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Chapter One
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Lacy Abernathy had always been told, “Be careful what you wish for. You just might get it.” She thought that she knew what that meant, after all the sacrifices that she had made in her life in pursuit of her dream. She had risked her heart. She had been left abandoned. She had been fired and discarded more times than she could count.

California, though, was a whole new ball game.

She made the live shows of the newest season of Fierce, the hot singing show that promised to make superstars out of just about anybody. If someone had the talent and the attitude of a superstar, they could shatter the pop music mold and create their own path to success in their own unique way.

The record contract dangling at the finish line was enticing enough, even if the idea of singing in front of millions of judgmental viewers each week nearly made her vomit everything she had eaten since she was two.

She quickly learned that it was only the tip of the iceberg. 

She faced living in a house with her child’s father, who had left her pregnant and alone at eighteen, who had never claimed Cody as his own so that he wouldn’t have to pay any money for his care. If that wasn’t enough, she was also going to live side by side with the second man to claim her heart, a good ol’ southern boy right from the farm, who had made her feel like the only woman in the world time and time again. Despite their whirlwind romance, he still sided with the rich family who had used her and scorned her, essentially making her rocky road to success much, much harder than it had to be, while these same people paved his road with gold.

Topped off for good measure she had to watch him reconnect with his previous girlfriend, a beautiful, and sweet, southern girl who was anything that any guy would ever want... everything Lacy herself never cared to be.

But all that paled in comparison to leaving her son for the foreseeable future. Since the finale for Fierce wasn’t until the end of May, that meant the better she did, the longer she’d have to spend away from her precious baby boy. If things went well, she’d live apart from him for months on end. If things didn’t go well, she still had to say goodbye for a week. Truthfully, she couldn’t imagine living without him even one day. 

And the crux of it was that she wanted to do well. She needed to do well. Even if she didn’t get that contract, she knew she could sock away all the money she was getting paid to perform on the show, which was a helluva lot more than she was paid to scrub toilets in Orange County. 

Plus, there was the tour to consider, providing she made the Top 12. That was another six-month gig, but it came with a six-figure payday that could solve most of their problems.

So, she made the sacrifice begrudgingly. She didn’t want to miss even one moment of Cody’s young life. He was only four, so each and every day brought a new discovery into who he was as his own little person.

But all they needed was one year and they could be set. That meant more to her than any title or trophy.

It was also worth enduring the tangled complications of living with a bunch of people she would rather never see again.

She would deal with it like she always did. Her lofty dreams came with a hefty price tag, she’d known that since she was fourteen years old. Really, since she was twelve. She had mentally prepared herself for every bump in the road. In the end, though, her biggest obstacle was with the producers themselves, who insisted that they include her single motherhood in her introductory package for the audience. She sat across from media mogul Graham Baxter in his office high above downtown Los Angeles, glaring at both Graham and Shannon McKenna, the other producer of the show, ready to dig her heels in over one concession she was never going to make. Ever. “I told you from the start that Cody isn’t part of the deal.”

Shannon adopted a gentler approach. “I understand your concerns...,” she began, but Lacy cut her off.

“I don’t think you do.” In fact, she knew damned well they didn’t. She hadn’t unraveled Cody’s tangled paternity with her producers because, frankly, it was none of their business. They had no idea that one of her fellow contestants was the deadbeat dad who left her when she needed him the most. 

And if Lacy had it her way, they never would. The inner workings of her life were not fodder for water-cooler discussions.

“Lacy,” Graham said as he leaned across his desk. “These packages allow America to get to know you not only as a performer, but also as a person. They root for your journey. And no one this season has the kind of story you do.”

Wanna bet, she thought with a smirk.

“You’re one of the strongest competitors we’ve had on Fierce. You have a soulful voice full of pain. If you share your story with the viewers, they’re going to see how authentic you are. And for many, they’re going to see themselves in you. You can’t put a price on that kind of connection.”

“Funny, coming from the people that are paying me to perform.”

Graham sighed. He knew going into this that Lacy was a hard nut to crack. She was determined to do things her way. She was tired of bending. He understood that, but he had warned Vanni, one of her strongest supporters, her obstinacy could sink her chances with an unforgiving audience. They needed to know her story to understand her attitude. “A scar without a story is just a scar, Lacy.”

Her eyebrow arched. She was covered in more than twenty tattoos, each one etched into her skin every single time someone tried to force her to do anything against her will. Every single one was a reminder of how much had been taken from her. She knew more about being scarred than he could ever dream.

