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        Behind every little sister there’s a big sister standing, holding a bat, asking, “You want to say that again?” ~ Meme

      

      

      

      The stage lights were blinding and for a moment Luke Wyatt thought he was seeing things. He blinked. Twice. No, she wasn’t in the front row.

      She hadn’t been for a year, so why should tonight be any different?

      The concert hall was packed as he ended with a reprisal of his #1 Billboard, chart-topping, cross-over country hit: Falling for Forever. After more than a year of playing it in a 90-city tour across the United States, he was frankly sick of the song. But the fans here in…crap, where the hell was he again? Austin? Yeah, Austin, Texas. Anyway, the fans everywhere loved it, so out it came as an encore.

      Every.

      Single.

      Night.

      A love song.

      Joke was on him.

      Despite the twelve other songs he’d also written, the one he’d penned with Lexi Wilder remained the fan favorite. His cash cow, everyone on his team said. His ticket.

      “Good show.” The road manager clapped Luke’s back as he walked off the stage and handed the Gibson to his trusted roadie.

      Luke guessed the show was about as good as it could be, considering he’d been on auto-pilot for the last leg of the tour. Dialing it in. He wondered how everyone had missed this. Along with the rest of his band, Luke was herded out the back door of the concert hall and straight to the tour bus parked at the curb waiting. Fans were gathered behind a barricade and loud claps and cheers rose as he and his band members emerged. Luke waved and went along the line, shaking hands, and taking selfies with as many fans as feasible. Moving quickly. He wished he could personally thank each and every one of his fans for buying his music instead of pirating it. For coming out to see the show instead of staying home with Netflix.

      He boarded the tour bus, fist bumping with their driver and getting his phone back. Like the rest of the band, he never took his cell with him onstage since at worst it might ring or buzz during a quiet moment. At best it was a complete distraction. He moved towards the back as the rest of the band followed suit and filed in. It was the last night of their brutal tour opening for Lady Antebellum. The rest of his road crew would slowly trickle in and tonight they’d all be on their way back to Nashville. Maybe he’d actually get to spend some time there. Buy a house. He could afford to now, even if he wasn’t too excited about the idea.

      Gary, his manager, practically tackled Luke. It took everything in him not to groan in pain. He’d pushed himself too hard for the past year and his back was killing him from an old injury. Not that he would let anyone know that. Instead, he grimaced and hoped it might look like a grin.

      “Great show!” Gary said.

      “Thought I asked you not to blow smoke up my ass.” Luke took a seat near the back.

      Damn it all. He couldn’t help his foul mood. It wasn’t just the back pain, but he’d been on the road so long he hardly felt human. Sleeping during the day like a vampire. Sharing close quarters with a bunch of smelly dudes. Moving from one city to another and having no idea half the time where he was. Still, he recognized bullshit when he heard it. He wished the people around him would stop shoveling it.

      “What’s up? Weren’t you happy with the set tonight?” Gary asked.

      “Sure.”

      “The crowd loved it.”

      “Yeah.” He’d remembered the words and played every lick on his guitar.

      He liked to think it meant he wasn’t that bad off.

      But he missed the days when Gary would give him the unvarnished and painful truth. It wasn’t your best. Try that song in another key. Now that he was a huge success, everyone was afraid to give him the slightest bit of honest criticism. Everyone but Lexi, that is, and he hadn’t seen her in one long year.

      He’d certainly never forget her despite what she believed. A man didn’t forget the first slam to his heart. One look at her, and he’d been lost.

      Lexi and her two younger sisters had been a squeaky clean, highly successful, CMA award-winning band for years. His first break came roading for them and later being part of their back-up band. Seeing the country from a tour bus. Getting, for once in his life, the best of everything.

      Falling in love.

      And then the sex scandal had happened.

      Not involving Lexi, but her youngest sister, Sabrina. Private nude photos she’d texted to a guy she’d flirted with at a record label party had been sold to a tabloid magazine. Having spent her teenage years on a tour bus with her sisters, Sabrina was naïve about men, and she’d trusted the wrong person.

      Though their devoted fans stood by them, record sales plummeted, and the girls were dropped. The label sought to salvage something out of the ashes and pushed him front and center. Lexi had written most of the Wilder Sister songs, so she co-wrote a single with him for the debut album. That album went gold within a month. Safe to say Luke Wyatt had come a long way from his humble beginnings as the son of the town murderer. All thanks to one Lexi Wilder, who years before had convinced her daddy (their manager at the time) to let him roadie for her band.

