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By

Parker Avrile

Is there a second chance when your first love is a celebrity?

♫♫♫

Zac was once Bobby, before he left his old name and his old flame to claw his way to the top of the charts. A decade later, bounced from his band, the erstwhile celebrity finds himself crawling home alone with his tail between his legs.

Reed hasn't seen Bobby for ten years after making the tough choice to quit music to study medicine. His small town needs a local doctor, and Reed has worked hard to fill that need. Sure, it's lonely for a gay man in a place this size, but he has his loyal dog Magnum by his side to keep him company.

When Magnum literally knocks over the stranger squatting in the old Mason place, Reed didn't expect to meet his Bobby from way back when.

Can former friends find the love they lost, or will the paparazzi tear them apart for good? Even with a nudge from an intelligent dog, how can a celebrity and a small-town doctor make it together?
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Visit the official Parker Avrile page:

https://tinyurl.com/parisaudio

to find out how you can get your free copy of The First Dance, a new audiobook available free to members of the Parker Avrile Reader's Group.
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Chapter One: Zac
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I saw a bear at the edge of the trees. Not the thirsty kind I usually met on the tour circuit. The hungry kind famous for going rogue from its natural diet of nuts and berries in order to feast on careless humans. The bear was down on all fours, its head turned back a little to look at something behind it.

There must be another bear back there. Maybe bear cubs. They say there's nothing worse than a mother bear with cubs. Was it a mother bear? It was still in the shadows, so I couldn't tell.

Fuck.

It was my first morning in the old log cabin I'd inherited from my grandparents. The place sat empty for five years, until... well... it was too early in the morning for my thoughts to go down that path. Thinking was a painful thing and never more painful than it was in the early morning.

I'd told myself the cabin would be a peaceful place to put myself back together after the trainwreck of my breakup with Troy. My manager hired some people who hired some other people, and the place had been all fixed up with the latest twenty-first century touches right down to the stainless steel cappuccino machine on the tiny kitchen counter.

It should have been a good place to sit and drink cappuccino. My grandparents were going through a hippie phase when they built the log cabin from a kit in 1972. The long swing on the front porch wasn't the original one, but the fat sunflower-colored pillows and matching coat of glossy yellow paint meant it was as cheerful as the swing I remembered from my childhood.

An impressive view from that porch. The cabin was located on a high saddle between two mountains that were a patchwork of national forest and private woodlands. Lots of trees. Big ones, mostly hardwoods. My grandparents' property hadn't been logged in eighty years. I might as well stay out here for a few months until the trees changed color. All those reds, oranges, and golds... it had been too long since I'd seen that.

A good place. A peaceful place. Except, you know, for the bear running right at me. Sure, the real estate manager mumbled something about bear restoration when she handed me the keys, but I thought she'd mistaken me for some dumb-ass tourist she had to impress with a tall tale. The Arkansas black bear was a rarity in these forests when I was growing up. I'd never seen one and never expected to see one.

Now I was about to be tackled by one.

A freakish bear with some kind of white bib on its chest. What the...?

There were people in my old life who might have described me as the bear, but for the moment I felt more like Bambi in headlights. The door was right behind me, but I had this idea bears were like dogs. If you run, it triggers something that makes them run after you. Besides, I had muscle. I could stare it down. Right?

I must have dropped my mug, but I don't remember seeing it bounce across the sunflower-yellow floorboards.

Brace for impact.

No way I was going to get myself on the other side of that front door in time. I'd heard bears were fast, but fuck. Bears are fast. Guys my size, maybe not so much. It was a matter of seconds from the time I caught a glimpse of the bear at the edge of the woods to the moment an overwhelmingly huge animal flung itself onto my porch to knock me flat on my ass.

When I closed my eyes, my twenty-nine years of life began to flash across the movie screen of my mind complete with flickering images of the final tabloid headlines. I might be only a lowly bass player, but a gory death-by-bear had to be good for breaking news on TMZ and Wonderwall.

I'd be more famous than Troy. At least for a day. God, how he'd hate that.

Did bears drool? I was pretty sure I felt some drool on my chin.

My grandparents were believers, and sometimes I shot a little prayer in the direction of the sky, although I often wondered if anyone up there listened to a musician. Trust me. When you've got a bear on top of you, you're going to send up a few prayers.

If you can hear me upstairs, Big Guy, I didn't mean it. All those nights I said I wanted to die without Troy, all those nights I said I couldn't live without my band, I was just wallowing. I don't really want to die. Nothing makes you realize how bad you want to live like smelly bear breath in your face.

