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            About The Love Song One

          

        

      

    

    
      She has big plans that don’t include falling in love with a country music star. He falls hard for her the moment they meet. If this is going to work, it’s going to take more than just a love song.

      I’m finally writing my own story—no overprotective parents, no lying ex, no one telling me who I should be. Moving into my own place is my fresh start, and falling in love definitely isn’t on the agenda.

      Then Hunter Jaymes walks into my life. A country music star with a smile that could melt steel and a voice that makes my heart skip a beat. He’s charming, funny, and completely wrong for the kind of safe, simple life I swore I wanted.

      But every time he looks at me, I start to wonder if home isn’t a place—it’s a person.

      Because when love sounds like this, it’s a song I can’t stop singing.

    

  


  
    
      To all of the amazing artists who have inspired me and entertained me over the years. Thank you for your gift.
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            Thank you, dear reader!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading this book.

      I’d like to get to know you better!

      Each week, I send out a chatty newsletter, with book news, sales and giveaways. You can sign up for it right here.

      And if Facebook is your jam, you’re invited to join my dedicated reader group, Tawdra’s Kandle Lit Readers.
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          Tori

        

      

    

    
      “C’mon, Tori. Please. I’ll owe you forever.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I stared down my baby brother. “You have got to be out of your mind, Matt. No way.”

      Matt heaved a huge sigh and flopped back onto my couch. I winced a little; my furniture was second-hand, and it hadn’t necessarily been top-of-the-line even when it was new, but still, it was mine, and I wanted to take care of it. My brother was a good kid, but he was also a fifteen-year-old, and he didn’t care about things like that.

      “Tore, you’ve got to take me. If you don’t do it, I can’t go. I’ll miss meeting Hunter Jaymes. You don’t want to deny me my dream, do you?” He sat up and leaned forward. “If I don’t meet him, I’ll probably be so depressed that I’ll give up music. Then I’ll end up having to get some dead-end job to pay the bills, marrying the first girl I date, and we’ll be stuck here in this Podunk town for the rest of our miserable lives. You’ll have to live every day with the knowledge that you’re the one responsible for ruining my life.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Drama much, Matty? I think you’ll get over it. Besides, Mason has bands playing at the Road Block almost every weekend. In a few years, you’ll be able to get in on your own and meet them. You don’t have to, uh, give up your dream.” I made air quotes with my fingers. “God forbid.”

      “Tori, Hunter Jaymes isn’t just any musician. I’ve been following him forever. Since I first started paying attention to music and what I like to listen to. I know every one of his songs. I can play most of them. I just want to see him in person.”

      I exhaled long and heavily through my nose, but I didn’t answer him. Taking that as a sign of encouragement, Matt went on.

      “The minute I saw Hunter was coming, I asked Mason if I could work the night of his show. He laughed and said no way in hell was he getting in trouble for having a minor working the bar at night. But then I told him how much I love Hunter’s music, and finally, today he said that if you came with me to the first set, he’d let me in. As long as we leave after and I don’t try something stupid, like getting a beer or whatever.” He frowned, shaking his head. “As if I’d even want to do that. I want to be there for the music, not for the booze.”

      “Why did Mason suggest I take you?” I was suspicious about the bar owner’s motives. I’d known Mason Wallace for a long time, and I was friends with his wife, Rilla. He knew how I felt about country music. I never made any secret about it, even though I knew that Mason’s former life had been all about that industry.

      “Well, he didn’t say it had to be you, exactly,” Matt admitted. “He said an adult member of my family. So technically, Mom or Dad could take me.”

      “Hmmm.” I regarded my brother. “Did you ask them?”

      “No.” Matt shrugged. “The thing is, if I asked Mom or Dad, I know one of them would do it, no questions asked. But they’re so tired all the time as it is. Asking them to do something extra like this . . . it would make me feel horrible.”

      “Ah, but it’s okay to ask me, huh?” I loved that Matt was the kind of kid who was considerate enough that he realized our parents worked themselves practically to death on our family farm. He was right, too; they were such wonderful parents, it would never occur to them to tell Matt no about something they could do. They’d just get by with a little less sleep the next day.

      They were the same way with me, and that’s why I realized that I really didn’t have a choice here. I had to take Matt to the Road Block, if not out of love for him, then out of compassion and gratitude toward my mom and dad. And seriously, I reasoned with myself, was it that big a deal? Sure, I detested country music, but I could grit my teeth and get through one show.