      “Next stop, Nashville!” The driver called out when the last of the road crew had boarded.

      “Home, baby!” James, the drummer, shouted.

      “I wonder if my kids remember what I look like,” said their bass player, Tom.

      “Hell, I’m hoping my wife remembers me!” Gary said.

      He clapped a hand on Luke’s shoulder. “Hey, look, I can see you’re tired but in Nashville you’ll finally be able to kick off your boots, relax, and write us all some more hit songs.”

      Us. That was the problem. Since he’d written a #1 hit song with Lexi, offers were lining up to write with others. But he’d always been more of a lone wolf. That song with Lexi had been a fluke. A little bit of magic he’d love to repeat with her.

      Any time. Any place.

      Problem was she hated him now.

      “I don’t have a place to stay.”

      He’d lived like a nomad, but his last known address was actually a ramshackle cottage in his hometown of Whistle Cove on California’s central coast. That old place had been condemned, but still, it was home. Those stark memories, both painful and tender, rolled through him.

      “That’s cool. You’ll stay with me until you can rent or buy a place.”

      “No, I can’t do that to you and Claire.”

      “Are you kidding? Claire’s your biggest fan. She’s probably going to be bugging you all the time, wanting you to sing to her. Taking selfies and putting them on her Friendbook page.”

      Luke slid him a look, folding his arms across his chest. “That’s exactly what I’m worried about.”

      “Okay, you’re right. You can stay with my brother until you get a place. He hates country music, and if it wasn’t for me he wouldn’t even know who you are.”

      But the problem in Nashville, where he’d been lauded as the next big thing in country music, the next huge crossover success, was that important things were expected of him. Big things. Such as more country gold. His stomach tensed. If he didn’t deliver something soon, he’d be a one-hit wonder.

      No pressure.

      There was only one place on earth where the expectation of him remained less than stellar last he’d checked. Nothing much had ever been anticipated from the son of Reggie Wyatt, unless it involved wearing an orange prison jumpsuit. He’d have some anonymity there. No one much liked to come around the son of a convicted murderer. And the residents of Whistle Cove would prefer that the rest of the world not know they were the birthplace of Reggie Wyatt.

      Therefore, he had a sort of built-in privacy in Whistle Cove.

      He knew exactly where he would stay. The Wilder Sisters B&B. The family business started by Lexi’s paternal grandmother was struggling. He’d offered to help, of course, but been turned down repeatedly by Lexi. Lexi, who stopped taking his calls. If she really didn’t want anything more to do with him, she’d have to say this to his face.

      “This is your life now, Luke. Live it.” Those were the last words she’d said to him.

      The pain of those words slammed through him like he’d just heard them yesterday. A life without her?  Hell no, he didn’t want that life. He hadn’t signed up for that. He and Lexi had unfinished business.

      “I’m headed home, Gary.”

      “Exactly. Nashville.”

      “No. California. My hometown.”

      “Wouldn’t that be dangerous?”

      Great. Now Gary was worried about him, as if he couldn’t take care of his own damn self like he always had. He’d grown up on the waterfront of Monterey Bay, and it was true that he had enemies in Whistle Cove. Some of Reggie’s friends still worked the docks and they had no respect for Luke. As a man, he shouldn’t have ratted on his father. Never mind that he’d done the right thing.

      “Take me to the closest airport before you guys head home,” Luke directed their driver.

      There was dead silence in the wake of that, followed by a chorus of “what the hell” and “what’s up now.”

      Gary simply stared at him. “You need to get back to Nashville and re-group. Write some songs, and then get back into the studio. We’ve got people chomping at the bit to write with you.”

      “Look, you said it yourself. I need to relax and write some hit songs. And I might as well do it in my hometown.”

      “Is that such a good idea? What about security?”

      “Don’t worry about all that.”

      “I’m your friend and your manager. Worrying is what I do for a living now.”

      “Reggie’s goons don’t scare me.”

      He needed more time so he could get Lexi to at least listen to him. Get her to understand that he’d never meant to choose his career over her. And now, finally, he had given her the time and space she’d clearly wanted from him.

      Time to face the music, baby.

      Looking resigned, Gary caved. “Great. If the only thing you can get out of her is another hit song, it will be well worth the trip.”

      Luke ignored that comment. He’d write his own hits from now on. What he wanted from Lexi had nothing to do with a song.

      “Meet up with y’all next week.”

      Maybe he needed a little perspective. Going back to Whistle Cove might be just the thing to find some inspiration, too. The place he’d first met the now infamous Wilder sisters.

