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      Nevada Skylark swiped her keycard and punched her code into the keypad. There was no click or green light. She did it over and over again, but the mechanism wasn’t responding. Her inability to use a simple keycard had become a bad joke. A joke she didn’t appreciate. She’d had her studio keycard replaced several times. They worked for a few days and then stopped. Apparently, she was the only one with a problem with the doors, which was beyond annoying. She pounded on the door in frustration, knowing full well that everyone was inside the soundproof studio and wouldn’t hear her. She would have to wait until someone came looking for her... again. What a pain in the ass! If the studio building was going to have security this tight, why did they have the bathrooms outside of the main office complex?

      Nevada heard a door open down the hallway, and she shouted, “Don’t let the door shut!” She couldn’t see who was at the door, because the doors were recessed two feet from the hallways, until she ran the twenty-foot distance.

      “Hey, Larry! Thanks!” Nevada exclaimed, jamming her booted foot into the frame of the heavy glass door to keep the door from shutting.

      “I should have known it was you,” a thin, ill-looking man said and laughed.

      Nevada grinned at one of their technicians. “What are you doing here today? I thought we were just doing voice-overs to the community service announcements.”

      Larry Norton offered his hand. “It’s been fun working with you, kid.”

      Nevada’s smile disappeared. “Are you going to work for another studio?”

      “Nah, the word’s out on me. I may try something else for a while.”

      “Larry, you’re not using again, are you?” Nevada exclaimed. She tried to make him look at her, but he shrugged and wouldn’t make eye contact.

      “Not so much that it would affect my work,” he said and shrugged. “I wouldn’t have passed the piss test, so I got my walking papers.”

      “Then, you have been using again,” Nevada exclaimed, her voice layered with disappointment. “Larry, you signed the contract agreeing to random drug testing. Why did you start using again?”

      “Hey, I don’t need a lecture from a kid,” Larry said, beginning to look angry.

      “I’m not a kid,” Nevada denied. “What if I talk to Jackson? Maybe he’ll give you another chance.”

      Larry shook his head and hoisted a guitar case over his shoulder. “See ya, kid, stay clean.”

      “I will,” Nevada said, watching the talented musician walk down the hallway and exit the building.

      Technicians and musicians were here one day and gone the next. Larry had been with Skylark, the singing trio of Nevada, and her two backup singers, who were also her cousins, for over a year. Larry’s problems with drugs and alcohol had been spotted from the beginning. Sober and clean, he was a phenomenal instrumentalist. Using, he was late or didn’t show up when he was scheduled, and when he did, it was obvious that he was drunk or strung out on something.

      Jackson Cassidy, their manager for the last eight years and an excellent lead guitarist when needed, was a stickler about keeping an eye on their traveling crews and was a strict watchdog over Nevada and her cousins. Jackson was a straight shooter and kept an eye on anything that might cause problems. He had stepped into the position of manager when Mateo Alondra, Nevada’s grandfather and manager, had a stroke.

      Over the past year, Larry had only worked several months. Most of the time, he had been in drug rehabilitation centers. After he came out the second time, Jackson made him sign a contract with a random drug-testing clause. Obviously, Larry had failed the test.

      Nevada went into the studio in search of Jackson. She knew everyone was waiting for her in the recording studio, but they could wait. This wasn’t a paying gig. She found Jackson making coffee in the small kitchen outside the recording studios.

      “I ran into Larry on his way out,” Nevada exclaimed.

      Jackson didn’t look up from his task. “I’m not going to change my mind.”

      Nevada nodded. “You could have talked to us about it.”

      “I made the same decision Mateo would have made.”

      “I’m not a child,” Nevada protested, but Jackson only looked down at her, gave her a half quirk of his lips, and eyed her, ready for an argument. He’d been around since she was thirteen and still teased her because she hadn’t grown much since then, barely reaching five feet and one lousy inch if she stretched a little.

      They’d had this same discussion more than once since her Grandfather had decided to take a step back from the management.

      “We have tried,” Jackson said bluntly. “We’ve sent him to rehab twice already. Larry won’t be magically cured by sending him to rehab again. He has to want to quit, and he’s not there yet. I will not have him around you and the girls.”

      “We’re grown women,” Nevada protested.

      “So you keep telling me,” Jackson said. “You just had your twenty-third birthday, and Benetta is twenty-five, but Leila is still a minor at sixteen, almost seventeen, as she keeps reminding me. I discussed the situation with Mateo before we went on tour, and he agreed.

      “We have followed the union guidelines, and it’s not working. Larry has been on the payroll for over a year and only worked seven months. Every time he goes to rehab, it costs our insurance carrier well over a hundred thousand dollars. They are going to want to re-coop that money. Skylark’s insurance rates have skyrocketed. Who has to pay for that increase, Nevada? Do those increases come out of your share, my share, or is it spread around to all the crew and musicians who work damn hard for us? Do they deserve a huge increase in insurance premiums because of one person’s problems?