      The truth of the matter was that there was a bigger and more compelling reason for me to avoid doing this favor for my brother. I hadn’t been back to the Road Block in over six months, not since the night that I wanted to forget had ever happened. Maybe I was making too big a deal over it, and maybe no one else would even remember, but I did. I gave a little shudder and opened my mouth to tell Matt no way, no how.

      But I made the mistake of looking at him before I spoke, and the earnest, pleading expression on that sweet face took my voice away. This kid . . . he’d been wrapping me around his little finger since the day he was born when I was nine years old. I’d never been able to deny him anything that I could give, and I realized now that today wasn’t going to break that streak. It might be hard, and it might be unpleasant, but dammit, I was going to end up taking the kid to see his idol this weekend.

      “What time should I pick you up on Friday?”

      “Tori!” He yelled so loud, I was pretty sure the glasses in my cabinet reverberated with the sound. “Oh, my God, you’re the best sister in the entire world. Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

      “Yeah, and don’t you forget it.” I pushed my finger against his adorable nose, the same way I used to when he was a toddler. “I’m going to make sure you won’t.”

      He rolled his eyes, but I could see his excitement there anyway. “Whatever. I don’t even care, as long as I get to see Hunter Jaymes. I can’t believe I’m going to actually meet him.”

      “Well, I don’t know about that.” I frowned a little, concerned. “Buddy, you know, you might not get the chance to meet him or talk to him. I know the Road Block is a pretty small venue and all, but still—Mason might not want you stalking the talent. He’s kind of protective of the acts he books.”

      Matt shook his head, impatient. “Tori, Mason told me I could meet Hunter. He said if I get there early enough for the first set, I could help with soundcheck. And he promised he’d, like, actually introduce me to him.” He grabbed my hands. “We’re going to hang out with Hunter Jaymes.”

      “Whoa, there.” I disengaged my fingers. “I’m not hanging out with him. I’ll sit in the car until Mason says I have to be inside with you. I don’t need anyone thinking I’m a fangirl.”

      “No one would ever think that about you.” His voice was dry. “But you can’t sit outside. That would be weird.”

      “I’m okay with weird.” I sent him a sunny smile. “Cut your losses here, bud. I said I’m willing to drive you to the bar, and I’ll go inside during the show so that Mason doesn’t have to worry about you. But that’s it. Once he’s off the stage, you and I are out of there. Got it?”

      “Yeah, okay.” Matt reached down for his backpack, which was on the floor next to his feet. “Whatever you say.”

      “And now, I suppose, you’d like me to drive you home.” I folded my arms over my chest. “I assume that you missed your bus and walked over here to my house.” My tiny cottage was only about five blocks from the high school, and it wasn’t unusual for my brother to drop in if I happened to be home.

      “It was more the other way around.” He cast me a winsome smile. “I walked over here so I could talk to you, and so the bus left without me. I didn’t really miss it so much as it missed me.”

      I gritted my back teeth. Lord, save me from teenage boys. “Semantics, Matty. You need a ride home. Get your bag, and let’s go. I have work to do.”

      He frowned as he stood up and hefted the backpack over his shoulder. “But today’s your day off.”

      I scooped my keys from the small primitive antique bowl that sat on the table by my front door. “It’s my day off from the boutique, but I have blog work to do.”

      “You’re always working.” Matt’s tone verged on whining, but I pretended I didn’t hear that.

      “Yeah, I am.” I swatted his arm. “That’s how I got this sweet crib and all my killer threads. Not to mention my bitchin’ ride, yo.”

      “Tori.” He looked pained. “Please don’t try to sound . . . you know. Like you’re cool. You’re using all the wrong words.”

      “I know. I did it on purpose to annoy you.” I grinned widely. “Now let’s get moving, bud.”

      We both climbed into my ancient truck, and I patted the dash before I started her up, mentally whispering a prayer of gratitude when she turned over without issue. Matt buckled his seat belt and leaned back.

      “Since you’re raking in all the dough now, pretty soon you’ll be getting a new car, right?” He patted the worn molding on the door of the truck. “When you do, I get the old hussy, right?”

      I smiled. My grandfather had bought this truck new when I was a baby, and he’d taken good care of it, the way he had everything in his life. He’d been proud to hand me the keys when I was sixteen, telling me that it was mine for as long as I needed it, but that when I was ready to move on, the old hussy, as he called his truck affectionately, had to come back to the family.