“Please don't eat me.” I'm a baritone, so my voice rarely squeaks. But you try being manhandled by a bear, the kind with fur and claws, and get back to me about how steady your voice is.

The bear was not eating me. It kept its paws on my shoulders, holding me flat on my back. Its tongue came out so it could lick my face.

“It's all right, Magnum. You can let him up.”

Not a bear. When the animal stepped off, I sat up feeling foolish. A tall man loomed over me. Oh. My. God. He looked so much like Troy my heart started racing all over again. Was I still in that place where every attractive man looked like Troy? Would I never get out of that place? I was sick and tired of feeling like I'd just been stabbed in the heart.

Breathe.

The hair was shorter, the eyes slightly larger and a darker shade of brown. Still, they were enough alike to pass as brothers—the same sculpted cheekbones, the same emphatic eyebrows, the same strong jaw. This guy was probably a size larger, with broader shoulders. Good hands, large and long, with clear, clean nails. That was one difference between this guy and Troy. The hands. No ragged black polish, no fire-breathing dragon inked on the right hand, no hollow-eyed skull on the left.

Forget Troy. Focus on the here and now.

“You should control your animal.” I pushed myself to my feet to stand toe-to-toe with the intruder. There was no use pretending he wasn't my type, with or without the hand tats. He was exactly my type. A lot of leg, a tight ass, the suggestion of toned abs under the old-school baby-blue Henley. “What the hell is that thing, anyway?”

Radiating a sense of alert calm, the dog sat back on its haunches. It was a large black dog complete with a white bib, a white blaze between the nose, and two rusty-colored false eyes above the dark-chocolate true eyes. That calm spoke of confidence in its own power, and I suspected it could press one over-sized paw on my chest and put me back on my ass any time it damn well wanted to. Nonetheless, it was nowhere near as big as a black bear, and I'd only thought so because I'd been taken off guard. You don't expect a well-trained dog to tackle you on your own front porch.

The hot-looking owner was frowning. “I think I need to be asking the questions here. What do you think you're doing on this property? This town isn't friendly to illegal logging scouts.”

“What do you think you're doing on this property? I'm Zac Dillon. It's my place.” I didn't have much reason to back down, since I was the guy who just got bowled over by a dog who could play the part of a Mack truck on TV.  “I still can't figure out what the hell that thing is.” When I gestured too broadly in its direction, he took it as an invitation to lick my fingers.

“It's a Bernese Mountain Dog.” Hottie continued to look skeptical. “We've chased off several loggers over the past couple of years, and I'm not afraid to do it again. This property belongs to the Mason family, and Magnum and I won't let a twig get cut down unless I get the word from Bobby Mason himself.”

“Nobody's cutting any twigs...” I stopped talking because the well-built stranger stepped much too close.

He suddenly took hold of my chin and turned my face to gaze deep into my eyes. “Bobby? Is that really you?”
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Chapter Two: Zac
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My stomach did flip-flops. A man hadn't touched my face and gazed searchingly into my eyes in a long time. A daring fan might grab my hip, my waist, or my ass while posing for a selfie, but it was hardly the same thing. I felt dizzy for a moment, the way you feel when you stand up too fast from an overheated hot tub.

Those eyes. Did they really remind me of Troy's eyes? Or was it someone else, someone further back, who came to mind?

“Reed.” It wasn't really a question. Now that I saw it, those eyes couldn't belong to anyone else. Damn, though. The way his body had filled out over the decade since I'd last seen him...

“That's me.” The dark eyes turned a shade darker. “One of those small minds in a small town that you said you'd leave behind forever. So what brings you back to Smallmouth Creek Mountain?”

I was nineteen when I said that. Nineteen and upset he was choosing school over me. I couldn't delay my music career to attend college. In music, you make it big when you're young, or you probably don't make it at all. We'd tried to make the long distance thing work for a few months after high school, but we couldn't. Too young, I guess. I shouldn't have said some of the shit I said in that final fight, though. My face felt hot, remembering. I'd thought I had to make a clean break, burn my bridges.

Awkward.

Though not as awkward as my breakup with head-up-his-own-ass rock star Troy Reiver.

“I, um, I had to get away from the music press. The fucking tabloids.”

Reed looked at me as if he had no idea what I was talking about. Maybe he didn't. I'd already changed my name to Zac Dillon by the time I joined Phoenix Fire. Even my Wiki entry didn't reveal my birth name and hometown. Not that Wiki invests a lot of time on the lives of any bass player.

