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This is a standalone Starstruck novel featuring characters from 'Before He Was Famous' and 'Before He Was Gone.' Check them out first if you haven't already! 

Big thanks for your support!








  
  

Prologue


[image: ]




Do you remember


The piano in the dark


How you opened up the pages of the book


And then your heart


The keys you said are stories


Black and white 


No shades of gray


And we sang right through the rainbow


Till the shadows slipped away


And now I can sing, sing, sing, the colors of us


Now I can sing 


The color of love 
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‘So what do you play? Are you signed?’ Tal asks me as she pulls a cardboard box of books towards her from my trunk and hoists it up into her arms. I haul my suitcase out to the ground, pull the handle up and follow her down the overgrown pathway with it to the house. Weeds are covering the concrete slabs in the grass and Bob Barker bounds off around the front yard, starts sniffing round a tree. 

‘Just guitar,’ I say. ‘And no, I’m not signed.’

‘Here to chase the Music City dream, huh?’ My new roommate smiles back at me. Her short red hair is shining in the Tennessee sunshine. I notice the cute gap between her two front teeth before I follow her up the three steps onto the creaky wooden porch, tucking Brad, my favourite plant under my other arm and trying not to drop him. ‘Did you know eight thousand people move to Nashville every year?’ Tal continues. ‘Most of them think they’re gonna make it. Not that you won’t, of course.’

I raise my eyebrows as she grins at me. I know the stats. I’ve been torturing myself over them for years. ‘Thanks for having me and Bob Barker move in on such short notice,’ I say instead. ‘I really appreciate it.’ 

‘Not a problem.’ She motions me inside after her. ‘So what happened with the last place?’ 

I pull a face. I’ve only been in the city for six weeks, but I had to move out of the first house I was renting thanks to the creepy, overweight, fifty-year-old boyfriend of the older lady I moved in with. Charlton wouldn’t leave me alone, kept harassing me, calling me blondie, telling me I should lock my door at night because he couldn’t be held accountable for what he might do while he was sleepwalking.

‘Seriously?’ Tal grimaces as the screen door slams behind me and I leave Bob Barker outside. I follow her down the dark hallway on threadbare carpet to the end, where she kicks a wooden door open with her foot. ‘What a douche!’

The house smells like shoes, though there’s a vague waft of cleaning products too, so I think she’s made an effort. At least there’s no Charlton here. I made sure when I answered the Craigslist ad that it was just girls here. We’re all in the same age bracket this time and more importantly, no one has a live-in boyfriend. 

‘Here’s your new home sweet home,’ Tal says, dropping the box onto a single bed in the small, dark room. The mattress is bare and right away I notice a dark stain in the middle. I can’t think about it. I park the wheelie case, watch her as she picks up a dishcloth and some furniture polish from a battered old wooden desk in the corner, then goes about sweeping aside the net curtain at the small window. ‘I cleaned,’ she says as a spider hurries out and across the wall, ‘but the sheets are still drying outside, sorry!’ 

‘No worries.’ I put Brad down in his pot on the desk and take in the uninspiring view of a brick wall outside the window. There’s barely any light. The ceiling fixture above me has no bulb fitted, but there’s a lamp with no shade on a bedside table that doesn’t match the desk. The carpet beneath my feet is a faded brown color, kind of like the walls. ‘Isn’t there another girl living here?’ I say now, but when I turn back to Tal she’s studying me quizzically.

‘E-beth’s not home till later,’ she says. ‘Have I met you before?’

My pulse quickens as she keeps on staring, arms folded now. Her small frame is engulfed in sweatpants and a man-sized gray GAP T-shirt. Her black-rimmed glasses are so big they practically touch her cheekbones, though she’s wearing no make up. I wait for it. Then the penny drops like it always does. Tal covers her mouth with her hand. ‘I know where I’ve seen you! You were on that show – Deserted!’

‘That’s right,’ I say, looking at my plant. It still makes me uncomfortable sometimes, not least because that’s what made the fat creep in the last place start obsessing over me. I came third in season twenty-three; spent seven weeks on an island in Indonesia getting bitten to shreds and starving. It was the experience of a lifetime, no mistake, but I’ll probably never live it down.

Tal’s shaking her head in disbelief and a little awe. ‘That’s right, I remember now. You were the one who played that jock to get the immunity charm! Love your work!’ 

‘Everyone played everyone out there,’ I say, although that’s not entirely true. Alyssa, the girl who won, went on to travel the world with Joshua and I think they’re someplace in Cambodia now, teaching English to kids, more in love than ever. I follow their blog. She was lucky enough to meet her soul mate on that island. I just came away with a reputation as a player. 

‘I remember… you’ve got a great voice,’ Tal continues, ‘they showed you singing when that awesome gay guy made you dance! I loved him! Hilarious. What was his name?’

‘Shan,’ I say as I fiddle with Brad’s leaves. He needs watering. 

‘That’s right. Wow. No wonder you’re here. Do you have gigs lined up?’ Tal puts the cloth and polish back down, motions me back down the hallway and back outside to the driveway. 

‘Not yet,’ I say. ‘I’m kind of still checking things out, you know?’ I collect my guitar from the Toyota, plus another bag full of songbooks and lock the trunk as Bob Barker bounds up to us, wagging his tail. Tal bends down to pet him, rubbing the soft fur of his golden belly as he rolls over in the grass with his tongue lolling out of his mouth. 

‘He gets all the girls,’ I say and he barks like he understands me. Sometimes I think he does.

‘So, you got money for being on the show, right?’ Tal takes the songbooks from me and walks me back up the path again. ‘I mean, not as much as Alyssa got for winning, obviously, but you all got something, didn’t you?’

‘The only money I got was for going to the reunion show,’ I answer, remembering the $10,000 check I cashed that went straight into paying off some of our debts and then a car in order to get myself here. Well, the semblance of a car anyway. It’s on the verge of a breakdown already. ‘So, the other girl who lives here? E-beth,’ I start again, steering her off the subject. ‘Nice name!’