      “We’ll have to see, Matty.” I swiveled in my seat to look out the window as I backed out. “It’s fine with me, but really, it’s up to Mom and Dad.” Shifting into first gear, I shot him a look. “And you know, you have to keep your grades up and be able to cover your car insurance on your own. Just like I did.”

      “Yeah.” He sighed. “I can do that. Well, the grades, I mean. But I don’t know what kind of job I could get to afford to own a truck. I don't make much at Mason's.”

      “You’ve got time to think about it. Another two years, anyway.” I turned onto the main street of our town. Burton wasn’t a bustling metropolis by any means, but still, all the shops along here were pretty busy this afternoon. It was spring, and people were thrilled to be outside again. More than a few of those strolling along the sidewalk waved to me. The old hussy was familiar to just about everyone in Burton.

      Matt and I didn’t talk much on the fifteen-minute ride out to the farm. I could make the drive on automatic pilot as I’d been taking this route since I’d been seventeen. Once we were out of Burton proper and on the rural highway that meandered through the surrounding farms, we rolled down the windows, and I turned up the radio, blaring Ed Sheeran as we sang along.

      “You’re so weird, you know that?” Matt shouted to be heard over the wind and the music. “We’re in a pickup truck on a country road in Georgia. This scene is just begging for Garth Brooks or Brad Paisley or Miranda Lambert!”

      “Nooooo!” I yelled back. “No country music!”

      He laughed at me. “You were totally adopted.”

      It was an old joke in our family, a ridiculous poke at the fact that my coloring was identical to my father’s while Matt looked just like my mom. But my brother wasn’t wrong about me being the anomaly, in that I was the only one of us who wasn’t a huge country music fan. Growing up, I’d been dragged to festivals and forced to endure hours of twanging songs about heartbreak, Mama, apple pie, dogs, and pickup trucks. The minute I’d been deemed old enough to stay home by myself, I’d seized the opportunity.

      Happily, by that time, Matt had been old enough to go—and he’d enthusiastically embraced all things twangy. Not only did he love our parents’ favorite tunes, he actually had a gift for playing just about any instrument he picked up—and he possessed an incredible singing voice.

      When I still lived at home, he used to harass me about being the oddball when it came to music, and I’d taunted him for being a stereotypical good ol’ boy, a camo-wearing redneck. There was very little we agreed on. But then I’d found Ed Sheeran, and even though he couldn’t be classified as even remotely country, Matt had decided that he respected the man for his amazing musical abilities—and that he enjoyed his songs, too. That’s why we always played Ed when we were together. He was our demilitarized zone.

      Slowing as the truck approached the driveway that led to our farm, I felt the familiar sense of pride in the weathered wooden sign that my great-grandmother had originally hand-painted over a century before.

      Westin Family Farm

      Est. 1846

      Over the years, the lettering had been touched up by various family members—most recently by me—but none of us ever changed the design. In the dining room of the big old farmhouse where I’d grown up, there was a framed photo of Great-Grammy next to the sign, and I’d always thought that her wide smile was a little like my own.

      “You coming in?” Matt glanced at me as we bumped up the drive. “Mom’s probably getting ready to make dinner. She might even make fried chicken if you stay.”

      “That’s mighty tempting, honey, but I need to get home so I can⁠—”

      “Work,” he finished for me. “Right.”

      I held my foot on the brake and reached over to tousle his sandy brown hair. “Hey, I need to make sure I’m caught up, because it turns out I have this hot date on Friday night, and I don’t want anything getting in the way of that.”

      He grinned. “Okay. Can you pick me up by six on Friday?”

      “You got it, buddy.” I watched him maneuver the handle to open the door, which often stuck. As he swung his legs out and hefted the backpack from the seat, I added, “Give Mom a hug from me and tell her I’ll be home Sunday for dinner. Oh, and tell Dad I’ll be here early enough to watch the Braves play.”

      “Sure.” He slammed the door—which he had to do so that it wouldn’t fly open on the road as I drove back to town—and gave me a quick wave over his shoulder. I watched him jog up the steps of the wide porch that wrapped around our family home and then round the corner, heading for the kitchen door. We never used the front entrance except for company, weddings, or funerals.

