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        Twice Struck or Three Strikes? Country Music Superstars’ Marriage Implodes!

        

        The king and queen of country music are reportedly calling it quits after the king was caught, yet again, in a steamy clinch with another woman. Cole Corbin was captured on camera groping an amorous fan at infamous Nashville late-night venue, Losers. The woman at the heart of this month’s scandal - a veterinary nurse named Amber Lee - wrote on social media in a since deleted post that she believes they had “a special connection,” and claimed the encounter was “passionate.”

        

        This is the third time Corbin has been photographed in less-than-ideal circumstances, with apparent dalliances with young starlet Huxley Sway and bombshell influencer Anya Amora captured by paparazzi in the last twelve months. It appears that this most recent clinch is finally the last straw for glamorous wife Savannah Grace.

        

        Sources close to the couple report that Grace had previously been willing to give her wayward husband the benefit of the doubt. “He’s a handsome guy and a superstar to boot; women are always flinging themselves at him and Savannah trusted him when he said the photos weren’t what they looked like.”

        

        This third strike, however, is just one too many coincidences for the country star to swallow and she’s ordered him to pack his bags. “Savannah is beyond heartbroken,” our sources revealed. “She put her trust in him and he burned her like a firework on the fourth of July.”

        

        To make matters worse for the singer, her soon to be ex-husband has reacted to his marching orders like a man released from prison. In the week since the news of the split broke, he’s been photographed partying non-stop with a bevy of beautiful women, even playing an impromptu gig at Nashville’s famed Basement, where he reportedly announced to the stunned audience the launch of his solo career.

        

        As husband-and-wife duo Twice Struck, the pair rocketed to fame with their first single, “Your Heart” hitting number one on the country music charts and number three on the Billboard Hot 100. The talented pair have rarely been out of the charts ever since, releasing six hit albums together and cementing their position as country music royalty. Their most recent release, “Without You” went triple platinum and featured their signature duet vocals that Pitchfork described as “voices matched in heaven, like nothing seen in country music since Dolly met Porter.”

        

        “It’s a triple whammy,” our source disclosed. “Not only has Savannah lost her husband, she’s lost her band and her career. He’s off playing solo gigs and she’s left holding the baby.”

        

        The couple welcomed their first child, Tucker Grace Corbin, back in March. He’s now just three months old.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      This, Brynn knew, would not be rock bottom. If there was one thing she’d learned over the last decade of her life, it was that what you thought was rock bottom was often just a pit stop on the way down. There was always somewhere further you could fall.

      

      This moment right now, however, had to at least rate somewhere in her top three rock bottoms. As she stood on her front doorstep, reeling, Brynn took stock.

      

      The first rock bottom of flunking out of med school in her final year was pretty memorable. It was what her disappointed parents would pick as her rock bottom if they were asked. Brynn, however, would disagree with that assessment. Not because it was a particular life highlight for her, but simply because her parents still didn’t know about the next rock bottom in line: the solid year of serious drinking she’d done about it.

      

      Brynn mentally flicked over the complete series of humiliating, drinking-related rock bottoms she’d tumbled down as efficiently as if it were drinking and not medicine that was her true calling in life. It took a moment for her to shake herself out of her shame spiral, reminding herself she’d now been sober for six long years. Was that two rock bottoms or twenty? Who could count?

      

      Since she’d quit drinking, her life hadn’t ever shattered that way again, at least not as spectacularly. It hadn’t exactly continued on in the upward trajectory anyone had previously imagined for her, but she did okay. She wasn’t a doctor, but she still saved lives. Being a lifeguard might not be as prestigious or highly paid, but there were more than a handful of weak swimmers still walking this earth because of Brynn Marshall’s strong stroke and quick actions. 

      

      Her life had been - up until three minutes ago - all around pretty great for the past few years: chilled, relaxed, calm, easy-going…all were accurate descriptors for Brynn’s state of life. A bit of a theme there, sure, but she’d worked damn hard to get this laid back. And she’d been fortunate. So many others moved to LA and got swallowed up by the scene, dying of unfulfilled ambitions and a life lived at full speed. Not so for Brynn, who’d deliberately kept her expectations low. She’d fallen on her feet in so many ways, the most important of which was finding a solid, nurturing home base.

      

      Her neat, sweet, studio apartment - not owned, just rented, but hers for the last five years - was the center of her life in LA. She’d somehow stumbled onto the one and only freakishly affordable piece of real estate in one of the most expensive cities on the planet. Her landlord, Patricia, didn’t say much, but Brynn figured she was like a surrogate granddaughter to the elderly woman, since she’d never once upped the rent to match their surroundings; it was clear she wanted her young lodger to thrive. With property prices rocketing out of reach all around her - and her never-ending student loan bills to pay from her years of pointless study - Brynn knew she would never survive this city without Pat’s unwavering support.

      

      She was fortunate, also, to have the support of amazing friends. Okay, specifically, she had the support of one excellent best friend, and a handful of pretty good acquaintances she was working on. But for a town like LA, that was doing okay. Noah Lyman was right this minute ambling up the path behind her, all skinny jeans, man bun and sculpted facial hair.

      

      “What’s that?” he asked by way of greeting, noticing her frozen position, stuck staring at the notice pinned to her front door. “Holy shit!” He grabbed for it, tearing the paper slightly. “You’re getting evicted?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “That was cold.” Noah shook his head, knocking back his shot of green juice from the booth seat opposite her. “I can’t believe Pat sold you out so quickly. I thought you two had a vibe.”

      

      “Me too,” groaned Brynn. “I honestly thought she kinda cared about me. At least enough not to cash up her properties and move to Vegas for the high life the moment she knew she could.”

      

      Noah snorted.

      

      “It’s LA real estate, Brynn… what did you think, she was gonna take care of you, instead? Keep your little Golden Girls fantasy going on forever?”

      

      “No,” Brynn lied, taking a swig of her kombucha and diverting her gaze out the bistro window. “Of course not. It’s just… I’m thirty-one years old and I’m gonna have to go live with a bunch of roommates again. Do you know how much I hate that idea?”

      

      “I mean, sure. Maybe it’ll be good for you, though?” tried Noah with a shrug. “You never know. Could get you out of your rut.”

      

      “I’m not ready for the toxic positivity spin just yet,” she pushed back glumly. “Let me wallow in my depression first.” She looked down at the bottle in her hands, desperately wishing it was something stronger.

      

      They sipped in silence for a moment, before being interrupted by the rudely healthy-looking server placing their order on the table between them. Burger and fries for Brynn, kale slaw for Noah. Because Noah had picked the restaurant, the burger was tempeh and the fries were lotus root, but since he was also paying, she took what she could get.

      

      “Wait.” She propped her elbows up on the table, popping a fry into her mouth. “You said you had good news to celebrate and I’m here raining all over your parade. What’s up?”

