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      “No, I’m on my way into Summit Springs now. The band can get here when they get here.” Skyla Bridey had the phone on hands-free as she coasted down into Summit Springs, Colorado, the town like a jewel in the late afternoon sun, set in the bowl of a nice little outcrop of the Rocky Mountains, the snow like crystals, reflecting the light.

      Thank God the roads were clear. She wasn’t really a winter weather kind of driver, after all. It didn’t snow where she came from originally.

      “Skyla, I still think this is a crap idea,” Jonas said. “I don’t see why you can’t record in Nashville like everyone else.”

      She blew out a breath, because he just didn’t get it. “I tried that. The sound engineers and producers in that town are all convinced they know better than me. I want somewhere small. I’m producing this album, and Hiram Cheedle is a fantastic engineer. He just happens to be semi-retired here in Summit Springs. It will be a great experience.”

      And just the break she needed from the grueling tour schedule she’d had for the past three years.

      She wasn’t bitching, hand to God, but she needed to breathe, she needed a little R and R, and she needed to make some real music. Something that fed her soul.

      Her last album had been good. Great, really. But it had been seriously commercial.

      Hell, one song sounded like freaking disco. That wasn’t her. She was a deep country girl.

      She wanted to bond with her band, see some snow, and hell, this was the lesbian capital of the southwest. She might get laid.

      Skyla grinned, but sobered when Jonas cleared his throat, which always meant he was about to lay down the “little lady” smackdown. He was a fabulous label guy and he and her manager negotiated good contracts, but that meant he was hard to fight with, too.

      “I just want you to have the best to work with.”

      “I do! Don’t worry. I’ve got this. Okay, the road is twisty. Gotta go, bye!” She hung up before he could protest. “Fuck me raw.”

      She stretched her shoulders, rolling up and down. This wasn’t a mistake. She knew it.

      She wanted to get out of her little gilded cage, just for a few weeks. She could go skiing. Maybe dog sledding. She saw that someone in Summit Springs did that. Played music. Wrote songs.

      Yeah, she was so looking forward to this.

      She topped a rise and pulled off at one of those scenic overlook things. Unfastening her seatbelt, she slipped out of the car, staring down a vast valley into a cute little town. There were rivers—one big and three little ones—crisscrossing the town, along with a big hot springs pool. The tiny downtown looked like a Swiss chalet thing, and she could see hotels and a square covered in snow. She’d rented her and the band three houses on the same street, along with time at the recording studio for the next two months.

      Skyla sucked in a deep breath, the icy air a welcome shock to her lungs. This shit was crazy brisk. But fun.

      Okay, time to get into town before it got dark.

      She wasn’t scared of driving in the snow anymore, but the snow in the dark?

      Yeah-no.

      And she was hungry. Starving, in fact. She’d looked at all the Yelp stuff, and she thought maybe pizza. She thought Cherry’s Pies looked interesting, and supposedly they had live music several days a week.

      Skyla was all about that.

      Her bandmates were all coming in from Denver—Mich and Andi, plus Lucie and Greggo and Brenda, then Hiram to run the board for her. They could have a blast for a few weeks, and maybe make a few hits in the process. What wasn’t to love about that?

      Snow started to fall as she slipped back in the car. Damn, that was pretty. She snapped a few pictures for her folks, because Momma would love to see them. She would be fascinated by the snow. There just wasn’t a ton of the white stuff in southern Texas.

      But then she high-tailed it back to her vehicle and headed down into town, her GPS telling her how to get to her home away from home. She wasn’t taking any chances. Jonas would shit himself if she had a wreck.

      The baby downtown made her happy—a bookstore, a coffee shop, a wee shop with wood carvings. Seriously, that was so…chichi.

      Her house was a block off Conifer, which was the main street and up a little hill. She pulled up, the code for the door on her phone. She let herself in and the smell of wood oil and citrus hit her, homey and good. She liked the place already, and she hadn’t even made it inside all the way.

      There was a note from the realtor on the rolltop desk by the door.

      <Welcome home!

      Here are the garage door opener, the keys for the front and back door. The alarm code is on the key fob, leave off the first and last number and put it in backward. The beds have been made, there’s a gift certificate for Cherry’s pizza here, and I brought in a bill of groceries to tide you over for a day or two. Call me if you need me.

      Hannah.>

      Whoa.

      That was too cool for school. Talk about service. She was tickled as a pig in shit. She wandered, checking out the kitchen, the powder room, which she needed worse than she thought, and then the upstairs with its pretty master bedroom. Nice.

