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      Following her dad’s heart attack, Lorelie put her own life on hold. However, as his health improves, she struggles to find her way back to life as normal. Her girlfriends insist the answer is simple. Get laid. Enter Glen Rodgers, the sexy country singer she met briefly at a party where he sang her a song. 

      When Glen returns to town several months later, intent on taking a break from his own screwed up life, he decides Lorelie is just the cure for his blues. Flirtation turns to seduction…the two lovers swept up in something neither of them is prepared for. 

      Unfortunately, reality rears its ugly head, leaving Glen no choice but to show his hand, forcing him to decide if he should fold and return to life on the road…or go for broke and play the wild card.
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        October

      

      

      

      Lorelie Carr stepped out into the cool evening air and sucked in a deep breath. The temperature in the barn had risen steadily as more people took to the dance floor. The party wasn’t even halfway over and she was already declaring it a success. Maris High School had done a special dedication at the Homecoming Game, naming the football stadium in honor of her dad. The fancy new sign for the Nicholas Carr Stadium had been revealed tonight.

      Best. Thing. Ever.

      Lorelie couldn’t recall the last time she’d seen her father so relaxed and cheerful. It made her happy…even if she couldn’t manage to accomplish the same feelings of contentment.

      Drifting farther away from the party, she took the path that led to a small, meandering creek that ran through the ranch. The sky was crystal clear and the moon full, allowing her to find her way with ease. It was a beautiful night, and while she loved every minute of the party, she was fairly certain no one would notice her absence.

      Unlike so many of her friends, she was here stag, one of the few people in attendance without a date or a significant other to dance with. That solitary state had never bothered her before, mostly because, up until a few months ago, all of her friends had been single as well. Slowly, that was changing—and Lorelie was struggling to keep up.

      She was almost to the creek when she realized she wasn’t the only one who’d escaped the music and the heat. Someone was sitting in her usual grassy spot on the bank near the water. The end of a cigarette glowed. Though she couldn’t see the smoker through the shadows cast by the surrounding trees, there wasn’t anyone at the party she didn’t know, so she continued forward without hesitation.

      “You shouldn’t smoke. It’s bad for you,” she said.

      “Yeah. I figured that out when I was twenty-six, which is when I quit.”

      She recognized the voice, and realized there was one person here that she didn’t know all that well. This guy. Walt’s former bandmate, Glen.

      Lorelie stepped closer, finally able to see his face.

      He hit her with the full force of a sexy-as-sin grin, and she actually stumbled slightly. She’d noticed how attractive he was the moment he’d walked into the barn. However, along with the handsomeness, she recognized the cockiness in his stance and the look in his eyes that told her this man was no stranger to charming women out of their clothes and into his bed.

      “Come join me,” he invited, patting the ground next to him.

      She wasn’t interested in playing the groupie for some here-today, gone-tomorrow musician, but she had really been looking forward to tugging off her cowboy boots and wading through the cool creek water. Her feet were killing her.

      So she dropped down next to him as he took another drag.

      “You quit, huh?” she countered.

      “This doesn’t count.”

      The smell suddenly hit her and she glanced at his fingers. “Pot? Seriously?”

      He took another drag, and then held it out to her. “Wanna hit?”

      “You realize that’s illegal in Texas, right?”

      “You a cop?”

      She snickered. “Hardly.”

      “Give it a couple of years. Laws are changing. Besides, I bought this in Colorado.”

      “Which is where you were supposed to smoke it.”

      God, when did I become such a prude?

      He shrugged, unconcerned. “You ever smoked pot before?”

      “Yeah. A few times.” She was no saint. In truth, she was tempted by his offer. She’d been stretched taut as a drum since her dad’s heart attack and marijuana wasn’t exactly rampant in Maris. A year ago, she would have taken a hit. Or three. Or…

      Now?

      She couldn’t afford to let her guard down in case her dad overdid it tonight. For months, she’d put away the parts of her that felt as natural as her skin and pulling out this boring saint who spent every minute living in fear. She was worn out, and the idea of staying out here by this creek the rest of the night and getting stoned was more appealing than she wanted to admit.

      Hell, she hadn’t even had more than a beer tonight. What would she give for a shot of tequila?

      She leaned back on the bank, looking up at the sky.

      Glen looked down at her and held out the joint. “Last chance.”

      “In case you forgot, I’m currently hosting a party for my dad. Every single person in town, including our pastor and my fourth-grade teacher, is in that damn barn. You don’t seriously expect me to walk back into the room stoned, do you?”

