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Chapter 1: All Star
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Cypress Jones leaped into the air, coming down into a half-split as he shredded his guitar and slid across the stage towards his bandmate. Beau picked up the riff and turned the solo into a duet with a parry and volley like a battle with guitars. It was a powerful ending to their song. As the last notes faded, the audience's response reverberated through the auditorium.

Chase spun around from his keyboard and pulled his brother from the floor. Grey was a few seconds slower having to navigate the maze of drums they’d crowded onto the stage. He grabbed Cy’s hand, and they stood together as the emcee tried to speak over the excited audience. “That was the pride of eastern North Carolina, Flintlock and Steel, folks!”

Cy stared out at the crowd, unable to see past the footlights and spotlights. Sweat dripped down his face as his heart raced with fear and exertion. He panted beside his bandmates as he waited for the emcee to finish dissecting their performance. They’d made it to the final challenge. After eight weeks of competition, only two bands remained. As a mostly unheard-of band from an unknown town in eastern North Carolina, Flintlock and Steel were the underdogs. No one, least of all the band, expected they would make it this far.

After their first performance, bloggers and fans battled over them. Serious music buffs called them a joke, but the fans continued to cheer them on until they’d made it to the final show. 

“Whew, I didn’t think they were ever going to let us off the stage,” Grey said, pushing open their dressing room.

“Damn this place reeks,” Beau grumbled, pushing his way into the small room.

“It’s your damned cologne,” Grey grumbled.

Chase snorted. “I wish you’d wear cologne, or at last deodorant.”

“A comedian, huh? I thought you were supposed to be a musician. You lactose intolerant gas bag,” Beau sneered.

Chase flipped him the bird. “At least I don’t need a hundred different products to make me look presentable.”

“That’s because you can’t look presentable.”

“Y’all share the same face,” Cypress sneered.

The twins turned to glare at him.

“I’m better looking,” Beau said.

Chase threw up his hand and rolled his eyes as he pulled a bottle of water from the mini fridge.

“We really rocked it,” Cy knocked his elbow against Beau’s as he brushed past him. He bumped Chase out of the way and grabbed a bottle, drinking down half before taking a breath.

Chase bumped Beau out of his way and stood by the fan scrolling through his phone. “The fans love us. They think we’re a shoe in.”

“Yeah, I bet that T J Hart has another comment,” Grey grumbled. “What is that dude’s problem? You’d think one of you dated his sister or something.”

“It must have been Beau,” Chase said, scrolling his phone searching for the latest blog. “That asshole!” he growled. “Look at this shit!” he showed the others his phone. “Look what he wrote?”

Cy read over Chase’s shoulder. T J Hart had once again bashed them on his blog, doing his best to embarrass them. “The asshole,” he growled. “So, what if we got gigs by dressing up as pirates? Hell, with everything being Blackbeard or fossils on the island, it was genius! Maybe we should have dressed up as dinosaurs?”

“Flintlock and Steel made it to the final round of Winning Nashville? You have got to be kidding me! These guys are a bunch of no talent pirate wannabees,” Grey read aloud on the Hart of the Music blog.

Chase glared at his twin. “Did you knock up his sister, man?”

“Don’t look at me.” Beau held up his hands. “I’m not the only one here with a dick.”

“No, you’re just the only one who thinks he has to share it with every chick he meets.”

“Jealous little brother?” Beau teased, putting Chase in a headlock.

“Little, you better feel again,” Chase growled, using his extra thirty pounds to put Beau on the ground.

“Boys!” Grey shouted over their tussling. Grey Meadows was the oldest member of their group. He was the levelheaded one, the peacemaker. They’d dubbed him the professor. His love of history was how the band got their name. “Who cares what some vlogger has to say? We know what we did out there.”

“Yeah, we killed it!”

Cy pulled his shirt over his head and wiped the sweat from his upper body. He’d love a shower, but they would have to be back on stage soon. He tossed the black tee shirt onto the pile of dirty clothes and grabbed another black tee shirt from the closet.

Grey tossed them all another bottle of water from the mini fridge. “Better rehydrate before we go back on stage.”