      As I drove away, I pictured the scene that probably greeted him once he’d gone into the kitchen. Mom would be there because it was a point of pride that she never missed greeting us after school. Even during the busiest planting or harvest season, my mother was waiting for us, always with some kind of snack and a drink. No matter what else was going on in her life, she paid careful attention to our chatter and looked over our homework and other school papers.

      I didn’t know if I would ever have kids, but if I did, she was the kind of mother I wanted to be.

      Thinking about kids and family and parents made me a little lonely and wistful. I loved my new independent life here in town; at twenty-four, it was time for me to be on my own, and I’d worked hard to make it happen. Still, I missed the easy camaraderie of my family, the meals around the table, the steady dependability of my parents, and the fun of being with my brother. My little cottage was adorable, but it was also quiet.

      Growing up on the farm, I’d come into Burton for school, and of course, I’d made friends. But most of those people had either moved away or were occupied with their own busy lives. In the six years since graduation, we’d all changed, and I wasn’t in touch with anyone from high school.

      But that didn’t mean I was a big old lonesome loser now. With that in mind, I took a left instead of the right turn that would’ve taken me back to my house and pulled up in front of a small shop with lighted windows.

      The sign on the door read Phoenix: Beauty from Ashley. That door opened as I hopped out of my truck, and two women, one about my mother’s age and the other a few years younger than me, stepped outside. Both smiled when they saw me.

      “Hey, Tori. How’re you doing?” The older woman called over. “You going in here, honey? Ashley’s with a client, but she’s about done, I think.”

      “Hey, Mrs. Hyles. Hey, Donna.” I leaned against my truck for a moment. “Yeah, I was just stopping in to chat a little. Thanks. I’ll wait for her in reception.” Taking the door Mrs. Hyles held for me, I added, “Y’all have a good evening.”

      I slipped inside the salon, inhaling deep. I loved the scent of this place. Phoenix didn’t smell like most beauty parlors. There was no lingering sulfuric odor from old permanents or the overwhelming cloying hairspray. Somehow, Ashley’s place was all relaxing and pleasant scents. She swore it was a matter of excellent ventilation, but I wasn’t sure about that. I was pretty sure she had some kind of magic voodoo that made the difference.

      “. . . but I told her she was out of her mind.” Ashley’s voice floated out to me, and I heard the click of her heels on the tiles. “I mean, who does that? It was—” She appeared in the doorway that connected the main salon with the reception area and spotted me. “Well, look what the cat dragged in. How long have you been out here, sugar?”

      I shrugged. “Not long. Mrs. Hyles just let me in as she was leaving.”

      “Oh, good.” Ashley turned to face the tall, good-looking man who’d followed her out. He had a square jaw and dark hair that clearly had just been cut. He stood a good head above my friend, and the eyes he turned to me were light blue and friendly.

      “Zane, this is my friend Tori. Tori, this is Zane, my favorite client.”

      He reached over Ashley’s shoulder to shake my hand. “Nice to meet you, but I’m pretty sure she tells all her clients the same thing.”

      Ashley gave us both wide eyes. “No way! Some of them I can barely tolerate. Ask Tori. She hears all my horror stories.”

      I nodded. “It’s true. Some of the people she takes care of are crazy demanding and downright mean.”

      “Not like you at all.” She beamed at him and then pointed toward me. “Tori is the most creative person I know. See what she’s wearing? She makes almost all of her own clothes or repurposes things in new ways.” She folded her arms over her chest. “Tell me what you’ve got on today.”

      Nice way to put me on the spot. I glanced down at my body, as though I’d forgotten what was on it. “Uh, the overalls came from a thrift shop in Savannah. I cinched the middle and added the sash in this floral cotton from another dress I’d bought, and then I turned up the cuffs and covered them in the same material.” Plucking my shirt away from my chest, I added, “And I bought this shirt at the boutique where I work.”

      “She works at a shop in Farleyville,” Ashely told Zane. “Where her talents are totally wasted.”

      “Ashley.” I rolled my eyes. “Please. I like my job at Niche.”

      She turned to face her client. “You could give Tori an old burlap sack and a yard of ribbon, and five minutes later, she’d have a beautiful dress. She’s that good. And she’s working at a store that sells frumpy suits to old women.”

      Zane glanced at me and then back at Ashley, uncertainty in his eyes. “Uh, okay. I guess that’s bad?”