      “One hit might do you good, Butterfly. I’ve been watching you tonight, flitting here and there without ever landing. Do you ever relax?”

      “Of course I do.” It was a lie.

      She used to be a champ when it came to taking it easy, but since her dad’s heart attack, she’d been living life in constant motion. For some reason she couldn’t explain, part of her felt that if she stopped, he might stop. And she couldn’t imagine one single day without Dad.

      Glen stubbed out the joint on a rock and put what was left into a bag he tossed next to the cowboy hat resting on the ground. Then he laid back too, the two of them looking up at the night sky.

      “So what do you do for fun around here, Lori?”

      The only person who ever called her Lori—and got away with it—was her dad. “Lorelie,” she corrected. “And I do the same thing most people do for entertainment in a small town.”

      He waited for her to elaborate and she wondered if he didn’t really know.

      “I hang out at Crusiers or Sparks Barbeque or by Harper’s Lake. Occasionally, I go to weddings or yard parties at the fire hall or celebrations like tonight. I go to high school football games in the fall, baseball in the spring, rodeo year round. Then there are trail rides, camping. But more often than not, I just stay in and play games or watch movies with my dad or some friends, and consume a lot of wine and margaritas.”

      Glen’s brows furrowed, completely unimpressed. “Sounds dull as dirt.”

      “I guess you think it’s more fun to be in a different city every night, hanging out with a bunch of strangers, club hopping, getting drunk and stoned and…”

      She didn’t finish her statement. She had intended to say something about him getting laid by a bunch of groupies, but she realized that would be a rude thing to say to someone she didn’t know very well. She wasn’t sure why she assumed Glen was a playboy. The guy was a stranger. His wild lifestyle meant nothing to her.

      “And?”

      “You know,” she added. “The usual.”

      “I assume you meant to add something about my sex life. After all, you hit the other biggies. Sex, drugs and rock and roll. Sort of all go hand in hand, don’t they?”

      “You play country music.”

      He chuckled. “Guitar-playing cowboys get laid too.”

      “Spare me the details.”

      “You got a boyfriend, Butterfly?”

      Lorelie pretended she hated the nickname. In truth, no one had ever given her a pet name. It made her feel kind of warm and squishy inside.

      Dammit.

      “Nope. I’m footloose and fancy free.”

      “That seems like a waste. What’s wrong with the guys around here?”

      She shrugged. “Nothing. I’m just not that easy to get to.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean my dad is one of the most respected men in the community, and he used his position as head football coach to ensure that I had a legion of big-ass protectors surrounding me at all times.”

      Glen turned his head and studied her. “Please tell me you’re not a virgin.”

      She huffed out an amused breath. She had never indulged in such an oddly personal conversation with a complete stranger before. And honestly, she didn’t want it to end. Talking to Glen was refreshing, a challenge. Something different.

      She’d spent her entire life in Maris, Texas. There was precious little she didn’t know about every single man, woman, and child who resided there.

      “No. I’m not a virgin. I’ve had plenty of lovers, thank you very much.”

      “Define ‘plenty’.”

      She couldn’t tell if Glen was teasing her or sincere. “None of your business.”

      “Tell me anyway,” he urged.

      The devil had her spilling all her secrets. Part of her was curious to see how he’d respond if she gave him the truth. “Four.”

      Glen’s brows lifted. “Butterfly, when you get home tonight, look up ‘plenty’ in the dictionary. Then flip back to F and check out the definition of the word ‘few’.”

      “Four was plenty for me,” she said, wishing she’d managed to temper her tone a bit. As it was, she suspected she might’ve made it obvious she hadn’t really enjoyed her encounters—few, plenty or otherwise.

      “Is that right?”

      She sat up. “That wasn’t a dare.”

      Glen chuckled, not bothering to rise. “I didn’t take it as one. Until you said it wasn’t.”

      Lorelie considered pulling off her boots. Then she reconsidered. She needed to get back to the party.

      “Shouldn’t you be playing?”

      Glen sat up slowly. “Walt wanted to dance with a pretty girl. So that other band took over again. Ty’s…something.”

      “Collective,” she finished for him.

      “I figured I’d take a break.”

      “It was nice of you to come tonight to perform for my dad’s party.”

      He gave her that damn lethal grin that had her insides fluttering uncontrollably. There were deep laugh lines around his eyes that betrayed his older age…and his love of laughter.

      “Walt thinks the world of your dad. Quoted the guy at least a million times when we used to tour together. I always wanted to meet the famous Coach.”