“I can’t believe they’re still treating us like we don’t belong here.” Chase caught his bottle and opened it, savoring the cold, refreshing water.

Beau leaned over and patted his brother on the back. “After that performance, they’ll be eating their words.”

Grey pulled his half empty bottle away from his mouth and nodded. “Beau’s right. No one will ever call us posers again, not after tonight’s performance.”

“There’s no guarantee we’ll win, but at least we went out doing our music, our way,” Cy said, sipping his water.

“You got that right.” Beau tapped his fist as Cy handed him a second bottle. “We really ripped that one apart.” He took a swallow before setting it down to change his shirt.

“You’re on.” The pretty, young assistant blushed at the sight of Beau’s naked chest.

“Put your clothes on Bubba, you’re making the girl nervous.” Chase elbowed him.

Beau waggled his pecs. “You like what you see?”

She blinked several times before rushing away.

“Sexual harassment, Beau.”

“That wasn’t harassment,” Beau whined.

“Let’s go, we’re wanted on stage.” Cy led the way, his stomach roiling with a thousand butterflies. They wanted this win. He needed this win. He had to prove he wasn’t a loser like his father.

Cy stood on the stage with the rest of the band and tried to hide the fact his knees were knocking, and his heart was riffing a distortion beat. He just prayed he didn’t vomit all over the stage. The rival band stood on the emcee’s other side. He’d not known the emcee before coming on the show. He was some kind of late-night comedian. Out on the island, they didn’t get cable, they barely got the local stations.

Cy glanced at their opponents from the side of his eye, trying not to let the audience know he was checking them out. They’d been the fan-favorites from the very beginning. He was grateful they made it this far, but damn it, he wanted to win. Flintlock and Steel wanted to prove they were a serious band. As the drumroll banged out, he took a steadying breath.

“And the band who wins the first season of Winning Nashville is Flintlock and Steel!”

Cy released the breath he’d not realized he’d been holding and nearly passed out. The audience cheered, the noise coming to him from down a dark tunnel.

“Breathe man, we won,” Beau whispered. “We won!” he shouted and hugged him.

Cy just stood there. “We won?”

Grey and Chase crashed into them, bringing the four of them into one big bear hug.

“Let’s bring your families up on stage.”

Grey’s aunt and cousin rushed onto the stage and engulfed him in a tearful hug. “Your uncle wanted to be here...” Cy barely registered their words as he looked around, searching faces for the ones he most wanted to see.

The Hunt family took the stage like a conquering army. They embraced their sons and then took turns hugging Cy and Grey.

Cy responded to their hugs and shouts of congratulations with distraction. Where were his mom and Loretta? His heart sank. They really weren’t coming. Rhett said they had something to do, but he thought she was just playing. Cy gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. We won the fucking competition and the two people who meant the most to him in this world couldn’t be bothered to come for the final show. He wanted to smash something. Cy scanned the crowd. All he saw were strangers. His only fucking parent and the woman who was supposed to be his best friend couldn’t be bothered to come out and support him on the most important day of his life. Fuck ‘em. He didn’t need them. Hell, he didn’t need anyone or anything but his band mates and his guitar. He gritted his teeth and tried to put on a smile, but he was choking.

“Hey dude,” Lucas Wade put his arm around his shoulders as he came off the stage.

Cy frowned. “What are you doing here?”

“Wow, harsh. I just came to support you. Where’s your mom and Loretta?”

Cy shrugged. “They couldn’t make it.” He pushed past Lucas trying to look like he wasn’t running away.

A reception room was set up with champagne and a DJ. Girls and agents shoved their phone numbers and business cards at them until Mr. Hunt ordered them all to back off. 

Cy smiled at the older man, his first genuine smile since winning. He was grateful for the Hunt family’s presence. A few of their friends and neighbors had also made the trip from North Carolina. He clasped hands with Luke Wade.

“Ah dad, you won’t let us have any fun,” Beau said with a pout as he waved goodbye to a leggy blonde.

“You want me to call your mother over to handle this?” Mr. Hunt raised a bushy eyebrow.

