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      I didn’t even realize I was writing this book for my real-life husband until I was finished, but this one is most certainly for him.
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            Note From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey guys! I didn’t set out to make this book about anything dark, but when the characters started having complicated backgrounds, I also didn’t stop them. I definitely didn’t think this was going to be a book about a girl who had been abused. But here we are.

      Domestic abuse—physical, mental, or emotional—is not okay. The things that Parker has gone through are real-life situations, though, and she has real-life baggage from them. I’ve been there. I know from personal experience.

      That said, I don’t want anyone to glorify things like that, and I don’t want to make it seem okay. If you know someone who’s facing a relationship that’s hurting them, or a partner who’s going out of their way to abuse them, please help them. If you yourself are facing a situation like that, please, please get help. Find someone you can count on to get you out of the situation. Build a plan for escape. Whatever it takes to get yourself to safety.

      This is important. Anyone who’s going through that deserves better.

      If you need help or someone to talk to, I’m only a DM away. If you need better help than that, contact the National Domestic Abuse hotline at 800-799-7233.

      All that said, I love this book like it’s my own child, because the characters are so personal to me. I hope you love it just as much! And in the end, Parker—and her baggage—do get their HEA, which is what I hope for every one of us.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            Parker

          

        

      

    

    
      “If I never see another suitcase in my entire life, it’ll be too soon,” I grunted, yanking one bag, and then another, and then another out of the back of the cab.

      While the useless cabbie stood there with his hands in his pockets and watched. Because evidently it would have been asking too much to expect him to actually help a girl with the bags she’d stuffed into his cab when she stumbled out of the train station and ran right into him.

      I mean, I guessed I should at least be thankful that it hadn’t taken long to find a ride. Having to actually put any effort into it might have flat out killed me. Still, it would have been nice if the cabbie I ran into had been one of those guys who kept his mouth shut during the drive but went out of his way to take care of things once you arrived at your destination. Instead, I got someone who wanted to ask a million questions and then stand there and watch as I handled the heavy lifting. Literally.

      “You know, your chance of a good tip would be a lot better if you actually helped me with this stuff.” I gestured to the bags at my feet—only one of them actually mine—and waited.

      His eyes followed my gesture and blinked slowly… and then he finally jumped into action. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry,” he said, darting forward. “I just… I was thinking… I mean, you’re Parker Pelton, right? You’re… You’re…”

      I nearly groaned. So that was what all the questions had been about. I should have realized. The guy wasn’t actually interested in where I’d been and what I’d been doing there. No, strike that. Scratch it. He was interested in where I’d been and what I’d been doing there. But only because I’d been there with worldwide country sensation Avery Dawson, newly minted princess of country music and the cutest thing anyone had ever seen, according to the last magazine article I’d read.

      Cute. I snorted. The man who wrote that had obviously never experienced Avery on a day when things weren’t going her way. She was still tiny and cute, yeah, but she was a whole lot more like a miniature pit bull than a precious little Yorkie if she wasn’t getting what she wanted.

      She’d also spent the last year dragging me in front of every camera she could see. Yes, I was just her manager and should therefore have gotten to stay behind the scenes, the way I liked it. I should have been doing coordination, phone calls, organization. Making sure Avery had as much coffee as she could drink, with plenty of hot chocolate to mix into it.

      I should have been taking care of details, not smiling for the camera.

      But Avery was also one of my best friends. And she’d flat out refused to do anything without me the entire time we were on tour. Which meant that instead of staying behind the scenes, I’d been dragged out to every personal appearance she made. Every radio interview. Every photo shoot. Every visit to a hospital and ribbon cutting and release party and dinner with other artists.

      And every single time, someone had a camera.

      So there I was, the girl who didn’t want any attention, taking picture after picture with America’s sweetheart. Doing my best to grin and look like I was there on purpose and enjoying every second of it. When I’d really just wanted to crawl behind the closest car and hide.

      This guy must have seen at least one of those pictures and put two and two together when I fell right into him coming down the steps of the train station. He’d gotten me into his car and then started asking questions as quickly as he could.

      “She’s married,” I told him bluntly. “Or did you miss that particular article?”

      His face creased into a frown of confusion… and then a darker scowl of disappointment. “Really? I thought she’d been on tour all year.”