‘Yeah, she thinks it looks more exciting in an autograph than Elizabeth.’

‘An autograph? Is she famous?’

‘No, she’s a writer. Well, she’s working on a novel but she does admin stuff in Vanderbilt for an interior decorator.’ Tal steps back inside the one-level house. ‘She walks to work from here. We’re super close to downtown too. I printed off some maps and things for you – they’re in the kitchen. Come on through, I’ll give you the tour.’

I wonder briefly why they didn’t have the interior decorator do anything for this place as I leave my guitar in its case, propped up against the peeling wall. Tal puts the bag down next to it, wanders through to a small kitchen, pointing out the living room along the way. It’s dark and stuffy. Wax from melted candles takes up most of a battered coffee table in the middle of three faded couches. One wall is soft with ancient green flock wallpaper. ‘Sometimes we make a couch fort,’ Tal tells me enthusiastically. ‘We watched five of the Harry Potters back to back in it on E-beth’s laptop last week.’

‘That must have taken a long time?’

‘We stopped a few times for beans on toast and Marmite sandwiches.’

I’m intrigued. ‘What’s Marmite?’ 

She shakes her head, winces. ‘It’s gross, she’ll make you try it. E-beth’s obsessed with anything English, you’ll see. This was my grandma’s house.’ She points to the magnets on the refrigerator in the cluttered kitchen. They’re maps and flags from places like Paris, London, Vegas, Rio. ‘They were all hers. She was a compulsive traveller before she had my mom.’ She points to an elderly woman in a picture frame on one of the Molly Nixon tour magnets. She’s actually standing next to Molly Nixon in it.’

‘Your grandma was a big Molly Nixon fan, huh?’ I say.

‘That’s my mom,’ Tal says.

I do a double take. ‘Wait. Your mom is Molly Nixon?’ I laugh in surprise. Molly Nixon was only one of the most legendary country singers on the planet… albeit for a couple of years only. ‘Does she still live here?’ I look around at the faded photos on the far wall above a row of hooks. One frame, holding a photo of Tal as a kid, is made of cardboard and has stick-on letters around it spelling Tallulah. I think the hooks are meant to hold cups, but the cups are all dirty, piled in the sink with a bunch of plates and bowls. The floor’s a little sticky underneath my feet.

‘Nah, she has about seven houses, this is just the one she lets me have,’ Tal replies, opening the fridge and pulling out a juice carton. I try to ignore her sniffing it as I sit down on a wooden stool. 

‘How long have you lived here?’

‘Four years,’ she answers, fishing two mismatched glasses from a shelf and blowing into one before pouring the juice. ‘Her and my dad spend a lot of time down in Florida these days. Where are your parents?’ 

‘They’re dead,’ I tell her, clamping my hands around the glass and looking at it. Tal puts a hand on my shoulder instantly. 

‘Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry. What happened?’ She pulls up a stool on the opposite side of me, leans on her elbows on a copy of The Nashville Scene and studies my face sympathetically through her glasses. Bob Barker pads in. He’s mastered the screen door already.

‘Car wreck,’ I say, reaching a hand down to his fur. ‘I was sixteen. It’s taken me a while to do this but after the island everyone else decided it was time.’

‘Everyone else?’

‘My brothers and my aunt, mostly. The world’s a lot bigger than Homewood, Alabama,’ I say. ‘That’s one thing I realized out there. It’s now or never.’

Tal nods. ‘It sure is. New chapter. With a voice like yours you’ll be shaking up Nashvegas in no time, baby.’

‘That’s what I’m hoping,’ I say, although something flips in my stomach as I drink my juice. Nerves. Shame? 

When I first arrived I had enough saved up for the deposit and one month’s rent and nothing else. All my money’s gone into the house in Homewood for so long that the thought of having any kind of disposable income is a joke, really, but I guess that's the risk I took. It was one I had to take. I took a job at another restaurant, serving meat platters to honky-tonk-loving tourists while I figured out how to work on my music, but I haven’t played a gig yet. The money I raised with Kickstarter to record the demo dried up halfway through, too, so right now I don’t even have anything to hand out to studios.

‘What were you doing in Homewood?’ Tal asks now. ‘Besides applying to reality TV shows.’

Waiting tables mostly,’ I tell her, ‘just the same as I do here.’

‘Where?’

I cringe. ‘The Nice Rack.’

‘You’re kidding?’ Tal slams her glass down, hides her laughter now behind her hand.

‘It’s not that bad!’ 

‘No, no, I’m sorry, it’s just the name, and that logo!’

‘Oh God, I know.’ The day I walked in and talked to Gretchen, my ginormous-breasted, rattled-looking boss about the position advertised in the window, it took all of fifteen minutes for her to bring me the bright red apron with the pink pig on the front and another fifteen to have me memorize the rib sauce options and salad dressings. I’m more than qualified – a thought that makes my heart sink like the Titanic all over again.

I shake myself. I have to stay positive. Law of attraction, I repeat in my head. Alyssa gifted me a copy of The Secret on Amazon a couple months back. She was talking about it a lot on the island – how we attract the things we think about most; be that happiness, sadness, poverty, success… restaurant work?

‘You know what, Stephanie, who gives a crap?’ Tal cries now, gesturing around the room. ‘Look! You’re in Nashville! And The Nice Rack is lucky to have you.’ 

I raise my eyes to the peeling ceiling as she refills my glass, but we’re both laughing now. ‘Look,’ she says, ‘I don’t know what you’ve been doing so far with your music, but I know a few people. I can probably give you some contacts.’

‘Thanks – what do you play?’ 

‘Harp.’

‘Wow!’ 

‘Yup. Electric. I sing with it. I have a few groupies, would you believe?’ She stands up, beckons me through another door into a sun-room. Dying plants in pots everywhere make me fear for Brad. Her metallic green harp is lit up in the corner in a beam of sunlight, like an angel might swoop down at any second and pick it up. It’s sitting right next to a grand piano. I freeze.