“Oh, look, short ribs, I’m starved,” Beau said as he made a beeline towards the buffet.

“You keep eating like that and you’ll need a bigger stage,” his older brother teased.

Cy sidestepped the soldier. He didn’t have any real grief with Matt Hunt, but he didn’t like the twins’ older brother on principle. He’d tried to date Loretta after Cy left for college.

“He already needs a bigger stage for his ego,” Chase said, grabbing a plate for himself. The Hunt brothers were all the size of small mountains and ate like a horde of grizzlies waking up from hibernation.

Luke snorted a laugh. “I don’t think there’s a stage big enough for Beau’s ego.”

Lucas Wade had been a hanger-on since middle school. He didn’t quite fit in with their group, but he was always on their hems. Cy couldn’t put his finger on it, but there was always something a little off about Lucas. He tried too hard to be cool. Luke raised his camera and snapped several pictures. Cy turned away. He was not in the mood for pictures.

“Come on and get a plate,” Mrs. Hunt ordered. “Would you like me to fix you something?”

“No ma’am, I can do it.” Cy blushed at the way she wanted to mother him. He had a mother, even if she couldn’t be bothered to show up.

“I’m ready for some grub,” Luke pushed past him to grab a plate.

The Hunt family’s support and excitement just reinforced his own isolation. Even Grey’s aunt and cousin had shown up to support him. Everyone was laughing and congratulating the band, making plans for their future, and telling crazy stories about their earlier gigs. Forcing a smile, he walked away and leaned against the bar. “Whiskey, neat.”

“American?” 

He nodded. “Jack, if you got it.” His cell phone danced across the bar. He glared at it.

“You going to answer that?” A pretty girl in a short dress and high heels asked. She wore too much makeup. Her eyelashes spikey and thick, like someone had coated them with road tar.

Cy ignored the phone, giving the girl his best smile. If his mother and Loretta were too busy to come support him, then he was too busy to talk to them. “It’s not important.” He nodded to the Hunt family out on the dance floor. “Are you a friend of theirs?”

The girl blushed and shook her head. “No, I’m crashing the party. Are you going to tell on me?”

He grunted and shook his head. “What do I care? Have fun.” He turned away.

She rested her hand on his arm and leaned close, enveloping him in her sweet perfume. “How about you? Do you want to have a little fun?”

Cyprus studied the girl. “I’m not in a good mood.”

“I could make you feel better,” she whispered, rubbing her hand on his chest.

He met her eyes and shrugged. “Why the hell not?” he growled. Let her help him forget.

In the morning, as he slipped out of her hotel room without waking her, he hadn’t forgotten. All he’d done was add guilt to the already toxic mix of emotions stewing inside him.
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Chapter 2: Rockstar
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“Where were you last night?” Grey asked, leaning on the bar beside him as they listened to the slick talking New Yorker with the California tan make them promises.

Cy shrugged, not looking at him. “I was around.”

Grey moved in front of him and narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, who was the chick I saw you talking to?”

“What is this, fifty questions? I’m a little too old to need a dad and you’re too young for my mom. Are we going to go with this Larry dude or are we going to shop around for a better agent?” Cy barked. The guilt was riding him hard. He didn’t know why he should let it bother him. Loretta had practically told him to go screw other girls. The coffee burned his gut and bile climbed up his throat. He’d wanted no other girl, even when they were throwing themselves at him after their gigs. Loretta was the one who had insisted they take a break from each other, to be sure. Hell, he was sure. He looked around the suite. Mr. Hunt and Matt were here. His anger flared. Was Matt fucking Loretta?

Grey studied the guy and shrugged. “I don’t know if I trust him. I’d feel better if we got advice from Mr. Hunt.”

“What do you think he knows? He’s not in the entertainment business?” Cy put his mug on the bar and stomped over to where the twins were arguing. His phone vibrated in his pocket.

Chase was trying to get Beau to calm down and listen. “Let’s talk to Mom and Dad, see what they think.”

“Man, this is the opportunity of a lifetime. Are we going to wimp out and blow it?”

“I think we should at least check him out online,” Chase reasoned.

“I agree.” Grey joined them.

