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      - “DAAAMN. This author can write! I mean, wow. It is not often I enjoy musician angsty romance books. But this blew me out of the park.” (Net Galley)

      

      - “What a rollercoaster ride! That had to be one of the most emotional and heartfelt books I’ve read in a long time because wow, that was both intense and sweet and just everything my romantic heart wants! “ (sara.reads.too.much)

      

      - “It was the sweet (and slightly steamy) little romance novel I didn’t know I needed... I can see fans of Colleen Hoover enjoying this one.” (Net Galley)

      

      - “This romance novel had me entranced from the first chapter.” (Net Galley)

      

      - “Give me all the angst.” (Tanja - OMGReads blog)

      

      - “A little bit of Country and a whole lot of HOT. Angsty, fun, romance.” (Gina Rae Mitchell blog)

      

      - “It is absolutely brilliant. The emotions, the banter, the love, the chemistry - it all just works!!” (Shalini’s Books and Reviews)

      

      - “This book had so much heat and sizzle that I am surprised my kindle didn’t melt.” (Carla Loves to Read blog)
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        My books are realistic and emotional romance reads.

      

        

      
        I’m an advocate for mental health, and some topics could be sensitive for certain readers since they are portrayed as close to real life as possible.

      

        

      
        I’ve listed the potential trigger warnings for each title on my website.

      

        

      
        Be advised that those trigger warnings could potentially be spoiler alerts for the storylines.
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        All books contain sexuality, mature content, and language not intended for people under 18 years of age.

        For other readers’ sake, please avoid spoilers in your reviews.
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        To my kids and husband.

        This adventure wouldn’t be as thrilling as it is if you weren’t cheering me on. I love you with all my heart.

        Now and forever.
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        To all the artists in the world.

        Follow your own rules.

        Shine the way you were meant to shine,

        not the way other people want you to shine.

        It’s your voice.

        Never lose sight of who you really are.

      

        

      
        Nobody else can tell your story the way you’re telling it.

        Embrace it.

        Breathe it.

        Live it.
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          THE SONG

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        I couldn’t see the light

        I thought I had it all figured out

        But I didn’t; I had no clue

        And then you came my way

        You disrupted everything I’ve always known

        And there you were

        That night on my front porch

        I never planned to fall so hard so fast

        I never thought it would last

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

      

        

      
        Girl, I just want you to know

        There’s no one else like you

        You are the sunshine in my storms

        You color my night sky

        You are the star I wish upon every night

        You hold my heart; I’ll never let you go

        Babe, I’m blind without you.

      

        

      
        I still feel your lips on mine

        Even after all this time

        Babe, you’re special; you’re the one

        Now all I want is to make you mine

        Watch you sleep every night

        And breathe you in

        And watch you smile

        I want to live in your pink world

        ‘Cause you’re my favorite color

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        Girl, I’m mesmerized by you

        You are the rainbow

        I never knew I needed

        You’re my compass

        My muse and my other half

        Babe, I’ll never let you go

        This is my promise to you

      

        

      
        [CHORUS]

        Girl, I just want you to know

        I want my life to be pink like yours

        Babe, I’ll never let you go

        You’re my absolute favorite color

      

      

      

      
        
        Music and lyrics by Carter Hills

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            APRIL

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes flew open. I blinked a couple of times, letting my vision adjust to the darkness. Entangled in my bedsheets, I combed the web of knots my hair had turned into with my fingers. Great, my night had been another round of tossing and turning. I stared at the ceiling, the darkness swallowing me in, wondering what time it was. Through the small crack where my curtains didn’t quite meet, the moon peeked at me, a thin crescent of silver in the night sky. I propped myself up on my elbows, angled my upper body toward the nightstand, and searched for my phone with a hand numb from sleeping in an awkward position. Once I unplugged the cord, I slumped back, my head hitting the fluffy pillows. Squinting at the phone screen, I held my breath.

      Three forty-eight.

      No. I cringed and dropped my device beside me, where it landed on the mattress with a soft thud, praying I read the time wrong.

      I needed the rest. More than ever. My novel wouldn’t write itself. Right now, I had half a mind to look for a ghostwriter. But who was I kidding? I’d never go there. I sighed, dragging my hand over my face, still heavy with sleep. All I needed was to bring my brain on board.

      A few years ago, I had my first meet-and-greet with insomnia, and it was a hard cycle to break. Believe me. We were in this long-lasting relationship. Sure, the sleeping pills I took for a while helped with the sleep part, but they also made me feel drowsy during the day. After I dropped them, I tried melatonin, magnesium, meditation, breathing exercises, and lavender essential oil. Anything to help me find sleep at night. The latter had even become Zen-April’s drug of choice. So much so that I turned it into my personal fragrance. I sprayed it on my pillow, misted it in the kitchen using one of those little, ten-light-setting diffusers, and kept a roll-on in my purse.

      Every night, my brain was stuck in the hamster wheel for hours, with thoughts of what could have been, but remained stalled and blank during the day. Forget being productive or at the top of my game. Not happening. My disturbed nights complicated my existence. In one word, they messed with my head. And my life.

      Damn thing.

      I pondered my options. Get up and get to work. Or force my eyes to stay closed and bury my head under a pile of pillows, hoping sleep knocked on my door and swept me away. Yeah, right. I snorted. Sleep never knocked twice on the same night. At least, not in my case. With a sigh, I tried the pillow thing anyway. Just in case. One could still be hopeful.

      My brain would not win this round. No way. Not under my watch.

      Four fifty-seven.

      This was an impossible situation.

      How early was too early to wake up and jumpstart your day?

      If I had an athletic bone inside of me, I would be a runner. Or a high-performing triathlete. Those were the people who got up early with purpose—or I supposed they did. At this time of the day, I, April Simmons, had none. To focus on my writing now was asking too much from me.

      Hours ticked by.

      I flipped onto one side, then rolled on the other, doing a poor job of convincing myself I’d fall back to sleep.

      My mind wandered to my third novel, which I hadn’t even started writing yet. My agent Jill had given me a one-month deadline to submit the first draft…my fourth deadline extension. I’d been procrastinating for the last three months, unable to focus, my fingers too stiff to type, my brain blocking my creative flow. My head wasn’t in the game. Nah, it was lost somewhere, far from the place it should be. And added to my sleepless nights, that was a deadly combination. Who would ever believe I was a twenty-four-year-old fantasy—enchanted kingdom, magic spells, elves, and all—author with two bestsellers? At this moment, I wasn’t convinced myself.

      Blame me for my lack of organizational skills. Every minute of every day, I managed to find more ways to be counterproductive than efficient. In the past few months, I’d shattered my previous low records and now should reward myself with a medal. “Procrastination Queen.” My bubbly, spur-of-the-moment personality usually fueled my creative side and made up for my mental chaos: a cluster of grief, broken dreams, and lack of restful sleep.

      It worked for my second book.

      Not this time.