      “So far, it’s been coming out of Skylark’s pockets, and that’s not fair to you, the crew, or the musicians. Larry has been given every chance possible, and he’s blown it every time. I’m not willing to continue this. He knew by refusing to take the urine test, it would be his last day.”

      “There should be something we can do,” Nevada repeated.

      “You can’t force an adult to play by your rules,” Jackson said, sounding aggravated. “I talked to a union representative this morning, and they said the union would pay for an outpatient treatment center. Larry refused, and he walked. Sorry, kiddo.”

      “I’m not a kid!” Nevada snapped. “You’re nine years older than me! That doesn’t make you Methuselah!”

      Jackson grinned and looked over the top of his coffee mug. “It still puts you off-limits.”

      “Asshole!” Nevada snapped and turned away, only to be smacked across the bottom.

      “I take my orders from Mateo, and you’re holding up the rest of the crew. The studio is rented by the hour!” Jackson said, and this time, his eyes weren’t sympathetic; they were stern. “Get your butt in there!”

      “You’re not our grandfather. We’ve been in the business since I was nine! We’ve been exposed to the vices. We’re not stupid, and lay off my backside!”
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        * * *

      

      Skylark was on the stage performing an encore of their latest top ten single, and for once, Nevada was glad for the hot stage lights. There was a chill in the air outside at Merriweather Post Pavilion. The audience could wear coats, but as the performers, they couldn’t. And for God’s sake, it was beginning to sprinkle a cold rain.

      Everyone was exhilarated by the performance but also exhausted.

      “Six weeks off, Six weeks off,” Nevada chanted mentally as she belted out the lyrics to a song that had risen in the charts to number two. She hoped it would jump to the number one slot, but that wasn’t likely.

      Looking over her shoulder at Jackson, he gave her a nod and held up two fingers. It was the signal to sing two encore songs and close out the set.

      Nevada moved one hand behind her, gave him the middle finger, then raised her pointing finger and closed her hand into a fist, meaning one more song, and they were done!

      When the last notes reverberated through the stadium, Nevada shouted their thanks over the audience’s roar and applause. Fans were screaming, clapping, and gathering their belongings to leave.

      When the Skylarks stepped back from the microphones, the skies let loose and drenched them. Nevada grasped the hands of her cousins. They bowed several times and ran off the stage. Technicians were unhooking anything electrical while security escorted them to the bus, and the door slammed behind them.

      “We look like drowned rats,” Nevada said and laughed.

      “I get the shower first!” Leila exclaimed, and she ran the length of the touring bus, slamming the door behind her.

      “Brat!” Benetta Harper shouted, following her younger cousin and pounding on the thin door. “If you use all the clean towels, you’re dead meat!”

      Nevada followed her cousins, and Benetta handed her a towel and pounded on the door of the tiny shower again. “Three minutes, and I’m timing you!”

      Five minutes wasn’t long enough to take what Nevada considered a decent shower, but if anyone hogged the time limit, the water went cold. So was the grand life of living in a touring bus. When the showers were done, and the trio changed into off-stage clothing of warm sweatshirts and jeans, they huddled around the heat vent in the tiny ‘sitting’ area.

      “I’m sorry about screwing up,” Leila apologized, reaching into the mini-fridge for a bottle of soda.

      “I don’t think many noticed,” Nevada said. “There were a lot of screamers in the crowd. What happened?”

      “A frog in my throat,” Leila said with a shrug.

      “Is your throat sore?” Nevada demanded.

      “A little bit.”

      “Call for an appointment with Doctor Henley tomorrow,” Benetta said.

      “I don’t think it’s a big deal,” Leila said. “I sound fine now.”

      “Better safe than sorry,” Nevada said. “You don’t want a ruptured vocal cord.”

      “Don’t say anything to Mom. We get a six-week break before the next show,” Leila exclaimed. “If Mom finds out, she’ll have me in and out of doctor’s offices all week!”

      “As Nevada just said, better safe than sorry,” Benetta said.

      There was a knock on the door, and all three shouted, “Come in!”

      “Is everyone okay?” Jackson Cassidy asked, stepping into the motorhome. “Leila, you were off tonight.”

      “I know, I know,” the teenager exclaimed.

      “We were just discussing it again,” Nevada said, sounding aggravated. She turned back to her younger cousin. “If you need to rest your vocal cords, it’s no big deal. We can always pull in Jenna for the last two shows.”

      “She’ll jump at the chance to be on stage again,” Benetta said.

      “I said I was okay!” Leila snapped. “It’s always Jenna, Jenna, Jenna. I’m sick of being compared to her!”

      “There is no comparison,” Nevada said firmly. “We scheduled most of this tour around your summer break from school, so don’t get pissy. You begged to replace Jenna, and you swore to Mateo that you could do the job, but all you’ve done is screw up and complain.”

      Jackson looked at Leila. “I’m going to talk to your mother and Mateo again! You have a habit of whining and keeping secrets.”

      “Mind your own business,” Leila snapped, as she jumped up and went to the back of the bus.

