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Chapter 1
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Amid the buzz of excited talk and laughter, Elaine waited tensely for the audition to continue. She felt a thrill of excitement as the man in charge strode center-stage to survey the crowd. 

Again, she marveled at how striking the famous country singer of the Wind River Band appeared in person. Rex Tobin's muscular build in Western shirt, well-fitting denims and dark boots, gave him a natural, unaffected appearance. 

Coal black hair, thick and ruffled, added an appealing element of ruggedness the magazines and even TV cameras had failed to capture. For an instant his piercing blue eyes locked on Elaine and she felt a catch in her breath. 

Rex Tobin's lingering gaze, the reassuring warmth of his smile, seemed momentarily just for her. Was he about to call her name? Elaine's stomach tied in knots as she waited. “Next on the list,” he said, “Derrick Klein.”

Feeling dizzy with relief, Elaine glanced toward her companion. Everyone always thought of them as a pair, although Derrick and she considered themselves only friends. When Derrick had learned about today's auditions at Craft Music Productions, of course he had wanted to try out, too. She watched as Derrick made his slow, easy way toward the stage.

With languid confidence, he paused to smooth his hair. His shoulders hunched as he leaned his tall frame closer to the microphone. His voice carried a ring of nonchalance that Elaine had always before considered appealing. As she listened now, she wasn't so sure.

Elaine tried to take her mind off the fact that she would probably be next, wondering for the thousandth time at her friend's apparent lack of nervousness. She knew that, when her turn came, she would stand on stage feeling as though her body were held together by tightly stretched wires. But she wouldn't think of that now. 

She concentrated, instead, on Derrick. Usually she admired his abundant ease, but today this characteristic seemed twice magnified, and instead of working in his favor seemed to mark him as an amateur. Elaine knew she didn't even qualify for that label. She had almost no experience singing before an audience!

Dad's death, three months ago, had left disaster for Elaine, both personal and financial. Although she was a songwriter, not a singer, the stacks of medical bills, the pressure of increasing debt, had prompted her to sign up for the audition. 

Derrick's second selection had ended. He smiled, ducked his head lazily, and left the microphone. Elaine stole a glance at Rex Tobin, who now stood on the outskirts of the stage next to a distinguished man with silver hair. She thought she read some negative decision in his smoky blue eyes before he glanced at the paper in his hand and called out, “Elaine Sands.”

Elaine rose, so tense she was unable to even smile in answer to Derrick's wink as he passed her. Panic suddenly seized her. What was she doing here? She belonged back at the desk in her room, content to work alone, unnoticed, lost in notes and verses. To calm her nervousness, she took a deep breath. She would give this her best try. After all, she was the daughter of the great writer and singer, S.S. Sands.

“I would like to do one of my own songs,” she said into the microphone. 

She turned anxiously to the three backup musicians up on the stage, who with instruments ready waited. 

“I am changing the order of the numbers I gave you, if you don't mind. I want to do the second selection first.”

The youngest band member had begun tuning his guitar and the man beside him, a tall, brawny red-head, gave no acknowl­edgement that they had even heard her. But the third musician, a big, middle-aged man, who played the steel guitar, smiled and nodded.

“I like that one best, too.” 

His fingers moved expert­ly over the strings as he spoke.

Before Elaine turned back to the crowd, she glimpsed her own image in the chrome stand in front of the mike. Her thick, dark blonde hair looked disheveled. Locks of it clung to her damp forehead. Her tanned skin contrasted with her light eyes and white dress. Elaine started to sing, but the microphone was too high. She hadn't thought to adjust it. Her mouth felt dry and she couldn’t keep the tension from her voice. Finishing this song was going to take a good deal of courage.

She could see Derrick, slumped in his chair, fingers under his chin, nodding approval. Derrick seemed oblivious to the fact that things had gone wrong for him, that they were going wrong for her. She had made a grave mistake coming here today. After this was over, Derrick and she would stop by The Highlands, her cousin's club, have dinner and laugh about this pathetic attempt to join such a well-known tour.

Freed for a moment, she felt as if her performance was improving. Her gaze wandered to Rex Tobin, whose eyes never left her face. Was it approval she saw in his intent expression, or rejection? The youngest band member, long-haired and sullen, had set aside his guitar and moved over to the drums. Suddenly dis­tracted, flustered by both the abrupt change and by Rex Tobin's unyielding gaze, Elaine's voice faltered. Quickly, she recovered her pace. But something was dread­fully wrong. 

She hadn't written the song to be played with such a loud beat. The music began at once to over-power her lyrics and destroy the message she had worked so hard to perfect. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't bring back the haunting, melancholy strains which had caused the song to work.

