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        Claire

      

      

      

      Darkness bathed the silent amphitheater. No music, no talking, only a scream here and there that eventually faded away. So quiet; the beat of my heart thumped in my ears. The stadium was jam-packed with adoring fans. I couldn’t see them, but I could feel them; their quiet anticipation elicited a calmness among the excited jitters prickling my skin. The night air was warm and heady, with the aroma of booze and smoke hovering as though it, too, waited for this one special moment.

      I stood centerstage, draped in a white light flowing down from above, the stars and the moon washed out by the brilliance surrounding me. Heat swathed my bare arms, and my heart pounded in my chest. Adrenaline coursed through my body. This high never got old.

      The bodice of my silver gown moved with each breath I took, and the sparkling wings extending above each breast glistened with every move I made. The vibrating excitement in the amphitheater silently bounced through the endless darkness and seized my mind, and I no longer belonged to me. At this moment, they owned me. They’ve owned me all night long, though it hadn’t been like this—not with the power of love drenching my pores right now.

      It was do or die here. The ballad everyone was waiting for. The last song of the night after two intense encores. I was exhausted, but the fans weren’t ready to let me leave without singing this emotional piece and I wasn’t in the habit of disappointing them. It was the tragic love song that made me famous.

      It was planned that way. To be last. To build up anticipation. To end the concert with an irrepressible dose of euphoria for both the fans and for me. It was the song that exploded my debut LP to platinum and my debut single to skyrocket to multi-platinum. I’d written it right after I’d left Heartstrings, California, too many years ago to count. It wasn’t a love song for me, though it could be for others and was likely just that for most people. For me, it was a declaration of unconditional love and friendship shattered by a catastrophe that could have been avoided.

      The song won a Grammy for Best Single of the Year, and I won Best New Artist of the Year. I’d made it. This was the Hollywood Bowl, and all the people here were my fans.

      A chill dripped down my arms to my fingertips.

      My head bowed toward the microphone. I closed my eyes and wrapped my hand around the cool silver stand. A solitary, serene note on the piano to my right broke through the silence, low and long. My fingers tingled with the surge of adrenaline, and my grip tightened with anticipation. I raised my head, opened my eyes, and my lips parted. The raw truth in the words of the song poured from me like they’d been held prisoner for ten years. Like they’d never, ever been uttered before. New and painful, and seventeen thousand people exploded into cheers and screams while my heart shattered for the ten-millionth time since I wrote the words, and the memories of Haley tore at my heart.

      When the last note left my lips, the crowd exploded into another standing ovation. I bowed gracefully and choked out a soft “Thank you, good night” into the microphone. The lights went out, and I was quickly ushered off stage by one of the bodyguards into Lizzie’s arms. I gave the woman who was my agent, my manager, and my best friend a puzzled glance. Her presence backstage was unusual. She normally waited in my dressing room with a glass of champagne in her hand, ready to toast to another successful performance.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked once we were out of sight. She hadn’t greeted me next to the stage like this since Dane decided it was time to part ways and left me to do the last number alone without warning. Dane Domino was my mentor, my friend, and, according to my fans, my ex.

      Lizzie leaned close and kept her voice low. “I’m sorry. Claire. It’s not good news.”

      “What happened?” Fear crushed me, and my arms pebbled with goosebumps. I must have shivered because someone immediately draped a shawl around my shoulders.

      “It’s your grandmother. I’m sorry, honey. She passed away tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      The wooden chair beneath me swayed and creaked as though it might collapse at any moment as I shifted my weight to stare out the small café’s corner window. The café, like everything else in this joyful town, was decked out to the max with enough holly and Christmas cheer to make Santa stop and gape in awe.

      I’d taken a chance coming here, but I banked on the fact that it was so early in the morning that no one would be inside except the barista, an attractive young man with light brown curls sweeping across his forehead and over the tops of his ears. He looked much younger than me, and his well-developed biceps peeking out beneath his short-sleeve white T-shirt were impressive for his age. He didn’t look familiar, and luckily, he didn’t seem to recognize me.

      I didn’t want anyone to know I was here, but I knew that would be impossible. I was a big star now, and returning to this small town terrified me. How would people react to seeing me after all these years?