‘Silhouette Electric Lever, thirty-three strings,’ she says, walking over to the harp and caressing it fondly. ‘First octave G to sixth octave C.’

‘Beautiful,’ I say, almost choking on the word. I can’t take my eyes off the piano. My stomach starts to churn. My palms literally start to sweat.

‘Six thousand dollars worth of beautiful,’ she replies with a heavy sigh, oblivious. ‘But it’s worth it.’

‘It’s worth it,’ I say absent-mindedly, turning away, back into the kitchen. I hate this curse – I should have known. Music city has musical instruments. Everywhere. There are a million pianos. I’m going to have to find out where they all are and make sure I never get within three feet of them. Or just buy a blindfold. I’m an idiot.

‘I also read tarot,’ Tal tells me, following me and shutting the door. I make up my mind never to go into the sun-room. ‘Want me to read yours?’

‘Not right now,’ I say quickly. I run a hand through my long hair. It’s tangled from the drive here, keeping the window down so Bob Barker could stick his tongue out, and so we both wouldn’t suffocate in the heat. For some reason, things like the tarot terrify me, maybe more so than the piano. I don’t know what the future holds and if it’s just more waiting tables, surrounded by creeps like Charlton and wannabe singers in cowboy boots, I almost don’t want to find out. 

Damn. Positive thinking…

‘OK. I’ll get you eventually my pretty,’ Tal cackles as she picks up the juice and shoves it back into the empty refrigerator. ‘Listen, do you have plans tonight?’

‘No, actually. It’s my night off.’

‘Good. Then you’re coming to McFlannerys! There’s an open mic if Tootsies is too scary off-the-bat, oh, and it’s Fireball Friday. There are usually a bunch of hot guys there, too...’

‘I’m not looking to date right now.’

‘Why not? You have a boyfriend?’

I shrug, lower my eyes to the floor, to an upturned dead cockroach. I think it’s a little too soon to explain about Brock.

‘OK, well, more for me then. I have some errands to run,’ she says, leaning down to pet Bob Barker again. He stands, wags his tail. He’s besotted already. ‘I’ll let you unpack. We’ll head out around seven if that’s cool? Bring your guitar if you want to sing.’

‘Sounds great, love to come, thanks,’ I tell her as she walks out with my dog padding behind her. I already know I won’t be singing. I’ve seen a few gigs - rock, blues, country, gospel, pop, bluegrass… you name it, anything goes here. Nashville is one of America’s most up and coming cities these days, and apparently it’s also a hot spot for gourmet food – not that you’d know it from The Nice Rack. But when the sun goes down on Broadway I’m only just starting to feel like a resident and not some wonderstruck tourist, walking through the neon jungle with eyes wide as dinner plates. I need to get out of this stupid slump. My family would never say it but they’re counting on me. 
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McFlannerys was recently named the number one place to meet single ladies by The Nashville Scene, so says Lou. She’s sitting here now at the bar, spinning her Corona round in a circle by the neck. 

‘Pickles fried and served with a side of homemade Chipotle ranch dipping sauce,’ she reads from the bar menu and I watch as she nods her head of cropped, dark hair in contemplation. ‘Is that what people are eating here? Really?’

‘The burger has free bleu cheese crumbles,’ I tell her, ‘and the garlic parmesan wings are good.’

She frowns at me, flipping the menu down flat. ‘How come you’re not the size of a barn, eating this shit?’

‘I don’t eat this shit all the time,’ I tell her. ‘I have you to thank for that.’ I put an arm around my roommate, squeeze her close in her low-cut purple shirt, but she pulls away sharply. 

‘Stop that. The girls will all think we’re together. I came here for a purpose, Conor.’ She straightens out her shirt.

‘I thought you came to hear me sing?’ 

‘That too, but throw a girl a bone. I need to get laid.’ 

‘It’s not a bone you want though, is it, honestly?’ 

She rolls her eyes, swigs the last of her Corona and slams the empty bottle down. ‘You need to get laid, too,’ she says, wiping her mouth right on the feather tattoo that starts on her thumb and sweeps across the back of her hand. ‘Don’t deny it.’

I feign ignorance before turning back to the bartender. Her nametag reads Peyton. I signal for two more beers. ‘Oh, come on,’ Lou carries on. ‘How long has it been since the un-amazing Grace let you into her panties for a feel?’ 

‘I’m not talking about this again.’ Our beers are placed in front of us. I feel my back tense as her words sting. She doesn’t know the half of what I’m dealing with but what she does know provides her enough fuel to tease me relentlessly.

‘Oh, can we get two Fireballs?’ Lou asks Peyton now. Peyton, I realize for the first time, is a pretty college student, probably - she looks like one anyway - dressed in black leather hot pants, fishnets and a cropped shirt. She reaches for the bottle and a shot glass.

‘Just the one, thanks,’ I tell her and Lou tuts loudly.

‘Loser!’

‘I’m playing a set!’ I drop two dollars on the bar, pull my Corona forward in a puddle of condensation and Lou sighs. She throws back the Fireball as soon as it’s served and turns to her other side to talk to a girl, who I think is probably straight. I throw a look at Peyton. She giggles and twirls her brown braided hair round a finger. 

I listen to Lou strike up a conversation about the absence of nutrition in fried pickles and smile to myself in spite of her. I love that my roommate will talk to anyone, anywhere, about anything. Living with her has been problem-free for the past eighteen months, aside from one incident with a chick she brought home, who tried to make off with my guitar in the middle of the night. I only heard her crashing about because I was still awake at four a.m, lost in yet another song I was writing. It was about Grace, as usual, though I never told Lou when she made me play it later. When we broke up the last time, Lou pasted a post-it note to the refrigerator that said: Cry over cuts and stitches, not sluts and bitches. 

Grace isn’t a bitch and she’s a long way off being a slut, but when Lou doesn’t like someone, she really doesn’t like someone. Plus, I guess the shouting has kept her awake enough nights for her opinion of us as a couple to be pretty low.