“You didn't love me yesterday, and I won't love you tomorrow.” Even though the song was about to end, not being able to bear it any longer, Elaine raised her hand for the musicians to stop playing.

“I need to start again.” She said, facing the pleasant man she had spoken to earlier. “Would you please change to my other selection?”

At that moment, Rex Tobin stepped out on the stage. He glanced at his watch. 

“I'm afraid we don't have time for any more.” Then to the audience, “We will resume auditioning at one o'clock.”

Even though Rex Tobin sounded polite and apologetic, Elaine, reacting to the pressure of the moment, felt his interruption rude, and responded with a flare of anger. Elaine had intended to challenge him, but he had already turned away to address the silver-haired man, who had followed him to the center of the platform. She directed her words to the steel-guitar player.

“Why can't I at least finish one song?”

The big man let his hand play absently across the strings.

“I just hang around the throne,” he answered dolefully. “I'm not the king.”

Elaine steeled herself as she strode forward to confront Rex Tobin.

“Mr. Tobin,” she said, “I'll ask you. Can I talk to you directly, or do I have to send a courier?”

Rex's blue eyes, lit with the sparkle of a smile, caught her off guard. As she faced him defiantly, an electric awareness stirred through her. She had been unprepared for the endless depths of Rex Tobin's eyes, so dark blue they seemed to merge with the black pupils.

“I spent a great deal of time preparing for this audition. You could at least allow me to complete my songs.”

A gentleness mixed with the strength of his features, as if he fully understood and sympathized. She had expected him to respond to her remark with annoyance, but instead he spoke softly.

“I have only one observation. All the others audi­tioned because they enjoy singing.”

Straightening a little as she spoke, Elaine said, “Music is everything to me!”

“But how serious are you about conveying your message to an audience?”

No use trying to explain to him that she aspired only to write songs, not sing them, that only the great need for money had forced her to audition for him in the first place.

“I sang just as seriously as you listened!” 

Elaine could hear the sharp click of her high heels on the wooden stage floor as she hurried down the steps and started up the steep, inclining auditorium. She felt the eyes of the few that remained following her as she hurried past vast rows of seats. She would soon be outside, far away from the burning humiliation, away from Rex Tobin!

“Wait a minute, Miss ...”

“Sands,” the older man supplied for him.

“Miss Sands.”

Elaine stopped walking and watched Rex Tobin stride quickly down the long aisle. His blue-black eyes left her feeling hypnotized, unable to look away. In spite of herself, Elaine felt her anger diminishing.

“Don't misunderstand me. I would be the first to admit that you have much potential.” 

The deep voice, edged with sincerity, soothed her injured pride and made her feel undeniably drawn to him. How could she be so overwhelmingly attracted to someone she had just met?

“In fact, I was greatly impressed by the haunting quality of your voice. I think you could be a real success, with a willingness to work hard and make many sacri­fices. Most people lack the intestinal fortitude to do that.”

“Don't concern yourself with my fortitude,” Elaine an­swered, “I will always put music first in my life!”

Elaine started for the door.

“Miss Sands,” Rex Tobin's deep voice called her back. “Don't leave. I think you might be exactly what I'm looking for.”

Elaine turned back to him slowly.

“I should never have auditioned for your show,” she told him frankly. “I am a songwriter, not a singer. I have almost no experience performing before a large audience.”

“Experience you can gain. All you need is opportunity.” He studied her carefully for a moment. “There is a temporary spot on the show for a female singer that must be filled immediately. If you are interested, Miss Sands, I'm willing to take a chance on you.”

Elaine's heartbeat quickened. Before she could respond, clouds of doubt overshadowed her elation. As if sensing Elaine's hesitation, Rex added quickly, “Before you make a final decision, why don't you join our practice session here tomorrow afternoon? In fact, let's meet a little early so I can fill you in on some details. Would you be free to have lunch with me next door at Renaldo’s at one o'clock?”
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Chapter 2
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How many other women had held their breaths as they had gazed into Rex Tobin's wonderfully blue eyes, Elaine wondered as she sat across from Derrick that evening at The Highlands, the dinner club owned by her older cousin, Thad.

Had Rex Tobin made a decision to hire her because he really believed she had talent and the determination to succeed? Or had he felt the same physical attraction as she, and had not wanted her to walk out of his life?

She found herself only half-listening to Derrick's rambling talk. The great joy she had felt when she had accepted Rex's invitation for lunch tomorrow had become tarnished with doubts. Elaine agonized over how little she knew about him. Rex Tobin was one of those private celebrities who shunned reporters and being in the news. Still, from time to time, his name had been linked with up-and-coming stars, such as the beautiful Lisa Craft.

