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      Join us in our Facebook group, celebrating all things about the small town of Kissing Springs, and our steamy book series.

      We share recipes, cocktails, tips, freebies, cover reveals, author insights, and more fun.

      Go to: Welcome to Kissing Springs Reader Group on Facebook.

      Sign up for monthly news and updates:

      www.kissingsprings.com/welcome
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      Hello!

      My books are feel good steamy romance. If you love billionaire romance, steamy small town romance, military or cowboy romance, then you've come to the right author! :)

      Stay in touch. I’ll have a FREE story for you:

      ZeeIrwinAuthor.com/series
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      Dear Readers:

      I don’t often feel the need to include warnings in my stories, but this particular set of characters grapple with some real-life issues. While I touch on these things lightly, I hope I told their stories with all the grace and dignity they deserved. You’ll read about:

      Emotional abuse from a parent

      Emotional eating and anxiety

      Stalking

      Held captive by someone

      Loss of a spouse

      A crime scene involving a cold case murder

      A biker club with devious intentions

      

      Thank you for reading.
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        * * *

      

      Back in the small town of Kissing Springs, wearing a tuxedo with a bow tie the first day of summer seemed a bit much, but my dates required it. What my dates wanted, they get. Every. Time. 

      As the former CEO of Montgomery Holdings, dressing well for important occasions was something I often did. I attended business meetings with clients, gave speeches at the Chicago Business Association, and attended fundraising galas where I handed over big checks for needy causes—all requiring me to present myself well. 

      The printed invitation to the engagement party of my brother, Dillon,  with Meadow Boyd, indicated casual dress. Which probably to most of our families and friends meant flannel shirts and jeans with shined up cowboy boots—or hell, in this hot weather shorts and muscle t-shirt. 

      My girls begged me to wear this rather suave custom tux. Oh, man. When they beg . . .

      Like I said. They get what they asked for every single time.

      A glance in the mirror took me back. The old tux still fit like a glove, and the pale blue of the bow tie brought out the similar hue in my eyes. I had rarely worn this since—about seven years ago in Chicago, where my wife and I danced for the last time at our first anniversary party. 

      If only I’d known then I’d lose Eva while she gave birth to our beautiful twin girls, I’d have spent more time with her instead of working like crazy to get ahead before the babies came. 

      Where did regrets get me? Nowhere. I swallowed them down and reached for the Cartier watch that was a gift from her, always the last item I put on each morning and the last item I took off at night. 

      The black leather band and steel encasement housed a stately roman numeral dial. Nothing digital, only a classic look that matched my style. She knew me well back then.

      I flipped it over and read the inscription, not that I needed to; I had it memorized.

      Love forever and a day, Eva. 

      “I miss you, Eva.” Fuck, I missed her curves. Her body cuddled into mine after a night of mind-blowing sex, her hand in mine, her voice. The knowing look she’d give me when calling out my bullshit.

      Whatever had gotten into me these past months since Christmas—drinking the fucking water in Kissing Springs or something—disrupted my sleep, night after night, with restless energy craving satisfaction. Nothing worked to squelch these desires: my hand, sleeping pills, running on the treadmill, drinking, memories of her. 

      How fucking unfair life could be—taking away the one woman who knew me well and loved me anyway—something I’d long ago stopped being pissed over. I simply conceded that I’d be alone the rest of my life because I had my one chance. 

      I doubted another would come along.  

      “You would have loved attending the engagement party with me tonight and seeing how happy Dillon is. Of course, you would have welcomed his bride-to-be, Meadow, with open arms.”

      I adjusted the watch band and clasped it around my wrist. I could hear Eva’s giggles from Heaven now. 

      “Yes, I know. The day they marry will finally put to rest the family feuding that has been at the heart of Kissing Springs since forever.”

      She’d have gotten a kick out of true love beating all the odds that a Montgomery would marry a Boyd. 

      “I know you’re probably laughing too, about me being back in this small town, when I swore to God I’d never step foot here again. But here I am, for Dillon, representing the head of the family at this soiree tonight, and living in Kissing Springs again.”

      Mom and Dad stayed in Italy instead of attending the party. They sent flowers and money as gifts. By now, Dillon and I were used to their absence. 

      Hell, I hadn’t talked to Dad in a couple of years, only managing an occasional email about business, and sending photos of the girls to Mom. Now and then, they sent postcards of different places in Europe so my girls could see the world. 

      Sad really. They stayed away and didn’t take part in their grandchildren’s lives. No matter. I had my little family. Me and my girls. 

      My dates for this evening.

      “The girls miss you,” I continued my talk with my dearly departed wife. I didn’t make a habit of it. Certain life events prompted me to connect with her the only way I knew how.

      “They start first grade in the fall. Can you believe it? Yes, somehow I kept them alive this long. Of course, Nanny Beatrice has been a lifesaver. She’s like the grandmother the girls needed.” 

      I didn’t know what I’d do without her, especially when this partnership between Dillon’s Derby Nights Entertainment Group and Wild Horses Music kept me traveling back and forth between Chicago and Kissing Springs these past few months. 

      Nanny was the rock this single father needed. Thank God she agreed to make the move to Kissing Springs for the summer, too.

      I finished fussing in the mirror. Except for the circles appearing under my eyes, I looked sharp. 

      You need better work-life balance, darling. Those words echoed in my head in Eva’s voice. 

      I blew a kiss into the air. “You were always right, dear.” But I didn’t see the scales of my work and home life balancing out anytime soon.

      The knock at my bedroom door brought my talk to an end. 

      “Sir? The girls are ready,” Nanny Beatrice’s gentrified, scratchy voice announced. 

      The door squeaked open. Even though the remodeled farmhouse I bought on twenty acres outside of town was move-in ready for us, daily I found little things that still needed fixing. Like oiling the hinges on doors.  

      “I’m ready, too. Thanks for everything. I don’t know what I’d do without you.” Nanny was the only person in my employ who I ensured to keep happy since she made my life easier. The woman was worth her weight in gold and silver and every penny I paid for her full-time service to the nanny agency in Chicago. 

      “Think nothing of it, sir. I’m happy to be here.” She scurried down the hallway. “Girls, your father is ready.”

      From the living room came squeals of laughter from my dates. Once I entered, I covered my eyes with my hands. “Where are my girls?”

      “We’re right here, Daddy,” Grace’s high-pitched voice rang out.

      “Are you dressed? Hair done up? A little lip gloss on?” 

      “Yes, Daddy, open your eyes,” Hope’s smaller voice begged. 

      “One, two, three . . .” I unhid my eyes and before me was a sight. “Oh my goodness, look at you proper little ladies.” They burst into laughter.

      “Are we pretty?” Grace jumped up and down in her yellow satin and tulle dress with pastel rosettes dotting the skirt. Ever the sunshine one, yellow matched her personality perfectly.

      “Oh yes, stunning.” 

      “Will Meadow like our dresses?” Hope asked. She held the hem of her pink tulle skirt and twisted side to side as if modeling the garment. Nanny Beatrice assured me these were the perfect dresses for the occasion.

      “Are you kidding? Meadow will adore them, and probably forget all about taking photos with Uncle Dillon, because she’ll be taking photos with you nonstop.”

      “Speaking of which, would you mind, sir, if I take one of the three of you?” Nanny asked. “Precious angels.”

      “Of course. Come on, girls.” I sat on the edge of the fireplace, with one each sitting on my knees, and we posed. As if they’d practiced, they turned their heads and kissed my cheeks in time for the phone camera to click. 

      God, I hated to think of them growing up too fast. In these moments, the girls brought all the emotions out of me, when normally, in business and most matters, I’m considered an asshole—er, a bosshole, as one assistant dared call me to my face before I left Chicago. 

      We’ll see how she likes Bernard Butler, the man I hand picked to take over my position as CEO of Montgomery Holdings. He seemed more ruthless than me—the perfect replacement to keep that business going. Let him continue the business of buying up failed businesses, tearing them down, and selling them off piece by piece.

      As Chairman of the Board, I’d still keep an eye on things, but Dillon was right. Moving to Kissing Springs was the fresh start I needed. Helping him manage and grow the Derby Nights Entertainment Group was a more positive direction for my life, and a better future for my children.

      Bosshole, seriously? I’d like to be remembered in business for something greater than that, but what other people thought of me didn’t matter.

      “Let’s go, Daddy.” Grace tugged at my arm to move us out the door. 

      My twins, who called me Daddy and looked upon me with loving eyes, knew my heart.
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        * * *

      

      I groaned at the headlines breaking on my phone app. From the latest entertainment news to online tabloids, each one hurt my barely awake eyes with large capital letters: 

      
        
        PRIMA THE ROCK STAR DIVA AND SPOUSE BRUCE MACMILLAN SPLIT AMONG SEVERAL ACCUSATIONS.

      

      

      I kicked the covers off and wanted to scream as I kept reading.

      
        
        Sources close to the couple say divorce is imminent after rumors of cheating and embezzlement. Some say after dismal album sales and lackluster performances in her latest movies, she’s close to bankruptcy.

      

      

      Who the hell were these sources? Skimming through the rest of the article made me sick. The vile words had my brother-in-law Bruce’s hands all over it. Shit, he got to the media first. 

      I thought for sure Bruce wouldn’t go so far as ruining my sister Prima’s career, not if he expected any alimony. Boy, was I mistaken.

      She needed to get ahead of this, or Bruce would have the upper hand. As soon as she awoke, we’d be on the phone with lawyers and PR people the rest of the day. For now, I silenced my phone and tossed it aside, knowing full well it would start ringing off the hook with reporters wanting a statement any minute.

      Managing Prima’s career was a nightmare, and Bruce had handled most of it for the past six years, while I remained her personal assistant. Since things fell apart, everything landed on my shoulders. Which was fine. I’d supported her before Bruce ever came along, and probably did a better job of it.

      I groaned. Eight in the morning. Way too freaking early after being up half the night crying with my twin sibling about it all. No sense waking her up. She’ll be comatose until noon. 

      Crap, how could the tears start again when last night I cried so much? That’s it. The universe had a vendetta against me. It’s the only explanation for everything I’d been through in life. How much more of this torture could I endure?

      One speck of happiness was all I asked, but for that, I was hopeless.

      My body ached and creaked like an old woman as I left the bed and made my way to the bathroom. A good shower was all I needed to wake in the morning, usually, but today, I needed a double shot espresso from my favorite shop on Melrose. 

      An hour later, showered and dressed in name-brand leisure wear, my hair up in a ponytail, a Dodgers ball cap, and sunglasses, I jogged down to Cafe Monique. It never rained in Southern California, but the dark clouds following me looked heavy, ready to downpour on my head. Wouldn’t that be the cap off to a great morning such as this?

      Once I arrived, I ordered my usual and dared sit outside under the last table left without an umbrella. Two sips. Two more sips. Yes, the black juice coursed through my veins, and I finally turned over my phone, ready to face this public relations disaster head on. 

      I skimmed through emails in our business account, thankful I had the sense last night to remove Bruce from it and change our password. After ignoring a dozen interview requests, I clicked over to Prima’s personal account. The only email that interested me was one from Mick Magnus at Wild Horses Music. 

      Bruce had negotiated for the next album to be produced by them, but I figured we could kiss that deal goodbye now without Bruce at the helm. Curious, I clicked to read it.

      
        
        Prima:

        We heard from Bruce, canceling the studio time, and production for your next album. We understand the situation, but we’re Team Prima all the way. Could we extend an offer directly to you?

        We’re still very committed to the project. In fact, if you’d like to get out of Los Angeles for the summer, we could arrange for you to have an extended stay and work at our new studios in Kissing Springs, Kentucky.

      

      

      Kissing where? A snort escaped my nostrils. Get Prima to leave Los Angeles for the summer? Yeah, right? It sounded small, and Prima was allergic to anything small.

      
        
        We’d  provide a staff dedicated solely to you, managing everything. We’d also like to discuss a concert at our first-ever Summer Music Festival, headlining you, of course.

        Contact me directly ASAP and we’ll make all the arrangements. 

        Mick Magnus

      

      

      “There she is. That’s her, isn’t it?” a man shouted nearby, taking my attention away. He carried a high-powered camera with a telephoto lens on a thick strap around his neck. Two others who ran across the street followed him, not caring about cars and causing a chorus of honking horns.

      I realized they were pointing their lenses at me. “Oh, shit.” Even with a cap and sunglasses on, I get mistaken for Prima. 

      I shot up, tossed my cup away, and sprinted back to the condo with the paparazzi on my heels the entire time. A couple of vehicles and more men on foot trailed behind me like vultures.

      I didn’t stop until I was back in the condo with the door locked behind me. Out of breath, I hobbled to the window and peeked out. TV vans were fighting for parking spaces in front of the gated building. No doubt I’d hear about that infraction from the snooty homeowner’s association. 

      I counted at least ten crews setting up cameras on extended tripods, with a few reporters already speaking in microphones and live streaming to their stations. Trapped like a wounded animal, I had nowhere else to run. 

      Mick’s offer to leave L.A. suddenly appealed.

      Yes, maybe it would be a good idea for us to get away. A summer hiding in Wherever Springs was looking more and more convenient.

      After pouring myself a glass of cucumber-infused water, I sat down at my dining room table-turned office desk, inhaled deeply, and prepared for the worst. 

      I turned my phone back on, only to find dozens of missed calls from reporters—and a new one coming in from our mother. I hadn’t heard from her in ages. 

      “Lucy?” I answered the call, but regretted it instantly. When would I learn to keep my boundaries up? My shoulders slumped.

      “What the hell is wrong with your sister?” Of course, she saw the reports and would be calling. “Bruce was the greatest thing that ever happened to her.” 

      The only good thing that came from Lucy Spears’ years of singing in smoky nightclubs was the rasp she’d developed, adding emotion to her vocals. Too bad she spared emotions only for the stage, not for us. 

      “Hate to ruin your misguided impression of Bruce, but he’s been nothing short of awful. Really, it’s for the best that they split.” I could hear the clicking of a turn signal and hoped to God she wasn’t on her way here.

      “She cheated on him, didn’t she? Goddammit, you girls never listened to me. How many times have I told you? You open your legs to get to the top, but once there you shut ‘em.”

      I rolled my eyes at her so-called lessons, which only amounted to her manipulative and dishonest methods of achieving success.

      “You jump right there? What if it was Bruce cheating?”

      “Then she looks the other way. Prima and Bruce are Hollywood’s golden couple. Between her music career, and her acting career, he helped get her to where she is today. You don’t fuck with that.”

      Unbelievable. I stood and paced the floor with my arms crossed, hugging my sides tight. This was my fetal position in her womb, no doubt, soothing myself like always. “Like Prima had nothing to do with her success? This is her life, and she’ll do whatever the hell she feels is best for her.”

      “No. They should live apart, act like a couple at public events, but this? If she’s headed for divorce, it’ll get messy. I doubt her career will survive.”

      “As usual, Lucy, you’re just a font of positivity.” I’d long ago stopped calling her Mom. She didn’t deserve it. As the first baby out of the womb, I was the sensible one who Prima turned to most through the years, while she was the outgoing twin with all the talent and good looks.

      “Don’t come crying to me when it all falls apart. By the way, that yellow dress you wore last month on some red carpet event was hideous.”

      I bristled at her words. I loved that dress. For reasons of their own, Always In Style magazine put my photo in the category of Not Hot For Spring. Parked right next to Prima in her gorgeous red couture gown with the label Hotter than Hell. 

      When would the comparisons between us stop? As if my therapist were right there in the room with me, I remembered my boundaries again.

      “Goodbye, Lucy.” Click. I blocked her number for the umpteenth time in my life. It didn’t stop the rising tide of anguish inside of me.

      I ran through the fridge and the cupboards, scouring it for anything that would soothe my emotions, but not a chocolate bar or salty snack in sight. It’d been some time since I’d felt the need to keep an emergency stash, having adopted a healthy lifestyle a few years ago.

      With every trigger pushed, today I was in dire need. I grabbed my keys and headed out the door to the parking garage. The nearest fast food establishment was my destination, and after losing a couple of paparazzi vans going around a few blocks, I hit the freeway. 

      Crying big ugly tears with a death grip on the steering wheel, I ached from years of suffering with Mom. Sitting in bumper to bumper California traffic only worsened my need to fill my wounds with junk food, but it took an hour to go ten miles.

      By the time I’d reached the burger place, I’d calmed down, came to my senses, and turned right back around, enduring another hour of traffic to get home. 

      It was plenty of time to think, though, and I came to one conclusion. A change of scenery might do me and my sister some good after all. Now to convince her of it.
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        * * *

      

      When Dillon asked me to join him in running the Derby Nights Entertainment Group, I went along with it. Seeing him bloom and grow into a capable business owner had been a source of pride for me, much like it might have been for Dad as I grew into his shoes and took over Montgomery Holdings. 

      Yet I stood in front of the revamped organization chart displayed on the big screen TV in our conference room, glaringly void of my name anywhere. “Promoting Jayne to oversee concerts and tours at the Boyd Theater, and Andrew to manage the Hot Derby Nights All-Male Revue crew were very smart moves.” 

      Dillon came up beside me, looking at the chart. “Thanks. Between the deal with Wild Horses Music and remodeling the buildings on Main Street to suit their studio needs, Meadow’s convinced me I can’t do it all, especially with our wedding to plan.”

      “I always say family comes first ahead of business,” Mick Magnus’ voice remarked on speaker from the conference call. “Besides, now that I’ve roped you into putting on the first ever outdoor Kissing Springs Music Festival in August, there’s much work to be done.”

      “Well, don’t count on it yet. The old amphitheater hasn’t been used in years. We have a meeting with Graham, the town engineer who authorizes building permits, tomorrow. Let’s see if it’s even a viable structure to hold a festival,” I explained.

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” Mick had more faith in this plan than I did. I was against the music festival idea from the minute he brought it up, but since he headed up the Wild Horses Music company, I respected him.

      “Right. So, Meadow suggested we do a little reorganizing based on the strengths we each bring to the table. My fiancée is one smart woman,” Dillon gushed.

      “I don’t doubt Meadow’s ability, but remind me why I bothered moving to Kissing Springs if I don’t have a role here?” I crossed my arms and faced him.

      “Oh, you noticed your name isn’t listed anywhere? I figured you were running things with me, you know, same as you have been, taking up the slack and helping me make the best decisions. What do you want? An actual job description and title?”

      “Sure, why not?” 

      “Co-owner is a title and a catch-all. It means you do everything anyone else can’t. Besides, I have a special mission for you this summer. One that I think you’re well suited for.”

      “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Yep.” He took the remote control and turned off the screen. “We’ve landed our first major client. Prima, The Rock Star Diva, is coming to town to work with us in the studios this summer on a new album concept.”

      “Prima will blow people’s minds with a crossover fusion of rock ‘n’ roll, country, and pop—a totally new feel from her rock roots. The famous Mutt Blainey will be coming in to produce it. We’re very lucky to have landed this deal,” Mick boasted.

      “Never heard of her.”

      Dillon gaped at me like I was from another planet.

      I shrugged him off. “What? I have five-year-old twins. Music around our house involves people dressed in fuzzy animal costumes and prancing about. It’s been some time since I kept up on rock ‘n’ roll.”

      “And yet, we run a music-centered business,” he snarled back at me.

      “I told you when we started, I knew nothing about music.”

      “Which is why we think you’re perfect for this special assignment. You’re not going to be a yes-man to her,” Mick explained.

      “Oh, I see. You need me to bring out the bosshole.” While I hated being called that behind my back by the assistants at Montgomery Holdings, it grew on me. Now I own it. I am a bosshole in business, and proud of it.

      “Exactly—but don’t piss her off,” Mick warned. “She’s bringing her entire entourage with her, and they’ll be here all summer. We need the right person managing every single detail for her.”

      “Doesn’t she have her own manager?” I asked, already forming a less than stellar impression of this diva.

      “The news is that she and her manager-husband have split,” Mick said. “He won’t be accompanying her on this trip and she’s looking for new management. So, for now, we’ve offered to step in.”

      “Please, Charles, take this off my hands. You’re better at being the strong type of person she needs right now.” Dillon leaned in and lowered the tone of his southern drawl. “You probably won’t even fuck her because I hear she’s such a handful. She turns people off.” 

      I stepped back from his last comment and also kept my voice low so Mick wouldn’t hear. “What am I, some man-whore? I don’t fuck around much these days. Not since Christmas and the pink-haired Luna I met at the Brown Jug Bar.” And what a night to remember. 

      Since then, though, my libido had dried up. I blamed work-stress, being a single father, moving to Kissing Springs, and fifty other things that preoccupied my life so much that the idea of finding someone to fuck had lost its appeal. 

      “Anyway, what do you need me to do, Mick?” I caved and stalked closer to the conference room table.

      “Prima can be—how shall I put it? Challenging. She’s known for not keeping to a schedule, among other things. So, manage her studio time, her appearances, production schedule, whatever she needs, and ensure she gets to the studio and gets the album done.”

      Dillon leaned hands on the back of a chair and drummed his fingers on it. “She and her entourage will probably need security, too. You know, just hand-hold her with any whim that comes along.”

      “Whim?” I scowled at him.

      “She’s also considering being the headlining act at the music festival. Of course, she wants to see the venue first before she commits, so be sure to have her join you at the amphitheater meeting,” Mick advised. 

      Coming from the famous Magnus Music family, I didn’t doubt his instincts for this festival idea. It just marked unfamiliar territory for us, and I wasn’t big on moving forward without a concrete plan. 

      “Dillon, you have that call with the people from MTV,” Millicent Wang, our receptionist, stuck her head in the door and interrupted. 

      “Oh, right. I’ll take it in my office.” 

      “Let’s talk more later today, Charles. I’ll fill you in on the basics of managing a demanding rock star.” Mick chuckled and clicked off. 

      “Look, you’ll be great at this, brother. Thanks.” Dillon slapped my shoulder and moved to the door. A ping on his phone stopped him in his tracks. He read it and muttered, “Oh shit, she’s here.”

      “Who? The Diva? You’re just now asking me to watch over her knowing she’s arriving any minute? I haven’t had time to research or prepare.”

      “Yeah, but I know you can handle this. Oh, and we’ve heard some of her entourage on social media are saying how little they expect from our ‘rinky-dink town’ and such. So, of course, Meadow is in a huff over it. You might want to keep Prima away from her at first. Thanks, Charles.” 

      He rushed out, leaving me to gawk in utter disbelief. What the fuck did I just get wrangled into? Well, like he said, I’d never been a yes-man, or a pushover for any woman. Of course, my late wife and my twins were the only exceptions to that rule. 

      The elevator bell rang, and I rushed out with powerful long strides into the hall and down to the reception area. I could deal with divas. She wouldn’t dare walk all over me, and she’d better learn to love Kissing Springs. I cared as if I’d suddenly found a new affinity for this small town. 

      Casually, I winked at Millicent, leaned my elbow on the tall counter connected to her reception desk, and geared up to meet this woman, complete with a jerky smirk. First impressions were everything, and I’d be damned if she thought I’d fall to my knees for her. 

      The elevator opened, and I expected a car full of an entourage surrounding a sequined and big-haired woman to walk out. Because anyone named Prima, The Rock Star Diva, certainly must be ostentatious. 

      I didn’t expect this—her.

      A mesmerizing woman stepped out. Alone. 

      Time stopped. The Earth froze on its axis.

      In one glance, I noticed everything, and I didn’t want to blink, afraid that the image would fade. Casually but elegantly attired, she wore white jeans, heels, a tan linen blouse, and had chestnut hair in waves down her shoulders. Her features were exquisite, her neck graceful, her chest voluptuous, her waist curvy—like a work of art chiseled for me.

      “Hello. I’m here to see, uh—” she referred to her phone. “Charles Montgomery?”

      Her full lips, the color of pink rose petals, formed around my name, catching me off-guard. A tiny mole sat above her lip, such that super models might get jealous. Only one word could define this moment.

      Breathtaking.

      “He’s right here.” Millicent took over as I stood there, dumbfounded.

      I picked my jaw up off the floor and my smirk snapped to attention, casting a full smile. What was that Dillon said? I probably wouldn’t fuck her? All bets were off. If I had my way, I’d fuck her all summer. “Uh. Yes, that’s me. Totally at your service. Hi.” 

      She eyed me up and down like she had no intentions of making me her next snack. The warm feeling initially there dissipated, as did my smile, as she thrust a stack of papers into my hands. So much for getting laid.

      “Here’s the schedule, along with a list of all the expectations. You’ll find the menu and food preferences on pages three through nine. We’ll need 24/7 access to high-speed internet, at least the best this small town has. The entire list of our requirements is on pages ten through twenty.”

      Wow. Demanding was right. I recovered quickly, remembering to bring out the bosshole as I skimmed through the papers.

      “It isn’t often we get a famous rock star in our midst, but I assure you we can accommodate you, even in this rinky-dink town.” 

      “Oh, you heard about what they—”

      “Yes, we heard. I don’t know who the dimwit was who put together this crazy schedule, but I’ll be your liaison for your stay here in Kissing Springs. Rest assured, we won’t be pushovers, Ms. Rock Star Diva, but we’ll handle your affairs with the utmost professionalism.”

      “I’m sorry. I think we got off on the wrong foot.”

      “Did we?” My scowl could scare bears from honey as I continued to leaf through the stack of ridiculous notes and charts a preschooler must have made.

      “I’m not the one you’re looking for.”

      “Huh?” I looked up and caught a flash of green from her eyes just as the elevator rang again and the doors opened.

      About a dozen people crammed into the ancient car, which probably went against every fire code. Each person talked over the next or to each other or on their phones, while the woman in the center—with overly teased blonde hair, dressed in a turquoise sequined cowboy hat with matching boots and jacket—was on the phone. 

      The woman I thought was the diva leaned into me. “Meet my sister. Prima. The Rock Star Diva.” 