‘Busy tonight,’ Peyton says, cutting into my thoughts. She’s pouring a PBR and I notice one of her oversized butterfly earrings has twisted into her hair. ‘I think you’re on after Tal... the harp girl.’ She hands the beer to a bearded guy in a leather jacket and cowboy boots but never breaks her gaze from my face. I nod OK, looking around the place and catching my reflection in the glass across the bar. I run a hand through my thick hair, across the stubble on my chin. I’m not nervous, per se, but I’m playing some new stuff tonight and I never know how it’s going to go down.

I’ve seen the harpist girl around before. She’s pretty good; cute too, though her voice can be a little squeaky. I catch myself. That’s not entirely fair. But when you see the same people working the circuit, you do start to pick out the reasons why you think they haven’t been signed yet – even though none of us have and most of us never will be. It’s a Nashville curse. 

Lou’s sighing loudly next to me now. I notice the girl she was chatting to has walked straight into the arms of a tall guy who’s just come through the door. ‘It’s early yet,’ I remind her, nudging her shoulder. She pulls a face. 

‘By best place to meet single ladies, they did not mean my type of single ladies, Conor,’ she says, signaling for another Fireball. I shrug. I probably could have told her that, but I know she’s secretly happy anywhere that serves alcohol and while McFlannerys is definitely not a gay bar, it’s definitely a place with a little of everything. It’s busier here than usual for a Friday night at seven thirty. The dark wooden floors are already streaked with a few spills and the photo booth in the corner has been flickering with some tourist’s attempts to look good in the cheap, ratty cowboy hats left out as props. The flat screens fixed to the dark red brick walls are showing country music videos, a Memphis Grizzlies game and what looks like scenes from the Tennessee Boat and Fishing Expo. 

The door opens again and right on cue Tal walks in with her harp in its huge case. I almost jump down to help her. I know what it’s like lugging all this equipment round for every gig, but there’s someone else holding the door open now – a petite girl in jeans, a tight white shirt and brown ankle boots. Her long blond hair is tied in a ponytail and it’s bouncing around her shoulders as she helps Tal with the harp. They’re both laughing as the door threatens to shut on them.

‘Hot damn,’ Lou says, squeezing my shoulder and joining my gaze. 

I pull away from her. ‘Hey, what if the girls think we’re together,’ I mock and she pulls me in close anyway, drops a kiss on my cheek just to piss me off.

‘Seriously now,’ she says into my ear, pulling me closer. ‘I haven’t seen the blond around before. Have you?’

I follow them with my eyes as they make their way through the crowd and put the harp down on the floor by the small stage. The girl in question looks around her as Tal busies herself with getting the instrument out and I watch her adjusting her shirt above the silver belt that’s looped through her tight blue jeans. The buckle, I can see from here, is the shape of a guitar. I almost shake my head at the cliché but she catches me staring and her bright blue gaze burns into mine from meters away, pushing all other thoughts from my head. 

‘Earth to Conor,’ Lou says, waving her second Fireball shot in front of my face. I bat it away and she downs it, wincing at the burn. ‘Woah, where did you go there?’ she manages to say. ‘Want me to go talk to her?’

‘No, I do not,’ I tell her, seriously now. ‘Get yourself a love life, Lou, I can assure you it’d be way more interesting than mine.’

‘Well, you’re not wrong there,’ she sighs. ‘I think a stuffed toy would have a more interesting love life than you.’

‘Leave it, will you?’ I say and she holds her hands up, grins, draws a zipper across her lips and leans back on the bar on her stool, just as the first guy steps onto the stage and starts adjusting his guitar strap. When I look to the blond again she has her back to me. She’s standing between the Pabst Blue Ribbon sign and the chalked green Irish clover on the brickwork, watching him. Tal’s walking towards me. 

‘Hey,’ she says, squeezing between my bar stool and the next one and smiling at Peyton. ‘Two Fireballs and two Brooklyns, thanks.’ She turns to me. ‘How’ve you been?’

‘I’m good,’ I say. I realize that while we know each other, we’ve never actually been introduced. Her eyes are caked in heavy eyeliner behind her glasses. ‘Decent crowd,’ I follow and she nods as Peyton hands the beers over and starts pouring the shots from a brand new bottle. ‘Conor,’ I say, holding out my hand. ‘I’ve seen you around.’ 

‘You too, I’m Tal,’ she replies, shaking my hand. ‘You’re guitar and piano, right?’

‘Right,’ I say as she motions to Peyton’s twisted earring. Peyton pulls it out of her hair, blushes and says thanks. 

‘Grace’s boyfriend?’ Tal adds suddenly, and her words take me surprise. The mic switches on; the guy on stage starts introducing himself and before I can reply, Tal picks up her shots and with her hands now full, hurries through the crowd towards the stage. I realize I’m pissed I never got to ask who she’s here with. Then I realize I probably shouldn’t drink any more beer. What does it matter who she’s here with? And how does she know Grace? It can’t be from any gigs – Grace hardly ever comes to gigs. Any time I spend doing my “thing”, she spends doing hers, hanging out with her horses on the farm, mostly.

For the next thirty minutes I watch the guitarist, whose four songs are country-rock. His cowboy hat is tipped over his eyes – a mistake, I think. There’s no connection with the audience. I feel bad for him. Not even five minutes in and people are chatting away like the songs he probably poured his heart into are just background music. My own eyes shift involuntarily to Tal and the blond. They’re chatting too, quietly.

‘This man needs to shoot himself,’ Lou says to my side, motioning to the singer. ‘Tell me you’re not gonna moan like him up there. I can’t even hear what he’s saying.’

I put a finger to my lips. I always try not to talk when someone’s playing a set. I hate when people do that to me. It’s true though - he’s kind of muffling his words and his face is still lost between his hat and the mic as he leans over his guitar and barely moves. I’m not surprised people have switched off. ‘How do you even know he’s moaning?’ I whisper, and she grimaces.

‘Course he is, look at him. He needs to get laid more than we do.’

I swig my beer to stop from laughing. 

