
	Darcy Richards left his hometown ten years ago to become a big star, but he is haunted by its memory. When all his devices cease to lift the dark cloud that hangs over him, Darcy decides it’s time to return to Devon and face the past. Darcy knows some people won’t be happy to see him in Devon. But sometimes there isn’t a choice.

	Mitchell West spends his days helping his mother run the family Diner, and raising his nine- year old niece, Harper. Her mother, his twin sister is dead, and everyone knows who to blame. The person he has loved since adolescence will never be his and in Devon, it seemed he was destined to always be the ‘gay boy’, tolerated if he remains alone.

	Then one day, everything changes. Darcy Richards comes back to town, and Devon will be forever altered.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Burlington, Vermont

	Spring-2018

	 

	Darcy Richards sat back on the leather sofa and watched the neon sign flash on and off, announcing his appearance at the Burlington Arena. While he concentrated on the sign, his road manager, Andrew Riley, had been pounding on the door for the last half hour.

	Someone said something in his ear, but the words made no sense. In fact, there wasn’t much that made sense in his life anymore, except for the music. And he knew that if ever there came a time when he got up there on that stage and he couldn’t hear the music anymore, he’d accept the fact that he was completely bankrupt.

	A hand moved over his thigh, and Darcy closed his eyes for a second before turning to look at yet another stranger. This one had the bluest eyes.

	“You want me to open the door? Andrew is still trying to get in.”

	Darcy raised his hips so that he could do up his jeans.

	“Darcy?” That was Andrew calling him. “Darcy, open this God damned door now.”

	The stranger got up from the love seat. “You want me to come back after the show?”

	“No, what I want is for you to open the door before Andrew breaks it down, then get the hell out of here.”

	The door opened, and the stranger was gone.

	Andrew came barreling into the dressing room, his cheeks red as fire. He was ranting. Nothing new there. Darcy got to his feet and stretched.

	“Your band has been out there improvising on stage for twenty minutes,” Andrew accused. “There are only so many God damned drum solos the crowd will put up with.” He paused, sniffed the air. “This place reeks of pot and sex. What in hell were you doing, fucking around with some groupie in here?” His gaze went to the half empty bottle of whiskey lying on its side on the table with the cap screwed on. Andrew reached over and sat it upright.

	Darcy shrugged. “So, blow me.”

	“Looks like I’m a few minutes too late for that one.” Andrew scoffed.

	“You got jokes.” Darcy eyed him, giving him a tight smile. “Anyway, I’m ready now. Let’s do this. And you shouldn’t get so worked up over everything. You’re going to have a stroke.”

	The walk through the darkened corridors of backstage seemed dreamlike. He done it countless times before, another arena, another crowd. He could hear the fans. It sounded like a roar in his ears. It was only when he stepped out on the stage, met with the bright lights and the countless indistinguishable faces of screaming fans that he came back to life. He heard the music, and everything seemed to fall into place. The adrenalin pumped, the sweat poured into his eyes, stinging them blind, and he rode the waves of screaming audience. That still meant something to him, thank God.

	The show went over by almost an hour. The band members hated it when he kept on going. They were tired, but Darcy would just keep on singing and playing his guitar. He could have kept right on performing until he dropped. When Darcy left the stage, his mood would sink. He’d feel like he literally had to drag himself to the dressing room. He’d wonder how he’d get through the night. Booze, drugs, sex with strangers? All that was getting rather old, he was growing immune to those medicines.

	Ever since he’d found out that Maddy was dead, he felt as if he’d been caught in some kind of vice, squeezed so tight it felt like something was cutting off his air supply.

	He thought about calling his father—but to say what? Dad. I’m so sorry. Maybe he should have called Mitchell, but he didn’t have the balls to do that, especially after Mitchell had put his twin sister in the ground.

	It had been hard to feel any joy about anything anymore, and when he did, he believed he didn’t deserve it. What he’d done was unforgivable, but if he’d stayed in Devon, he would have been the one lying in Devon Cemetery. He reminded himself every day what a bastard and a coward he was, and if his fans knew what he’d done ten years ago, maybe they wouldn’t come to his concerts or buy his records anymore. And how could he ever explain why he’d done it? It would cause too much pain. No one wanted to hear that stuff anyway.

	The day he heard about the death of Madison West, he’d been at yet another party in Hollywood. It was two years ago. Some woman he didn’t recognize had walked up to him, seeking an autograph on the jacket of the bands’ newest CD.

	“You don’t remember me, do you, Darcy?” The woman eyed him as he scribbled his name. She was a woman in her forties, slim and quite pretty.