      God, the poor boy. Had he actually thought he had a chance? Avery had been on tour for the last year, cameras flashing and fans screaming, and had quickly made a name for herself as one of the hottest stars in the music industry. We were newly home but the record label had already booked two more albums from her and was planning another tour starting in a few months.

      She wasn’t the sort of girl who’d come home and fall for a cabbie.

      I mean, she might have been once. But not anymore. Namely because she’d fallen head-over-heels in love with a rancher from Arberry, North Carolina. Fallen so deeply for him, in fact, that I thought every single song on the next album was actually going to be about him. And every song on the album after that. And probably the album after that, too. He’d followed us on the road for a couple months before he went home, and once he left she’d whined incessantly about missing him.

      She’d missed him so much she’d gone to his ranch rather than coming back to Nashville with me, breaking the record label’s orders and thumbing her nose at them—knowing as well as they did that they wouldn’t give her any trouble for it. Their golden girl wanted to go see her new husband and spend a week on their honeymoon, and not even the stingiest of the record execs had been able to tell her no.

      Which was why I was here, lugging three suitcases with me when I’d only taken one on the road. Avery hadn’t wanted to take her bags with her to Jackson’s when she already had things there, and had sent them back to Nashville with me instead. I wasn’t sure whether ‘taking care of Avery’s luggage’ fell under the manager heading or the best friend label, but I’d been regretting it ever since she handed the bags over.

      “She was on tour,” I said, coming back to earth and seeing the cabbie still standing there in front of me. “And her new boyfriend was on the road with us in Vegas when she decided she wanted to have a wedding in front of Elvis. So I’m afraid she’s officially off the market. Thanks for the ride, buddy.”

      I handed him cash to cover the trip from the train station to my front door and turned, lugging the baggage behind me, before he could reply to that—or ask me any more questions. I was tired of talking. I was tired of people. Tired of performing. Tired of pretending to be someone I had absolutely, definitely never been. I wasn’t a performer. I didn’t like the limelight. I’d entered the industry as one of the people who worked behind the scenes, and I liked it.

      Fewer people. Smaller crowds. A total lack of screaming fans.

      Now that I was home, I wanted my quiet, sunny kitchen, a mug of hot chocolate, and a piping hot bath. And then I was going to sleep for about a month.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I’d climbed the three million steps to my front door (not really, but you try climbing any number of steps with three full suitcases bouncing along behind you and tell me how you feel about it), I had changed that estimate.

      I didn’t want to sleep for a month. I wanted to sleep for a year. Turn my phone off, shut every computer in the house down, and rest. The last year had been exhausting. We’d been late getting to the tour courtesy of a storm that landed us in Arberry for a week, and then we’d been going a million miles an hour for a year. We’d hit so many cities that I’d lost track of where we were in about April, and I didn’t know if I could ever listen to any of Avery’s music again without smelling the popcorn and beer and corn dogs that everyone seemed to order at her concerts.

      I had to grin at the thought, though. When I first moved to Nashville with my childhood best friend, determined to force my way into the music industry come hell or high water, I’d never imagined that things would happen so quickly. I’d managed to find a position with a big label and they’d put me and Olivia Johns—the best friend—up in a house with another newcomer.

      A girl who’d been plucked out of her hometown and awarded a record deal courtesy of a music contest she won.

      A girl they were sending to every bar and back-alley venue they could sign as they tried to determine whether she had what they called ‘real commercial appeal.’

      A girl named Avery Dawson.

      I’d been assigned to be her manager and Olivia… Well, Olivia had just been along for the ride, honestly. We’d all been wide-eyed and naive and incredibly starstruck at the idea that Avery had a record deal, and we must have had ‘newcomers’ painted all over our faces. We’d never thought, in a million years, that within a few years we’d be out on tour, Avery winning everyone over with that blinding smile and those blond curls. Not a one of us would have guessed that the end of that tour would see her already signed to further albums—or that I would still be her manager, there by her side at every appearance.

      It had been a whirlwind. A hurricane of epic proportions. And it was amazing. But I was still very, very tired.

      I reached out and unlocked the door, my mind stumbling ahead of me to that bath and the hot chocolate I might manage afterward.

      An envelope fell out of the door jam and right onto my feet.