      Lexi would likely be less than ecstatic to see him. Too bad. He had some things to clear up with her, and she would listen.

      Luke was headed home to Whistle Cove.
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        “When I say I won’t tell anyone, my sister doesn’t count.”~ Meme

      

      

      

      Lexi Wilder took a deep breath of the salty bay air. It was late morning and breakfast and clean up accomplished, she’d changed the linens in one vacant room and folded a stack of clean bath towels. Now break time. The comforting and steady hum of Monterey Bay. The squawking sound of the seagulls as they foraged for scraps of food abandoned in the sand. A mug of coffee in her hands, she settled back on the blue Adirondack chair that sat on a patch of the Wilder B&B’s private access beach and closed her eyes.

      “Seriously?” Sabrina’s voice came from behind, ending all hope of a quiet moment. “You’re such a show-off. You folded the stack of towels, too? That was my job.”

      “Most people would just say ‘thank you.’ So, you’re welcome.”

      Sabrina plopped down in the empty chair next to Lexi, phone in hand, ear buds around her neck as usual. “You’re going to make Gram think I never do anything around here. “

      Sisters. Can’t live with them, can’t kill them without doing twenty-five to life.

      Then again, Sabrina had a lot of making up to do around here after The Scandal as Gran referred to it. More than a year later, she was still working to settle the account on the damage Gran claimed had been done to the Wilder name. Which was funny, considering it was almost as if Sabrina had simply lived up to the family name.

      “There’s never a lack of jobs to do around here.”

      Especially not now that their grandmother had injured her knee while playing golf. At least she claimed it was golfing, though Lexi worried it might have more to do with the Clint Eastwood lookalike with whom she’d recently been spending all her free time. Her mind refused to go there. Not to a place where her grandmother had more game than Lexi did. You just couldn’t slow the seventy-eight-year-old down. Even so, the sisters had taken over the running of the Wilder Sisters B&B with the help of a skeleton crew.

      Next to Lexi, Sabrina settled in on the chair, leaned her head back and plugged in her earbuds. Within two seconds, she was singing along to Body like a Back Road. “Oh man, I love that Sam Hunt.”

      Lexi snorted and kept her eyes closed. Try to find a man Sabrina didn’t love. This was part of her problem.

      “You know the song isn’t really about driving the back roads, right?”

      “Uh-huh.” Lexi took another sip of the magic beans and tried to imagine her sister wasn’t sitting next to her, yakking away and disturbing the peace.

      “It’s about sex,” Sabrina continued. “And I sure as hell would have sex with Sam Hunt. Like in a heartbeat.”

      “Shh.”

      “Oh!” Sabrina cried out and took one of her ear buds out, offering it to Lexi. Falling for Forever by Luke Wyatt played. Lexi pulled the ear bud out with a glare and handed it back to her clueless sister. She did not want to hear that song or anything else by Luke. It was getting to where she couldn’t risk listening to the radio anymore. He was on the top ten of…everything.

      “What? It’s your song, too!” Sabrina pulled both ear buds out. “You should be proud of it. And Luke wouldn’t be where he is today if not for us.”

      Don’t remind her. But Lexi wasn’t going to cry about it. She was all cried out. She couldn’t even listen to her own song because when she and Luke had co-written that song she’d been deeply in love with the man. And him? Well, he’d fooled her because at the time she’d definitely believed she wasn’t alone in that.

      “I don’t know why you wouldn’t claim any of the backstage passes he left for you. I mean, what’s it been, a year now since he went on tour?” Sabrina said.

      “He can have himself a nice life, as far as I’m concerned.”

      She’d tried to send that message to him loud and clear. Some things were just tough to forgive. He’d chosen fame over her. Besides, there were all the rumors of him and plenty of women. Those hurt the most. She knew how the rumor mill worked, but photos were tough to argue with (Sabrina should know) and there were plenty of those with Luke, beauties hanging all over him. The first photo she’d seen had been a punch to the heart. By the third one, she was numb, her heart encased in a slab of ice.

      Then there was the whole matter of the rest of his gold-selling album. Luke had written those songs by himself, incredibly personal songs about their relationship. Their break-up. She was pissed off that he’d used her that way.

      Eight years ago, she’d first met Luke at one of their shows. Standing in the back. Alone. The town bad boy, since some swore he’d follow in his father’s footsteps, and based on his actions at the time, he’d been headed in that direction. With a father in prison for murder, Luke had been adrift from the time he was eighteen. A Juvenile delinquent record for street racing. Driving with a suspended license. His first speeding ticket: exhibition of speed.