      “Diva complex?” Jackson said dryly.

      “Pampered princess,” Nevada replied, shaking her head. “Did you cut her mic?”

      “I did, second song in,” Jackson said. “Those were Jenna’s vocals in the background. It’s the beauty of working in the big arenas. No one in the audience would have noticed. Leila is not pulling her weight. If she’s not, she shouldn’t be on stage. I could hire any stooge to lip-sync.”

      “You’ve had to cut her mic for how many performances?” Benetta asked.

      “Too many. I’ve already talked to Mateo. She takes a serious pay cut for every performance I have to switch the vocals. I’ve already talked to Leila and her mother, but Georginia keeps telling me I’m putting too much pressure on her precious, spoiled daughter. All Leila has been doing is lip syncing into a dead microphone. She’s been warned, but she’s a brat who thinks she knows everything and whines that I’m picking on her.”

      Nevada looked to Benetta for confirmation, and they nodded in agreement. Both were perfectionists when it came to their music. So was Jenna, but she was at home in Nashville with a three-month-old baby. They allowed little margin for errors in their work and expected the same from anyone involved in Skylark.

      “So, why haven’t you kicked her in the ass and hired a replacement?” Benetta demanded of Jackson.

      “Because it’s an easy fix, and she’s a body on stage,” Jackson said quietly. “And I didn’t want to upset Mateo by sending her home early. Georgina has been telling him that her precious baby is being picked on.

      “You girls should hit the bunks. It will be an hour or more before the arena clears and the vendors are gone. The crew has already left, and hopefully, they’re on their way home, not to the nearest bar, but that’s up to them.”

      “The next six weeks are clear,” Nevada said. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “You deserve some rest and time off. We only have three performances left, and the last one is solo, bringing in the New Year by making your announcement. I think we all need some time to recoup. Go on, relax, or hit the bunks. We’ll be home by mid-afternoon tomorrow.”

      Nevada and Benetta headed for the bunkbeds in the back room of the bus and followed Jackson’s orders. They knew his words weren’t a suggestion but an order. They passed Leila, slumped in a recliner chair, playing one of her online games.

      Jackson frowned. “Get some sleep,” he repeated firmly, but the teenager rolled her eyes.

      Nevada shot a look at Benetta, as they often did when dealing with their younger cousin. They had started their singing careers as preteens but under the strict discipline of their grandfather. Mateo Alondra had taken the last name of Skylark when he’d immigrated to the U.S. at the age of nineteen. The singing cousins wouldn’t have dared to be so disrespectful.

      Jackson was probably more exhausted than they were, although he wouldn’t admit it. He was responsible for everything on the tour. His voice clearly indicated he was in no mood to play, but Leila wasn’t known for her cooperation. Although most people outside the music world believed life on the road was luxurious and exciting, it wasn’t. Traveling by motorhome meant crowded conditions, whiling away hours of boredom and learning to sleep while the bus was in constant motion. It was ten hours to Hohenwald, Tennessee, so they removed their boots and climbed into bunks with their clothes on. Sleep was sleep, and they would stop for breakfast sometime in the mid-morning.
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        * * *

      

      As Nevada turned over, her eyes opened immediately. Her internal clock told her it was morning, although it was still dark outside. Of the three members of Skylark, she was the only early riser. She listened momentarily, the house was silent as everyone slept but her. She slipped out of bed quietly and headed downstairs to the basement studio. She had an idea for a song and wanted to get it on paper before discussing it with anyone. Nevada was the writer and lead singer of her creations. Once inside the home studio, she could play the piano or guitar until she was satisfied with the results. As far as Nevada was concerned, having a music studio in the house was the best perk of her musical career. She missed their old home built in the 1920s, although they’d outgrown it. The old house had no soundproofing. As a child, she’d been constantly scolded for waking up the family members by singing, playing the piano, or making noise in general. There had also been complaints from the neighbors whose houses were only twenty feet apart.

      She didn’t have to deal with that now because there weren’t any neighbors. The Antebellum-styled mansion accommodated three levels of living space, an attic, and a fully equipped music studio in the basement. Located in the middle of three hundred acres, the property was over a hundred miles from Nashville. The property they called ‘Skylark’ or ‘the big house’ interchangeably could have been mistaken for a two-hundred-year-old mansion from the front and two sides, but it wasn’t. The back of the house offered the amenities of new construction, with a swimming pool, a pool house, a guest house, and an oversized garage.

      The construction of the mansion had been halted when the original owner had forfeited the property and his life to a high standard of living and drug use. The property had been abandoned until Jackson found it, purchased it for half of its worth in a real estate recession, and redesigned it for the Skylark family.

      In their new home, in the studio, Nevada could play instruments for hours without anyone knowing she was awake and working.

      Nevada began fingering the piano, playing and replaying notes until she was satisfied and wrote the results on the music paper. Soon, she got that spaced-out look that drove her cousins crazy because she was zoned out in her private world of rhythm and music.