“Cody’s off limits,” she reiterated.

It was the one area she absolutely could not budge.

Graham and Shannon let her go without much of a fight. She had a busy week ahead of her, and they certainly weren’t getting anywhere. She was over it by the time she reached the elevator. She had too much to do.  She had to move into the house, which promised to be a Herculean test of her will. But she also had to begin rehearsals for the live show, getting to know the crew and the band, as she tried to find another blasted cover song to endear her to the audience.

With all these concessions she already had to make, she absolutely couldn’t give an inch when it came to her son. She knew it to be true when she got back to her mother’s apartment, where boxes were waiting to be moved.

“Mama!” Cody exclaimed as he ran to where she stood. She swooped him into her arms and kissed him loudly on the cheek. 

“Are you almost ready to move, Mr. Man?” she asked, and he nodded wildly.

Part of her compensation package included free housing for her family, in a corporately owned complex near the studio. She had fought that, too, thinking it would risk Cody’s privacy. But they had promised her that the complex was gated and secure, and it was a lot nicer, safer place for her mother to stay while she cared for Cody full-time. 

Since the Fierce production team famously operated like a family, there were childcare and tutoring services located on the premises so that families could support the contestants without being inconvenienced from their daily routine. The only requirement was that they showed up at the live shows and provided interviews for the weekly packages. Because Cody was only four, he wasn’t required to attend the live tapings, since the age limit for the audience was ten and over anyway. So, a sitter would watch Cody while Jules faithfully attended tapings as Lacy’s cheering section of one.

In a way, Lacy hoped that her mother would eventually come around and see that she could make a decent living with her music. Maybe if she saw how hard she worked and how well she sang, she’d drop her doom-and-gloom negativity.

Jules Abernathy had never even seen her daughter perform, simply because she hadn’t wanted to support Lacy’s crazy pipe dream. Success was hard-won and never guaranteed. Though Lacy never quite understood it, she wanted better for her daughter. She always discouraged the music because she felt it was a dead end... she’d seen it firsthand with her own musical aspirations, her mother’s musical dream, and ... most notably... her ex-husband’s failed attempt as a rock star.

Despite how hard she had campaigned against Lacy’s pursuit of music, things were changing in a big way for all of them, all because her daughter could really sing.

Jules still wished that Lacy didn’t get her hopes up. Most TV talent contestants enjoyed a brief, shining moment in the sun before shrinking back into obscurity.

Her success was no more guaranteed now than it had been when she was singing in dirty, no-name bars in Texas.

Lacy seemed to know that, too. She only packed one suitcase to take with her to the mansion. It included a week’s worth of clothes and a tiny stuffed frog to remind her of her son.

It was also the stuffed frog she had purchased for him when she and Jonah Riley had gone shopping together in the SoCo district of Austin, but the only person who knew that little tidbit was her.

Well, her and Jonah, Lacy supposed, though she was positive he would never remember. He had a new focus now.

“All ready?” her mother asked as she walked from the tiny kitchen that had been emptied of what meager belongings they had brought with them from Austin.

Lacy nodded as she squeezed Cody tight. “The car will be here in a few minutes.” She kissed her son on the top of his head. His dark hair tickled her nose, which made her smile even though she was fighting so hard not to cry.

Her mother softened as she watched her. She touched her arm, a rare show of affection from the hardened older woman. “You probably won’t believe this, but I hope you do well.” She didn’t add that it was because the more money she made, the better off they would be when the bright TV lights faded. Instead, she offered an even rarer smile.

“Thanks, Mama,” Lacy said, before impulsively hugging her mother. She clutched both her mother and her son tightly. She didn’t know how she was going to make it without either of them. She held onto them every second she could before the car arrived. She gave Cody one last powerful hug goodbye before tearfully telling him to be a good boy for his grandma. “I’ll see you in a week,” she promised. She turned to her mom. “Thanks, Mama. For everything.”

Jules nodded. Then, softer, she added, “Please be careful.”

Lacy had already confided that Tony Paul was a contestant on the show. She knew her mother would never forgive her if she had been blindsided by that information. At first, Jules wanted Lacy to back out of the competition, accusing Graham and the producers of Fierce for manipulating all of them to drum up ratings with their melodrama. But Lacy assured her that they had no idea that Tony Paul was Cody’s father. She wasn’t about to tell them, and she was one hundred percent sure that Tony Paul wouldn’t risk his rep to spill the beans either.

