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Dedication:

To those who have past regrets- “Make the
most of your regrets, never smother your sorrow, but tend and
cherish it till it comes to have a separate and integral
interest.

“To regret deeply is to live afresh.”-
Henry David Thoreau


Chapter One

 


 


If I wasn’t quick on my feet, I would end up
with a wicked bruise on my cheek or a black eye. I barely dodged an
elbow from one of the rowdy guys near the front of the stage. But
that was the chance I took serving the mob depending on what band
performed and the selection of cheap beers on tap that night.

The bar was pretty packed for a muggy Friday
in July. Not much of a surprise there. Sisco’s was one of the most
popular bars in Hillsboro, the town where I was born and still
lived. I’d been working there for the past three years. The Lady
Pearls, the all-girls local band brought in the standing-room-only
crowds to the delight of Casey, the owner. They would sing a
combination of covers and their own original songs for the next
hour.

Breathing a sigh of relief, unscathed, I
brought a tray of empty beer bottles to Marc, the head bartender.
He and the two others served drinks as fast as they could. I was
always impressed by Marc’s speed and dexterity at serving the
thirsty masses. Most were of the female variety since he made most
of his tips that way. His compelling and exotic looks grabbed the
attention of many female patrons. He was dark all over from the
color of his skin to his eyes and muscular frame. Plus, being bald
worked in his favor.

He grabbed the empty bottles and threw them
in the garbage can under the bar. For now, there was a lull, since
the entire room gawked at the stage where Alana, the lead singer of
The Lady Pearls, belted out a great rendition of Foo Fighter’s
Everlong.

Marc drank a bottle of water and watched
Alana strut her stuff. He had it bad for her, although their
friendship was somewhat of an enigma to me. Alana was a free spirit
when it came to romantic relationships. Even though she and Marc
dated, she was also involved with Casey, who happened to be his
best friend. Talk about a sticky situation.

“Hey, pipsqueak, don’t forget to take your
break soon.” Marc wiped his skull with a bar towel. He bent down in
front of the small fridge, took out a bottle of water, and passed
it to me.

I smiled in thanks and rolled the chilled
bottle across my forehead. With so many bodies, the heat and
humidity had become unbearable. Outside, it was a balmy eighty-five
degrees and not much better inside. I grimaced, pushing aside the
hair sticking to my nape and back. Even wearing a thin tank top
didn’t keep me cool.

I guzzled the water, and Marc nodded in
approval. For some reason, he’d always been protective of me. I
think it had to do with our height difference. At six foot two he
towered over my barely five-foot-four frame.

“Alana is on fire tonight. You must be proud
of her. Casey sure is.” I motioned to him with my bottle. He stood
near the door with his arms crossed and a vigilant look on his
handsome face as he viewed the action on stage.

Marc released a short laugh and flicked
water at me. I pretended to pour my water over his head, but he
blocked the move and snatched my wrist.

“No matter how much you tease or taunt me
about Lana and Casey, I’m not falling for it. We all know where we
stand with one another,” he said, and released me. At least he
didn’t sound upset by my observation. He rarely overreacted to
anything and was always cool under pressure.

I rested my forearms on top of the bar, the
wood cool and smooth. As the next song began and the music grew
louder, I leaned forward for him to hear me over the roar of the
crowd. “The entire situation between you and Alana is strange. It’s
obvious you like her, so why aren’t you upset she’s also dating
Casey?”

He shrugged and settled back in the corner.
“You wouldn’t understand. It’s best to leave it alone, Amanda.”

The quiet, yet biting tone in his voice was
my cue to behave. I nodded and finished my water. “Sorry, I don’t
mean to be nosy. I don’t want to see you hurt.” I glanced over and
started clapping when Alana reached a high note. The crowd joined
in. She had such charisma and talent, a striking face, and a body
I’d sell one of my kidneys for. When I first start working at
Sisco’s, I had developed a slight crush on her. But once I found
out she was straight and wasn’t interest in swinging my way or
experimenting, I threw those feelings aside. I had learned the hard
way, years before, by falling for a woman like Alana who was on her
way to stardom and who had broken my heart in the process.

Marc tapped the top of my hand. “What’s with
the frown? If I upset you—?”

“You didn’t!” I lifted my lips in a grin to
appease him. If he thought I was upset about something or someone
had annoyed me, he wouldn’t let up until I told him what had
bothered me. “I’m thinking about the end of the summer, when Alana
and The Lady Pearls go on their tour. Are you cool with her
leaving?”

He sighed and rubbed the back of his head.
“Lana and I talked about it. We’ll work it out. It’s only for three
months on the road to promote their first album. I’d love for her
to stay, and I know Casey would prefer it, too—because of all the
lost revenue—but if this is her chance to hit it big, I can’t hold
her back.”