      Georgina Harper, Leila’s mother, and Mateo Skylark’s youngest daughter, pulled on her robe and headed for the kitchen. All three of her nieces had lost their parents in a commercial plane crash that had killed forty-two people. She should have been on that plane but wasn’t. She’d stayed home to act as a parent to the three singing cousins. They had a gig that Mateo said they couldn’t miss.

      She put on the coffee pot and barely had time to pour herself a cup when Jackson joined her. He accepted a mug of coffee, and they sat down at the table for a few minutes of peace before their day began.

      “Do they know yet?” Georgina asked.

      Jackson shook his head. “It hits the stands this morning, and I’m not looking forward to the explosion. Nevada will go nuclear, and you can’t blame her.”

      Georgina nodded in agreement at his words, although she was still trying to excuse her daughter. “Part of it is my fault.”

      Jackson nodded in agreement. “Leila has grown up in luxury, and you’ve never put a stop to her entitled behavior. She’s spoiled and selfish.”

      Georgina frowned and pursed her lips, not liking the assessment of her daughter. She had been the caretaker of the young, orphaned cousins when they came home between gigs and then Mateo after he’d been released from the hospital after a stroke. A short fling with a man she hadn’t known was married had produced her daughter.

      Nevada had built this mansion for her Grandfather and her family’s convenience. She’d also hired a full-time nurse and a housekeeper/cook who came daily, even when the Skylark trio were on the road.

      Georgina’s life had become easier, living off the funds of her nieces. She was used to someone else taking care of Mateo’s daily needs.

      Refilling her coffee cup, she tilted her head to listen carefully. “Nevada didn’t close the door to the studio, and she’s already down there working. Does she ever sleep?”

      Jackson smiled. “Only when she’s dead tired and only for a few hours. I’ll go talk to her.”

      Nevada didn’t look up as Jackson entered the studio. That was because she didn’t hear him. When she was immersed in music, she had the ability to shut out all distractions. Jackson listened as she played the piano. He put his hand on her shoulder, and she jumped in surprise.

      “Has Mrs. Williams arrived yet? Is breakfast ready?” Nevada asked with a smile.

      “She just arrived, and she’ll give you a yell when it’s ready. How long have you been up?” Jackson asked.

      “Not long,” Nevada said, sidestepping the question.

      “Liar,” Jackson said and shook his head. He knew she lost a lot of sleep writing and composing. “Take a break, I’ve got something to tell you, and you won’t like it.”
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        * * *

      

      Nevada sat on the couch in her Grandfather’s office, sandwiched between Benetta on one side and Aunt Georgina on the other.

      “Where is Mateo? Is he okay this morning?” Benetta asked.

      The door opened, and Nurse Howard wheeled Mateo Skylark into the office and discreetly left the room.

      Jackson moved from standing in front of the window to leaning back against the front of the desk. Mateo was to his right, sitting in his wheelchair. What he was about to say wasn’t news. Still, Mateo had insisted on delivering the not-so-new news to his granddaughters.

      The old man leaned forward to announce his news. “Leila doesn’t want to be part of the trio. She wants to quit.”
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      Nevada looked at Benetta and Jenna and then at Jackson. All three young women were looking at their Grandfather Mateo with confusion.

      Jackson mouthed behind Mateo. “Play along.”

      Nevada nodded and looked at her cousins. They recognized that their Grandfather was not thinking coherently.

      “Grandfather,” Nevada said gently with a smile. “We’re sorry that Leila doesn’t want to be in the group, but it’s her decision.”

      Mateo nodded and smiled. “You always understand, Carla. You’re a good girl.” He started coughing, and Jackson opened the door, and the nurse wheeled him back into his bedroom

      “I’m sorry about that,” Jackson said. “I didn’t have time to warn you. He’s confused about who is who this morning. I also think he’s back in another decade.”

      “It still throws me,” Nevada admitted. Then she shook her head and spoke to Jackson about current matters.

      “Leila was never an official part of the trio. She was a temporary fill-in at best, but she was not a very good one. I know Leila thinks she’s indispensable, but she’s not. That’s her ego talking. She hasn’t been putting forth any effort, and we’ve been cutting the mic on her and using recorded backup tapes from Jenna.” She turned to her cousin. “By the way, Cousin, you will get paid for your efforts, even though you weren’t there in body. You were in spirit.”

      Nevada turned to Georgina. “Leila’s contract extends to the next two shows, but we’ve already decided it’s a no-go. She’s fired.”

      Jackson held up his hands in a motion of surrender. “I agree, but there is something else you need to know.

      “Spill it,” Jenna ordered.

      “Leila gave an unauthorized interview with Teen Music,” Jackson said.

      Nevada looked around the room, from Aunt Georgina to Jackson and her cousins. “Okay… What did she say?”

      “I’ve already contacted the magazine, but they said it’s too late to stop it,” Jackson said. “The magazine has already been printed and delivered. It goes on the stands tomorrow.”

      Nevada and Benetta exchanged looks again.

      “What did she say in the interview?” Nevada demanded.