“He can’t hurt me anymore, Mama,” Lacy promised. Tony Paul had done his worst. Now that she knew what he really was, he’d never fool her again.

Jules nodded but she wasn’t convinced. She knew from experience what kind of lure sweet-talking musicians had. She never wanted Lacy to be stuck in some loveless marriage with another poser, even if it did come with a Hollis mansion and Hollis money.

But in Jules’s mind, Lacy was no better off with Jonah Riley, who was just as dirt-poor as they were. He was just as likely as Lacy to fail the competition and return to his old life, tail tucked neatly between his legs, with no fancy future as some rock star. He was a farmer, he’d always be a farmer, and like Lacy would ever be happy, slopping hogs and keeping chickens on some spit of land somewhere.

She sighed as she watched Lacy duck inside the dark limousine. Why couldn’t love be easier?

Both she and Cody waved goodbye to Lacy long after she had disappeared from sight. Then Jules took Cody inside so she could finish packing. 
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THE LIMO GLIDED GRACEFULLY along the steep, secluded street that wound into the Hollywood Hills. Tony Paul Hollis glanced out of the window with disinterest at the fancy houses that surrounded him. He’d grown up in a house similar to these, so they failed to impress. This was where he belonged; he knew it better than anyone. Even his mansion in Costa Rica overlooking the ocean made these multi-million-dollar homes look like hovels. He’d already clocked considerable time in an infinity pool, overlooking the Pacific, drinking margaritas by the gallon, frying in the tropical sun, and surrounded by a throng of adoring females.

He expected nothing less from his sojourn to Los Angeles.

Sure, it had come a bit after his prime. He’d gotten soft over the last few years; he couldn’t deny it. He blamed the margaritas and all-you-could-eat buffets at his father’s luxury resort. Tony Paul had anything he wanted any time he wanted. There was a wealth of indulgences to enjoy from food and booze to any girl he could woo.

He had learned his lesson well from his little “accident” with Lacy. He went to the doctor within a month of her announcement and got a vasectomy at the grand ol’ age of twenty-four. He knew he never wanted kids. His little oopsie had finally convinced his mother he was serious about it.

Let the rest of the Hollis boys fill her home with grandchildren. Tony Paul only wanted to make music. That was true when he was sixteen. That was true all these years later as thirty loomed ahead.

Granted, things had been a little bumpier the last couple of years, bringing his own limitations more fully into focus. Thanks to his voracious appetite for wine and women, his performances had suffered. He showed up drunk to work every day, late and unkempt. Once he realized he had to do very little to get into the pants of every beautiful girl on the beach, he stopped trying.

He was a king on that island thanks to his last name, and he lived life well because of it.

Unfortunately, his father Ty quickly lost his patience with the shenanigans. Guests at the resort complained about Tony Paul’s lackluster performances. People in the crew complained about his professionalism. Ty finally put his foot down that Tony Paul come back to the States and grow up once and for all, and this time his mother Gay couldn’t protect him.

He’d squandered his last opportunity.

Worse than that, he was no longer a hot commodity for Jasper Carrington, whose label was full of only the hottest and sexiest stars.

But Gay Hollis had one last ace up her sleeve. Graham Baxter offered another path to success, notoriously making superstars out of the folks that society regarded as undesirable. Tony Paul was certain that if they could make a superstar out of that fat chick, Jordi Hemphill, they could do wonders for his career.

He wouldn’t even have to change. No more killing himself at the gym to lose a pound or two a week, no living off lettuce and steering clear of his favorite vices.

No, with Fierce he could have it all. The promise was right there in the name.

So, he had to slum it in L.A. for a few months. It was worth it. Besides, the house that Fierce built wasn’t too bad. Thanks to the success of the show, the new estate, covering an acre located on a hilltop, had eight bedrooms, fifteen bathrooms and over twenty thousand square feet of living space. There were two living rooms, a media room, a bar, a gourmet kitchen that was completely staffed, a fully functioning studio, where contestants could record their weekly covers to be released in conjunction with the show. The game room featured standup arcade games, two big-screen TVs and three different game consoles with dozens of games. There were two workout rooms. The largest of the two included three treadmills, four stationary bikes, two elliptical trainers and two weightlifting stations. The other had Pilates balls and yoga mats. The patio was built for entertaining. It featured a full bar, a barbecue and an infinity pool that looked over the cliff’s edge toward the Los Angeles skyline and the Pacific Ocean beyond it.