Cy pulled his phone out of the pocket of his sweats.

Beau threw up his arms. “Fine. Chickens.” He nodded. “Cy, what do you think?”

Cy looked up from his phone. He’d missed the call. He bit his lip and glared at Beau. “Do whatever you need to do, but let’s get the heck out of here.”

Beau raised his hand to high-five Cy. “That’s what I’m talking about. Let’s do this.”

Cy rolled his eyes and left Beau hanging. “I gotta make a phone call.” He strode to the glass doors that opened onto the balcony.

“You need to get packed. We need to get to the airport immediately,” Larry insisted.

“We’ve not signed anything yet,” Grey said.

The agent grinned. “Oh, you’ll sign. You’d be fools not to. Come on, we got to get to LA.”

“I need to call my effing mother, so slow your roll or go without me.” Cy didn’t wait for a response. He slammed open the sliding glass door and tried to call his mother. No response. He disconnected, not wanting to leave a voicemail. Victoria or Loretta should have called to say congratulations or something. Whatever else they were up to, he knew they watched the show. He paced and tried to call again. Something didn’t feel right.

Larry tapped on the glass. “I’ll give you until the weekend, but then you need to get on a plane to LA.”

Cy glared at the man. “I’ve not signed anything yet,” he called as the agent strode towards the door.

The man laughed and waved. “I’m going to grab the contracts right now.”

Cy cursed and called his mother again. His anxiety rocketed when he failed to reach her. I should call Rhett. His stomach churned. He and Loretta weren’t together, but he still felt guilty. Fuck it, he had nothing to feel guilty about. He was going to puke. Slamming his bedroom door, he paced from the bathroom to the bed, glad they’d gone to her room instead of hooking up here. He didn’t even remember her name. Shoving his hand in his hair, he hesitated, not wanting to call Loretta. Rhett. She wanted to be called Rhett. Why couldn’t he remember that? Rhett had been his first and for years, his only. She’d broken up with him the summer he left for college, telling him to meet other girls, that she didn’t want him to regret not knowing what else was out there. If one day he came back to her, it would be because he chose her, not because he was settling for what was familiar. Until last night he had wanted no other girls, and he sure as hell hadn’t liked the idea of her with any other guys. She was a combination of the girl next door pretty, and badass biker chick sexy, all rolled into one. He felt ill. He’d screwed things up. If Rhett hadn’t come to the show, there had to be a good reason. Throwing his head back, he closed his eyes. He was an idiot. Cyprus punched in her number, but it went to voicemail. “What the heck?”

Angry, he threw his phone. It ricocheted off the wall and shattered into a half dozen pieces.

“Hey, what’s the deal, man?” Beau threw open the door and looked around. He hurried over to check on Cy’s phone. “Holy crap on a biscuit! You really destroyed this thing.”

Cy turned away. “It doesn’t matter. There’s nobody I want to talk to, anyway.”

“Mom said she’d pack up the rest of our stuff. Do you want her to pack yours up too?” Beau followed him as he paced the bedroom.

“From the apartment?”

“Our lease will be up next month.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Beau handed him the pieces of the phone. “Is there anything in your room that might embarrass any of us?”

“Your mom? Didn’t she give you a gigantic box of condoms when you turned fourteen?”

Beau blushed. “Yeah, well, I think she had delusions about me.” He grinned.

Cy shrugged. “I think there might be an old Playboy in there.”

“The vintage one you found at that yard sale? Oh, if my dad finds that, you’ll never get it back.”

Cy lifted his shoulders. “I don’t care. He can have it.”

“What’s with you? You wouldn’t even let any of us even touch it, and now you’re just going to give it away?”

Cy grabbed him and slammed him against the wall. “It’s just a stupid magazine. It means nothing. He can have it. You can have it. I don’t care. I’m out of here.” He let go and spun on his heel.

“Hey, man, wait. What’s going on?” Beau grabbed his arm.

Cy felt the tears burning his eyes and he couldn’t cry in front of the guys. “They didn’t even bother to come to the show, and now neither of them is answering their phones,” he shouted. “Fuck it! I don’t need them.”