      “Sister?”

      “Yes, I’m Sara. The dimwit who put together the crazy schedule.”

      Before I could retract my assholery, hoping to redeem myself to Sara, Prima removed the phone from her ear and announced, “Change of plans, everyone! I’m off to Las Vegas for a divorce.”
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      “My lawyer says it’s fast. I’ll fly to Vegas in a few days, establish residency, stay the obligatory six weeks, file divorce papers against Bruce MacMillan, have divorce papers ten days later, and be done with that man once and for all,” Prima huffed. 

      With one hand holding her phone and the other hand on her hip, she toured the boardroom with her usual judging eyes.  

      I knew that look. Ever since her rise to stardom, she expected the better things in life. She used to not be so pretentious. 

      “This is a terrible idea,” Charles grumbled as he closed the door. 

      Prima’s entourage stayed in the waiting area, glued to their phones. An enormous table and chairs took most of the room up, so it was for the best.

      “Trust me. Getting a divorce from my shitty husband is the best idea I’ve ever had,” Prima threw back at him. 

      “I meant you have obligations to Wild Horses Music for producing your next album here this summer.”

      “So? I didn’t say I was faulting on the deal.”

      “But I don’t see how you can be in two places at once.” Charles mimicked her stance with his hands low on his hips, where men like to wear their pants. 

      He certainly worked out, as his trim waistline showed, with his crisp, white shirt tucked into dark blue suit pants and a dark leather belt—but I wasn’t here to admire the man who just called me a dimwit. 

      “As your liaison with Wild Horses Music, I strongly suggest you make a choice. The divorce in Vegas or your album and career here in Kissing Springs.” 

      Oh crap, he was not making a friend out of Prima. Anyone who backed my twin into a corner too much typically got a surprise when her claws came out. 

      I intervened before she drew blood. “People work remote all the time. It’s a thing these days. We can work from anywhere with a laptop and Wi-Fi. I’m sure there are studios in Vegas where we can record some test tracks, trying out songs before we return here to finish the album.”  

      Prima shot me the look she gives me when she knows she’s in over her head.

      “You do know where your laptop is, right?”

      “I-I don’t know, but I’ll figure it out.” She crossed her arms and stuck her nose in the air in defiance of my insinuation.

      “Well, I suppose I’ll be with you, anyway, so as usual I’ll be the one opening the laptop and doing most of the work. . .” And dealing with fifty other silly things you’d need that would only seem important to you and nobody else. I didn’t add that last sentence in front of everyone. 

      “I’ll be fine without you,” she insisted, which was laughable. 

      “Without me? What are you talking about?”

      “With Bruce out of my life for good, it’s time I grow up, don’t you think? Other people have watched over my career for years. I can finally boss up and take control of my destiny.” 

      My head shot back like I was avoiding a slap in the face. There was no doubt I’d dreamt of a day where Prima wouldn’t disturb my sleep at two in the morning looking for her expensive European charcoal mask because the pink one was all she could find. To finally hear my sister verbalize she’d try to navigate life without me came as a shock. 

      “Prim, you command a stage better than any entertainer I know, but manage your business affairs and life? Forget it.” Talk about a disaster waiting to happen.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence. You sound like Mom. Let’s use the next six weeks while I’m in Vegas as a test. You stay here and I’ll prove to you I can handle myself.”

      “First, never compare me to Lucy. And second, stay here? What the hell would I do here?”

      “While I don’t condone the timing of your Vegas trip, if you’re going, I’ll need to be brought up to speed on everything so this project can operate smoothly. Sara should definitely stay here.” Charles winked at me. 

      Oh no. He could keep his winks to himself. No way was I going to let his dark hair and cool blue eyes distract me. Or the way he was unbuttoning and folding up his sleeves to his elbows, revealing taut skin over muscular forearms. 

      “Glad to see we agree on one thing, Charlie. It’s settled then,” Prima strutted toward the door. 

      “It’s Charles, and wait. What about that guy we’re bringing in—one of the best producers to work with you? Here in Kissing Springs?” He made another attempt to argue with her, but it was pointless. They didn’t call Prima a diva for nothing.

      “Who? Mutt?” Her haughty laugh rang through the room. “Oh, trust me. I know him and have him wrapped around my pinky. He’ll fly out to Vegas if I snap my fingers. No, I’m done talking, and I have a headache. We’ll go check into the hotel now. I expect the two of you to make all the arrangements. I want to be in Vegas by Wednesday.”

      With a toss of her hair, she blew Charles off. I caught up with her at the door and followed her out.

      “I know you’re not serious about leaving me here in this small town. What would you do without me to indulge your every need?”

      “Indulge? Hmph.” She pressed the elevator button, then faced me, placing her hands upon my shoulders. “Darling, you’ve been by my side since the womb, indulging me. It’s time I try this myself, and you too. Consider this a break we both need.”

      The door opened and everyone piled in, leaving me standing there with my mouth agape. I couldn’t believe it. My twin was breaking up with me.

      I spun around to see Charles standing at the reception desk, just as I found him when I’d arrived, with the same dumbfounded look even.

      “Yep, that’s Prima. She’s a handful. But as her liaison in Kissing Springs, I’m sure you’ll handle her with the utmost professionalism.” I shot his own words back at him and turned right back around and pressed the elevator button.

      With a few strides, he closed the gap between us, his smirk framed by a perfect crop of dark whiskers around his mouth and jawline. “She declares she’ll take over handling her affairs in one breath, but insists we make all the arrangements for her trip to Vegas in the next?” 

      “Welcome to my world.” The door slid open, but he put up his fabulous forearm, blocking me from entering. 

      “Look, I didn’t fancy having this assignment pushed into my lap last minute.” He continued to not win any points with me with a raised voice.

      “Don’t worry. I know my sister. No matter what she said, she’ll be calling me all the time for everything. So there will be little for you to manage.” I ducked under his arm and pressed the first floor button. He continued to block the door from closing.

      “If Prima’s really jetting off to Vegas, this is more than travel and meal arrangements to be made. It’s a complete redo of the schedule for getting her album done this summer. I’m sure the contracts have some provisions for what happens if it doesn’t.” The crease on his forehead deepened in a scowl.

      This man was so irritating, I raised my voice to match. “You heard her. We have every intention of getting this done. We just need to figure out a way to manage it between Vegas and here. It’s what Prima wants.” 

      “Maybe so, but she signed a contract with Wild Horses Music and Derby Nights, and I’ll be damned if she cannot deliver.”

      Even from the ice blue of his eyes, flames blazed toward me. I took a step back, trying to control my rapid heartbeat. “I get it. We both have our own vested interests. But we’ll get nowhere at odds like this, don’t you agree?”

      He blinked several times, like maybe very few people had ever dared talk back to him. He finally stepped out of the door frame, taking a deep breath and loosening his tie, while still holding the door back with the other hand. “Agree. Listen, I’d appreciate if you stayed this afternoon and helped me work through these changes and arrangements,” he said in a calmer voice.

      I hesitated, exasperated, and tried to think of anywhere in the world I’d rather be than right here. Then he held out his hand. 

      “Please?”

      Damn the people pleaser in me. I ignored his hand and stomped past him, chewing my cheek, and avoided the receptionist’s eyes.

      Back in the conference room, he pulled a seat out for me and gestured. Oh, he was good. What was this? A chivalrous act designed to throw me off? But he was right that we needed to work together to make the best of this situation.

      “Fine.” I brought out my laptop and took the seat beside the one he held for me. He pulled his laptop across the tabletop and sat close enough that I could smell his musk and wood aftershave. Oh, and it’d been so long since I had a man around me to smell.

      Nope, still not falling for him. I didn’t do assholes, no matter how aggravatingly sexy he was. I dove right into all the details, keeping my mind off the nearness of him. 

      Deep into the discussion, with only a few arrangements made so far, his phone buzzed from his pocket. He seemed surprised when he looked at the screen and answered. “It’s the hotel. Hello?”

      He listened to whoever was on the other line. “No, Prima. Kissing Springs does not have a five-star hotel. The nearest? I suppose you could drive up to Louisville or Lexington.”

      I groaned. Of course, the local small town hotel wasn’t up to her standards. I should have known, but in a rush to leave L.A., I had little time to research.

      “Tell you what. Give me an hour and I’ll get you settled into the finest mansion in the area.” Charles hung up.

      “She called you, not me?”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up. “Must be all my charm.”

      I rolled my eyes, but this situation was new. Was my sister really turning over a new leaf and not needing me? And if so, if there was a future without her monopolizing my days, what would I do with myself now?

      He dialed someone else on his phone. “Robbie? Charles here. Could I book the B & B for the week? Great. Thanks.”

      His body shifted in his seat to face me. “You may know your sister, but I know Kissing Springs. We won’t get anywhere this summer unless we work together. Deal?” He quirked a brow.

      “Guess I don’t have a choice.” 

      He held out his right hand. Whatever possessed me, I relinquished and slipped mine in. Palm rested against palm, sending a spike of energy up my arm. His light blue orbs held a friendlier hue than before and called to me, daring me to test the water with him.

      No, I can’t dive in. I removed my hand. For years, I lost myself, changed the way I looked, trying to be like my sister, thinking that’s what men wanted. It backfired because they didn’t want Sara; they wanted me only to get to Prima. 

      A self-imposed hiatus from dating anyone until I found myself again formed my current life philosophy, no matter how long that took. Damn, my therapist would be so proud of me right now.
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      I drove Prima in my rented car to a bar on the edge of town for a meeting to see the Kissing Springs Amphitheater. 

      “Ugh. Look at this town. It’s seen better days,” Prima glared out the window as we passed down the cobblestone-edged Main Street of Kissing Springs. Lined with federal-style stone and brick buildings on each side, it didn’t appear so bad to me.

      “I think it’s got a little charm. Charles says the Mayor has made a great deal of changes and progress this year to improve the area and bring in new business. She even has a slogan, calling it the Romance Capital of the South.” I spouted one of the few facts I gleaned from him as we moved Prima and her entourage last night from the hotel to the Old Kentucky Manor Bed and Breakfast. 

      I hated to admit he did well there. The plush accommodations were perfect, and not a complaint out of Prima’s group all night, to boot. 

      “As Mom used to say, I’m allergic to small towns.” She slipped on her Prada tortoise square sunglasses as if their high price tag made the view out her window more appealing. 

      I glanced sideways at her profile. Her hair was in a ponytail under a baseball cap low on her forehead. I doubted someone would recognize her here. Most of the townsfolk walking on the sidewalks appeared older than us. Would they know her music or who she was?

      I eyed the quaint Aunt Minnie’s Pie Shop we passed with a sign offering two-for-one strawberry pie slices. A little tune came to mind, and I tucked it away for later. I always kept a notebook of my song writing ideas.

      “We’re used to city life. Give it a chance. Think of this as an adventure.”

      “I’ve had enough adventure. What I need is a massage, and I doubt this town has a spa.” 

      “You’ll be in Vegas in a few days. Until then, humor these people, please. Mick Magnus is being really supportive right now.”

      “I know, you’re right. Given everything Bruce is trying to do to ruin my reputation in the media, I suppose I need all the friends I can get.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t such a wise idea to not give interviews.”

      “Are you kidding? It was the right thing to do. If the media wants an interview with me, then I’m holding out for the best. An exclusive with Barbara Walker. I won’t do interviews with just any Tom, Dick or Mike that comes along.”

      “I reached out to Barbara’s assistant again, but I’ve heard nothing back yet.” I shook my head at Prima’s insistence on having the best of everything. 

      “And believe me, I won’t hold back in that interview. I’ll have Bruce quaking in his boots. We’ll see how the media feels about him when they hear he’s been syphoning off my accounts for years to an off-shore banking account. Fucking asshole.”

      “Oh look. The sign says there’s an entrance to the Springs Trail. Maybe we could go for a walk there this afternoon.” I changed subjects to avoid her mood. 

      Prima kept her nose in the air with a snide remark. “Lovely, but I’m sure there’s no comparison to walking along the beach and the Pacific Ocean.”

      “This may not be California, but I like the lack of traffic. We just traveled  from one end of town to the other in ten minutes.” I made a left into the parking lot of a bar, where at least a dozen motorcycles all parked in a row in front of it. “Here we are.”

      “The Brown Jug Bar?” She read the sign with distaste for every word. 

      My twin senses knew Prima bristled at the sight without even looking at her. I drove to the back of the parking lot, following Charles’ directions he’d texted. Down a gravel road in back, eventually the trees parted, dumping us into a huge field, cleared as if someone had recently mowed it. I parked next to a clump of cars where a few people stood. 

      Charles rushed up and opened my door. “Good afternoon. How was the bed-and-breakfast?” 

      “It was lovely. Thank you,” I politely assured him. He ran around the other side and opened Prima’s.

      “By the way, that was once my family’s mansion. Dillon and I grew up there. My mother completely remodeled and decorated it, of course, with only the best materials. I figured you’d enjoy it.”

      “It’ll do,” Prima said, unconvincingly.

      “We also own this property, and the bar is mine. In fact, much of the land and buildings in and around Kissing Springs is part of Montgomery Holdings. Montgomery’s settled the area back in the 1800s.”

      I rather liked hearing him share these things. How interesting to have such deep roots in a place, versus California being such a transient place.

      He gestured toward the group of people standing nearby. “This is Graham, our town engineer, and this is Meadow Boyd, our town mayor. And my brother, Dillon.”

      Prima smiled at them, at least. “Ah, finally I get to meet Dillon, the famous stripping Santa. Your viral video at Christmas caused quite the sensation. If it weren’t for your growing reputation, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “Thanks. It’s been an incredible ride. Crazy what one video can do for a career.” He chuckled.

      I’d heard he was a sweetheart, and he was not shabby to look at. With a southern twang to his voice, I found him quite charming compared to my first impression of Charles. Oh, but given the rock on the ring finger of the mayor’s hand sliding through Dillon’s elbow, I’d guess he’s taken.

      “Hm. Yes, a stroke of luck. Some of us have had to work our asses off for years to reach stardom,” Prima preened. She fanned herself from the heat, while I died of embarrassment over the tone in her words. 

      She could be a challenge, but this was more than usual. Her entire attitude about this town—and life—needed adjusting. I get it, though. The situation with Bruce wore on her.

      Dillon recoiled. “I spent many years in Nashville trying to make it in the music business, so I wouldn’t exactly say it wasn’t hard earned.”

      “If we could move this along, please. Follow me.” Charles smartly interrupted before Prima could say another word and alienate this entire group.

      Like we were soldiers, he led the way, unlocking and opening a gate. As we stepped through single file, at first glance, the amphitheater held promise. Huge stone steps formed a semicircle, angling down for several rows. 

      Once my eyes adjusted to the site, there was more to it. At the bottom, a dilapidated structure leaned over. It probably was a stage at one point in time. Graffiti and trash were everywhere. On the other side, across from us, a cardboard makeshift shelter possibly housed a homeless person. 

      Graham went around with a clipboard and started inspecting things and taking notes. Charles was standing near enough to me. I heard him scowling and muttering about the condition of the place. 

      One minute was all it took for Prima to form an opinion. Her hands landed on her hips. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I sell out stadiums holding a hundred thousand fans. This place holds what—a thousand people, tops? And it’s clearly seen better days.”

      “This is Kissing Springs, not L.A. We’d be thrilled if five hundred people showed,” Mayor Boyd spoke up. Dressed in a dark blue sheath dress with pearls at her neck, sensible shoes, and her hair up in a French knot, she came across conservative and official.

      “Hmph. I’m a star. I don’t work for pennies in dive holes like this anymore.” Prima turned on her platform heels, almost toppling over a crack in the ground.

      I rushed to her side, walking with her, speaking in a low tone. “A new album and headlining this music festival could be just the thing you need for a fresh start. Between all the media attention right now and, let’s face it, the not so stellar reviews of your last film—”

      “Thanks to Bruce for being such a prick during the production schedule. I cannot believe how much I let him and his moods affect my acting.”

      “And, well, it’s been a few years since your last album—”

      “The Christmas single I did last year was a hit, though.”

      I stopped her from walking through the gate with my hand on her shoulder. “You need a win right now, Prim.” 

      Charles spooked us, stepping up from behind. “Sara’s right. You need this. I did a little more research on you and spoke with Mick last night. In music circles, the word is that you and Bruce had no prenup. In the divorce, he’ll get half of everything, and you’ll probably keep paying him fifty percent of your future earnings to support him.”

      Prima folded her arms around her middle. A tear formed behind her sunglasses at the outer corner of her eye, but I was the only one standing close enough to her to see it. For years, I wished to be her, begged the universe to give me a chance to be a star, but I wouldn’t trade for her life right now. 

      “Besides, if you know anything about music these days, the real money is in live streams,” Charles explained, and I realized the man had an excellent point. “We’ll bill this as an intimate affair. Cut all the over the top glitz you’re known for, and try something simple and new to go along with the feel of this new album you’re creating. Then we sell the live-streaming rights to the highest network bidder.”

      “Um, if I could interject,” Graham called. All eyes refocused on him. “The structure of the entire amphitheater and stage isn’t secure.”

      “What? Well, we’ll figure it out and get it fixed,” Charles dismissed him.

      “You want this festival in August? Sorry, but that won’t be possible. Trust me, there isn’t enough time to repair and rebuild by then,” Graham explained.

      “What a shame. This must have been a magnificent spot for outdoor performances years ago,” I said. It wasn’t the Hollywood Bowl, but an amazing attempt for a small town to replicate it. 

      The ongoing discussion heated back and forth between them, but I was back in time with Prima at her first ever arena show when we were sixteen. The crowd of fifty thousand chanting her name was a high like no other. 

      Our mother was usually watching from the wings of the stage, but that night, we made sure she was backstage dealing with a costume emergency. 

      Prima brought me out on stage to sing with her a song I had written. Our vocals harmonized just like we’d practiced in secrecy. The thrill of hearing something I’d created take on a life of its own filled my soul. I stomped my nerves down in front of all those people and lights and concentrated on my sister’s face as we sang into the mic together. 

      When it was over, the crowd erupted in claps and cheers. The pure joy on my sister’s face, like she was proud of me, meant the world. I wanted to feel that again and again. Exiting the stage, though, our mother stood there waiting for me, cross as ever. 

      She took me by the elbow backstage and practically threw me into Prima’s dressing room. I landed against the makeup vanity, staring at myself in the mirror. “Look at you. How could you think you’ll ever be the star Prima is?” Her words spat at me and stung and were the final shank driven into my heart, shattering my dreams to pieces.

      The memory sent a chill down my spine and moistened my eyes as Charles’ words broke into my deep thoughts.

      His face reddened from arguing. “Graham, this is an investment in a festival that we’ll hold here for years to come. If we need to pitch in more money and crews working around the clock to rebuild—”

      “You’re not listening to me.” Graham kicked the mortar between two stones, and it crumbled. Without the support, they crashed to the stones under them, and he jumped out of the way. 

      Suddenly, the ground shook beneath my feet. A hand wrapped around my arm and yanked me back right as several stones broke away, cascading to the bottom like dominos in an avalanche of rock and dust. 

      I caught my breath, then realized the hand that saved me—belonged to Charles. A thank you was on the tip of my tongue, but his glare stopped me.
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      “What were you thinking? You could have seriously injured yourself. I yelled at you to get back. Didn’t you hear me?” Dammit, I didn’t need to see that flash of vulnerability in Sara’s emerald eyes. 

      From the moment we met, she had guarded her entire demeanor toward me, not giving me an inch. Now the hint of something fragile hiding behind her walls intrigued me.

      “I-I guess I was lost in thought.” She struggled against my hold, setting up her guard again, and I let her go, but the void without her attached to me was like losing an appendage. It seriously fucked with me keeping my mind on business.

      “Well, keep your head in the game. I need you to focus, if we both want what’s best here,” I warned, as much for her as for me.

      Graham shook his head. “I’m sorry. I have to condemn this place. You’ll need to tear it down to the ground and rebuild an entirely new structure. But you won’t get it done by August.” There was no more arguing with him now. He left us all standing there in shock.

      “Well, so much for Kissing Springs’ first music festival.” The sad note, unmistakable in Meadow’s voice, left her clinging to Dillon.

      “Not necessarily.” All eyes turned to Sara. “Why does the festival have to happen here? We’ve toured plenty of music fests in towns across America. You’re revitalizing Main Street, so why not showcase it? Close a few blocks down, set up an outdoor stage at one end—”

      “Oh, we could bring in food trucks, open up spaces for vendors, and have bounce houses for kids,” Meadow caught on quickly to the idea.

      “Brilliant. Yeah. This could work.” I nodded at Sara with a slow grin marching across my cheeks. Her face registered no acknowledgement of my praise as she looked away to her sister. Damn, the woman was infuriating. 

      “We could fill the stage with a variety of entertainers from Wild Horses Music for the entire day,” Dillon said, then looked to Prima. “But we’d still need a headlining act. Someone who could bring in thousands, even drawing crowds from Louisville and Lexington.”

      “Don’t look at me. My decision is final. I’m out.” Prima said. After a toss of her hair, she turned and bumped right into a man entering and taking up the entire frame of the gate. Her hands landed on his pecs. “Oh, hello. Who are you?” 

      “Ma’am. Robbie Boyd, Chief of Police.” He nodded to her. 

      “I’m Prima, The Rock Star Diva, but you can call me Prima, or just call me anytime.” She gushed over Robbie, with a chuckle and the batting of her eyes.

      “Prima—from the I’ve Got It Bad For You song several years ago? That was a good song.” 

      “It still is a great song, and my first number one hit.” She hadn’t removed her hands yet, nor had Robbie removed his eyes from hers. Oh, brother. 

      I cleared my throat, snapping them both out of whatever trance they were in. They parted. “What do you need, Robbie?” 

      “Right. Your nanny fell and broke her hip. An ambulance took her to the emergency room. She couldn’t get a hold of you, so the hospital called me to pick up your girls. Millicent told me where you’d be.” 

      “Shit, the cell service has always been spotty out here.” I rushed out of the gate, horrified. Robbie had them seated and belted in the back of the police car like they were common criminals. My girls must be so scared. 

      I swung the door open and reached in, unlocking them both. “My poor darlings. Come here.” I fell to my knees and hugged them.

      “Daddy, we got to ride in an ambulance.” Grace’s eyes gleamed.

      “And a police car.” Hope’s toothless grin split her face. 

      I didn’t expect them to be so excited. “But what about Nanny Beatrice? Is she okay?”

      “She tripped on our toys and she screamed. Then she couldn’t get up and said a bunch of bad words like—“

      “No, Grace. Daddy said we’re not supposed to say those words.” 

      I hugged Hope tight and ruffled Grace’s hair. “That’s right, but poor Nanny.”

      “I ran and got one of your handkerchiefs, Daddy, to wipe her tears away like you always do for us. And I held her hand and told her everything would be okay. Just like you tell us, right?” Hope’s enormous eyes, like the size of her heart, waited for my approval.

      “Yes, sweetheart. You took care of her well.”

      “I got to operate the phone. Nanny told me what buttons to push and what to say. Then the ambulance came. She said I was very brave.” Grace’s chin wobbled. “But I was very, very scared.”

      Finally, the shock of it all must have settled in and both my girls had huge tears spilling over down their cheeks. “Oh, come here, angels. It’s okay. Daddy’s here.”

      Hugging them tight, if anything happened to them, I’d lose it. They were like the wind beneath wings, keeping me afloat.

      I forgot we had an audience. Meadow rushed over, patting Grace on the back. My eyes caught sight of Sara. As she held her hand against her heart with her face looking vulnerable again, she swiped away a tear rolling down her cheek.

      With no time to figure out what that meant, I carried my babies to my SUV, and helped them into their car seats. After starting it up and putting on the air conditioning, I said, “I’ll be right back, sweethearts.” I shut the door and stalked right back to Robbie, getting up in his face.

      “What the fuck, man? You put my kids in the back of your police car. What were you thinking?”

      “They were fine—giggling and asking me questions about being an officer the entire way.”

      Nose to nose, I would not put up with that shit, not from a Boyd, and I didn’t care if he was the law. Guess it was the old Montgomery heritage in my blood. I pointed into his chest. “If you ever do that again—”

      “You’ll what?” He barked back. “I could take you in right now for assaulting a police officer with your finger, but I doubt you’d want your girls watching me handcuff you.”

      “Guys! Dillon—do something,” Meadow cried.

      “Hey, come on now. Tensions are just high all around and this doesn’t help.” He inched an arm between us.

      I stepped back, ran my hands through my hair, then straightened my shirt. Everyone stared at me, but once again, my eyes landed on Sara, like they couldn’t keep away from her. This was all in the name of protecting my kids, and I’d do it again, but for whatever reason, I hated showing what a prick I could be in front of her. 

      “Sorry, Robbie,” I muttered. With a clenched jaw, he gave me a curt nod as I passed him and sauntered back to my vehicle.

      Behind me, I heard Prima say, “I didn’t realize he was married.”

      “He’s a widower,” Meadow replied.

      I squeezed my eyes shut for only a moment, blacking out the memory of Eva. She wouldn’t have approved of the way I handled the situation with Robbie, but she wasn’t here, was she? As a single father, I was doing the best I fucking could.

      “Why are you and Uncle Robbie so mad, Daddy?” Grace asked as soon as I opened the door.

      “We’re okay. Just stupid adult stuff, baby.” I drove us off to see what I could do to help poor Beatrice.

      An hour later, I paced the floor of the regional hospital, waiting for any news from the doctors. A nurse had already told me they were prepping her for emergency surgery, and I called her family back in Illinois. 

      The girls’ patience ran thinner than mine, asking question after question about Beatrice. I knew they were worried about her, and I tried appeasing them with a sugary snack from the vending machine they wouldn’t normally have. Just about the time they grew bored with coloring at the hospital-provided kids’ activity table, Meadow, Dillon, and Sara showed up, surprising me. 