      Jackson reached behind him to a stack of magazines and distributed them. The magazines had already been clipped to the page with the interview.

      There was silence for a few minutes while the cousins read the article.

      “Where is she?” Nevada shot to her feet.

      “Calm down,” Aunt Georgina said.

      “Calm down?” Nevada repeated. “This is a pack of lies! All lies! Where is that no-talent little bitch? Where is she? I’m going to smack the shit out of her!”

      “No, you are not,” Jackson said calmly. “You have to remember that she’s still a teenager. She didn’t know that everything she said in the interview could be turned around negatively. Teen Music magazine has agreed to write a rebuttal for next month’s issue and post it on their website. They will do it, or they’re going to be sued.”

      “You know as well as I do that half the crap those magazines print is bogus. But, once it’s in print, people will believe it!”

      Nevada stormed over in front of the large windows, beating the magazine against her leg, and turned to her aunt. “Leila begged her way into this tour when Jenna dropped out because she was pregnant. We went along with it reluctantly, knowing she’s not a top-notch singer because you said she’s FAMILY! Well, look at what the little bitch has done now. She’s claiming she was coerced and forced!”

      “Calm down, and clean up your language!” Jackson said firmly.

      “No, I won’t calm down,” Nevada exclaimed. She turned to her aunt. “We didn’t want Leila as a backup singer. We had Catherine Bishop ready and waiting to sign the contract. Benetta and I only agreed because you swore Leila would be good enough with practice. Well, guess what? Half the time, she didn’t show up at rehearsals! And she isn’t good enough! Most of the time, her mic was turned off!”

      She turned to Jackson. “How many times did you cut the mic on her?”

      “Out of fifteen venues, eight times,” Jackson answered.

      “And, if that wasn’t bad enough, you didn’t have to deal with her smart mouth, rolling her eyes, not showing up for rehearsals, and disrespecting the musicians!”

      “She was only sixteen when she signed the contract,” Aunt Georgina said. “I made her promise to read it, but I don’t think she did.”

      “This is not a matter of promises,” Benetta said. “Leila hasn’t lived up to her contract at all. She willingly gave an interview with a magazine writer. In that interview, she lied and claimed she was forced to be on the tour! She claims pure innocence and that Skylark has taken advantage of her.”

      Benetta turned to Georgina. “What did Leila gain from this interview?”

      Georgina dropped her eyes and shrugged. “She was paid for the interview. I didn’t think it would be a problem. I’m sorry, but Leila is a child; she didn’t know she was being used. She didn’t know the writer’s intention when she set up the appointment. She’s a child! She didn’t know what she was doing.”

      “Yes, she did, and as her mother and guardian, you also signed those contracts. You are equally at fault!” Jenna said.

      “She took payment to torpedo my career!” Nevada snapped. “And, you thought it was all right? Weren’t you paying attention to those contracts you co-signed with her? She’s not allowed to give interviews unless Jackson approves them in advance!”

      “We didn’t think it was a big deal!” Georgina exclaimed. “It’s a magazine for teenagers! She’s sorry!”

      “Sorry doesn’t cut it,” Nevada exclaimed. “She knew damn well what she was doing, and I’m not dealing with her anymore. I want her out of my house. Today. I will not tolerate someone in my family trying to destroy my career!”

      “You can’t do that,” Georgina said. “Leila made a mistake, but she is your cousin. Family forgives family!”

      “Well, that’s real nice for her,” Nevada said sarcastically. “She gets to play, poor little me, without consequences.”

      “She’s young,” Georgina wailed.

      “She’s a spoiled brat who thinks she’s entitled to what she hasn’t earned!” Nevada said to her aunt and then turned to Jackson. “How many times has she held up our schedule with petty excuses?”

      “Too many times to count,” Jackson answered. “She has been making excuses constantly for the last couple of months, being late or missing rehearsals. She’s been disappearing and refusing to tell us where she’s been.”

      “Leila is a child!” Georgina cried. She turned to Jackson. “I expected you to take care of her. She’s only sixteen!”

      Jackson’s eyes turned to stone. “I’m not a babysitter.”

      “And I’m not playing her entitled games,” Nevada said. “I’m already writing and preparing for the next album. I want her out of my house. Benetta, Jenna, and I have been working since I was nine years old, and I am not about to let a spoiled brat destroy what we created!”

      “You can’t throw us out!” Georgina exclaimed.

      “The hell I can’t,” Nevada exclaimed. “You have lived here for the past five years on my dime, and I will not support people trying to sabotage my career.”

      Georgina left the office in tears.

      When Nevada stormed out of the office, Jenna followed her.

      “You’re taking this awfully calmly,” Nevada said, looking suspicious when her cousin followed her to the terrace.

      Jenna shrugged. “This is Leila we’re talking about. She’s always been the spoiled baby and the center of attention. This is another bid for attention, but she’s gone too far this time.”

      Nevada took a deep breath. “So, All-Wise and Knowing One, how do we handle her?”