      Maybe I’d get lucky, and no one would realize that I’m the same Claire who grew up here. After all, ten years have passed. I look different now than I did back then. I’m definitely more mature and sophisticated. Not even close to the same person who left in such a rush all those years ago. My features are more defined, my cheekbones more prominent, and my hair color is different. It was dark brown as a teen. I change my hair color frequently now—almost monthly. I enjoyed the change, going from blonde to red or light brown; platinum blonde had been my last shade. Today, it was a soft auburn with copper highlights in honor of my grandmother. It was a blend she had said she liked best on one of her many visits. Many people considered my hair color to be my signature look, or in this case, my signature surprise look.

      I cautiously sipped at a steaming cup of black coffee, keeping my bare hands wrapped around the cardboard to warm them. Living in a small town in the mountainous uppermost part of Northern California was so much different than the fast-paced hustle and bustle of sunny Southern California. I’d almost forgotten how cold it was here in Heartstrings.

      Almost.

      I watched the empty sidewalk that I knew would soon fill up with people flittering by, excitement and wonder on all their faces, their minds full of dreams and promises of what the season might hold. A recently plowed blanket of white covered the street with at least a two-foot snow berm piled along the shoulder. Small pine trees decorated with red bows and gold and silver balls graced the front of each store.

      The shops would soon be open, and some of the employees were outside clearing the sidewalks to allow the patrons to enter without difficulty. Snow-covered wreaths embellished with golden bulbs and large red bows hung from each lamppost along the walkways. Most of the businesses had their window displays decorated with shimmering garlands, stars, twinkling lights, toys, and shiny wrapped presents sitting beneath lavishly festive Christmas trees.

      Soon, children would be laughing and running ahead of their parents, needing to get to the storefront that showcased the toy they hoped Santa would bring them. Christmas was not only in the air but in everyone’s hearts—everyone’s except mine.

      Memories flooded my mind, swelling my chest with guilt. I placed my hand over my heart to help ease the hurt. I knew the pain and where it came from, and I took a deep breath to settle my brittle nerves at the thought of being back in Heartstrings for the first time in ten years.

      I inhaled deeply, then let it out slowly, watching colored lights swing from the streetlights and illuminate every pine tree along the sidewalk, transposing the walkway into a winter wonderland, like the ones you see in the Hallmark Christmas romance movies that my grandmother and I used to watch together around this time of year. I missed her.

      I was stalling. I should get up and finish the short drive to my grandma’s house. A house she left to me. The house I grew up in. The house I left when I was eighteen and hadn’t returned to since. Until now.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t love my grandmother enough to visit her. After all, when you got right down to the heart of things, she was fundamentally my mother. It was more that I couldn’t bring myself to return to Heartstrings and face the guilt and the constant reminders of my past. Unfortunately, the guilt really never left me, no matter where I was. However, I now realized it had been easier to deal with when it wasn’t staring me in the face like it was now.

      Maybe it was too soon to be here.

      But I had no choice this time. I needed to do this, and Grams needed me to do it, though she never complained that I hadn’t come home. Instead, she’d hopped on a plane a couple of times a year and came to visit me. She knew it was difficult for me to get away. Well, at least that was what I’d told her. But she knew the reasons.

      It wasn’t like I was a prisoner in Southern California. But it was a busy and exciting time for me. My career, to my surprise, had taken off. I went from a rising pop star to a famous pop star almost overnight. And now people recognized me almost everywhere I went. I could never go into a coffee shop like this one in Malibu without someone asking for a selfie or my autograph. No matter how hard I tried to disguise myself.

      Even now, as I sat in the corner of this little coffee shop, I kept my head low, never looking anywhere except through the window, worried about revealing my identity. My hair was tucked up into a baseball cap, and the dark blue puffy coat I’d purchased at a gas station convenience store on the way up here hopefully made me inconspicuous. I got lucky that the young barista hadn’t known me when I lived here.

      My grandmother loved the small mountain town and repeatedly said she’d never wanted to live anywhere else. But every now and then, she, too, needed to go where the sun glimmered brightly over the blue sea. And she loved the cool ocean breeze in the summertime. That was the excuse she used every summer when she’d come to visit me.

      She understood me. She understood my need to heal myself and possibly find myself along the way.

      In the time I’d spent in Southern California, it never occurred to me that Grams might not be around forever. She wasn’t that old. She married my grandfather when she was twenty and had my mother, Morgan, when she was twenty-two. Eighteen years later, I was born. Breast cancer stole my mother when I was four, and Grams raised me alone since my grandfather passed away shortly after my mom died. My father, Gray Angelo, had died in a motorcycle accident before I was born. My mother never got the chance to tell him about me.