      “Hey. You guys didn’t have to come here.” 

      “We’re family, you big idiot.” Meadow hugged me. 

      Dillon slapped my shoulder. “This isn’t Chicago, dude. You’re not alone anymore. We’re here. You need us. We show up.”

      “Much appreciated.” 

      Sara didn’t say a word to me as she sat on the floor between my daughters. “Hi, I’m Sara. Can I color, too?” 

      “Pink is my favorite color,” Hope said, usually the quiet one who hung back. 

      “Mine are red, yellow, and purple,” Grace added.

      “You can’t have more than one favorite,” Hope squinted at her.

      “Yes, I can. Right, Sara?”

      “All the colors are my favorites. Is that okay, Hope?” Sara waited for her approval, and she got it, in the form of Hope climbing into her lap to color. It wasn’t often she took to someone so easily.

      “Don’t leave me out. I want to color, too.” Meadow sat next to Grace.

      As they talked and played, my heart squeezed. For so many years, living in Chicago, it’d been the girls and me against the world. I forgot how good it felt to have people around us.
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      A few days later, my girls and I stepped into the elevator of the old Woolworth building on Main Street. With its floorboards creaking under our feet, it was as if time made its bones brittle. 

      “That’s a three, Daddy.” Grace pointed at a button and pressed it. 

      “I want to press one too.” Hope looked up at me for permission.

      “Okay, yes, push a button. There you go. Only one button—no—not all the other . . . buttons.” I groaned and leaned my head back against the wall, taking a deep breath as the elevator took off. 

      So we took a longer ride, stopping at every floor. Oh well. I was already two hours later than I expected to report to the office today. 

      “Just like in cha-go, we go up and down in the building.” Hope hadn’t learned to say Chi-ca-go yet, which was fine now that we lived in Kissing Springs. 

      They held hands, laughing and dancing to the elevator music. I shifted a bag on my shoulder. It’d been a rough morning, making their breakfast, getting them dressed, and out the door. Filling Nanny Beatrice’s shoes wasn’t easy. 

      The news this morning from the nanny agency in Chicago that a temporary replacement might take a few weeks to find was discouraging.

      The elevator door opened on the fifth floor of the current headquarters of the Derby Nights Entertainment Group. Another building next door was being renovated for us, ready to occupy by the fall.

      Millicent greeted us with a smile from the reception desk. “Hey girls.”

      “It’s bring-my-daughters-to-work day.”

      “Oh, I heard about your nanny.”

      “Where’s Dillon?”

      “In the conference room.”

      “This way, sweethearts.” I led the girls there, and Grace ran to my brother as soon as we entered. 

      “Uncle Dillon!” 

      “Hey, munchkins.” He smiled big and warm, hugging them both. “I didn’t know we’d see you today.” Dillon stated.

      “We went to see Beatrice in the hospital. I’m having her transported to Illinois to be with her family. I figured I’d drop by here, pick up some things, and stay for that conference call with Mick. But yes, until I find someone to watch the girls, I’ll be working mostly from home.”

      My gaze immediately found Sara, as if the sight of her in the room was a beacon that I couldn't resist. Heat flooded my cheeks as I realized how much she had been on my mind since we first met.

      I forced myself to look away, ignoring the pull of connection. I couldn’t let the unexpected distraction of her deter me from getting shit done. 

      Prima was sitting next to her, and leaned forward. “Who do we have here?”

      “These are my daughters, Grace and Hope. Girls, say hello.” I waited for them to properly introduce themselves.

      “Can we play in your office, Daddy?” Grace ignored my request.

      “Do you have suckers?” Hope asked Sara.

      My smile dropped. “Girls, is that how we greet people? Try again.”

      They both bobbed a curtsy in their little sundresses and said in unison. “Hello. How do you do?”

      “That’s better.” Nanny and I always agreed to raise the girls with proper etiquette, something I’d have to keep consistent with now that Beatrice wasn’t in the picture.

      “Hello again, I’m Sara. Remember me from the hospital? I have a twin sister too. This is Prima.” 

      “You’re twins?” Hope shifted her head sideways as if that’d help her see the resemblance between them.

      “We get to work with Daddy all summer.” Grace discovered the dry erase markers and white board and started scribbling. Hope joined her.

      “Now Grace, you know we talked about this. As soon as I find another nanny, you’ll be back to your regular five-year-old routine at home. Of course, the nanny service is having difficulty finding anyone willing to work in Kissing Springs.”

      “Too bad Opal is in Thailand this summer with her mom. Otherwise she could have babysat for you,” Dillon offered his middle-school aged daughter from his previous marriage. I loved my niece, though I hardly considered her mature enough yet to watch my twins.

      “Hey, I’m not a baby.” Grace put her hands on her hips and glared at her uncle as much as a five-going-on-six-year-old could.

      “She reminds me so much of you.” Sara’s laughter was a pleasant surprise, like a catchy tune lilting in the air. Prima didn’t share the humor. 

      “It’s only a few months until school starts. We’ll get through it, somehow, won’t we girls?”

      “Well, Sara loves children.” Prima thumbed at her sister. “You could be his nanny to pass the time while I’m in Vegas.”

      “What? Oh, no. I couldn’t,” Sara said, and bolted up out of her seat, clearing the coffee cups. 

      “Why not? Look how adorable his girls are.” 

      “Um, no offense, Sara, but I have standards. I check backgrounds, do a thorough interview. I don’t just let anyone watch my children.”

      “Oh, she’s experienced,” Prima pressed on. “Mom always had her watch the children at my concerts backstage or at parties or when we visited producers for dinners to negotiate my contracts.”

      “Prima, stop.” Sara’s cheeks turned rosy.

      “Why? You have time on your hands this summer. And, Charlie, you need help, right? This seems like the perfect solution.” 

      “It’s Charles.” I hated when people took liberties with my name in business. 

      Sara and I eyed each other as she shuffled out of the room—her gorgeous green orbs stopped me from jumping on board with this idea, no matter how convenient. There was a reason why I only hired elderly grandma-type nannies—so I wouldn’t fuck them. 

      I respected Nanny Beatrice and her years of experience, and the girls loved her like she was their blood relative. But if Sara took over nanny duties, I couldn't be held responsible for what I'd do to her.

      Mick’s call rang through at the perfect time, ending Prima’s pursuit of this. Dillon pushed the button on the device in the center of the table. “Hey Mick. I’m here with Charles and Prima.”

      “And Grace,” my daughter called out, still embroiled in marking up the entire dry-erase board as high as she could reach, with Hope doing the same by her side.

      I chuckled. “I brought my kids with me today.”

      “No problem. Hello little ladies.” Mick always touted his company as putting family first. He walked the talk, too. “Fill me in. How are plans coming along for the music festival?”

      “We had a setback, but also a solution.” I explained about the condemned amphitheater and our resulting pivot to host the event on Main Street.

      “I love it. Great idea. Prima, would you perform and be our headlining act at the festival?”

      She cleared her throat, leaning forward. “Sorry, Mick, but no. You know I love you and everything you’re doing for me. I have so much respect, but with my divorce and the new album, I fear adding one more thing will be too much.”

      The line was quiet for a few beats before he spoke again. “I understand. Dillon, do you have a proposed line up of entertainers you want for the festival?”

      “I do, and they’re all great. I’ll be performing as well, but without Prima, I just feel we need a big draw, you know? Something more to bring the crowds in.”

      We heard Mick shuffling papers. “You know me, if plan A doesn’t work, I always have a plan B. What would you say about having a singing competition? Wild Horses Music Seeks Next Big Star?”

      Prima spoke up, as if the idea put a new fire under her. “Wonderful idea, Mick.”

      “Does that mean you’ll consider being a judge?” He asked.

      “Oh, no. Again, too much going on. But I wish you well.”

      “Okay, Prima, fine.” The disappointment in his voice was understandable, considering everything we were doing for the woman this summer. 

      “Charles, I’d like you to oversee the festival planning and operations,” Dillon directed.

      A pang of guilt hit me watching my girls continue to scribble on the board. It was their last summer home before they started school in the fall. I wanted more time with them, but now? It was so easy for Prima to say no, why was it so hard for me?

      I pulled up my calendar on my laptop. “It’s June and you want the festival in early August? There’s a lot to do to make this a success. And without a nanny right now, I’m feeling pulled in a million directions.”

      Meadow made an appearance right then, strolling up to Dillon and planting a kiss on his cheek. She produced a box from Aunt Minnie’s Pie Shop and instantly my mouth watered.

      “Hi everyone. I hope you don’t mind a special delivery of Strawberry pie? Minnie accidentally  double ordered strawberries, so we’ve got pies on special all week.”

      “I’m jealous,” Mick said.

      “I’ll treat you to a slice next time you’re in town,” Meadow replied, chuckling. “By the way, I couldn’t help but overhear as I walked in. Charles, don’t worry. I can rally businesses and people in town to help make the festival a success.”

      “And whatever you need from me and my team, we’re at your disposal, too,” Mick offered.

      “We may be a small town, but we can rally around a big cause and make things happen,” Meadow said, and I couldn’t miss her slight dig and eyes at Prima.

      “Hey, Charles, why don’t you and Meadow gather a special task force to work on it, with you leading the way,” Dillon recommended.

      It wasn’t a terrible idea. “Okay. I’ll get on it.”

      “Good. Now, with Prima leaving for Vegas soon, let’s switch gears. I’ll patch Mutt into this call, and we can talk about the album.” 

      What transpired after that was an hour or so of intense discussion about the direction of the album, the schedule, and Prima’s contract. The stress of it all took its toll, and massaging my temples did nothing to relieve the pressure. 

      Then suddenly I realized my daughters had been gone from the room. I jumped up and excused myself and searched until I found them.

      In my office, toys were strewn about the floor, and coloring pages littered my desk. On the blue leather settee, Sara sat in the middle with a child on each side of her, and a book on her lap. 

      Grace yawned, with her eyes half asleep, but Hope’s were already closed, and the greenest pair of eyes I’d ever seen twinkled at me between them.

      “Hi, Charles,” she whispered. 

      For the second time since we’d met, my name on her lips took my breath away. She was an absolute vision sitting there with my children, awakening every sperm inside of my body with my cock throbbing, alive again, and dying to plant new roots.

      I knew right then I couldn’t stop myself. I had to know what this was between us. Not only did I need a nanny asap, but I needed her. Fuck my rule about not hiring young women to watch over my children. “So, about the nanny position.”
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      Why did I say yes? After seeing Prima off to the airport, I drove ten minutes from Kissing Springs into the countryside, hoping I wouldn’t come to regret my decision. 

      I met him at his farmhouse, or rather his version of a farmhouse. The sprawling two-story home was much larger than I’d pictured. 

      “Hi, you found us,” he welcomed me in.

      “Good directions, only turn at the red mailbox should have been more like turn at the rusty box.”

      “Welcome to country living,” he chuckled. The crinkles in the corners of his sky blue eyes were an attractive feature—whenever he wasn’t scowling. But I wasn’t here to count on those brief moments, or to ogle his fine ass in faded denims, and his boulder-sized biceps in a tight blue t-shirt. 

      I was here to help a single father out. “Where are the girls?” 

      “In their playroom. Let me give you the tour.”

      Room to room as we passed, each one appeared ready for a magazine photo shoot. Leave it to Charles to own the perfect piece of property. The beautifully remodeled farmhouse, decorated just so, held all the high-end amenities a rich man and his daughters could want.

      We arrived at a kitchen a gourmet chef would salivate over, and Charles slid a big binder across the granite counter my way. “Here’s the nanny binder. Have a look. You’ll find their daily schedule, menu, and shopping lists. I expect you to feed them breakfast and lunch, but I’ll be home in time each night to deal with dinner myself. Unless you like to cook?” 

      “Does knowing how to reheat things in the microwave count?”

      He chuckled again and tied a fresh white apron around his midsection. Dammit, my eyes focused on his waistline. 

      “Like I said, I’ll get the girls’ dinner each night.”

      While he made quick work of chopping up some veggies from a package marked organic, for the first time in my life, I realized how sexy a man in the kitchen could be. I stared, fascinated by the way he tackled the layers of an onion as if revealing the layers of Charles himself.  

      While my first impressions of the man weren’t the greatest, he slowly grew on me. Sure, his nice body filled out a suit as a rich man does, but stick him in a room of people and there was no doubt he’s the one commanding the ship. I found him to be arrogant, demanding, raising his voice to get his way—and that was all on the first day.

      Honestly, I didn’t like him much. Things changed, though, when I saw him with his daughters for the first time. The way he spoke with them, cared for them, even yelled at the police chief defending them—Charles became the picture of the protective, doting father I never had.

      All Lucy told us about our sperm donor was that she’d had a one-night stand with no memory of his name or who he was. Prima and I grew up often imagining she’d met a prince or a billionaire or a celebrity, pretending we came from such noble blood. Those fantasies sometimes were the only thing that kept me going during the worst days with our mother.

      “Any questions so far?” He cocked a brow, catching me staring at him while he worked. I tore my eyes away and flipped through the pages of the binder. Er, more like a training manual written by a technical writer. I landed on their list for tomorrow. 

      “Let’s see. Up by eight. Dressed and breakfast by nine. French lessons by Zoom with Madame until ten. Uh, French?”

      “Yes. Studies show children learn languages best when they’re young.”

      “Oh. Okay. Snack and read books until ten-thirty. Quiet play time in their playroom until lunch.”

      On it went, with every minute of the entire day accounted for in the children’s lives. “Bed by seven thirty? Wow, what a contrast to my childhood. Summers meant performance time for Prima, and we spent much of it in our mother’s van on the road driving us to every major street fair and event up and down the coast.” 

      We stayed up late and slept in all day with Pop-tarts as our daily breakfast and lunch. We wandered around the towns in the afternoons, looking for trouble. The only rule and expectation that mattered was having Prima cleaned up in time for her nightly show.

      What a life of privilege Grace and Hope had. 

      “That must have been rough on you two.”

      I shrugged it off. “I dealt with it all in therapy.”

      A pause in his action with a sharp glance and a flash of worry in his eyes didn’t bother me. “I’m not crazy, Charles. Mental health is important. Trust me, if you ever meet our mother, you’d probably need therapy too.”

      Back to cooking, he brought out a wok and oil. “So, um, I don’t expect you to be with us and eat dinner each night. In fact, I’d prefer you didn’t unless I ask you to. But since it’s your first night here and you haven’t gone shopping yet . . .”

      “Oh, I have some protein bars. I’ll be fine. Where’s my room?”

      “Right this way.” He soiled the apron for the first time, wiping his hands. A short hallway off the kitchen led to a tidy laundry room on the left, and on the right was a locked door. 

      He handed me the keys. “The Nanny’s quarters are here.”

      When he told me I’d have a room to stay in, I expected a twelve by twelve space, not this. I entered an apartment the same size as my condo in California. 

      “The kitchen is compact, but should be enough for you to fix your own meals for dinner. Of course, feel free to use my kitchen when I’m not home.”

      A doorway on the other side of the living room led to a full bath with an enviable tub, plus a large bedroom with an ample walk-in closet. His decorators did a marvellous job, with everything in shades of blue and lavender flowers with expensive-looking dark furniture. I resisted the urge to try out the bed in front of him, and the bathtub called my name.

      “There’s also an entrance here off the garage. You’ll find a van with two car seats installed in the backseat, and the key is on that ring. You can turn in your rental car and use the van anytime, even for personal reasons.”

      “This is unexpected.”

      “Does it meet with your approval? If there’s anything more you need to feel right at home, let me know and I’ll arrange for it.”

      Home? I admired the way he showed concern for my comfort, but a warning flashed through my brain not to get too used to it. I was here for a short time, not a lifetime. “It’s fine, thank you.” 

      The girls burst in. “Sara! Daddy, what is she doing here?” Grace asked.

      He crouched down beside them. “She’s going to be your nanny for a while. Is that okay?”

      “She’ll be Nanny Beatrice?” Hope cocked her head.

      “Uh, just call me Sara.” 

      “Can we have a sleepover with you?” Grace latched herself to my side.

      “Can you eat dinner with us? Please?” Hope begged.

      Before I could change my mind, thanks to their adorable faces, Charles helped. 

      “Let’s let Sara have space for tonight. Go get washed up for dinner. You’ll see her in the morning.”

      They ran out and down the hall, and Charles hesitated in the doorway. “Oh, let me get your bags.”

      “No need, I’ll get them.”  

      His stalling again at the door was awkward, exactly what I hoped this wouldn’t be when I agreed to do this. I shouldn’t gaze into his eyes gazing back at me, not when I had one job to do, to help him with his kids. Getting wet every time his brilliant blue eyes searched mine wouldn’t do.  

      There must be boundaries between employer and nanny, and I might as well set the tone. “I’ll see you in the morning, bright and early.”

      “Um, yeah. Thank you again for doing this,” he said, and turned on his heels.

      I locked the door behind him, shutting out any lingering attraction between us. Then I ran straight for the bed to test it out. 
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      One week into this nanny arrangement and I was about to give up. 

      While the girls were tackling their French lesson, I tried complaining to Prima on the phone about their stringent schedule, but she was hardly listening. Of course, when she went on and on about her own troubles, she expected my full attention. 

      My fun observations of the twins’ quirks, compared to our own, held little interest for her. While her news involving the glitz and glam of her Las Vegas social schedule of shows, parties, and spa treatments got a little repetitive. 

      If I told her how I woke up early, just to have a few minutes over coffee with Charles before he left for work each day, that would get her attention. And if I mentioned I locked myself in my room every night so I could avoid falling for him as he interacted with his daughters over dinner, she might actually listen.

      I definitely shouldn’t tell her how I listened every night for the sounds of their laughter echoing down the hall while Charles entertained them. I avoided any mention of those things to Prima, and finally gave up and ended the call.

      Charles really was an amazing father, but he had so many rules and expectations. Nanny Beatrice must have been God’s gift, keeping the girls on such a tight schedule.

      And that nanny binder? Forget it. The man was handsome to look at, but we shared no similarities in our views about raising children. Not that I knew a thing about what it’s like to be a parent, but I was sure he could loosen up a bit.

      He was all business, all the time. With plans underway for the music festival, each night he was home later than the previous.

      I sighed and glanced out the window while preparing organic pears and natural peanut butter on small plates dotted with purple unicorns. Another day of this and I’d go mad, especially considering the beautiful June sunshiny day and the twenty acres sitting right outside, begging to be explored.

      Just as the French lesson concluded, I carried the snack trays into the computer room, which had been set up like a classroom, complete with desks and a chalkboard. 

      “See you Monday, à bientôt,” Madame concluded.

      “We Madame, ah bee toe.” The girls’ lackluster response sounded like pure boredom to me. Enough. I couldn’t stand to see the week ending like this. 

      “Guess what? Change of plans today. How would you two like to go to the park?” I asked.

      Their eyes lit up, giving me all the response I needed.

      An hour later, I doused them in the only bottle of sunscreen I could find in the house. Then I pieced together play clothes from their closet. While most of what they had were cute sundresses, I hated to think of the frilly things getting dirty on the playground equipment.

      I drove the van to the Kissing Springs park, pleased to see plenty of other children and their mothers. “Look at the kids playing. Doesn’t this look fun?” I asked, while helping them out of their seats.

      They were quiet, even Grace. My heart lurched. Had Charles deprived them of any socializing with kids their age at all? I grasped their hands and marched forward, determined to see this through. 

      “Now listen. The number one rule is to be nice and play nice. Okay? Go have fun.” I released my grip on them, but they didn’t move from my side. Grace sort of took a step forward, while Hope froze in place.

      Suddenly, a boy and a girl coming up to us saved me. Both with red hair and freckles, they were probably siblings. 

      “Hi. I’m Harrison and she’s Harper. Wanna slide?” The boy stepped up to Grace, and smiled with missing front teeth, and pronounced his  r’s like w’s.

      “Okay!” And they took off, but five feet away she stopped, returned and grabbed her sister’s hand. “Come on, Hope. Let’s play.”

      My heart warmed, and within minutes, they made friends easily, and I could relax. 

      “Those are my kids. You’re new here. Come sit. I’m Tracy Wells.” A woman with a southern accent sitting on a bench nearby patted the seat next to her. She was blond and petite and nursing a baby. How old, I couldn’t tell. I wasn’t around babies enough to know.

      “Hi. I’m Sara. I’m just the nanny to Grace and Hope.”

      “I know who you are.” She laughed at my reaction. “It’s a small town, honey. News travels fast. The old biddies have been abuzz with rumors about Charles Montgomery since the moment he moved back to town.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. He’s quite the catch, don’t you think? Always has been since high school. Now that Dillon Montgomery is spoken for, the biddies even have a betting pool for Charles and our adorable chief of police Robbie Boyd, about which one will be claimed next.”

      She switched her baby off from one breast to the other, but I looked away. It didn’t phase her though as she kept talking. “They haven’t had a betting pool going like that since Kip Wells became the head of the fire department, and it didn’t take long for someone to snag him.” She chuckled, winked, and fluttered her fingers against the baby’s side, showing off a nice-size rock.

      “But that Charles Montgomery. Mm-mm. Tall, handsome, rich, and sexy,” she continued.

      My cheeks turning pink would hopefully be mistaken for too much sun. Besides, the fact she left out strict, rules-obsessed, and maybe a little anal, told me she didn’t know him well.

      “And a bosshole,” she winked. Okay, maybe she knew him. “My sister Jayne works with him and Dillon. She tells me everything. Oh, but don’t worry. I haven’t told a single soul that Prima was in town. I’d hate to see our sweet Kissing Springs soiled by paparazzi.”

      Hope interrupted our talk, running up to me sobbing. “I fell.”

      Horrified, I found her knee scraped with blood bubbles on top, and I didn’t know what to do but leave. Tracy came to the rescue. “Here darling, root through my bag. You’ll find wipes, salve, and a bandage. Everything but the kitchen sink.”

      Why didn’t I think to bring a bag with just-in-case type of stuff? What kind of nanny or mother forgets these things? Considering Lucy was my only motherly influence, I shouldn’t beat myself up. As long as I didn’t turn out like her someday when I had children, that was all that mattered.

      A few minutes later, I had Hope taken care of along with a hug and tickles to get her laughing again, then she was off to play. The weight of Tracy observing me closely the entire time made me a little nervous.

      “Thank you. I didn’t think about bringing a bag.”

      “No worries, honey. This is the south, and a small town. Me and the other moms—we got your back. And between you and me, my bet is on Charles.” She winked again.

      “I don’t think he’s dating anyone.” 

      “There’s a long, hot summer ahead of us. Anything could happen. Don’t you agree?” With a sideways glance full of mischief, I had to set her straight.

      “Oh, no. There’s nothing going on between us. I’m just helping him get by until he finds a proper nanny.”

      “Well, if things turn improper, you be sure to come sit by me and tell me all about it,” she giggled, and my face probably turned fuchsia by now. “Hey, a bunch of moms are taking their kids to the springs in a little while. Why don’t you come with us? It’s too beautiful of a day to not be outside enjoying it with our kids.”

      I agreed, grateful for running in to her. Other than Prima and her entourage, I really had no one to turn to for anything, but this felt good, making my first friend outside of the music industry. 
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      In the evening, the girls were so worn out from our afternoon of fun outside. Over their plates of microwavable mac ’n cheese from my stash of food, their eyes drooped and their heads nearly fell into the food.

      I glared at the clock saying seven thirty, and finally heard Charles’ tires on the driveway. At the beginning of the week, he was home by five. This was the latest he’d arrived yet.

      “I’m home,” he called from the garage entrance. A minute later, he appeared at our table, glaring at their bowls of pasta. 

      The girls woke up enough to tell him the news. 

      “We played outside today, Daddy.”

      “Yeah, and at the beach.”

      “The beach?” His nose wrinkled at me. I could already see the wheels of his disgruntlement turning.

      Grace didn’t understand the nuances of adult nonverbal communication, though. “We made friends who will be in our class at school.”

      “It was so fun. But I got a boo-boo. See?” Hope showed him, bringing her knee to her chest in the chair. I’d swear his face drained of blood as he picked her up. 

      Grace leaned her elbow on the table and put her chin in her hand. “And we got mac ’n cheese.” She yawned too.

      With a deep scowl, he continued to silently admonish me. 

      “All right. Let’s get you two baths and then bed.” He ordered, stopping me when I attempted to follow them. “And I’ll deal with you later.”

      Ooh, he could be the most frustrating man—I took in a deep breath to remain calm. The day with Grace and Hope had been one I wouldn’t want to forget. Someday, if I’m ever a mother, this would be the day I’d want to have over and over again. I wouldn’t let Charles ruin it.

      I hurried to clear the table and clean the dishes. When finished, I locked the bedroom door behind me, and took a deep breath. The stack of white towels next to the clawfoot tub beckoned as I poured a stream of hot water from the brass faucet and added a few drops of lavender essential oil. Steam filled the room and I sank into bubbly bliss—just what I needed.

      An hour later, wrapped in my bathrobe, I sat on the bed to scroll through my phone messages, but a knock on my door interrupted me. I knew it’d be him. With a brave face, I unlocked and opened it. “Yes?”

      Charles glanced down my body, almost appearing unnerved by the sight of me in nothing but a robe. “Uh, come with me. We need to talk.”

      “Gladly.” I followed him out the garage door. Once it was shut, I was almost worried about what he planned to do to me. 

      “How could you take them to the park without telling me? And the beach? The one along the springs? Isn’t that dirty and gross?”

      “Wow. I had no idea how pretentious you were. You grew up here. Did you never play at the springs?”

      “Of course Dillon and I did—but that’s beside the point. I don’t want my daughters there. And you shouldn’t veer from the published schedule.” His voice raised, and I was glad he enclosed us in the garage where the girls couldn’t hear.