      My brain turned into a blank canvas when it came to writing eighty-four days ago and counting. Every attempt to reboot it since then had failed. Baking chocolate chip cookies, going for walks around the block, singing my heart out. Once I even tried jogging. Yeah. Crazy, right? Anyway, the right side of my brain, the root of creativity, had gone on strike and refused to come back to work. Regardless of the reward at the end. Stupid gray matter. Or was it white matter? Who cared? Somewhere inside me, I had locked away every single disappointment and sorrow in my life. Losing Travis, having to reinvent myself, being on my own again. That was what fueled my insomnia. And now I was failing my agent with this book. Even when I tried to keep my pain out of reach, but it always resurfaced and toyed with my mind. I guess the lock wasn’t sturdy enough, and my sleeplessness only amplified my sense of inadequacy, adding to the rambling inside my head.

      How pathetic had I become? I was now talking to myself as if there were two of us.

      Six eleven.

      Sitting, my attention drifted to the dresser on the opposite wall. The paint was chipping on the side, and I made a mental note to repaint it. And change the knobs while I was at it. It was the only piece of furniture that had followed me around since college. It used to belong to my boyfriend when he was a kid, and for sentimental reasons, I had kept it when I moved here. It matched the teal bed frame and nightstands. My bedroom was big enough to host a queen-size mattress, flanked by dual nightstands and a large walk-in closet. A dozen black-and-white framed photographs of my friends and me over the years covered the wall above the dresser, and a freestanding mirror stood in one corner, next to a large potted plant. My eyes lingered on one of the happiest days of my life for a long moment. That perfect memory now had a sour aftertaste, so I blinked and looked away, not wanting a fresh surge of emotions to ruin my day. Insomnia had already taken its toll on me; I didn’t need my sobs and broken heart to be added to the mix.

      Deciding I had prolonged the inevitable long enough, I got up. I put on my favorite dark-purple sweatpants and slid my arms into a gray cardigan over the white T-shirt I’d slept in. With the elastic band I kept around my wrist, I tied my jaw-length baby-pink hair in a messy half-do on top of my head. I slid my feet into my sheepskin boots—the one expensive fashion piece I’d ever indulged in—and made myself a large mug of hot chocolate, with whipped cream. Not coffee, though. No matter how tired I was, I never yielded to caffeine. The smell alone was powerful enough to engage my gag reflex. Sure, I downed a cup or two—let’s be honest—in college when I knew I’d be up all night studying for mid-terms or finals, but each attempt failed at keeping me awake and left a putrid taste on my tongue. Back when insomnia and I weren’t acquaintances. I filed coffee under the You’ll have to kill me first file in my head. Along with oysters, licorice, and kissing Stevie Broderick in high school. All things that made washing my mouth with bleach seem like a viable option.

      In my own twisted way of thinking, I believed hot chocolate solved everything. Heartaches, headaches, menstrual cramps, writer’s block. However, the latter hadn’t turned out to be true. I remained hopeful it’d work its magic. One day. Eventually. The secret was in the whipped cream. A catalyst able to multiply the hot chocolate cures everything effect by ten. Or I wished it could.

      With my head tipped back, I crossed my fingers and mouthed a silent prayer to the God of creativity. Yeah, if he didn’t exist, someone should invent him.

      In the kitchen, I plopped down on a stool at the island and turned on my laptop, shutting my eyelids when the lit screen blinded me. Ugh, too early for this. I blinked to moisten my eyes, the back of them burning from the sudden assault of white light. Since when did I become a morning person? April, get a grip on your life, move forward, and live a little. How many times had I repeated the exact same words to myself in the early hours of the morning without success?

      I sighed. I’d lost count.

      I perused the space around me, anything to distract me and prevent me from staring at a blank page and the cursor blinking back at me. The room was small but inviting. Stainless steel appliances, chess-black-and-white tiled floor, mint-green cabinets. A wooden island topped with a concrete slab and two stools separated the kitchen from the dining room, which consisted of a square blonde wood table surrounded by four mismatched chairs in a spectrum of colors. A large window overlooked the neighbor’s building and prevented natural light from getting in early in the morning. A steel-blue sofa, a square artisanal coffee table with a floor lamp, a small cactus in a pot, and a wall-to-wall bookshelf filled with my favorite titles made up the living room of the two-bedroom apartment. The whiff of lavender mixed with the sugary scent of the chocolate chip cookies I baked and left on the cooling rack last night filled the air, giving the place a homey feeling.

      Bernice, my tabby cat, woke up from her slumber and jumped on the kitchen counter, her vibrant-blue eyes—almost the same shade as mine—staring at me, unblinking, as she padded on the keyboard. I pushed her to the side and caressed her head, her soft fur warming up my fingers.

      “You hungry, sweet girl?”

      She purred, and I rose to my feet to fill her golden bowl, set on the floor by the refrigerator. It was the one with a black fishbone etched on the side that I made in the ceramic class I took last year, when I tried to meet new people and start socializing again.

      “You should grow fingers, you know. And learn how to type. Could be useful.”

      She arched her back and ignored me as she attacked her food.

      “Keep ignoring me, Bern. Super useful.” Why did I ever think getting a cat as a roommate would be entertaining?

      Once back on my seat, I stared at the blank page on the screen and typed in big, bold black letters⁠—

      
        
        Amelia’s Kingdom – Book 3

        I can’t even come up with a title

        By April Simmons, lost but not found.

      

      

      Before my brain could catch up, I opened a new browser tab. Procrastination much, right? I typed “Kitten pictures” and hit search. The image of a tiny black kitten yawning in the big palm of a firefighter, his gorgeous soot-covered face set in a determined expression, stole all my attention. The sight was just too damn hot. At least through the chaos my life had become, my hormones weren’t dead. Good to know.

      I rolled my shoulders forward, buried my face in the crook of my elbow, and let out a heavy sigh. Gone were the days when I impressed myself with my dedication. A series of yawns escaped my mouth, making my eyes water. I took a sip of my hot beverage, absent-mindedly watching Bernice groom herself.

      “Hey girl, can you do that later? I need some encouragement here. Can’t you see I’m struggling?” Our eyes met for half a second before she went back to licking her paws. “Never mind. I’ve seen beauty queens more enthusiastic than you. You won’t be mentioned in my acknowledgments section this time. Shame on you.” My words didn’t rattle her. Not even a little.

      My phone chimed, and the sound startled me. Perfect. As if I needed another distraction. I clicked open the text message my best friend Saunders just sent me as if she’d read my mind and knew I required some much-needed guidance. Or a kick in the butt. Such a seer. Take this, Bernice.

      Wait. Why was she up at this early hour? Saunders should be all wrapped up in her boyfriend’s arms at six in the morning. Not texting me. She wasn’t even a morning person. Never had been.

      
        
          
            
              
        Saunders

      

      
        Hey, Bubble Head, call me when you get this. Love you xx

      

      

      

      

      

      Bubble Head was the nickname Saunders gave me during our freshman year in college when I was in too many projects and committees during our first semester. Lacking time to hang out with my friends, I told her one night I pictured myself as a cartoon character with text bubbles popping up all around my head. The name stuck all these years later.