‘If you sing any shit like that, Conor, I’m dragging you out of here by your sexy little ear.’

‘I’d expect nothing less,’ I say and she sticks out her pierced tongue. 

Lou’s in a punk rock band called Cat Skills. She plays bass but she doesn’t pretend she’s that great, or that the band will ever be signed, or famous. Mostly she’s happy just playing for kicks and working her job as a dietician and nutrition assistant to the rich and famous. The job not only gives her insight into people’s stupidly extravagant homes and lifestyles, but her thankful clients (the ones she’s not supposed to divulge but always does) are always giving her free tickets to big events and big-name concerts. She gets to go to loads of free ‘health’ events too, actually. Sometimes I’m her plus one. 

Tal’s up next. The room falls quiet as she takes her place on the stage and the moaning cowboy helps her with the harp. No one says a word throughout the first song and even Lou’s quiet. She shoots me a look that says she’s impressed, and so am I. Tal’s improved since the last time I saw her. The way she plays that harp is kind of mesmerizing. She closes her eyes, does a lot of head flicking as her fingers move like lightning over the strings. Her songs are decent, too, though she needs more projection. Don’t get me wrong, I’m no critic; I’ve just been to thousands of shows.

When it’s my turn, I leave Lou talking to some college guy in a Tennessee Vols shirt and head for my Guild D-50 standard – my only go-to for acoustic sets. The keyboard is already set up on stage and a few people clap as I take my place. I swing the guitar over my shoulder and check it’s still in tune. ‘Thanks McFlannerys, for another great night in Ireland,’ I say, adjusting the A string. ‘Or the closest we can get to it here in Nashvegas. Hope you’ve all had your Fireballs! Peyton over there’s running through those bottles pretty fast.’

A girl who comes to all my gigs, called Candice, claps and whoops, waves a shot glass at me from over by the photo booth and I hold a hand up to her. She’s dressed in leopard print leggings, a red shirt and black cowboy boots tonight and I know she’ll be dancing on the bar before midnight. The later it gets, the more raucous it is in here. 

‘I’ve got some new stuff for you tonight,’ I say, adjusting the mic stand a little more. I’m taller than the last guy. Candice whistles through her fingers and I notice a girl in pigtails slapping her shoulder to shut her up. I smile, drag the stool closer, look to the blond for a split second. She’s looking right at me intrigued now, leaning against the wall, still beneath the PBR sign. Something about her is kind of familiar. Tal’s at the bar again. 

‘I’ll start with a little something to warm us up,’ I say, tweaking the bottom E string. ‘Kenny Chesney’s doing OK from this one. We’re may not be in Mexico but with those Fireballs running low over there, we might be onto the tequila soon.’ I strum the D chord, sink straight into the song Beer in Mexico and the clapping and toe-tapping and the occasional whistle hit my ears. 

I always start with an up-tempo number to get people going. Already more people are watching me than the last guy, but by the time I reach the chorus I’m not really thinking about anything. I’m connecting with the audience; the odd grin, the odd look, but it’s another world up here. It’s me and the music. And the responsibility of doing it justice. 

I say all but a sentence before launching into my own song. One I wrote the other week. One that now, in a room full of people feels as raw as when Grace walked out for the millionth time and the lyrics flew into my head. Everyone’s quiet now. The girl with the big blue eyes is watching me intently.

Our world is a battlefield

Where we both use words to harm

Two sides, no one knows who’s right

But we both wear equal scars

Disgraced 

Look at what takes place

When our dreams and schemes collide

At first light, pull your armour tight

Cos there’s nowhere left to hide

Our love was a shelter

Now it’s the bomb that starts the war

Maybe we could warn the innocents in our path

If we could stop to ask

What all this fighting is for

Swan dive into all our lies

Swimming hard against our hearts

Hanging on, while it feels so wrong

Letting go’s the hardest part

Our love was a shelter

Now it’s the bomb that starts the war

Maybe we could warn the innocents in our path

If we could stop to ask

What all this fighting is for…

I’m vaguely aware of the lump in my throat that I have to ignore. I sing right over it like I always do, working through the emotions with the words and when I wrap up Battlefield and introduce another new one, it’s not just Candice who whoops at the back of the room. The blond, now with Tal back by her side is clapping furiously. I meet her blue eyes and something in my stomach jolts as I realize they’re watering. Is she crying? 

‘Well, thank you so much,’ I say into the mic, putting the guitar on the stand and moving the stool over to the keyboard. ‘Good to see some new faces here tonight.’ She swipes at her face again. She’s beautiful.

I force my eyes away, sit down. ‘You’ll have to go easy on me, guys. I’m giving you the new stuff tonight. This one’s called Time.’ I put my fingers to the keys, take a breath, settle into the padding of the stool and start to play. Candice squeals. The melody soars through the speakers as our eternal battle sounds out yet again around the room; this time to a different tune, faster, only just, but just as hard. Just as therapeutic. 

My shirt was too big 

And the sleeves fell over your fingers

But you wrapped yourself tightly inside

Making sure your scent lingered

The moment I asked for it back was the moment you’d dance right out of my hands

And you’d sigh, pull my hair, kiss my mouth everywhere

With the same sweet line

What's yours is mine

What's yours is mine

But there’s such a fine line 

Between playing for keeps and living a lie

‘Cause what’s mine isn’t yours to be loved, then ignored

And I need more time

I need more time…

I let my eyes close and I’m surprised to feel tears sting the backs again, but it’s not just Grace or our inevitable breakups that are running through my mind up here now. It’s my brother, too. I’m singing one song, but now I’m thinking about the one I’m holding back. 

Last time I tried to sing about him, people talked over it and I almost lost it. I never tried again, even though every week I itch to – just to release him – as if it would actually release him from my thoughts. For some reason the musical strands of my relationship are prime fodder for public consumption. I can bleed up here over Grace and feel healed afterwards. But Micah is one open wound that my music can never close.