      

      “Are you sure you want to hear it right now?” Noah looked up. “We can stay depressed if you want.”

      

      “No, come on, I’m sorry. It’s fine, cheer me up.”

      

      “It’s… big.” His brown eyes were sparkling.

      

      “How big?”

      

      “The biggest.” He shook his head slowly. “I don’t even know; I keep pinching myself. It’s finally here… the actual big time.” He looked a little shellshocked at the words leaving his mouth.

      

      “Noah, what the hell? Tell me!”

      

      He grinned.

      

      “You know how Bella had been calling me and wanting to meet up?” She nodded. Noah was a musician - a pretty successful one, even by LA standards - and Bella was his manager. “I had lunch with her today. She’d had a call, wanting to set up a collaboration.”

      

      “With who?” Brynn bounced slightly in her seat with impatience. Noah took a deep breath for effect.

      

      “Savannah Grace.”

      

      “Who?” She frowned, trying to place the name.

      

      Noah wilted.

      

      “Twice Struck?” he tried.

      

      “What?”

      

      “Ah fuck, man. Savannah Grace. Twice Struck. She’s an enormous deal. It’s because you don’t pay any attention to country music.”

      

      “Ohhh, country music, yeah. Not really my thing,” she confirmed apologetically. “But she’s big?”

      

      “So big!” He shook his head in exasperation. “They were pretty much the number one act for forever until her band broke up a couple of years ago. Wait, you know the song…” He began to hum. “Your blood, my veins, your heart, my pain…”

      

      “Oh.” She brightened, joining him for the next line, her voice going high and silly. “These bones, my cage, your hands release me…” She stopped and grinned. “Talk about a co-dependence anthem. I hate that fucking song.” Noah groaned and threw a strip of seaweed at her. “But her voice is stunning,” she allowed, picking nori out of the long strands of her dark hair.

      

      “Look, she’s famous as hell, her voice is insane, and she wants to work with me.” Noah spread out his hands, his grin wide and goofy. “This is a big deal. She wants to break out of the country music box and I’m who she wants to collaborate with. The fact that she even knows my name is crazy enough, to be honest.”

      

      “I’m stoked for you.” Brynn reached across the table and punched his slender bicep. “But I’m not surprised. You’re kind of a huge deal yourself, you big ole superstar.” Noah rolled his eyes, uncomfortable as always at any reference to his success as indie music’s newest critics’ darling. “What does it mean to collaborate, anyway?”

      

      “Well, in this case, it means I’m leaving LA for a little while,” he said. “Could have been better timing, it turns out,” he added awkwardly, as he met her eyes.

      

      “It’s okay,” she lied, trying not to let her face fall. No home, no best friend. A one-two punch. “For how long?”

      

      “Maybe a month… maybe three months?”

      

      “Oh… wow…”

      

      “She has a winter home. You know, celebrities; it’s a rich person version of a log cabin.” He shrugged. “Just, you know, massive. It’s super secluded, somewhere in the woods in Vermont. She’s up there to bunker down, get away from everything and just get the right vibe.”

      

      “Yeah… the vibe,” Brynn said distantly. She was trying not to cry. Three months without her best - and really, only friend - while she would be living god knows where, with god knows who - and, for that matter - doing god knows what. She couldn’t afford to stay living in Santa Monica on her salary, and there was no way she’d find a place that wasn’t closer than about ninety hours of commuting in the traffic to the beach for work. Which likely meant finding a new job to boot. Three strikes to Loserville, population: Brynn. Suddenly, she felt incredibly tired. A stubborn jerk of a tear forced its way over her lashes and she tried to brush it away before Noah noticed.

      

      “Oh man.” He noticed. “I’m sorry. I’m blabbing away about winter homes and you don’t even have a home.” He looked at her. “I’d say you’re welcome to sublet my apartment while I’m away, but Jack’s already half moved his girlfriend in. You know how he gets. If I’d known, I’d-”

      

      “It’s okay! I’m okay.” She was not okay. “Honestly, I’ll work it out. I’ll start looking tomorrow; it won’t be that bad.” It would be that bad. Her solitude and peace were two pillars supporting her wellbeing and sobriety. Her job with its sun and surf kept her sane. The idea of living with strangers again made her chest feel tight. She’d have to move fast, because without a job, she’d have no references. Shit, maybe she could just move into her car for a while? The AC was broken but with the back seats folded down-

      

      “Wait!” Noah jerked her out of her ever-increasing anxiety spiral. “I have the best idea! You should come with me!”

      

      Brynn shook her head, confused.

      

      “I can’t do that,” she told him flatly. “This is your big break. She wants you, not your loser friend hanging around.”

      

      “First up: not a loser. Secondly, it’s not going to be just her and I holed up in the woods. She’s a massive star. There’ll be an entourage…a manager, assistants, a chef…and like, staff.”

      

      “You want me to come as your entourage?”

      

      “No! But she won’t even blink if I bring someone. I mean, probably anyway. I’ll tell her… I’ll say…. ha! I’ll say I’m bringing my wife.”

      

      “I’m not marrying you, Lyman. You’re very pretty, but I’m gay.”

      

      “I know, asshole, you don’t have to actually marry me. Just pretend. Come on, think about it. We’ll get to winter holiday in Vermont! Bella already said I get a whole damn suite to myself as part of the deal.” She clearly didn’t look convinced because he continued. “Look. We both know you’re staring down a scummy rental with five roommates in West Covina.” He spread out his hands apologetically while she blanched, knowing his assessment was correct. “Instead, you could be living in luxury surrounded in, I don’t know… scenery. It’s perfect! I’ll be busy writing with Savannah all day and you’ll have the place to yourself. It’ll just give you time to work out your next move.”

      

      “I mean… Noah, that’s just… really crazy. Generous and crazy. Crazy. I don’t know what to say…”

      

      “Then pretend to make me the happiest man on earth and let me be your fake husband,” Noah deadpanned. “Come on, Brynn, I’m going to be stuck in the woods with a megastar. She’s going to be a spoiled, narcissistic pain in the ass. They always are. Having my best friend there will make it bearable. I’m begging you.”

      

      “Because you’re kind enough to pretend it’s a favor for you, I will throw you a bone and kindly consent. For your benefit, obviously.”

      

      “Yes! Thank you for saving my skin!”

      

      “And your blood and your veins, your heart and your bone cage,” she reminded him.

      

      “Alright, now let’s talk about how you’re not going to get me fired by mocking the hand that feeds us…”
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      Two days later, Brynn stood in the debris of her apartment with a small collection of cardboard boxes and a much bigger pile of garbage bags. There wasn’t any point in keeping a lot of belongings. Storage was expensive and there wasn’t much she owned that she treasured. To her left lay an open suitcase as she tried to figure out what - if any - of her Californian wardrobe would translate to late fall in Vermont. Jeans, vests, light sweaters, her favorite leather jacket. To her right, her ‘keep’ pile. Summer clothes she’d need on her return, a small collection of trinkets, her beat-up guitar, and some books.

