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      A Bad Boy/Nerdy Curvy Girl Romance

      

      Micah

      Being left at the altar wouldn't have been nearly as humiliating if it hadn’t happened in front of the whole damn world. But when you have an international reputation as the “Bad Boy of Country Music” someone is always watching. Is it any wonder, my beloved grandmother tells me its time I return home to my small Texas town roots. The last thing I need is the same meddling grandmother setting me up with her ridiculously smart tenant. Did I mention she’s deliciously curvy and has big blue eyes that remind me of the Texas sky? Yep, I’m in trouble. 

      Astrid

      I’m a nerd with a capital “N.” Between getting  my Ph.D in Geology and my strange obsession with art fraud documentaries, I’m one pocket-protector short of being Queen of the Nerds. I’m already in over my head trying to make the family bookstore a success. The very last thing I need is to be stuck in an old Victorian house with Mr. Tall, Dark and Way-Too-Hot-For-Me. Still, there’s something in his sultry brown eyes that hint at more depth and intelligence than he pretends to have. But can I really claim a bruised heart that already belongs to his music?
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      Micah

       

      The worst thing about being a hometown hero is coming home in shame.

      Right now, my life is pretty much in shambles. I’m just off a very public break-up from something that wasn’t even real. My manager has been skimming funds, and I haven’t written a good song in months.

      I’ve been out in the world a long damn time, and, as the “bad boy of country music,” I pretty much do whatever the fuck I want to do most of the time. I generally try not to be an asshole. The truth is, there aren’t that many people whose opinions actually matter to me. But my Me-Maw is one of them. So, when Me-Maw requests my presence, I head my ass home.

      I owe my paternal grandmother everything. She, after all, is the one who raised me when my parents decided I wasn’t worth the trouble. They left me with her and headed off to do their own thing when I was so young, I don’t even remember much of them. My mom passed away a few years ago, but my dad is still alive and kicking.

      Well, mostly flailing and causing trouble. He’s the lead guitarist for an aging rock band that hasn’t filled an arena in more than a decade. Doesn’t stop the old guy from wearing his hair too long and still peeling on his skin-tight leather pants.

      Even with us both being musicians, we don’t run in the same circles. I have plenty of rock-crossover fans, but I’d bet most people don’t even know I’m Heath Stone’s son. No love lost there.

      Back to my Me-Maw and the reason I’m pulling this rental car into a parking spot on the square in my home town of Saddle Creek. I park directly in front of The Needle Bards and exhale loudly.

      No doubt the good people of my small Texas roots will not be happy that I’m back here. Especially since the last time resulted in a mishap involving far too many miniature fainting goats that destroyed the entire bluebonnet crop for that year’s Bluebonnet Festival. After that incident, the mayor politely and quietly made it known that I was not welcome back in town unless I could get my shit together.

      Since I’ve always liked my shit exactly where it is and don’t exactly respond well to authority figures, I’ve kept my distance. 

      I wince as I get out of the car and stretch my back. I shoot a quick text to my buddy, Ian, letting him know I’m here, and then he’s opening the front door of the tattoo shop he owns with his younger brother, Zane.

      Ian gives me the standard one-armed sideways hug that most men are comfortable with.

      “Hey man, come on in,” Ian says. He leads me to a room in the back, behind the main part of the parlor. There, we find a small round table and two other guys sitting, playing cards.

      Ian kicks a chair out as an invitation to me before falling into the other empty one himself. “Y’all remember Micah,” he says.

      Zane stands and shakes my hand across the table. The other guy looks up and smiles.

      “Micah, how ya been, man?”

      “Nash. It’s been a minute, hasn’t it?” We, too, shake hands. I glance around the small kitchen/breakroom. “Don’t suppose you brought any of your fudge?”

      He nods behind me. “Container on the counter. They always have some here.”

      “True fucking story. Though it used to last longer,” Zane says. “My apprentice is pregnant with twins and that girl can put away some fudge.”

      “You have an apprentice?” I ask.

      Nash drops a waxed paper-covered chunk of fudge in front of me.

      “Johnny Crawford’s wife.”

      I know Johnny, sure, but have no idea who he’s married to. So I just shrug.

      “You remember Baker Rhodes?” Ian asks.

      “Baseball, right?”

      “Yes, though that’s done and he’s back home, running the ice cream joint with his wife. Anyways, Harper is his younger sister and she’s married to Johnny,” Ian says.

      I shake my head. “That’s a lot of marriages.”

      The other three men at the table all hold up their hands, each sporting a band on their left hand. Though Ian’s is inked in, and Zane’s is one of those black silicone-looking rings.

      “For fuck’s sake. Y’all too?” I playfully punch Ian in the shoulder. “I mean I knew this fucker was a goner the minute I saw him with Cleary.”

      “Oh yeah, weren’t you the one who was supposed to be getting hitched that weekend?” Zane asks.

      I spread my arms open wide. “Obviously that didn’t work out so well.”

      “You alright, man?” Nash asks.