When I open my eyes, the first thing I see is the blond, swiping at her cheeks, looking from me to the floor. I stop, get up from the stool as the room erupts into a huge applause that leaves me speechless for a second. I have to force myself to voice my thanks back into the mic. I catch the girl’s eyes again. She’s definitely crying. 

Tal’s whispering something into her ear now, tugging at her shirt sleeve, but she’s looking straight at me, ignoring her. Something makes my heart pound like a boxer at my chest as I walk back to the guitar, ready to pack it away. I lost myself in those songs. My head was all over the place as usual and I don’t even know where I went, exactly. But I know that girl came with me. 

‘Good job, Conor, wow, man, hat’s off. You didn’t moan. You whined, very eloquently,’ Lou grins, coming up behind me and slapping my back in her usual way. ‘You made the whole fucking room cry. Everyone wearing mascara hates you.’ I turn to her and she high fives me. ‘Seriously man, everyone loved it all… even if it was all about her.’ She pulls a face. ‘Least she’s good for something. Listen, I’m out. It’s SINdustry night at Play - I’m gonna go scream-talk over drag queens singing Bad Romance. Wanna come?’

‘Tempting but I’ll pass,’ I say. I’m thirsty. I’m also kind of forcing myself not to look back at the blond. ‘I’ll see you at home.’

‘Don’t wait up,’ Lou says, and then she rolls her eyes, as if to say she’ll probably be home before me. I nod, lift my guitar into its hard case, snap it shut and finally look behind me. She’s gone. 








  
  

Stephanie
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Gretchen yells at me as she swings past into the kitchen with a tray of dirty dishes - ‘Stephanie, table two need three more Cokes and there’s another spill on thirteen!’ 

I salute her with the dishcloth and hurry to the bar, where Indie Pete is already on it with the Cokes. My boss, Gretchen has the loudest voice in Nashville and she’s not even a singer.

‘Are you closing up tonight?’ he asks me, looking up at the clock on the wall as he passes me the Cokes. I load the drinks onto my tray, just as the buzzer goes off to tell me the food for table nine is ready.

‘Sure am,’ I tell him, blowing my bangs from my eyes. ‘Then I have a hot date with my Kindle.’

‘I told you, you need to come over and jam with us,’ he says.

‘I’m exhausted,’ I tell him, honestly. ‘It’s been non-stop since two o’clock. My hair’s going to need four washes to get the smell of ribs out!’ 

‘You should taste my beard when I leave,’ he says, sticking his tongue down into it for a second and making an ‘mmm’ sound and I laugh, hurrying off with the Cokes. ‘It’s only a matter of time till I get you to my sweet home, Alabama,’ he calls after me, and I can’t help laughing even more. 

Indie Pete is cute in a skinny-jean-wearing, bearded, pale kind of way. His eyebrow is pierced with a tiny skull on a silver hoop. He told me he won the Southern Gentlemen Facial Hair Competition at the Tennessee State Fair last year, and seemed very proud of it. He really does just want to jam and sing, I think. He has a house full of musicians in Hillsboro – all kinds of people he says, who’ve moved here to surround themselves with talent. I really will go meet them all; soon as I get some time, but the last time I went out at all was that night at McFlannerys a week ago. 

The song rushes through my head again: ‘Cause what’s mine isn’t yours to be dragged through this war. And I need more time, I need more time…’

I mop up the third Root Beer spill on table thirteen and hurry back to get the two plates of Southern style chicken and ribs. I don’t know why that song made me cry; or the one before it. I was tired I guess, and I’m all about needing time. It’s what I told Brock before I left. And when he threatened to move here with me and forced me to break things off. But that guy - Conor - had the kind of voice that glues you to someone’s mouth as it’s coming out of them. 

It was gravelly and low but more than that his lyrics twisted up my heart like strangling vines. I could feel every word he sang travelling out of his soul and right through me, like some kind of weird matching frequency. I was harmonizing quietly to every line but I felt his pain intensifying my own till there was tears rolling down my face and I felt like the biggest idiot alive. I wanted to talk to him. I almost wanted to stay after, but E-beth had locked herself out of the house and Tal dragged me away. I’ve been thinking about that last song for a whole week and it’s become a soundtrack for my own procrastination. I need more time…

‘Thanks very much, that looks delicious,’ the British guy in booth nine says politely when I put the chicken down in front of him. His T-shirt says I’m having a Honky Tonk good time and I know it’s one from the store down the street that sells two for twelve bucks. His brown leather cowboy boots look brand new. His wife, who’s now photographing her plate of ribs and laughing at the size of them has a white cowboy hat next to her in the booth.

‘Hey, pretty lady, can I get some more ketchup?’ a college kid calls to me, cutting into my thoughts as I clear a nearby table. 

‘Coming right up,’ I say, taking the empty bottle from him on my way past. He leans right in like he’s about to smack my ass, but his friend pulls him back at the last minute and I pretend not to have noticed. It’s close to midnight and most people in The Nice Rack are drunk, laughing in the booths with friends, or making out against the red plastic seatbacks. They’ve come in from the bars and most of them reek of beer, but Gretchen likes them that way. She says they tip better, which is true I guess. 

On my way back from delivering the ketchup, the door opens and a party of four guys and one girl walk in. I sigh to myself. ‘Never be the person who comes in just as the kitchen's closing. Just don't be that person,’ Indie Pete says with equal dismay and annoyance as I head back to the bar and stick my notepad into the pocket of my daisy dukes. They're the standard uniform here, along with the white boots and red shirt. They’re also what the production team made me wear on Deserted, so they don’t exactly stop some people recognizing me, even if these ones are spattered in BBQ sauce, rather than sand and saltwater. I catch Indie Pete doing a double take at the group, and he rolls his eyes as he grabs an empty pitcher. ‘Oh, unless you’re Travis Flynn, obviously,’ he adds, filling it with ice. ‘If you’re Travis Flynn you can order what you want, whenever you want.’

‘Who’s Travis Flynn?’ I say, turning to look. 

He makes a snorting sound. ‘A girl in Nashville who doesn’t know Travis Flynn? You just made me like you even more, Alabama.’

