic leash chirped and beeped with a few messages
he’d missed, but he scanned the numbers looking for Ransom’s. He
found one text asking if he was close.

Yeah, 16 miles out. Y’all
awake out there in fantasyland?

He climbed into his truck and turned the
ignition to warm it back up for the drive out to the ranch. The
chill had invaded the warmth from the restaurant and he shivered as
the defrost worked on his windshield. Warm up, dammit. His
phone chirped and he swiped the screen as the rain pattered on the
roof of his truck.

You do remember what it’s
like on a ranch, right? Horses and chickens to feed. Not all of us
get to lounge around and sleep in.

Henry chuckled at Ransom’s sarcasm.
I thought that’s what ranch hands are for. I
figured as the owners you get to relax.

He threw the truck into gear and eased out
of the parking lot, letting the rain wash away some of his
concerns. Hanging out with Ransom and his family and working with
his hands and body might be just what he needed. Music would always
be with him and he’d make money off his continued record sales, but
he wanted nothing to do with the industry. He wanted a real, normal
life.

His phone pinged again just as he turned on
to the highway heading north. He left it beside him for a short
time as he concentrated on the road. With the rain sheeting down in
bucketfuls and his own exhaustion, he thought it best not to be
distracted by his electronic leash. Despite his need for
concentration, the rain and the road relaxed him. He was home, and
ready to make a new life for himself. Music had been a dream until
it had gotten tarnished with the bullshit of the entertainment
industry.

Been there, done that, got the t-shirt.

He pulled off the highway onto Route 224 and
headed west. He passed the drive of the Triple Star Ranch with the
tall gate and enjoyed the split rail fencing around it. Something
about the ranch gave him a sense of calm and comfort, but he
snorted and shook his head. What a load of horseshit. He was
just glad to be back in Wyoming away from the rigmarole of the
music scene.

Five minutes later he pulled up in front of
the ranch house of the Fantasy Ranch and shut off the engine. The
rain kept up a steady patter on his roof as he scanned the yard.
Everything sat quiet in the autumn rain despite Ransom’s snarky
text. Henry snorted and picked up the phone, swiping the
screen.

What a good idea. You said
you needed a job, right?

Henry snorted. Yeah, he did need a job and
being a ranch hand might suit him, but no use giving Ransom that
idea right off the bat. He stuffed his hat on his head and stepped
out of the truck. His totes remained sealed tight against the rain,
but it would be good to get them inside soon. But friends
first.

As if he’d heard Henry’s thought, Ransom
stepped out onto the porch, his hands on his hips and a smirk
creasing his face. “Well, look what the cat dragged in.”

“It wasn’t a cat, it was a Dodge pickup, but
I’m too damn tired of drivin’ to argue.” Henry stepped up onto the
porch and gave his best smile through his fatigue. “You got a place
for me to crash for a while?”

“C’mere.” Ransom engulfed him in a bear hug.
“Of course we do. Tawny is out courtin’ investors and Dane’s down
in Denver lookin’ into signature crap like fancy towels and robes
and shit.” He shook his head as he stepped back. “Runnin’ a resort
ranch is far more complicated that I thought it’d be.”

“I bet.”

“Well, come on in and take a load off. Have
you eaten yet?” Ransom held the door open.

“Yeah. I stopped in Cheyenne. But I’d like
some more coffee.” Henry nodded and followed him inside.

“That I can do.” Ransom waved at the hat
tree. “Hang your coat and hat up. We’ll sit in the kitchen with a
hot cup. With just me and Clair here, no one’s drinkin’ it fast
enough.”

“Oh yeah, can’t let coffee go bad or cold.
Sacrilege.” Henry deposited his coat and hat on the hat tree before
he headed for the kitchen. “And good coffee should be savored.” He
settled himself in the nearest bar stool at the kitchen island and
rubbed his hands over his face. Ransom set a large mug in front of
him and snagged another stool with his foot.

“You wanna talk about it?”

Henry sighed. “About what?”

“About why you up and left Nashville and
your entire country music career behind to come home to
Wyoming.”

Ransom had a way of getting down to the core
of things, but it didn’t mean Henry wanted to explain. He sipped
his coffee to give himself time to think through what he wanted to
say. Most folks wouldn’t understand giving up the fame and fortune
that came with a successful music career, especially after working
so hard to get into the big time.