      His words pleased Lorelie, though they didn’t surprise her. She’d heard the same sentiment expressed countless times throughout her life. “My dad is the greatest man I’ve ever known. He raised me all alone and I’ve never—not one single day—felt as if I wasn’t completely loved.”

      Glen reached out and took her hand, holding it. The touch felt friendly, comforting. “You strike me as the type who’s damn easy to love, Lori.”

      She blushed and dismissed the praise. “Lorelie. And I’m an opinionated, stubborn pain in the ass.”

      He chuckled and squeezed her hand. “Just part of the charm. Gotta admit it though, I’m not so sure it’s the football team keeping the guys away from you, so much as what you just said.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Coach sounds like a pretty hard act for a man to follow.”

      Lorelie had never considered that until Glen spoke the words. “I…” She wasn’t sure how to respond to something she realized might be true.

      Glen read her sudden distress. “Well, I didn’t mean for that to upset you. Kind of intended it as a compliment for your dad, but I obviously missed the mark. So let’s change the subject.”

      “Okay.” She’d have plenty of time to fret over that tomorrow. And the day after. And…

      “The reason I’m here is because I had a rare weekend off from playing with the band, so I thought I’d take advantage of the time to come see Walt.”

      Since Walt’s retirement from music, Glen had moved on and was now lead guitarist for Trent Maxwell, the hottest thing to hit country music since Garth Brooks. According to Walt, Glen spent at least fifty weeks of the year on the road, so she couldn’t imagine why he’d want to travel to Maris on his weekend off.

      “If I was you, I think I would have spent my downtime at home, sleeping in, binge-watching Netflix and doing a whole lot of nothing.”

      Glen shrugged. “Guess I’m too used to moving to sit still for long. In fact, I think I just hit my limit on relaxation, so…” He put his hat back on, stood up, and then reached down to help her rise as well. “I think it’s time we got back to the party.”

      She agreed. She’d been gone too long. The food platters would probably need refilling and she wanted to make sure her dad wasn’t overdoing it.

      They walked back to the barn in silence, but it didn’t feel awkward. Typically, Lorelie was the type to fill all the quiet times with the sound of her own voice. She knew perfectly well she talked too much. Her friends teased her about it enough, but tonight she was happy to just listen to the breeze rustling the leaves on the trees and the crickets and the distant strains of music and laughter coming from the barn.

      When they reached the entrance, Glen stopped and looked at her. “I’m going to sing you a song, Lori.”

      “Lorelie,” she corrected, though now, like earlier, Glen pretended not to hear her. “And that would be really nice.”

      They returned to the party, both of them instantly enclosed in the hubbub. Glen returned to the makeshift stage to play with Walt, while Lorelie toured the room, stopping to converse with the guests, making sure they all had enough to eat and drink.

      Later, as the evening began to wind down, Glen stepped up to the mic and kept his promise to sing her a song as he traded places with Walt.

      He strummed a few bars of a song. “This song is dedicated to tonight’s hostess, Miss Lorelie Carr. Let’s give her a hand, folks. She’s thrown one hell of a party.”

      Everyone clapped and she felt herself blush. Not because of the crowd’s attention, but because of his.

      Glen’s.

      He looked directly at her as he began to sing. The entire night, he’d sung backup, so it was the first time she’d gotten to really hear his voice. It was deep and rich and so clear, it almost moved her to tears.

      She smiled as she listened to the words of the song, “Butterfly Fly Away.” She recognized it as an old Miley Cyrus one, but Glen changed the words from first to third person as he sang about her relationship with her dad.

      As if on cue, her father crossed the room and took her hand. “Dance with me, Lori.”

      She swallowed the lump in her throat as her dad led her to the floor, the two of them moving in time to Glen’s guitar.

      “We haven’t danced together like this since you were a little girl. Remember?”

      She nodded. “I do.”

      “You’d put your feet on top of mine and we’d shuffle around the kitchen.”

      Tears formed in the corner of her eyes. “And you’d sing along to the radio at the same time.”

      Her dad placed his forehead against hers. “Didn’t sound anywhere as good as this young buck, did I?”

      “You sang just fine.”

      “Tonight was perfect, Lori.”

      She couldn’t speak, her throat clogged with tears, so she just nodded.

      “It’s been a rough few months for us, baby girl. I know that. But we’re turning a corner tonight. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “No more sneaking into my room in the middle of the night. I’m not going anywhere. Not for a long time.”