“You did know I was in a band, right?”

Reed slowly shook his head. “College, med school... I didn't have time for music after we broke up. I don't think I ever picked up a drumstick again.”

“Fuck. The world lost a good drummer.”

He shrugged. “There's a bigger shortage of doctors than drummers.”

I needed coffee. It was all too easy to believe I was dreaming. Back in the day, Reed and I spent endless hours together practicing our two-piece band, which was sort of a poor man's version of The White Stripes or The Black Keys. Jack White was my hero in those days—Jack White and his sister who turned out to be his wife. Reed liked playing the drums to blow off steam, but he talked a lot about being a doctor. That was his dream, taking care of people.

“Come in.” I looked at the dog. “That is, if that thing can come inside without knocking everything over.”

“He doesn't knock anything over I don't tell him to knock over.” He looked me up and down, as if he still couldn't believe what he was seeing. “Bobby Mason. All grown up. I should have recognized you right away.”

“Well, ten years.” Why did I let so much time pass by? Oh, right. Because I was busy with Troy building a successful band.

A band that had just kicked me to the curb after I confronted Troy about his drug problem.

I knew the score. After ten years, I should have known it. The thing is, everybody else could smile and indulge him and feed him enough coke to keep him awake and on stage for the duration of the performance. But they didn't have to go home to a guy who, night after night, passed out cold on the bed. I was tired of doing without love. Tired of not being able to sleep because of the way I could hear the breath catch in his throat. Tired of wondering when his heart was going to stop.

Early on, after the first album, I could see I was starting to have a little problem of my own. No way I wanted to be a slave to that shit, so I went out and got it fixed. I know, nobody's more obnoxious than the dude in recovery, but c'mon. How does a talented guy like Troy not get it? The dude wasn't stupid. I couldn't have loved him so long if he was stupid. It's a reality that people die of that shit all the time, especially indulged celebrities nobody ever says no to. He was destroying himself, he knew damn well he was destroying himself, and I got sick and tired of watching it happen.

Troy said it wasn't the same for him as it was for me. That nobody even much noticed if the bass player spent a few weeks in rehab. Troy was the singer. The star. I tried to understand, and for years I kidded myself that I did understand, but at some point without knowing exactly when I got to my breaking point.

“This has got to stop.”

“I'm sorry, Zac, but no. Fuck no. I'm having fun. I'm in control of what I'm doing. I don't need to stop, and I don't want to.”

I talked to our management, trying to stage an intervention, but the joke was on me.

“You're not a team player, Mr. Dillon. You haven't been a team player for a long time. You've been replaced. We'll have some paperwork and a settlement for you to sign.”

It wasn't a terrible settlement—an extra three million dollars if I signed a contract saying I'd never sell the story of my relationship with Troy. I wasn't planning on writing about the guy I'd given a decade to anyway, but I didn't feel comfortable about signing away my rights like that. Troy could still write a book or a movie script himself one of these fine days, and I wouldn't be free to answer.

“I can't sign this. I'm not signing away the right to talk about my own life.”

“You can, and you will. Or you'll never work in the music business again.”

Troy and I were the founding members of Phoenix Fire. I thought I was a key member. Wrong. There was exactly one key member, and it sure as shit wasn't Zac Dillon.

“Ten years.” Reed echoed me to break a silence that had gone on for too long.

I set out two cups of cappuccino and a plate of Double Stuf Oreos. The so-called dining area was no more than a breakfast nook, a tight fit for two muscular men and a full-sized Bernese Mountain Dog. I swear to God that thing was as big as a Saint Bernard. It didn't beg, though. Good training. I thought all dogs begged for cookies, even the big ones.

Reed looked at his plate, one eyebrow lifted. Uh oh. I hoped he hadn't turned into one of these judge-y types who didn't understand about the importance of Double Stuf Oreos for breakfast.

“How did we let so much time go by?” he asked.

“I guess I got busy. Anyway, the band did OK, and now I'm home for a little while until I figure out what comes next.” There was more I could say, but I wasn't really interested in me. I already knew about me. I was curious about him. Why was he still in this one-horse town? “So back then you said about going to medical school. What happened to that?”

Reed's parents weren't particularly well-to-do, and they'd been fighting over how to pay for Reed's college. I'd often thought of him, wondering if he'd made it out. Seemed like I was right to worry, since here he was.

Of course, come to think of it, here I was myself.