      “What the…?” I ducked down and grabbed it, my stomach sinking. We had a mailbox at the end of the driveway that I’d very specifically not checked yet.

      Normal people put mail in the mailbox.

      Envelopes pinned to your door were never good news.

      I flipped it over and saw my name written—by hand—on the front of the envelope. No address. Another glance told me that the return address was that of a lawyer’s office here in Nashville.

      Jesus Christ in a stroller, what was this? I rolled quickly through my memories, but none of them included anything that should have involved a lawyer. I hadn’t gotten into any trouble—lately—and I couldn’t think of any other reason for a lawyer to be contacting me.

      With an envelope someone had delivered by hand.

      I slipped a finger under the flap and slid it to the side, heart frozen in my chest with fear. I didn’t hate lawyers, necessarily, but I knew that they very rarely meant good things.

      God, were we getting evicted or something? Why?

      I jerked a single sheet of paper out of the envelope and read it as quickly as I could, my eyes slipping over the text and barely taking it in with the speed. When I got to the end of the letter, I paused, frowning, and then started again. Because it hadn’t made sense the first time.

      Then I looked up at the door in front of me, my eyes unseeing and my brain just as frozen as my heart had been.

      We weren’t getting evicted. We weren’t going to lose this house. The opposite, actually.

      Someone had given me another house.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            Parker

          

        

      

    

    
      I left the suitcases on the front step of our tiny house and stumbled through the door, the envelope and its contents still clutched in my hands.

      Then I fell into the first chair I could find, having completely forgotten about not only the hot chocolate, but also the bath and the year full of sleep. Because some things were so big that not even hot chocolate and a bath could replace them.

      I stared at the wall for a full thirty seconds trying to get my brain to start working again, and then looked back down at the letter. Greetings, Ms. Pelton, it read. And from there, a brief description of who was writing—a Roxy Mason, partner in the firm Mason, Ginger, and Harris—and how hard she’d had to work to find me. A somewhat snarky comment about how I hadn’t left a forwarding address with my relatives in Arberry, which made me snort. I didn’t have any relatives left in Arberry, thank God, and even if I had, you couldn’t have paid me enough money to tell them where I’d gone. I’d left the place without any warning, and I’d made sure that the family I had there at the time couldn’t follow me.

      Or give any lawyers my forwarding address.

      But that was a story for another time. Right now, I didn’t want to think about the relatives I’d once had—or what they’d done to make me run for Nashville at the first possible opportunity. After all, they didn’t have anything to do with the letter I was reading.

      I skipped through Roxy’s recitations of all the hoops she’d jumped through to find me, having already decided that I wasn’t going to respond to any of that, and went right to the meat of the matter.

      I’m contacting you with happy news, Ms. Pelton. I represent the estate of Scarlett Davis, who recently passed away. In going through her will, I found that she left virtually everything to you. Including her house and all the land she owned in Arberry. All the necessary paperwork has already been filed to change ownership and you may take possession of the house immediately. I’ve left the key with a Mr. Stone at the local grocery store, and there will be paperwork in the house for you to sign. Please sign and date everything you see and send it to me at your earliest convenience to finalize the transfers.

      She’d signed it ‘best of luck,’ and then her name and a great deal of contact information that I hoped I’d never have to use. And that was it. One little letter, only five paragraphs, and in it...

      In it, I gained an entire house and ranch in Arberry, North Carolina. The town where I’d grown up, and the town I’d left the moment I graduated and became an adult capable of making my own decisions. I’d run for Nashville and never looked back. Never glanced at the world that had dominated my life up to that point.

      I’d tried very hard not to think about it, in fact, and I’d flat out ignored the existence of most of the people I’d left behind.

      One of those people, though, hadn’t forgotten me. Scarlett Davis. She wasn’t actually related to me. Never had been. Hell, she hadn’t even really lived in town. Her ranch, Butterfly Glen, was outside of town, halfway between Arberry and the little village next to it, though her address had been, technically, in Arberry. She’d never spent much time in town though, and I wouldn’t even have known about her existence if I hadn’t been in charge of delivering groceries to her.

      Back then, my family had owned the grocery store and I’d been tasked with deliveries starting when I was about ten. Just old enough to ride my newer, bigger bicycle and tow a wagon behind it. And I know what you’re asking: Isn’t ten a little bit young to be making deliveries for a grocery store? Shouldn’t a store like that have had a real delivery driver, with a whole car and a driver’s license?