      

      She pulled the last stack from the bookshelf, ready to sort. The pile tipped, leaving the hefty volume at the bottom staring up at her. She pulled her hand back as if it had burned her. In a way, it had. Gray’s Anatomy: the textbook, not the TV series. She remembered pouring over it in pre-med, tracing the shapes on the page with her fingers: the directional flow of blood through the coronary arteries, the pattern of cranial nerves across the face, the sites of oxygen exchange in the lungs. She’d imagined them under the skin of strangers in the street, sure in her belief that one day all this knowledge would translate to her fixing problems, correcting the course of a body going off track. She’d spend her life saving other lives. Being of service. Being useful. Being what her family expected.

      

      Instead, here she was: newly unemployed, having given her notice down at the beach this morning and just about newly homeless. The entirety of her future plan right now was to accept a free plane ticket across the country to hang onto Noah’s coattails, eating free food and sleeping in a free bed, mooching around the woods on a celebrity’s dime. Useless. The word hissed in her mind with the memory of hot breath too close to her ear, the tone sneering.

      

      What did she even have to show for herself? What was her life worth? Shame overwhelmed her as she stared down at the book, remembering what it felt like to have a purpose. Acting almost on autopilot, she tucked the textbook into her suitcase, trying not to think too hard at what that action signified.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      In the middle of the afternoon the following Sunday, Brynn jolted awake as the plane wheels juddered down on the runway in Burlington, Vermont. At Noah’s raised eyebrows and gesture, she wiped a little drool off her chin and rolled her shoulders, trying to get the crick out of her neck. Once they’d disembarked and collected their luggage, they were whisked away by a discreet, luxury town car driven by a large, muscular white man who didn’t offer his name. 

      

      Brynn blinked as they quickly passed through the picturesque town and entered the most glorious blast of red, green, and gold forest she’d ever seen. Fall in LA was pretty much the same as spring and winter: mid seventies and sunny. But this… this was fall on steroids. Dappled sunlight teased through the windows as the colors glowed. Views of Lake Champlain, perfectly calm, sparkled between the trees. Settling in for a long ride, she was surprised when within about twenty minutes, they pulled into a large imposing stone driveway with an eight-meter wrought-iron gate.

      

      “Why are we stopping?” she whispered to Noah.

      

      “I think we’re there?” he replied, craning his neck around to see as the driver spoke into the intercom.

      

      “I thought we were headed for some private, middle-of-nowhere in the woods? We’re barely out of Burlington.”

      

      “Yeah, but you’re forgetting: when you’re rich, you can buy your woods wherever you want them.”

      

      Noah was right. After the enormous gate admitted them, they drove for another few minutes through pristine private woodlands before they finally - and yet suddenly - saw their destination. Brynn’s jaw dropped. The view before her was almost beyond comprehension.

      

      The land had come to a narrow headland high on a bluff on the shores of the lake. The house was immense, and yet somehow quaint, built from dark stone, almost black, with gabled windows and lush with immaculately tended vines. The forest wove like a red and gold tapestry around it, with the afternoon light reflecting off the water behind it. The view stretched out over the gray lake to the distant mountains beyond.

      

      As they stepped out of the car in front of the stately home, Brynn almost snapped in half at the icy breeze that ran through her, despite the leather jacket she wrapped around herself. Beside her, Noah shivered too.

      

      “Ah, the Californians have arrived,” boomed a loud voice, the tone wry. Coming down the steps from the house was a lean middle-aged white man who seemed wildly underdressed for the weather in a crisp blue business shirt and neatly tailored suit pants. He was apparently too rugged to be bothered by the temperature though, leisurely shaking both their hands, waving for them to leave their luggage to be attended to as he led them into the house. “Chester Keaton,” he introduced himself. “Savannah’s manager. Welcome to Lake’s End. We’re real pleased to meet you, Mr. Lyman, Mrs. Lyman.”

      

      Brynn tried not to twitch at the greeting and Noah’s mouth only quirked slightly as they studiously avoided each other’s eye contact.  

      

      “Whew, it’s warmer in here,” was all she could offer as they crossed the stone threshold and she took in the bright white interior of the entranceway.

      

      Chester led them through the grand entrance hall into an expansive living room. The floors were polished wooden boards which glowed with the warmth of the large glassed-in fireplace. The furniture was a combination of expensive brown leather and dark gray linen couches, all so cushy and soft they made Brynn want to curl up and melt into them instantly. A grand piano took up the far right corner, making her fingers itch to look at it. One end of the room was floor to ceiling glass, letting in the afternoon light and the view over a manicured lawn, with big white Adirondack chairs set out overlooking the bluff and down to the lake. The water beyond was so limitless it almost looked like the ocean.

      

      “It’s only going to get colder, Mrs. Lyman,” warned Chester with a twinkle in his eye. “Hope you packed your winter coat!”

      

      “Brynn, please,” she corrected him. This Mrs. business was going to be the death of her, as she fought off the strained, mildly hysterical giggle bubbling up inside her. “And this is my winter coat,” she added wryly, shrugging inside her leather.

      

      “Ah. I’ll have Remy take you back into town tomorrow so you can start your shopping tour then! Burlington is very well resourced.”

      

      “Yeah, that’d be… great.” Brynn was not a shopper, and she definitely didn’t have the budget for whatever a tour of shopping entailed. Chester had stylishly-cut steel-gray hair and dark flashing eyes surrounded by deep crow’s feet that made him look perpetually a little worried, despite his cheerful smile. He cocked his head for them to follow.

      

      “Brace yourselves,” he remarked, before opening one of the glass doors and leading them back outside into the chill. Later, she would wonder if Chester had been warning them about the cold outside, or something else altogether. Hunching her shoulders, Brynn gestured for Noah to go first, trying to shelter behind his skinny frame as the light breeze sliced through her.

      

      The perfectly trimmed lawn was emerald green and lush, feeling soft under her shoes. When had she last walked on grass? Her life in LA was all pavement and sand. She tried to take in the surroundings, but it almost felt too much. Every tree was spectacular in its individual blaze of color, the lake a sheet of polished glass, the sky a soft blue completely untouched by the smog of LA.

      

      The men ahead of her came to a stop and she stepped around from behind them to see why. Hidden in one of the Adirondack chairs at the edge of the bluff, looking out over the lake was a woman. She, too, seemed dressed poorly for the cold, in skinny blue jeans, ankle boots and a gray knit sweater. Her long blonde hair was pulled up in a messy bun. She wore no makeup and while her cheeks glowed slightly pink in the cold, her lips were blanched almost white, her large blue eyes watering. For a moment, Brynn wondered if they’d surprised her while she was crying, but as the woman’s unflinching expression settled on them, she figured she was just cold.