      “Oh, my God. Do you sit up at night drafting these intense plans?” I pushed the sleeves of my robe to my elbows and glued my hands on my hips.

      “So what if I do? My plans are devised to encourage my babies to grow healthy and smart. You taking them outside today could have put them at risk.”

      “Your plans don’t let them be kids. You should have seen them today. All smiles. Laughing. Playing with others their own age. Now when they go to school in the fall, they’ll have friends and fit right in.”

      “But they could have gotten hurt. You’re goddamn lucky Hope only had a scraped knee.” He thrust his finger out, inches away from my chest. His breath was hot and angry against my face, his eyes sparking.

      I hadn't noticed our steps toward each other as our voices had grown louder. I stumbled back, desperate to bring distance between us. “If you won’t let your kids leave the house for fear of a scraped knee, then what you really need is a prison warden, not a nanny.” 

      I raced back to my room and pulled out my suitcase. As I started throwing my things in it, he dared enter.

      “You’re leaving?” 

      “I can’t do this.”

      He pulled me by my arm to him, so close if I licked my lips I’d touch his. “Don’t leave. Please.” His blue flames bore into me, and I ceased breathing. All sense left me, because the only thing in the world I wanted was his full lips on mine, his stubble scraping my skin, and his hands all over me.

      Then he let go, leaving me numb, and stumbled to my bed. He took everything out of my suitcase, and set it aside. He sunk on the edge, looking down at his feet.

      I tightened my robe, realizing in the argument it’d loosened and I had more cleavage showing than I should. “Give me one reason I shouldn’t leave.”

      His face raised, slowly raking up my body until he locked eyes with me. What was happening? I couldn’t deny the heat between us, and I couldn’t understand it either. He did and said things that drove me mad, but the growing attraction for him was unreal.

      “I lost one person I loved in my life, my wife, Eva. If I lose the other two—my girls. I can’t go through that again.” His voice shook, his nostrils flared, and his eyes watered. Then he left my room in a hurry.

      “Oh God.” How could I be so insensitive? It all made sense. He feared losing his kids, to the point he had to micro-manage their every waking moment to ensure they’d be safe. 

      When I agreed to watch over his children, I didn’t realize it was also a promise to guard his heart.
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        * * *

      

      I paced in my room, counting out loud to one hundred, trying anything to control myself. Sara had an effect on me that I hadn't experienced before; she could stir up my heart rate, jumble my emotions, and make my blood rush to my groin with her words.

      Bearing my soul in front of someone was a challenge—only Eva could ever get me to  do something like that. Sara held some kind of power over me from the start.

      Nanny Beatrice knew I had my quirks and never uttered a complaint—or at least not loud enough for me to hear. But Sara was only helping me out of a tight spot temporarily and wasn’t afraid to challenge me and give her opinion about how my children should spend their days.

      Instead of pandering to me she called me out, and wasn’t willing to put up with me so easily. I liked that about her. I didn’t need a yes-woman.

      She was right, of course. My children should be able to have fun despite my anxieties.

      Which meant having to swallow what little pride I had left and grovel, which was even harder than opening up.

      “Charles?” Sara's voice quavered as she knocked on my bedroom door. I hastened across the room and opened it, surprised to see her red-rimmed eyes swimming in tears. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t wait until morning to tell you that.”

      Whatever got into me, my arm instinctively wrapped around her waist. The warmth of her body against mine sent a shiver through me. My hand moved to the back of her neck, my fingers tangling in silky strands of hair. “I’m sorry, too.”

      I hovered, our lips only fractions away from each other. The temptation to close the gap between us was almost unbearable. It’d be so easy to take advantage of the situation. Keeping a distance between us proved harder than I realized.

      “What are you waiting for?” Sara whispered, her eyes half-lidded and licking her lips.

      A cough coming from the baby monitor took my attention. I blinked and came to my senses, letting her go. “Um, we shouldn’t—”

      “Oh. Right. Okay. We were just caught up in the moment.” She tightened the belt on her robe and turned pink.

      “Exactly. You work for me—”

      “And you’re not attracted to me.”

      I jerked my head. “I never said that.”

      She did a double take. “It’d be fine if you weren’t. I’m used to men falling all over Prima and not giving me a second glance.” She choked up and ran back through the house.

      Shit. What the hell? Now I was the one who couldn’t wait until morning to straighten this out.

      I stalked through the house after her and stepped through her door before she could slam it. She spun around and glared through her tears. They took me aback. I dug the handkerchief out of my back pocket and handed it to her.

      She examined the white linen fabric with my blue embroidered monogram in one corner and sniffled. “Who carries handkerchiefs these days?”

      “I do. You’d be amazed how handy they are raising two girls.”

      She took a moment to clear her nose and face, as I inhaled deep, which was a mistake. Her lavendar scent surrounded me, but I had to remain strong.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you. From the moment we met, my eyes have only seen you in the room. Prima? I haven’t given her a second glance. I don’t give a damn about her, as long as she produces the album.”

      “You don’t have to lie to me to make me feel better.” She sniffled and stepped away and I shut the door behind me.

      “I’m not lying. But I’ve been down this road before, Sara. The first nanny I ever hired was a young woman, much like you. Pretty, vivacious, great with the babies. For the first year, I was so embroiled in my grief I hardly noticed her. But something happened after that. We started hanging out more, the four of us. It was too easy to fall into a pattern of feeling like the family I’d hoped to have with Eva.”

      She finally looked at me with a million questions in her eyes. “What happened to her?”

      “By the time their second birthday rolled around, I realized she was in love. While for me, she was only convenient. It wasn’t fair to her, so I had to let her go. Ever since then, I only hire grandmother-type of nannies. Until you.”

      She shook her head, still full of questions. I dared step closer to her, but shoved my hands in my pockets so I wouldn’t reach for her.

      “The girls are already getting close to you, I can tell. I could take you to bed and—but look, you’re only here for the summer. We shouldn’t tempt fate. Don’t you agree?”

      She slowly nodded as if fully comprehending the situation between us, and I moved to the door, stopping to say one more thing. “You were right. The girls need to get out this summer. It’s time for me to let go—a little. All I ask is that you tell me where you’re going and what you plan to do. Take my leather backpack out of my truck. It’s filled with everything you’ll need, and I’ll try not to freak out about the hundred things that could go wrong.”

      “Believe me, Charles, I really do care for your daughters. I'll look out for them.”

      I mustered a smile despite the weight of worry in my chest. “I believe you. Good night.”

      My feet felt like lead as I dragged myself away from her door. All I wanted was to turn around and make her mine, but my brain won over my heart, knowing walking away was for the best.
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        * * *

      

      At just past seven on a Saturday, I got out of bed and dressed, then made my way through the house. The coffee pot started up on the automatic timer. I brought out two red ceramic mugs and prepped both, mine with cream, Sara’s with a spoonful of sugar, just the way I’d learned she liked it.

      All week, we’d enjoyed coffee together before I left for work and before the kids woke up. She didn’t have to join me, but it was nice. The time with her to discuss our day ahead was something I hadn’t realized I missed from my brief life with Eva.

      “Good morning,” she entered the kitchen with a smile.

      “Hi. Here, got it ready for you.”

      The surprised look on her face was reward enough. She took the mug from me and our fingers brushed in the transfer. The brief contact in this situation was becoming more and more complicated. I ached for her.

      Ever since our talk last week, where I put her in a box marked “No Touch,” that was all I wanted to do. Even now, with her hair messy, and in a Prima t-shirt with black leggings, I wanted to carry her to bed with me, but I needed to stay on task.

      I pointed to the refrigerator where a calendar displayed the end of June. “July fourth is the twins’ birthday, and I’ve never given them a party. Would there be enough time to plan one? Would you help me? I want everything, clowns, balloons, one of those bouncy things. Go all out, spare no expense. They’ll only turn six once.”

      “Not a single party before now? Why not?”

      I shifted uneasy, leaning against the counter. “The day they were born was the day Eva . . . She died during childbirth. I guess I’ve always had a hard time reconciling the two events happening on one day.” There I went again, sharing myself with her.

      Her hand flew to her heart. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Of course I’ll plan the party, although clowns scare me.”

      “No clowns then.” A chuckle and her agreeing brought some relief.

      “Prima and I never had birthday parties until we were eighteen.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. Our mother gave us a cupcake and sang us happy birthday each year. That was it.”

      “You’ve mentioned her before. I’m not forming a good impression of her.” I set my mug down and leaned in, facing her. The citrus infused scent of her body lotion or hair products wafted my direction. How I loved a good, sweet orange.

      A faraway look overcame her. “Once she discovered Prima could sing, that was it. With the beauty, the talent, and the outgoing personality, it was like history was written for her. Add in our fame-seeking, money-hungry manager mother, and I pretty much faded into the background.”

      I cringed. No-one should put Sara against a wall, except maybe me. With my dick inside of her. But that wasn’t the point. “I couldn’t imagine favoring one daughter over the other. They’re both special in their own ways.”

      Her weak smile did me in. “We didn’t know our father. Grace and Hope are lucky to have you. In case no one ever told you, you’re a good dad.”

      I smirked. “Most nights I lay awake thinking of all the things I should have done and didn’t.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up. The girls love and adore you, anyone can see that. You do tend to work too much, but—oh God, sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “There’s just a lot of moving pieces right now and I’m barely staying on top of things, but I’ll try harder to get home at a decent hour.”

      “Well, since it’s Saturday, you can make it up to them—uh oh, what?”

      I grimaced and scrubbed my neck. “Actually, I need to work for a few hours at the office, or at least here at home. Mutt flies in this afternoon, and Dillon and I are having dinner with him. Meadow is watching the girls for me tonight, but if you wouldn’t mind watching them today, that’d be a huge help.”

      Her cocked head at me spoke volumes what she thought. “What time? Because I got a text from the Park Posse—”

      “The what?”

      “My mom friends at the park? They call themselves the Park Posse. Anyway, they’re having a moms’ night out tonight at the Hot Derby Nights show. So I’m going with them. I’ll finally get to see what all the fuss is about since that stripping Santa video went viral.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Sara ogling other men dance and strip was nothing I should be jealous over. So why was I? “Believe me, I appreciate you being here. I wouldn’t normally ask a nanny to work on a Saturday but if you could watch them for a few hours over lunchtime?”

      “Three hours tops, and I’ll set an alarm and make you stick to it because you really do need to spend time with the girls.”

      “Fine, and thanks.”

      “And I’m taking them to the park to play.”

      My face relaxed into a grin, as the pattering of little feet through the house proceeded Grace and Hope’s appearance in the kitchen.

      “Guess what? Your daddy said I could take you to the park for lunch. What do you think about that?”

      “Yay!” They squealed.

      The picture of my girls hugging Sara, looking up at her with huge smiles, their hair awry, and wearing their Cinderella matching pajamas, was only missing one thing to complete it.

      Me.
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        * * *

      

      Mutt Blainey waddled when he walked, his round figure accentuated by the bright colors of his Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts. The restaurant lights glinted off his long, graying hair, and through the square lenses of his tinted glasses I could just make out blue eyes.

      We gave him the grand tour of our production studios before we settled into Two Fourteen, one of Main Street's most popular restaurants. While he demolished a plate of food, his laugh was boisterous, and it filled the establishment as he regaled Dillon and me with stories about his celebrity encounters. People around us no doubt heard every word too.

      As soon as Mutt excused himself to use the restroom, I grabbed my chance to share my first impressions with Dillon.

      “Some of those stories I’m certain celebrities wouldn’t want shared.”

      “He’s an interesting fellow, that’s for sure,” Dillon agreed.

      “I’m beat. Think I’ll head home and relieve Meadow even though my girls should be in bed by now.”

      “Hold on. You don’t get to escape the role of host in our small town that easy. Mutt expects us to take him out for drinks after this,” Dillon blocked me from my escape plan.

      “But you two have much more in common in the entertainment world than I do. I’m just a third wheel.”

      “I’m not letting you out of this, so stop trying.”

      “Fine. One drink only.” I grumbled, as Mutt returned to the table.

      We finished our meal and Mutt asked what the local flavor was like for entertainment. Dillon and I exchanged a knowing glance, then steered him away from the Brown Jug Bar – no doubt his look wouldn't be welcomed in the biker bar atmosphere.

      We arrived at the Boot Scoot, a popular country music attraction in town. The large rectangular building was painted with bright colors, illuminated by neon signs that winked on its brick facade. Inside, every inch of space seemed to be filled with people eager for a night out. A sign at the entrance announced it was karaoke night

      “Why don’t we go to Lockland Distillery instead?” I suggested, thinking this wasn’t Mutt’s scene either .

      “Are you kidding? Karaoke? I’m intrigued. Let’s go see if there’s any raw talent in Kissing Springs. Who knows? We might find the next Prima here. Wouldn’t that be funny?” His laughter blared as Dillon led the way through the crowd.

      The singing was in full swing, with one woman in a pink miniskirt murdering a Pat Benatar song. We found a table and when she finished, Mutt put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. “Oh yeah. Hot stuff,” he laughed. At least he was enjoying himself, making fun of the singers brave enough to get up there and make fools of themselves.

      I rolled my eyes and held a single digit up to remind Dillon that I’d only stay here for one drink then leaving as our server arrived to take our drink orders.

      We endured two more singers and more laughs from Mutt before our bourbons arrived. I took the liberty of toasting first. “To Prima’s new album. May it produce several number ones and be her best yet.”

      “Screw that. Have you met Prima? Here’s to hoping she and I don’t kill each other getting this album made. I’d like to leave here with my balls still intact at the end of the summer.” He roared again.

      By this point, I was laughing only at the situation, not necessarily at his jokes. Dillon’s rolling eyes told me he felt the same.

      A couple more women attempting songs beyond their capabilities continued to amuse Mutt. I drained my bourbon, and somehow another round of drinks arrived. Dillon shot me a warning glance to stay.

      I didn’t bother to notice the next singer, instead checking in by text with Meadow about the girls. She confirmed they were asleep and had a good night. True to my word, I ignored the second bourbon, since I needed to drive home, and I wondered about Sara and how her evening went.

      The singer filled the atmosphere with a nice voice to start, even impressing Mutt’s discerning tastes. “Hm. Not bad. It takes just the right voice to do Patsy Cline justice,” he said.

      I glanced up from my phone and stared at the woman on stage holding the mic like she was born with it in her hand.

      “Sara?” I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      “Wow. Did you know she could sing?” Dillon asked and leaned forward, as intrigued as I was.

      Like me, the entire room hushed under the spell of her voice lilting through a song about a woman wishing her man would call her baby all night long. Fuck, I’d like to be that man with her.

      My gaze settled on the glittering sequins of Sara’s tight little black dress, clinging to her curves, her hemline swaying to the music as she moved. Her sultry vocals never faltered throughout the entire set, with every note ringing out clear like a bell in the crowded bar.

      I glanced at Dillon beside me, whose eyes were wide and mouth hung open in disbelief. Other people around us had the same expression, as though they all knew there was something special about Sara that none of us had expected – a star quality that even she probably didn’t know she possessed.

      She was . . . sexy, in a very innocent I-didn’t-know-I-was-sexy sort of way. It was all I could do to control my cock growing under the table.

      Mutt's voice shattered the stillness, his phone pressed to his ear. "Yeah, Mick? You gotta hear this. I think I found your next big thing." He hoisted the phone higher as Sara belted out a chorus that jolted me from my seat.

      Her voice was raw and powerful – something to be reckoned with. I had no idea she could sing and be this good, and that fact left me with an insatiable desire to know her every secret.

      The crowd erupted into cheers when she finished, rising to their feet. Among them was me, clapping my hands until they stung. My eyes zeroed in on Sara as she headed to a table filled with women - the Park Posse, I guessed. They all hugged her and cheered, but she didn't sit down. Instead, she brought her empty beer glass to the bar.

      The thought of staying away from her now seemed impossible; I needed answers. I approached the bar, but another man beat me to her, so I hung back, observing.

      As she leaned against the wooden counter waiting for service, I took in details about her appearance: long brunette hair loose around her shoulders, bright green eyes that shone even in the dim light of the bar, and a face that lit up like sunshine breaking through clouds. And secrets behind her smile that I needed to investigate.

      “Hi sweet stuff. You’re new in town, ain’t ya?” With a thick southern accent, the dude tipped his cowboy hat to her. I recognized him right away. Willie Montgomery, one of my distant cousins. And trouble.

      “Hello. Yes, just visiting.” Sara's polite smile didn't reach her eyes, and instead resembled a tight-lipped grimace, the kind she’d give to a stranger on the street. Not one that invited him to lean in closer.

      Willie stood there with his gold tooth glinting in the fluorescent bar light, wearing a sleeveless flannel shirt, old boots, and jeans held up by a leather belt. “I’d love to give you a tour of our town. Why don’t you and I go for a ride?”

      He was hardly the type of guy Sara would go for, I presumed.

      “Oh, I’ve already had that tour. Yeah, it took ten minutes. Thanks anyway.” Before Willie could respond, the bartender arrived with her beer and she quickly grabbed it and took off. Willie followed.

      “Well don’t run away now. You and me are just getting started. We’ve got all night to get to know each other,” he persisted.

      As they passed by me, her eyes met mine and the terror that flashed through them was unmistakable. “Oh there you are, Charlie. I was looking for you everywhere.” She hooked her hand through my elbow and leaned into me slightly, batting her eyelashes in an exaggerated fashion.

      A wide grin spread over my face. It wasn't often I had the chance to come to someone’s rescue, and when I did, I made sure they knew who their hero was.

      She stood still like a deer in the headlights of an oncoming car as I circled my arms around her waist. “Yes, darling. Miss me?”

      I moved my hands up into her hair, gently tugging until her neck was exposed. My heart raced with anticipation as my lips lightly grazed her delicate skin, where her pulse beat just below the surface.

      I traced a path up the side of her neck and stopped at a sweet spot just beneath her earlobe. The rise and fall of her chest met mine. As she trembled in my arms, she let a little moan escape, and a thrill worked through me knowing that I had caused it—even if it was all for show.

      “Ahem.” Willie cleared his throat, still standing there. Our ruse didn’t scare him off. “Hey Charles. We heard you took over the Brown Jug Bar, scaring cousin Ray right out of town.”

      “You two know each other?” Sara asked, and stifled a yelp as I continued our act, lowering my hand to cup her ass.

      “Yes. Unfortunately, Montgomery cousins are everywhere.”

      “You should look in on Uncle Ogden. He’s been expecting you.” Willie turned serious with a warning in his eyes.

      I nodded. “You tell old Oggie I’ll stop by when I’m good and ready. Now if you’ll excuse us, we were just leaving.”

      “We were?” She hissed, as I took her beer from her hands and set it aside, then steered her toward the door.

      “Yes, darling. You’ve got some explaining to do.”
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      He drove me home in his sleek black truck. The softness of the leather seats enveloped me as my fingers brushed over them—they were cool to my touch and the interior was filled with a subtle new car scent that thrilled me.

      “You have a beautiful voice,” Charles said. His praise washed over me like a gentle wave and I felt a warmth fill me from within—something I hadn’t felt in a long time. Still, I couldn’t accept it.

      “No. Prima is the one with the talent.” I stared out the window, trying to ignore my skin still smoldering where his lips touched me.

      “Hm. I’ve listened to a few of her songs she’s sent us so far. Her voice is different, rougher. Fit for rock ’n roll maybe, but yours—why have you never pursued singing?”

      I shrugged, blinking several times to fend off the tears. “People put you down enough, you just stop believing in your dreams.”

      “Who? Your mother?” I noticed his grip tighten on the steering wheel.

      “Mm-hmm. And the media, the public . . . all of them said I’d never be Prima, so why try?”

      He was silent in the dark, his jaw flexing as he clenched it. The scent of his cologne reached me, with rugged and bold notes full of swagger. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, crossing my legs, squeezing my thighs together.

      “Let me ask you this. How did it feel to be up on the stage tonight and sing?”

      The feeling had been indescribable; no one had ever bothered to actually ask me that.

      His question hung in the air like a heavy fog, covering everything with its weight. I thought back to my performance—the warmth of the spotlight, the energy of the audience, and my voice soaring as if it had taken on a life of its own. “Um. Good, I guess.” 

      “The crowd was into it.”

      “Were they? I always get nervous when I start to sing, but by the middle of a song I’m into it.”

      “So you’ve done karaoke before?”

      “Every town Prima performs in, I seem to know the best karaoke bars. It’s become kind of a thing for me. She can fill huge stadiums with her music, and I get to perform in small bars, just for fun.” I chuckled, but secretly loved the freedom of singing in places where nobody knew me.

      Charles snuck glances at me as we talked. “You were amazing tonight. Even Mutt said you should be Wild Horses Music’s next big star.”

      “What? No, he didn’t. Don’t lie.”

      “Why would I lie about that?” He glared at me, making me feel very small. 

      I shook him off. “It’s a ruthless business. It’s hard to know who to trust.”

      “Sara, you can trust me. I’d hope you know that by now.” His voice softened. “I believe you have raw, untapped talent, and I think you know it.” His mouth formed a gentle smirk before continuing. “I’m just wondering why you let others keep you down.”

      My mind flashed back to Prima, her encouraging voice echoing in my ears from many years ago. She wanted me by her side through everything no matter what Lucy said; through the voice lessons, dance lessons, acting lessons, and anything else Lucy put her in. I tagged along, never taking part but paying attention and practicing when I was alone. 

      Sure enough, I developed a voice—but no one could see beyond my cystic acne, enormous nose, buck teeth, and fifty pounds of extra weight.

      “I did try, once in my early twenties. I lost weight, had some cosmetic work done. After the makeover, I felt good about myself for the first time in ages. But it backfired, because all anyone wanted was Prima, not Prima’s sister. From men to record companies, they all used me to get to her. Even Bruce. So—why bother?”

      “Bruce? What do you mean?”

      “I was taking a song writing class one summer and met him there. We became fast friends, and once the class was over, I thought he might ask me out. Instead, he asked me to introduce him to her. It’s him, it’s Hollywood, it’s this entire industry. It used to be my dream, but I gave it up.”

      “Goddammit, people are shit,” he shook his head. “I look at you and see nothing but good. And your voice . . . you sing for the sheer joy of it. You should have seen the faces of people in there tonight. You made them happy, and according to Dillon, that’s all that matters.”

      “Why do you think I sing karaoke?” I chuckled, then saw the farm come into view.

      He shook his head. “Sara, you should enter the singing competition at the music festival.”

      “No, Charles. That dream has sailed on. I have other dreams to pursue.” 

      We pulled into the garage, which ended our conversation too soon. I couldn’t help but savor every word he’d said though. I knew Charles as the tough businessman, but his softer side had me dizzy, wishing for more. 

      His gaze burned into my back as I made it to the garage door and said goodnight. When his hand landed on my arm unexpectedly, he stepped in close behind me. I could feel his breath feather across my collar bone. My skin turned to gooseflesh. 

      “I want to know more about these dreams of yours,” he spoke in barely a whisper.

      “That would require you to go much deeper, and you said we shouldn’t go there.”

      “I said we shouldn’t. Never said we couldn’t. I’ve always been a bit of a rule breaker. I’m surprised I lasted this long without devouring you.”

      Suddenly, the door flew open, and it was Meadow standing there holding an umbrella like she was going to bat. “Oh, whew. I was sleeping on the couch and woke when I heard some noise. Glad it was you two.”

      We chatted briefly with her in the kitchen, then she finally left. Charles went to peek in on the girls. I was starving, and, when he returned, he found me scouring his cabinets for something to eat.

      “Late night munchies? Me too. How about the Charles Special—an omelet?”

      “Yum. Yes, please.” I kicked off my heels and wiggled my toes on the cool tile floor. The dishes from the day were piled up, so I tackled them, rinsing and placing them in the dishwasher. “Do you ever sing, Charles?”

      “Dillon has the pipes, not me. I was jealous, at first. Not anymore.” He opened up to me, like peeling another layer of the onion he was proficiently chopping. “How he could carry a tune, gyrate his hips, and captivate an audience was beyond me.”

      “You never wanted the limelight?” I rinsed the last dish and set it aside.

      “God no, that’s where we differed. I admire him, but I know my limitations. I’m probably tone deaf, and the only audience I can command is in a boardroom.” He opened the bottom drawer, reached in and handed me a fluffy white towel to dry my hands. 

      All his small gestures of kindness—like pulling out my chair before I sat down, holding car doors open for me, the handkerchief—he couldn’t possibly know how each act made me feel like the most special woman in the world.

      For a modern woman like myself, these simple acts of chivalry were far from dead. In fact, they awakened every single cell in my body for him. 

      “Oh, that’s too bad,” I said, took the towel and dried my hands.

      “Why?”

      “I rather hoped your hips could gyrate.”

      His eyes left the careful chopping of the onion and snapped to me, his iris’ dancing. One corner of his mouth lifted in a playful half-smile. “They do where it counts.”

      “Oh yeah? Where’s that?” I toyed with my bottom lip between my teeth, playing with fire, but I didn’t care anymore. I couldn’t have him, so I’d tease around it if that’s all I had. 

      He set down the knife and leaned in, with one hand on the counter inches away from me. “I could show you, but we both know we probably shouldn’t.” Then why did his voice turn smooth and dark? I wanted him more than oxygen, like he was crucial to my survival. 

      “You know what? I’m tired of being told what I should and shouldn’t do. Show me your moves, Mister Montgomery.” I dared him, not knowing if he’d bite.

      He stepped back and jerked his hips, waved his arms, and snarled. I did not expect this display, and snort laughed at his sudden flurry of activity. “Oh my God. Was that your Elvis impression?”

      “Yeah, what’d you think?” He didn’t bother hiding a goofy grin while adding the onion to the egg and cheese in the pan.