      And the simple answer is that yes, they should have.

      Unless that grocery store was run by a man who spent every penny he made on alcohol and didn’t bother to keep any for paying a delivery driver. Why would he have, after all, when he had a daughter he could use for things like that?

      I closed my eyes and stopped that line of thought firmly in its path. I wouldn’t like where it went and I didn’t have time for the amount of work it would take to put the memories away again. I also didn’t have any whiskey in the house, and those particular memories required copious amounts of whiskey.

      Instead, I glanced back down at the letter once more. Scarlett Davis had left me her house. A wave of pain went through me at the thought that she’d died—and that I hadn’t gone to see her again, like I’d always meant to. The woman had been everything to me, starting on the day I’d first made a delivery to her. I closed my eyes and remembered, feeling the spring sun on my face and the sheen of sweat sliding down my neck. I’d been twelve and it had been a long ride out to her farm, but my father had told me I had to make it there and be home before it got dark, or I’d be in trouble.

      I arrived at her house tired, thirsty, and nervous about this, my first big delivery out of town. Scarlett had opened the door, all big smile and flowing dress. Perfectly coifed hair and makeup that looked like it belonged in the theaters of New York rather than a little ranch in a small town in North Carolina. She’d been beautiful and I had stared up at her, my breath fleeing my body and my eyes darting back and forth over her face, trying to take it all in.

      I’d been in awe of her right from the start, and when she took in my ragged jeans and the bruises on my arms—along with the sweat coating my brow—the smile on her face changed. She’d gone from performing hostess to concerned mother in no time flat and had hustled me right into her kitchen for lemonade and cookies. She’d kept me there for lunch and then loaded my bike and wagon into her tiny car—I still couldn’t figure out how she’d fit them—and driven me back to my parents.

      And she’d never stopped taking care of me. She’d become my refuge. My escape from the real world. My other mother. I’d run to her anytime anything was going wrong and spent my weekends at her house just to escape my own. She’d been my muse, my mentor. The one who taught me about the world and gave me the tools I needed to make my dreams happen. She’d listened as I talked for hours about wanting to be in the music business, and had even paid for piano lessons for the three weeks it took both me and the teacher to realize I had no musical talent.

      It had been Scarlett, she of the New York theater, who told me that the music industry had a number of people who didn’t play instruments at all. Executives. Producers. Managers. Scarlett who had recommended that I get into that side of the business, where I could put my talent for organization and numbers to good use.

      And then I’d left her on the day I graduated. And I hadn’t been back to see her in six years.

      I hadn’t forgotten her. I could never forget her. But I’d allowed my life in Nashville to become so big, so all-consuming, that I hadn’t made the time to go back and see the woman who practically raised me. And now she was dead. Gone beyond my reach, with her red lipstick and her big, booming laugh, and all that wonderful advice. The milk and cookies that she baked herself, the hugs that had always felt like coming home.

      Gone.

      But she hadn’t forgotten me. She’d remembered me so well, and so fondly, that she’d left me everything. Including that big, rambling house that she’d first welcomed me into when I was only twelve and so lost and scared that I hadn’t even known who I was.

      I groaned and put my hands to my eyes, rubbing hard enough to blur my vision. That big, rambling house just outside of Arberry. The one with the pink roses climbing all over it and that wide, stretching view of the valley below it. The house full of memories and laughter and late nights spent talking to Scarlett about what I thought I wanted to do with my life... and how I had to get out of Arberry to do it.

      Out of the town where I’d grown up. The town where my father—and then my ex—had tried to trap me.

      The town that had colored my nightmares ever since I left it.

      Sure, I’d been back. Last year, in fact, for Christmas and then again when we were trapped there in the midst of the biggest storm the town had ever seen. But I’d gone out of my way to stay out of town as much as possible, and that had been relatively easy, given where I was staying at the time and the fact that it was raining hard enough to flood the place. There hadn’t exactly been a lot of time or opportunity for social calls—which meant I hadn’t had any chance of running into my father or Gordon. No risk of them seeing me and trying to knock down everything I’d built since I ran away.

      But now...