      “Of course, it’s bad. She has this fashion blog that has a ton of followers, because she’s so awesome, and she needs to stop wasting her time dressing the elderly and pay attention to growing her own career.” She tilted her head and drilled me with steely, narrowed eyes, daring me to tell her that she was wrong.

      The annoying thing was, Ashley wasn’t wrong. I’d been working at Niche since I was sixteen, and the truth was that my original plan had been to quit four months ago. But that had been back when the plan had included Andy the asshole, my ex-boyfriend. I’d assumed we’d be marrying . . . or at least moving in together. Since that was never going to happen now, I’d had to make the decision to stick with my day job for a little longer.

      Ashley knew the practicalities of my plan, but she was more impatient than I was. That was the sign of a good friend, I decided, which was why her nagging wasn’t quite pissing me off. Yet.

      So I ignored her pointed words and cast a brilliant smile at Zane, who seemed more than a little uncomfortable caught between two strong-minded women discussing a topic he didn’t quite understand.

      “Are you new in Burton, Zane? I don’t think I’ve seen you around.”

      He grinned ruefully. “If I had a dime for every time I’ve heard that . . . yeah, I’m from Charlotte. Just moved here about three months ago.”

      “He took over Clark Morgan’s law practice,” Ashley added.

      “Well, welcome to Burton.” Hooking my thumbs into the belt loops of my baggy overalls, I leaned into the wall. “Everyone here is nosy, and they’ll give you advice even when you don’t ask . . .” I slid my friend the side-eye. “But they’re also the kindest, most loving folks you’ll ever meet.”

      “So far, I’d have to agree.” I didn’t miss the way his gaze lingered on my friend, and instantly, my attraction alert went off. He liked Ashley. Did she know this? She hadn’t even mentioned this guy to me.

      If Ashley noticed Zane’s attention, she didn’t show it. “Tori, let me cash out Zane so he can get going, and then I’ll be right with you.” She began leading him toward the desk in the corner. “I hope you want to go eat because I’m famished.”

      I stayed quiet, watching her go through the process of ringing up the charge, accepting Zane’s money, and being sweetly surprised when he insisted that she keep the change. When he said good-night to us both, he added that it had been nice to meet me. With one more glance at Ashley, he left, the bell over the door jangling as he did.

      “Well, he’s adorable.” I quirked an eyebrow. “Hmmm, funny that I don’t remember you telling me about him.”

      “Didn’t I?” Ashley busied herself with something on her computer, running the end-of-day sales report. “Huh. Well, I don’t tell you about every client who comes in here.”

      “Sure, but one who’s hot as hell and clearly wants you to take off more than just his hair? I just think it’s, uh, very interesting that you’ve been so close-mouthed about it. I assume he’s single.”

      “Yes, he’s single, but he’s not looking for anything with me, I promise.” She sighed and slid the cash drawer closed, turning the key in the lock. “He’s in love with his receptionist.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Why do you think that? And who is she?”

      Ashley waved her hand. “I don’t know, some girl just out of the community college. Younger than you and me. This is her first job. And I think that because it’s true. You should see him when he talks about her.”

      “I think you might be wrong about that, Ash.” I dropped into one of the overstuffed chairs that served as waiting room seating. “I think he likes you.” When she opened her mouth to contradict me, I only shook my head. “I’m not going to argue with you about it. Time will tell. So what were you thinking for dinner? Kenny’s or barbecue? Or Franco’s?”

      She came out from behind the desk and leaned against it. “I guess it wouldn’t do any good for me to suggest the Road Block, would it? It’s only Tuesday, and it’s early. It wouldn’t be crowded. We’d bring down the average patron age tonight, eating with the early bird special crowd.”

      “Ha, ha, ha.” I stuck out my tongue. “And no, I don’t want to go to the Road Block. I need someplace cheap. I’m broke, remember?”

      “Broke has nothing to do with why you won’t go eat at Mason’s place,” Ashley retorted. “You’re still afraid people are talking about what went down there with you and Andy. Get over it, girlfriend. The rest of the town has. They’ve all got better things to talk about.”

      “I hope they do because it turns out I’m going to be there on Friday night.” I dropped that little bombshell and waited for her to react. I didn’t have to wait long.

      “No way!” Her mouth dropped open, and she pretended to stagger backward. “No way in hell. You’re not only going to the bar, but you’re going on a Friday night?” She narrowed her eyes. “Do you have a date? Who asked you out?”