      

      “Savannah Grace,” Chester gestured. “Noah Lyman, and his wife Brynn.” Brynn started. Not just at the ‘wife’ word again, but at the realization that this was the megastar they’d come to meet. She didn’t look like a celebrity at all, nor Brynn’s idea of a country singer. This small, plainly dressed woman? No cowboy boots or big hair? She rolled her eyes internally at herself and looked closer.

      

      Savannah was objectively stunning, even dressed down the way she was: her eyes the exact same shade as the lake, full lips (probably natural, her LA brain immediately assessed), flawless skin and both curves and legs that her plain outfit couldn’t conceal. She suddenly realized the gray-blue eyes were watching her back and she felt a flush come over her as she rearranged her own expression from checking her out to one of friendly greeting. Great wifing, Marshall, she thought with chagrin.

      

      Savannah didn’t get up but reached out to shake both their hands, her fingers icy cool. Brynn fought the urge to squeeze them between her own and rub some warmth into them. Why on earth would you choose to sit out here when there was a delicious log fire inside? How long had she been there, and more importantly, how long would they have to stay out there with her? Fucking celebrities.

      

      “Lucille will show them to their rooms, but I thought you’d like to meet our guests first.” Chester filled the silence after both she and Noah had murmured their nice to meet you-s. Savannah seemed to shake herself, as if remembering that talking was a thing that regular mortals did.

      

      “Thank you for coming,” she murmured, the words barely out of her mouth before the phone beside her on the wooden chair interrupted with a piano version of Brahms' Lullaby, which frankly was a very creepy ringtone to choose. “Excuse me,” she said, before turning her body slightly and answering the call. She listened for less than a second. “I’m on my way,” she said to the caller and hung up without saying goodbye. She got to her feet. “I’m really very sorry,” she addressed Noah. “We’ll talk soon,” she promised, as if they hadn’t just flown seven hours to meet her. All three turned and watched as she paced across the lawn and disappeared into the house.

      

      “Did we…do something wrong?” asked Noah. Chester shook his head, looking faintly worried as he always seemed to.

      

      “No, no, all is well,” he said, his voice remaining cheerful. “Savannah is just a bit torn between responsibilities at the moment. She’ll settle down and focus when you two start writing. Oh, my stars, Mrs. Lyman, you look frozen through. Let’s get you back inside, shall we?”

      

      Brynn had never been so pleased to submit to old-fashioned chivalry in her life. Once inside in the warmth, an older woman appeared and introduced herself as Lucille, the housekeeper. She led them up an enormous white flight of stairs and along corridors hung with stunning black-and-white shots of a number of musicians in action, none of whom Brynn recognised, although one or two looked vaguely familiar. Coming to the end of the hall, Lucille opened one half of a double door and welcomed them to their suite.

      

      Suite was perhaps underselling it. Brynn’s entire apartment could have fit inside it eight times over. As the door closed behind them - Lucille letting them know there’d be pre-dinner drinks served at 6 p.m. - she and Noah exchanged awed grins and high-fived each other before leaping in to explore.

      

      They had their own bright and beautifully appointed living room, with three gigantic sofas and an oversized television, a well-stocked kitchenette complete with a tall bar fridge filled with drinks and snacks. The bathroom was stunning: all soft gray stone with a lush clawfoot tub positioned under a vast picture window facing out over the lake. Finally, there was a luxuriously appointed bedroom with the biggest bed Brynn had ever seen. The bedding was soft, white and fluffy, making it look like a giant cloud. With a groan, she flopped her tired body down onto it and lay sprawling, limbs spread out like a starfish.

      

      “Where are you going to sleep, Lyman?”

      

      “Pfft,” Noah snorted. “I could have an orgy on the other side of this bed and you wouldn’t even notice.”

      

      “Good point.” Brynn rolled over about eight times and claimed the right side of the bed as her own. She sat up and gazed outside, mesmerized by the gentle undulations of the lake, framed by the spectacular patchwork of bright trees. “So…. Savannah… was she just what you imagined?”

      

      “I don’t know,” mused Noah. “Too soon to tell. I mean, we barely saw her.”

      

      “Right? She was rude. So very I have more important things to do than waste time on mere underlings like you.”

      

      “I’m not sure man, she seemed… fragile or something.” Noah had hauled his suitcase out and started to unpack his many hair products.

      

      “Ugh please, that’s such a gross dude thing to say. She’s pretty and she’s petite, so you’re all naw, she’s fragile. The woman’s a powerhouse; I’m sure she doesn’t need you to sweep her up in your manly arms and save her.”

      

      “Doesn’t mean she’s not human.” Noah shrugged as he crossed to the bathroom, likely to take up all the storage space. Brynn rolled her eyes and followed him, her far more humble cosmetics bag in hand.

      

      “You’ve changed your tune. You thought she’d be a typical celebrity pain in the ass, then after she acts exactly like one, you decide she’s a delicate teeny-weeny human. It’s got nothing to do with the fact that she’s wildly gorgeous, though, right?”

      

      “You noticed that too, huh?” Noah wriggled his eyebrows at her. “Unlike you, since you’re a country music philistine, I already knew what she looked like. But no, it’s not that. I think she just seemed…sad. And stressed, or something. I hope she still wants to write with me.” He looked worried.

      

      “She paid for our flights out, didn’t she? I’m sure she’ll get her head out of her ass soon enough. Don’t worry about it just yet, my friend.”

      

      They unpacked together. Noah was a ski-bunny in Winter and his wardrobe was far more Vermont-ready than her own. Brynn wasn’t particularly worried. Their suite was deliciously toasty, and she figured it’d be at least a week before she even wanted to get out of the impossibly cozy bed.

      

      “Dude… what’s this?” Noah was peering into her almost empty suitcase. “Some light reading?” He was looking at her old anatomy textbook.

      

      Brynn flushed.

      

      “Nothing. Just a whim,” she hedged. Noah sat on the end of the bed and cocked his head.

      

      “What kind of whim makes you pack twelve pounds of medical text on a plane?”

      

      “I don’t know… I just imagined brushing up on my knowledge again, that’s all,” she minimized.

      

      “For fun?” Noah looked incredulous. Then he looked shocked. “Brynn, are you thinking about going back?”

      

      “I don’t know!” she huffed defensively. Noah was looking at her like she’d casually suggested a cosmetic limb amputation. He stayed silent, waiting. Damnit, that interrogation technique always worked. “Maybe,” she admitted. “I just… what the hell else am I doing with my life, you know?”

      

      “Med school nearly killed you,” he said flatly, as if she needed reminding. “Find something else! There’re all kinds of things you could do if you’re done hauling people out of the ocean. Being a doctor isn’t the be all and end all.”