“It was the right thing to do.”

Ransom raised an eyebrow. “That’s it? ‘It
was the right thing to do’? Come on, Henry. I’ve known you a long
time and this was your dream since you were a kid. What the hell
happened?”

Why can’t anyone take it on faith that I’m
right about this?

Because it made no sense in a world that
only valued money and fame. But I want more than that. Or
not more, exactly, but rather a connection to people and music than
could be offered in the music industry.

“It wasn’t enough.”

“What the hell do you mean by that?” Ransom
sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “What wasn’t enough?
Hell man, you made money hand-over-fist. You were rollin’ in it.
You’d hit the big time. Why the hell would you walk away?”

“Because the money wasn’t enough.” Henry
held up his hand before Ransom could bark in disbelief. “It didn’t
fix the problems. In fact, while it solved some things, it made
others worse. I knew people less, and they didn’t want to be with
me, they wanted to be with Henry Bright, Kick-ass Cowboy Rock Star
and overall Music Gigolo. I was nothing more than a notch in a
bedpost, a cash cow, a pretty face to make money off of. No one
wanted to know me or my music.”

Ransom snorted. “It’s the music
industry.”

“Right. Industry. I don’t want to be a
factory or a machine making someone else look good. That’s not what
my music’s about.” Henry shook his head. “The parties, the nameless
fucks, the drugs and booze. I woke up one morning and hated
everything about my life. None of it was real or had meaning. Even
my musical muse flipped me off and went to find better
pastures.”

He wrapped his hands around the mug in front
of him, trying to recapture the heat. “It was too fake to make it.
I could donate my funds and try to help others with it, but when I
realized money wasn’t the most valuable thing in my life, I
couldn’t stay.” He shot Ransom a pleading look. “I know I sound
ungrateful, but I didn’t want to be fake. I didn’t want to waltz
around in designer ratty jeans and brand new boots, pretending to
be this down-home, good ole boy. That’s truly who I am, but not
what I was showin’ them. It’s not the money, Ransom. It’s not. And
it’s not what I wanted.”

“So, you walked away? How will that help
you? Why didn’t you change the system from within?”

“Because it’s not set up that way. The execs
and the handlers have everything wrapped up in perfect gears to
benefit them. Don’t get me wrong. The artists and musicians do just
fine with the leavings. No one’s hurtin’.” Or at least not
consciously. Most drowned their troubles and fears in drugs and
alcohol. “But I’m not that person. I’m not so shallow or heartless
as to wander around like I’m God’s gift to country. I want to be
more than a pretty face with a guitar. I want to get my hands dirty
again and really connect with people.”

“You know, you could’ve done that with all
the money and influence fame brings you.”

Henry nodded. “I know. I thought about it
and I could’ve chosen that route, but it felt like I’d be phonin’
it in. Payin’ to make the problem go away. That’s not me.”

“God, Henry.” Ransom scrubbed his face. “You
worked so hard to get into the big time music industry. You made
it, man. You had all that money.”

Henry snorted. “I still do. The money ain’t
goin’ anywhere.”

“What?” Ransom blinked.

“Yeah, you know my mama was an investment
banker. She taught me all sorts of smart investment moves and ways
to keep my money safe should I have to make a break of it.” Henry
grinned. “I’ll get passive income from my albums long after my
hands are full of arthritis and I can’t play. And I set aside most
of my money to earn interest and keep me solvent in lean times. I
ain’t what you’d consider poor, Ransom.”

Ransom dropped his hands to the table. “If
you ain’t poor, why are you crashin’ at my place, then?”

Henry shrugged with one shoulder. “I didn’t
have anywhere else to go. I just up and left, not willin’ to stick
around for someone to try to talk me out of it. I wanted to come
home and see friendly faces who knew me before I was famous, who
didn’t care about fame or money.” He shot Ransom a pointed look and
his friend had the grace to grimace.

“Well, all right, then. What are you
planning to do now? Laze around here until you find a place?”

Henry bit his bottom lip. “I was a year and
a half from finishing Veterinarian school when Lariat Records
signed me. I finished my degree in between my second and this last
album.”