      I read her text message for a second time, wondering what she wanted. My curiosity won, and my sleepiness vanished as I punched in my best friend’s number.

      She answered on the first ring. It seemed like I wasn’t the only one feeling impatient this morning.

      “Okay. I hope you’re ready for this because I have great news for you. I’ve got your next adventure. Something to change your mind and give you that kick in the butt you desperately need.”

      Yeah, Saunders knew me too well.

      My heart raced at the thought she’d send me bungee jumping or swimming with sharks. “Do I really wanna know?”

      “Oh, April, just trust me. When did I ever fail you?”

      I inhaled, bracing myself for whatever she was about to propose to me.

      “One of my clients rented a two-bedroom luxury cabin in Green Mountain for the month. He can’t go because his wife got sick, and she needs to stay in the city. Anyway, I thought you could use it. Fresh air. Great for inspiration. And, oh yes, it’s rent-free. Since he canceled last minute, he couldn’t get a refund. Anyway, what do you think?”

      “You’re serious? You want me to move to the country for an entire month? They probably don’t even know what wi-fi is.”

      “Girl, you’re being ridiculous. It’s a five-star cabin, not a shack. Anyway, don’t be a party-pooper. Imagine writing your new book without being distracted. You know I’m a genius in disguise, right?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. Genius isn’t your middle name, Saund. Your super ideas don’t always turn out so great. At least not for me.”

      “Come on. It’s not like we live in New York City. We’re in Ginger Creek, Georgia, April. Most people would consider it a small town.”

      “Except here we have malls. We have more than just one main street, and there are no deer living in people’s backyards. You know what I mean.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, thinking. “What about Bernice? I know you won’t watch her. You hate that litter box thing.”

      “I already checked with the renting company, and they said you can take her along. So, you’re going? You don’t have any good excuses to avoid this opportunity. I’ll give you one hour to think about it. If you leave tomorrow morning, you’ll be there by sunset.”

      “Fine. Give me an hour.” We hung up, and I dropped my forehead on the table. Did I just get set up? Saunders was right, though. I had no good excuses for refusing her offer. Damn it. I hated when she was right.

      My phone pinged as a new text message came in. Two words.

      
        
          
            
              
        Saunders

      

      
        Start packing.

      

      

      

      

      

      I gritted my teeth. My best friend would never let it go. And telling her I feared bears wouldn’t cut it. Saunders ran a vacation and retreat agency for rich folks. She booked vacation spots according to their needs in luxurious locations only they could afford, where they could unwind and have a good time without too many distractions. Over-organized—the opposite of me—she had vacation packages ready for all types of clients. Exotic destinations, mountain retreats, boathouse rentals, treehouses, or desert and jungle getaways.

      Right now, she was offering me a cabin, for an entire month, all by myself. Why was I still trying to find reasons not to go?

      I worked my jaw back and forth, making a pros-and-cons list in my head, weighing my options through the mental traffic jam that was my brain.

      Could a change of air boost my creativity and engage my brain productively? Yes. No. Probably.

      Plus side? No distraction. No noisy neighbors. A definite pro.

      Would I feel lonely all by myself for an entire month? Sure. Not so much. Maybe a little.

      No Saunders around. A con. No busy sidewalks. Pro? Con? Tough call.

      Being on my own was my normal these days. Here or there wouldn’t matter much. Okay, a pro then.

      My mind raced through the possibilities. I rubbed my eyes with my closed fists. I hadn’t taken a vacation in…huh…forever. When was the last time? I sighed. Too long ago. I massaged the nape of my neck with my fingertips, untying the knots in my upper back and shoulders. My pulse picked up as the idea of going on a mountain vacation took root.

      I scanned my small apartment. With its ivory walls, dark ceilings, maple floors, and colorful accents, it wasn’t much, but I liked it. It was home.

      I’d moved here, an almost four-hour drive from Atlanta, three years ago, after graduating from college. After everything. When my life collapsed. This place was supposed to be my fresh start. The first step to moving forward. My apartment wasn’t big by any means, but it suited me and it was all mine.

      New me.

      New life.

      New career.

      New home.

      That was the plan back then. Did it work out? Honestly? Not really. A bit…maybe.

      Bernice jumped on the counter and butted my cheek, purring into my ear. “You wanna go, girl?” She purred some more. “And now you have an opinion.” Could a cat and my best friend know what I needed better than I did? With a huff, I shook my head. No, not going there. Even I had to admit it sounded silly. But maybe… No, April. Stop.

      I dropped my shoulders and scraped my hand through my hair.

      “Okay, girl, let’s do this. Let’s go on an adventure for a month.” Bernice and I exchanged what could pass as smiles, at least in my mind.

      In the last few years, I’d lost sight of who I was. It was time to get my power back. To redefine myself. To find where I belonged. To dream again. To do this whole new me, new life thing. And give it a real shot. I blew out a breath. The more I thought about it, the more enticing it sounded. I’d been waiting for a sign for so long. Could this be it?

      Yeah. Time to get my groove back.

      Straightening my spine with a new resolve, I typed a message to Saunders, letting her know I’d go to the cabin. I would do this. I would get out of my comfort zone. About time, the smart side of my brain screamed at me. For once, I agreed, and mentally gave myself a high-five.

      The mountain air would clear my head. See? It was working already. Just thinking about it released years of pent-up tension from my back. I remembered reading somewhere, a while back, about how living in the mountains made you healthier and happier. Green therapy, they called it. I risked nothing by trying it out for a month.

      The seclusion would help me focus. Yes, the idea grew on. A wide grin painted my face. “Time to pack,” I said out loud, mostly to myself—or to Bernice, who had already retreated to the comfort of my bed.

      I shut my laptop and sauntered to my bedroom with a pep in my step I hadn’t experienced in a long time. Saunders’s crazy last-minute idea didn’t sound so crazy after all. On my tiptoes, perched on a plastic step stool, I grabbed my suitcase from the top shelf of the closet.

      Yeah, I was doing this.

      No more excuses.

      No more procrastination.

      The mountains were calling me, and I was answering.

      Half-packed, I sat back in front of my laptop to find a dozen new messages from my best friend. I expected nothing less from her and imagined her doing a victory dance in her underwear when I agreed to her retreat idea. Saunders emailed me lists. Lists with an S. Itineraries, things to do in Green Mountain at this time of the year, the best places to eat on my way up there. She attached forms to sign, the cabin’s rule book, and other documents I didn’t dwell on, for now.

      For an instant, I wondered if she sent these to all her wealthy clients or if she had compiled all this information for my sake only. Knowing my best friend, probably a mix of both. Part of her foolproof strategy to win me over.

      I skimmed over the documents I printed and emailed back the signed forms. It looked official. It even included a non-disclosure agreement. I shrugged. Guess that made sense since Saunders only booked high-end, private destinations for her clients. Anyway, I trusted my friend. Back in my bedroom, I finished packing, adding more sweaters to my suitcase under Bernice’s watchful eye, now curled up on my pillow.