      

      “I’m sorry, have you met my parents?” Noah had, in fact, met her parents. Her mother was an eminent cardiothoracic surgeon and her father the head of neurology at Stanford. “Or my siblings?” Her big sister Anna was a pediatrician, while their younger brother Stephen was completing his training as an emergency room physician. “Jesus, or my grandmother, for that matter?” Her Grandma Thea was a legendary infectious diseases specialist and the family matriarch. Being in medicine in the Marshall family was more than an expectation; it was assumed to be the rule.

      

      “Fair point. Your family is legitimately crazy though.” Noah shook his head. “Remember when I’d just gotten my big record deal and your ma told me I should consider turning it down to go back to college instead? I think even the idea of an Asian guy without a degree gave her actual heart palpitations,” he snorted. “They’re very narrow. Plus, you’re a grown adult, Brynn; you don’t have to do what they tell you anymore.”

      

      “I know that!” she exhaled sharply. “But it still sucks being the family letdown. And outside of that…” to her extreme annoyance she was suddenly on the verge of tears. “I’m feeling a little lost right now and you mocking me about it isn’t exactly helping.”

      

      “Hey!” Noah leapt off the bed and before she knew it, she was wrapped up in a tight bear hug. “I’m not mocking you. Jeez, tiger, I got you.” She sniffed and wiped her tears with a handful of his t-shirt. “That better not be snot.” He patted her on her back, making her laugh-cry. Great. Hysteria. He pulled back, holding her shoulders and looking her in the eye. “Brynn,” he declared. “You’re a goddamned rockstar. You’re going to find your thing and when you do, you’ll be unstoppable.”

      

      “Alright coach.” She batted his hands away, but she couldn’t stop her grateful smile. “I’m good, you pepped me. Is it time for those drinks yet? I’m dying for half a bottle of good whisky. I’m kidding,” she added, throwing her hands up at his look. She was kidding, but she also wasn’t lying. Rock bottom, as always, just over the horizon if you tried.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time she and Noah prepared to head downstairs for happy hour, Brynn was feeling better. She’d showered off the long day of travel in the insanely wonderful bathroom under a showerhead the size of a dinner plate, and changed into something warmer. She looked at her freshly washed reflection in the full-sized mirror and shrugged. Her long dark hair was sleek and fragrant after a dose of the luxury shampoo she’d found waiting on the shelf, and the cold climate couldn’t repress her California glow. She knew that her best skinny jeans paired with a red plaid button-up with the sleeves rolled to her elbow wasn’t exactly dressed up, but she figured gay-woman and indie-music-wife weren’t too distant from each other. Besides, Savannah herself had seemed pretty casual.

      

      She walked back into the bedroom and immediately started laughing. Noah looked back at her, dressed in skinny jeans and a red plaid shirt.

      

      “Jesus,” he said. “We’ve been married five minutes and we’re already merged into twins.”

      

      “It’s because we’re lesbians,” she sighed. “Alright, you have to change.”

      

      “Why me? This is my favorite shirt!”

      

      “You brought twenty shirts. I only have, like, three of them.”

      

      “Ugh.” He slouched back to their shared walk-in closet and came back out in a V-neck long-sleeved t-shirt that was somehow both loose and flattering to his long, lean frame. “Better?”

      

      “Yeah, you look very Men’s Health magazine,” she told him. “I’m definitely going to steal that from you.”

      

      “Wow, marriage is awesome, I can see why my mom is always at me about it,” Noah grumbled as they headed out the door.

      

      When they entered the living room, Brynn found herself almost aggravated by how beautiful it was. The tail end of a blazing red sunset still lit the sky beyond the glass wall and the darkening interior was lit by the warm glow of the fire and several extremely tasteful copper lamps. To her surprise, Savannah was already present, tinkering quietly at the beautiful piano in the corner, her golden hair in loose waves down her back. The music wasn’t familiar - it felt improvised - and for a moment Brynn found herself wishing they didn’t have to disturb her so she wouldn’t stop playing. Chester, however, popped up out of his armchair where he’d been furiously typing on his phone.

      

      “Mr. and Mrs. Lyman!” he greeted them cheerily. “I trust your accommodation is sufficient?”

      

      “It’s amazing, thank you,” Noah told him. “And please, it’s Noah and Brynn.”

      

      “You won’t change him,” came the voice from the piano. Savannah had stopped playing and swung around on the seat to look at them. “He’s old-fashioned. It took him eight years to call me by my first name.”

      

      Now that she was finally talking, Savannah had a soft southern drawl, the aural equivalent of melted toffee, the warmth of which seemed at odds with her stillness. Her tone was dry and it was difficult to tell if she was teasing Chester or instructing them on expected cultural standards. “I’m sorry I had to rush off earlier,” she added. Brynn wondered if Chester had prompted the apology. “I’m so grateful to you for coming; I know you’re a long way from home.”

      

      “Are you serious?” Noah was bouncing slightly on the balls of his feet with the air of an excited child. “I’d have flown to the Arctic to write with you. I’m so honored.”

      

      His genuine enthusiasm broke through something in the air and Savannah smiled. The smile transformed her face entirely and Brynn caught a glimpse of the intense charm and charisma routine to a famous person. She could imagine that face on album covers and stadium stages, microphone in hand, crowds adoring her. Hell, she’d be half-tempted to buy a poster of that face herself.

      

      “I’m looking forward to it.” That drawl again, pure whisky and smoky mountains. Savannah’s eyes - dark gray in this light - sought out Brynn now. “Mrs. Lyman, I hope you won’t get too bored while you’re here. It’s not LA, but I think it has its own charms.”

      

      Brynn couldn’t stop her slight grin this time. She imagined teleporting Savannah to LA for an instant, to see the life she’d left behind. The wealthy star would be horrified, she was sure of it.

      

      “Believe me when I say I’m thrilled to be here,” she said sincerely. “And for the love of god, won’t someone please call me by my first name around here?”

      

      Savannah smiled again, and wow, okay, a girl could get used to being the focus of that particular blaze of light. “Sure, Brynn,” she said lightly and Brynn was not quite prepared for how her name would sound coming out this woman’s mouth. Fine. Okay, consider her charmed. Noah was right. Perhaps Savannah was, in fact, a human. Or maybe she was just really good at being charming when she wanted to be. It was part of her job, after all.

      

      Chester played barman and Noah said yes to a whisky, while Brynn asked for a soda water. Savannah didn’t have to ask before Chester handed her an oversized wine glass with a splash of red wine inside. Brynn managed not to snigger as Noah choked on his first sip. She knew he’d only asked for whisky to try to fit in with his idea of a country musician, and there she was, demurely sipping on a merlot. She settled in, prepared to enjoy his discomfort, but Savannah surprised her.