I peeled the label from my bottle. He had a
good point. But he had to be nervous the woman he cared for would
be separated from him for the length of a college semester. Most
long-distance relationships didn’t last, especially with someone
like Alana. She would end up meeting glamorous and attractive men
who could help her career, if she was open to doing things other
than wowing them with her singing.

“The Lady Pearls’ touring plans aren’t
definite yet. They may hold off until the spring.” Marc dropped his
arm over my shoulders and drew me near. “You didn’t hear it from
me, but Lana and the girls are in negotiations to write and perform
a song on Billie Layne’s next album. They may be the opening act on
her next tour.”

I squeezed my bottle hard. A spasm in my
lower back made me bite my lip to keep from groaning in pain.
“Billie Layne, as in the Grammy-award-winning rock singer who’s had
ten singles and three albums in five years…all of which have gone
platinum within a month of their release?”

He nodded. “The same one.” He inspected the
bottle I’d ruined then studied my face. “Why are you so surprised?
Weren’t you two friends in high school?”

I shrugged, acting my normal, unruffled
self. “I tutored Billie our senior year. She was also my next-door
neighbor.” I mumbled the last statement.

He snapped his fingers. “Oh, yeah. She moved
in with her aunt and uncle after her parents died when she was ten,
right?”

“She was twelve, and it was her mother who
died of breast cancer. Her father was never in the picture.” I
blotted my face with a cocktail napkin. Why did it feel much warmer
than before?

“You’ll be able to catch up on old times.
She’s here with some chick. They’re both talking to Casey.”

Black spots appeared in front of my eyes,
and it wasn’t because of the blazing lights overhead. I grasped the
edge of the bar and swallowed hard. For some reason, my mouth and
throat were dry even though I had just chugged a sixteen-ounce
bottle of water.

“Wh-what? Stop fooling around. Why would
rock sensation Billie Layne come home after being away for so long,
and to Sisco’s? Does she even know Casey?” I asked, sweat dripping
down my back.

“Billie reached out to Lana a few weeks ago
and mentioned she’s staying in Hillsboro for some R&R and to
see family and friends. Lana invited Billie to see her perform
tonight, and she accepted.” He took my empty bottle and gave me a
new one. “I think Billie’s guitarist chick—what’s her name?—is with
her.”

“Ivy Falls,” I said, barely moving my mouth.
“They’re writing partners.” I swallowed past the huge lump in my
throat and winced when the ache in my back traveled into my belly.
“I think they were an item at one time.”

“Now that’s hot.” Marc chuckled, and I
glared at him.

“What? Two hot girls getting it on is hot.”
He smiled and gazed over my shoulder. “Also, two girls like Billie
and Ivy wearing tight jeans and next-to-nothing shirts have made
the night for most of the guys here.”

And some of the women. I laughed, a
hollow sound. I would have cracked a joke about a wet dream come to
life for the male group here, but my good humor had plummeted to
the floor. I was about to see someone I had been very intimate
with, one I hadn’t seen in almost six years. Already, my heart
pounded against my chest and a feeling of vertigo crashed over
me.

“The drunken natives are getting restless.”
Marc squeezed my shoulder. “Back to the grind for me. You look like
you’re about to pass out. Go on your break.”

“Will do, boss.” I lifted my water and
sipped it. Marc shot me one last warning glare then took some drink
orders.

I drank too fast and my side cramped. I
inhaled and closed my eyes, dizzy. Marc was right. I needed some
fresh air, even with the sticky heat outside. But that meant
turning around and seeing Billie. She had no idea I worked here,
since I’d started my employment after she left town. We hadn’t kept
in touch. Maybe I could make a break for it without her seeing me.
She was probably near the front of the stage, watching the girls
play their hearts out.

I lifted my hair and dabbed the sweat from
my neck then grabbed my bottle and bypassed some people, excusing
myself. I’d hide in the back on the patio. As I skirted past a
group of beer-chugging guys, I paused. Billie stood near the front
entrance. Her face was blank, no smile or frown or even an eyebrow
raised. Here she was, six years older, in the flesh. She looked
much the same as she had the rainy night she walked out of my house
without a good-bye. Her hair was still wavy and dark, bordering on
black, but instead of wearing it super short like in high school,
she had grown it in a layered bob falling below her ears. Marc had
been correct—her jeans were not only super tight, but practically
sprayed on, and she wore a short black halter-top showing off her
tanned stomach and silver hoop belly-button ring.

The belly-button ring was new, like the
music note tattoo on her right bicep. People around me whispered,
mentioning Billie’s name in awe. As she advanced, I twisted around
and rushed through the crowd, escaping outside.

Billie would find me if she wanted to. When
she did, I would have to stay strong, act detached, and pretend I
no longer loved her as much as I had when I was seventeen and she
was one of my reasons for living.
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