      All the heavy feelings and fears of the past few months slowly started to fade away. For weeks following the heart attack, she’d watched her dad closely, too terrified to take her eyes off of him. She had been there the night her dad had grabbed his chest, hitting the floor unconscious, as she called 9-1-1 and screamed for Oakley and Joel, their ranch hands. The memory of that horrifying event wouldn’t leave her.

      It woke her up night after night, restless and frightened. She would toss and turn for hours, knowing she wouldn’t be able to sleep again until she tiptoed down the hall to determine that he was still breathing.

      Luckily her dad snored, so more often than not she didn’t even have to walk all the way to his room. On the nights when nothing but silence met her ears, she would hold her breath, her heart racing with every step as she played out her worst fear.

      Losing him.

      “I didn’t know you knew about that.”

      “It’s an old farmhouse. Floorboards squeak something terrible.”

      “Wait. If you heard me coming, why were you usually snoring?”

      Dad chuckled. “Thought I’d save you the trip.”

      “But sometimes you weren’t snoring.”

      “Those were the times I was really sleeping.”

      They both laughed. Dad frequently saw the things she thought she’d hidden. And as always, he knew how to make everything better.

      “I still gotta walk you down the aisle and spoil a couple dozen grandkids.”

      “A couple dozen? You better have at least eight illegitimate kids tucked away somewhere if that’s your plan.”

      Her father chuckled. “I love you, Lori. And I’m proud of the woman you’ve become. You’re so much like your mama.”

      Lorelie had never known her mother—not personally, anyway. Her mom died the day she was born. Her father had taken on the role of both parents, raising her with love and understanding, treating her as if she were his greatest gift. He often spoke of her mother, drawing pictures of the woman in Lorelie’s mind until sometimes it felt as if she had known her.

      She gave in and let the tears fall, her dance with Dad morphing into a swaying hug that neither of them was anxious to let end.

      As the song faded, Dad pulled away with a grin, wiping her tears away with his thumbs. “The party’s a hit. So stop flitting around worrying and go have fun with your friends.”

      Lorelie was reminded of Glen’s description of her earlier. Her father walked backed to rejoin his cronies in the corner and she glanced toward the stage.

      Glen tipped his hat to her and winked.

      “Thank you,” she mouthed as he and Walt switched places once more, picking up the pace with a rousing version of “Dixieland Delight” that had everyone out in the middle of the room, stomping, swinging and singing along. She was floored when Glen picked up a fiddle midway through the song and brought the house down.

      As the music played, Lorelie was drawn into a huge circle of her friends, laughing and dancing with Paige, Macie, Gia, Tucker, Caleb and the whole gang.

      The night couldn’t have been more perfect. And as people began to leave, the party coming to an end, she knew her dad was right.

      It was time to turn a corner.
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        Toby

      

      
        Where are you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Glen

      

      
        Almost to Texas

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Toby

      

      
        Texas? Thought you went back to Nashville

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Glen

      

      
        I did. To pack a bag

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Toby

      

      
        Didn’t mean for you to leave town

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Glen

      

      
        Needed a break

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Toby

      

      
        Probably a good idea. Take some time. Get your head screwed on straight. I’ll be in touch

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Three months later

      “Well, this is one hell of a surprise.”

      Walt reached out to shake Glen’s hand as he stood up from his barstool at Cruisers.

      Walt wasn’t the only one surprised by Glen’s impromptu return to Maris. Glen was pretty shocked himself. It certainly wasn’t a trip he’d intended to make, but after the nightmare that was the past three days, this was the only place he could think to take refuge, lick his wounds, and figure out where the hell he’d gone so wrong with his life.

      “Yeah. Tell me about it.”

      Walt gave him a funny look. “So…?”

      Glen grimaced. “I was just sitting on my couch the other night, thinking to myself ‘you know what would be great? An impromptu trip to Texas in late January.’ Who wouldn’t want to be in Texas in winter?”

      His sarcastic tone clued his friend into the fact this visit wasn’t purely a social one.

      “Shit,” Walt said as he claimed the stool next to Glen’s. “What happened?”

      “Trent Maxwell happened.”

      Walt nodded. They had discussed Glen’s current job before, so Walt was perfectly aware of his issues with the arrogant lead singer. Glen had spent the past two years touring with Nashville’s biggest rising star. While most musicians would give their left nut for such a great gig, Glen was miserable.

      Trent was—hands down—the biggest son of a bitch on the planet. Cocky, with more ego than musical ability, he strutted around like God’s gift to the world. He was insufferable, annoying… Jesus, the list could go on and on.

      “What did the asshole do?”

      “Talentless little prick,” Glen muttered.