      

      “Would you perhaps try the wine?” she suggested, as if it were extremely important to her. “It’s from a vineyard back home and I’m kinda partial to it.”

      

      Brynn was pretty sure that was code for a vineyard that I own. Noah gratefully accepted, while Brynn regretfully declined. Savannah looked at her for a beat longer but didn’t push it, for which she found herself grateful.

      

      Another three people wandered in: a fashionably nerdy white guy with vanity frames and freckles, a stunning, tall, willowy Black woman who looked like a supermodel and another white guy: an honest to god cowboy with a broad chest and boots that made him look like he’d ridden up on his own horse. Savannah introduced them as Travis, Coral and Jed, three members of her band. All three were intimidatingly cool, in a completely different flavor of cool than people in LA. LA cool was always trying to one-up you, to remind you of your place. Nashville cool was less showy and more watchful, letting you come to them. Brynn already preferred it.

      

      Travis instantly gravitated to Noah, clapping him on the shoulder. “I love your album, man,” he said straight up. “Savannah introduced me to it and I’ve pretty much worn holes in the vinyl playing it.”

      

      “Oh wow, thank you, that means a lot.” Noah looked thrilled. That was the thing about Noah. He didn’t do cool. Which somehow made him cooler. He and Travis looked straight up in bro-love already and the two of them took a seat on one of the sofas, happily manspreading and leaping into conversation, most likely about guitar pedals and various extremely niche bands only other cool people liked. Brynn hoped being the wife didn’t mean she’d have to join in. She shifted her weight awkwardly from foot to foot, trying to decide.

      

      Coral wrapped her arms around Savannah and kissed the top of her head. Savannah seemed to lose the stick up her butt at her presence, her body looser and more relaxed with her friend at her side. Jed and Chester talked loudly at each other, pouring more drinks and Coral drifted over to argue exactly how a real margarita should be made (salt, not sugar, what kind of monsters- Brynn’s ex-alcoholic brain instantly supplied, as if it had mattered back then, or in fact, now). She looked up and realized she was left alone with Savannah, who was looking at her with an unreadable expression.

      

      “So-”

      

      “Do you-”

      

      They both spoke at once, then paused, gesturing with politeness at the other to go first. Both opened their mouths to try again, then stopped simultaneously. Savannah laughed and Brynn found herself totally disarmed by her. She tried to remember that famous, beautiful people were professionally magnetic, but she couldn’t quite force herself to see the woman before her in that light. Savannah was barefoot, in jeans, still makeup-less with her skin glowing in the warm gold light, her head tilting slightly upward to look Brynn in the eye and Brynn found she did not want to look away.

      

      “You go,” said Savannah, shaking her head.

      

      “I was just going to say how beautiful your house is. Your decorator has great taste.”

      

      “My decorator?” Savannah raised her eyebrows. “My decorator is me, so… thank you.”

      

      “Oh.” Brynn felt stupid. “Sorry… just you know LA; even the average pet dog has his own stylist and decorator.”

      

      “No, I get it,” Savannah said. “I’m famous, so I’m also spoiled and lack my own taste, right?”

      

      “Oh shit, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean-”

      

      “I’m teasing you.” Savannah reached out and touched her arm, a small smile on her lips. Brynn exhaled loudly and shook her head ruefully. “Do you?” Savannah asked her.

      

      “Do I what?”

      

      “Have your own stylist and decorator?”

      

      Brynn snorted.

      

      “Do I look like I have a stylist?”

      

      Savannah gazed at her, considering.

      

      “I don’t know, I’m not from LA.”

      

      “You’re very tactful, Ms. Grace.”

      

      “It’s Savannah, please, Mrs. Lyman.” Her mouth quirked in a way that Brynn would not hate seeing again. “So… Brynn, what’s your story?”

      

      “My…story?”

      

      “Who are you? What are you about?” Her tone was warm.

      

      “Oh.” Brynn stalled for time, feeling mildly panicked. Being the lone unemployed weirdo surrounded by famous musicians felt unpleasantly reminiscent of how she felt in a room full of her family, especially when they all talked shop. “I’m really very boring,” she hedged.

      

      “Somehow I doubt that.” Savannah looked at her steadily. “You seem very…” her words petered out. “I’d like to know your story,” she said again, with determination. She really was standing very close. Brynn could almost count her eyelashes. She breathed in.

      

      “Okay, well… I guess I-”

      

      Savannah’s attention suddenly shifted. She pulled her mobile phone from her back pocket, and Brynn caught a few notes of the famous lullaby again.

      

      “Yeah, okay,” Savannah said to the caller briskly without even waiting to hear them speak, then hung up abruptly. She looked at Brynn. “I’m-”

      

      “You’re sorry, you have to go,” Brynn supplied for her. Savannah looked back at her inscrutably for a beat and then nodded. “No problem.” Brynn blinked and backed away as Savannah turned and slipped out of the room. “Jesus,” she breathed to herself, as she headed over to join Noah.

      

      For a second, the singer had sucked her in. She’d made Brynn feel utterly like the only person in the room, which was the actual definition of professionally charming, she cursed herself. Now she just felt stupid. Thank god she hadn’t gotten the chance to babble on about her life, as though Savannah had actually given one single fuck about hearing it.

      

      “You good?” Noah asked as she slouched over to sit next to him. She nodded, flopping down beside him.

      

      “Oh hey, you’re the wife, right?” Travis drawled, leaning around Noah to shake her hand. “Nice to meet you. So great you could get to come up and spend this time together.” His words acted like a prompt and Noah quickly wrapped his arm around her shoulders, supportive husband style. It was actually pretty nice, feeling like she belonged for a moment, even just as a spouse. “How’d you two meet?”

      

      Brynn and Noah looked at each other. She smiled, as if reminiscing about a romantic moment.  

      

      “I saved his stupid life,” she said fondly, squeezing his knee.  

      

      “Brynn’s a lifeguard,” Noah explained.  

      

      “Woah,” Travis looked actually impressed, but Brynn could tell he was imagining her in a swimsuit. Men always did when they heard what she did for a living. Right this minute there was the theme to Baywatch playing behind his eyes while she bounced in slow motion down a beach. “You were drowning?” 

      

      “I mean… I did swallow a ton of water. Got caught in a rip in Malibu. One minute I was going under, the next she was hauling me out. As soon as I could breathe again, I asked her out.”  

      

      They’d agreed to stick to the truth wherever possible during this fake relationship adventure and, so far, so easy. They patched over the next part of the story - Brynn saying he wasn’t her type, what with how she was super gay - by smiling at each other sweetly.  

      

      In real life, Noah had recovered quickly - both from his near drowning and his rejection - and they’d still had a drink after her shift had ended. A drink had led to tacos and tacos had led to true love. Just not the kind they were trying to project now.  