      The whole house was charming, warm, and quiet. Even better, the garage was clear, so she could park in there and not have to clean ice off the SUV. Perfect.

      She moved the car into the garage, then moved in her guitars first, her suitcases next.

      Skyla wasn’t traveling with all her normal shit, but traveling light wasn’t in her vocabulary.

      As she put her last suitcase on the bed, she wondered if Cherry’s was within walking distance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, sweetpea.” Kirsten brushed the snow off her guitar case. “It’s coming down out there.”

      Cherry grinned over at her, hands filled with pitchers of beer. “It’s a busy night. You make sure you put your tip jar out, huh?”

      “Totally. You need some help?” It wasn’t like she hadn’t spent years waiting tables in this place. Waiting tables. Cooking in the back. Washing dishes. Whatever it took to keep her in guitar strings and cat food.

      “Nope. You set up and make music. There’s a crowd in the big room already, waiting for someone to take the stage.”

      “Thanks.” Cherry really fostered a good place to play, letting people know that if they sat in the main room in the sprawling pizza place, they’d hear a live show several nights a week. So, folks came just for that.

      “Kirsten!” The cheer set up for her as soon as she stepped up to the stage. She wasn’t ever going to be famous or anything, but god, she did love pretending to be a star under the single spotlight focused on the spindly chair and mic.

      “Ladies!” She ran one hand through her short hair, encouraging the pink spikes to stand a bit taller. Then she pulled out her guitar, which raised up another shout. “How are we doing tonight? Having a party?”

      She sat in the chair, strumming a few chords, tuning up as she listened to the women telling her about their evening, about their fun, about their requests. She recognized so many of the ladies—and a couple of the men—here for her and beer and pizza.

      Not necessarily in that order.

      Still, it was good for the ego how a hoot went up when she got set and started her first song, people singing along with her, which was like, an artist’s dream. She loved that shit.

      It didn’t matter that she didn’t sing any of her own stuff. That wasn’t the gig.

      This was about dancing on the postage stamp dance floor, about singing along, and more than that about encouraging customers to stay and eat more, drink more. Cherry gave her a piece of the action as well as her tips, so how could she complain? No one else in town was that generous for as easy as the gig was.

      She did a ton of easy listening, then a couple of super poppy hits, before leaning into her alt-country roots. The boot-stomping number she ended her first set with had a lot of people dancing, even without the benefit of a backup band, and she let the last few notes roll out with some gusto, doing a ching a ling on her guitar to signal the end of the song.

      There was a huge cheer, and she waved to everyone. “I’m taking a half-hour break. Y’all be good.”

      “Good set. Kirsten!” someone called, and a guy stuck another ten into her jar. Hello beer money.

      “Thanks, y’all!” She left her guitar on stage under the light and went to sit at the bar.

      Evie and Chey—two of her best buds—were sitting at the bar, sharing potato skins.

      “Hey, sweetheart! You sound good.” Chey kissed her cheek.

      “Thanks! It’s a good vibe in here tonight.” She did love that, when everyone seemed into it, and all she had to do was ride the wave.

      “It is. It’s busy for sure, especially for a Tuesday. It feels almost like a Friday.”

      “If it was Friday, there’d be a DJ and a packed dance floor.” And she didn’t regret that, not a bit.

      “Mmm.” Chey grinned. “And we wouldn’t be here.”

      “Old ladies,” she teased.

      “Shit yes,” Evie said. “I have dogs and horses and shit. They wake up early.”

      “And I’m a baker. I have to be up at the crack of dawn.” Chey winked at her. “You sound amazing. Love the new nose ring.”

      “Thanks! It’s a little amethyst.” Her own little bit of violet.

      “I love it,” Evie agreed.

      “Hey, Kirsten. Beer tonight?” Gage, the bartender on duty, gave her a slow once-over.

      “Looking fine, lady.”

      She cracked up. “You too, schoompsie poo.” Gage always knew how to make a woman feet hot. Gay, straight, or a mix of both.

      Gage blew her a kiss and then headed on, flirting outrageously with absolutely everyone. The man was a money-making machine.

      They chatted, the beer cold, the potato skins, which arrived in another order soon after she sat down—thank you Gage—hot. She was just thinking she needed to get back on the stage and earn her keep when a ripple went through the crowd.

      Whispers started up, and by the time they reached the bar, they sounded like, “Is that really her? Wow. She’s a star. What is she doing here? Oh, I love her music.”