Ransom’s jaw dropped. “You mean to tell me
you managed to become a certified vet in between all the parties,
concert tours, and public appearances?”

“Yup.”

“You’re a goddamned overachiever.”

Henry grinned. “Yup.” He took a sip of
coffee. “So, I figured I could get a job as a vet or vet’s
assistant on a nearby ranch or clinic and make myself a livin’
while doing a little strumming on the side.” He sat back and met
Ransom’s gaze. “Unless you need a vet here.”

Ransom nodded slowly. “Yeah, I don’t. We’re
pretty good here, but I’ll make some calls to the nearby ranches
and see if anything crops up. You might want to start with USA Jobs
for Wyoming and see if anyone’s lookin’ for a vet.”

“Fair enough. I’ll get on that as soon as
I’ve taken a shower. I’m just glad I’m done drivin’ for the day.”
He pushed himself to his feet. “You got a room where I can store my
stuff and take a shower? I don’t wanna put you out if not.”

Ransom snorted. “Yeah, we got a few rooms.
We couldn’t get the resort open before tourist season ended so
we’re kinda biding our time until April.”

“Aw man, I’m sorry. Anything I can do to
help?”

“Nah, Tawny and Dane have it pretty well in
hand in terms of promotion and outreach. I’m just working on
getting the ranch to be something other than a ranch house and a
barn with a few head of horses. It’ll all come together.” Ransom
waved him off. “Come on upstairs. I’ll show you one of the rooms
that’s clean and you can take a load off.”

Henry followed Ransom up the stairs to the
bedrooms, allowing the tensions of the trip and his monumental
decision to leave Nashville to slide away. The homey décor helped
relax him as he stepped into a room with a patchwork quilt on the
bed and red gingham curtains over the window.

“Will this do?” Ransom switched on the
light.

“Yeah, this is fine. Thanks again for
lettin’ me stay until I find something to do and somewhere to
live.”

Ransom shrugged. “No problem. You can help
around here until then. But go ahead and shower and rest for a bit.
I’ll see if anyone is lookin’ for a vet in the meantime.”

“Thanks, Ransom. I appreciate it.”

He waved as he stepped out the door and
Henry sighed before sitting down on the bed. He’d taken the first
step toward his new life. The problem was, he had no idea what that
new life would entail.

 



 


Chapter Three


 


“Turn your back to him and wait.” Trip
Colton nodded firmly to the young man standing in the corral with
the skittish buckskin gelding. “This is the point, Mr. Carrick.
You’re tryin’ to gain his trust by keepin’ your energy calm. When
you’re calm, he’s calm.”

Carrick closed his eyes and took a deep
breath, shaking out his hands to relax them. The horse snorted and
tossed his head, but Carrick didn’t move. The buckskin’s ears
swiveled and his nostrils flared as he shifted his head from side
to side to get a good look at Carrick’s back.

“That’s it. Make him curious about checkin’
up on you.” Trip rested his arms on the top rail of the fence,
watching the man with the horse through the rain. “Keep yourself
steady and relaxed. He’ll judge your demeanor clearer than you
will.”

The rain wasn’t letting up for nothing, but
Carrick did as he asked. The horse dropped his head and tried to
look around the man from behind, but when he couldn’t get a good
look, he took a step forward. Trip smiled in satisfaction, but held
still. Come on, Sunshine. Find Carrick’s calm for me.

Sunshine took another step, huffing a wet
breath out, ears still flicking back and forth. Trip knew this pair
was almost there and held his breath in anticipation.

Finally, the horse pushed his body into
motion and ambled around the man to bump his shoulder with his
nose. Carrick managed not to jump and turned to stroke Sunshine’s
muzzle.

“Good job, Mr. Carrick. You’ve done it. Now
slowly clip the lead to his halter and lead him around the
corral.”

The man followed directions and Sunshine
chewed contentedly as if he’d found comfort in the man’s hands.
Trip nodded with satisfaction until a shout from the barn got his
attention.

“Mr. Colton! Come quick.” One of the ranch
hands waved at him from the open barn doors.

“Just keep doin’ what you’re doin’, Mr.
Carrick. Angela will keep an eye on you and help you from here.
I’ll be in the barn if you need me.” Trip nodded to the other PTSD
ranch staff member as he trotted off to see what had happened.