      “No one, and you should know that. The Road Block is the last place I’d take someone if I was interested in making it something important. As for who asked me out, that would be Matt.”

      “Awwww . . .” Ashley shoved out her lower lip. “That’s so sweet. He’s taking big sister out?”

      “No, big sister is going along as his chaperone, so he can see his musical idol. Mason made my being there a condition of him getting in. And I’m such a sucker for that kid that I said yes, against my better judgment.”

      “Oh, you’ll have a great night.” She began making the rounds, closing the blinds on all of the windows in the reception area. “It’s about time for you to go back there, honeybunch. Your boycott has been seriously impacting our social life.”

      “Sure, it has,” I laughed. “That’s a nice thing to say, Ashley, but I know you haven’t been staying away from the bar.”

      She lifted one shoulder. “Well, I haven’t been able to enjoy it as much without you. You’re my favorite dancing buddy. So a big thank-you to Matty. Tell him his next trim’s on me.”

      “I’ll pass on the message.” I wriggled to sit up on the edge of the chair. “Are you almost ready? I’m starved.”

      “Yep. Just let me go turn off the lights.”

      I watched my friend make her usual end-of-the-day rounds, checking that curling irons, flat irons, and hair dryers were all unplugged, that all the faucets were turned completely off, and that the lights were out. This salon was Ashley’s baby, and she was passionate about both nurturing it and making sure it grew. She was one of the savviest businesswomen I knew, and I understood that her own passion for entrepreneurship was one reason that she pushed me to make my move forward. She was afraid that I’d get stuck in the relative safety of being a paid employee at Niche, where things were safe and secure, if somewhat limited in opportunity.

      But I wasn’t going to rush anything. I had a plan, and even if I’d had to tweak it here and there, I knew it was a good one. I just had to be patient for a little longer.

      “All set,” Ashley announced as she sailed back into the waiting room. “And I’ve decided I’m craving fried chicken, so let’s go to Kenny’s.”

      “Sounds good to me.” I stood up, stretching my back a little. Ashley had the most comfortable chairs in any salon waiting area I’d seen—she said that the pampering should begin the minute a person walked in—but they wreaked havoc on my posture.

      “And Tori . . .” She paused next to me, laying a hand on my forearm. “I was teasing before, about you avoiding the Road Block, but it really is time for you to go back. It’s crazy that you’ve let Andy keep you away so long. It’s going to be fine, you know.”

      “Sure.” I mustered up a smile. “Of course, it is.”

      And maybe if I said those words enough between now and Friday, I’d even start to believe it.
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      “Remind me again why we’re playing this Podunk venue in this backwater town?”

      I turned in my seat, grinning at West, my best friend and unofficial manager. He was a man who was more comfortable in a suit and tie than in the jeans and T-shirt he was currently wearing, but the fact that he was here on my tour bus, riding through endless acres of green farm land for my sake, had to mean something, and it did.

      “What’s the matter, bud? Look around you.” I pointed out the window at the scenery flashing by us. “Doesn’t get any better than this.”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “Georgia stinks. The whole state smells like a swamp.”

      “Bullshit. It doesn’t smell bad.” I sniffed. “That’s just farms and fields and growing things. It’s life, West, my man.”

      “Life stinks.” He rested one foot on the rung of the seat across from him.

      “You don’t like any state south of Maryland. I’m still not sure why you ever left Yankee territory.”

      “Not true. I love Virginia, and Tennessee’s home now. It’s just a few of the others that I find, uh, challenging.” He cocked his head. “Which brings me back to my initial question. Why the hell are we heading for a small town in Georgia to play a tiny little bar in the middle of freaking nowhere?”

      I smiled. “Because Mason Wallace owns that tiny bar, and don’t you let him hear you call it that. I’ve known Mason since I was fifteen years old. His wife gave me my first real shot at a career in music.” I thought of Lu calling me up on stage with her for the first time. I’d been shaking, a terrified kid who only knew he wanted to sing. But Lu had smiled, and she had stood next to me even after I took the mic from her hand. I’d watched her encouraging eyes when my voice had come out off-key and tremulous, and when I’d held the microphone too close and winced at the feedback.

      And then something had come over me, some magic that I couldn’t ever define. I gave myself to the song, and the next time I was aware, Lu had moved to the wings and was watching me with jubilation. That hadn’t exactly been my big break—I’d gone back to high school the next day, and no one had been the wiser about my unplanned debut, but it had been a start. I never forgot that night, and I never forgot Lu.