      

      “Ugh, that’s so romantic.” Travis shook his head. “I always wish I had a story like that to tell, but I met my boyfriend on Grindr.” Okay, maybe he didn’t particularly care about her in a swimsuit. “Of course, I told my mom we met at the library.”    

      

      “No, man, it’s romantic wherever you find love.” Noah was such a soft touch. “Particularly when you’re on the road all the time, right?”

      

      “Yeah. I mean, we were. We’ve been in limbo, really, since the whole thing with Cole. And Tucker too, I guess. We haven’t been on the road together in almost three years and I miss it. Hoping you’ll be what turns that around for us.”  

      

      Brynn did her best to look interested, but they were drifting back into shop talk. She sipped her soda water, letting their words fade into the background, and watched the room. Coral and Jed were in some kind of intense conversation, maybe even verging on an argument. She wondered if they were a couple. Chester called out to them and they both burst into laughter, whatever it was, forgotten. No one commented on Savannah’s absence.

      

      They all wound up sitting around a huge cedar table, eating an incredible spread of what Luis - the full-time chef - assured them was all local, farm-to-table and organic. Savannah slipped back into the room and took a seat without any fanfare, not long after the food arrived. The conversation was already loud and it didn’t falter with her re-emergence. Only Coral pulled away from where she’d been talking to Noah and checked in with her, their voices low and intimate.  

      

      It was weird…Savannah wasn’t like the other celebrities Brynn had encountered during her time in LA. She didn’t take charge of the room, didn’t act like she was the boss, and there was no deference shown to her at all by the others. It was more like hanging out with a group of friendly workmates or even siblings. If your siblings generally liked each other, that was.  

      

      Savannah caught her eye from her position near the other end of the table and raised her drink at Brynn slightly, her expression seeming apologetic, even verging on regretful. Brynn smiled back politely. She would normally tell herself to be on her guard around a woman that beautiful, but after this welcome dinner was over and Savannah and Noah got to writing, she was pretty sure they’d have nothing at all to do with each other, and that was just fine by her. 

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      By 5 a.m., Savannah had given up on sleeping. Her nights were usually disturbed, and this one was no different. By now she’d been lying awake, staring up at the darkness for what felt like hours. Her brain whirred like a non-stop machine, producing worry after worry until her stomach churned. She slipped out of bed, into her running clothes, and quietly closed the back door behind her.

      

      Outside, it was still night, but the promise of sunrise gave her just enough light to make out the path. She began to jog, her body feeling tight with cold and tension, slowly loosening as she made her way through the trees. It didn’t occur to her to feel afraid of the forest in the dark. She’d grown up in the Tennessee woods and the whispering of the trees and the occasional snap of a twig felt like home. Humans were much scarier than anything in nature, but since these woods were both private and protected, she felt even safer out here than if she were tucked up in her bed indoors.

      

      Slowly, the anxieties that had left her wrung out and sleepless began to lose their sharpness as she started to expend the energy inside her body. The low light slowly filtering through the trees felt like a relief, like the darkness had been mental as well as literal. She looped back around the path and down the big hunks of solid granite that acted as steps to the lake, just in time to see the first sliver of blazing rose-gold as the sun slipped up over the mountains. For a few dazzling minutes, the lake was awash with color.

      

      Savannah perched on a boulder at the edge of the small beach and caught her breath. She let herself finally feel present, concentrating on the sound of the water gently lapping at the lake shore, the bird chorus awakening, the soft cool breeze against her heated face as the world slowly lit up around her. She wondered what it would be like to never have to go indoors again, to shed her life like a skin and disappear into the woods forever. She imagined sleeping in a tree hollow like a wild animal, finally at peace.

      

      But that was not her life. She breathed in the cold air and tried to take advantage of these few stolen minutes to herself. They were so few and far between these days she wanted to cry.  She didn’t want to waste the small time she had by fussing, so instead she began to focus on the day ahead, trying to break things into bite-size chunks she could manage.

      

      Today the band were departing, all three flying back to Nashville to get on with their lives and their other projects.  Savannah had nothing for them, not yet, and their return to Vermont depended on what, if anything, she could produce for them to work with.  She wasn’t used to having sole creative control and she was both extremely thrilled and daunted by the idea.  Which was where Noah came in.

      

      He wasn’t quite what she’d expected when she’d asked her team to bring him on. His album had first fallen into her lap when she was quietly at her lowest. She was barely showing her face in public and couldn’t bring herself to even look at her guitar, let alone sing. Even listening to other people sing felt like suffering a thousand paper cuts. The first time she’d heard Noah Lyman’s Dead Star Ballads, it had simply blown her apart. It felt like a small cyclone had run through, blasting open doors in her mind she’d never even known were there. Finally, she’d felt a whisper of creativity and hope. It had reminded her of the sheer power of great music, and what’s more, it had prompted the epiphany that if she were to truly break with her past and establish a fresh path, it wouldn’t be within country music. She was done.  

      

      She hadn’t read much of the publicity Noah had done for his album, because if by chance the man behind the music that had come to mean so much to her was an aggravating, self-important asshole, she didn’t want to know about it. But what she did see, she liked, and she couldn’t shake the idea that Noah Lyman was exactly who she needed to help her navigate this next step.  

      

      She was thrilled when he accepted, but as the days counted down to his arrival, she’d felt increasingly nervous. Now it was getting real. Not only had she invited an absolute unknown into the center of her world, it was also now make or break time. The tiny flame of an idea she’d nurtured would either blaze into light or sputter into nothing. And songwriting together was an insanely intimate act; what had she been thinking, not thoroughly vetting this man?

      

      Then, all of a sudden, the day had come and there he was.  A gangly, handsome, Chinese-American, Californian hipster, with a beautiful wife in tow. She’d felt uncharacteristically shy after her long hiatus from the industry, but he brought a warm, genuine energy with him that felt wildly reassuring. He seemed to tread lightly in a room.  This, to Savannah, was a huge relief. She’d had about enough of pushy alpha males in her life.

      

      His wife, too, intrigued her. Brynn was tall and gorgeous, with gleaming chocolate-coloured hair and dark eyes. Her skin glowed with tan and she had appealing freckles across the bridge of her nose and cheekbones. She was casually cool and very hard to read. But she definitely seemed strong, which made her like Noah even more. A rock star who seemed happy to let his wife shine. What a damn novelty, she thought bitterly.

      

      She realized the sun was fully up, light spreading higher in the trees, and she jolted to her feet, quickly jogging back to the house, back to her life and responsibilities. No longer a wild creature, but a human woman once more.
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      Later that day, she hugged her band goodbye as they loaded their gear into the van Remy was taking to get them all to the airport. The sky was blazing blue, but the air held the full promise of the coming winter as Savannah squinted into the midday sun.

      

      “It was great to have you here,” she said to Coral wistfully. “I wish you weren’t going.”