His smile was bashful, and I soon realized it was because he didn't want to sound as if he were bragging. “I'm done. I'm a doctor. I crammed my four years undergrad into three years, then did four years med school at Vanderbilt, then three more years residency to get certified as a family practitioner. I got back about two months ago, so...” He looked down as he spun the top cookie off his Oreo to reveal the sweet filling inside.

Reed was one of those who always ate the inside first. Good to see that some things never change.

“You painted your grandmother's kitchen,” he said after a minute. I have no idea what that had to do with what we were talking about.

“My people hired someone to paint it, yeah. That avocado shit was old-fashioned even when I was in the single digit ages. So tell me. How did you get the money to go to school? I remember how you were talking about being a stripper...”

He blushed. Aw, that was all kinds of cute. His pink cheeks made him look a lot more like his nineteen-year-old self. “Actually, I did do that for a couple of years. I was good at dancing on tabletops. Maybe I learned more about rhythm from playing the drums than I thought.”

Reed on a tabletop. There was an image. I'd thought he was just talking out his ass, that the stripper plan was just one of those wild ideas he tossed out there while he brainstormed how he was going to pay for school. He'd been one of those crazy-smart A students who always had a plan to get his homework finished early. All I wanted to do was practice my music and then fool around. Or fool around and then practice my music. 

Hmm. He already had those shoulders when I knew him in the wayback, although his arms and legs were still a little long and coltish the last time I saw him at age nineteen. The mental image of Reed nearly naked, trembling the way I did the first time I went onstage in a big arena stadium, the hairs on the back of his arms standing up, maybe a muscle twitching inside a long bare thigh...

Getting hot in here. Ooh yah.

I started to say something like, “You'll have to show me some of your moves,” and then I realized it would be a very bad idea. A rebound fling with a guy from my old high school all grown up to look like Troy Reiver's hotter twin?

Yeah, that sounded healthy.

Not.

Another long silence. It was probably making him feel weird he'd confessed about the stripper shit, so I forced myself to fumble for something neutral to say. “I guess I didn't expect to see you here,” was what I finally went with. “I should have recognized you right away.”

“Well, I guess I didn't expect to see you. Not after all these years.”

We looked at each other and tapped our coffee mugs together, a rueful salute to fate.

“There's no such thing as full scholarships anymore. The only way for me to afford medical school was to sign up for a program that places doctors in rural communities.” Reed looked thoughtful, and the dog thrust its head against Reed's hand to reassure him. “Fortunately, I already knew a community in serious need of a family practitioner.”

Our hometown hadn't had a doctor in years. Decades, maybe. When my grandparents died, I always wondered if it would have made a difference for my grandmother. Grandpa, no. Apparently, he passed quietly in the night without any warning. But Grandma's cardiac condition was treatable. It's just that she was alone and depressed and too often didn't want to make the ninety-minute drive over to the heart center.

I should have been there. But the band was already on that never-ending two-year tour, and I could barely get away a couple of days for Grandpa's funeral. We were playing Summer Sonic in Tokyo when I got the news Grandma passed, and then it was too late. I never went back because, well, what was the point? I didn't need to see her in a box.

Those were Troy's words, actually. In those days, he never liked to be too far away from me. “You don't need to see her in a box, baby. I'm alive. I'm here. And I need you. You're the glue that holds this band together.”

He never said he loved me. He always said I was the glue.

It used to feel like a compliment.

Every band has to have a responsible member, or it all starts to fall apart. I was the designated adult in the room, but there's a day when I got tired of being the guy who was supposed to do all the nagging. For a long while, too long a while, I let things go. Then, when I did insist on Troy getting cleaned up, it turned out they didn't want a nag anyway.

“You're not any fun anymore. I'm not sure you ever were that much fun. Why don't you loosen up?”

I needed to shake off Troy. He was the past. “The real estate agent said about bear restoration. I wasn't wearing my glasses, and I thought when I saw you guys coming... for a minute, I about had a heart attack. I was convinced this old boy was a big-ass bear.”

Magnum thumped his tail on the floor, pleased to be acknowledged.

“Bobby, Bobby, Bobby, I never pictured you getting old and twenty-nine and wearing glasses.” Reed was grinning.

“I don't really wear them. Just for driving. And don't call me Bobby. The name is Zac now.”

“Zac.” He took my chin in his face again, turned it some more. “Funny name for a Libra.”

“Doctors believe in astrology?”

He was too close to me, his breath too hot and coffee-flavored. The dog sat very still, allowing me to forget he was there.

“No, but I remember musicians do.” Reed kissed me on the corner of the mouth. “I remember a lot of things.”

My breath caught in my throat. I remembered a lot of things too. Except...