      The accident that took my grandmother’s life was unexpected, to say the least. An accident that never should have happened. She’d been twenty miles from home when it occurred. Why was she driving during a heavy rain storm late in the afternoon so far away from home? Where was she coming from?

      I asked Karen, my grandmother’s best friend, that question when I called her after learning about the accident, but she told me that she had no idea. The police told her that my grandmother must have swerved to avoid something in the road when she lost control and headed into a tree.

      My grandmother was gone. And I wanted to know why she’d been driving alone from somewhere so far away. Just like ten years ago, I wondered if there was something I could have done to prevent this tragedy.

      Now I needed to get up and accept what she left me. Her one cherished love, other than me. Her home.

      I had three choices. I could sell the house and all the memories it held. Or keep it and rent it out, which would probably be more of a pain in the ass than I wanted to deal with. Or I could live in it.

      Option three was a hard no for me since everyone and everything I knew these days was in Southern California. I had a life there, a career where I was needed for interviews and recordings. Heartstrings had nothing for me anymore, especially now with Grams gone.

      When I left here, I never thought I’d come back. But here I was. And now, as I sat peacefully sipping my coffee and watching the quaint town slowly come to life, I considered the solitude that Heartstrings, with a population of 186, offered compared to the fast pace and lack of privacy in Malibu. Spending time here as an adult might be good for me.

      I didn’t know how long I would stay, but it felt good to be out of the public eye for a while.

      I loved the decorations, the carolers, and all the delicious holiday food. What I didn’t love was the loneliness that loomed over me like a dark cloud threatening to burst above my head. Lonely because my grandmother would no longer be there to make her famous beef stew or knit me a new pair of gloves, which I could really use right about now since the ones I had were super thin. Also, lonely because my long-ago best friend was no longer here in Heartstrings. I had good friends in Southern California, like the band members and Cassie, my ex-roommate, and Lizzie, my manager, but they were different. Not like the ones I’d had here. Friends from another lifetime.

      I was nervous. I wasn’t quite sure how this sad return to my roots, to bid my grandmother farewell with a memorial service, would turn out. Would people accept me, or would they criticize my decision to leave? Would they criticize the fact that I hadn’t been back for ten years? It was a long time.

      It was difficult to maintain my privacy in Malibu. Hard to avoid the paparazzi. Venturing out incognito, hoping to be left alone, was near impossible in Southern California.

      Here I was, back in Heartstrings, California, two weeks before Christmas, and I hadn’t been recognized yet.

      Death was never convenient. Especially now. I needed my grandmother more than ever. I needed her calm, her wisdom, and her comforting arms holding me. She’d always made my life as easy as possible. Oh, how I wished I’d returned for a visit before she’d passed away.

      Tugging my puffy coat tight against me, I shivered my way to my rental car, a small SUV that I picked up at the airport which was two hours away from Heartstrings. The newer vehicle had all-wheel drive that I hoped would hold up to the blizzards—yes, more than one—that were on the local weather forecasts.

      Icy December air manipulated its way to the inside of my clothes, draping me with a chill that made my nose run. I tugged the car door open and sank into the seat. I quickly started the engine, cranking on the heat as high as it would go. I pulled my thin gloves off and rubbed my hands together in anticipation of wrapping them around the heated steering wheel. I glanced at the time on the dashboard. Crap. I was supposed to meet my grandmother’s estate executor at ten to get the house key. I’d taken a crazy early flight and hadn’t been able to sleep the night before, and then I needed coffee before dealing with all the horrible details. Now I was going to be twenty minutes late.

      I headed down Main Street. The light was yellow so I sped up to make it through. I needed every second I could get.

      I knew the speed limit was forty-five and I kept that speed, being careful not to go over, remembering how strict the sheriff had been about speeders when we were in high school and would cruise down Main Street. When I heard a siren approaching from behind, I started to pull to the side of the road to let the ambulance go by until I looked in the rearview mirror and saw the red lights flashing and the police cruiser following me. “What the …?”

      Crap. Why was I getting pulled over? I glanced at the speedometer; I was barely going the speed limit. I’d driven this road a hundred times and had never been pulled over.

      This day couldn’t get any worse.
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      “Possible burglary in progress at 25 Holly Drive.” Stacy’s shrill voice vibrated from the dispatch radio, almost causing me to spill my scalding hot morning coffee onto my lap. I immediately reached over and turned the cruiser’s radio volume down before taping the mic on my lapel.