      

      “Babe, you got this.” Coral tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear for her. “It makes me so happy to see you finally getting back to what you love. It’s time to write something that will make the world go, ‘Cole who?’”

      

      Savannah cringed.

      

      “I don’t think I can think about it that way,” she denied. “I want that man as far away from my writer’s block as possible.”

      

      “Oh honey, he is. I just mean…I have full faith in you. I can’t wait to hear what Savannah Grace sounds like as a free woman. You’re going to blow us all away, I just know it.”

      

      “Thank you.” Her voice cracked and Coral hugged her tightly before sliding into the van. She wound down the window to look Savannah in the eye.

      

      “Quit stalling and go and get to work with that sexy young rockstar you hired,” she said with a smirk. “And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. Or, maybe, do.”

      

      “He’s married.” Savannah found herself checking behind her, mortified, in case anyone could possibly have overheard. Coral just laughed and cocked a finger gun at her as the van pulled away.  

      

      Savannah hugged herself for a moment as she stood alone in the cold. She felt forlorn, like her last protection against the next stage of her life had been stripped away. Then, forcing herself to straighten her spine, she walked in to try to get said life back on track.
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      “So,” said Noah, smiling at her. “How do you want to do this?”

      

      “Well,” she said. “I guess…” 

      

      Silence grew. They were sitting downstairs in the band room. When she’d bought the house, it had been a large rumpus room, and just three months ago she’d had it soundproofed and refitted. It was big yet cozy, one of the only places in the house that had no view whatsoever. She liked it that way. It felt private and warm, with its dim lighting and all of her favorite well-loved instruments. 

      

      “How do you normally like to work?” Noah tried again, and she realized she’d been staring blindly at the floor for some time. She blinked and considered his question. The last song she’d co-written with Cole, she’d been naked, soaking in the enormous bathtub at their home in Nashville, while he lazily strummed his guitar from the tiled floor beside her. She’d belted lyrics at the ceiling and he’d smiled that slow grin of his and jotted them down in his battered notebook between slugs of red wine. She looked back at Noah and found for a second, she literally couldn’t speak.

      

      “You know what?” he said, and she braced herself. He’d flown across the country only to work with the broken half of a once hit band. What a waste of everyone’s time. “Let’s try something else?” he suggested, asking her consent. When she nodded, he stood up from his chair and gestured for her to follow him. They left the band room together, headed up the stairs and toward the back door. Following his lead and shrugging into her jacket, they headed out into the breeze.

      

      They trudged side by side down the forest path, the cold air smelling like fresh earth and pine needles. A breeze blew up off the lake.

      

      “I’m following you, by the way,” Noah said after a minute. She fought off a sense of mild panic.

      

      “I thought I was following you!”

      

      He laughed.

      

      “The blind leading the blind.”

      

      “This is exactly what trying to write with me will feel like,” she blurted. “Not that you’re blind in this analogy. Just me. I don’t know how to write with someone else. I mean, someone who’s not…”

      

      “Your husband,” supplied Noah, looking straight ahead through the trees.

      

      “Ex,” she said automatically. He glanced over at her and she shrugged. “Yeah. It’s a little weird for me I guess.” Understatement. “I’m sorry.”

      

      “Don’t be sorry.” He ducked a low-hanging branch and stumbled slightly. He righted himself on the path, unfazed. “It’s material.”

      

      “What is?”

      

      “This. The discomfort. The confusion. The loss. The weirdness of something new. It’ll be our first song.”

      

      “It will?” She listened to their footfalls, the crunch of fallen leaves on the path. He nodded. His easy confidence was kind of warming.

      

      “Yeah,” he said. “This moment right now in the woods. Both of us uncomfortable… maybe lost.” He looked around at the trees and she found herself laughing. “Soak it up for a minute. Just… feel it.” Somewhere inside she felt kind of stupid as well as slightly annoyed at the California hippiness of being told to feel her feelings, but she nodded, and they trudged in silence for a moment, nothing but the sound of their footsteps and the ceaseless whisper of the trees. She let herself soak it all in.

      

      “I need a guitar,” she said after a while, a sense of restless energy tickling at her empty hands.

      

      “Now we’re talking.” Noah whirled around, the same energy lighting up his eyes. They sped up the pace back to the house and right back into the band room, this time with something firing between them.

      

      Two hours later, he put down his guitar and considered her closely.  

      

      “Let’s not force it,” he said. “We’ve got the beginnings of something. Like… the vibe.”

      

      “The vibe.” Savannah wanted to murder him. It must have been obvious, because Noah threw up his hands in surrender.

      

      “I can feel it,” he insisted. “Can’t you? The song is right… there. But we’re working too hard and we’re new at this and we’re blocking it from coming through.”

      

      To her surprise, Savannah knew exactly the feeling he meant; she was feeling it too. It was like trying to remember a dream as it slipped further and further away from you the harder you tried. Dreams and songs used a different part of your brain than thinking. They couldn’t force their way back into this.

      

      “Let’s take a break,” she agreed. Noah sprung to his feet like a man saved. They both headed back up the stairs, agreeing to meet back in an hour. She slipped out the door again, this time heading for the lake. The sun was just sinking behind the mountains, the beginnings of darkness creeping in. She took the big stone steps at almost a run, desperate for the solitude of the quiet lake edge and endless expanse of water. She burst onto the small pebbled beach, allowing her lungs to fill with a desperate, heady gasp.

      

      “Shit!” A voice rang out. Savannah whirled around to see that her tiny private beach had an intruder. “God, sorry, you scared me.” Noah’s wife was perched on a boulder near the water. Savannah’s boulder, the one where she always went to think. “I didn’t expect to see anyone and then you came crashing out of the woods and I thought you were a bear!”

      

      The tension escaped her in a sudden laugh. Brynn was holding her chest and looking actually frightened. “There aren’t any bears in these woods,” Savannah told her. She walked closer. “Just cranky old country singers.”

      

      “That’s even scarier.” Brynn widened her eyes. “I didn’t mean to crash your beach time or whatever.”

      

      “No, it’s okay.” Savannah surprised herself by hoisting herself up on the boulder next to the other woman. “Make yourself at home. You may be here for some time,” she sighed. Brynn turned her head to look at her. Her dark hair was tied back, tousled by the wind, and her eyelashes were so long they cast their own shadows in the fading light. Savannah looked at them more closely. God, they were real.

      

      “Songwriting kicking your ass?” Brynn said lightly, as if it wasn’t a case of Savannah’s entire life and hopes of a career all crumbling before them. She checked her irritation, paused for a moment, and let Brynn’s lightness take hold.

      

      “Kicking my ass, kicking Noah’s ass, and I’m pretty sure he wants to kick my ass about now,” she admitted, tucking her own hair back as the breeze tried
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