      “Don’t quit your day job.” I laughed more, to the point of almost crying, as the omelet finished cooking. 

      His laugh was open and easy, and something twisted inside of me. The crinkles at the edges of his eyes appeared again, so natural. I wanted more moments like this with him.

      The omelet done, he carefully plated the food, presenting it with a flourish of cheese. He grabbed only one fork and delicately cut into the dish, then pushed the fork towards me, offering me the bite. I parted my lips and took the morsel in. 

      The savory flavor was like sweet music to my taste buds, and I hummed with pleasure. His eyes sparkled as he watched me eat, his gaze never leaving mine. If his focus was this intense during a simple moment, what might it be during sex?

      He fed me another bite. “So, about your dreams. Tell me.”

      I moaned because the second bite was even better than the first, and somehow, living in the moment, I let my most vulnerable desire leave my lips. “I want the one thing I’ve never had . . . a family. I want a man by my side and little ones looking up to me. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      He set the fork down and lifted me to sit on the counter, his hands gripping the edge. There was anguish in his eyes I recognized and couldn’t ignore. “Sara, I know what I said the other night, I know we shouldn’t, but fuck all that. I’m tired of playing it safe. If you feel the same, that there’s something between us, I have the means to give you the world if you let me.”

      My body buzzed with anticipation while my mind screamed both ‘yes' and ‘no'. His words cut through my defenses and melted my heart. Everything he said before made sense. I was only here for a summer . . . I shouldn’t fall. But it was too late.

      My heart was already there. Chaotic desire consumed what little self-control I had left. 

      “I beg to differ.” I inched my skirt up my thighs, and spread my legs, bringing him in closer to me. “I think I’m the one giving you the world tonight.”

      My skin tingled and ignited with pleasure as his palms caressed up my bare thighs. His fingers dug into my flesh, urging me to surrender to him fully. Our lips collided, and mine parted beneath his demands. With tongues swirling in the intensity, the kiss consumed every rational thought in its path.

      I was lost in a sea of sensation, unable to fight the urge that coursed through my veins—raw need and uncontrollable desire. Giving myself to him, I melted willingly into his arms and surrendered completely to wild abandon.
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        * * *

      

      I had plenty of women in the past, usually traveling for work. Occasionally, I’d get lucky and find a woman much like me in the hotel bar, lonely and seeking temporary solace through rushed nights of passion in hotel rooms. Never would I bring a woman home. 

      This was a first. A woman with me while my girls slept soundly down the hall. Only with Sara, this was far from a random hookup.

      My attempts at staying away from her were futile. I knew from the start; I had to have her. With my resolve finally crackling and crumbling like dry mud beneath my feet, I stepped over the line which I’d so carefully guarded. There was no stopping us now.

      I deepened our kisses until we had to break for air or suffer death. Even so, we clung to each other, gasping. “Oh baby. Tell me you want this.”

      “You’re one of my dreams. The very good kind of dream.”

      “Let’s make it come true then,” I chuckled in her ear, then scooped her up in my arms. I carried her to my bed, laying her softly there. 

      I backtracked and quietly shut the door behind us. I turned on the baby monitor by the bed, taking care to keep the volume just high enough to hear the girls if they woke up. Then I scrambled to the bathroom for a couple of condoms and a damp cloth. Before returning to bed, I took my boots off.

      She chuckled, leaning back on the bed, waiting. “You’re always prepared and in control, aren’t you?”

      “About time you figured me out.” I hovered over her, claimed her lips again, and ground my cock into her. I blazed a trail down to her breasts, sucking in her nipple through the sequined dress. “Must have you naked, immediately.”

      “Yes, sir,” she responded and chuckled.

      “Fuck, you’re playing right into my ego, calling me that. I like it.”

      My hands moved up her body, feeling everything. The curves of her waist. The swell of her breasts. Slipping the dress up over her head. I marveled at the sight of her black lace lingerie and creamy skin. 

      Our mouths met. Hungry kisses. Fingers fumbling. Her bra unclasped. She let out a gasp when it fell away, then shifted so I could slide off her panties. My gaze roved over her body. Every glorious inch displayed for me, the apex of her thighs my target. 

      “Fucking beautiful. You know that song you sang? Get ready. I’m going to call you my baby all night long.”

      Her soft moans gave me the tinder I needed for my fire. I kissed up her thighs and opened her pretty pink slit with my fingers, immediately slick in her wet center. Her body quivered, responding to my touch.

      This was everything I needed. From day one of summer. Her. Me. Together. Riding out whatever this was until sunset on the last day.

      I snaked my tongue through her folds and found her clit, hard and ready for me. The taste of her consumed me, sucking and flicking her sensitive nub. 

      I peered up at her. Cheeks flushed like the color of pink roses. Beautiful. Our eyes met, her emeralds shone brightly, the pleasure in them revealed. She gasped and shuddered beneath me. My mouth took her closer and closer to the blissful edge. 

      Arousal surged through my body. My thick cock jerked in my jeans, begging for a feel of her, but her priorities came first. My fingers slid inside of her. One, then two. Each staked their claim and stretched her tight walls. 

      “Oh sir, yes.” She gathered the duvet in her fists. Her face contorted with every caress. I learned what she liked best. Because I planned to revisit inside of her often, as many times as possible before she leaves Kissing Springs.

      Something in me ached knowing that what we had could only last so long. Every moan from her lips drove that truth home even more. There was no denying I was utterly addicted to her already. The day she leaves could destroy me.

      Heartbreak could come for both me and my daughters, getting too close, but I’d be prepared. We’d keep what this was just sex, nothing more, hidden from the girls, only be together once they were asleep. I wouldn’t let it spoil a day between us until then. For now, I’d give her the best of myself every night and worry about the rest later.

      “Come for me now, baby, and again, and again,” I pleaded, burying my tongue as deep inside of her as I could. Begging to taste every drop of her. Her thighs tightened on my head. Her hands threaded through my hair. Pulling me in. Driving her to the edge. 

      When she took that beautiful leap, she arched her back and called my name over and over. “Oh Charles, yes, yes, sir!”

      I pursued until a rush of breath escaped her body, relaxing, leaving her spent.

      My lips curved into a satisfied smile, kissing up her body to her breasts, and twirled my tongue around her pebbled nipple. My hand roamed along her full breast, as my palm grazed the soft skin beneath it. On my way up to her neck, I licked and kissed every inch of skin. 

      She hummed in pleasure as our mouths met again, and her fingers caressed my face. She overtook me. Pushing me onto my back. Under her touch, I came alive. 

      “May I undress you now, sir?” She purred the question. 

      “You may,” came my response, slipping into this role too easily. A bosshole at the office. A bosshole in bed. It worked. I helped by removing my polo shirt, then laced my fingers under my head, watching her every move like a hawk.

      She knelt between my legs and trailed fingertips along my waist band. I flinched. “Ticklish, sir?” With great pleasure, she tormented me again, trailing across and back.

      I chuckled. “You’re a little sassy, you know that? When we first met, I really didn’t think you liked me.”

      “I didn’t. You grew on me.” She plucked one button, then another, slowly releasing the prison my cock was in. “It’s like there’s two of you. The Charles at work, and the Charles at home. Both appeal to me in different ways.” 

      Her answer somehow appeased. I didn’t dwell on it, since it was time she became acquainted with the biggest, baddest Montgomery in Kissing Springs. 

      I rocked my hips so she could remove my black denims and Calvin boxers. My impressive manhood stood proudly erect in front of her, awaiting her attention.

      Her hands explored its length. She licked her lips and glanced up at me before closing her eyes and wrapping her mouth around my engorged head. With tongue flicks, she teased at it. She took me deep in her mouth. Bobbing her head on me. “Ah. So good.”

      There wasn’t much more of this I could take. I needed relief, but inside her would be the only place that would satisfy right now.

      “Yes baby. Now be a good girl and work the condom onto me.” 

      She broke away and followed my orders. “So big. I hope I can handle it.”

      “Only one way to find out. Come here.”

      She straddled my hips. Her thighs, tight against my sides. Carefully, she positioned the head of my cock at her entrance. She sighed as she sank onto me, inch by fucking inch. Her eyes fluttered shut. I growled, watching her pleasure. Little moans escaped from her lips. 

      “From the moment we met, baby, this is exactly where I wanted to be with you.” The delicious feeling of her walls tightened around me. Better than anything I’d imagined. 

      She leaned over me, lifting my arms above my head. Her hands clasped around both wrists to keep them steady.

      “Don’t move, sir.”

      I quirked a brow at this reversal, gladly taking direction from her. She started slowly, methodically, in her movements, twerking and testing my patience. When she found her rhythm, she sat up and added her fingers strumming her clit and a hand palming her breast. I gazed at her show, encouraging her.

      “Baby. Come on my cock for me.”

      She didn’t disappoint, working herself up, panting and moaning my name. It was more than I could take when I desired to run, take this baby out for a spin, and see what she was made of.

      “You wanted proof my hips could gyrate. Here you go.” I flipped her onto her back. My cock notched and entered her again, driving into her depths, hitting the end. Over and over, I speared her deep.

      She clung to me, her legs wrapped around me tight. “Yes, sir. More.”

      I dropped to my elbows, my full weight nearly on her, and captured her mouth with mine. Her nails dug trenches into my back. My hips ground into her, side to side, around in circles, giving her a show that I hoped rivaled any dancer on the Hot Derby Nights crew. 

      “Mm. You do have the moves,” her admiration came out in a rushed breath. Her hand dove between us, finding her clit. 

      “I’m almost there, baby.” Encouraged by her approval, I ramped up my speed. Friction intense. Heat compounding. Sweat on my brow formed. My breathing turned to grunts. 

      Her pussy. My cock. Our desires. All being pushed to their limits for our first time together. It wouldn’t be the last. 

      Her legs gripped tight around me. She shattered easily this time. I quickly followed. My body tensed. My groan a little too loud, remembering the kids were down the hall and hoping they wouldn’t wake up.

      “Oh baby, fuck yes.” I dragged a deep breath in, closing my eyes, savoring this moment with her. I gave her the best of me, yet wanted more.

      My full weight rested upon her frame. We were a bundle of limbs. Our bodies molded into each other. Perfect.

      When I finally shifted, she smiled sheepishly at me, spent. 

      “Let me clean us up, baby.” I made quick work of removing the condom and used the cloth between her legs.

      “Very thoughtful, sir.” She preened, stretching out on my bed. When she got up, reaching for her dress, I stopped her. 

      “Don’t run off. Where are you going?”

      “We probably shouldn’t let the girls see us—”

      I pulled her back to bed with me. “Like you said, I’m tired of things I should and shouldn’t do. Stay a while.” I’d spent the first part of the summer worried, fearing this, but not anymore.

      She relaxed into me as our bodies spooned. Her head fit perfectly between my chest and chin while her hair tickled my abs. For a while, we were quiet. Then she broke the silence, softly humming a tune.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Just a melody that’s been playing in my head from the moment I arrived in Kissing Springs. I haven’t set words to it yet.”

      From what she told me before, so many people had doubted her, tossed her aside like she was nothing, when she was so much more.

      “You have talent, baby. Believe in what I’m telling you. Forget anyone else, this could be your time. Join the singing contest. Everyone has a moment and this could be yours.”

      “I’m scared to try again, Charles.”

      I squeezed her in closer, fully understanding the feelings. “I was too until you came with me tonight, but I don’t regret a moment of this. Us. I don’t want you to regret anything either. Better to try now than to miss out on something that could be so great for your future.”

      She fell quiet. A few minutes later, her breathing came deeper as she drifted off to sleep. I hoped my words gave her plenty to dream about. New dreams of shooting off into outer space, and landing among the stars, right where she belonged. 
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        * * *

      

      From as early as I could remember, all I wanted was to be a star. A single spotlight aimed at me on stage with no one else in sight. I used to imagine what it’d be like every night before bed.

      I had attempted to cut a single followed by an album once, and the lingering memory of failure sent a chill down my spine. The exposé in Rocker magazine declaring Sister Tries To Be Like Prima But Fails To Deliver was almost too much for me to bear.

      Fear and people—our mother—held me back from ever trying again. Until Charles.

      Thanks to his encouragement, I agreed and entered the singing competition—just for fun. Still fearful, but doing it anyway. The more I hung around him, the more he drilled the truth into me. It was time to prove to myself I could get back on that stage, and nobody else’s opinion mattered.

      His mattered, though. The more time I spent with him, the more his nurturing side came out. He cared for me. I could see it in his words, his gazes, his touches.

      The way he loved on me late at night, after the girls were asleep. The way he woke me each morning with a mug of coffee bedside. And the way he listened to my songs and lyrics and gave good feedback.

      Through all the many layers of Charles I uncovered, I knew one thing. I could easily fall for them all. He said I should do the competition for myself—but part of me desperately sought his praise and approval, too. I said yes for me and for him.

      “Morning. What’s on the agenda today?” Charles asked, waking me with a steaming mug of coffee just the way I liked it. 

      I hadn’t gone back to my bed yet. His bed became ours at his insistence. Every night after the girls went to sleep, our time began, and it expired one hour before they awoke every morning.

      “I’ll drop the girls off at Tracy’s house for a playdate. Then, as you know, we have the press conference for the singing competition.”

      “Okay.” We’d already talked about the playdate, and while he agreed, his eyes still reflected a small amount of worry. He’d made great strides though, really loosening up, and the girls were having a great summer. 

      “Remember, try to skirt around any questions the members of the press have for you about Prima. Redirect the conversation back on yourself. Don’t let them take this moment from you.”

      “Got it. Admittedly, I’m nervous.”

      “So are the other singers in the competition. I’ll be right there for you. I know you’ll do fine.” As he perched on the edge of the bed, his hand found my thigh under the covers and caressed me.

      “I know you’ve missed me.” I grinned. We fucked and messed around so much the first couple of nights, I was raw. We had to get creative and find other ways to satisfy each other, but I was ready now and longed for his cock and gyrating hips. 

      “Fuck yeah, I missed you. How are you feeling?” His brows arched, anticipating my response.

      I glanced at the clock, knowing the girls had their own internal alarm, waking at eight every morning. “Hm. If you hurry, you could test me.”

      “Fuck, baby, you give me an inch, I’ll take it all, fast and hard.” He set his coffee down and threw back the covers. Eyeing my fingers already at play, he licked his lips and moved in.

      “Mm. Sir, this is the perfect way to start my day,” I moaned and arched my back at his touch.
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        * * *

      

      Apparently, now that I, Prima’s sister, was in this competition, it was big news. Members of the entertainment media filled several rows of seats at the Boyd Theater. They could be so hypocritical. Where was their support when I attempted singing and making an album years ago?

      No matter. I was embracing it all. The media attention could benefit Kissing Springs, and I knew that would mean so much to Charles, Dillon, and Meadow. Oddly, it would to me as well. The small town life grew on me.

      I took my place seated at the table in front of a microphone on stage. Three other participants flanked my left, and two others on my right. I had heard a few of them singing, thanks to research from Charles. They were each talented, but it’s the performance on the day of competition that mattered.

      Dillon directed the live event, fielding questions. But no matter how hard he tried, each member of the press seemed to direct their attention on me.

      “Sara, you tried to be a singer before, why try again and why now?” One blonde woman from Nashville News asked.

      “I don’t think I was ready before. Now I am. I have supportive people around me who believe in me.” I smiled and glanced at Charles offstage. He gave me a wink.

      Another person asked about my songwriting. And another about my intentions for the future. They simply buttered me up with those, because then the Prima questions hit.

      “What do you say about rumors Prima is broke? People say she’s living penniless in Las Vegas with friends.”

      “Um. I’m sure those rumors are false.”

      Another member of the audience jumped up with a question. “There’s a rumor Bruce and Prima are back together. Do you have information about that?”

      I shook my head, about to refute. Then again, Prima had been oddly quiet the past couple of weeks. Shit, I’d better reach out to her. I’d been so busy between Charles, the girls, my rehearsals. “There’s no way she’d get back together with him. She’s in Las Vegas getting a divorce. She wants to move on from him.”

      “Is Prima filing for bankruptcy?”

      “Who gets their house in Malibu?”

      “Is she pregnant with another man’s baby?”

      Questions flung at me, one after the next, but the last question was the final straw. 

      I raised my voice. “I’m sorry, but I’m here to answer questions about the Kissing Springs Music Festival. Wild Horses Music, Mayor Meadow Boyd, and the Derby Nights Entertainment Group have been nothing short of supportive to my sister, and to me. Now, please direct the rest of your questions to these other fine participants sitting up here beside me.”

      It was a relief when the press conference concluded. I wanted to escape, and Charles seemed like my only way out. I ran to him, his face red, as he led me to a room backstage. My stomach twisted in knots.

      “Fucking assholes out there. Baby, you did great. Forget those people. It’s over, and now you can focus on rehearsals.”

      My fingers shook as I nervously fiddled with my phone. “I need to call Prima really quick.” But her phone rang and rang. 

      “Dammit. She’s not answering.”

      Charles paced the floor, rubbing a hand on his chin, and thinking.

      I fired off a set of texts to her. 

      
        
          
            
              
        I heard rumors.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Are you back together with Bruce?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Please, don’t do it. You know he ruined you financially. Maybe your career too.

      

      

      

      

      

      Charles landed an arm around my shoulders. “Let’s get you an interview with someone we can control. I’ll check with Dillon and see who he suggests.”

      “No. You don’t understand. It’ll be like last time, where I’m murdered by the press, scrutinized and compared to Prima for everything I do.” Hot tears burned my eyes, and there was his hand holding out another handkerchief for me.

      “Thank you,” I sniffled. I tried Prima again, but it was no use. “Where the hell could she be, and what is she doing? She’s never without her phone.”

      “Why are you so worried about her? She did say this was a break between the two of you.”

      “She’s my twin. I can suddenly feel her pain.” My hand held my heart. “The same thing probably happens to your girls, as they’ll always be connected. I know this situation with Bruce upset her. When was the last time you talked with her?”

      Charles checked his phone. “Uh, about five days ago. She wanted to rent a car to visit a friend in California. So I arranged it for her.”

      “Oh shit. Why didn’t you tell me?” I groaned.

      “Why would it matter?”

      “I know exactly where she went—to Lucy. Their bond was always stronger. Lucy could play Prima like a fiddle, and in such a vulnerable state without me there, she could worm her way back into her life.”

      I had to confirm for sure, which meant swallowing my pride and unblocking Lucy’s number. I clicked the button, then texted.

      
        
          
            
              
        Is Prima with you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Next thing I knew, messages were incoming from Lucy. Tears coursed down my cheeks as I read each word over and over.

      
        
          
            
              
        Of course she’s with me. I’m taking care of her now since you and Bruce fucked it up.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We just saw your interview. What the hell are you doing?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You’re not a star. You never will be.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You’re so embarrassing to Prima and her career. Quit the competition, immediately.

      

      

      

      

      

      My knees weakened and I landed in a heap on the floor. Charles snatched my phone from my hands. He scrolled through the messages, a deep growl rumbling in his chest. He tossed the phone aside and pulled me up. Wrapped with his strong arms around me, he cocooned me in the safety of his embrace.

      “Sh. Baby. You don’t need to read those and revisit the past. Come back to me, right here, right now. I can keep you safe.”

      More than anything, I wanted to believe he could protect me, but the pressure of everything mounted. A weight pressed down on my chest as anxiety flooded through me. I couldn’t catch my breath, but I needed to run, needed relief. I pushed away from Charles, and flew out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Dillon and I searched everywhere in the building but couldn’t find Sara. My voice echoed in frustration without anyone around as we circled back to the stage. “She’s not here and not answering her phone. I’ll drive home and see if she shows up there.”

      Dillon’s sharp eyes caught the flush in my cheeks, and he shot me a questioning look. “You care for her, don’t you?” he asked.

      My steps faltered as his words pierced the air.

      “Of course, she’s my nanny. The girls adore her,” I said firmly.

      I looked up to find his finger pointed in my direction and his eyes burning with accusation. “Nah, it’s more than that. It’s written all over your face. You’re fucking her.”

      Heat trickled up and pooled around my ears. Every ounce of me wanted to deny it, but I couldn’t ignore the truth.

      I scoffed. “So what if I am?”

      “Just a summer fling?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      He paused, a hint of sadness forming beneath his gaze. His voice softened. “Just be careful. I hate to see you get hurt.”

      I made a break for the door, each step echoing my pounding heart. I couldn’t acknowledge out loud why I was so drawn to Sara, how she stirred something within me that no one else could reach.

      Outside, I rushed to my truck, only to realize she was sitting in the passenger side. I yanked the door open, but wasn’t prepared for the sight. She sat there amid a few chocolate bar wrappers, chocolate on the corners of her mouth, and eyes wide at being caught. 

      “Oh. Sorry.” She swiped tears from her cheeks quickly, and it tore my heart to see shame in her eyes. 

      I assessed the situation. She didn’t need another person in her life putting her down. Sounded like her mother did a find job of that for many years. Besides, I was just as big of a chocolate lover in times of stress. 

      I strained my eyes across her lap, trying to see into the bag from the convenience store across the street. “Got any butterfingers? Those are my favorite, and after the press conference, I sure could use one.”

      Her mouth gaped. “S-sure. Here.” She dug through, then held one out.

      I ripped the foil off a third of it and sank my teeth into the sweet chocolate. “Mm. Goddamn, it’s been some time since I had one of these.”

      With one foot propped up on the side of the car, I leaned on the door frame and finished it off in two more bites. She sat next to me in a daze, her gaze fixated ahead.

      I gathered the wrappers and deposited them into a trash bag in the back seat, then pulled out my handkerchief. “Come here,” I coaxed, guiding her chin towards me with my finger. As I wiped away any traces of chocolate around her lips, she tensed up slightly before finally relenting.

      “You’ll stain the fabric.”

      “I have a dozen of these in my drawer at home. A chocolate stained one won’t hurt.” I leaned into her and kissed along the corners of her mouth, letting my tongue explore the sweetness still lingering on her lips. 

      When I finally pulled away, I asked, “Now, tell me what I need to do to make it all better. Hire someone to off Lucy? Or just maim her?”

      She spit out a laugh, and I drew her into in my arms, holding her tight. “Or do I need to call her myself and let out the raging bosshole, telling her not to fuck with you or face the wrath of the biggest, baddest Montgomery in Kissing Springs?”

      Her laughter bubbled, and I could feel her body shaking with it. “All the above,” she said, between gasps for air. 

      When she finally calmed, I took her face into my hands and kissed her tenderly. “I got you, baby. I’m here for you, the rock you need when the world gets you down.”

      “I never had a rock before,” she whispered.

      The corners of my mouth turned up into a smile as I looked into her green gems for eyes. “You do now.”

      A call interrupted us, and I checked in case it was Prima, but it was Robbie.

      “Yeah?” I answered.

      “You better come quick to the Brown Jug. It’s on fire,” his voice rushed loudly into my ears.

      My heart raced as we dashed there. It wasn’t like I had much affection for the place, other than it brought in a meager positive income each month. 

      The fucking place was more of a nuisance, with bikers always causing trouble, and I knew it was a popular place for drug deals. Still, the memories came flooding back of my time spent there in my childhood.

      Within minutes, we arrived and parked as close as I could without harming the truck or us. In front of my bar, I gaped at the scene. The fire crew and volunteers were pumping water on the building, but anyone could see it was a complete ruin.

      I scanned the scene wistfully. “My grandpa built this place, and he had an office out back. When I was little, Dad would bring me with him to meetings there. I used to love seeing the both of them wield their power over this town.”  

      “Must be so hard to see it burning like this?” Sara stayed by my side.

      “Yeah. But maybe it’s for the best. Between this place and the amphitheater behind it, they represented the old days, when Montgomerys were feared. They were sort of small town mafia, you could say. Dad finally wanted out from under it all, and moved us to Chicago to start a legitimate business, Montgomery Holdings, one I still oversee today.”

      Dillon and Meadow arrived, hand-in-hand, stepping up beside us. “Shit, look at this place. Will you let Dad know what’s going on?”

      “Yeah, eventually. What would he care, though, being over in Europe?” I doubted this news would bring him back. 

      Kip Wells, the head of the fire crew, met up with us. I’d gone to high school with him, played basketball, and knew him well back in the day. “Sorry. There’s not much we can do. No one was hurt. All the patrons and staff got out. Robbie and I questioned them. Seems a kitchen fire started it. We’ll investigate further and issue a full report for your insurance.”

      “Thanks, Kip.”  

      “Do you think you’ll rebuild?” Meadow asked, switching from holding hands with Dillon to wrapping her arm around his back. I wanted desperately to do the same to Sara. 

      “I don’t know. We’ll get a crew in here to haul it all away. The amphitheater, too, then we’ll give it some thought about what to do next.”

      Later, as we drove away, I was quiet, and sighed heavily, the familiar weight of sadness bearing down on me. Sara reached across the seat, her small hand fitting perfectly into mine.

      “Don’t worry. I’m here for you. I can be your rock, too,” she said.

      I spent all my waking hours, all these years, looking after Grace and Hope, providing them with the best nannies, with good nutrition and a proper upbringing. Being a single father was sometimes a lonely passion. Not since Eva had anyone looked out for me like this.

      With Sara, she was giving me what I’d been desperately missing—the warmth that comes from being with someone—for the summer, at least.
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        * * *

      

      Once at home, Sara stayed in her room, declining my invitation to dinner. What a fucking day—I couldn’t blame her, but I hated to see her still so down. 

      After dinner, I colluded with the girls for a surprise for Sara. We spent more than an hour setting everything up and practicing, then I sent Grace to deliver a special invitation.

      “I gave it to her,” she cried, running back through the house and taking up a position beside me. 

      Sara rounded the corner into the living room and stopped. Her hands flew to her mouth. “What is this?” 