      Jenna smiled again. “It’s not we anymore. You’re already planning to go solo on the next album. It’s not going to be a surprise when you announce it. Leila’s ego makes her think she can get away with everything, and that’s because Georgina lets her. It’s time to make mother and daughter realize this castle belongs solely to you and not them. Mateo, if he can manage a few coherent minutes, will ask you to overlook poor little Leila’s mistakes.”

      “I know that’s coming,” Nevada said.

      “So, stand firm,” Jenna said. “If Granddad wants you to forgive her, there must be consequences for her actions. She’s broken the confidentiality clause in her contract. You have the right to demand she return the money she was paid, both for the Teen Music interview and the tour because she was not doing her job. Georgina claims that she’s been depositing most of Leila’s wages into a college fund, but have you noticed what she’s wearing?”

      “No,” Nevada said.

      “She’s wearing designer clothes. The dress and shoes she was wearing today were expensive. Super expensive. Except for the insurance money from the plane crash, are you aware of her earning that kind of money?” Jenna asked.

      “She gets an allowance from Mateo, always has, but it’s not enough to afford designer products unless she saves for them, and we know she doesn’t save for anything,” Nevada said. “I’ll have Jackson look into it.”

      “You should demand that Leila return to high school, but as part of her punishment, she shouldn’t be allowed all those perks she’s been bitching about missing. No prom, no cheerleading, no clubs, no participation beyond returning to classes and bringing her grades up to a level that she might get into a halfway decent junior college.”

      “Wow,” Nevada said. “I kinda like this mean streak of yours. I didn’t know it existed.”

      “Hey, I’ve been here from the beginning. Little Miss Snot does not get away with doing a piss poor job and then whining so she can get away with it,” Jenna said. “Buck and I have postponed our wedding for the last two years because of Mateo’s health. It’s time for us to start our married life and let you soar as a solo. Benetta and I were your backups, and you shared the ride with us, but the voice and the talent were all you. If you need backup singers on your new album, we’ll always be here for the asking.”

      “How can you be so sure that married life with Buck is what you want?” Nevada asked.

      “I knew he and I were destined to be together from the day we met,” Jenna said. “I was begging Mateo for a scooter when I really wanted a motorcycle. Giving up being part of the trio to be Buck’s wife is not a sacrifice. I’ve loved every minute of what we’ve done together, but it’s time to move on to the next phase of my life. The way I see it, you get what you want, Benetta and I get what we want, and the entitled brat learns a lesson she should have learned long ago. We know she doesn’t have the talent.”

      “Going solo is still a little scary,” Nevada said with a shake of her head. “We’ve been doing paid and unpaid gigs since we were little girls.”

      “We’ve worked hard for the success of Skylark, and brat cousin needs to learn she’s not entitled to what she hasn’t earned,” Benetta said, joining her cousins. “She hasn’t earned it and doesn’t get a free ride because she’s a teenager. Mateo would have kicked our butts if we behaved and pulled the crap she has.”

      Nevada smiled and gave her cousins a hug. “I am going to miss you two so much.”

      “Ha!” Benetta laughed. “I’m only going to be a phone call and twenty minutes away. I’ve caught my man. You need to put more effort into snagging yours.”

      “Jackson and I are not a couple,” Nevada denied, out of habit.

      Benetta smirked and looked at Jenna. “I never said anything about Jackson, although it could be him if you pulled your head out of your music long enough to see what is right in front of you!”

      Nevada shook her head at the idea.

      Benetta and Jenna smiled and left the room.

      Standing up against Mateo Skylark was one of the hardest things Nevada had ever done. She’d told her Grandfather about her terms for not filing legal charges against Leila and Georgina over the magazine article. He’d been surprised, but in the end, he’d agreed that even if family was family, if someone was wronged, there had to be restitution.

      Aunt Georgina hadn’t been pleased by the agreement, claiming that her daughter was too young to understand what she’d done. For Georgina, the argument came down to either agreeing and moving into the guesthouse with her daughter or leaving the compound altogether. Georgina finally agreed, but the small four-room guesthouse would be a tight fit compared to what she was accustomed to! Leila cried, wailed, and accused but discovered that legal charges would be filed against her and Georgina if they didn’t follow through.
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        * * *

      

      “Nevada, wake up. I need to talk to you.”

      Nevada was awake the moment the first word was spoken. She rolled over and squinted at her younger cousin in the darkness of her bedroom.

      “Leila, is the house on fire?” she questioned with a groan.

      Leila looked confused for a second, then shook her head. “No, and you’re being unfair. Mom and I can’t live in the guest house. It’s tiny! The bedrooms are about the same size as my closet!”

      Nevada rolled over again and pulled her pillow over her head, mumbling, “That’s not my problem.”

      Leila pulled the pillow from Nevada’s hands and bounced as she sat on her cousin’s bed. “I said I was sorry!”

      Nevada rolled over again, grabbed her pillow, sat up, and swung it, knocking the teenager over. “Saying I’m sorry doesn’t cut it! I’m still pissed, and I’ll be damned if I’m going out of my way to make your life all hunky-dory when you sabotaged me. Now get out of my room!”