      Walt groaned again as a light went on. “Let me reword my question. What did you do?”

      Glen blew out a frustrated breath as he picked at the label on his bottle of beer. “I beat the shit out of him.”

      “Fuck.” Walt raised his hand to the bartender. “Hey, Sadie. Can we have a couple of whiskeys over here?”

      Sadie walked over with two glasses and filled them. “Good to see you again. Glen, right?”

      Glen nodded. He’d met the cute bartender at Coach’s party a few months earlier. She’d made sure his cup of beer was never empty, always checking on him, while thanking him for providing the music. He’d been touched by her kindness.

      Actually, most of the folks he’d met at the party back in October had been really nice. Accustomed to city life, Glen had been instantly struck by the fact that everyone in Maris seemed to not only know everyone else, they appeared to like each other.

      Part of him thought that was cool. And another part of him figured that kind of Cheers-like, everybody-knows-your-name lifestyle would drive him insane. There was a lot to be said for anonymity. He didn’t want to have to deal with anyone else’s shit. Which was good, since he was currently rolling around in enough of his own.

      When Sadie started to put the bottle away, Walt waved a hand. “No. You might as well leave that right here.”

      She gave Walt a quizzical look, but didn’t question him about why they were planning on putting a dent in a bottle of whiskey at one p.m. on a Wednesday afternoon. In Glen’s opinion, that meant she was a damn good bartender. The fewer questions the better right now. He sure as hell didn’t want it getting out that he was the reason Trent Maxwell had cancelled his last two concerts. Hard to sing with two loose teeth, a split lip, and a black eye. Their manager had told the media Trent had laryngitis, and then hid him away from the public.

      Sadie put the bottle of Jack Daniels in front of them on the bar. “Have at it.”

      Walt lifted the glass and downed it in one long drink. “Okay. So give me the details. Thought your fighting days were well behind you.”

      “Before three nights ago, I hadn’t gotten into a fistfight since that night you and I took on those three drunk rednecks in that bar in Santa Fe.”

      Walt chuckled. “Jesus. That was a hell of a night. Thought Marty was going to let us rot in that Podunk jail cell.”

      Glen grinned at the memory of their band manager’s ire when he’d come to bail out his band. “Figure he probably would have, if we hadn’t had that sold-out show to play in Tucson.”

      “You get fired?” Walt asked, turning the conversation back to what had brought Glen to Maris.

      “Not yet.”

      Wade seemed surprised by that. “Any news stations pick it up?”

      Glen shook his head. “Nope. It appears the record label did a good job covering it up. Either no one knows about it or they paid a pretty penny to hush it up.”

      “That’s lucky.”

      Glen nodded, waiting for the inevitable question.

      Why?

      “Not sure it has to do with luck so much as they’re trying to save face. This gig used to be a hell of a lot easier. I’m getting too old for this shit, man.”

      “You’re only thirty-eight.”

      “And I’ve been on the road since I was sixteen. Twenty-two years. I’m worn out. Things have changed a lot. Nothing about touring with Trent is like our time together on the road.”

      Walt refilled his glass and tapped it against Glen’s still untouched one. “Is this where we relive our glory days while bitching and moaning about the younger generation?”

      Glen laughed. “You’re the younger generation to me, dammit. I’ve got nearly a decade on you.”

      “That’s true, old man.”

      Glen rolled his eyes at the nickname.

      Walt and the other guys in the band had always called Glen that. It used to piss him off. Now it was starting to feel way too accurate.

      Walt’s eyebrows rose when Glen didn’t get riled about the name the way he used to. “Wow. You are in a funk. You’re only eight years older than me, Glen.”

      “Feels like a lot more. Like I’m aging in dog years.”

      Walt chuckled at the joke, and then hit him with the question. “So let’s have it. What happened? What made you beat up Trent this time when you’ve managed to swallow down his crap for two years?”

      “When we used to tour together, it was fun. You know, five guys traveling around the country in a bus, laughing and joking and drinking together. We’d kill it on stage, then party our asses off until dawn. We were there because we loved the music, loved the life.”

      “And with Trent?”

      “It’s fucking brutal. Most you and me ever did was drink whiskey and smoke a little weed. These guys are into snorting coke, popping pills. Trent is the worst.”

      “That’s not exactly new information, Glen. You’ve been saying that since the beginning. And you’ve been dealing with it.”

      “He’s the biggest name in town. I’m getting paid a shit ton of money to ‘deal with it’. Somewhere along the line, I became his fucking babysitter. Our manager looks to me to keep him in line and not let him go too wild. Problem is, it gets hard to stomach his attitude after a while.”