“They’re at the hospital,” Grey said, stepping between them.

“What? Who’s at the hospital?” Beau demanded.

Grey met his eyes, and Cy felt his throat tighten. He didn’t want to hear what came next.

“It’s your mother, Cy. She’s in ICU. Rhett’s with her.”

“Why didn’t she call me?” But he knew, he knew, why she didn’t call. “Damn them both. I need to get home now.”

“But we’re leaving for LA...” Larry said.

“I thought you left,” Cy hissed.

“Contracts.”

“Fuck your contracts. I’m going to North Carolina,” Cyrus pushed past the agent. He could hear Grey explaining things as he threw his clothes into a duffle. Their muffled voices were like white noise as his mind whirred. His mom was in ICU and Loretta hadn’t bothered to let him know.

He stood in the middle of his room, staring into space.

“Hey, you got everything you need?” Chase asked, resting his hand on Cy’s shoulder.

Cy didn’t want him to touch him. He was barely keeping his shit together. “I don’t know. Fuck, man, I don’t even know how I’m getting back to North Carolina.”

“It’s all taken care of.”

“What?”

“My mom, you know she’s the most efficient person on this planet. She arranged your flight. It leaves in two hours, so we need to get you to the airport. It’ll take you right into New Bern. My sister will pick you up and take you to the hospital. Call when you get there.”

Cy shook his head. “My phone. I don’t have a phone.” The phone lay in pieces in the center of the bed.

Chase finished packing Cy’s stuff and took his duffle to the living area. “Mom called Daddy Mac. He said the cancer came back.” He grabbed Cy by the arm and made him look at him. “They’re not giving her...”

“My phone...” Cy interrupted, not wanting to hear it. People survived cancer all the time. His mother was going to be okay.

Grey handed him a cheap burner phone. “Larry went down and got this one for you. It’ll do until you can get to the phone store. Beau programed all our numbers, and he added the numbers he knew you’d want.”

Grey didn’t come right out and say it, but Cy knew he meant Loretta’s number.

Beau handed him the phone charger. “It’s not fully charged, but you can charge it when you get to the airport. Don’t throw this one, okay?”

Cy stared at his friend, bandmate and sometimes enemy. They’d been competing since they first met on the playground in pre-school. It had been a choice between becoming best friends or killing each other, and sometimes they still tried to kill each other. “Maybe I shouldn’t go.”

“You’d never forgive yourself if you didn’t.”

Cy closed his eyes. He wasn’t sure if he could forgive himself now. He’d cheated on Loretta. “Cancer?”

Grey put his hand on his shoulder. “I just spoke with my aunt. Your mother’s cancer came back.”

“Came back?” Cy whipped his head around. “When did she have cancer?” He stared wild-eyed between them. “Did you know she had cancer?”

Grey raised his hands, shaking his head. “Nah, man. I’d heard rumors but thought you knew. Your mom is such a private person. I just figured she didn’t want anyone to fuss.”

“When?”

Beau looked at Grey and shrugged. “Sometime around graduation was when I first heard about it.”

Chase nodded. “Yeah, mom asked me about it right after we left for South Carolina.”

Cursing, Cyprus jostled his duffle up onto his shoulder. “Our summer tour,” he sneered. Loretta had stayed home and started working at one of the local restaurants, taking a few courses at the satellite campus near the high school. He’d wanted her to go on tour with the band, but she’d claimed she had to work to earn money for school. Was that the truth, or was she taking care of his mother even then? He ground his teeth.

“The car is here. Do you want us to go with you?” Beau asked.

Cy shook his head. “No.” He didn’t want to go himself, but it was better if he did this alone.
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The smell of the hospital hit him like a punch in the face. The pungent smell of bleach and decaying flowers mingled, and an underlying scent of death remained, which perfume or cleaning products couldn’t mask. His heart raced and Cy feared it might rush out of his chest. He struggled to breathe, the overwhelming desire to run forced him to put one foot in front of the other. Everything about this hospital was familiar. He’d spent two years in and out of it until he’d had his heart surgery. Unconsciously, Cy rubbed at the faded scar on his chest.