Elaine had sudden misgivings about her good fortune. She might be better off if she had not read the ad cousin Thad had shown her, had not listened to his encouragement to try out for the audition. Still, it wouldn't hurt to meet Rex tomorrow, as promised. She wasn't going to join his tour unless she was fully convinced she should do so.

“This is no way to celebrate!” Derrick grinned. “Let's blow the budget and order Thad's specialty.” 

Derrick called to a waitress, “Throw a couple of your best steaks on the grill!”

Elaine was relieved that Derrick was not disappointed that Rex Tobin wanted to hire her, but not him. She had somehow expected the evening to be a difficult one, filled with periods of his brooding silences. Elaine's gaze flitted across a worn curtain that hung at the sides of a huge, center stage, then across the marred, wooden tables occupied by men and women wearing blue jeans and faded shirts, their faces either very hard or very weary. 

Once, The Highlands, opulent and successful, had been swamped with promising, young stars on the rise. That was when her father, S.S. Sands, had drawn in the crowds. Now it seemed only a slightly shoddy hangout for the ever-hopefuls.

“I picked out our favorite spot tonight,” Derrick said, “where Thad first introduced us. We've composed some good songs together, right here at this very table!”

Besides her own stock of songs, Elaine and Derrick had collaborated on a small collection. If she started touring, they would not be able to write any more music together, yet Derrick's voice held no suggestion of sadness.

Their food soon arrived. Elaine tried hard to relax. Her eyes wandered again toward the worn stage. Her first singing appearance had been here in this very room—her first failure. Because her father was too ill to do his show, she had sung his opening solo, ‘Danny Boy’. She had become confused, stumbled over the words, lost the melody, and had at age thirteen received rounds of laughter.

Elaine still rankled from the demeaning shame she had felt. Both her cousin and Dad had done their best to comfort her. “Very few singers can master that song,” Thad had told her. But no amount of consolation had eased her sense of personal tragedy. She had vowed she would never sing onstage again, and had not except for those occasional duets with Derrick. What had ever possessed her to try out for a popular show where she would be constantly in the public eye? As if aware of her doubts, Derrick raised his mug of cof­fee. 

“To success,” he said, “to a rising star!”

Forcing her gaze away from the stage, Elaine waved to her cousin, Thad, who was coming over to join them. Thad, the only relative she had left, spent his spare time promoting music. His office was crammed with recordings and information concerning would-be singers and songwriters, for whom he acted as agent. That, along with owning and operating this club, forced him to keep up a tremendous pace. Elaine was probably the only one who knew that he was often hard-pressed and unhappy.

The Highlands had once been spotlessly clean and well-lighted, but had recently grown to look more like the dark waterfront hangouts that surrounded it. A large portion of ceiling stained from a leaking roof made it look even more run-down. Elaine could not bear seeing Thad’s club in this poor condition, on the verge of collapse a magnificent failure, just as Thad himself often looked. If she accepted the job Rex Tobin offered, she would be able to help Thad renovate.  

She smiled at her cousin as he approached, studying the craggy face, slightly hooked nose, the deep-set brown eyes that in contrast with his light skin and blond hair gave him the appearance of a river-boat gambler. His fondness for silk shirts and shimmering vests added a final touch of flair.

“She made it!” Derrick called, a big, easy smile spreading across his face. “Elaine Sands! Star of the Rex Tobin Show!”

“Elaine, Honey, I am so proud of you!” Delight danced in Thad's brown eyes. “What a wonderful break! When I was your age, I would have given anything for a chance like you're being handed!” 

Speculative lines deepened in Thad's hollow face. “Why am I getting the impression that I am happier about this than you are?”

“Because you are,” Derrick answered for Elaine as Thad sat down. “Elaine is having second thoughts about leaving New Orleans behind. And me.”

Elaine studied Derrick, dreading the jealousy she knew would eventually surface. Had he sensed her attraction to Rex? 

“I've heard lots of conflicting stories about this Rex Tobin.” Concern gave a touch of edginess to Thad's voice. “Derrick, what's your impression of him? What's he like?”

“The question is not what he's like, but what he likes!

I'll tell you this much, Thad, this big-shot Tobin was very much impressed with Elaine.”

In a half-joking manner, Thad suggested, “Maybe you ought to tag along, then, and look after her.”

“You know what I'm thinking, Honey?” 

Derrick turned his most appealing gaze upon Elaine. I'm thinking he would find a place for me on his show, if you asked him to.”

*  *  *
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Lively sounds of guitar and piano drifted up to the bare rooms above the Highlands that most of her life Elaine had called home. It would continue, she knew, until one or two in the morning. Her drab, studio apartment looked shadowy and empty. She had recently sold the best items of furniture to pay bills. Now even that stock of money was hopelessly depleted. No matter what qualms she had, she needed this job!