      “I know you; you don’t just snap without provocation. What did he do?”

      “After the show Saturday night, Trent’s bodyguards showed up with several fans who had backstage passes. Me and the rest of the guys were just sitting around, drinking some beer. The usual groupies were there, but I wasn’t into the party. Had a wicked headache and I was considering bailing early, but Trent was in rare form, stoned out of his mind. Figured I’d better stick around a while to keep an eye on him. Just in case, you know?”

      “Damn. You are the babysitter.”

      Glen grimaced. “Music’s blaring, people are dancing and making out—you know how it is. And I’m watching Trent with these fans. Two of the girls couldn’t have been more than seventeen years old. They were giggling, excited about meeting the big fucking star. Next thing I know, Trent’s offering them booze and pills. One of the girls said no, but the other didn’t. Little bit of time goes by and suddenly Trent is leading the drugged-up girl back to his dressing room. Her friend was trying to keep her from going, trying to convince her to leave instead.”

      Walt sighed. “I guess I know what happened next.”

      “I walked across the room and stopped Trent, said the girls needed to leave. Pompous little jerkoff was blitzed out of his mind. Told me I could fuck the other girl or fuck off.”

      “Famous last words of a fool,” Walt muttered.

      “I swear to God, it felt like slow motion. Like I was in an episode of that old Batman show. Started with a right to his eye, followed by a left to his jaw.”

      “Bam! Whap!” Walt joked.

      “Kapow!” Glen had been feeling like hell since he started this trip halfway across the country. Within minutes, Walt had him laughing, and the weight that had been pressing on his chest lifted a little. “It was just about that comical. After the second punch, Trent’s head flew back, his eyes rolled so far up all I could see was white. He hit the floor like a bag of potatoes.”

      Walt eyed him. “I don’t see any bruises, so I can only assume no one had Trent’s back.”

      “Nope. Told you. The guy’s not very well liked. One of the bodyguards just laughed, which pissed Trent off. He was trying to get up. and I’d actually clenched my fist to put him back down, when the two girls hopped in on the action, started kicking Trent, calling him all kinds of nasty names.”

      “No way! Jesus. I wish I’d been there to see that.” Walt’s enjoyment of the story continued to help Glen find humor in a situation that—until that moment—had just felt like a damn bad night.

      “Trent curled into the fetal position with his arms over his face, because even as stupid as the jackass is, he knows his looks are all that really matter. Of course, I’d already done a fair amount of damage there, so I don’t know what he thought he was preserving. One of the girls rammed the toe of her high heel into his ass while the other one kicked his shins. I considered adding my boot to the action, but kicking a guy while he’s down isn’t exactly honorable. Even if he deserves it.”

      “Not sure I would have taken the high road.”

      Glen knew Walt would have, but he appreciated his friend’s support. “The bodyguards were still chuckling, letting the girls blow off some steam. I know it sounds like it was a long, drawn-out thing, but in truth, the whole episode only lasted a minute or so. I punched him, the girls kicked him, the rest of the band started cheering the girls on. Whole thing ended when one of the girls got Trent right in the balls and he started crying.”

      Walt winced. “Shit.”

      “Yeah. I guess that’s when even the bodyguards realized things had gotten out of hand. That, and the fact a few of the groupies had pulled out phones. Place went on freaking lockdown. Phones collected, shit deleted fast and furious. The girls were taken to God knows where. I figure our manager, Toby, must’ve used that Men in Black memory-eraser thing on ’em because there hasn’t been a peep on social media about it.”

      Walt snorted. “Pretty sure he gave them a lot of money to keep their mouths shut.”

      “Yeah. Worked out good for them in the end. They got paid to kick Trent in the balls.” Glen picked up his whiskey and downed it, welcoming the heat of the liquor as it slid down his throat. “I wouldn’t have minded some payout for my piece of that action.”

      His friend grinned and slapped him on the back. “You know, I sort of like this superhero look on you. Glen Rodgers, champion of backstage groupies everywhere. Might see if I can get the local tailor to whip up a costume for you. Something with a long denim cape.”

      “Let me just go ahead and shut that idea down there.”

      “I’m being serious.” Walt raised his hand at Glen’s narrowed eyes. “Not about the cape, you jackass. But the rest. You’ve always been so easygoing. Live and let live. I like this new leaf you’ve turned over. Nice to see you caring about something.”