      But she’d taken one look in his dark eyes and had seen the warmth shimmering underneath those long black lashes. Her entire body hummed when he’d noticed her and smiled. It was tingling and sparking like a live wire, all feelings she’d never experienced.

      He’d had no one left, and he’d needed a job, so she convinced her father to let him roadie for their group. It turned out that Luke actually played guitar quite well, and eventually, he’d graduated to playing back up for them.

      All that seemed…a lifetime ago.

      “Hey, guys. What are you doing?” Jessie joined them now, bringing a tray of caramelized apple muffins from the B&B’s morning’s spread. “Swiped these. This morning Mr. Jackson said they tasted like an angel’s wing had been dipped in caramel and then dusted in apple crumbs.”

      Lexi rolled her eyes. “Maybe he should start writing songs.”

      “Hey, maybe,” Jessie said. “I’ll tell him you said that.”

      Lexi dug in, tasting the delicious tart sweetness rolling over her tongue and wishing she could marry a muffin.  She was quite sure they’d be very happy together.

      Jessie snatched the last muffin just as Sabrina reached for it. “Jessie! I was going to eat that.”

      “I’m saving you. These have way too many calories and you need to go on a diet,” Jessie said, gambling with life and limb.

      “You take that back!” Sabrina jumped out of her seat and was after Jessie, who ran away laughing.

      Those two were only a year apart and fought like a couple of puppies. Always had. Lexi was only two years older than Jessie, but lately felt more like twenty-eight going on sixty. With their father gone now, and their mother living in Palm Springs with a distance from the family she enjoyed far too much, Lexi felt like the parent half the time.

      Alone at last, she spread her toes in the sand and enjoyed the feel of the tiny grains sifting through like silk.

      The Scandal, in a way, was the best thing that had happened to Lexi. She’d wanted to get off the hamster wheel of life on the road. That lifestyle wasn’t healthy, eating at all hours of the night, and weird sleep patterns. Never time to sightsee in any of the many wonderful places they had been because they’d been too busy rolling in and rolling out. Next city. Next show. It became easy to fall into sleeping all day and being up all night. She was convinced that way of life had cost her far too much already.

      For too long, the Wilder Sisters had supported the entire family, and then some. But Lexi didn’t care if she ever stepped on a stage again. At the moment, she was busy ignoring offers to collaborate. Miranda Lambert was interested in writing with her. Sugarland wanted to see anything she had available. When Falling for Forever went to number one, suddenly she was a hot commodity as a songwriter.

      She supposed she had Luke to thank for that. He’s ripped her heart out seam by seam, but hey, he’d also been responsible for making the song popular enough that her half of those royalties were partially helping sustain their floundering B&B.

      Frankly, being a songwriter was much more her jam. Behind the scenes. Unlike Sabrina, who’d been their lead singer, Lexi was an introvert who only tolerated public life.

      She had hoped she could be happy here in Whistle Cove forever, working at the Wilder B&B with Gran and writing songs. Unfortunately, the songs weren’t exactly flying off her guitar. She had nothing. Zip. It wasn’t like she didn’t regularly try to pry open the creative well and write something. Anything. But she was as dried up as tumbleweed. It was as if she’d never even written a song before in her life.

      The pressure to write another chart-topping hit had sliced through her, taking with it her joy to create. But she simply had to remind herself to relax and tell a story. A song with a story that cracked every one of a listener’s emotions like Falling had. Highs and lows. No need to worry about a hit. A solid song would always find a home. That’s what she told herself, anyway.

      Unfortunately, the B&B was suffering with too few reservations. Lexi counted on the royalties from Falling for Forever to help pull them through the past few lean months. This summer had been their worst on record. Not something she wanted to think about right now, when she should be relaxing. Selling a few more songs to Nashville would further help her Gran and the family business.

      Which meant she had to write. It was all she had to offer. But like any good writer, Lexi knew how to procrastinate.

      She’d write a song…later.

      

      During early afternoon wine and cheese hour at the B&B, Lexi found Gram and her new boy-toy, the Clint look-alike.  She hadn’t been introduced to the man yet, and that was not going to fly with Lexi. Making a big show of bringing out another bottle of Chardonnay for their small group, Lexi dropped by the loveseat where Gran sat.

      “Hello.” Lexi spoke directly to the man who had his hand on her Gran’s knee. Her bad knee, Lexi might add. “We haven’t met.”