      Now Scarlett had left me her house and all the land around it, and there were papers there that I had to sign. A house I had to look in on. Land I had to make a decision about. There was no way I could keep it, that was for damn sure. No way I’d ever want to live there—or even spend time there. The house might hold fond memories for me, but the town itself...

      No. I’d escaped the place once. I didn’t plan on letting it get its hooks into me again. But that didn’t change the fact that right now, I had to go. To retrieve those papers if nothing else, and to see what shape the house was in. To figure out how quickly I could sell it. Figure out how much it might be worth.

      Well, maybe I could get in and get out without anyone knowing. Maybe I could stay with Avery and Jackson, tell them I didn’t want anyone knowing I was in town, and run out to see Butterfly Glen without even going into Arberry. Maybe...

      I snorted. Arberry was a small town where everyone knew everyone and one person’s business was everyone’s business. I wouldn’t even be able to set foot in the area without people knowing about it, no matter where I was staying.

      Which meant, I guessed, that I’d just have to get back out again before I saw anyone I didn’t want to see. Got into any situations that would keep me too long... or make things more complicated than they were already going to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            Dev

          

        

      

    

    
      God, this land was beautiful.

      I mean put-your-hand-on-your-heart-and-thank-God-you’d-been-so-blessed sort of beautiful. Not even joking. And on mornings like this, when the mist was rising from the ground and melting up into the sunlight beating down on it, the grass greener than it had any right to be and the trees just starting to dress their branches in leaves and blossoms after a winter of hiding from the cold…

      It took my breath away. And I didn’t say that sort of thing easily. In fact, I didn’t think I’d ever said that about anything before.

      See, I wasn’t really the kind of guy who got impressed easily. I’d been a lot of places, known a lot of people, seen a lot of things. Been all the way out to Iraq with the Marines, seen and done things I never would have dreamt, and grown up in a town that was constantly amazing me with the open arms it presented to a kid who was only half-American. And none of it had ever really turned my head.

      This view, though…

      It never failed to make my head spin with its beauty. And spring was my favorite season here. All green shoots and flowers just starting to turn their faces to the world, moist earth and new calves and chilly mornings that bloomed into bright, beautiful days.

      “Lord above, boy, you must not have gotten enough sleep last night,” I groaned, shaking my head at the maudlin thoughts and taking another sip of coffee.

      Well. Calling it ‘coffee’ was generous, I supposed. It had a whole lot more cream and sugar in it than it did coffee. But my mom had taught me to drink it sweet, and I’d never been willing to let go of the habit. It felt too much like letting go of a piece of her.

      She would have laughed to hear me going on and on about the land, though. She would have laughed knowing that I owned land at all, and asked me how the hell I’d pulled that off and who I’d held up to get it done.

      The truth, of course, was simpler than that. Or at least more straightforward. I hadn’t had to hold anyone up. Mr. and Mrs. Wheating, parents to my best friend, had owned the ranch before me. They’d run it successfully for years and even extended out into a horse breeding operation, and had made quite a name for themselves. Then Mr. Wheating had been diagnosed with cancer and everything had gone directly to hell. The medical bills, the expense of running the ranch itself, the fact that Mr. Wheating couldn’t manage it on his own anymore and their son Connor himself had never been built for ranching…

      They’d been in trouble. They’d been about to lose the farm and everything that went with it until Connor had said something to me and I’d realized that this right here—this ranch—had been the answer to the questions I’d been asking myself for years. As a half-White, half-Indian kid, I’d never really fit in here, though no one had ever made me feel like an outsider. I’d known enough to know who I was—and who I wasn’t—and I hadn’t need anyone to tell me that I wasn’t the same as everyone else.

      When we graduated from high school I’d immediately signed up for the Marines, anxious to find my place in the world. I’d been sent overseas soon after that, and had spent four years counting the seconds until I could get back home. I’d seen and done things I never wanted to think about again. And then I’d come home and remembered that I didn’t quite fit here, either.

      Until the Wheatings needed to sell their ranch and everything had fallen into place.

      I’d put all the money I’d saved into the purchase and known I had done the right thing by the overwhelming relief I’d seen on their faces when we signed the papers. Those two had practically raised me, and making them so happy, saving them from the fate they’d seen coming for them…

      It had been everything.

      Moving into the house and knowing that it was mine, knowing that I finally had a place of my own…
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