      Jitters filled my heart, knowing I’d enjoy one of Saunders’s destinations for once. My best friend offered me a month-long vacation, and I intended to make the most of it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            CARTER

          

        

      

    

    
      My smile was anchored to my face, and nothing seemed to chase it away. These days, running helped me put my thoughts in order. Not so long ago, it was a coping mechanism, to deal with stress. Not anymore. Lately, I started enjoying exercise for its health benefits. I nodded at the security guard holding the door of my building as I slipped through the opening. Instead of using the elevator, I climbed the staircase up to the top floor, adrenaline still coursing high in my bloodstream and needing to flush it out of my system.

      My phone went off, and I reduced my pace, going from a light jog to a walk. My lips curled when I noticed the name flashing on the screen.“Hey, June. What’s up?”

      “Carter, can we talk?” Something was wrong. I could tell. Her voice was devoid of any hints of playfulness, which was unusual for our phone calls.

      “Huh, sure. Gimme thirty minutes? I’ll shower and eat something. I just came back from a run with Taylor.”

      “Listen, I just got off the phone with someone from your record label. They heard from Savannah Prince’s people. Some things we need to discuss.”

      “The fuck.”

      “Call me when you have a minute. I’ll see what I can do in the meantime, okay?”

      I huffed my frustration. “Yeah, I’ll do that.”

      With my fists clenched at my sides, I threw my head back and exhaled.

      Once I reached my floor, I hurried inside my apartment.

      My cheerful mood had vanished, replaced by an angst that sent chills down my back. The name of Savannah Prince never rhymed with good news, but rather with catastrophe.

      Discarding my gym clothes on the bathroom floor, I positioned myself under the hot stream and let the water relax my body while the gears of my brain engaged. A dozen different scenarios played in my mind. Whatever Savannah wanted, I knew, for sure, it would piss me off.

      Minutes later, dressed in a pair of faded denims and a simple white T-shirt, I downed a glass of icy water before returning June’s call. Like a Band-Aid, I had to rip it off and fast, or else it would pollute my thought feed, and I’d become restless.

      The moment she picked up and revealed the reason for her call, I regretted ever returning it. Now that I had the confirmation June wasn’t delivering good news, I wondered how anyone with a sense of decency at my record label would ask me to partake in this circus.

      “No, June, I won’t do it. I’m done. D. O. N. E. Been there, done that. Bought the T-shirt. Burned it. From now on, they can talk to my lawyers.” I scratched my forehead with the tip of my thumb. Anger simmered inside me. Get a hold of yourself, Carter. “It’s a no. Everything has been explained already. If they wanna prove one of them is at fault, they don’t need me. Isn’t this why corporate lawyers exist?” Juniper, or June as I called her, my assistant manager slash personal assistant, was my go-to girl in my music career. Sometimes, I felt like her job description could be summed up as Keeping Carter out of trouble.

      From her five-foot-four height, with three-inch heels on, Juniper Stewarts had a lot of attitude. She stood up for herself—and me—no matter what.

      With long brown hair and exotic caramel eyes with dark-green rings around the pupils, she resembled a college student more than a twenty-eight-year-old assistant to Riley Burns, music mogul and manager of some of the biggest names in country music.

      I trusted her with my career. Most times. Not today, though. Today, I didn’t dig it. “We broke up officially weeks ago. I’m done with this episode of my life, and I don’t owe her or anyone else anything. I thought I had been clear when we parted ways. She even signed the damn papers. What more do they want from me?” I balled my hands into fists as June delivered her spiel on the other end of the line.

      “Listen, Carter. It’s big. She claimed Carla paid her to gather as much intel on you as possible. Seems like Savannah wasn’t the only one with paparazzi on speed dial. Carla was feeding them information too. About you.”

      “I told everyone from the start Carla was crazy. I never trusted her. Her irises were dollar signs. I never authorized her to publish that crap about me. Or to sell me to gossip rags without my consent.”

      “That’s why the label requires your testimony. To settle the case quickly. And to make sure it’s not just another one of your devil ex’s setups, but legit accusations. This is no joke. Only you can confirm the conversations that took place between you two in her office.”

      “Well, right now I don’t care about Carla. And whatever Savannah says, it is usually a big lie. They make a great pair. Yep, two psychos I can live without.” I paused to calm myself before I said things I would regret. “Without solid evidence and any other way to prove they teamed up against me, I’m not getting involved. I’ve turned the page. The label has enough means to deal with it on its own.” A low grunt escaped my lips. I refused to be those manipulative witches’ puppet any longer. “Whatever scheme they’ve come up with, I’m staying out of it. Both can rot in hell for all I care. And why is Carla still working if the label thinks she screwed me over? See? It’s all a big joke.”

      June kept talking, but I turned a deaf ear, working extra hard to keep my calm.

      “Tell the label’s attorney I’m unavailable to meet with him or for video calls or whatever. I won’t answer anyone’s questions. They all know what I think of Carla. Riley does too. He can vouch for me. He was there and heard her nonsense. Where is he anyway? I would have thought he would get involved in this himself and put a stop to it before it even reached my ears.”

      Riley Burns was my manager. He had been by my side since before I made it big on the music scene. Over the years he had become a friend to me, a brother, someone I could always count on.

      “He’s been in and out of meetings all day. We’re supposed to get together later, but he put me in charge in the meantime. It’s over my pay grade, but for you, I’d run errands naked if it meant you wouldn’t have to go through this on your own. Being the middleman is no fun, but I bark loud enough that the label is almost overnice each time they contact me.”

      “I get it. I swear. It’s just… I thought we all had moved on and that I was free from their scheming. Word of advice. Tell everyone who wants a piece of me right now to keep me out of it. I really don’t wanna have to come to the office and tell them what’s on my mind. It wouldn’t be good for anyone involved. Trust me.” 

      “I’m sorry, Carter. I really thought we were done dealing with them too.” June hesitated for a beat. “Let me see what I can do.”

      “You sure? I don’t like the idea of your being stuck between all of us. It’s not fair.”

      “I told Ry I would do it. And he knows he can count on me. I’m on your side. Always.” She paused and seemed to hesitate for a moment. “And Carter, listen… I also wanted to inform you about something else.” She lowered her tone. “So you’re not taken by surprise when the news comes out. Huh…Savanna landed that lead role in Wesley’s next movie. She’ll be everywhere. Giving interviews. Rising to the top. I just wanna make sure you’re ready for what it implies. Your relationship, or lack of it, will continue to feed the media. I would bet my next paycheck she’ll surf on your fame for a little longer.”

      Evil manipulator. Torturous witch. Selfish huckster. I lacked adjectives to describe my ex-girlfriend nowadays.

      “Seriously, can’t I catch a break? I’m sure there are more exciting scandals out there than my personal life, which isn’t interesting to anyone else right now. I’m almost a monk these days.”