      Nope. Nope. She was not going to listen. She couldn’t get wigged out, no matter who was here. She had a gig to do, and there had been a couple of B-list celebrities who had wandered through Summit Springs.

      She could handle it.

      Evie raised an eyebrow. “Not even going to go peek at who just showed up?”

      She scoffed. “This is Summit Springs, not Aspen or Austin or something. It’s not like Melissa Etheridge just walked through the door.”

      “What if it’s Tori Amos?” Chey asked.

      “My mothers would cream their jeans.”

      Evie cackled. “Lord, now you’re calling me old again.”

      “You’re not that old,” she said.

      The ripple got louder, then stopped, which meant whoever it was they’d brought her to this room to sit. Sure enough, everyone was staring, so she winked at Chey, and they both turned to see who the big name was.

      Damn.

      Skyla Bridey was the hottest ticket in country music right now, and the sequined ball cap didn’t really disguise her bright curls and dimples worth a shit.

      Wow.

      Seriously.

      Wow.

      How the hell was she supposed to get up there and sing with a professional in the audience?

      How the hell was this supposed to work?
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      Skyla knew everyone was staring, so she did what she did best. She put on her big old Texas smile and she went into aw-shucks mode.

      “Thank you, ma’am,” she told the hostess, who’d put her at a great two top close enough to the stage to enjoy whatever little oodling singer came back to that guitar, but not so close she couldn’t hear herself think.

      “I’m a fan,” the little gal said, handing her a menu.

      “Well, stop on back by when you get a breath and I’ll sign something for you.” She should have ordered in and waited for the damn band…

      “Oh, no. No, that’s tacky and Cherry would have my ass in a sling.” She got a tickled grin, the pretty dark eyes just dancing. “What can I get you to drink?”

      “Big Diet Coke. Small Jack Daniels.” She made motions with her hands to indicate sizes.

      “Yes, ma’am. FYI, the pesto chicken jalapeno pizza is to die for.”

      “Oh, hell yes.” She grinned, making hand motions again. “Big pizza, tiny salad.”

      “Salad wagon is open, and it’s only $2.99 with your meal.”

      “Sold, honey.”

      “Cool. Plates are at the trunk end, the ranch is homemade, the bacon bits are real bacon.”

      “This might be heaven,” she teased. She waited for the hostess to leave before going to grab a plate. Salad bars were few and far between these days, and there were no paparazzi around to measure her plate. Sure, it would show up on social media on someone’s TikTok, but fuck it. She was hungry.

      People were watching, but they were mostly polite. There was a little gaggle of teenagers in the corner, damn near vibrating, taking selfies with her over their shoulders as the mothers watching the group fussed about it.

      But she got back to her table unaccosted and just in time to get her drink, so it was all good. She didn’t like for folks to be alone with her liquids. That was how weird tabloid stories about her stripping down to her bra and support hose happened.

      The lights on the dance floor dimmed, and she glanced up, curious to see who the dude with the guitar was going to be.

      The “dude” ended up being a long, lean drink of water with bright pink and dark purple hair in a dapper little side comb. She had eyebrow piercings, a nose piercing, and her exposed throat was covered in black and gray rose tattoos.

      And just in case the Dr. Martens and the Levis didn’t make it clear, what was printed on her long-sleeved t-shirt sure did.

      Scary Lesbian. Boo.

      Damn. Skyla poured the Jack into the Diet Coke and stared unabashedly. That was…oddly hot. Not really her type, she thought, but hot. She liked a cowgirl a little more like the lady at the bar, who was obviously taken.

      She didn’t talk, just picked up her well-loved guitar, and began to pick, fingers dancing across the strings, the opening chords of “Danny’s Song” sounding. Now, that was an oldie but a goodie, and she did know all the words.

      A happy cry of “Kirsten” filled the air.

      So, this one was popular.

      Skyla sipped her drink, closing her eyes as the lady started to sing. It was easier to get the feel for the talent level that way. The voice had a sandpaper rasp to it but was fairly deep and had a nice round tone to it.

      The guitar playing, now. That was exceptional. Kirsten was a musician more than she was a singer.

      She made that guitar sing, and her sense of phrasing was absolutely lovely. When Kirsten flowed into “Cat’s in the Cradle”, Skyla tapped her foot and hummed along. She had to stuff her mouth with salad to keep from singing. This wasn’t her show.