“Victoria Jones,” he stated at the reception’s desk and cringed when his voice cracked. He was exhausted. The redeye from Nashville hadn’t been a long one but the wait in the airport, not sleeping the night before, followed by the two-hour flight. He was beyond exhausted.

“Ms. Jones is in the ICU. We are only allowing family and her medical advocate.”

“I’m her son.” He pulled out his wallet and showed his ID.

“Oh, you’re the one in the band, but I didn’t think...” she blushed when she looked up at him.

He could only imagine what she saw on his face. “Yes, well, I’d have been here sooner had someone informed me my mother was ill,” he growled.

“Yes, I’m sure you would have, but then, you’d have missed the competition.”

He ground his teeth. “Yeah, we wouldn’t have wanted that.”

She smiled, and he balked at the compassion he saw in her eyes. “Well, congratulations on winning. Your mom has been bragging about it to everyone.” Her smile faded. “Well, before she collapsed.”

Cyprus followed the woman’s directions up to the ICU ward. Taking the elevator might have been a mistake. It gave his thoughts too much time to swirl around him. Tangled in his memories, conjecture and hope, he was thankful when the elevator doors opened. He wouldn’t make excuses for her. She should have been at the last show, or he should have known why.

His shoes were too loud on the tiled floor. He paused outside the waiting room, gasping for breath. “I can’t do this.” He turned, coming face to face with the green-eyed girl who’d stolen his heart when he was only five years old.

“You’re here.” She paled. Gnawing her bottom lip in obvious distress.

“No thanks to you,” he growled. The anger vibrating off of him.

“Cy...”

“No, I don’t want to hear your excuses. Damn it, Loretta, why didn’t you tell me?”

“Shh, do I need to have you removed from this floor, young man?” the head nurse scolded.

Loretta took him by the arm and pulled him into the family waiting room. “You know how she is,” she whispered.

“You’re supposed to be my best friend.” He paced away from her. “Do you know what I thought when neither of you bothered to show up for the finale?”

She closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t tell you. It was the only way she would let me take care of her.” Tears shimmered in her eyes.

Cy couldn’t stand to see her cry. He looked away in frustration. “Damn it, she’s my mother. I should have known.” His voice cracked.

She put her hand on his shoulder. “I know. You have every right to be upset, but I did what I could for both of you.” She shrugged. “If you hate me, then...” Her voice trailed off and tears slid down her cheeks.

He turned away. “How is she?” he asked, his voice rough with emotion.

Loretta heaved a sigh and moved to stand at the windows that overlooked the rooftops of the older section of the hospital. “She’s not doing well. I should have insisted she come to the hospital sooner, but she refused.” She blinked to stop the tears. She explained what she knew about his mother’s cancer.

“Did you know?” he demanded.

She turned to look at him, but he couldn’t meet her gaze. “When they chose you for the show?”

“No, graduation?”

“Graduation?” Her mouth dropped open. “No. Cyprus. No.” She shook her head. “I only found out after you left on your summer tour.”

He snorted. “Oh yeah, our tour. What a joke that was.”

“You got to play other venues, meet other people, get away from the island.”

He snorted. “Yeah, we could have made more money had we stayed home and worked on one of the farms.”

“Maybe, but you gained experience, and people heard your music that might not have if you hadn’t traveled that summer. Victoria believes that tour was what helped you all win the show. She is so proud of you.”

“I want to see her.”

She took a deep breath. “Let me talk to the nurse.”

“She’s my mother, damn it. I intend to see her.” How dare she keep him from his mother? Who the hell did she think she was?

“I know, but she will not be happy that you’re here. She was trying to shield you.”

He cursed under his breath. “She’s got to be in control of every fucking thing.”

Loretta squeezed his hand before rushing out to the nurses’ station.