“What’s goin’ on?” His gut tightened with
the thought of one of the horses being hurt.

“It’s Byron. He fell and says his leg won’t
work.” The young man wore his poker face and Trip had to wonder if
it was worse than he thought. “He was in workin’ on old Mags when
she shifted and now he’s down.”

“Aw hell.”

Old Mags was known as Magnificent Feather,
but most of the hands called her Malignant Tumor or just Mags with
a scowl. The horse was a damn good herdmaster when out in the
fields, but she could be a bitch in close quarters. And she hated
her vet checkups.

Trip pushed his body a little faster and
ignored the creak in his hips. Damn, this gettin’ old shit ain’t
for wimps. He nodded to the other hands as he reached the stall
with old Mags. Byron sat against the wall with a tight grimace on
his face while the mare snorted at him with her ears flat against
her skull.

Trip had been around enough rodeo horses to
know when they were at the edge of their tolerance, and Mags had
reached that point. The problem would be distracting her enough to
get Byron safely out of the stall, and he didn’t look like he could
move too quickly.

“Hey, Byron. If you’re thinkin’ about takin’
a nap, I would’ve thought you’d pick a better stall to try.” Trip
kept his voice light as he calculated how he’d get Mags’ attention
without hurting the man on the floor. “You mind if I come on in
there and check on the mare for you?”

Mags’ ears let up a bit and she shifted her
head so she could keep an eye on Byron while ogling Trip. Trip slid
the door to the stall open slowly and let her get his scent along
with his presence. The mare snorted and shuffled sideways, closer
to the door, planning her escape.

“Easy, Mags. Byron’s just gonna set there a
bit, and we’re gonna move you into a new stall, and someone’s gonna
brush you down.” Trip reached for the lead and halter from a ranch
hand and eased his way inside the stall. “Your med check’s all done
for today. Easy, now.”

Mags kept her gaze split between him and
Byron, who’d gone a little gray, but she didn’t move. Trip hoped
she’d stay that way long enough for him to get her out of the
stall, but any little noise could set her off. Time to take your
own advice today. Keeping his own actions slow and calm would
allow her to stay calm.

“Easy, Mags.” He slipped the halter over her
head and buckled the cheek strap. “That’s it, darlin’. Let’s find
you a quieter place, yeah?”

He led the mare out of the stall into the
main aisle of the barn and kept going until they left enough space
for the hands to go in to rescue Byron. Despite his worry for his
friend, Trip kept his attention focused on Mags and stuffed his
anxiety down deep. He led her into an empty stall and unclipped the
lead, talking to her all the while. The mare calmed down when she
found hay in the manger and no one else in her space.

“Dad, is everything okay?” Tom’s voice
carried to him just as he closed the stall door.

“Well, I guess that depends on your
definition of ‘okay.’” Trip met his son’s gaze and shook his head.
“Byron fell while workin’ on Mags. I don’t know much more than
that, but we can find out what Suzie says about it. She’s in with
him now.”

“Aw hell.” Tom led the way back to the stall
surrounded by ranch hands and Trip paused before he went in. “Y’all
get back to work, now. There are folks who need your help and
chores need doin’. Get on, now. We’ll take care of Byron. Off you
go.”

The ranch hands disbursed with looks shot
toward the stall, but soon it was just Tom, Trip, Suzie, their
resident medical doctor, and Byron left. Tom crouched beside the
old vet and shook his head.

“Damn, Byron, what were you tryin’ to do,
dance the jitterbug?”

Byron grimaced as he tried to shift himself
into a better sitting position. “Nah, tripped over my damn
equipment box and spooked Mags. She slammed into me with her hip
and I went down with a twist. Something broke and I howled like a
banshee. Scared her more than it did me.” He hissed when he moved
his leg. “Sonuvaprick, that’s bad.”

“Yes, it is.” Suzie nodded as she cut his
jeans back from his leg. The shin and calf sat swollen and darkened
with bruising. “I’m pretty sure you broke one or both bones here,
but I won’t know for sure until we get it x-rayed. You sit tight
here for a bit while I go get the wheelchair.”

“Aw hell, no
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