	“Ah, no. I’m sorry.” He smiled at her. “We’ve met before?” he asked, handing her the signed CD.

	“Thank you,” she said. “I’m Melanie Frost. I used to work for the Devon Daily News. It was quite some time ago, and you were just a kid. I’m a publicist in Hollywood now.”

	“Oh.” Darcy was stunned. He’d never imagined running into someone out there from his hometown in Berkshire County, Massachusetts. “When did you leave Devon?”

	“Oh goodness, eleven years ago.” She smiled at him. “You are so handsome.”

	He murmured his thanks, breathing an inner sigh of relief. She wouldn’t have known what happened. He looked around. He didn’t want to talk about Devon.

	“Horrible what happened to the West girl,” she said, shaking her head, just as Darcy was about to excuse himself and walk away.

	He looked at her. “West girl? You mean, Maddy, Maddy West?”

	“Yes, Maddison West. You must have gone to school with her, about your age, twenty-six years old, found her dead in a hotel room a few months back. Everyone says it was suicide, but she was hanging out with Bikers, the rough sort. Most likely an overdose.”

	Darcy felt as if someone had punched him in the gut. Maddy dead? It couldn’t be. He’d left the party soon after, driving back to his house in a fog, not even sure how he’d managed to get home in one piece. For hours, he sat staring at his phone. Several times he’d started to dial his father’s number, then he’d hang up. What was the use? He’d missed the funeral anyway, not that he would have been welcome. He could go home, but him showing up there would have been wrong, for so many reasons.

	Two years and still, he felt as if the world had collapsed on top of him. Despite all his efforts, he just couldn’t seem to dig himself out of the rubble. Tonight, yet another backstage party, driving Darcy to the balcony with a bottle of wine. Cynthia, his bass player, moved up beside him, pushing her empty glass out in front of him. He smiled at her and filled it, then took a swig from the bottle.

	The stars were bright over Burlington. It felt good just to focus on them, trying not think too much. If only he could get drunk enough for that.

	“Next stop Montreal,” Cynthia said. “You up for it, Darce?”

	He looked at her. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

	Cynthia was a good friend and one of the best bass players he’d ever heard. She’d been playing bass forever, always fighting harder to get that because she was a woman. There was still prejudice against women guitar players. He’d had no such hesitation. He took her on the first time he heard her and never regretted it. They could have been lovers, and maybe they had been in some drunken haze. Who could remember? They were both driven musicians. Relationships just got in the way.

	“We’re worried about you, that’s all.” She drained her glass, pulling her long brown hair back into a ponytail. “I’ll be glad to take a break after Montreal. What happened tonight anyway? It seems whenever you’re out on stage lately, someone has to pry you off it.”

	“The guys are pissed again, I suppose.”

	“Tired mostly. We love you, Darcy, you know that.” She squeezed his forearm. “Everything we are is because of you. We’re scared to lose it.”

	“Lose it?” He looked at her. “Damn it, Cin, The Darcy Richards Band is all I have. I can’t lose it. There’ll be nothing left of me.”

	She met his gaze. “What’s happened to you, babe?”

	Darcy swallowed hard. “I’m a selfish fuck up. That’s all.” His eyes filled with tears. He pushed them away, looking at the night sky.

	“Listen to me,” she said, grabbing his hand. “Whatever’s been eating away at you, you need to face it and deal with it, Darcy, or it’s going to kill you. You don’t sleep enough, you drink too much, and you drive yourself to exhaustion. You’re young, you’re talented, but you’re the saddest guy I’ve ever known.”

	Darcy couldn’t speak. He handed her the bottle and walked back inside.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Devon, Massachusetts

	May 17

	 

	Mitchell checked the time, then took off his apron. It was Thursday and his mother, Julie was busy preparing the homemade pasta sauce, tonight’s special at King’s Diner.

	“Mom, I’m going to pick up Harper now.”

	“Well, bring Harper here for Spaghetti tonight. She loves it.” Julie West leaned down to breath in the aroma of the sauce. “It’s going to be a good one this time.”

	Mitchell smiled. She always said the same thing, so had his grandpa King, when he’d been running the place. “Harper has a math test tomorrow that needs studying for,” Mitchell explained. “So we’ll just eat and go.” Mitchell pecked his mother on the cheek and was on his way out the door.

	When Mitchell walked outside, he stopped to appreciate the warm weather. What a nice reprieve after the harsh winter they’d had. He’d spent his entire life in this town of fifty thousand or so people in Berkshire County, Massachusetts and he had yet to remember such a bitterly cold winter.