      I swallow thickly, not because I’m not okay, because I am.

      But here’s the thing about being famous: most everybody you meet wants a piece of you.

      Sounds cliché, right? But it’s true.

      Now, I’m not saying most everybody you meet is an asshole. It’s not that. Sure, there are always some people that want your money or the access that being in your crew will get them. Some people will suck you dry if you let them. But most people just want to brush up against stardom for a few seconds. They what that dusting of glitter and pixie dust that floats around in the air around famous people.

      And if you think it sounds like I’m full of shit, you can fuck right off, because first off, I know it sounds douche-y. And I also know it’s an illusion. Fame is just bullshit and lighting and people’s fantasies. It’s not real. There is no magic. There is no pixie dust.

      And secondly, of course I’m full of shit. I’m a song writer, for fuck’s sake. It’s literally my job to make shit sound fancier than it is.

      My point here is this: I don’t get a lot of people who ask me how I’m doing and actually mean it. Because most people don’t really care how I’m doing. They just want a dusting of that damn pixie dust.

      But when Nash asks, I can tell he means it. So, yeah, I have to swallow past a knot in my throat. We were never close, he and I, but we knew each other well enough and it’s fucking great to be home.

      “Yeah. Jess and I were never in love or whatever. Frankly, I’m not even sure that’s possible in the world I live in. Too many pre-conceived notions and people watching.” I pull my sober medallion out of my pocket and palm it, letting is press against my skin before I turn it over again and again with my fingers. “So no heartbreak. Just inconvenience and publicity.”

      “No such thing as bad publicity,” Ian says. “Isn’t that what everyone always says?”

      “Something like that,” I murmur.

      “That why you are back in town?” Zane asks. “Getting out of the limelight for a while?”

      I shake my head, chew and swallow the bite of fudge. “Nah, Me-Maw said she needed me to come home for something. The thing with Jess will fade. Right now, I think the paps are more interested in where Jess is and my drummer that she ran away with.

      “And you came to see us first,” Nash says. He touches his heart dramatically. “I’m honored.”

      “When I realized I’d be getting in too late, I called Ian. Me-Maw has been asleep for hours, so no rush in me getting over there.”

      The three men eyed each other, but just nodded. They played a few hands of five-card draw while filling me in on local gossip.

      “So all of the Crawfords are married?” I asked.

      “Yep. All of them,” Zane said.

      “Christ, is everyone married in this town?”

      Ian chuckled. “Not everyone. But love definitely seems to be in the air here in Saddle Creek.”

      “Yet you had to fly your ass to Vegas to find your woman,” Nash says to Ian.

      “All thanks to my good friend, Micah.” Ian pats my shoulder.

      “You were pissed at me in Vegas,” I point out.

      “You deserved it. What did you do with that three-million-dollar ring?” Ian asks.

      “Three million dollars? What the fuck is wrong with you, boy?” Nash asks.

      “First of all, I gave it back to Jess. She’s the one who bought the damn thing.” The whole ordeal had been the pop princess’s idea. Our marriage, how it could benefit both of our careers … all of it. Sure, we like each other well enough. She convinced me that was a better basis for marriage than anything else. She swore we could make it work. What a load of shit.

      “Did she actually marry your drummer?” Zane asked.

      “No. That, turns out, was also just a publicity stunt. She got cold feet, but Jess can’t do anything unless it’s over the top dramatic,” I say.

      Zane’s phone buzzes and he gets a dopey smile on his face as he reads the text.

      “I’d make fun of your stupid face, but I probably look just like that when I get texts from Cleary,” Ian says.

      “Yep. It’s time for me to go home. My Starfish is done with her work and it’s snuggle time,” Zane says.

      “I could have gone my whole life without hearing that sentence. Also, what the fuck is a Starfish?” I ask.

      Zane chuckles. “Long story, my man. See you cats later.” He makes his way to the door at the back of the shop. “Good to see you, Micah. Stay away from all the livestock while you’re in town.”

      The other two guys guffaw with laughter.

      “Har-har,” I grumble.

      Nash checks his phone. “It’s time I get home to my wife as well.”

      I wait until Nash is gone before turning to my oldest friend. “Are you whipped too, like those guys?”

      “Afraid so. But it’s less about being whipped and more about finally seeing the truth of the matter. No other woman would have mattered to me or made me give up bachelorhood. It was just Cleary.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Soulmates, you cranky fucker.”

      I snort. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Deadly serious. I know you’ve written a handful of songs on the notion, but you don’t know anything about being in love or loving someone.” He stands.

      I do the same because it’s not like I can stay at their tattoo shop overnight.

      “Do you need to stay at my place tonight?” Ian asks. “I won’t be asking my lil darlin to be quiet though.”

      I scrape a hand down my face. “Christ, Ian.” I shake my head. “No. I don’t have a key for Me-Maw’s house with me, but I know how to get into her house without being caught.”

      Ian stares at me for a minute, then gives me a weird grin. “Good luck with that.”
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