I wasn't ready.

That was the last thing I needed. I had a type, and it was all too easy for me to respond on a physical level to that type. A rebound with Reed Hartwell? Yeah, that was crazy. I didn't even want to think about the kind of emotions it might stir up. Already his firm lips were a hair's breadth away from my lips, bringing back memories better left forgotten.

I stood up from the table, deliberately making a loud clean-up clatter as I put the mugs and the plate in the kitchen sink.

I didn't need glasses to have a clear-eyed view of my situation. That dog was not a bear. And Reed Hartwell was not Troy Reiver.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three: Reed

[image: ]




Every morning I didn't have a medical emergency, I walked from my house in town up the Smallmouth Creek Mountain trail and then along the ridge to scout for evidence of illegal logging. The bark beetle had come to the Ozarks, and the price of hardwood had soared here, as it had soared everywhere else. I'd grown up in this forest, and I couldn't bear to think of a world without white oaks. The hike doubled as good exercise for Magnum, and he often carried a small backpack for me. Bernese Mountain Dogs liked to work, and it was important for them to feel they were doing something worthwhile.

Like me, I guess. We were two of a kind.

Saving my forest was worthwhile. My forest and my town.

I did my medical residency at Brown up north in Rhode Island. That meant I was very far away the year old man Wilton decided to drive his family down to New Orleans so they could take a cruise. When they came back, their property was naked—clearcut in a day or two. Of course, people heard the sound of the chainsaws and the felling, but the foreman shoved a paper that looked official under the sheriff's nose when he showed up to ask questions. By the time he found out the paper was forged, it was too late. The crew was gone, and so were the trees.

There was a reason old man Wilton never sold that beautifully aged timber high in the mountains. With the trees gone, the spring floods created a problem. His cabin was swept away, along with the cabins of his extended family members. In the valley, four other families had been flooded out.

Nobody had enough flood insurance to rebuild. They went away somewhere and never came back.

So. A small town getting smaller every year. My loan forgiveness agreement required me to stay here for five years, but sometimes I wondered if they'd need a doctor that long.

Over the past few weeks, I'd made a point of keeping an eye on the old Mason place. Somebody was having it fixed up, although Dana from the real estate office wouldn't tell me who. “I had to sign an NDA.”

“To sell an old cabin?” A non-disclosure agreement didn't make any sense. Unless... I had an awful thought. Bobby Mason always said he was going to get away from our town and make his name in the world, but I'd never heard his voice on the radio or his name in the news. There was a fortune in hardwoods sitting on his property, and it was inevitable he'd come back and sell to the highest bidder, which would almost certainly be a logging company.

“Mmmm. Maybe to sell it, maybe just to play general contractor so a person could hire people to get it all fixed up nice. I'm not allowed to say.”

Getting the cabin fixed up might be a good sign. If the owner intended to live there, he'd want to keep his trees. But just in case he didn't...

I could stop an illegal logger with my dog and a phone call to the sheriff. If the legal owner decided to sell out, I'd need something more. An endangered species was always good for blocking a logging operation for a few years. I'd seen bear sign, but the Arkansas black bear was no longer endangered, so that wasn't good enough. There were crazy rumors from time to time about the Ivory-billed Woodpecker, but I suspected I was as likely to see one of them as one of those flying saucers people always reported down in Hot Springs.

So every morning I walked a line, not just to exercise Magnum but to protect my territory. Our territory.

At first, I didn't even recognize Bobby. All I saw was a hottie in a sleeveless white tank that exposed two heavily muscled arms covered in elaborate ink. At nineteen, his only tat had been a tiny five-pointed star on the back of his wrist hardly bigger than a freckle. His grandparents were old-fashioned hippy-dippy nature types, and they believed tattoos were something a man picked up in prison or in the service, some group setting where young men egged each other on to make regrettable decisions. Hair color, body art, even ear piercing... that stuff wasn't part of their concept of the so-called natural look.

This guy wasn't going for the nature boy vibe. You could tell he'd worked on himself, that he liked attracting attention to his body. The tank shirt was several sizes too small, stretched to the breaking point so it rode up to display the kind of eight-pack you don't get without working out on specialized equipment. The jeans were ripped, faded low-riders. I shouldn't have been looking, but he wasn't a guy who waxed away his happy trail and I'm not a guy who looks away from an arrow pointing straight down.

“Who's that?” I asked Magnum, my voice barely audible even to my own ears. I communicate with him as much with my body language as with words. The words are for me, but the meaning is for him.
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