      “Well, maybe. Some heiress will get divorced or some actor will be caught cheating soon enough, but for some reason, your love live is still the hot topic. You’ve always been so discreet about it in the past. It’s like now the entire planet thinks they are entitled to every detail. I know it’s not fair and you did nothing to deserve it, but that’s the way things are. People live vicariously through you. The mysterious and brooding top-selling country artist who ended a relationship that fed the gossip trash for two years. You offered them a window to your personal life, and they jumped in with both feet. Wasn’t it Savannah’s plan all along? It’s not like⁠—”

      “Just for the record, I don’t care about her big, multi-million-dollar Hollywood contract. Or whose dick she sucked to get there. Or that she snitched to my publicist.” As if my life hadn’t been enough of a circus lately, now my label suspected my ex-girlfriend had been feeding info to my publicist and vice-versa. They both knew my position about fame, and they went behind my back to sell me to the press. Sharks with no respect for private lives whatsoever. “She got the part, good for her. And bad for everyone else involved. The truth is she probably did unthinkable things to win it.” A chill crossed my entire self as I thought about how Savannah would do just about anything to get to her end. Yep, there were no lines she wouldn’t cross for fame or money. “Whatever went down with any of them isn’t my problem anymore. I’m over that bullshit, and I have no plan to revisit it anytime in the future. And, by the way, next time, tell whoever brings it up it wasn’t a separation, it was a fucking breakup. I dumped her ass.”

      For the last fifteen minutes, I’d been pacing my penthouse back and forth from the kitchen to the living room in an attempt to calm the storm raging inside me. I stopped by the dining table and placed a hand over the backrest of one of the chairs, hanging my head low, wondering how my day had gone from amazing to this. With its high ceilings, straight lines, open floor plan, and honey-colored hardwood floors, I loved everything about my place, especially the panoramic windows overlooking the city of Nashville in every room. My own bachelor pad. My safe haven. One that suffocated me right now the more June kept talking about the devil and her crazy sidekick.

      “Carter? Are you still there?”

      Angst built inside me. Why had I endured that nightmare for so long?

      My fist hit the table, and the vibration echoed through the room.

      I wasn’t the guy to lose his cool, not usually, but any mention of Savannah Prince took me back to a dark corner of my existence. A place I wished to never return.

      Bile rose in my throat at the memory of the hell I had endured for those two years.

      All this time, she wore the victim suit like a second skin.

      I heaved at the reminder.

      We were toxic together. Poison. Before her, I avoided all relationships, and she knew it. She took advantage. And I let her. I became the worst version of myself for the length of our relationship, pushing away all the people who genuinely cared about me. The ones who had my back.

      Never again would I wish to revisit that part of my existence. The one where I became sexually frustrated. And castrated—in many ways.

      It still angered me that I’d been blind for so long.

      Being linked to her had been my first mistake.

      Dating her had been the second.

      And moving in with her had been the fatal one.

      A prison that took me a long time to escape from.

      “Talk to me.” June sounded worried now. “Cart, don’t give her power over you.”

      June was right. My grip loosened around my phone, and I unglued it from my ear. Relax, man. Breathe in. Breathe out. Don’t let Savannah Prince ruin another one of your days. Not after she wrecked the last two years of your life.

      “Carter, try to keep your emotions out of the equation. She’s fishing for a reaction. Don’t give her that satisfaction and let her antics affect you.”

      “Yeah, I hear you, and you’re right.” I pivoted on my heels, grabbed an apple from the fruit basket on the kitchen island, and juggled it with one hand until I missed, and it crashed on the floor at my feet.

      “I will tell them you’re unavailable. To be on the safe side, I’ll run everything by Riley tonight to make sure we’re all on the same page. By the way, I only found out about all this one hour ago.”

      A humorless laugh bubbled out of me. “Like she hadn’t planned it ahead of time.”

      “I don’t want you to suffer anymore because of her actions. She seems desperate to keep feeding off your fame and your name.”

      A new upsurge of anger simmered inside me, and holding back my anger, I forced my voice to remain steady as the next words left my mouth. “Miss Hollywood, like the narcissist bitch she is, can’t stop painting me as the villain to gain all the sympathy and exposure she’s always dreamed of by acting like a victim. Typical. Geez, why can’t she set me free?” A guttural growl exited my mouth. “I’ll die before I put my name next to hers of my own volition again.”

      “I know. Believe me, I do. It’s like those two never grew a brain. Or a conscience. As long as I’m involved, they won’t get away with it. I’ll buy the shovel and bury them myself if I need to.”

      “That’s why people in this industry fear you.” Humor returned to my words.

      “Yeah, well, I guess Savannah and Carla haven’t gotten the memo they should stay away from your business.”

      “Well, their funerals.” I breathed out, some of my leftover anger evaporating. “I’ll stay put for a while and let the dust settle. When I come back, I’ll be stronger than ever before.”

      “You promise you’ll be fine?”

      I swallowed. “Yeah. I’ll be with my family. They always ground me. And the fresh air will do me good.”

      “Be safe, Carter. Just a sec, I’ll be right back. Some unknown number keeps calling.”

      It still surprised me how I had played along with Savannah Prince all this time without questioning her motives. Either she was smarter and a better actress than anyone would give her credit for or I was so lost back then that I refused to see the warning signs.

      A long sigh passed the rim of my lips.

      What was done was done. I was self-aware now, and I wouldn’t agree to any of her requests.

      Our relationship had turned out to be the worst decision of my life. By far. Worse than the sophisticated snake tattoo I got on my upper back at sixteen.

      The tattoo had been removed.

      However, nobody could ever erase my relationship with the Evil Queen.

      June’s voice broke my train of thought. “She’s relentless. I’m telling you, I bet she can feel the heat about to burn her ass.”

      “Who was it?”

      “Carla. She just requested an emergency meeting. She just wants to save face.”

      My tone hardened. “I’m fucking over all of this. And I’m done with this conversation. We’ve already lost enough time today on a subject I have no interest in. Let’s put an end to it. Get her on the phone.” I barked the words at June and slapped myself mentally. Come on, man, be nice. June is on your side.

      “Carter, forget it, you’re not in the right state of mind to talk to her. She’s not in her office at the moment. She said she’d be back this afternoon.”

      “I don’t care where she is. Mars or in the middle of the fucking jungle. Get her on the phone. She has a cell phone. Call her.” I paced the room, tugging at my hair. I exhaled through clenched teeth. “I’m sorry for yelling. You shouldn’t have to deal with this shit. It’s not your job. I’ll fucking shut her up once and for all. She’s done bossing all of us around like we’re her puppets. But I appreciate your help, and I swear I won’t punch anyone this time.” Last year, I had punched a paparazzi who was following me in New York City for no apparent reason other than I had been dealing with one of Savannah’s crazy episodes and he wouldn’t let it go. Six months ago, I stormed out of an interview when the host didn’t stop praising Savannah’s talent and charitable endeavor. Fucking idiot. That was my fucking money she had pledged.