The driver led him upstairs to drop off his suitcases in one of the many bedrooms that, for starters, would be split between four contestants each. This would change weekly for the first month, when two contestants, one male and one female, would be eliminated from the show, forcing the remaining semi-finalists to consolidate as needed.

Once they got down to the final eight, everyone could have their own private space. And Tony Paul was completely positive he’d be one of those eight. He already spotted the room he wanted to claim as his own. It reminded him a lot of his home back in Austin, with its private shower with an ocean view. 

Maybe he’d get there sooner and share it with some lucky female.

He thought about Lacy then, and how she looked when he saw her just a week before. She had covered that luscious body with lots of ink, which had been an immediate turnoff. But the more he thought about her, and remembered how she felt in his arms, the more he considered the possibilities of a Southern Nights reunion between the sheets. Who knew what kind of sexy tricks the dirty girl now had up her colorful sleeves? Pierced and tatted? She was a wildcat then and now.

And it wasn’t like she could try and trap him again. His baby-making days were over.

Needless to say, the more he thought about it, the better the idea sounded. He couldn’t wait to see her again.

He tossed his suitcase on the bottom bunk of one of the two bunk beds in the room before he headed for the shower.

It was time to reminisce about the good old days.
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JONAH RILEY STEPPED out of the limo in front of the Fierce estate, staring up at the grand mansion he would call home for the foreseeable future... at least as long as the viewing audience thought he should stay on the show, anyway. 

A thrill ran through him as he realized it was the first house he would be sharing with Lacy Abernathy, the woman who had stolen his heart months before. He remembered what it was like to hold her, to taste her kiss. He had come alive in her arms and had brought her back to life in his. He couldn’t wait to see her again, to stare into those big brown eyes that haunted his dreams. Life hadn’t been complete since she left it. Truth be told, winning the competition was a distant second to living in that house with her, close enough for one more chance to convince her of his love. 

Music was his job. Lacy Abernathy was his dream.

“Let me get that for you, sir,” the driver said as he reached for the duffle bag that was packed solid with Jonah’s belongings. Jonah hoisted the heavy bag onto his strong shoulder, grabbing his guitar case with his free hand.

“I’ve got it, thanks,” he said. The driver nodded and then led him into the massive white monstrosity sitting atop a hill. 

There were times that Jonah thought he was used to living in Southern California, but every time he caught a glimpse of the downtown skyline, the line of mountains, or the glistening blue Pacific that knocked at the back door, he was overcome by the improbability of it all. Just a year before, he was living on a farm in Texas. His work had been hard and grueling, physically demanding.

Now he was about to become a worldwide TV star.

What were the odds?

It was a far cry from singing to the frogs in the creek that cut through his family’s property, or singing to his beloved sister, Leah, whenever she had a rough night and couldn’t sleep because of some horrible coughing fit.

He thought of his family with a sigh. He hated leaving them but felt a little better knowing they would be embraced by the Fierce community. They were moving into an apartment complex owned by the studio, which offered the families of contestants a safe existence far away from the prying eyes of the press. They could live a virtually normal life between the live performances, and Jonah knew that his sister was beside herself to be included. She’d left school, along with their apartment in Orange County, to happily throw herself into the Fierce experience with him.

For a girl whose life, and dreams, were threatened to be cut in half by her cystic fibrosis, it was an added bonus for Jonah that he could give her this once-in-a-lifetime experience. She had always been his biggest cheerleader when it came to music. She would always be his biggest fan.

But he missed her already. He missed his mama. He hadn’t lived apart from them ever, not in all his twenty-four years. He just hoped they wouldn’t be too lonely. He had no idea what they could expect from their end of things, since all they really had to do was show up Mondays and Tuesdays for the weekly tapings.

Mondays and Tuesdays, he thought with a sigh. Those days held significant meaning for him now. He became a star every Monday night at Southern Nights, the sprawling nightclub in Austin, Texas, where groupies came from all over the city to get a few seconds of interaction with the man poised to be a hot new star.

Tuesdays were the days he could be himself again, and more himself than he’d ever been. They were the days he had given to Lacy. 

And they hadn’t been the same without her.

God, he couldn’t wait to see her again. He took the stairs two at a time to find out where he was bunking, which, for the first month at least, was with three other guys. 

He found the room with ease. There was already some gear there, loaded on a bottom bunk. He tossed his duffle bag onto the top bunk across the room just as another contestant entered. The tall man had to weigh 400 pounds at the very least. He had cropped blond hair and piercing blue eyes, but also the widest smile Jonah had ever seen.