‘Him?’ I say, nodding my head at the sandy-haired guy standing at the end of a booth with his hands on the end of the table. He’s leaning over a brunette now, grinning drunkenly with whiter-than-white teeth. He sways slightly as he goes to sit next to her, drapes an arm around her, till all I can see is the back of his head and a muscular arm in a fitted black, short-sleeved shirt. I notice a couple of people turn around and look at him too, before going back to their business.

‘Is he a celebrity?’ I say, feeling stupid.

Pete puts the pitcher on the bar, fills it with water. ‘He won the last Nashville songwriter of the year competition, so yeah, kinda,’ he says. ‘He’s been on the circuit a while. I think HotFlush are after him now but he’s been told to come up with more material. One of my roommates was in the studio before him last week… she overheard some phone call.’ He leans towards me conspiratorially as the pitcher fills between us. ‘Between you and me, his own songs ain’t worth a lick. I think he slept with one of the judges.’

‘You’re mean,’ I tell him, shoving his arm over the bar, just as Gretchen flies out through the kitchen doors with her giant chest heaving beneath her apron, and throws me a look. I grab the full pitcher, hurry to the booth and straight into the glare of Travis Flynn. I note his dark brown eyes widen as he sweeps my body up and down with an appreciative gaze that makes me feel more than a little self-conscious. 

‘Well, hello,’ he drawls up at me from his seat. I put the pitcher on the table, pull my notepad from my pocket, take the pen from behind my ear. The brunette actually grabs his face and pulls him back towards her for a kiss. 

‘What can I get for you?’ I ask them all, trying not to look at the make-out session now taking place in front of me. A dark-haired guy in glasses throws a straw at Travis, then a wad of napkins, till his lips are parted from the girl’s. 

‘Cut it out!’ Travis yells, running his hand slowly and drunkenly across his mouth as he finds his focus. Everyone in his crew is laughing but his face is straight as he sweeps my body again with his eyes and locks them onto my chest. ‘Isn’t it buy one get one free night?’ he asks my boobs. ‘If so, I’ll take you. Sarah here won’t mind.’

The brunette slaps his arm hard. I assume she’s Sarah. She’s laughing like the others, but I can see a flicker of danger in her eyes. I stand up straighter. I can see he’s more drunk than I first realized. I can also see how stupidly handsome he is with his chiseled cheekbones and sandy colored eyebrows that match the faint stubble around his jaw. His biceps are strained in his shirt sleeves. 

‘There’s nothing free in here,’ I tell him now, forcing his eyes to mine with my tone. ‘We at The Nice Rack pride ourselves on high-quality offerings, and those will cost you.’

‘I have money,’ he tells me.

‘Money can’t buy everything.’

‘Are you sure about that?’ 

My breath catches. The guy who threw the straw and napkins is kicking him under the table. ‘What are you saying?’ I ask him, feeling the fury start to spike in my veins. The guy’s an asshole.

‘Dude, seriously, cut it out,’ his friend tells him, turning to me as I bite my tongue. ‘We’ll get three racks to share, three fries and five Coronas. Sorry about the douchebag.’

‘We don’t have Corona,’ I say, forcing myself to keep calm. I can feel Travis’s eyes still on me and I will myself not to look at him. 

‘PBRs then, thanks.’ 

‘Are you sure he needs a beer?’ I say, motioning to Travis, who’s twirling a straw in his teeth now, still looking at me through slanted eyes. He pulls it from his mouth at my words and holds it out.

‘You calling me a drunk, now?’ 

‘I’m surprised you heard me, your head’s so far up your own ass,’ I reply. The words come out of me before I can even control them and the whole table bursts into laughter as Travis’s eyes widen. He’s about to say something else but the brunette clutches his arm.

‘You deserved it Travis, now shut your mouth,’ she hisses. I can tell she’s pissed. She sits back in her seat with her arms folded. I scribble the order on my notepad and force a smile back to my face as Gretchen bustles past with another tray and Travis puts the straw back into his mouth, watches me, a grin spreading across his face. 

‘I’ll be right back,’ I tell them chirpily, making for the kitchen and yelling for the beers on the way. Indie Pete throws me a look as he springs back into action and I roll my eyes. I almost want to tell him Travis probably did sleep his way into winning that competition, but that’s not entirely fair – the guy’s wasted. I sigh to myself; pushing the negativity from my mind and aura. You create your own universe as you go along - that's what The Secret says. Be nice, and get nice things back. It’s been a long night. I don’t need any drama. I just want everyone out of here ASAP so I can go home to Bob Barker and my Kindle. 

By the time everyone’s out, it’s way past midnight. 

‘You go, I’m fine,’ I tell Indie Pete. He’s sitting on the bar stool on his cell phone, waiting to see me out. He’s such a gentleman. 

‘You sure?’

‘I’m sure, thanks.’ 

‘OK, well, we’ll be jamming till the early hours if you change your mind?’

‘I’d love to, another night, OK?’ I tell him, blowing him a kiss as I stack the last of the chairs and untie my apron. ‘You go. I’ll be out of here in ten.’

‘OK, Alabama,’ he says, jumping off the stool and saluting me. ‘Have it your way. Be safe, I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘See you tomorrow,’ I say, as he heads for the door and I walk through to the kitchen, put my apron into the washer with the others and turn it on. I check the locks out back are secure and turn off the lights. I lean against the warm stove for a second and sigh again. I see more of this place than the house; not that either is ideal. I know I need to explore more, stop being so antisocial… stop making excuses to start arranging gigs. Maybe I should go to Pete’s, meet all his friends. 

But I really am beyond exhausted. 

I need more time. I need more time...

I shove my hair up into a ponytail, pick up my purse and walk through the empty restaurant. The street is quiet outside as I lock the door with the padlock and pull the shutter down over it. I’m just bolting it to the latch on the sidewalk when a shadow looms over me. ‘Did you bring any more insults out with you?’ a voice sounds out behind me. ‘Or do those specials end when you lock up?’