      “Ready, ladies?” I asked. On my cue, we all tossed feather boas behind our shoulders from their dress-up chest Nanny Beatrice had set up a few years prior. Hope hit the right button on the karaoke machine, and the music began.

      A miniature strobe light cast sparkles on the walls around the room as we launched into a catchy old tune about leaning on me in a time of need. The three of us had practiced the song and some simple moves, and despite our best efforts, we all but ended up in a heap of limbs and laughter.

      Sara laughed too and flew forward, hugging us all. “Oh, thank you. I needed that after a day like today.”

      “Sing for us!” Hope demanded, clapping her hands.

      “Yes, sing baby.” I resisted the urge to gather her in my arms. “Let your voice be heard and let no one hold you back.”

      She flashed me a wink, all-knowing what I meant. “How can I say no to your beautiful faces?”

      For several songs, we cheered Sara on; the girls clapping and even singing with her. The sweet sounds of her voice took me away. With each note cascading from her lips, my heart grew lighter, hoping this talented woman could achieve success, whether or not she won the contest.

      Each song, like an invitation to stardom, was just the beginning of many great things to come for her. I was certain of it. While it warmed me, knowing I played a minor role, I’d need to give her room to find her wings and fly. Even if it meant flying away from us after the summer was over.
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        * * *

      

      Sound asleep, I snuggled under the duvet comforter, lost in nothingness until Charles shook me by the shoulder. He startled me. My eyes opened to a panicked face and his phone being pressed into my hand.

      “It’s Prima. Here.”

      “Are you okay? Where are you? Why haven’t you called?” I rattled off questions and sat straight up, bringing the duvet under my arms, covering my naked body.

      “I’m at some gas station a few miles from mom’s place,” she said. “The woman behind the counter felt bad for me and let me make this call in their office, but I can’t talk long.” The fear in her voice made my stomach flip. This wasn’t the Prima I knew.

      “My God, what’s happening?”

      “My friends all deserted me in Las Vegas. It was fun at first, partying so hard, but then it wasn’t. One by one, they left me alone.”

      I never could stand most of her entourage, who she called pals. They were all just hanging onto her, using her. She was better off without them, in my opinion. 

      “Then Mom wanted me to visit, and I thought maybe, just maybe, she could help me get my head on straight about this divorce. But it didn’t turn out that way. She started hiding my keys, my phone, my purse. Every day it got worse.”

      “What? No! Don’t you remember our past? How she used us for money and fame? You can’t trust her.” I put the phone on speaker so Charles could hear.

      “She must have fed me things with drugs in them because I couldn’t hardly think or move,” she wept through a trembling voice, recounting the details. “She kept me locked in a room, saying she was the only one who could help get my career back on track.”

      Wasn’t it enough that Lucy tormented us—mostly me—emotionally abusing us for years? On our eighteenth birthday, we finally saw her for who she was and left her. 

      Only a few years after that did I find out Prima had still been sending her money. It angered me how they always had a stronger bond. I always bore the brunt of Lucy’s torment. That fight over money had been the biggest fight my sister and I had ever had.

      “Oh shit, Prima. How’d you get out?” Tears flowed like a heavy rain down my face. Charles wiped them away, sitting on the edge of the bed, being my rock. Only his face was stern as ever. His mouth formed a straight line, his jaw locked, and his eyes fumed at every word.

      “I had enough wherewithal to stop eating a few days ago, throwing the food down the toilet. I could finally ply open the window last night and run. I’m so afraid she’ll find me.”

      Charles jumped from the bed. “I’m calling the police.”

      “No!” Prima screamed from the phone. “Please, leave her alone. It was my mistake going there in the first place. I need help. I need to get out of here, but I have no money, no car, nothing.”

      I kept her on the phone while Charles used mine to reach Robbie, who turned out to be a godsend. After hearing about the situation, he offered to use his police contacts to have someone pick up Prima as soon as possible.

      Meanwhile, Charles wired money to the gas station for her. One phone call with Mick and he had a private jet waiting at a nearby smaller airport to take her back to Las Vegas. 

      With only a few weeks to go until her divorce would be final, thanks to no contest from Bruce, Charles arranged for Prima to stay at a celebrity retreat center in Las Vegas for the duration. There, she’d receive the help and emotional support she needed. Mick promised us his team would draft a press release, explaining that Prima was receiving treatment for exhaustion.

      Everything happened so fast, and a few hours later, I was setting breakfast plates down for Grace and Hope. 

      Then the phone rang again. It was Prima.

      “I’m on the plane now, using their phone,” she said. “Just waiting to take off.”

      “Oh, thank God. I’ve been a wreck since you called. Will you be okay?” I replied, taking the call into the kitchen.

      The line was silent for a moment until she finally spoke again.

      “Thank you for coming to my rescue,” she said in a subdued voice. “Thank Charles, Robbie, and Mick, too. I owe everyone for this.”

      There was an unfamiliar note of humility and appreciation in her words; perhaps this brush with danger had been a much-needed wake up call to change her lifestyle.

      Her sobs started in, breaking my heart for my twin. “And the album . . . God, I just can’t get into it. Every song I’ve written so far is crap. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “It’s okay, Prim. You wouldn’t be the first divorcing woman to have a little breakdown. And after what Lucy did to you . . . Maybe I should fly out there to be with you.”

      “No, stay. I’ll be fine. Besides, I believe you’re right where you need to be now. The singing competition sounds awesome. You’ve always had a better voice than me. Now’s the time to use it.”

      Sure, I wanted to do the contest, but everything else tore me up inside. I wanted to be there for her, but I wasn’t ready to leave Charles and his two sweet little girls either.

      The only consolation was knowing the retreat center would help her through everything she was going through, and better than I could.

      “I know the doctors at the retreat center will take good care of you. I looked it up. You’ll get a bevy of therapies to help you through this. So use the time wisely, honey. Find yourself again.”

      She chuckled. “Why do you sound so mature?”

      I glanced at Charles seated in the dining room, eating breakfast with Grace and Hope, grinning through a mouth full of organic granola. “I guess small town life agrees with me.” 

      When I got off the phone, I mindlessly did the dishes. Too tired to think and with a mild headache, I didn’t hear Charles come up behind me until I was being whisked away by him, hoisted into arms. “What are you doing?” My wet hands had no choice but to hold on to him as he carried me to his bed. 

      Grace laughed. “Daddy, give me a ride next.”

      Hope ran after us. “No, me next.”

      I landed on his bed, and they all piled on top of me. Because of the stressful morning, I could barely muster a chuckle.

      “I declare this a morning off for you. I’ll take care of the girls while you nap and just relax. Grace, Hope, let’s go outside and throw balls in the yard.”

      “Yay, Daddy’s playing with us.” They ran down the hall, but he lingered. 

      His lips found mine for a quick, deep kiss, stealing my breath away. “Get some rest.”

      Before he could get to the door, I had just enough energy to call after him. “Mister Montgomery, you were amazing today, helping my sister. Thank you. I don’t know how I could ever repay you—“

      “Don’t. No repayment needed.” He winked and closed the door behind him. 

      I snuggled once again under the duvet comforter, only this time, dreams of Charles kept me company.
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        * * *

      

      The sun shone brightly on the Fourth of July as we gathered in front of Aunt Minnie’s Pie shop to watch the parade.

      The matching red sundresses with white stars Charles had ordered, arrived just in time earlier in the week. The bright red would be easy to spot in case Grace or Hope got lost in the crowd.

      The high school band marched by playing patriotic tunes, with a dance team performing jazz routines behind them and baton twirlers spinning their glittering wands above their heads.

      Clowns scared me, but they tossed candy to the delighted children, while floats depicting favorite cartoon characters passed by. The four of us laughed through it all, having an amazing time.

      That was just the morning. Their birthday party was this afternoon, too. We rushed home after the parade to finish getting everything ready. 

      Thankfully, the Park Posse mothers all chipped in, helping me get everything ready. As soon as they heard this would be the first birthday party ever for the Montgomery twins, they rallied to the cause. 

      One had a brother who owned a party rental business, and he arrived early to install a massive white tent and bounce houses on the lawn in front of the house. 

      Another mother would do face painting. Another would bring her ponies to ride. We ordered a massive cake from someone’s aunt, shaped like a unicorn's head. Betsy Ryley, Jayne and Tracy’s mom, was supplying a table full of fancy sugar cookies—in unicorn shapes, of course.

      Unicorn was the theme, and everything was coming together as planned. Grace ran up to me, pulling on my arm. “Come on, Sara. We want to change into our unicorns.”

      I finally convinced Charles the girls should wear shorts and have some play clothes. For the party, he bought them pink short overalls with rainbow unicorns all over them, and they had unicorn hats to wear.

      Yes, this children’s party looked like a fairy sprinkled unicorn dust everywhere, but I didn’t care. Having never had a party like this myself, I reveled in it. 

      I even wore a pair of pink short overalls myself, and bought Charles a pink polo shirt. Without the unicorns, of course.

      Once everything was just so and the girls were dressed and ready, I looked around, taking plenty of photos. I sent some to Prima, hoping it’d prompt a response soon.

      On the front porch, we had the tables of cookies and punch, party favors and more. As I added a few more cookies to each tray, I felt two arms around me. 

      “Nice work today, baby. I approve.” He leaned in and planted a soft kiss on my cheek. Heat radiated out from the spot where his lips touched, sending sparks of electric down my spine. 

      I looked around nervously, seeing if the girls or any of the Park Posse moms saw. Not noticing any eyes our way, I was taken aback by his kiss in public, especially since no one outside his home knew about us. 

      Questions about what this meant for us bubbled up inside of me. I wished that we could have an honest conversation about this. Was it something more than a summer fling? 

      I had no time to contemplate things further, with the first guests arriving. “Let the party begin,” I announced, bounding away from him, down the stairs to find the girls so they’d be ready to greet everyone.
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        * * *

      

      That evening, after all the guests left, we sat outside on lawn chairs, ready to watch the fireworks from Kissing Springs. Although chasing lightning bugs and putting them into mason jars was more fun for Grace and Hope.

      Within minutes, we each held a girl on our lap, as they fell asleep. “I don’t think they’ll make it to watch the fireworks,” I whispered.

      Charles’s face lit up. “It was a great day for them, all thanks to you.” His hand reached out to meet mine and our fingers entwined. I stared at the way his thumb gently caressed my knuckles, feeling the warmth of his skin against my own.

      If we were together . . . if there was some way this could last longer than summer . . . would every moment with him feel this perfect?

      I had watched with admiration all day, as he played alongside his daughters in the ball pit, walked beside them on the ponies around the track a million times, and had his face painted with an American flag motif. Always so attentive.

      A broad smile stretched across my lips at the sight of him, still wearing the stars and stripes on each cheek with “The Boss” scrawled over his forehead. 

      “You were the perfect father today, Charles.”

      He squeezed my hand. Just then, Hope shifted, hugging me tighter. “I’m tired Mommy.”

      I froze. Tears welled in my eyes, and I shifted my head the other way so Charles wouldn’t see. 

      “Hey.” He jiggled my hand to get my attention. “You said your dream was to have a family. How does this one feel so far?”

      I snapped my eyes to his, trying to read them in the dark, but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, and I hoped he couldn’t see my tears. “You have a beautiful family. Do you want more children?”

      He sighed deeply and looked out at the horizon, his eyes squinting in the darkness of twilight. “I’d always planned on having a big family, but—” his voice trailed off for a minute. “If I find the right partner in life, I’d love to have a few more kids.”

      My heart fluttered thinking about our summer romance. Could it be me? Each minute we spent together were like stolen moments, lingering deliciously between nightfall to morning, taking our sweet time in bed together, talking, laughing—loving. Yet, the summer was breezing by. I didn’t want to think about all of this ending.

      The night sky lit up with a dazzling display of fireworks. Another day, another time, we might have to think about things like the future beyond summer, but tonight, I glowed under the fireworks with him by my side, and sweet girls sleeping on our laps.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          

      

    

    







            Cruel Summer Fling

          

          

      

    

    






Sara

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      July flew by as I watched the girls by day and practiced or wrote songs in the evenings. It seemed like Charles and I only saw each other in passing, but every night, we made time after the girls were asleep.

      We talked, laughed, fooled around, and held each other in bed. Nights with him drew me into a lull, somewhere between reality and real life, I existed in this home with him and his children, falling for all of them when I knew I shouldn’t. Not when the future was a big question mark.

      By ten o’clock on a Sunday morning, the girls were listless, and Charles already had his laptop out, working. This was where I put my foot down, and begged for more balance in his work and home life again.

      “This feels like a lazy river kind of day,” I announced. 

      “Hm-hmm,” he hardly looked up. 

      “Let’s pack a picnic lunch and head to the beach at the springs.”

      “Yes. Please,” Grace lifted her head off the couch pillow. Hope nodded, sitting next to her as they watched a Disney movie for the umpteenth time.

      Charles appeared dubious, sighing as his eyes shifted between his daughters, then me.

      “Come on. It’ll be no fuss. Just getting outside, the four of us enjoying a quiet day beside the water together,” I urged. Quietly, to him I added, “Can what you’re working on wait? It’s all about work and life balance, remember?”

      He blinked a few times at me, then caved and shut his laptop. “Yes. You’re right. Okay everyone. We’ll leave in an hour.”

      “Yippee!” Grace and Hope roared to life.

      I scurried around getting everything ready, from the picnic basket, to the girls’ swimsuits, to my own bikini. Charles got it all packed into his truck, along with chairs, towels, and blankets. And we were off.

      Instead of going through town to the spot I’d visited before with the Park Posse, he drove down a dirt road on his farm. “Let me show you the best beach along the springs, right here on my property. It was one of the many reasons I bought this place.”

      As the car crested the hill, my eyes widened at the sight below. The springs cascaded down in a gentle stream, pooling in a clear lagoon surrounded by lush greenery. A small dock with an attached rope ladder bobbed slightly on the surface of the tranquil water.

      Charles guided us to a makeshift beach, where sand crunched beneath my feet as I got out of the car. “This area was modified by the previous owner. See how they slowed the water with stones and rocks along the edges, creating a little dam for this pool to exist.”

      The children and I spread our towels beneath an old tree whose thick trunk and low branches provided enough shade for all of us. Charles tied a large tube to the dock. We were in our own private paradise. 

      I spread sunscreen on each child and secured their arm floats, then sent them off to explore. Charles appeared like he’d issue several safety warnings, so I distracted him by taking off my t-shirt and Daisy Duke shorts, revealing my red string bikini underneath 

      His mouth gaped. “My God. What are you doing? I’ll be hiding my hard-on all afternoon.”

      I chuckled and tossed him a bottle. “Care to cover me with sunscreen?”

      “I’d like to cover you with something.” He got up close behind me. “Good thing this beach is private. I wouldn’t want other eyes staring at you.”

      “Hm. I like you a little jealous.”

      I watched the girls while also enjoying his big hands spreading the lotion all over me, which turned into a massage of sorts. His heavy breathing accompanied an occasional brush of his cock against my backside. When he was done, I offered to switch. “Need a happy ending?”

      He laughed with his hands on my waist, keeping me in front of him until he could calm down. “All I can think about is pulling this one string at your neck and, whoops, a wardrobe malfunction.”

      “Let’s plan a day here together then, alone. Before summer is over.”

      “You got it.” I heard his sigh, imagining he was sad about the summer moving along too fast, like me. No one could make me trade this summer for anything. I loved every minute, just as it was.

      “Sara. Daddy. We found a frog.” Grace held it up, and I gagged.

      “Still the city girl, huh? I got this.” He laughed and ran to the water. I expected him to recite something about frogs causing warts or some such nonsense, but instead, he played with his girls in the water. He’d come a long way in letting go, and letting his kids be kids.

      I hung back, not just because of the creature they’d found, but also to admire and observe the three of them. They splashed about, threw small stones, and floated on the tube. 

      I smiled, remembering the conversation from July fourth. If I find the right partner in life, he’d said. I hadn’t brought it up since then, but the words stuck with me.

      Could it be me? I imagined what life would be like here in this small town—living together with him, being a mom, a wife—my heart lurched. I wanted it all. 

      My life in California seemed so empty, so far away, like it was someone else’s, not mine. I was Prima’s sister out there. The woman no one took seriously. Lost without a shore to row to, no direction in my life. 

      Here, in Kissing Springs, I was Sara, and I found myself, suddenly experiencing as close a thing to motherhood and family and with a man as I could ever hope to be. 

      Searching my soul, the woman I was meant to be was right here. Confident in my abilities, raising a little family, and falling for someone who believed in me. 

      For the first time in my life, I glimpsed happiness, fulfillment, passion. I wasn’t ready to leave yet.

      I leaned back in the sun and started humming the tune that had played in my head from the moment I stepped foot in Kissing Springs. A few words sprang to mind for the tune, but the girls were back begging and hungry for lunch.

      We ate together, then while Grace and Hope ran wild between the tree roots and climbed to the lowest branch, Charles sprawled out with his head on my lap, eyes closed and resting. Instinctively, I ran my fingers through his hair as I looked over all three of them; they had become so important to me this summer. 

      Humming the tune again, the perfect words to the song suddenly came to me. The entire thing, start to finish, all about this very moment in time with him and the children and this special place. I sang it in my head over and over, trying not to forget until we could get home and I could write them down.

      Later, after more swimming, when the sun was setting, and the girls had been yawning, we packed up. Grace and Hope clambered into their seats and buckled in, with their eyes already drooping. I tossed the last of our beach day supplies into the back of the truck. Charles shut the tailgate, then spun me around to face him. 

      He brought my body into his, pushing his lips against mine in a searing, deep kiss I’d been desiring all day. His scent enveloped me with a mix of water, sand, and sunshine; a heady fragrance that sent my heart racing. My arms circled his neck, holding on tight to this feeling with him. I was falling hard and even faster than I thought possible. The entire day was perfect, and one I’d never forget.

      When he released me, he playfully swatted my ass, winked, and said, “Mm. Sexy. I hate to see this summer end.”

      I got into the truck, stunned. What did he mean by that? Was I just a plaything? A fling? I’d be tossed away in August, and he’d find another woman for the Fall?

      I stewed on the way back to the house. I wanted to talk about it, but everything became a sudden jumbled mess in my head. He brought up plans for supper, but I worked myself sick. “Sorry, I’m not feeling well. Maybe too much sun. I think I’ll take some ibuprofen and lie down for the night.”

      I escaped to my room and spent the night there, despite his texts begging me to come to his bed. I couldn’t go there, not now, not until I figured this out, no matter how much my heart ached for him, and my body craved his touch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          

      

    

    







            Were We Meant To Be?

          

          

      

    

    






Charles

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With two weeks to go until the Music Festival, I had too much to do, with many plans in motion to ensure this festival would be a huge a success. More than anything, I wanted the singing competition to be the best it could be for Sara; I couldn't care less about anyone else. 

      When Robbie called me first thing to meet up with him at the Brown Jug site, I didn’t need this distraction today. A crime scene was the last thing I expected to see.  

      The crew I had hired to excavate and clear the debris left by the bar fire had halted progress. They had found bones and an old, faded black leather bag of cash buried under the foundation. 

      “Dammit!” I kicked a charred corner of what remained of the Brown Jug Bar sign, the logo sporting a bulldog holding a beer no longer visible. Dillon shared my sentiments, cursing under his breath, as we stood with Robbie watching officers cordoning off the scene with yellow tape and stakes.

      “Some experts are driving down from Louisville to help us gather the evidence. They have tools and methods very similar to dinosaur digs to sift through the dirt and find every piece they can.” Robbie said. “I can’t say we’ve had something like this ever come up in Kissing Springs, not since I’ve been in charge.”

      “Any idea who the bones belong to? Do you have a cold case file or something?” Dillon asked.

      “We’re working on it. Considering this bar was built forty years ago, it’ll take some time.” The typically confident police chief appeared riled as he rubbed at his neck.

      “Can the excavators at least continue working on clearing out the amphitheater?” Worried about losing time on this project, I was itching to build something new and better. What, I didn’t know yet, but I needed it to be a blank slate, wiping out the past, to figure it out.

      “Nope. We’re being real careful with this one, doing things by the book. We’ll need time and don’t want to risk ruining the crime scene.”

      “Shit.” I stared at the remains peeking out between the dirt. The sordid past of the Montgomerys reared its ugly head again. 

      An officer called Robbie away, leaving Dillon and me to commiserate.

      “Grandpa Montgomery must have had his hand in something, I figure, but I wouldn’t say anything in front of Robbie Boyd.” Dillon shook his head.

      “I can just imagine Gramps tossing a body into the foundation as he built the place. Probably someone who’d pissed him off, or was in the way of what he wanted.” I stared, still not believing this was happening.

      “Me too. And you know that money has to be dirty. Gramps was always one tough man, with a mug that would scare children two blocks away when they saw him walking down Main Street,” he chuckled through the memory.

      “All I know is, when Dad moved us to Chicago, in his heart he was trying to do the right thing, going legit with the new family business there. I always admired him leaving it behind.” 

      “Yeah. Did he though? You spent more time with those two than I did. I mean, what do we really know about Dad and Gramps and what they had their hands in here in Kissing Springs?”

      “I can’t remember anything in particular. Roughing up some guys who didn’t do what they were supposed to, maybe? Hell, I was young and only cared that we were in charge, like the big fish in the little pond. I didn’t put much effort into learning the specifics of their dealings, and Dad never offered to teach me.” Fuck, I didn’t need the past to interfere with my present, or my future, for me and my children. 

      Gramps and Dad probably crossed morally gray lines in their business dealings, or worse, but I was naively proud of them and our status in this small town back then. Even prouder still when we moved to Chicago and he started up Montgomery Holdings. 

      Admittedly, after Dad retired, I took after him, being just as tough in business. I’d even crossed a line or two over the years as I built Montgomery Holdings up bigger than he ever did. And I felt bad about it, especially now with two girls who I wouldn’t want getting involved in a messy business. 

      Moving back to Kissing Springs, I worked with Dillon to build something legit, above board, something my children would be proud of, with no room for the gray area. With any luck, Grace and Hope would take over someday and create a better legacy for Montgomerys in Kissing Springs.

      “Listen, let’s not worry Meadow about the details. She’ll hear enough from Robbie as it is. Right now, her health is—delicate,” Dillon mentioned on our way back to our vehicles.

      “What do you mean? Is she okay?” I stopped in my tracks, bracing for bad news. Knowing the pain of losing a spouse, it wasn’t something I’d wish on anyone, especially my brother.

      He jiggled with a belly laugh as he nervously scratched his beard. “She and the baby are fine.”

      “Baby? Wow.” I brought him in for a quick hug and a pat on the back. 

      When we pulled apart, he was beaming ear to ear, with pink crawling up his neck. “Thanks. We’re happy, and Opal Sue is thrilled to have a sister or brother.”

      “My girls will be too, when they hear the news. Congratulations.”

      “I worry, though. Meadow’s been working herself too much, what with planning our wedding, rallying the town around the new marketing slogan, ‘Romance Capital of the South,’ and with the music festival and all. I’m hoping with a baby in the oven, she’ll slow down a little, take time, and enjoy these nine months with me.”

      “I’m happy for you. Maybe it’ll be a boy and the Montgomery line will flourish?”

      “As long as it’s healthy, I’ll take either. Hey, how are things with you and Sara?” He wiggled his eyebrows and opened his car door, letting the hot air out.

      That was an intricate question. I thought things were going along great after the day we’d spent together by the springs. It’d been two days since and she’d been acting funny. I attributed it to the stress of the singing competition coming up, as nerves were probably getting to her. 

      Underneath that, though, I knew there was more.

      That day at the springs together had been . . . something I’d always imagined a  great day with my family should be. Me. My children. A beautiful woman enjoying it with us. Magical.

      With the calendar counting down the days, I didn’t want the magic to end. Since moving back to Kissing Springs, something happened that I never thought possible. Romance . . . love? 

      The words caught in my throat. Was I falling for Sara? 

      Fuck yes.

      I never thought I’d find someone again. Maybe Meadow and Dillon were right. There must be something in the water here, and it really is the Romance Capital of the South. 

      But did she feel the same? Were we meant to be?

      “Hm. You’re quiet. That could only mean one thing. You’ve got some feelings in that heart of yours you’re wrestling with. Maybe you’re not the cold S.O.B. people take you for at first glance.” He tackled me playfully, backing me up to my truck as he took me by surprise. 

      “Let go of me, shithead.” I pushed against him; we were an even match in strength and size. 

      “Not until you admit you feel something for her.”

      “Fine. I do.”

      “What?” He paused and let up just enough that I plowed him over, as he stumbled and fell to his ass.

      “Break it up, you two, although nothing would make me happier than seeing Montgomerys in my jail cell.” Robbie rushed over, offering a hand to Dillon and pulling him up. “What are you fighting about?”

      “Not fighting. Just trying to get Charles to admit he has feelings for Sara.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Robbie shoved his hands into his pockets.

      “She’s only here until Prima gets the album done, though. Then they head back to California. Back to their own lives.” I spouted off. 

      “You don’t know that. What if Sara likes it here? I saw her with you and Grace and Hope at the birthday party. I think she likes you, although I don’t know why.” Dillon started dancing around me, jabbing my shoulders like I was a punching bag.

      “What are we, still in school? Knock it off, asshat.” I sighed and leaned against my truck.

      Robbie leaned too, crossing his arms. “Sounds like you need the talk. The one where you admit your feelings, she admits her feelings, and the two of you decide if there’s something that you can build on. See where to go from there. You know, communicate like adults.”

      Fuck, I hated to admit a member of the Boyd family was right. Before I could respond, though, a motorcycle turning into the parking lot took our attention. 

      “Aw, hell, if it isn’t my favorite Montgomery,” Robbie snickered with all the sarcasm an officer of the law could imply.

      Uncle Ogden roared his old hog one lap wide around the parking lot before rolling up behind my truck. After revving the Harley engine, breaking our eardrums, he finally shut it down. 