      June sighed and kept her tone even. “Carter, listen to me. Calm the fuck down before you talk to anybody else. Nobody wants to deal with you when you’re like this. Take that break, go to the countryside as you planned, spend time with your family, then we’ll talk. Green Mountain usually helps you unwind. I’ll clear your schedule, and we’ll only keep the engagements you can’t miss. Meditate, do yoga, or any other shit that’ll help you relax. Stay away from the press, don’t watch the news, and let the Savannah story wear out. I’ll take care of it from my end. And please keep it in your pants. Don’t fuck around. The last thing you need is another scandal.”

      “What about Ry?”

      “I’ll share the new developments with him later and keep you updated. We’ll figure it out. All of us. Don’t worry. I have your back. Always.”

      With both hands, I tousled my hair, my phone now on speaker.

      “Fine. I trust you, June. You better be right about this. Never let Carla near me ever again. I can’t promise I won’t lose it next time. And if I wasn’t clear enough before, she’s fired. Tell the label whatever they wanna hear, but Carla isn’t on my team anymore. Effective now.” We agreed to talk later, the hair on my body standing on end, an unmistakable sign I needed to walk away before I had one of my episodes.

      I strode back to the kitchen and kicked a chair off balance. Lava boiled inside my veins.

      When did I become so restless? My emotions usually ran the game. Not my actions. But today, it all seemed too much to deal with.

      I needed a release. Something. Anything to calm my nerves down.

      My hand dragged along my jawline. My beard felt weird under the pads of my fingers. I’d never kept it this long, but now I used my scrubby face as a shield to hide from the rest of the world.

      I changed back into my workout gear, and with red boxing gloves on, I pounded the punching bag hanging from the ceiling of the small gym. Along with a treadmill and a weight station, it was set in the corner of one of the guest bedrooms I had transformed into a man cave. It also hosted arcade games, a large screen mounted on the wall, and an oversized leather couch. Every time my friends came over, this was the room where we spent all our time.

      The exertion burned my muscles, and sweat pearled on my forehead. With my shoulder, I pushed strands of hair falling over my eyes away. With both arms around the bag, I stopped its back-and-forth motion and leaned my forehead against the slick surface, catching my breath. Punching the sucker for one hour straight did nothing to ease my angst.

      Riled and restless, I packed my guitar and a few things in the trunk, tossed a duffle bag filled with clothes on the backseat, and climbed into my SUV.

      When I told Taylor, my bodyguard and chief of security, earlier that I was going to spend some time in Green Mountain, I didn’t expect to leave today. But now that I thought about it, there was nowhere else I’d rather be.

      The tires screeched as I exited the parking garage in a hurry.

      As I replayed June’s and my animated conversation in my head on a loop, I headed toward the mountains.

      Once some of my wrath melted away, I gave myself a pep talk. Get your shit together, Carter. Use this time to work on your next album and be with your family. With the train wreck my life had become, it’d been too long since I released a new album. Yeah, the last one had been before Savannah. I had one scheduled last year but ended up pushing it back indefinitely as I worked on my dead-end relationship. The joke was on me now. It was long overdue to give in to my creative side. My fans were adamant about it. Time to go back on the road and bring the music back into my life. No more wasting my time in a relationship based on false promises and pretenses. Savannah had hardened my already icy heart and wrecked my mojo, and I was ready to leave my past behind and move forward with my life.
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        * * *

      

      Jack and Dahlia were already there, waiting for me on the front porch, when I parked my black SUV in front of the three-story log cabin at the end of the road. Located atop the mountain, it offered the perfect view of the valleys and the sunsets. At night, the lack of city lights provided a glorious sight of the constellations sprinkling the black canvas. Back when Dahlia and I formed the Carter Hills Band together with our ex-bandmate, Stud Burgess, we used to play at Green Mountain Fest every fall. We started performing on the small stages when we were kids and ended up headlining the festivals only a few years later. After her life went through the wringer, Dahlia moved here full-time. Nestled in the Smoky Mountains, it possessed all the small-town charm one would expect while being just a few hours’ drive from Nashville, Atlanta, and other big cities. Green scenery, fresh air, valleys, and a quaint Main Street, it was no wonder Dahlia chose to raise Jack here.

      Over the years, I’d acquired half a dozen luxury log cabins all over town—most of them nestled in the mountains—and rented them to high-end businesses and wealthy folks craving some peace of mind. No other spots beat the mountains to evade your everyday life and forget about everything making you tick.

      This one cabin where I had parked, I kept it as mine.

      Nobody except close friends or family was welcome here.

      Its location gave me some much-needed privacy, and no picture hunters could take snapshots of me when I relaxed on the deck over the steep mountainside.

      Perfect spot.

      When I bought the lot at the top of the mountain, I had a gate installed down the road and a fence put around the perimeter to keep bears and other animals out—and of course, stalkers. Let’s be real. I’d had some following me around over the years. I had my mountain lodge, where the view was breathtaking, built first. The following year, I added two smaller cabins next to it, both of them sitting in the gated part of the property. I used them to lodge friends who stayed overnight, while the rest of the time they were rented through agencies that conducted thorough background checks on everyone, never compromising my security. They made sure everything was in working order and always left a handwritten note in the kitchen to welcome each new guest. I never revealed my identity, but I loved the idea of offering those who stayed in one of my cabins a personal welcome. It was one of the many little details that made up the experience I was providing within my rental business.

      My other properties were spread all over Green Mountain. I bought them through the years and made minimal changes to them as they were already fully furnished and ready to be rented. They just diversified my real estate portfolio. Nonetheless, all guests staying at any of my cabins always received the same little attentions to make their stay unique and memorable.

      “Carrrter.” Jack ran my way and jumped into my arms as soon as I climbed out of my truck.

      I held on to him tight and twirled him around. The long drive had defused every remnant speck of my anger. Thanks to the wide-open countryside scenery, some old classic rock music, and peppermint tea.

      “Hey, buddy. It’s been too long, I’ve missed you.” I ruffled his short dark hair and put him back on his feet. With my palm raised, I pretended to measure him to my body. “You’re almost a man now. You’ve grown at least two inches since I last saw you.” Jack, Dahlia, and I hadn’t spent time together in months due to the fact that I was in a very dark place and was trying not to drown in the chaos of my love life and bring the ones I loved down the rabbit hole with me.

      The boy giggled, and Dahlia mouthed Thank you from where she stood, her arms crossed over her chest, wearing ripped dark denims and a red flannel jacket.

      “I could use some help. Show me those muscles of yours.” Jack flexed his arms, and I handed him my guitar case with a grin. “Be careful. You’re the only one I trust with it.” I bent at the knees, leveling our faces, and whispered, “Don’t tell your mama, or she’ll be jealous.” Jack snickered, and my voice rose as I added, “Put it in my studio.”

      The boy’s eyes sparkled. He knew how much the guitar meant to me. I had gifted him a kid-sized replica last summer for his fifth birthday. He wouldn’t treat diamonds any better. And the kid had natural talent. It flowed in his veins. He shared the same genuine passion for music that Dahlia and I did at his age.