      Glen wasn’t sure how to respond to that. He didn’t think of himself as heartless, but when he considered his past, he could see why Walt viewed him as a bit cavalier, maybe even uncaring. He dropped out of high school and ran away from home at sixteen after a falling-out with his dad. He’d never looked back. Just cut all ties with his family so he could do what he wanted. Liked to brag about how he didn’t live by anyone’s rules but his own. It had been a young man’s arrogance.

      “So what now?”

      Glen shrugged. “Toby suggested that I get away for a little while until the dust settles.”

      Walt looked surprised. “So you’re really not fired?”

      He shook his head. “No. The label knows that all Trent has in his corner is good looks and showmanship. It’s the band that’s making the music work.”

      “It’s you making it work,” Walt said. Glen tried to brush off the compliment, but Walt continued, “You’re one of the best musicians in the world, Glen. Yet you’re always content to play second fiddle—to me, to Trent.”

      “I don’t like the spotlight, Walt, you know that. I’d rather somebody else shoulder that burden, so I can just play. The music is the only thing that’s ever mattered to me. Would have made my life a lot easier if you’d stuck with pure country instead hooking up with that other guy and changing your sound.”

      “You could have come with me.”

      Glen sighed. He could have. But he preferred the traditional, old country style. At the time, he hadn’t been sure he’d be a good fit with the changes Walt was planning to make. Plus the record label had offered him a small fortune to play with Trent. Walt had encouraged him to move on, even though it was tough as hell for them to split up. Glen figured Walt was about as close to a brother as he’d ever get. “Yeah. I know.”

      “Toby is a good manager. You’re lucky to have him. He’ll get all this crap sorted out soon enough.”

      Walt was right. Toby was a great manager. He was the one who’d landed him the gig with Trent along with a hefty salary.

      “So what now?” Walt asked. “You’re just going to lay low in Maris until they call you back to Nashville?”

      Glen feigned a shudder. “Shit no. I only plan to be here a few days. Didn’t get much time to visit you during the last trip. This is just a quick stopover. Figure I’ll hang out here until I get bored, which should only take about three minutes, then head over to Vegas and then…who knows.”

      “I’ve got a guest room and it’s all yours.”

      “Naw. I appreciate the offer, man, but I’ve already booked a room in the B&B. Last thing you need is my grumpy ass, moping around on your couch, feeling sorry for myself. Besides, I was kind of hoping⁠—”

      “Isn’t it a bit early to be tying one on, Walt?”

      Glen glanced up at the two men who stood behind him and Walt at the bar.

      Walt grinned and gestured to the empty chairs flanking them. “Never too early. Pull up a seat,” he said. “Tucker, Evan, you guys remember my friend, Glen? He played at Coach’s party a few months back.”

      Evan claimed the stool next to Walt as Tucker shook Glen’s hand. “Y’all were former bandmates, right?”

      “Yep,” Glen replied. “Toured together for a few years before I joined up with Trent Maxwell and Walt started stretching his wings with a different sound.” At the time, Glen couldn’t understand his friend’s reasons for the change. Country music and the road were Glen’s life. He’d never felt the need to walk away from the tried and true. Walt had taken a big risk switching up his sound. And it appeared to have paid off.

      Then Walt had left Nashville altogether to move back home after his coach’s heart attack. Once again, Glen had expected his friend’s music to fall to the wayside, but Walt was making it work. And work well.

      Now, Glen was starting to wonder what life looked like on the other side.

      “You off duty?” Walt asked Evan.

      Evan nodded. “Ran into Tucker at the hardware store. We decided to grab a late lunch and a couple of beers.”

      “If we’re going to do a little day drinking, let’s do it right. Two more glasses,” Walt said when Sadie walked over to serve them.

      “Damn. It’s a regular party. Starting to wonder if I should have hired a band,” she teased. “Of course, now that I think about it, the band is already here.”

      “Good to see you again, Glen,” Evan said. “What brings you back to Maris?”

      Glen took a long sip of the whiskey Sadie had just added to his glass, but he stopped short of chugging the whole thing. Last thing he needed in his current state of mind was to get wasted.

      Then he reconsidered and downed the thing. Wasted was exactly what he needed.

      Now that he’d talked out the whole kicking-Trent’s-ass thing with Walt, he was feeling better. He was a professional when it came to partying hard, and it had been a long time since he’d done it with guys who actually got the concept and did it right.

      Cruisers appeared to offer just what he needed: bunch of fellas with whom he could play a little pool and drink a lot of whiskey, and maybe, with a little luck, a girl to dance the night away with later. The jukebox in the corner was chock full of his favorites, if the past few selections were anything to go on.