Elaine thought of Thad, downstairs, who seemed to work day and night. Even after Dad had gotten too sick to sing, Thad had managed to sell enough of his old songs to keep them going. Thad bragged about being personally acquainted with major pub­lishers and producers on Music Row in Nashville, but Elaine realized his connections consisted mostly of making phone calls that weren't returned and sending demos that were seldom even played. 

Dad should have tried to sell his songs himself, but loyal to his nephew, Dad had continued to allow Thad to market all of his work—except that one large file Elaine now took from the cabinet and carried with her to the table. This special collection of music he had selected and saved to record himself, his best work, yet unreviewed, unheard.

Elaine opened the folder where Dad had written, ‘The Louisiana Drifter’ by S.S. Sands. She skimmed the song titles ‘Dreamspell’, ‘Little Blue Heron’, ‘Moonlit Darling’. then she lifted what she considered the best song Dad had ever written, ‘Silver Bayou Dreamer’.

Why did he have to die so young? 

“I've had a good life, Elaine.” These were his last words before the operation he didn't live through. A good life snatches of it replayed in Elaine's mind. She thought of the dim places where he sang for so little money, of the dreams that he held on to through endless disappointments, of the years of ego-smashing rejections, eased a little by Thad's unwavering optimism. 

Dad had encouraged Elaine to be a teacher, to go into the retail sales business, to turn to any profession but music. No doubt other occupations paid a steady and satisfying wage, but somehow, they were not for her. Her inheritance, intangible, but very valuable and very real, was her plans to follow in her father's footsteps, and she knew already what sacrifices awaited.

Elaine's eyes fell back to the paper.

“Silver Bayou dreamer, Hide away from life.

Live alone in shadows, for love is only strife.” 

Although the words were simple, the music had an undercurrent of complexity that engaged the heart. Now that he was gone, the rights to all of S.S. Sand's songs belonged to Elaine. Why not do what she could to keep his memory alive? She did indeed have something to offer the Rex Tobin show—Father's compositions and her own! Elaine would take this song tomorrow. Her reservations lifted as she thought of the handsome man with those smoky eyes that she felt able to read the contents of her heart. 
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Chapter 3
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Early the next morning, Elaine chose her best dress in pale yellow silk with loose, flowing skirt, to wear for her luncheon date with Rex Tobin. The small, intimate restaurant was dwarfed by the imposing building of tinted glass where she had auditioned yesterday. Arriving early, Elaine seated herself so she could see the swinging doors through which Rex would pass.

She told the waiter to return later for her order. After a long time, she checked her watch—already one-thirty. Had Rex Tobin simply forgotten? Elaine gazed from the window again, then around the cozy restaurant with its clean white linen and hanging plants. Her mood of excitement became streaked with hurt. Rex Tobin had been constantly on her mind since their eyes had first met. Obviously. he had not thought about her at all.

A cultured voice broke into her thoughts. “Sorry I'm late.” 

The silver-haired man who had stood beside Rex at the audition slipped into the seat beside her. He looked, Elaine thought, dignified and sophisticated, like a Roman senator who had traded his toga for an expensive Western-style suit. “Mr. Tobin is unable to keep his appointment and asked me to fill in. I'm Levi Culver.”

Taking off dark-tinted glasses, he reached for the menu. “Do you like Cajun food?”

“I'll just have something light,” Elaine said, trying to hide her disappointment. 

“Things have been hectic at Craft Music Productions,” Levi explained after they had ordered. Then he added as if trying in his polite way to supply excuse for Rex Tobin, “As you probably know, the music business is filled with unexpected interruptions.”

Elaine attempted to smile as if Rex's absence did not matter to her. She should never have allowed herself to read so much in Rex's impulsive decision, in his deep, intimate gaze.  

The food came, a seafood salad for Elaine, shrimp in red, spicy sauce for Levi. 

“Did you ever meet Bill Craft, the founder of our company?” Levi asked. 

“No, but my cousin Thad knew him.”

“You're more likely to have heard of Bill's daughter, well, adopted daughter, Lisa.”

“Everyone's heard of Lisa Craft,” Elaine admitted, an image from the tabloids filling her mind, a dark-haired beauty in glittering dress being escorted to some social function upon Rex Tobin's arm.

“Bill passed away recently,” Levi said. “Before he died, he made Rex a partner in the company. Together, he and Lisa run the business. That's where Rex is now, with Lisa, in conference.”

Elaine felt puzzled at the rush of strong feeling that the thought of them together brought.

She asked casually, “Do the two of them get along well?”
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