      “Burglary? That’s the Cartwright house. Who would want to steal anything from that place?” The house itself was older than dirt, as well as all the furnishings inside it, along with the overabundance of dollar store knickknacks.

      Sharleen Cartwright, the small town of Heartstring’s biggest and probably oldest gossip and also a pain in my side this early in the morning, made it her life’s ambition to find a reason to call for help at least once a week.

      “Just dispatching what I’m told, Sheriff. Sharleen sounded super scared this time. Said she was hiding in the closet off the hallway.”

      “Did you tell her to get out of the house?”

      “I did, Sheriff. But she said she couldn’t because she has hair dye soaking on her head and refuses to go out in public. So, she’s hiding in the closet waiting for you.”

      I rolled my eyes and sighed. That was a sight I wasn’t sure I wanted to see. “Okay. I’m heading over there now.” Making the left-hand turn toward Holly Drive, I left the siren off. Sharleen Cartwright was probably exaggerating. It was most likely noise from her old worn-out heater in the basement. Still, I didn’t want to warn the thief that I was approaching if someone was, in fact, robbing her old house.

      After I turned down Main Street, a red Ford SUV sped by at forty-five miles an hour, according to my radar. No one drove down Heartstring’s Main Street that fast at nine o’clock on a Saturday morning.

      “Well, now, where are you heading to this morning in such a hurry?” I pressed the microphone button. “On second thought, Stacy, you better get Harley to go over there. I have a speed demon in my midst that I need to catch. Besides, it will be good practice for him.” Harley was a new young deputy but very capable of dealing with Sharleen Cartwright.

      “Okay, Sheriff.”

      I flipped on the siren and lights as I followed the SUV until it pulled over to the side of the road.

      It wasn’t a vehicle I recognized so I took extra precautions and unsnapped my weapon’s holster while I walked to the driver’s side.

      I tapped my finger against the window. The person’s face was shielded by their hooded jacket, and they had dark glasses on. I rolled my hand in the air, indicating that I wanted them to roll down the window. When they did, a female voice asked, “Why did you pull me over?”

      I ignored her question as the answer was pretty obvious. “License and registration, please.”

      She dug into a large black backpack that sat beside her.

      Warning seized my gut, and I placed my hand over my gun. “Stop right there and put your hands on the steering wheel where I can see them.”

      She glanced at me, those dark glasses not giving any of her identity away. “What?”

      “You heard me. Hands on the wheel.”

      “Why?”

      When she didn’t immediately comply, I pointed my gun toward her.

      She gasped and then did as I requested. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Do I look like a criminal?”

      “Can’t be too cautious. What’s in the bag?” I asked, nodding toward the large backpack sitting on the seat beside her.

      “My driver’s license, which I can’t get it if my hands are on the steering wheel.”

      “Most women carry their license in a purse.”

      “Well, I’m not most women.” She lifted her sunglasses and squinted at me. “Cam? Is that you?”

      There was no mistaking those vibrant blue eyes—eyes that always left me weak-kneed as I melted into them. “Claire?”

      I fumbled with the snap on my holster to secure my gun, then took off my shades and smiled stupidly at her. She’d been a fantasy of mine since probably about second grade, and apparently, that hadn’t changed one bit.

      “You’re the sheriff?”

      “In the flesh. I heard you might be coming back for the ah...” I took my hat off and held it by my side. “Sorry about your grandmother. It was quite a shock for everyone around here.”

      I felt so stupid standing there about ready to write her a ticket. A girl, well, woman now, that I hadn’t been able to get out of my system since the day she left to become famous. Yeah. She was famous now, and I was … well, not famous by any means.

      “Thanks. I appreciate that.” She glanced behind me and then asked, “Why did you pull me over?”

      “You were speeding.” I positioned my hat back on my head and stuck my sunglasses on my face so she couldn’t see how infatuated I still was with her. She was just as beautiful, if not more so than she was the first time I kissed her in tenth grade at Les Monty’s Christmas party. A kiss that had led to a passionate and ultimately heartbreaking love affair during our junior and senior years. Back then we were known as the Heartstrings sweethearts. Voted the couple most likely to marry and grow old together.

      The heartbreak was mine the day she’d left without a reasonable explanation. At least not one I could accept.

      “I wasn’t speeding.” She laughed.

      My voice became serious. “You were going forty-five miles an hour.”

      “That’s hardly over the speed limit.”

      “It is thirty miles over the speed limit.”

      “Wait. Since when?” She scoffed with a little chuckle as though she thought I was making it up. I briefly lifted
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