I drop the keys, stand quickly, turn to face him. Travis Flynn is standing here, arms folded. His expression is amused, but he’s even more drunk. He left the restaurant thirty minutes ago, but he seems to be alone. Did he wait for me? My instincts are primed. The island left me paranoid.

‘Where are your friends?’ I say, feeling my palms turn clammy. I grip my purse. He ignores me, steps forward till I’m flattened against the locked door. My heart rate increases as he breathes down on me, way too close to my face. He smells of beer and faint cologne. I hold my hands to his hard chest as he wedges one denim clad knee between my bare legs. I gasp as his hands come up and press on the shutters either side of me, trapping me. 

‘You need to let me go,’ I say, trying to push him suddenly, but I’m no match for the force of him as he catches my wrist and grips it. ‘Ow!’ I cry out. ‘Are you crazy, what are you doing?’

‘You turned me on in your little uniform,’ he slurs into my ear. His biceps are flexed as he keeps on gripping me. He presses his knee further up into my crotch. ‘I also like a girl who can fight her corner.’

I shove at him with all my strength now, but he doesn’t move. ‘You’re on CCTV, are you stupid?!’ I yell.

‘Aww, come on, Stephanie,’ he slurs.

‘How do you know my name?’

‘The TV,’ he says. ‘My friends back there kindly reminded me how you had that jock all wound up out there on that island. We can go to my place; you can do the same to me if you like, minus all that sand…’

‘Are you serious? You’re disgusting, Travis, and you don’t even know me! You need to leave before the cops come by.’

He leans in further and for a moment I think he’s actually going to force himself on me, right here on a lit up street on camera, but in a split second his body is slamming up hard against the shutters next to me and I’m jumping back in my boots. I watch as someone’s fist flies up in Travis’s face, hovers in front of his nose.

‘The lady asked you to leave,’ comes a voice that sounds familiar, only colder. 

Travis is holding his hands up. ‘We were just talking, man, what’s your problem?’

‘Conor?’ I say, in shock. The word comes out as a mime, not a sound as he clutches hard to the front of Travis’s shirt. I realize my arms are around myself. I can hardly believe what I’m seeing. 

‘I think the lady had a problem, from what I just heard,’ Conor tells him now, pulling him to the curb so fast that Travis almost goes flying. Conor motions for a cab heading past and it screeches to a stop. He drags Travis towards it, flings open the door. ‘Take this guy home, and don’t let him stop on the way, anywhere,’ he says to the driver.

‘Get your hands off me,’ Travis roars. He goes to shove Conor backwards, but he misses and stumbles back against the cab. He’s so stupidly drunk he can barely stand.

‘Can you remember where you live?’ Conor asks him and I hear Travis mumble something in angry defeat before shoving at him again and finally getting into the car. Conor shuts the door hard after him, hands the driver some money from his pocket and we both watch as the cab speeds away. 

I turn to him as he does the same and I watch the surprise cross his face as he recognizes me, too. ‘Thank you,’ I mouth, stepping towards him. I realize I’m shaking.

‘Are you OK?’ he asks. I meet his eyes as I grip my purse to me. They’re dark, shining with concern in the glare of a neon pink sign flashing on the wall behind us. He’s wearing a backpack with gym shoes poking out of a side pocket, jeans and a green T-shirt. His dark, wavy hair is cutely scruffy around his ears and I take in the dimple in his chin, the slight black stubble as he studies my face.

‘I heard you sing,’ I start at the exact same time as he says, ‘You were at McFlannerys.’ 

We both laugh and I’m instantly glad he said that, and not that he also knows me from the TV show. He’s gorgeous. The words of his song fly back through my head again, along with the look on his face when he sang them. ‘Small world,’ he smiles. ‘I’m Conor Judge.’

‘I remember,’ I say, blowing at my bangs as they fall in my eyes. ‘I’m Stephanie. Stephanie Jackson. Thanks for… well, that.’

‘That was Travis Flynn, wasn’t it?’ he says, eyes narrowed again.

‘Yeah, he was in the restaurant.’

‘Man, he must have been wasted to try that on in public. People know who he is.’

‘He was pretty drunk,’ I say. ‘Were you playing tonight?’ I notice he doesn’t have a guitar with him.

Conor shakes his head, picks up the restaurant keys I realize are lying on the sidewalk where I dropped them. He hands them to me. ‘Not tonight. I work at Fret.’ 

‘The guitar store?’ I say. Our fingers brush as I take them.

‘Yes ma'am. Handling all your musical needs since 1947.' 

‘But it’s after midnight!’

‘I stay and play alone sometimes. Saves me waking up the roommate, you know? I’ll walk you to your car.’

‘Thanks.’ My heart’s still beating hard. What a weird, weird world it is that he found me - of all the people in Nashville. We walk the one block south to my Toyota and I don’t say a word but Conor laughs when he sees the car, walks ahead with a spring in his step and runs a hand over the hood.

‘Does this thing even run?’ he asks, incredulously.

‘Like a grandmother,’ I reply. I can’t help noting how manly and strong his arms and hands look in the streetlights as he pats the scratched up metalwork like a dog and grins. I saw his strength when he slammed that asshat up against the shutters, too. Our eyes meet again briefly. I fumble at the lock, aware of his gaze still on my face. Then I realize I’m trying to open the door with the restaurant keys. He says nothing as I fish in my purse for the right ones and throw the door open, flustered. I instantly regret the KFC carton and all the dog hair still on the passenger seat. My heart still hasn’t slowed.

‘Well, you be safe out there, miss Jackson,’ Conor says, raising an eyebrow as I sit down at the wheel. 

‘I will. Can I drive you anywhere?’ 

‘I have my car, I’m good, thanks.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Next block over.’ 

For a second that feels like forever I sit looking up at him. He runs a hand through his thick hair as he studies me in what I think is amusement. ‘You planning to drive like that, Fred Flintstone?’ he asks eventually.

I look down, pull my legs inside the car quickly. Damn, Stephanie.

Conor shuts the door and walks away, smiling. 
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