	He got into his three-year old Mazda and started the engine, watching some people come out of Devon’s Grocery with their bags of food. He rolled up to the one traffic light in town and stopped, letting old Mrs. Jenkins cross the road. She waved her cane at him.

	Right beside the grocery store, there used to be a candy shop where all the kids went after school to fill up their paper bags with a variety of sweets. Madison was always the first in line, taking the shortcut through Mr. McBurney’s fields, a place even Darcy had never dared go.

	Mitchell turned left and headed down the street which led to the school. It was the same school that Mitchell had gone to, grades four to twelve. Edward Richards was the principal now. The school was a few miles away, and usually, Harper took the bus to town, meeting Mitchell at the diner, except when she had basketball practice on Thursday night. Uncle Dan usually brought her back to the diner because he was assistant basketball coach now, but he wasn’t back from vacation yet, so Mitchell would have to pick her up.

	Mitchell pulled up outside Devon Arts Academy and waited for Harper to come running out. He closed his eyes for a few minutes. It had been a long day. It was Thursday and always busy at the diner on that day. It didn’t help that they were short staffed. His uncle Dan had been on vacation for a week, and thankfully was expected back today. One of the waitresses had quit, deciding to leave town for the big city with her boyfriend, and it was hard to find a good waitress, especially one with experience. Devon was a busy little place, skiing in the winter, and fishing and camping in other seasons. Some came for the beautiful lakes and mountains, and others came just because Devon was the hometown of Darcy Richards, not that they’d ever see him here.

	Mitchell spotted Harper, chatting and giggling with her best friend, Sandra. Only nine years old, sometimes Mitchell swore Harper was an adult parading around in the body of a twenty-year-old. Tall and slender with long dark hair and big brown eyes—everyone insisted she looked like her mother, although they all knew who she really looked like.

	“Hey, Uncle Mitch,” she said, climbing into the car and throwing her schoolbag into the back seat. She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks for picking me up.”

	“How was practice?” he asked, starting the engine.

	She shrugged. “Okay. Francine got glasses. She looks goofy.” She waved at Sandra, whose mother was there to pick her up.

	“You didn’t make fun of her.” Mitchell gave her a look. “You know how I feel about that sort of thing.”

	“Don’t panic. I didn’t say anything but they’re weird, that’s all. And I didn’t like that casserole grandma gave me. It tasted weird, too. It had mushrooms in it, and I don’t like those.”

	“Everything is weird to you.” He grinned as he listened to her chatter on about her English class and how she found the story boring, and why couldn’t they do something different for a change.

	“You need to study for your math test tonight,” Mitchell reminded her, turning onto Main Street.

	She groaned. “Yeah, but can we eat at the diner first? I’m starved. I hardly had any lunch.”

	“Don’t we always Thursday night?”

	“Yah, pasta.” Harper was out of the car as soon as Mitchell pulled into the parking lot. “Going to see Grandma,” she called out, racing inside.

	Mitchell wasn’t sure what he would have done without Harper after Madison died. Harper had only been seven years old. She hadn’t taken it that hard because she wasn’t close to her mother. She rarely saw her, spending most of her time with him and her grandmother.

	Harper loved Devon, but for him, it hadn’t been easy growing up here. He was practically the only gay kid in town. That anyone knew about of course. Determined not to hide it, Mitchell came out as a teenager. His mother was cool with it, but at school, he was mercilessly picked on and teased. But then Darcy Richards moved to town with his father, the new science teacher. They moved into the old Fuller house, two doors down from where he and Maddy lived. From the first moment they met, they were inseparable. The three of them became immediate friends. Darcy seemed like some kind of a superhero, and after he moved to Devon, Mitchell’s life was livable again.

	Darcy Richards was handsome, athletic, and musically gifted. He was tall and strong even at thirteen, and the three of them, all the same age, formed an immediate bond. Everyone loved Darcy, wanted to be his friend, but he was always loyal to Madison and Mitchell.

	As time marched on, Darcy and Madison started dating. Madison made no bones about the fact that she was crazy about Darcy, as were most of the girls in high school, and down deep, so was Mitchell. In spite of swallowing his pain whenever he watched Darcy and his sister holding hands, he never harbored any resentment. When Darcy proposed to his twin, Mitchell was happy for them. Darcy was never going to be his anyway. At least he’d have him as a brother-in-law. At fourteen, Darcy was already singing and playing guitar anywhere he could. He talked of being famous, hitting it big, and no one doubted for one minute that he was headed for stardom. The plan was to marry Madison, then head out on the road, go to the big city where some agent would hear him. Darcy had it all planned out. And they’d talked about Mitchell going with them because they knew that if he was ever going find someone to love, he’d have to leave this town.