      Before approaching, he removed his sunglasses and leather vest with the logo of the Devil’s Right-Hand motorcycle club featuring a skull and crossbones on fire. When he removed his helmet, his long white hair in a braid fell down his back. 

      I hadn’t seen him since we left Kissing Springs. Leathery skin on his face reminded me just how old he was.

      “Well, well. You boys been back in town and still haven’t come to visit me and your Aunt Doris. What’s it gonna take? Bribing you with some of her famous apricot meringue ice cream pie?” 

      That was another bone of contention in this town. In the summer of ‘86, Aunt Doris went head-to-head with Aunt Minnie over their pie baking skills at the Nelson County fair. The judges were split, and both pies tied for first, no matter how much Uncle Ogden tried to bribe them.

      My mouth slightly watered at the memory, how we went to their house in the hills each Easter for an egg hunt and pie. It really was delicious, with vanilla ice cream infused with apricots, served in a pie crust of vanilla wafers, and topped off with apricot meringue. I always felt sorry for poor Aunt Doris, though, getting saddled with a man like Ogden.

      Robbie stood tall, glaring at him with his hands on his hips. “I’ve been trying to reach you this morning. Do you have any idea why a body and a bag of cash would have been buried under the foundation here?” 

      “Nope.” Ogden spat on the ground. 

      “Should I bring you into the station for interrogation?”

      Og shifted uneasily. “You do what you gotta do. But if you don’t mind, I haven’t seen my nephews in a while. I came to welcome my family home.”

      “I’ll be family soon enough. Haven’t you heard? My sister’s marrying Dillon.”

      I rolled my eyes. This wasn’t the time or place to get Og’s back up with the old Boyd and Montgomery feud. I barked, “Robbie, give us a minute.” 

      After he was out of hearing range, I turned on Og. “Why don’t we cut the pleasantries? What do you really want?”

      He spat on the ground again, landing too close to my shoe. “Damn shame my brother moved you all up to Chicago. I respected his decision, but he should have at least taught you to respect the family business. Now, you may have run cousin Ray out of town—”

      “Hey, I made him a legitimate offer to buy back this bar. You know damn well he took it and ran off to Florida earlier this year. He’s living high on my money, which was more than he’d have made selling the place himself.”

      “Yeah, well, this was ours. He must have failed to mention I was his silent partner.”

      I scoffed at Ogden, the fucking arrogant bastard. “Your name was never brought up.”

      “See, most of my business took place here at the Brown Jug, and now that it’s gone—”

      “You have no place to host your illegal dealings?” Dillon insinuated.

      “My business is at a standstill. So here’s what you’re gonna do. Cough up the same amount you paid Ray, then we’re even. I’ll walk away.” He sneered at the bar. “The place is shit, anyway.”

      “And if I don’t?” I crossed my arms and gave him a steely glare. 

      Ogden chuckled something evil sounding. “That’s a pretty little nanny you’ve been shacking up with. Be a damn shame if something bad happened to her at the festival.”

      “How the fuck did you know—” Dillon held me back from charging at the old man. 

      He backed up to his motorcycle and put his things back on. “I got eyes everywhere. You forget who’s been running this town since your dad left. Now, I want my money. You pay it before the festival or else.”

      He took off and spun out of the parking lot. I let out a breath, trying to stop my heart from beating off the charts.

      “What kind of fucking homecoming was that?” Dillon worried, doubling over and holding his hands on his knees. “What now?”

      I shook my head, not seeing any other choice. “I’m going to pay him off. But I’ll do it my way. I won’t allow him to run all over us.”

      “Fuck, dude. Do I even want to know what that means?”

      “Probably better you didn’t. Look, don’t worry about a thing. I’ll handle this.”

      “Hm. Let’s plan on extra security around Sara at the festival, just in case.” He appeared dubious, then his phone alarm sounded. “Shit, I have to go. Meadow and I have cake tasting today, but I’m not going to tell her a single thing about this.”

      “I’ll be in  touch.” After he left, I stayed a minute longer, gazing over the rubble. Gramps and Dad probably stood in this same spot all those years ago, thinking about what they could build, and how they could use it to dominate Kissing Springs.

      Well, I may have looked up to them, but I wasn’t that naïve kid anymore. I’d show everyone in Kissing Springs that the right Montgomerys were here to stay.
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        * * *

      

      I sulked, distancing myself a little more each day, going through the motions. Charles finally asked if something was wrong, but I blew it off. “I’m just getting nervous about the competition. We’re one week away and there’s so much going on, my head is spinning.”

      “Hey come here. You’ll be fine.” He tried to hug me, but I stayed limp in his arms. “And this recording session you have today with Mutt will be a breeze.”

      “I know. I’ve been to plenty of these with Prima, but this one is my own.” Mick had come up with a great idea to have each of the participants record a song, with Mutt producing. They’d sell the collection as part of the festival, streaming it live online, and selling the music throughout.

      “Your song is amazing. You’ll kill it.” Would I? The trouble was, I wasn’t honest with him about the song I selected to record. While he thought I was doing He Called Me Baby by Patsy Cline, I wasn’t.

      I chose to do my own song, the one I’d never played for him. The one I wrote about us and our special day by Kissing Springs.

      “I believe everything will work out for the best. Let’s talk later tonight.” His words sounded sincere, but I couldn’t relax into them, no matter how much his arms around me felt protective.

      “I have to go. Recording starts in an hour.” I pulled away and headed out the door.

      “Good luck, baby. I know you’ll do well. Give Mutt hell.”

      I stressed over everything the entire drive to the studio. As soon as I got in there and put on the headphones, though, my body tingled head to toe. I was finally recording my song. This was really happening, and if I weren’t behind the glass with everyone watching me, I’d pinch myself. 

      The song held so much emotion for me, representing a part of me I’d found in this small town, and the three people who meant the world to me. I kept choking on the chorus. 

      How did Prima manage her emotions when trying to sing? 

      For the first time in a while, I wished my sister was here to support me. Under a doctor and therapist’s care at the retreat center in Las Vegas, everyday she was sounding more like herself, but better. Like this entire experience had helped her grow up, but I still worried for her.

      “You’re doing well. I love this sound fusion you’ve created. Let’s do another. Take it from the top,” Mutt directed from the production booth. 

      I took a deep breath in, and—Charles walked into the booth. The music cued me in and I froze. 

      “Uh, are you okay?” Mutt asked, his voice concerned through the speaker.

      “Yeah, fine. Sorry, start again.” Okay, get it together. So you wrote a song about being in love with Charles, and he doesn’t know about it. Oh God, his eyes stared at me, with his mouth relaxed and curved. Nothing but his usual nurturing found there, but how would he feel once the words registered?

      No matter. This was my song, and even if he inspired it, as an artist it was my story to tell. The music cued again, and I closed my eyes, remembering that special day together, as I launched into it.

       

      You and me on the riverbank, 

      watching the clouds go by . . .

      Two sweet girls playing in the tree, 

      they’re the apples of our eyes . . .

       

      On it went, me sharing the most heartfelt song I’d ever written in front of five production people and the man it was intended for. 

      I didn’t dare look at him for fear of faltering my voice again. As I got deeper into it, eyes remaining closed, I was lost in my music. Words and passion flowed, and I managed the feelings that overcame me like never before with any other song I’d ever sung. My eyes were wet as I belted the tune.

      “Everyone out. Now.” Charles’ harsh words startled me and broke my flow.

      The music stopped, and Mutt argued. “Excuse me, but we’re working here.”

      “I need a few minutes with Sara alone. Leave us.” Everyone jumped at his commanding tone, even Mutt who practically stumbled out of his chair.

      I took the headphones off and watched as the room emptied and Charles locked the door behind them.

      He glared at me through the glass. Shit, was he mad about the song? It proved he didn’t hold the same feelings as I did. I totally misread what was going on between us all summer. What a fool.

      Well, screw him. If I was wrong about us—him, me and the girls—and where I thought we were headed together, then I’d leave Kissing Springs and never love again.

      With his eyes blazing, he charged into the studio. I swallowed back the lump in my throat, pushed up the sleeves of my sweatshirt, and placed my hands on my hips, ready to duke it out with him over my creative license to express myself the way I saw fit.

      “You didn’t like it?” I asked.

      He didn’t say a word as he crowded into my space

      “That was fucking amazing. You wrote it about us, right?”

      Half-relieved, I shrugged. “Don’t let it get to your head.”

      He grabbed me around the waist, and before I could protest, lifted me up and set me down on top of the baby grand piano. His hard cock pressed against my thigh as he pulled my hand down to it. I bit my lip. The hard outline of his length engorged more at my touch.  

      “Too late. It’s given me a very big head,” he growled, pushing his hands under my skirt and leaning in for a kiss.

      “Wait.” I stopped him, and needed a moment to catch up. “What do you want from me, Charles?”

      “Huh?”

      “I poured my heart out into this song. It’s about finding myself here, in this town, with you and your family. And about love. But if all I am is a-a convenience—” I used the word he’d used when talking about his first nanny fling years prior. “—then tell me now. Because I can’t go on if all we are is a summer fling.”

      One look at his face and I knew I was in trouble. He stepped back. His expression spoke volumes, completely shattering me. His hand wiped his brow, and he shook his head. He looked torn. 

      “Your song is about love, right?”

      I nodded. 

      He rushed back to me, cupping my face, staring deep into my eyes. “Then sing it, baby. Record it. Win the contest with it. I want the fucking world to know how we feel about each other.”

      “You feel something too?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “Let me be clear. I love you, Sara. When I moved back to Kissing Springs, I never thought I’d meet someone and fall for them and want them to be the mother of my children. Life put a curve in my path when you stepped off that elevator. Do you recall what you said to me then?”

      I shook my head, trying to process his words.

      “You said I’m not the one you’re looking for when I thought you were Prima. But you were wrong. You’re exactly the woman I’ve been looking for. And I’m not letting you go.”

      My heart raced as I met his gaze. His eyes smoldered with a passion so intense, I trembled in anticipation of his lips claiming me. He didn’t disappoint, pressing his lips against mine.

      Every nerve ending electrified in my body and, somewhere in the depths of our kiss, our souls rocked, shaking me to my core. As his kisses claimed me, I knew. I’d finally found everything I’d been searching for.
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        * * *

      

      My palms were sweating at the ruins of the Brown Jug early on the morning of the music festival, knowing I’d be facing Uncle Ogden any minute. Deep breaths in and out in the driver’s seat of my truck did little to control my pounding heart. 

      After logging into the accounting system and looking into the old records at Montgomery Holdings all week, I couldn’t believe the trail of money I’d found. Or that Dad would have been a part of it. The black satchel of cash next to me would hopefully mark the last of a sordid tale between the Montgomerys and Kissing Springs. With any luck, from this day forward, the slate would be wiped clean, a fresh start possible.

      The longer I waited, the more my life flashed before my eyes. My children . . . Sara. What would our future hold? What if this deal went sour and their future was without me? 

      A shiver ran down my spine as Og’s motorcycle noise faded in from down the road, and blared once it roared up beside me. He finally cut the engine, but I didn’t move, waiting until he dismounted.

      “Take your vest off,” I yelled from my rolled-down window.

      “The fuck? You don’t trust me not to have a gun? You’re my kin.”

      “Just take it off and turn around,” I barked.

      “If I’d wanted to kill you, son, I would have by now.” He did as I asked and didn’t waste time. “You got my money?” 

      I exited the truck and stood there holding the bag. “Yep. But I have a new deal. I pay it, and you and your MC club leave town.” 

      “Leave this piece of heaven on earth?” He sneered, spread his arms wide. “Now, why would I do that?” 

      With a firm voice, I warned, “You might have been the shit around here until now, but you’re getting old, Og. I heard your children have moved away and want nothing to do with you. Dillon and I are back in town, and we call the shots. Trust me. You don’t want to mess with us.”

      He took a few steps toward me with closed fists. “Now look here—”

      “No, you listen.” My face turned smug, and my upper lip snarled. “You forget who runs Montgomery Holdings. I do, and I have access to every transaction Dad ever made. You don’t think I dug back into the past and saw what was going on? Money laundering, really? I should have known Dad could never get rid of you and go legit.”

      “He fooled you. He was just as invested in this as I was. It flowed both ways between Chicago and here, until he retired,” he snarled with vehemence on the word. “He left his kinfolk high and dry. He’s lucky he ran away, hiding in Europe, or I’d kick his ass. I just want what’s mine.” 

      “Here.” I tossed the bag at his feet and spat toward his boots. “Consider this your retirement gift. Invest it wisely, because that’s all you get.”

      He picked it up. After thumbing through the contents, he chuckled. “I’m sure there’s more where this came from.”

      “No. There isn’t. And if you don’t leave town, I’ll turn over my findings to Robbie and let the law deal with you.”

      He squinted at me, and I recognized the fear of God in his voice. “You wouldn’t.”

      I played my first card, but I had one more, something that would keep him or any of our cousins or the stupid assholes in his club from coming after me and my loved ones. I stood tall and commanding, looking out over the crime scene, my fists ready to throw down if need be. “What exactly will Robbie find as they dig deeper into these mysterious bones?”

      ”Fuck if I know.” His answer came too quickly. A sideways glance at him told me I had him shaking in his boots.

      “If you leave town, I’ll make sure all this goes away.”

      “How the hell will you do that?”

      “You leave it to me. Do we have a deal or not?”

      When reality hit him, it was all the reward I needed. He secured the bag on his bike and threw his leg over it.

      “Get the fuck out of here. I don’t want to see you or any of the cousins causing trouble anymore in Kissing Springs.”

      As the engine revved, he yelled, “Good luck. You’re gonna need it. This town ain’t been nothing but trouble since the first Montgomery set foot here.”

      Only when he was out of sight did I shrink back against the truck and take in a ragged breath. I didn’t like how that felt one bit, playing the role of dealing with a devil. If it meant keeping the streets of Kissing Springs safe for my daughters, though, so be it. 

      I walked out and ducked under the tape, and took one last look at the crime scene. Could the investigation lead to something that would ruin my family forever?

      What would be the odds of another landslide, just like the one at the amphitheater, bringing this all down and burying everything for good? 

      If I could make it happen, it’d be the last thing I ever did that crossed the thin line between good and evil.
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        * * *

      

      I watched on a television back stage in Sara’s dressing room as the Wild Horses Music’s Next Big Star competition got underway, with Mick as the emcee.

      “What a crowd today. Thanks for being here. Our six contestants are ready to rock the stage. Are you ready too?” A wild roar in response came from the few thousand people in attendance. Meadow, Dillon, me, and our entire team couldn’t be happier with the turnout.

      I was sad to have been late to kiss Sara one more time before it started, but after I dealt with Og, I had to pick up a special surprise package for her. I texted her all my well wishes, though.

      “Let’s meet each one . . .” The band started up as Sara and the other five singers walked onto the stage. They launched into the opening song, each one performing a solo plus a combined chorus, with Mick introducing each by name. Sara sounded amazing, and when the song finished, they all left the stage.

      I waited impatiently for her to make her way back to the big tent, where each contestant had a dressing room. She would perform fifth on the schedule, so we had some time to kill. Perfect for the surprise I had planned.

      Mick continued the program, making the judge’s introductions. “What an honor to have three of Wild Horses Music’s top stars as our judges. First, you know her as country music darling, Nicoletta!” Fans cheered as a pretty blonde woman with an enlarged belly waved to the audience on the big screen. 

      “Hey y’all. I wish I could be there in person, but my baby is due next month, and my husband and I are feeling very blessed. Because of live streaming, I can be with you, and let me just say, if that opening number is any sign, we are in for a tough job as judges. Thanks for having me, Mick.”

      The flap to the tent flew open, and I stopped watching the TV. When Sara saw me, she ran into my arms. “I’m so glad you made it.”

      She was shaking from head to toe, fitting perfectly under my chin. “I watched the whole song, and you were great, baby. You have nothing to worry about. Just go out there and enjoy the ride.”

      “Charlie is right. Just have fun, Sara,” Prima stepped out from behind the dressing curtain.

      “Prim? Oh my God! What are you doing here?” They embraced amid tears. Sara questioned me with her eyes above her sister’s shoulder.

      “He flew me in for the weekend as a surprise. You didn’t think I’d miss this, did you? I’m your number one fan.”

      I chuckled. “I’m afraid you have some hefty competition for the number one spot.”

      Sara pulled away and threw her arms around me. “Thank you so much, you adorable man. I love you.”

      “I love you—”

      “Uh, what? When did this happen?” Prima eyed us with a huge grin on her face.

      We laughed nervously, coming in contact with the first person to see us together. “I fell for him little by little every day,” Sara grinned up at me with her green eyes bright as ever. Her shaking stopped, as she nestled into my side naturally, leaning her head on my shoulder.

      Prima’s hand flew to her heart. “Aw, if it weren’t for me suggesting you be his nanny . . .”

      Okay, I’d let her take some credit. “I know you two have a lot to talk about and I should check in with Dillon. But baby—” I wrapped Sara in my arms again, lifting her feet off the floor. “You got this. I believe in you. No matter what, you stepping on that stage today, singing our song, is a win.”

      I left her with a kiss so deep it hopefully melted away all her fears.

      Prima’s hand still hadn’t left her heart when I set Sara down. “Oh, you two are adorable. Who would have thought? I tell you, the therapy in Las Vegas has been amazing for me . . . “

      I watched as the two sisters sat, held hands, and caught up on everything. I was rather pleased with myself for pulling off a great surprise.

      Dillon was in the wings on stage, and his smile turned somber when he spotted me. “How’d it go with Og this morning?”

      “I’m standing here, aren’t I?” I chuckled, knowing we were both worried for my safety. “That should be the last we see of him.”

      “Good to hear, although I think I’ll be keeping an eye over my shoulder for some time yet.”

      I silently agreed. Time would tell if my plan worked.

      When it was Sara’s turn to compete, Prima joined me there, and we both gave her another round of hugs and kisses. We wished her luck before she walked out on the stage, but she didn’t need it. Dressed to kill for her number in a beautiful strapless chiffon gown, skimming over her curves in colors fading from orange at the top to purple at the bottom, and with her hair high on her head in a fancy ponytail, she exuded sweet, southern, summer charm. I hated any other eyes landing on her, but it was something I’d have to get used it if she ever performed again.

      Her song—our song—mesmerized the audience, like I knew it would. The lyrics about our summer day by the stream were dreamy. Every note came out of her in perfect rhythm and pitch. She smiled and waved at the audience, moving gracefully on stage. The emotions in her face and tone were raw and real, connecting with the audience better than any of the other participants, in my opinion, even making some cry. She was already the winner in my book.

      At the end of her song, the crowd and judges were on their feet, giving her a standing ovation that lasted longer than the others. When totaled, her scores were the highest and their comments gushed with complements. I wanted to run to her and catch her up in my arms and celebrate, but she had to remain on stage through the last performance.

      I searched her face, but her nervousness was no longer there. Happiness radiated like she was the sunshine, beaming out to the world, making everything better in its wake. I fucking loved seeing her like this.

      Finally, it was time for Mick to announce the results. Nervous energy hit me, excited for her, but no matter what the results, she was a shining star in my eyes.

      “The winner will receive a grand prize package involving an album produced by Wild Horses Music, of course, including a duet with Nicoletta. And next week, the winner and all the participants will take off and headline The Next Big Thing tour, traveling for four weeks across the south. Check tour stops and get tickets now at the Wild Horses Music website . . . .” 

      His voice trailed off and my smile froze. A tour? That was news to me. Mick and his team were a marketing force, so it didn’t surprise me he might have come up with the idea of a tour very last minute. Of course, I wanted Sara to win. She deserved it. But four weeks without her? And then what? Where would stardom take her, and would it change her feelings for me along the way? 

      Everything moved in slow motion as I watched Sara crowned the winner, becoming the star she was always meant to be.

      I peered out at the front row, where Tracy and some of the other moms sat with my daughters and their children. Grace and Hope’s little faces were so excited, smiling and waving to Sara. My heart died a little.

      The prospect of her taking off on her flight into outer space, venturing among the stars and leaving us behind, was inevitable. I knew this could happen, and both wanted it for her and feared it for us all along. 

      She’d said having a family was her dream, having given up on ever singing on stage. Now that she’d had a taste of both, would she leave one behind to chase the other?
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        * * *

      

      I almost needed a handkerchief myself, but tried to remain strong—for her. 

      “All packed.” Sara slammed the trunk down on her rental car that would take her to Nashville, where she’d meet up with the tour. I offered to drive her, but she wanted to go on her own. It was better like this, not prolonging the goodbye anyway. 

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat. “Remember, don’t stop anywhere if it looks unsafe. Be vigilant of your surroundings and the people there. And call me every hour.”

      She stepped up to me, placing her hands on my chest, and casting a final spell with her green eyes. “Don’t worry, Charles. It’s only a few hours’ drive. I’ll be fine. You’re not losing me.”

      Her words didn’t stop my fears from running rampant. My arms circled her waist, and I nuzzled into her neck, buried my nose in her hair, and inhaled her sweet scent one last time. 

      “I don’t want to leave,” she cried. A warm, wet spot formed on my shirt where her tears fell again. We’d already done this at least a dozen times the past week. Each time it took everything in me to encourage her, she was taking the right path.

      “Yes, you do. How often does an opportunity like this come up? This is your time to shine, baby.”

      “But the girls—” 

      “Will be starting school tomorrow. They’ll have plenty to keep them busy.” What I really wanted to say was they’d miss her and ask about her a million times a day. 

      We told them she was going on vacation, and they said their goodbyes this morning before Meadow and Dillon came and got them, giving me time alone with Sara. 

      “And you?” Her face tilted up, with wet eyes gazing deep, reaching inside of me and stealing my heart and soul. With a few words, I could tell her to stay, tell her we needed her here with us, and she would. But what a selfish prick would I be to rob her of this moment in her life?

      “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be here. Call me anytime.” I pushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear and ran my thumb along her jaw.

      “I’m only gone four weeks.”

      A lifetime. What the hell would I do without her?

      “I know. It’ll go fast. And when you come back, we’ll celebrate.”

      I crushed her lips with mine. One more time to claim her, to take her, to steal her heart and soul too, so she’d have nothing left to give the ticket holders at her concerts or anyone else. Because that’s the kind of bastard I was, to want all of her for me.

      We parted, tears threatening my eyes, and I breathlessly told her to go. “Be careful, baby. I love you.” I led her by the hand to the car door and opened it for her.

      “I love you, too, Charles.” Only when she was inside and buckled did I shut her door, closing out any possibility of me changing my mind and carrying her back inside to my bed.

      I stood on the steps of my house waving and watching her leave, the entire time begging under my breath.

      “Stop. Turn around. Come back to me . . .” 

      I waited and watched as her tail lights never lit up, eventually disappearing around the corner. My tears were finally free to fall down my cheeks. Two women I loved in my life, both gone, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. 

      I never enjoyed feeling sorry for myself, but here I was, with no one around to see me at my weakest, falling to my knees. Heartbroken.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, Grace and Hope were at their third day of school, having made a fairly seamless transition into their new schedule. Surprisingly, I was the one having trouble.

      I sighed, walking into Dillon’s office right up to his window, looking out on Main Street, digging my hands deep into my pockets.

      “Charles? You okay?” The clicking of his keyboard paused.

      “I guess,” I shrugged.

      He came up beside me. An odd sense of déjà vu bubbled up, recalling how last year he’d visited me in Chicago. From the window of my high rise corner office at Montgomery Holdings, we’d both looked out onto the other skyscrapers as Dillon pondered what direction to take with his life. 

      That monumental moment led him back here to Kissing Springs and finding love with Meadow.

      Where did it get me? Alone. Worried. Broken-hearted. I knew Sara would be back, but what then? Weeks apart can change a couple. Would the fire between us still be there when she returned? And what the fuck did the future hold for us?

      “Uh, Earth to Charles. Talk to me.”

      “I’m done for the day, and it’s only ten o’clock.” After the success of the first Kissing Springs Music Festival and the Next Big Star contest,  there suddenly wasn’t as much to do. I needed to keep busy, because no matter what I did, Sara was always on my mind, driving me crazy.

      “Great. Take the day off. It’s Friday. Enjoy the weekend.”

      “I’m not used to having so much time on my hands. Now that things have slowed down, I could get my work done in 2 days. It’s not like Montgomery Holdings, where I had a staff, daily fires to put out, the chaos of running a big company. I don’t know what to do with myself now.” 

      “I have an answer for that. Embrace it.” He clapped me on the back.

      I snorted. “Embrace what? I thought I’d move down here, help you grow this business, but you seem to be doing fine. You really don’t need me, and the things you’ve given me to do, I could do in my sleep.”

      “Look, I give you permission to work two days and take three days off, or work the mornings, take the afternoons off. Just enjoy your life for once.”

      “How the hell do I do that?” I scowled.

      He braced his hands on my shoulders, looking me directly in the eyes. “Charles, you’ve taken care of Montgomery Holdings for years. We have so much money, you don’t have a work another day in your life. You’ve worked your ass off since Eva. You raised twin girls who love you. Go spend time with them. Look—” 

      He pulled his phone out and showed a photo of Opal Sue next to a school bus. “She started eighth grade this week, and already talking about some boy in her class. The time goes way too fast, and I’d give anything to have her be six years old again. So go. Get out of here. Enjoy time with Hope and Grace while you can.”

      He stalked back around his desk and sat down. I gazed upon him attacking the keyboard, so intent on his work, recognizing a little of myself in him. 

      He was right, as were Eva and Sara, and finally the message was loud and clear. Balance wasn’t easy to achieve, but if I didn’t find a way to embrace this part of my life, time would flash by, and I might regret it later. 