      The man, who had to be at least eighty if he was a day, stood. Very old school of him. Lexi wasn’t too jaded to give him points for that.

      “How lovely to meet you. You must be Alexis.” He bowed. Bowed!

      “Um. Everyone calls me Lexi.”

      “I’m sorry, honey,” Gran spoke up. “How rude of me. I meant to introduce you to Clint.”

      “Clint? Your name is Clint?” Lexi said, barely suppressing a laugh.

      He smiled, and look at that, he had all his teeth. “It is.”

      Gran did laugh, a lovely tinkling sound. “What a coincidence, isn’t it? It’s funny how much they look alike.”

      Gran’s Clint shook his head. “I truly don’t see it.”

      Lexi thought he did have a passing resemblance to the movie star, but every word that came out of his mouth sounded far more on line with Sir Ian McKellen. He was obviously as British as the Queen. After all, Monterey Bay had a large population of European expats, mostly British. Most people believed it was due to the similar weather.

      “It’s nice meeting you,” Lexi said, pleased he had made the first cut. Sir Clint was definitely not a rapist or a throat slasher. Her Gran was safe.

      Lexi turned to go but Gran stopped her. “You might want to welcome our new guest. Apparently, someone has already taken the latest vacancy. Jessie checked him in earlier. Said to tell you to come see her, because she needs to talk to you first.”

      “Why would she need to talk to me?” It wasn’t as though she handled any office work. That was Jessie’s role.

      Gran simply shrugged.

      “I’ll go talk to her,” Lexi said, excusing herself.

      She’d talk to Jessie later. Right now, she had a date with her guitar. Her guitar, and the gently lapping waves. It was too cold for Sabrina, Jessie, and most guests once the sun had set, and the classic Monterey Bay fog rolled back in. Neither one of her sisters realized that she’d found her true private time in the late afternoon during wine tasting. After wine tasting, couples occasionally drifted out to the beach. Small, cozy bonfires were started in their private beach safety pits, and at that point Lexi retired to her room to write. Or try to write. Music and words usually came to her at the same time. Lately, nothing would come, but she was sure that would change. All she needed was one song to break through the drought.

      Lexi made her way to the private access leading to the former service quarters and her cottage. She’d grab her guitar and head to the beach before everyone else joined in. It would be a beautiful sunset tonight. She could feel it. Maybe she’d write a song about the sunset. People liked sunsets, right?

      “Lexi Wilder.”

      She recognized the deep voice, the smooth sound of whiskey if it could speak. Lexi whipped around to face Luke Wyatt. Her heart hiccupped at the sight of his long and lean body braced against the side of her cottage. One corner of his mouth tipped up in a half smile, and he studied her with those deep, fathomless dark eyes.

      Her mouth was dry. Knees? Liquid. “W-what are you doing here?”

      “Wasn’t going to give you the chance to say you didn’t want to see me.” He moved away from the side of the house and took a step toward her. “Tour’s over. I’m home.”

      Despite her churning gut, she found her voice. “We have no vacancy. You’ll have to stay somewhere else.”

      He went brows up. “Just checked in.”

      When she didn’t speak, but simply swallowed and blinked, trying like hell to regain her balance, he filled in the silence.

      “Still mad at me. Still won’t talk to me.”

      She was so not prepared to deal with this today. With him. “Why would I be mad? You mean because you wrote an entire album all about our private life? Every single private and personal thing about us. After everything I’ve been through with Sabrina. No, why would I be mad about that?”

      “Baby,” he said, squaring his shoulders. “It’s what songwriters do. We write about our life, the pain and the joy.”

      “I’d rather keep my private life private.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was hurting. You wouldn’t take any of my calls. You wouldn’t come see me.”

      “You didn’t seem to be hurting. You were all over my TV set, cozying up to gorgeous models and reality TV stars.”

      She’d seen the woman practically on Luke’s lap at a televised awards show. And he was mad she hadn’t called him back? If he’d been hurt when she stopped taking his calls, he sure in the hell got over it quickly enough.

      He took a step toward her making her take one back. No, no, no. Already she felt her body buzzing from being this close to him for the first time in a year.

      “Give me a break, Lex. You know what this life is like. I didn’t even know that woman.”

      Lexi did an internal face palm. No, no. It would not go this way. Check her out, letting loose with all her pent up hurt and anger the minute he showed up, giving Luke every indication of how much she still cared about him. If she didn’t care at all, maybe the rumors of these women wouldn’t bother her so much. She’d already blown her cover in the first twenty seconds of seeing him. Get a grip.