      Leila bunched the pillow in her arms, hugging it, leaning her head down on the edge of it. “I didn’t know they would twist what I said and write about it in the article.”

      “You knew you weren’t supposed to talk to them at all! Jackson read and explained every paragraph in your contract to you,” Nevada grumbled as she sat up and gave up all hope of returning to sleep. If nothing else, Leila was persistent.

      “Are you really going to ban me from all the band activities?” Leila asked.

      “That was the agreement,” Nevada said firmly.

      “That’s so unfair!” Leila whined.

      “Do you know what isn’t fair?” Nevada demanded. “Being sabotaged by my own cousin. I didn’t want to take you on as a backup singer. I did it because my Granddad asked me to, and I owe him everything. You don’t have a sterling voice, Leila. Your voice is okay at best, and that’s not a good recommendation.”

      Leila blinked and looked like she was going to cry.

      “What is unfair is how you have behaved for the seven months on tour. You have acted like a self-centered brat anytime anything was asked of you. Unfair is you being paid top dollar for half-ass work and constantly whining because seventy percent of your paychecks were being deposited into a college fund that you and your mother agreed upon.

      “Have you made friends with anyone in the crew since we went on tour? I can answer that question because the answer is no. You thought you were better than the roadies, and that’s not how people should be treated when they give their best. I have a crew of professionals who do their jobs, and they don’t complain if asked to help anyone because that’s what a crew does! We work together with a common goal!

      “The only one on this tour that wasn’t doing their best was you. All you did was bitch, complain, and give half-ass backup, so bad that we had to cut your microphone,” Nevada said bluntly.

      “Benetta and Tim are getting married in a couple of weeks, and she doesn’t want to travel after she says her ‘I do’s.’ We’ve been planning her wedding for a friggin year! Have you at any point offered an opinion or a suggestion beyond demanding that you be a bridesmaid?”

      Leila shrugged and shook her head again.

      “Exactly,” Nevada said.

      “I just wanted to be me again,” Leila cried. “School, boys, parties. Being on tour wasn’t what I thought it would be.”

      “So why didn’t you bail?” Nevada demanded. “No one was begging you to stay. When I offered to send you home, you cried the house down! I would have had you on the next friggin flight heading home, no questions asked!”

      “Is that a bad word?”

      Nevada and Leila turned and simultaneously said, “Go back to bed, Mandy!”

      The youngest in the Skylark household, Jackson’s four-year-old daughter Mandy, ignored them and ran across the room. She climbed into Nevada’s bed, utterly happy to join her ‘bestie, bestie’ auntie.

      “Oh great, now the rug rat is up,” Leila grumbled.

      “Not a rug rat!” the four-year-old protested loudly.

      “Shush...” Nevada whispered. “If you want to sleep in here, you must be quiet!”

      Mandy dove under the blankets as a response.

      Leila ignored the little intruder and brought the subject matter back to her agenda.

      “I wasn’t...” she hesitated and then switched her words, considering that Mandy was listening under the covers. “I wasn’t messing up on purpose. I was just mad, I guess.”

      “About what?” Nevada demanded. “No one mistreated you.”

      “I didn’t say you did,” Leila exclaimed. “Going on tour wasn’t what I expected. I thought it would be exciting, but it wasn’t. It was riding in the bus and work. We were always rehearsing, and that’s not fun. I missed my friends, and I wanted to go back to school. I want to go to the prom and do everything girls my age look forward to doing!”

      “You could have had it,” Nevada said with no sympathy. “No one was forcing you to stay with the tour. We tried our best to discourage you. I never forced you to do anything, yet you stabbed me in the back.”

      “I didn’t know what they were going to write,” Leila wailed.

      “You are responsible for what you said to that reporter. There were direct quotes in that article, and you were under contract not to speak to the press. You can’t undo what you did. Jackson will be doing damage control.”

      “I’m sorry,” Leila whined. “And, and it’s not fair. I’m going to have a horrible senior year!”

      “You earned it. You betrayed me.” Nevada said softly. She saw the look of hurt crossing her young cousin’s face. It was only for a second, but Nevada caught it before her cousin tightened her facial expression and swallowed hard. Even if she didn’t understand what was going on in her spoiled cousin’s head, Nevada wanted her to understand the damage the magazine article might do.

      “Living on the road, like we do on tour, it’s easy to get on each other’s nerves. When Mateo started promoting Skylarks, it was just the four of us sleeping in the back of his old van. I’m returning to those roots, except it won’t be with Mateo now. Jackson has been guiding my career for a couple of years now. Jenna and Benetta will be a part of it because I trust them. You won’t be part of it because I can’t trust you.”

      “I made a mistake!” Leila wailed.

      Nevada watched the expression on her cousin’s face. Leila truly believed that she shouldn’t have to forfeit anything as punishment. “Everyone makes mistakes. We also have to live with the results of those mistakes. But we shouldn’t have to pay for blunders made by others. More than anything, I miss Mateo. We toured all over the U.S. in that old van of his.