      By the time she’d been killed in an accident a few years later, we’d been more like family than friends. On her advice, her husband Mason had scouted me for a record label, and both of them had taken me under their wings. I owed them so much.

      “I wouldn’t be where I am today if it weren’t for Mason and Lu. So when he asked me to play this gig, I didn’t even think twice.” I shrugged. “Besides, we had room in the schedule. Nothing’s going on for another three weeks.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” West shifted in his seat. “I just hope these people know how lucky they are that they get to see Hunter Jaymes for free, and so up close and personal.”

      “If they don’t, I have a feeling you’ll tell them.” I clapped him on the shoulder and stood up. “Monty, how much longer do we have, you think?”

      The driver didn’t take his eyes off the road in front of him. “Hour and a half, maybe. Not more, and could be a little less.”

      “Okay, thanks.” I reached for my guitar. “I’m going to head to the back and work on some of these new songs. West, you need anything?” It wasn’t like he didn’t know his way around the bus as well as I did, but still, I felt like the host, and my mama had trained me that it was rude to leave a guest wanting.

      “Nah, I’m fine. There’s nothing I need that you could make happen.” Leaning forward, he tugged his phone from the back pocket of his jeans. “The good news is that the Wi-Fi we had installed on here is working like gangbusters, so at least I can get some shit done while we’re rolling down the highways of rural America.”

      “Cool.” Ignoring the barbs, I chose to focus on the faint praise, smiling over my shoulder as I swayed my way down the narrow walkway that led to the only private space on our home away from home.

      The tour bus wasn’t the fanciest rig around. It wasn’t as tricked out as some of the others I’d seen around Nashville or at other venues we played. It wasn’t huge. The engine was rebuilt, and the layout was simple. It didn’t pop-out on the sides or top, have a fireplace, marble tile or a second level. There wasn’t a hot tub or a gourmet kitchen.

      But the thing that made it perfect was that it was mine. One hundred percent mine, fully paid for . . . not rented or borrowed. Sheila was mine.

      I didn’t know exactly where her name had come from, except that the guy who’d restored the old bus for me had been from Australia. I’d been telling West and Leticia, my agent, about picking it up and how the dude had described her—he’d referred to the bus as a woman—as a sweet and sexy lady, the kind I could count on for decades.

      “She needs a name,” Leticia had suggested. “You know, all the big stars name their buses. Big Red or Proud Mary or something like that . . .”

      It had clicked in my mind instantly. “She’s Sheila.” I’d patted her bumper. “That’s her name.” Of course, it came from Australian slang, but I’d also gotten the name from an old Tommy Rowe song I’d loved as a kid. Sweet little Sheila, you’ll know her if you see her . . .

      I sang it softly to myself, closing the door to the main bedroom and settling in my favorite chair with the guitar. My next album was supposed to be released in four months, and we were still wrestling with which tracks would be included. I wasn’t altogether happy with the choices so far, which was another reason I’d been quick to tell Mason I’d make this trip. Sometimes, being on the road inspired me to write my best music . . . and I planned to try out some rough tracks tonight at the Road Block. If the crowd responded well, I’d have that information to back up my arguments for including those cuts.

      Usually, writing songs came easily for me. I could sit down at my kitchen table back in Nashville, and lyrics poured from my pen. Notes came flying from the strings of my guitar. But in the last month or so, it felt like there’d been something blocking the muse. I’d get down four lines, only to hate them all and rip up the paper. The chords I played felt off. Even the songs I’d written earlier this year, the ones that my management was eager to use on this album, sounded old and dull to me.

      “You just need better inspiration,” Leticia had proclaimed. “You need to find a woman and let her fuck your brains out. It’s the sexual frustration that’s clogging up your creative process.”

      West had laughed. “Tish, you’re my kind of lady.” He’d hooked an arm around her neck and kissed the top of her head. “Run away with me. I’ll buy you a brownstone in New York, and we’ll set the world on fire.”

      “Get off me, you big lug.” She’d swatted him “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      He’d clutched his heart. “Is it the age difference? I’m too young and inexperienced for a woman of your, uh, prowess?”

      Tish had snorted. “Hardly. I sleep with boys like you all the time. I teach them the things that will someday make their wives want to thank me. No, you’re not too young, honey. It’s that you’re a damn fucking Yankee.”