      She’d expected to do much better than this if she ever ran into him again, say in Nashville, while visiting Miranda Lambert to collaborate on some songs. Lexi would have another hit song by then. Maybe she’d be dating another handsome country singer not named Luke Wyatt. She’d be over him by then.

      Chalk it up to running into him so unexpectedly, but this wasn’t how it was supposed to go. He shouldn’t still look so good to her, his beard making him look like a strong mountain man. Like a man who would take care of his woman.

      For Luke, it turned out his career came first. Not her.

      But the thing to do here was pretend it didn’t make a difference whether he stayed or left. Pretend he had that little effect on her. Maybe it wasn’t too late to salvage what little was left of her pride.

      “I’m sorry.” She shook her head. “I’m being rude.”

      He quirked a single brow. “Yeah?”

      Score one for Lexi. She’d shocked him. Good.

      “Of course. You’re a paying guest and I’m usually not so…so…”

      “Pissy?” He gave her another smile, this one lifting both corners of his mouth and demonstrating he still had the power to render her speechless when he laid on the charm.

      “Yeah. Pissy.” She let out a half-hearted fake laugh and waved a hand in the air. “Rough day. You know how it is. Sisters.”

      His brow furrowed. “And how’s Sabrina doing?”

      He’d had a front row seat to the implosion of the Wilder Sisters, after all. Even though their demise as a band had meant his opportunity for stardom, Lexi didn’t doubt he’d been sorry about the way it had all happened.

      When she’d been worried about Sabrina, whose entire life from the time she’d been ten had been the stage, Luke had held Lexi every night until she fell asleep, assuring her that Sabrina would survive this. They all would. And she’d fallen even deeper for the man. Luke reminded her there would be life after all the speculation and rumors. Because Luke Wyatt knew a lot about scandal. He understood what it was like to feel like you had to apologize just for being allowed to breathe the same air as everyone else.

      “She’s okay. Still walks around with ear buds in all the time, singing and dancing. It’s in her blood. But I don’t think she wants to get back up on a stage anytime soon. None of us do.”

      He nodded, as if he understood all too well. “And you. Are you still writing?”

      Not with you.

      Never again with you.

      The wall was still up and there it would stay. If anything, she’d wallpaper it. But she was a Wilder first and foremost, and yes, they could put on a show.

      She shrugged and got ready to lie. “Here and there.”

      “I’m supposed to write a few more hit songs.” He held up finger quotes. “They want me back in the studio next week. I thought I’d come here and relax. See if I can find some inspiration.”

      His gaze took a slow slide down the length of her body, and she almost felt…naked. She was so not going to be his inspiration. Not this time. He’d taken enough material from her already.

      She took a breath and went for deep sincerity. “I hope you find what you’re looking for, Luke.”

      And with that, she opened the door to her cottage and closed it in his face.
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        “You’d be wise to just relax and accept the crazy.” ~ Meme

      

      

      

      Lexi woke the next morning after a rough night alternating between restless dreams and erotic thoughts. She obviously needed a lobotomy because her erotic dream had starred Luke. She’d been on their old tour bus again, strumming her guitar, when he’d taken the seat next to her, holding the prized Gibson he loved so much. He’d given her a sly wink and an easy smile, his gaze dropping to her lap. It was only then that Lexi realized she was stark naked.

      “Nobody look at me!” She screamed, holding her guitar up for cover and running to the back of the bus as the entire crew got an eyeful.

      “You’re mine, baby.” Luke joined her in the back moments later. “Only I get to see.”

      He kissed her then, long and deep, hot and lingering.

      “I’m so lucky.” He tipped her chin to meet his gaze, and his eyes told her he meant every word.

      Then he’d sweet-talked her into bed, the place where they’d always done some of their best work.

      Gah!

      As usual her dreams were mired with her craziest fears and a kernel of truth mixed in for extra confusion. She’d never been naked on the tour bus in front of the crew (thank you, God,) but Luke had certainly said those very words to her. Many times.

      How did I get so lucky?

      After working hard to put him in her rear-view mirror, one in-person appearance, and he was headlining her dreams again. It would be much tougher to ignore him for the next few days. But she could do this. Sure she could. All she had to do was hang on for a little longer. He’d be gone just as surely as he’d left on the tour without once looking back.