      I fiddled around the office until it was time to pick up my kids from school. It was a beautiful September afternoon. The warmth of summer was still here, holding on before the cool gusts of fall arrived.  

      As soon as they settled in their seats, I asked, “How about we go to the park and play for a while?”

      “Can you spin us really fast on the merry-go-round, Daddy?” Grace asked.

      “Can we get ice cream after we play? Sara always took us,” Hope cried.

      Oh, man. When my girls begged, they get what they wanted. Every time. 

      Spying their smiling faces in my rearview mirror, I realized adjusting to this change in my life might take effort, but be so worth it in the end.
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        * * *

      

      Another night, another town. I’d spent enough time in the past with Prima on tour. I should have been used to the long drives, the stuffy bus, the uncomfortable bed. But I never had someone to miss back then.

      Three someones, to be exact. In the crowds at the concerts, if my eyes fell upon a man who looked like Charles, my stomach fluttered. Or a sweet little girl being held on her mama’s lap would captivate me.

      Charles had talked me into doing this tour, and I knew he was right. I should grab this moment because things like this didn’t happen in the music business every day. After the tour and the album, then what? 

      I thought back to all the years I was jealous of Prima and her career. To think of all the cosmetic changes I made so I could look better, so I could have what she had. While inside, I was still the same me. 

      Here I was, finally singing on stage, on tour, with fans discovering me, my song rising to the top of the charts, giving interviews at radio stations and a few on TV, telling my story of how I got here, and not enjoying a single minute of it. Besides, the story I was telling was false. 

      The truth of my story was that without Charles’ belief in me, I wouldn’t be here. Somehow, that man who had been so irritating at the start of the summer got under my skin and stayed there. He and his daughters turned into the best things that ever happened to me.

      Missing them hurt every day, even though I chatted through a video app with them each evening before I went on stage, so I could say hello and hear all about their school day. The girls and I giggled and took up most of our time on the call. The few minutes I had with Charles, he was standoffish, but I knew he was only putting up a strong face for me. 

      His eyes told me more, filled with the same fear I saw when he admitted he didn’t want to lose his daughters. He lost his wife. Would he lose me, too? Each day, I desperately held on to what we had, refusing to let it slip away. 

      Mick or his team texted or called me often, with new schedules for working on my album, plans for another tour, photographer sessions—on and on the wheels of the marketing machine went. Every day, a different tour stop, every night a different party. With Prima, I’d already lived this life. Nothing was new.

      Some of my fellow performers even started calling me Granny, as I’d taken to going to bed right after each concert, too easily tired from the exertion of putting smiles onto the concert-goers’ faces with my songs.

      Once the bloom wore off from winning the singing contest—something Prima never did—the rest of it wasn’t too exciting. Each concert left me more and more empty inside, until tonight, I could barely go on, having to find a wastebasket to vomit in before going on stage.

      The only thing these few weeks provided was plenty of time to write songs, pouring my heart into them with words about love, heartache, and wishing to be reunited again. 

      If Mick wanted me to do an album full of sappy love ballads, I had it made.

      Prima called me, as I slathered cold cream on my face, removing the  stage makeup. “Hi,” I answered flatly.

      “Guess who is officially divorced?” She burst through the phone.

      “Oh, wonderful. I’m happy for you.” My voice still came across as flat.

      “Now I can fly back to Kissing Springs and get back to work on the album.”

      “Right.”

      “Uh oh. What’s wrong? Something is bothering you.” Prima wouldn’t understand. She was always all about the late night parties and sleeping all day. Guess she never had to look after two sweet girls who woke up at eight in the morning like clockwork. 

      I took a deep breath in and pushed it back out in a whoosh. “Okay, here’s the honest truth. I’m not happy.” There, I said it out loud, admitting the real problem. 

      “Oh honey, but I thought you wanted this? You always said you wanted to be like me, with your own singing career.”

      A tear rolled out of one eye, streaking into the cream down my cheek. I reached for the white linen handkerchief and fingered Charles’ monogram on it. “I did, and it’s been fine. But it’s—not me anymore. I think . . . I think the real me is back in Kissing Springs. With Charles.”

      There was a pause on the line before she spoke. “You know what Lucy would always say?” My sister often fell back on our mother’s stupid rules about life.

      “I don’t really care what she would say,” I spat. “What does Prima say?”

      That stopped her. I almost thought she dropped the call, but we were still connected. “Hello? Prima?”

      “Sorry. I was just thinking about what I would tell myself if I were in your shoes. And I guess . . .” she paused again. “I would say to follow your heart. I know you love singing, but you also love good old Charlie and his family. If only there was a way to have both.”

      My eyes snapped to my face in the mirror. “Yes, that’s the answer. Prima, you’re amazing.”

      “Well, of course I am, darling. But—what are you going to do?”

      “All these years, I’ve been chasing the wrong dream. It’s time I go after what I really want in life.” My stomach flipped, feeling a little sick again, but only because I hoped I wasn’t too late to go after what—and who—I really wanted.

      I got off the call with Prima, and dialed Mick right away. An hour later, and much discussion, he was supportive of my decision.

      With that accomplished, I could breathe easier. After washing my face, I looked fresh and glowing, like the sunshine had returned to my life as I anticipated my next chapter.

      “Oh, wait . . .” My stomach sank. I reached for my phone and looked at the calendar, counting the days and weeks of summer that had passed.

      Thinking back over my time in Kissing Springs. All the late nights with Charles, especially toward the end, where we’d gotten complacent with the condoms.

      I gasped and gazed at my reflection in the mirror.

      “Could I be pregnant?”
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        * * *

      

      I parked the truck and walked into the elementary school. While waiting in the designated pickup area with the other moms, I nodded at the Park Posse. I’d slowly made friends with all of them, becoming the King of the playground.

      Tracy had been the one to befriend me on the first week of school, teaching me the ropes about drop-off and pickup, the nuances of lunch packing, and other information schools do not generally tell parents. She wandered over to me, with her baby in a stroller.

      “Hello. Did you see the price of hamburger this week?” I’d learned quickly the topics moms loved talking about the best.

      “Forget food. I want to hear more about Sara. The Louisville radio station said that her song hit number one. Aren’t you thrilled?” She asked, her eyes wide.

      “Of course. I couldn’t be prouder.” I puffed out my chest. “When she gets home next week, I’d like to throw a party at the house. Would the Park Posse help organize it?”

      “Would we? Of course. Oh, you know what we should do? Make it like a fab red carpet event for the kids. Brianne’s a photographer. We can get cheap sunglasses for the kids, have everyone dress up all glam. Hey, Brianne, listen to this—”

      And the ladies were off, spinning ideas for the perfect celebration in Sara’s honor. I smiled to myself for managing the mom crowd like the professional bosshole I was. Honestly, though, if not for them, I didn’t know how I would have survived life the past few weeks without Sara. The girls and I missed her like crazy.

      The bell rang and Grace came running out with a huge smile on her face as soon as she saw me. Hope trailed slowly behind.

      “Daddy, look. I got a gold star for writing my name.” Grace held her paper up for me to see.

      Hope smiled at me, but was quiet.

      “Very nice. Okay, come on. Let’s go home. Dillon and Opal Sue are coming over for dinner tonight while Meadow is at the town hall meeting.”

      “Yay! Opal Sue!” Grace cheered. Hand-in-hand the three of us walked to the truck, but Hope was still silent, holding a paper behind her back.

      When they climbed in, I drew her in for a hug. “What’s wrong, sweetie?” Her blue eyes looked ready to burst. 

      “We had to draw a family picture today.” She finally showed it to me. With bright crayons, she’d drawn a stick figure family of me and the two of them, and a woman in the middle. Beneath her, in the best first grade writing she could muster at this point, she wrote Mom, then crossed it out and wrote Sara.

      I took in a sharp breath, trying not to react. The girls knew about Eva, how their mother was in Heaven watching over them. The complications of someone else they could call Mom was something I’d not prepared for.

      “Tell you what. Tonight, when Sara calls, you can ask what to call her, okay?” She brightened. I figured I’d text Sara in advance so we could chat about it before Hope brought it up.

      Off we went, driving the short ride home. The entire way, I thought of Sara being the closest thing they had to a mother, so I could understand Hope’s need for one. 

      Just like my need for Sara to be by my side. I knew it was early days yet. We’d only been together a couple of months and apart for nearly four weeks. My feelings hadn’t changed, but I didn’t know about hers.

      Life on the road kept her busy and our chances for real conversations were few and far between. In a perfect world, I had a feeling about the direction we were headed. I’d even started working with my favorite jeweler in Chicago, seeking the perfect diamond.

      When the time was right, I’d like to ask her to marry me. I just wasn’t sure if she’d say yes. Her new career could be her new love, replacing me in a heartbeat.

      As I pulled into my driveway, an unfamiliar car was parked there. When Sara got out of it, the girls squealed. We all got out as fast as we could.

      She looked four-weeks-had-been-way-too-long good to me with glowing skin, smiling eyes and her hair down flowing free the way I always liked it.

      “What a surprise?” I hugged her, then let the girls get theirs in.

      “Well, I have a number one song that’s about you three. I couldn’t think of anyone else I’d rather celebrate with.” She opened the back door of the car and brought out two big balloon bouquets, one for each girl, featuring rainbows and unicorns, of course. 

      “Weee,” the girls ran across the yard, holding their arms up and letting the balloons fly behind them.

      “Hi. Congratulations, baby.” I finally had my chance to properly greet her with a kiss. Her smile when we parted, killed me, not knowing yet how long we had until she’d leave again. “How long are you staying?”

      “Tonight only, then in the morning, I fly back out to—”

      “Georgia,” I supplied.

      “You keep track of me?”

      “Well, you know. The girls ask where you are every night. We have a map of the U.S, and they color every state the tour stops in,” my cheeks warmed, hell my entire body was burning for her. “I missed you.”

      She was back, and fitting perfectly between my chest and chin. “I missed you, too. And I really hate touring.”

      “What? Seriously?”

      “Yeah. I talked with Mick and told him what I love best is making music. I asked if I could just write songs after my Next Big Star obligations were over. He said he’d love to have me join his staff here in Kissing Springs. I’ll write, produce a little, and even coach new talent they bring in. Given all the years I spent helping Prima, it fits all my strengths. Isn’t that wonderful?”

      “That you got the career you wanted, on your terms? Hell yeah, that’s amazing. I’m proud of you, baby. And remind me to thank Mick for keeping you here in Kissing Springs.” I beamed ear to ear.

      “You like that, huh?”

      “Fuck, yes, and if there weren’t two children running around the yard, I’d show you just how much.”

      She laughed and brought out a thin box from her jacket pocket. “I have something for you, only I don’t know how you’re going to feel about it. Open it.”

      I was thinking maybe it was a pen, or one of those new stainless steel drinking straws. I lifted the lid, shocked at what I saw inside. “What’s this?”

      “It’s called a pregnancy test.”

      My eyes flew her hers. “I know that. We’re having a baby?”

      “Dig a little deeper.”

      Beneath the first, I found another. I sucked in a breath.

      “Twins, actually.”

      Shock stunned me into silence.

      “Okay. Well, I wasn’t sure how you’d take the news. Um, I don’t know how this happened when we’d been sort of careful. But I know one thing for sure. I want them.” Her hand smoothed over her stomach as questions clouded her face. I snapped out of it.

      “Are you kidding? You’ve made me the happiest man on earth.” I pocketed the sticks and picked her up, swinging her around. “Marry me. Be the mother to my children, all four of them.”

      “Really? Yes, sir. I’d love to.” She winked.

      “And just for the record, I’ve already begun to look for a ring, because I think you’re the only woman in the world who could put up with me.”  

      Her laughter rang out, so sweet, like her voice when she sang our love song. “Ring or not, you’re mine Mister Montgomery.”

      “Should we tell the girls?” I set her feet carefully back down on the ground. “I’m ready if you are.”

      “Yes. Come on, girls, I have more gifts for you, plus your dad and I have some things to tell you.”

      They ran up to her with their balloons, excitedly giggling, taking her hands as she led them into the house.

      I looked at my wrist for the time to see how long we had together until Dillon and Opal arrived for dinner, only my watch wasn’t there. “Hm.”

      I went in to the house and we shared the news. My darling girls were overjoyed, instantly saying they wanted little brothers. Then they tore through their gifts.

      While Sara entertained Hope and Grace with snow globes she’d brought them, I snuck away to the bedroom. Relieved to find the watch still on my nightstand, I traced back as far as I could think. It’d been some weeks since I recalled last putting it on.

      I couldn’t pinpoint the exact moment I’d stopped wearing it and I didn’t exactly feel guilty about it. More like I took it as a sign I was finally ready to move on.

      I picked it up and kissed it. “Goodbye, Eva. Love you forever and a day. I didn’t expect this, but it turns out, I have room for more love in my heart yet.”

      From my drawer, I retrieved the original wooden case the watch came in, set it in, and closed it, laying it in the top drawer under the folded handkerchiefs sewn with my initials in the corner.

      What a summer it had been. So much had happened, all of it unexpected. And now I’d be a father to four? God, I hoped I could handle it, be the best husband and Dad possible, keep growing a legitimate business with Dillon, and stick to the plan for building a good life here in Kissing Springs.

      “Hey, everything okay?” Sara came up behind me, wrapped her arms around me, and leaned her head on my back.

      “Yes. Just thinking how there’s three people—soon to be five—who know my heart. And that’s all that matters.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t like this one bit,” my sister frowned and complained. “A divorce party?”

      I stuck my nose in the air and tried to remain strong. Sara, my twin, was the one person in this world who knew me the best. So why couldn’t she understand my need to wash a certain man out of my hair?

      “Yes. I spent the entire summer down and bitter. I’m late getting the album done, and I gained ten pounds from all the stress and worry. I’m nearly broke, fighting to keep my career alive, battling all the social media naysayers that I’m a washed up has-been. So excuse me if I want to have a celebration of independence now that the divorce is final, and put this chapter of my life behind me.”

      I glanced around the boardroom at the Derby Nights Entertainment Group headquarters. My sister held Charles’ hand. Meadow sat close to Dillon. Probably he had his hand on her knee under the table. And Robbie Boyd, the hot chief of police, sat opposite me at the end. None of them would deter me from getting what I wanted.

      “Prima, I’m just concerned about these threats you’ve been getting through your fan club. The letters are getting more and more violent. I asked Robbie here today to look into them.” Sara pleaded with her eyes. “I don’t think right now is the time for a public display.”

      I stood and leaned my hands on the table. “It’s the best time. Bruce Macmillan or some stalker fan will not steal another minute of my life from me. Look, I even have the perfect dress. Red off the shoulder, cinched at the waist with a red corset, ruffled hem and split up the leg, and a pair of red leather cowboy boots. I’ll look stunning.” 

      With my phone in hand, I walked around the table and showed everyone. When I got to Robbie, he hardly saw it, and peered up into my eyes instead.

      What I saw in them made my breath hitch. Deep in his blues resided a man who possibly understood me.

      “I commend your spirit. Breakups are never easy, and everyone has to find their own ways of dealing with it. Hell, Meadow burned all of Josh’s flannel shirts in her yard—”

      “Robbie! Stop.” Meadow chastised her brother. “Prima, while I agree with Robbie about doing what you need to, I’m not sure a divorce party is the best image for the Romance Capital of the South.”

      “Actually, I like where this is headed.” All eyes turned to Charles, who shocked me with his support.

      While he’d been an amazing help to send me money, coming through for me in my time of need this summer, I was still getting used to the idea that he’d soon be my brother-in-law.

      He leaned forward, as if taking a keen interest. “It’s a wild idea, something different, yes. But I’m kind of getting a vision for your album. I don’t know why, but I see you in that red dress by the springs burning a wedding photo. Might make a superb album cover.”

      Mick Magnus’ voice broke in from the conference call device in the center of the table. “Hm. I feel it too. Prima, you are The Rock Star Diva, after all, and nothing says over the top like a divorce celebration.”

      Mutt Blainey chimed in over the call, his voice rushed in excitement. “Shit, this is it. The inspiration we needed. Prima, you know that tune you were in the middle of writing about being down and out losing your man? How about this? We start out slow, sounding like it’s going to be a woe is me type of tune. We pause, then bash them over the head with rock riffs and lyrics with a wild, crazy attitude. Hell yeah, he’s gone, type of thing.”

      His support was encouraging as the producer of my album. I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes, trying to picture it all.

      Suddenly, words hit me, flowing in bits and pieces. All my unfinished depressing songs from the summer reformed with an edgier rock ’n roll vibe. 

      When I opened my eyes, I didn’t need a mirror to know the twinkle was back in them. A smile split my face. “Yes, yes! Finally, my muse has returned.”

      Relief spread around the room, like an energy that palpitated with new life. Renewed in spirit, I was eager to immerse myself back into my work, even if it had to be here in Kissing Springs at the Wild Horses Music Studios.

      “Hell yeah, babe. Let’s rock and roll,” Mutt exclaimed. “I’ll take the next flight out and be there by morning. We need to get into the studio and work with this muse while we can.”

      “I’ll get the marketing team on this and book the best photographer right away,” Mick added.

      Sara came to me with a hug. “This is fantastic, Prim. I’m so excited for you.”

      Meadow sounded pleased as well. “Wonderful idea to turn the divorce celebration into the album cover instead. Whew, looks like Kissing Springs will still be all about celebrating love.”

      I parted from Sara. “Oh no, I’m still having a damn party. I will be celebrating love—for myself. Book the entire Boyd Theater for me, Dillon. I’m going to rock that place in my red dress if it’s the last thing I do.”  

      “Sorry to burst your bubble,” Robbie stood and approached me. “There’s a part of me that agrees with Sara. These threats you’ve been getting need looking into, but they shouldn’t keep you from doing the concert, celebration, whatever you want to call it. We’ll just have to beef up security around you.”

      I stepped closer, eyeing his tall—beefy—build. “Then I hope I can count on you to protect me?”
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      Click here to preorder Bourbon & Bliss now, and be ready to read September 5, 2023.

      A gift from Zee Irwin: The recipe for Apricot Meringue Ice Cream Pie is on the next page. You’re welcome!

      Love Zee’s chapter titles, and recognize them as popular songs? Scroll through to the Song List page for all the details.

      Enjoy more stories from the 9 authors of Welcome to Kissing Springs, who bring you 27 books across 3 seasons. Click to read.

      Before Sara, Charles had a little tryst with Luna in the spicy short story Mister Montgomery (free and in audio). It highlights the story behind his purchase of the Brown Jug Bar. Chronologically, read Single Santa first, followed by Mister Montgomery, then read Sunshine & Secrets.

      Want to read Nicoletta’s story? Check out Off-Duty Saint: A one bed, star falling from grace with light amnesia, billionaire heir marrying for money story.
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Behind the Scenes with Zee

        

      

    

    
      I’ve always loved this pie from the moment I was introduced to it while visiting my future in-laws. I knew I had to put it in one of my small town romance books sometime, and here it is.

      My husband’s family loved having this each spring around Easter. The taste of vanilla ice cream infused with apricots, served in a pie crust of vanilla wafers and topped off with apricot meringue is pure delight.

      It is time consuming to make, but well worth the effort. Make two in fact, because your family will be begging for more of this frozen treat.

      I don’t know the origins of this recipe. I’ve lightly searched online for “Apricot Meringue Ice Cream Pie” and cannot find it. My husband and his sister also aren’t sure, but somehow it became legendary in their family.

      I’m happy to share with you. Click here to get the recipe!
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      Books by Zee Irwin in the

      9-author, 3-season, 27-book collection:

      Santa Season: Single Santa

      Sunshine Season: Sunshine & Secrets

      Bourbon Season: Bourbon & Bliss
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Multi-Author Steamy Romance Series
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      Welcome to Kissing Springs, Kentucky!

      In this new collection of steamy romance, nine authors bring you standalone stories from single dads to second chances, ex-military to sports romances all set in the small town of Kissing Springs, Kentucky.

      Read all 27 books across 3 seasons by 9 authors.

      Santa Season:

      Welcome to Kissing Springs

      Sunshine Season:

      Welcome to Kissing Springs: Sunshine Season

      Bourbon Season:

      Welcome to Kissing Springs: Bourbon Season
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      Do you enjoy proudly showing off the books you love?

      Support an indie author and check out my bookish shop, where you’ll find t-shirts and sweatshirts inspired from Zee’s books.

      Shop Now

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Fated Loves Series
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      Billionaires from Boston, each possessively loyal, are fighting to protect the women they love.

      “Humorous, heartfelt, and HOT!!!”~Reviewer

      One thing is certain, with these Fated Loves couples, there are plenty of steamy nights ahead.

      

      Start with Book 1, This Is Fate.

      Or Binge read the series now.
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      What You Give, Book 1

      A luxury resort, a billionaire, a burning out CPA—and a threatening corporate takeover. Can true love pave the way for a successful merger?

      What You Take, Book 2

      A billionaire, a single mom, a sweet emotional support dog, and a lake of mysterious waters—Can true love strike twice in Steele Valley?

      Preorder: What You Love coming 2024 (Wyoming’s story)

      What You Vow coming 2024
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      Three steamy, small town military romances provide the holiday origin story for the Off-Duty Rescue Ranch.

      If you love hot former military men, strong women, and matchmaking horses proving that where there’s a will, there’s a way up the mountain to true love and happily ever afters, then grab this collection and start reading today.

      Read each book in the series.

      Read 3-books-in-1
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      Read Return to Glendale Falls, and join the Hale family of sisters as they navigate life, love, and triumph in the face of loss.

      Their heroes will swoop in and give them everything they deserve with a satisfying happily ever after. So cuddle up, read their steamy stories, and stay awhile in the small town of Glendale Falls.

      

      Ride It Slow

      Dance In The Light

      Kiss By The Moon - coming 2024
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      Hello from Zee!

      Zee Irwin is a USA Today Bestselling Author who gets powered up by steamy small town romance. She's a bit of sunshine living countryside in Pennsylvania with her own grumpy alpha guy, two teenagers, and twin kitties. Her favorite character to write is a small town billionaire, especially if he falls first, is former military, and is possessive of the woman he loves.

      Visit her at zeeirwinauthor.com/series to keep up to date on her latest work in progress.
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Behind the Scenes with Zee

        

      

    

    
      It all started with Single Santa, Dillon & Meadow’s story. In that book, each chapter was named after a version of a Christmas song title.

      Of course, I had to challenge myself to continue the song chapter tradition. The curation of these songs isn’t easy, but I do have fun with it.

      Do some of the chapter titles seem like songs you might know? Here are the chapters and the song and the artist.

      

      Chapter 1: The Boy Is Back In Town

      The Boys Are Back In Town by Thin Lizzi

      Chapter 2: Viva Las Vegas Divorce

      Viva Las Vegas by Elvis Presley

      Chapter 3: Something In The Way She Says My Name

      Something by The Beatles

      Chapter 4: Why You Not Me On a Sunny Day

      Why Not Me by The Judds

      Chapter 5: Landslide Almost Brought Me Down

      Landslide by Fleetwood Mac

      Chapter 6: Wind Beneath His Wings

      Wind Beneath My Wings by Bette Midler

      Chapter 7: I Wanna Know What This Is

      I Want to Know What Love Is by Foreigner

      Chapter 8: I’ll Be There For Him

      I’ll Be There For You by Bon Jovi

      Chapter 9: Unbreaking His Heart

      Un-break My Heart by Toni Braxton

      Chapter 10: My Heart Might Go On

      My Heart Will Go On by Celine Dion

      Chapter 11: A Star In A Small Town

      She’s Famous In A Small Town by Miranda Lambert

      Song Sara sang: He Called Me Baby by Patsy Cline, but also there’s a great Lee Ann Womack cover of it.

      Chapter 12: His Shining Star

      Shining Star by The Manhattans

      Chapter 13: Giving You The Best Of My Love

      The Best Of My Love by the Eagles

      Chapter 14: Under So Much Pressure

      Under Pressure by David Bowie and Queen

      Chapter 15: I’m Like A Rock

      Like a Rock by Bob Seger

      Song Charles, Grace, and Hope sang: Lean on Me by Club Nouveau

      Chapter 16: The Boss in the USA

      Born in the USA by Bruce Springsteen

      Chapter 17: Cruel Summer Fling

      Cruel Summer by Ace of Base

      Chapter 18: Were We Meant To Be?

      Meant to Be by Bebe Rexha - feat. Florida Georgia Line

      Chapter 19:  The Piano Man Plays Me

      The Piano Man by Billy Joel

      Chapter 20: When She Grows Up She Wants to Be a Rock Star

      When I grow up by the Pussycat Dolls

      Chapter 21: She’s Always On My Mind

      Always On My Mind by Willie Nelson

      Chapter 22: Bringing My Sunshine Back

      Bringing Back The Sunshine by Blake Shelton

      Chapter 23: Born to Be My Baby Forever

      Born to Be My Baby by Bon Jovi
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      Crafting a story isn’t easy, especially when I have so many stories I’d like to tell. Ideas come easily to me. Putting them into some order that makes sense and with all the elements that readers expect from the romance genre, is coming easier. Dialog and banter I love to create. The fluff and description and prose take the most work for me and are still a work in progress. 

      I try to improve from book to book, and somehow, once it all comes together, I sincerely hope that my stories are pleasant escapes for readers to enjoy. With luck and hard work, I’ll be able to continue this career for years to come.
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            Also By Zee Irwin

          

        

      

    

    
      The Fated Loves Series

      

      Steele Valley Billionaires Series

      

      Off-Duty Rescue Ranch: Holiday Origins  Series

      

      Return to Glendale Falls Series

      

      Welcome to Kissing Springs: The Santa Series

      Welcome to Kissing Springs: Sunshine Series

      Welcome to Kissing Springs: Bourbon Series

      

      Stay in touch, and I’ll have a free story for you:

      ZeeIrwinAuthor.com/newsletter
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