      At that point, they’d embarked on a long and involved conversation about the merits of the north versus those of the south, and I’d tuned them both out. Leticia was one of the most respected and feared musical talent agents in Tennessee, and I was damned lucky to have her. West had been my closest friend since we’d met in the fifth grade. It was a fortunate thing that two people so integral to my life and my business got along as well as they did, given their obvious and glaring differences. Still, they sometimes had the tendency to drive me crazy.

      But at the same time, I knew that Tish wasn’t completely off the mark. Since my career had exploded, my personal life had been nearly non-existent. I’d gotten burned early on by a woman who’d left me gun-shy and reluctant to date. And while West encouraged me to exercise what he called my right as a country music star and hook up with the all-too-willing groupies, I just wasn’t interested.

      I’d seen how that worked out. During my very first tour, when I’d been one of the opening acts for a well-known singer, I’d had a front-row seat to groupie action. It was the same story at each venue: during the first love ballad in the set, he’d scan the mosh pit in front of the stage, searching for a woman who caught his attention. If there wasn’t someone there, he’d check out the first few rows. And then he’d zero in on the lucky lady, singing his songs only to her.

      When he reached the second to last song of the night—the one before the encore—one of his security detail would slip into the audience and murmur an invitation into the chosen one’s ear. I’d asked one of the guys once how he could do that.

      “Hey, it’s a living,” he’d shrugged. “And it’s not like I ask them to come backstage so he can fuck them. I invite them to join the band in a private room to celebrate the successful show. What happens once they show up isn’t up to me. There’s always a choice.”

      He was right . . . but that choice usually turned out to be an irresistible one to the women invited. I didn’t think they had delusions that whatever they shared would last more than one night—or maybe not even that long—but some did. We’d had a couple of women who showed up at the next show, having driven hours to get there, claiming that they were part of the tour. I didn’t know what happened to those ladies—security and management dealt with them—but I always felt sorry for them.

      And I knew for sure that I didn’t want any part of that kind of lifestyle. Why would I want to spend time, let alone share my bed, with a woman who was only interested in the persona? There were enough of those kinds of folks in my life.

      Up until a year ago, I’d been known to only a small handful of people in Nashville. Sure, I’d been in the business for years; I’d had the deal Mason had crafted for me before he’d left town after Lu’s death, and I got jobs. I opened for some big acts and some so-so musicians. I’d seen a few bands get big fast and then fade away just as quickly. I was determined that if and when I got my shot, I was going to make it stick. I didn’t mind the slow and steady climb, if it meant that I was earning a career that would be more than a flash in the pan.

      To my shock, when it came, my chance was fast and furious. It had been one of those rare moments of serendipity: the perfect song, released at the perfect time, with just the right amount of radio and social media attention meant that suddenly, my name was everywhere. I couldn’t open my front door without some photographer there snapping my picture. I couldn’t go to the grocery store without seeing groups of girls whispering and pointing at me as if I were an exhibit.

      It hadn’t taken me long to realize that fame wasn’t what I’d wanted. I’d wanted the chance to sing my songs to the world, and I had that now. I was grateful for it. But the other parts that came along with that made me feel more than a little nauseated. Maybe that was part of what was causing my block . . . the fact that I hadn’t embraced this new way of life yet. Maybe I was subconsciously sabotaging my career so I could go back to the safety of obscurity.

      Or maybe I was full of shit and I just needed to write the damn songs.

      ***

      After his wife’s tragic death, Mason Wallace had left Nashville with his baby daughter and returned to his hometown here in Georgia. He’d told me that he wanted Piper to grow up with her grandmother nearby, and since his dad had passed away six months after Lu’s accident, it had seemed like the right time to do it. He’d lost his taste for scouting talent, but he didn’t want to move away from the industry altogether, so he’d opened up this business on the outskirts of Burton.

      The Road Block was a bar and a club—the only place within fifty miles where people could come to enjoy music and dance—as well as a restaurant. The building was huge, and it was set out here in the middle of nowhere, it seemed—yet Mason and his staff assured me that within a few hours, we’d be seeing standing room only.

      “We do okay.” My old friend winked at me. “Women like to dance, and men like to drink beer and watch them dance. It works out for everyone.”

      I stood near the stage, taking it all in. West had settled in at a table not far away, his laptop open and his phone to his ear. Monty was sitting at the bar, bending the ear of the pretty bartender who was
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