Masked and gowned, Cy entered his mother's hospital room. His anger dissipated at the sight of her laying there in that hospital bed hooked up to tubes and wires. All his life she’d sacrificed for him, dropping out of college and giving up the chance to travel. Was this another of her sacrifices? Was his success the reason she kept her illness a secret? It had been just the two of them for longer than he could remember. His father was only a shadow in his memories. He’d left them long before Cy had gotten to know him. But Victoria had been his constant. She wasn’t just his mom. She was his best friend, his cheerleader, and often, she was the push he’d needed to try new things. He had always believed it was the two of them against the rest of the world. That he was her champion as much as she was his, but obviously, she didn’t trust him with this. She didn’t think he could handle the hard stuff. She believed he was just like his father. He shoved that thought away.

Victoria Jones glared weakly up at him from beneath her oxygen mask. “You’re supposed to be in Nashville,” she rasped, her words barely strong enough to be considered a whisper.

“And you were supposed to be there to see me win.”

Struggling to breathe, she didn’t reply, but he could see her answer in the narrowing of her eyes.

“You would rather let me leave thinking you didn’t care enough to come see me achieve Winning Nashville than what, mom?” He moved around the room weaving between the tangle of machine cords and hospital furniture unable to keep still. “Do you know what I did to celebrate my big win? I got drunk and cheated on Loretta. I thought she didn’t care, so I fucked some stranger...” Tears blurred his vision. “Y’all got what you deserved. An asshole son who cares nothing for no one but his career and a cheating boyfriend. Is that what you were trying to make of me?” His voice cracked. “Thanks for sparing me the chance to care for my dying mother. Hell, who’d want to do that when they have a record career and a future ahead of them? Right?” He stared out at the nurses who were watching him from the other side of the glass. “You always feared I’d turn into my father. Well, I hope you’re satisfied that I fulfilled your prediction.”

His mother gurgled as she tried to speak.

He stomped around the edge of the bed and glared down at her. “Don’t worry, mother. I won’t stay. You’d rather have Loretta take care of you than your own son, fine. Am I even invited to the funeral, or should I just plan to be unavailable?”

“You deserve your success.”

“Do I? It sure as hell doesn’t feel like I do.” He shook his head. “For years I thought we were an unstoppable team, but I see now, you were the force, and I was just the shadow. You couldn’t trust me with the truth of your illness. You didn’t believe in me enough to think I could make it if I had any distractions or conflicts.” He shook his head. “You’d have let me live with the guilt and anger instead of allowing me to be here for you.” Angrily, he swiped at the tear that dared leak out.

“I was just doing what I thought was best,” she gasped. “I didn’t want you to give up your dream to take care of me.” She reached for his hand. “But I do believe in you. You are so talented.”

“If that’s true, then why not trust it would happen whether it was this show or the next?” He swallowed the lump of emotion that threatened to choke him. “Did you think I wouldn’t care that my only parent lay dying, and I was unaware of it? Did you think I wouldn’t want to be here, to say goodbye? That I wouldn’t need to be here?”

One tear leaked from eyes dry and red-rimmed from the oxygen.

“I didn’t want you to see me like this.”

“Finally, the truth comes out.” He shook his head. “I’m surprised you allowed Loretta to help you.”

“Allow?” She laughed, but it turned to a cough.

The nurse entered the room and helped his mother to take a sip of water. “Perhaps it would be best if you came back later.”

Victoria grasped the woman’s arm and shook her head. “No, please let him stay.” The words took great effort.

The nurse looked from mother to son and nodded. “Fine but try not to upset her.”

The nurse gave him one last look before leaving the room.

Cyprus nodded. “Loretta is almost as stubborn as you are.”

His mother snorted. “She bullied me into coming to the hospital.”

“Yeah, looks like you put up a fight.”

She lifted her hand and pulled most of her fingers down, leaving only her middle finger up in response.

He laughed as the tears streamed down his cheeks.

Rhett took a turn sitting with Victoria while Cy went to the bathroom, and in search of a cup of coffee. Victoria’s cell phone chimed. She reached for it to turn it off, but Victoria put her hand on her arm. “Wait.” Rhett held the phone out to her. Victoria nodded. “Answer it.”

“Hello, this is Victoria’s phone. Who is calling?”

Victoria shook her head and held out her hand.

Rhett handed her the phone. “Hello,” she spoke in weak rasp. The growth in her throat interfered with her speech. “You were supposed to get him to LA.”