      “I’m only in town for a few days. Noticed y’all seem to have more than your fair share of pretty girls down here in Texas. Felt like sampling some of the southern hospitality.”

      Tucker grinned. “Is that right? Well, I can’t fault your observations. We do grow ’em pretty here. And sweet.”

      “Been a long time since I’ve danced with a pretty girl.” Danced, kissed, or otherwise. Maris felt like a good place to break the dry spell.

      Tucker took a sip of whiskey. “I’m sure Walt’s glad to have you back in town. You’ll have to come out to the lake with us this weekend. We’re all planning to do a little fishing Saturday.”

      Evan lifted his glass in a silent toast. “That’s actually code for sitting in a boat all day and drinking beer. Not sure any of us has ever caught an actual fish.”

      “Might help if one of us remembers to buy bait this time,” Tucker joked.

      Glen wasn’t really the one-with-nature type. He didn’t hunt or fish or hike. His idea of spending time in the great outdoors was playing summer festivals, but something about the idea of floating around with a line in the water suddenly seemed damned appealing. “That sounds good to me, but I’ll need to borrow a rod.”

      “I got extras,” Walt offered. “I was trying to convince Glen to give up his room at the B&B and stay with me.”

      “I told you, man, I’m hoping to hook up with a pretty Maris girl. Speaking of pretty, what’s the story with Lorelie? She got a boyfriend?”

      Just like that, the cheerful welcome he’d been receiving dried up.

      Tucker scowled. “She’s a little young for you, isn’t she?”

      Glen shrugged. “I have no idea how old she is.”

      “Twenty-eight,” Evan replied.

      “That sounds about right to me,” Glen joked.

      Then he recalled Lorelie’s comments about the overprotectiveness of her dad’s former team. Apparently, she hadn’t been exaggerating. Even Walt had hopped on the bus that seemed determined to run him out of town on a rail for daring to speak Lorelie’s name.

      “There’re plenty of women in town who would be more than happy to spend a night or two with a famous musician. Lorelie’s not one of ’em.” Walt tried for nonchalant—but Glen knew better.

      “She doesn’t like music?” He was purposely pushing their buttons, partly because it was entertaining and partly because he felt like Lorelie would appreciate his efforts on her behalf. She struck him as the type who liked pushing buttons herself.

      Evan seemed the least perturbed by his comment, opting to try a different tack. “Lorelie’s the kind of woman you date. She’s special. Definitely not the type to have a one-night stand.”

      He couldn’t fault the man’s reasoning. Lorelie was sweet. But there had been something else there as well. Something hovering just beneath her skin, wild, untamed. She had reminded him of a caged bird, one who longed to be free.

      Glen dismissed the thought. Just as he had at least a hundred times since his last visit to Maris. For some reason, he couldn’t shake the memory of his little butterfly. And while he’d told Walt he had come here to spend more time with him, in truth, he’d hoped to see Lorelie again too.

      If for no other reason than to get the woman out from under his skin. She was consuming far too many of his thoughts lately. And fantasies.

      “Tell you what,” Walt said, clearly hoping to move them to safer waters. “Evan’s wife, Annie, has got a few single girlfriends who would probably get a kick out of hanging with a singing cowboy for a date or two. Why don’t you come over tomorrow night for dinner and we’ll introduce you?”

      Glen shrugged noncommittally, his interest definitely residing firmly in Lorelie Carr’s camp. Even so…

      He hadn’t been with a woman in nearly nine months. Which was basically the longest he’d gone without sex since he’d lost his virginity to Allie Froehlich in the tenth grade.

      Maybe losing himself in the arms of a sexy woman would help him forget what a fucking mess he’d made of his job.

      He nodded, reconsidering the offer. “Dinner sounds good. Been a long time since I’ve had a home-cooked meal.”

      “Perfect. Tucker, Evan, why don’t you guys bring Lela and Annie and we’ll make a party of it.”

      Sadie had wandered back over. “You guys need anything else?”

      “You working tomorrow night, Sadie?” Walt asked. “I’m putting together an impromptu dinner party. If you’re free, you could come with Oakley and Joel.”

      “That’d be cool. I’ll text my guys and see if they’re up for it. Mind if Lorelie tags along too?”

      Walt hesitated a second too long, and Glen realized his friend did indeed seem determined to keep Lorelie away from him.

      Huh. Since when had Walt begun to view him as the Big Bad Wolf? Hell, back in the day, they were equals when it came to female conquests. Marriage didn’t suddenly make a man a saint.
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