“Thank God you got the top bunk,” he said with wink. “You’re a cutie. I’d hate to crush you in your sleep.” He held out his hand. “Sylvester Tyrrell.”

“Jonah Riley,” Jonah replied as he shook the man’s hand. His hand was soft, but the grip was sure.  

Sylvester chuckled. “That accent is pure southern comfort. Where are you from, Jonah Riley?”

“Texas,” Jonah beamed with the appropriate amount of pride. “You?”

“Detroit, baby,” he said before he launched into a Motown classic a capella. His voice was bluesy, soulful and strong, but it was Sylvester’s attitude that stood out most to Jonah.

He really was “fierce.”

Another voice joined Sylvester’s. They turned to see the man who had just walked into the room. He was older, in his forties easily, with long black hair and piercing black eyes. He wore black head to toe, with studded leather around his neck and each wrist. The leather biker boots he wore gave him a few more inches of height, which made the slight, thinner man look a little more imposing as he approached. 

Though he looked like he stepped out of some ‘80s heavy metal video, his voice was as smooth as silk as he sang harmony for Sylvester. He put his guitar case by the other bunk bed before he held out his hand to Sylvester. “Nice pipes, man.”

“You, too,” Sylvester complimented warmly. “Sylvester Tyrell. Detroit.”

“Shiloh Yazzie,” the man responded. “SoCal born and bred.”

Sylvester pointed to Jonah. “This is Jonah, from Texas.”

“Another Texas boy?” said a new voice, coming from the corner of the room, and the entrance to their private bathroom. The larger man approached. He stood as tall as Jonah, but not quite as tall as Tyrell. He wore some bulk around his middle but was a striking man with dark hair and blue eyes. Sylvester’s eyes swept over him with immediate appreciation. The new man, who wore a robe and had a towel around his neck, held out his hand to his new roomies. “Tony Paul Hollis, Austin.”

Jonah’s jaw nearly clanked all the way to the floor. Clearly, he had heard him wrong. But the longer he stared into that familiar face, the more he could see the resemblance to Gay Hollis, his former boss at Southern Nights.

If this was her son, that meant he was the deadbeat dad of Lacy’s son, Cody, and the man who had broken her so badly she couldn’t trust again.

Rage boiled in him as he watched Tony Paul make the rounds to Sylvester and to Shiloh. When he turned to Jonah, he wore a smile that Jonah instantly knew was as fake as a three-dollar bill. “What part of Texas are you from?”

Jonah’s voice was stiff as he responded. “North of Austin. Tiny town. You wouldn’t have heard of it.”

Tony Paul laughed. “You’re probably right. Nice to meet a neighbor anyway. What did you say your name was?”

I didn’t, thought Jonah. “Jonah Riley,” he finally stated, watching the other man’s eyes for any speck of recognition. 

There was none.

That meant that Jonah knew a hell of a lot more about him than he knew about Jonah. That suited Jonah just fine.

Tony Paul walked over to his bunk to take out some clothes. “Any of you guys see the ladies yet? What kind of crop are we looking at?”

Sylvester shrugged. “I haven’t seen anyone but men, but that’s fine by me,” he added with a wink. Shiloh laughed as he climbed up over the bunk Tony Paul claimed. Jonah was glad he hadn’t claimed it by accident. The urge might prove too strong to resist collapsing the fragile bed in two and crushing that pious asshole in between.

“I haven’t seen anyone but you guys. I’m fine with that, too,” he added. “We don’t want too many distractions, and none of you guys exactly trip my trigger.”

The other men laughed, but Jonah turned to Tony Paul. “I only saw the ones I auditioned with. What’s your type? Maybe I can tell you if someone you’d like made it through.”

Tony Paul laughed as he dressed. “Warm and willing,” he said with a slick grin that Jonah immediately wanted to punch off his arrogant face.  He left Lacy alone and pregnant when she was only eighteen. Had he no shame? No remorse?

Clearly, he didn’t.

Jonah held his temper as best as he could. “I’m sure there’s always someone around like that.” 

“Thank God,” Tony Paul drawled as he pulled his shirt over his protruding middle. “I plan to be here a while. Might as well have as much fun as I can. Am I right?” he asked the other two. They murmured their agreement but neither Shiloh nor Sylvester seemed anxious to hook up with anyone. Shiloh grabbed his guitar to practice, and Sylvester sang to himself as he unpacked his belongings.