Rhett stepped away from the bed with a frown. She was curious about who Victoria was talking to, but she knew it was futile to ask.

“You promise to take of my boy?” Victoria coughed.

Rhett poured her a cup of water.

Victoria shook her head. “I don’t give a flying fuck if he’s grown. When I’m gone, he’ll need you.” She gasped for breath. “You do that.” She disconnected the call and glared up at Rhett. “That was private.”

She held up her hands. “I don’t know a thing.”
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Chapter 4: A Song for Mama
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“She’s stable and resting,” the nurse said, waking them from their uncomfortable nap on the hard plastic chairs. “Why don’t you go home and rest?”

“I...” Rhett stammered, scrambling to her feet.

“You’ll be no help to Victoria if you collapse,” the nurse informed her with gentle, motherly concern.

If she were more alert, Rhett would have laughed at that analogy. Only on television and movies did moms use that tone. Her own mother dropped her off with her grandparents when she was five not to protect her from her leering boyfriends but because she’d become competition. The few times her mom remembered she had a daughter were definitely not touching, heart-filled moments like those from the silver screen. If her mother wasn’t trying to steal from her, she was yelling at her for ruining her life.

Cyprus yawned and stood. “She’s right. We both need a hot shower and a meal, and a few hours horizontal. Those chairs are the devil.”

The nurse nodded. “I have both of your cell phone numbers. If there’s any change, I’ll call.”

Reluctantly, Rhett agreed. She was exhausted. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been at the hospital, but she was smelling herself. “I don’t know if I can drive,” she admitted as they staggered into the parking lot. The sun seared her eyes. She felt like a vampire seeing the sun for the first time in centuries.

“I think I’m okay,” Cy said.

She handed over her keys.

“You really are tired if you’re giving up your keys that easily.” He grinned, opening the passenger door for her.

“Yeah, don’t make me regret it.” She slid in and buckled her seatbelt, and the next thing she remembered was Cy lifting her out of the car. “Where are we?” she mumbled into his chest.

“Shh, go back to sleep. I’ll wake you in a little while.”

His chest was warm and solid. She snuggled closer and closed her eyes. She awoke again as he lay her on the bed. “Lay with me,” she whispered.

“I smell like two days of hard roads.” He chuckled.

“Yeah, well, I’ve been taking whore’s baths in the hospital bathroom so I’m not gonna judge.” She sighed. “I need to feel your arms around me. I need to know that we’re okay.”

Cy winced, and she became more alert.

“We are okay, aren’t we, Cy?” she hated the pleading note in her voice.

He nodded and crawled into bed beside her. He pulled her against him.

“I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you.” There was more she wanted to say, more she needed to say, but she drifted off to sleep.

They lay in his childhood bedroom. Old band posters still covered the dark blue walls. It still held the faint scent of his old cologne and memories. Cy held Loretta in his arms, guilt weighing like a landside on his soul. He’d cheated on her and she’d been taking care of his mother. His mother, who wouldn’t even tell him she had cancer. Tears burned his dry eyes, but how could he shed them? She’d done him a favor, not making him choose between her and his band. Was she afraid she wouldn’t win? He gasped for breath. The realization that his mother believed he would have rather been with his band than with her felt suffocating.

Loretta turned to look up at him with a sleepy smile. “Hey you,” she whispered. “I’ve missed you.” Her hands roamed over him, pushing up his tee shirt and slipping beneath the waistband of his jeans.

“Loretta,” he groaned.

“Rhett,” she ordered, playfully nipping at his bare skin. She licked and kissed what she revealed.

He groaned and put his hands up to stop her exploration. “I’m not clean.”

“Clean enough for me.”

“Loretta, Rhett...”

She yanked off her shirt and bra, revealing her perfect breasts.

“Oh God.” He reached for her like a starving man at a buffet. They shed their clothes with no finesse, laughing and falling over each other in their haste. Lips, hands, tongues collided until their bodies joined and he cried out with release. He was home. Loretta was his home.

They stumbled to the shower, where they made love again. Toweling off became foreplay and once again they were sinking into one another, tangling together
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