      His mama inched closer and rose to the tips of her toes to drop a kiss on my cheek. Our eyes met, and we exchanged more in our gazes than any words could ever do.

      “I’ve missed you, Carter.”

      I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her closer. She felt skinnier than usual under my touch. I framed her face with both hands and leaned back to look at her. A lone tear rolled down her cheek, and I wiped it off with the pad of my thumb. “I’ve missed you too. So damn much. I’m sorry. I needed to heal and find my way. On my own.”

      Dahlia lowered her gaze, her hands stuffed in her pockets. “I know. Didn’t mean I wasn’t worried about you. It’s okay, though.”

      “No, it’s not, but I’ll make up for it.”

      She squeezed my forearm, and her lips curled up.

      Back when Dahlia, Stud, and I had a band together, Dahlia hated the fame, so after she found out she was pregnant with Jack, she walked away from it. Then everything went to shit, and she secluded herself here in Green Mountain and stayed out of the public eye. For good.

      Lost in my toxic relationship with the devil herself, I let Dahlia and Jack down for a few months. I refused to involve them in the nasty turmoil my life had turned into. It was mine to fix. I promised myself it’d never happen again.

      Was Dahlia’s weight loss related to my messy existence? It wouldn’t be the first time my antics affected her. I blew out a worried breath.

      She stepped back, breaking our embrace, as Jack came trotting in our direction.

      “Done. Your guitar is safe in your music room.”

      “Thanks, bud. I knew you were the man for the job.” We fist-bumped, and I handed him another bag. “This is precious stuff too. Are you up for the challenge?”

      “Yes, sir,” he said, giving me a salute. A flicker of emotion tickled my spine. The small gesture reminded me so much of my big brother when we were younger. I chased the memory away.

      “Hey, Dah. Where’s your car?”

      “At the mechanic’s. Nick dropped us off an hour ago.”

      “I could’ve picked you two up. You know that, right?”

      She flicked her hands as she added, “It’s nothing. Nick had errands to run anyway. It’s not like we live hours from here either.” True. They lived a few miles from my cabin.

      “When is he picking you up?”

      “In two or three days. Haven’t decided yet. Did I forget to tell you Jack and I are staying with you? Is that all right?”

      The idea the three of us would spend a few days together sent a soothing feeling through me. For a second, it felt like old times.

      “Oh yes, it’s perfect.”

      I opened the back door of the truck and swung the duffel bag over my shoulder, draped my arm around Dahlia, and we followed Jack into the house.

      “Hope you’re hungry. I’ve cooked dinner. We could eat early and get Jack to bed and spend some one-on-one time together. We’re long overdue.” She glanced at me, one brow arched, a small curve playing on her lips. My heart swelled as I took her in. God, I’ve missed her.

      “I’m starving, and there’s nothing I’d like more than spend some alone time with you, Dah.” I winked and kissed her forehead before leading her inside and taking all my stuff to my room upstairs. The master bedroom occupied the entire third floor. It was decorated simply with a recycled barn-wood king-size bed with matching nightstands on either side, a dark charcoal bedspread, a walk-in closet, and an en-suite bathroom. A large black-and-white picture of my first solo show—the one Dahlia herself took and gifted to me—was hung above the bed. On the second floor, Jack had his own room with a guitar-shaped bed my ex-bandmate Stud Burgess handcrafted for him after he outgrew his crib. Next were a bathroom and three additional guest rooms—one Dahlia used every time she spent the night—down the hall. Toys and clothes filled Jack’s closet because my home was his too. Even Dahlia had left some of her stuff in her bedroom, so whenever she decided to stay over, she was never caught off guard.

      Stud and his wife now lived in Oregon with their children, and we barely saw each other, except for a couple of times a year. I missed my friend, but he was happy, and in the end, it was all that mattered.

      When Stud quit the band, soon after Dahlia did, my existence shattered. I had not seen it coming. The guy breathed music. Talented, he begged Dahlia and me to give him a chance to join our band back in the day. And he soon became family. Growing up in a fucked-up environment, I understood his need to build something else. A family. A stable future for him and his wife. Even if I wanted to, I could never blame him for offering his kids the chance he never got when he was a child himself.

      While I showered, Dahlia and Jack busied themselves in the kitchen downstairs. Other than the den and my music studio, the kitchen had always been one of my favorite rooms in the cabin. It had state-of-the-art Sunset Bronze appliances, a large island with a walnut butcher-block top, and a panoramic window overlooking the valley. Like every other room here, it had hardwood floors, wooden walls, and twelve-foot-high wood plank ceilings. The cabinets were painted a soft shade of cream just like the L-shaped couch in the living room, the rug in the den, and the bricks dressing up the fireplace. A few teal accent items like pillows, vases, and paintings—the ones Dahlia insisted I needed—were scattered around. The cabin was a bigger replica of the two-story smaller ones down the road. It was a mix of rustic and farmhouse chic. Thanks to my best friend, it looked like a house and not just a bachelor pad with no personality.

      On the walls were framed pictures of the happy memories of my life, and some of Jack’s pieces of art through the years.

      The smell of white wine sauce pasta with fresh herbs invaded my nostrils as I grabbed a clean towel from under the sink to dry myself off. Dressed in low-cut denims and a long-sleeved black shirt, I jogged downstairs. Not in the mood to tame the wild strands of my shaggy look, another side effect of my after-Savannah-Prince era, I raked a hand through my damp hair. It was freeing not to give a damn about trivial details of my appearance and just surf life for once.

      “Ohmygod, Carter. Your hair,” Dahlia teased with a tentative smile as I joined her by the stove. “It’s so long and unruly. I wouldn’t have been able to tell earlier.” She studied me for an instant. “Never mind, I like it. It’s a good look on you.” For a second, I forgot I’d worn a beanie when I arrived.

      I shrugged, half-smiling. “Let’s just say grooming hasn’t been a top priority lately. And it’s easier to stay under the radar when I look like this.” I shoved the carrot stick Dahlia offered me into my mouth.

      Dahlia had always said I looked like a boy-man with my tousled hair. Like I knew she would, she ran her fingers through it, and loads of memories from our past resurfaced.

      A shiver traversed me. Not sure if it was due to the mid-January crisp air or her familiar touch reminding me of my carefree days. When we used to be at the top of the world together. She and I living the dream we’d been cherishing since we were little kids. I loved my life now, but parts of me missed those early days. When everything Dahlia and I did felt like magic. Back when we still had that innocence about the rock star lifestyle and climbed the ladder to stardom one step at a time, having no clue what would happen when we reached the top. I understood the choices she had made in the last few years, but that didn’t mean it sometimes still didn’t sting to walk onstage on my own.

      “I’m glad we’re all here,” Dahlia said.