Tony Paul turned to Jonah. “You look like you work out. Care to spot me in the weight room? Can’t win this race looking like a hippo, if you know what I mean.”

Jonah’s hands balled into fists as he counted backwards from ten. He could tell out of the corner of his eye that Sylvester had overheard the remark but opted not to comment. 

“I was going to grab something to eat, actually,” Jonah said, hoping Tony Paul wouldn’t change his plans and join him.

Because what Jonah really wanted to do was hang out by the front and intercept Lacy the minute she walked in the door. He didn’t want her ambushed by her ex like he had been.

“Have fun,” Tony Paul offered before he left the room. Jonah turned back to Sylvester.

“Sorry about that, man.”

Sylvester just shrugged. “If I let comments like that define me, I certainly wouldn’t be here, would I? I know who I am. And the lion doesn’t care what the sheep think.”

Jonah smiled. He liked Sylvester already.

Jonah headed downstairs to wait for Lacy. 
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Chapter Two
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Jules carried her grandson, Cody, in one arm as she followed one of the movers to her new townhouse apartment. The complex was designed in Tudor style, with pointed roofs and beveled windows, all tucked in a gated cul-de-sac in Burbank, California, a mile from the Fierce studios.

The apartment itself was larger than anything Jules had ever lived in, with over sixteen hundred square feet. There were three bedrooms, one downstairs, two upstairs, a formal dining room, a large island kitchen with tons of cabinet space, which spilled out into a living room complete with its own fireplace. It was already furnished and sparkling clean, stocked with all the staples anyone might need for an extended stay, including dishes, pots and pans, appliances and linens.

There was art on the walls and books and knickknacks on the shelves. It was all the comforts of home to make the families of the Fierce contestants feel welcome. The only things missing were the personal touches, which they were encouraged to supply to make their temporary housing a home.

The only thing Jules needed to bring were clothes for the both of them and toys for Cody, though the child’s room upstairs was fully stocked with a racecar bed and scores of toys already. Cody squealed with delight when he saw it. That would keep him plenty busy while Jules went back downstairs to unpack her suitcase.

That was all she planned to unpack for now. She had no idea how the viewing audience would respond to someone as alternative as Lacy, so she wanted to be prepared in case she only got one week of exposure out of the deal. 

She’d hate to unpack everything only to pack it all back up in a week.

Jules Abernathy wasn’t a risk-taker on her best day. Now that she was thrown into the middle of a brand-new situation, where she had no idea what to expect, she planned to hedge all bets whenever possible.

She was perusing the pantry contents for lunch when someone knocked at her door. Jules wore a frown as she answered to a slender, blonde, blue-eyed child standing with an older blonde with teased hair and dancing blue eyes. The older woman held a casserole dish in her hands. “Welcome to the neighborhood!” she announced merrily.

“I’m Leah!” the child said as she held out a hand. “My brother was dating your daughter.”

Now it all made sense. Lacy had already warned her how many familiar faces she could expect to see during the taping of the show. She still believed that the producers had arranged everything, but she couldn’t convince Lacy of that.

But then again, she had never really been able to convince Lacy of anything.

“We thought we’d welcome fellow Texans with a casserole,” offered the older woman as she held up the dish. “I’m Violet Riley. But you can call me Vi.”

“Jules,” she finally said as she opened the door wider. She wasn’t used to socializing, and felt extraordinarily put out, but her guests were too bubbly to send away without hurting someone’s feelings.

The show already promised to do enough of that on its own.

“Is Cody here?” Leah asked as she raced into the room.

“Upstairs, playing,” she answered the girl, who was gone in a flash.

Vi turned to Jules. “You’ll have to forgive her. She loves kids.”

Jules nodded. She carried the dish towards the kitchen. “Would you like something to drink?”

“That would be lovely, thank you.” 

Jules used the single-serve coffeemaker to prepare her guest one of the cups of gourmet coffee provided. “Did you just come in from Texas?”

Vi shook her head. “No, we’ve been here several months. We took a chance that Jonah would make it through. Plus, I think we just needed the change in scenery. How about you?”

“Same,” Jules nodded. “Can’t guarantee how long we’ll stay, though.”

Vi laughed. “Isn’t that true of anything?”

Jules conceded with a small nod and a small smile that it was.

Leah brought Cody downstairs, cooing to him as she perched him on her hip. The small boy remembered his friend and had an immediate hug for Vi. 

“Look at you!” Vi gushed as she held him tight. “You’ve grown a whole inch since I saw you last.”