	However, when the wedding day came, Darcy was a no-show. He left Madison at the church in her wedding dress with family and friends sitting in the pews wondering what had happened. Madison didn’t come out of her room for two days. Then when she discovered she was pregnant, she didn’t want to go through with the pregnancy. Finally, she decided not to have the abortion, but she never really wanted the baby. From day one, Mitchell and his mother looked after Harper while Madison kept her distance. Sometimes she’d leave town for weeks, running around with a variety of men, drinking, and taking drugs. Mitchell was sure that she’d never gotten over Darcy’s rejection. When Darcy became famous, it was even worse. The Darcy Richards Band was suddenly everywhere on the radio and in the music stores. Everywhere you looked, there was Darcy’s handsome face. The world tours and number one hits only served to remind them on what they were missing out on.

	Darcy Richards had left town almost ten years ago and he never looked back. Even Edward, Darcy’s father, claimed he hadn’t heard a word from his son. Mitchell wondered if Darcy even knew Madison had died. He didn’t come for the funeral. Everyone seemed to have a reason for why Darcy took off the way he did, cutting everyone out of his life, even his own father. The consensus was that he was a self-centered prick.

	After Madison died, they’d picked up and carried on. Mitchell worked in the diner along with his mother and her younger brother, Dan, who’d recently gone through a divorce. Mitchell bought a small house within walking distance, where he lived with Harper, who he now had custody of. Harper got a lot of attention from her grandmother Julie and great uncle Dan, as well as from Edward, who she also called Grandpa. Fortunately, Harper didn’t question that too much, although Mitchell knew Harper was more aware of things, then she let on.

	As for himself, he knew he was never leaving Devon. Harper was his priority now. Her family and friends were here. He had no intention of uprooting her. Yes, it was lonely. He was never going to find anyone to spend his life with, and really, he knew he was tolerated as the town fag, as long as he didn’t talk about it or actually date anyone. Deep down, the only guy he’d ever loved would have never been his anyway, the same guy who’d torn his sister’s world apart ten years ago.

	When Mitchell walked into the diner a few minutes later, it was full of people. Pasta night was popular. Harper was at the counter, eating spaghetti, her head bobbing to some music she was listening to. She had her earbuds in. Mitchell could see that her smartphone was playing one of Darcy Edwards’ songs from his new CD. No one had come out and told Harper that Darcy was her father, but Mitchell was sure she knew. There were still plenty of pictures of Darcy with her mom, and the three of them together.

	Mitchell had suggested to his mother that they should talk to her, but Julie West was adamant. “No,” she said. “That bastard doesn’t deserve to be a father.” After all these years, his mother was still bitter. He couldn’t blame her. A lot of people in the town were, too.

	Mitchell got a plate of spaghetti and came to sit beside Harper. He put his arm around her and kissed the top of her head. She just kept on bobbing to the song. Mitchell had done everything in his power not to listen to music by The Darcy Richards Band. That was some feat. They were one of the hottest bands on the planet, and they seemed to have one hit playing on the radio after another. Their latest song had become Mitchell’s guilty pleasure, something he didn’t tell anyone about. It was called Heartbeat. And it was so good—the guitar solo, Darcy’s sweet, rich voice, and the words. The words got him every time. The first time he’d heard the song, it had brought tears, and he’d found himself singing it in his head all the time.

	Heartbeat. Can you hear mine? I can hear it pounding whenever you walk in the room. Heartbeat. How can I tell you what I feel? It could never be. All I can do is imagine your arms around me, imagine your lips caressing me. Heartbeat. Is yours echoing mine? Please, help me, help me. I love you.

	“Daddy?”

	Mitchell looked down at Harper. It always surprised him to hear her call him that, but she did sometimes. Daddy, Uncle Mitch, depended on the day. Daddy was usually when she wanted something.

	Mitchell caressed her hair. “What, baby girl?”

	She grinned. “Grandma needs help, can I clear tables?”

	“To put off studying?” Mitchell gave her a look.

	“I’ll study at home. Can I? Just a few minutes?” She gave him her pleading look. God, she looked so much like Darcy when she tilted her head and grinned like that.

	Mitchell sighed and nodded. He pitched in as well. Pasta night was always crazy. “When are you going to hire a new waitress?” Mitchell asked his mother, carrying a tray of dishes.

	“When I can find one worth their salt,” she said, rushing to the next table to take their order.

	A half hour later, Mitchell had Harper home with her math book open in front of her on the kitchen table. He’d offered to go back and help his mom, willing
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