      “This ride won’t last forever. Singers and bands go in and out of popularity in the blink of an eye. I’m going to ride it for as long as it lasts. If it ends tomorrow, I’ll just keep on writing and composing. If it lasts a lifetime, all the better. I’ll be there enjoying every second. Music and being creative is the same as breathing to me. It’s my life, and I intend to write and sing, whether I have an audience of thousands or ten people in a bar or to my own kids. I was born to perform.”
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      “Are you going to talk all night?” Benetta asked, standing in the doorway that connected her bedroom suite with Nevada’s. “You might not need sleep, but I do! It’s two in the morning. If you guys don’t shut up, I’m going to brain both of you.”

      “I was trying to apologize,” Leila grumbled, going to the door.

      “It sounded more like excuses and whining to me,” Benetta pointed out.

      “Mind your own business!” Leila snapped.

      “Hey, don’t forget the rug rat!” Nevada hissed, pointing to the lump in her bed that was Mandy.

      “You got her, you keep her!” Leila said, closing the bedroom door behind her.

      “Did you hear that?” Nevada asked, guessing that Benetta had been eavesdropping.

      “Most of it,” Benetta admitted. “Don’t go easy on her. She’s been playing the ‘pity poor me’ tune and getting away with it for too long. I’m surprised Aunt Georgina hasn’t set her straight yet because that’s where her entitlement stems from.”

      “If she hasn’t made Leila straighten up before, what makes you think she’ll do it now?” Nevada asked.

      “The possibility of losing free room and board in a multi-million dollar mansion,” Benetta said bluntly. “Now, shut up and go to sleep.”

      Nevada snatched the pillow off the floor where Leila had dropped it and punched it under her head. She peeked under the blankets at the sleeping lump that was Mandy and smiled.

      Benetta went back into her bedroom, but before she closed the door, she said, “I’ll leave a note on Jackson’s door so he doesn’t freak out when he discovers Mandy is missing in the morning.”

      Nevada closed her eyes, but she knew it wouldn’t help. Sleep would now be elusive. She could hear Mandy’s breathing under the covers. She slipped out of bed and silently opened the door that connected to the hallway. She had just stepped into the hallway when she heard Mateo’s gruff and tired voice from across the hall.

      “Don’t you even think about it! Get some sleep!”

      Nevada grimaced and shut her door quietly, but not before noticing Mateo’s door was slightly open. How could a man who needed hearing aids hear her bare feet tiptoeing on the hardwood hallway? Returning to bed, she pulled a pen and paper out of her nightstand and worked on the lyrics for a new song. She would finish it when she got to the piano. The notes were already running through her head.

      Nevada had been looking for acreage outside of Nashville before Mateo’s stroke. The original idea had been to buy a property and build separate houses for the individuals involved with Skylark as they grew older and more independent. Mateo’s stroke had squashed that idea.

      Jackson discovered the unfinished and abandoned mansion on one of his trips to visit his in-laws. He’d investigated the property and the unfinished mansion, and Nevada had taken his financial advice to purchase it.

      The modernized Antebellum Mansion, referred to as the ‘Skylark’ or ‘the big house,’ was nine thousand square feet, with every convenience available for her wheelchair-bound Grandfather, including an elevator to the second floor, a gymnasium, and an indoor pool for his exercises. The room next to his suite was allocated for his live-in nurse.

      The house also included a music room, big enough to hold all their instruments, a grand piano, and a separate recording studio. The complex had taken nearly a year to rebuild, and during that time, a single-floor property had been rented to cater to Mateo’s needs while Skylark was recording a new album. The house had been worth the time and the expense. It stood as a statue to honor Mateo Skylark and the people he’d helped in his lifetime.

      When word spread that the mansion was being rebuilt as a permanent home for Mateo, tradesmen volunteered to repay a man who had helped them in their time of need. Carpenters, electricians, plumbers, painters, and all sorts of help were offered in manhours. The list of unpaid help was impressive, and the voluntarism had helped finish the project in a reasonable timeframe.

      It also had taken most of Nevada’s profits from Skylark’s first three platinum albums. Nevada had become a wealthy woman over what most people thought to be overnight. The truth was that she and her cousins had been performing since they were children. In her case, since she was nine years old.

      Benetta and her fiancé, Tim Franklin, would be the first to branch away from the communal house, and they had already built their own home. They had known each other since their early teens. Tim’s family were horse breeders, with parents based in Louisville, Kentucky. Tim had bought acreage that adjoined Nevada’s property and was raising race horses. The senior Franklins had built a second home nearby to visit their son often.

      The Skylark household returned to normal for a few days, or at least as normal as it had been since Mateo had taken his three granddaughters to perform at a fairground outside of Nashville. Mateo had played the guitar for them in those days. The trio of girl singers was named Skylark, but the star had been Nevada. She had become a pre-teen phenomenon, a child star almost overnight, requiring management, agents, and contracts.
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