Jules slid her a glance. “When was the last time you saw him?”

Vi had to think about it. “Several months back. I babysat him when Jonah and Lacy went out.”

Jules nodded. These were nice enough people but that whole relationship had been ill-advised from the beginning. Jules was glad it was over, for all their sake. She pulled out four plates so they could eat lunch.

Right in the middle of enjoying the tasty casserole, their pleasant, if strained, small talk was interrupted by the sound of a large truck outside. Out of curiosity, all three females headed toward the bay window seat facing the street. A massive moving truck was maneuvering the tricky curve with care, followed by a luxury SUV with Texas plates.

Jules frowned before she ever saw the driver. 

“Wonder who that could be,” mused Vi. They watched an older petite brunette with soft curves and sky-high hair climb out of the driver’s side. She wore Texas head to toe, from her red, blue and white shirt to her expensive cowboy boots. A striking younger brunette exited the passenger side. 

Jules turned to Vi, who watched the scene unfold with interest. She really didn’t know who they were. “That’s Gay Hollis and her daughter, Jacinda.”

Vi’s eyes were wide as they swung around to Jules. “Why are they here?”

Jules lifted Cody up into a close hug. “Because Gay goes wherever her son, Tony Paul, goes.”

Vi glanced back out to the street, where the owner of the biggest nightclub in Austin, Texas, barked orders to the moving men who carried her stuff inside.

She clearly needed more things to feel at home.

And she clearly didn’t think she’d be going anywhere for a long, long time.

“I take it you don’t know anything about the Hollises,” Jules said as she turned away from the window. She wanted to keep Cody as far away from that evil family as possible, which would prove impossible to do now that they were living right across the street.

“Only what Jonah has told me, and that’s not much. He certainly didn’t tell me they would show up here.”

Jules shrugged. “He might not have known.” Stranger things had happened. “Gay is famous for little surprises like this.”

Jules sat on the sofa and cuddled her grandson close. Vi instantly knew something was very wrong with this picture. She joined her new friend on the sofa. “You’d think she could afford to rent something a heck of a lot nicer than a three-bedroom condo. Wonder why she’s here?”

Jules sighed as she brushed Cody’s dark hair with her fingers. Dark hair that he’d inherited from their side. And now they were here. Right across the street.

She hadn’t said as much to Lacy, but she suspected that the Hollises were positioning themselves to take Cody away from them. The longer they went without getting the paperwork relinquishing Tony Paul’s rights to his son only made her more nervous.

Lacy had given Gay that paperwork months ago.

Now clearly Tony Paul was back in the States without the benefit of signing them. Gay had an agenda.

Gay always had an agenda.

Jules turned to Leah. “Why don’t you take Cody into the backyard? I think I saw a swing set out there earlier.”

Leah nodded with a huge smile. “We have one at our place, too! Come on, Cody,” she said as she took the young boy by the hand and led him outside. The minute the door shut behind them, Jules turned back to Vi. 

She hadn’t wanted to tell anyone about anything if she could help it, but if Vi and Leah could provide additional defense between the Abernathys and the Hollises, it was worth it.

She sensed immediately she could trust the friendly blonde who wore a simple cross around her neck and her wedding ring on her hand, though Jules already knew her husband had died many months before.

“Tony Paul Hollis used to date my daughter. He got her pregnant and immediately left her hanging. The minute she filed for child support, he skipped the country entirely.”

Vi nodded as she put the pieces together. There was no judgment in those blue eyes. Merely understanding. “So, you think she wants to get close to Cody?”

“Why else would she slum it with the rest of us? She has to know that we’re here,” Jules explained. “Lacy saw Tony Paul a week ago when she first visited the house where the contestants will be living.”

Vi leaned back on the cushion. This wasn’t good news. She didn’t know how her son would take living with the man who had so badly betrayed the woman he loved. They talked a lot in the last few months. Lacy Abernathy had won her son’s heart in a way no one before her ever had. He would crawl across broken glass to get her back.

This was one complication that none of them needed. 

“You think the producers knew?” she asked Jules.

Jules shrugged with a sigh. “I say yes. Lacy says no. She claims she told no one about Cody’s paternity. God knows the Hollises surely wouldn’t spill the beans or else they’d have to open their pocketbook to pay back child support.”

Her bitterness against the Hollises was understandable. Vi leaned toward her with a warm smile as she touched her hand. “If it makes you feel any better, I have no loyalty to the Hollises, not after what they did to Jonah. I’ll help you however you need.”