      He’d apparently had what he needed out of her— a #1 song. She’d been left behind in the dust. Not that she’d wanted to go on touring and performing, but she hadn’t imagined how much it would sting to watch her boyfriend become the next big thing. What it would be like to run across memes about his fine ass and hard body all over the Internet. What it would be like to know that women everywhere were after him. Relentlessly.

      Lexi hadn’t ever been a jealous person before, but she’d become one. And she hated herself for it.

      As if it hadn’t been bad enough to know every woman (and some men) seemed to want a piece of her man, she hadn’t expected how fame would change Luke. But he became too busy to answer her texts or take her calls. She’d often have to check his website just to see where he was in the country that day. But the last straw had been the rumor that he’d left a show with one of his many female fans—this one a beautiful reality show contestant and big fan of country music. There’d been photos of them together.

      Luke insisted none of the rumors were true and that she, above all people, should understand how gossip got started. But Lexi couldn’t let it go, and by then they’d been apart for so long (which, okay, was somewhat her fault,) that she didn’t know if she could believe him. She’d constantly picture Luke enjoying the company of other women, and her helpless and too far away to do anything about it.

      Out of sight, out of mind. Beautiful women were everywhere, clamoring for his attention, and whether or not he wanted to admit it, Luke enjoyed that attention. It was in his eyes and in that smile she saw far too often in her dreams. The trust they’d shared for so long, first as friends and then lovers, had shattered. Sudden fame did that to relationships. Families were destroyed, loyalty was tested, and even music took a back seat.

      Because fame took everything real and beautiful and turned it into stardust.

      Reminding herself that she was an independent woman that didn’t need a man to confirm her self-worth, Lexi showered and dressed for the day. Her shower drain was plugged again, and she made a note to phone Tony, their on-call handyman. Thankfully, as Olga the cook’s husband, he worked on the cheap.

      The Wilder Sisters B&B was a sprawling building situated on the edge of the beach with small service cottages surrounding the perimeter. The main house, constructed in the early twentieth century, contained eight rooms that frequently remained unfilled. Most of their few renovation funds, what little there were, were directed to the rooms that made them money. The small service cottages that surrounded the B&B, and in which she and her two sisters lived, were often neglected.

      It wasn’t as if the Wilders were rolling in Nashville wealth anymore. They were sort of house rich and cash poor. Their father, John Wilder, an enterprising man, had invested in one too many failed ventures and lost most of their money other than a small nest egg he’d left their mother. Many, including Gran, believed he should have taken better care of his daughters’ futures. But Lexi didn’t fault her Daddy, gone three years now after a massive heart attack. He’d worked hard in those early years to find them paid gigs, review contracts, and make sure her songs were protected. But today, royalties were nothing like they used to be in the days before streaming music. When their touring stopped, so did most of the money.

      Now, Gran’s business was struggling to stay relevant. If not for Lexi’s royalties from the song, she, Gran, and her sisters might have to sell the business that had been in the family for decades. But half of the royalties from a hit song weren’t going to keep them afloat forever. Lexi had to come up with more songs, and the sooner the better. She thought of it as her job and duty. Not much fun anymore, but it had to be done, along with the towel folding and sheet washing.

      After going for her regular morning walk along the beach cove and counting her blessings (none of which involved Luke) Lexi headed to the large utility kitchen. The only meal they supplied was breakfast, but supply it they did. A large spread with Olga’s award-winning scones, muffins, pies, and one delicious hot dish a day. They were about as well known for their breakfast as they were for their spacious, classic rooms with clawfoot tub baths and private access beach.

      Olga Hernandez was their baker and all around cook extraordinaire, not to mention supplier of the best coffee in Whistle Cove. Lexi didn’t know the secret, but the coffee she roasted and brewed in her personal kitchen coffeemaker always beat the stuff they served their guests.

      The aroma of Olga’s sugary cinnamon rolls was enough to drive Lexi out of the foulest of moods. She headed to the kitchen to banish away her erotic thoughts of Luke. It occurred to her that if she kept to her current schedule of early to rise and early to bed, she would miss seeing much of Luke. She doubted he was off the tour bus schedule that turned everyone into a vampire.  Hell, even Sabrina wasn’t totally off the schedule and rarely graced them with her presence before noon.

      Lexi walked into the kitchen to say good morning to Olga and pour herself a cup of Java. She ran straight into one of her erotic dreams.

      Luke stood halfway up a ladder, and she didn’t know what he was fixing, but hers was broken, too. He wore a tight long-sleeved gray Santa Cruz tee with the sleeves pushed up his muscular forearms. A pair of well-worn jeans hugged his fine butt.