      The crowd swayed and sang, and she moved to “Come to My Window” and then “If It Makes You Happy.”

      This girl knew her audience.

      She munched her way through her pizza and salad, enjoying the show. But the singer herself was watching Skyla and looking a little nervous. Damn.

      She held it together, though, even managing a totally respectable cover of Bonnie Raitt. Shit, the girl could play, and she caught herself singing along, because hello? Lead singer disease.

      Unfortunately, she discovered that everyone in the bar was watching her, and the stud on the stage was just playing, not even pretending to sing with her.

      Whoops. Her cheeks heated, and she lifted her hands like, “What can I say,” as she trailed off. She mouthed, “Sorry,” at the lady under the spotlight, because it was kind of a dick move of her to steal the show.

      Kirsten shrugged, opened her hands, and nodded. “And that, my loves, was the perfect ending. You girls have a good night. I’ll be back Thursday.”

      Shit. Now she felt like a douche.

      “You want a box for that?” the server who had been refilling her Diet Coke asked.

      “I would. I would also love to buy the entertainer a drink, if she’ll stick around to have it. I feel awful.”

      “Nonsense. That was amazing! You have a gorgeous voice. I’ll see if Kirsten’s sticking around. Evie and Chey left already, and I don’t see either Cassie or Devon…”

      Obviously, this was a regular thing. It was fucking adorable.

      “Thanks. I appreciate it.” It was the least she could do. Well, that and put a tip in the tip jar, which she should get up and do, but then that would just call more attention to herself.

      The waitress went to talk to the guitar player, who glanced over at her, said a few more words, and then waited for a to-go box and a glass of Coke.

      Then she brought the box right to Skyla, calm as anything.

      “Hey, there. Thanks for the drink.” Kirsten the singer lifted her glass, then handed Skyla the to-go box.

      “You’re welcome. Lord, I’m sorry about that, but man, you can pick.” That was the truth, so why not say it? She loved a musician, even if they weren’t singing in her genre. It was a thing. She gave credit where credit was due. God knew, this business was tough enough on women without them duking it out on each other.

      “No worries, and thanks.” Kirsten’s voice wasn’t any less husky off stage, but it wasn’t vocal shred. It wasn’t taught.

      “No problem. I like some good bar music.” She gave Kirsten a sunny smile because she was feeling good. Mellow. Jack and Coke and pizza did that to a girl.

      “Well, they have a DJ on Friday and Saturday, and there’s open mic on Sunday.”

      “Where else do you play?” It popped out, and she didn’t really want to take too much time to analyze that right now.

      “I don’t.” She got a wry chuckle. “I teach acoustic, bass, mandolin. I wait tables here a couple of nights a week. Not many places here desperately need a girl with a guitar.”

      “Oh.” Her cheeks heated. “I just figured with the ski lodge there would be bars and coffee shops.”

      “Nope. The ski lodge is little, but Summit Springs is tiny. I hope you have fun. There’s a bunch of outdoor sports stuff to do.”

      “My band all want to go skiing.” Skylar was more the hot buttered rum in the hot tub type.

      “M&M Outfitters. They’re the best in town. They have packages and shit.”

      “Thanks. I’ll check in with them in the morning.” She sipped her drink. “Though I got to say, I could just sit here and wait for lunch tomorrow.”

      “You’ll find it’s a little dark around three a.m.” Kirsten teased, offering a wink. “Do you need me to have Cherry call you an Uber?”

      “Oh, I didn’t drive.” She grinned. “I can get back, though, thanks.”

      “Good deal. It’s not scary out there. Just watch the ice.” Kirsten nodded and drained her Coke. “Have a good one and enjoy your vacation.”

      “Thanks.” She wanted, badly, to ask Kirsten to stay, to sit with her and shoot the shit, but that was presumptuous and probably weird and too fast and clingy. She just loved other musicians, that was all.

      It was weird, wasn’t it? How much it seemed as if being famous was all about thousands of friends.

      It was a little lonely.

      “Night.” Kirsten went to grab her guitar, and that meant it was time to pack it in and go back to the rental house. She needed a shower. And maybe her vibrator.

      She could imagine a long hard-body drink of water touching her and making her sing.

      In fact, between that and the Jack, she was getting warm enough to walk back.

      Sighing, she stood up, flushing as another round of applause sounded. But she took a bow with a flourish, flashing her trademark dimples. If she knew one thing about show business, it was that you never left the stage without giving the audience what they wanted.
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