Jules’ smile was a little wider and more genuine. She hadn’t made friends easily in her life, but knowing this lady was willing to help her protect her grandson was worth its weight in gold. “Let’s go finish that casserole,” she offered her new friend.

[image: image]

THE FIRST FAMILIAR face that Jonah saw was not, in fact, Lacy Abernathy. Courtney Adams struggled to carry her two overstuffed suitcases through the front door, with the driver rushing in behind her. “Let me help you, Miss,” he repeated to the stubborn blonde.

“I’ve got it,” she kept saying with a smile.

“I’ve got it,” Jonah finally said as he rushed over to help. Courtney smiled at him.

“Always the Boy Scout,” she accused playfully as he lifted one of her heavy bags into one hand. “But you don’t have to. I can do this on my own.”

She seemed oddly obstinate about it, which puzzled Jonah. “Why make things harder on yourself if you don’t have to?” he asked as he led the way upstairs, not giving her a chance to fight him on the matter.

She followed him with a sigh. They didn’t stop until they reached her room at the top of the stairs. Unlike the room the men shared, the girls’ room was larger, with makeup tables next to the beds that lined all four walls. It was frilly and pretty, unlike the utilitarian bunks the men had. She planted her suitcase on an empty bed by the window, so he put her other bag beside it. 

“Well, I guess I can’t say no to you, can I, Jonah Riley?” she said with a big smile as she looked up at him.

“You never could,” he reminded with a smirk.

A rustling at the door caught their attention. It was Lacy, who carried a duffle bag over one shoulder and her guitar in her hand. Jonah rushed over to help her, but she had everything on the bed before he could reach her.

“Lacy,” he said as he stared down into her beautiful face. If it was possible, she got prettier each and every time he saw her. His heart melted when he lost himself in those big dark eyes. 

She glanced between him and Courtney. “Jonah,” she finally said before turning away to greet her new roommate. “Hi, Courtney.”

“Lacy,” Courtney said with a nod. The tension was suddenly so thick in the air one could have sliced it with a knife.

Jonah turned back to Courtney. “Can you give us a few minutes, Court?”

The blonde didn’t look all that happy about it as she glanced between them. “I guess I can’t say no,” she said with as much lightheartedness she could muster before she left the room, closing the door behind her.

Jonah turned back to Lacy, who had crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Jonah, this is already awkward enough. Let’s not make it any more complicated than it has to be.”

Too late for that, he thought. “Tony Paul is here,” he said softly.

She didn’t even blink. “I know.”

“You know?” he echoed as he took a step backward.

She nodded. “For about a week,” she said before she turned to unpack. The first item, placed lovingly on top of what little clothes she brought, was the small stuffed frog she had purchased when they went to the flea market in Austin.

He knew immediately that it was her reminder of Cody. Not a photo she might have to explain, or hide, but a simple stuffed animal she could cuddle close in place of the son she had to leave in order to follow her dream.

He couldn’t even imagine how difficult that must be for her. 

“Why is he here?” Jonah asked at last.

She shrugged. “To compete, same as you and me.” Jonah wasn’t buying it, so she elaborated. “You really didn’t think Gay would let either of us walk away with that recording contract from Graham Baxter, did you?”

He sighed. And there it was. Their past sitting between them. “Listen, I’m sorry about what happened in Austin. I didn’t know...,” he started but she cut him off.

“It’s okay,” she said quickly. “We all make mistakes, right?”

His eyes never wavered. “I never considered you a mistake, Lacy.”

She stared at him for a long minute before she turned away. She had to. It still hurt too much. 

And she still loved him, as much as she really, really didn’t want to.

“Jonah,” she started but he was quick to cross the distance between them. He wanted to uncoil her arms and take her into his embrace, but he knew there would be time for that. She needed to know he was there as her friend first. She needed to know she could trust him, and he couldn’t prove that to her if he manhandled her.

He lifted his hand but dropped it again. “I just want you to know that no matter what happens, you have a friend in this house. You’re not alone, Lacy.”

She turned her face away so he couldn’t see the tears well in her eyes. “How can we be friends and competitors, Jonah? We both want the same thing. We want to win.”

“You don’t want to win,” he murmured, which made her look into those mesmerizing tawny eyes. He still sported the beard and was a wall of muscle head to toe. He was so real and solid in front of her, unlike the Jonah she had grown used to loving in her dreams. She could reach right up and kiss him if she wanted to.
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