      “Me too. Gimme a few minutes, I’ll light up the fireplace.” I left the kitchen, crossed the living room and beelined toward the side door as a wave of nostalgia hit me. I wasn’t in love with my best friend anymore, but sometimes, when we were alone, playing house,I got a picture of what life could have been if things between us had been different. Standing in the living room with my hand around the doorknob, I surveyed the space around me. On my right was a hallway leading to a home gym and my music studio, rooms no one visited except me, and the media room which consisted of a large screen and oversized couch. The wooden staircase separated the living room from the rest of the main floor where the kitchen, dining room, and den were located. The latter had large windows that gave the impression we were standing outside and a second fireplace. I loved the room. It was one of my favorites, and every time it snowed, I sat there and looked outside for hours, playing music and losing myself in my creative side.

      With a pile of wood in my arms, I shut the door with a kick. A shiver zipped through me. The winter this year was colder than usual.

      The fire crackled as I contemplated the scenery from the bay windows in the den. A sense of calm washed over me. The sky, a pale shade of gray, threatened us with an imminent snowfall. A breeze lifted fallen leaves from the ground and twirled them around. From where I stood, I saw the silhouettes of the mountains in the distance, the peaks no doubt covered in snow. I rubbed my jaw. Home. Green Mountain was home. I blew out a shuddering breath. Maybe I should move here full-time. Sure, I’d miss Nashville, but here, I felt calmer. In control.

      Happier.

      Jack joined me and slid his tiny palm into mine. We stayed still for a fat minute, our gazes glued to the mountains afar. The tension in my back vanished. I closed my eyes, tingles of contentment rising inside me at the realization I had conquered my heartbreaks and was still standing strong. And tall. Just like those mountains that passed the test of time.
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        * * *

      

      After I sang Jack one of my songs, at his request, Dahlia tucked him in bed while I attacked the dishes. A smile stretched my lips at the thought of being here with two of my most favorite people in the world. The ones who mattered.

      No camera flashes.

      No interviews.

      No screaming fans.

      No underdressed groupies or crazy stalkers after me.

      No Savannah Prince or her toxic nonsense.

      When Dahlia joined me, I handed her a glass of wine. Her floral fragrance, the same one she’d been wearing for the last ten years, reached my nostrils. The one reminding me I was home. “How are you doing? For real.”

      She offered me a hint of a smile. “I’m fine.” Without taking a sip, she put the wineglass on the counter beside her, avoiding my gaze.

      “Come on, it’s me, Dah. You can tell me anything. No woman who says she’s fine is ever fine.”

      She huffed a laugh.

      “What is it?” I cocked my head to the side, meeting her watery eyes.

      Her eyes brimmed with tears, and she fanned herself with a hand.

      A weird sensation twisted my insides.

      “I’m not sad. I swear.”

      I let go of the breath I was holding.

      She swallowed a big gulp of air, met my eyes, and said, “Carter, I’m pregnant.” Cradling her face with my hands, I stared at her. I studied her moss-green eyes, the curve of her lips, the blush on her cheeks. My lips drew into a sad upturn when, for a second, I wished this could have been the news we could have shared together. The words felt like a déjà vu. Something we had uttered in the past.

      I cleared my throat, my mouth as dry as California during a drought. “Are they happy or sad tears, Dah?” I usually had no trouble reading her expressions. Not this time. The flow down her cheeks confused me. A lot. Women’s simplest emotions were always the hardest to figure out.

      “Happy,” Dahlia sniffled.

      “Why the tears then?” I clamped her waist with my hands and dropped a soft kiss on her forehead.

      “I was…I was scared to tell you. I didn’t know how you’d react.” She looped her arms around my midsection and buried her face into my chest. My hands traced circles on her back. “You and I, we went through this once. It makes me emotional thinking about the last time I told you I…I was pregnant…with Jack. And the aftermath of how it changed our relationship. You. Me. Jeff. It brings back so many memories. Good and bad. I swear I’m happy about it. Nick and I, we’re ready for this.”

      My heart quivered in my chest, and a tightening sensation wrenched at my insides. I breathed slowly. The last time my best friend announced she was pregnant, it ended up being the beginning of a very traumatic episode in our lives. But she deserved her happily-ever-after. She’d been through too much not to come out stronger on the other side. And thriving.

      “If you’re happy, then I’m happy for you. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.” My pulse slowed down, and the knots in my chest slackened. Air flowed in and out of my lungs easier. I had faith that this time around, her pregnancy wouldn’t be a bittersweet memory. With a finger, I tipped her chin up and looked into her eyes. “What about the weight loss? You don’t seem so fine to me.”

      “Morning sickness. Remember how it was with Jack? I couldn’t get out of the house for weeks.”

      A lopsided smile twitched my lips at the recollection. “How’s Nick?”

      “Ecstatic. He’s a wonderful dad to Jack. I love him, and he’s good to me.” Dahlia and Nick had gotten married two years ago. The summer before I embarked on my ride to hell with the one I shouldn’t mention.

      They had an intimate ceremony here, in the mountains, with only a few people in attendance. I shed a tear or two that day. My heart had ached at the sight of my best friend in a white dress for the second time. However, it also allowed me to let go of the feelings I’d bottled up long ago. Dahlia, Nick, and Jack were a family of their own, and I trusted Nick to care of the two people I loved the most in this world.

      I sighed. On their wedding day, I wished it could’ve been me up there at the altar. Today, this feeling re-emerged. I wished this baby were mine.

      But the news also confirmed I had made my peace with this part of my past. As much as I still loved her, my feelings for Dahlia weren’t the same that had clung to me for so long. We were best friends, and I was okay with the current status of our relationship.

      Entangled in blankets, we sat on the loveseat before the fireplace, just like old times. Dahlia’s head rested on my lap, and I smoothed her red hair, twisting strands around my fingers.

      “I love you, Carter. That will never change. Time for you to find your happiness too.” She yawned, and I stayed silent. My pulse spiked at the thought.

      Life would change for all of us. Things would never be the same again.

      A baby.

      Knots tied my stomach. Dahlia and Jack were no longer mine. Not like they used to be. Our family, as we’d known it, would be altered forever. Dahlia and Nick would have a baby. A child of their own. Even though I refused to panic at the idea, I wondered if I would still have a place in our unique family dynamics or if I would be on my own all over again. Unless… No. I refused to let myself think about the different scenarios tonight. I wasn’t ready to deal with the consequences of my curiosity. Not before I was absolutely sure I could handle the outcome without the reality of it plunging me into another downward spiral. Perhaps someday I’d be ready to face the truth. Not today, though.

      My throat closed, and I focused on my breathing to avoid getting unsettled by the emotions raging inside me. Now wasn’t the time to have an episode.

      Jack was sleeping upstairs in his bedroom, and Dahlia was here. With me.

      Everything was fine. We were all fine. They would forever be my family. No matter what. That, I was sure of. Just in a different way. It was all good. The realization quieted the insecure part of my mind.

      Pushing the thoughts of the unknown as far away as I could, I blinked fast to keep in the tears prickling the back of my eyes.

      Tightness developed in my chest, and choosing to have faith in the unknown, I slumped back, my head sinking into the headrest, evading my flow of paralyzing thoughts, and fell asleep to the steady rhythm of Dahlia’s breathing.
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