      Lexi swallowed hard. A familiar heat pulsed through her, winding its way down, and wrapping around the back of her knees.

      “But my favorite one is Can’t Sleep.” Olga fanned herself. “Ay, Dios Mio. When I hear that song, I want to go find Mr. Hernandez and have my way with him.”

      Luke chuckled. “Glad you like it. That one is a favorite of mine.”

      Not hers.

      Definitely.

      Not.

      Hers.

      “What’s going on?” Lexi said, forcing some edge into her voice.

      “Mija! Did you know that Mr. Luke Wyatt is staying here with us?” Olga said.

      “I heard.” She made eye contact with Olga, silently communicating to tone the worship down, then glared in Luke’s direction. “What’s he doing up there?”

      “Oh, Mr. Wyatt is fixing the overhead light so I can see better.”

      “Call me Luke,” he said to Olga. “And I’m happy to help.”

      Lexi leaned near Olga. “I didn’t know you needed a new bulb in here. You should have said something. Why didn’t you call Tony?”

      “Don’t bother. I don’t need a new bulb, but what’s the harm?” Olga whispered. “Look at him.”

      Luke came down the ladder and Olga elbowed Lexi.  “Go thank him.”

      Lexi shook her head and started to say no, when Olga literally shoved her in Luke’s direction, and she wound up two inches from his solid wall of chest. Her skin tightened. Her heart ached.

      “Um.” She took a step back so she wouldn’t bump into him and glared at Olga. “Thanks so much. We don’t usually have our guests do chores around here.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not just any guest.”

      He was so close, that she felt a familiar tug of longing rise up and body slam against her heart. “No, you’re even less likely to be asked to help around here. You’re a country music star.”

      “And I’m no stranger to hard work.” His tone had a clip to it.

      “Well.” She stared at the ground before meeting his eyes. “Thank you again. Olga really appreciates it.”

      “And you?”

      “What about me?”

      Did he want her to say that she was grateful he’d replaced a light fixture that didn’t need replacing? That she was ecstatic he’d come to their B&B to write songs?

      “You don’t appreciate it.” He pinned her with a powerful gaze.

      “Don’t you tell me what I think. Of course, I appreciate it. Thank you so much. You’re a prince and all that.” She turned to go but he caught her elbow. A sharp tingle rippled across her arm when his hand skimmed down her elbow to her wrist.

      “Hey, I might as well do stuff around here. I don’t want to sit around on my behind all day.”

      “You’re here to relax. And we have a handyman on staff. Tony, Olga’s husband.”

      “Tell you what. If I can’t fix it, then you call Tony.”

      “Wonderful!” Olga said, clapping her hands. “We’re so grateful to see that you’re still a humble man. Not afraid to get your hands dirty.”

      Luke flashed a megawatt smile, and Olga blushed a deep magenta.

      “Fine. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to make myself useful.”

      Lexi stormed out of the kitchen, leaving Luke with the new president of the Luke Wyatt Whistle Cove Fan Club.
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        * * *

      

      Luke hadn’t expected a red-carpet reception from Lexi, but he also hadn’t been prepared for the Arctic freeze. It was far worse than he’d thought it would be, and his gut pinched with the thought he was too late to win her back.

      At least he’d won over Olga. So far Jessie, too, had been welcoming when she’d checked him in, but being the family peacemaker, he’d expected that. He hadn’t yet run into Mrs. Wilder or Sabrina. Those two were the wildcards. Add to that Kit Wilder, Lexi’s mother, but she was living in Palm Springs with the distance she wanted and the warm weather she craved. She’d never been a fan of Luke’s, and he assumed nothing had changed in that regard.

      If Lexi refused to talk to him, for now, he’d find a way to relax and write. The week wouldn’t go to waste. Already, he felt calmer simply being home, the smell of the familiar sea he’d grown up around welcoming him. He could breathe again without Gary filling him with encouragement and false praise. Secretly expecting a platinum album this time, and their early retirement. He was everyone’s cash cow, and he felt milked.

      One thing he never had to fear from Lexi. She was going to cut him exactly zero slack. Always had. Always would.

      But hot damn, she looked good. Long blonde hair falling around her shoulders. Striking amber eyes the color of fine scotch. The skirt she wore today showed off her long legs that teased him to distraction. It had taken him all of two seconds to forgive her. She probably didn’t think she needed his forgiveness, but she did. He’d been angry for a long time because he’d assumed the trust they had would be stronger than gossip and innuendo. Bigger than long separations.

      Rarer than his meteoric fame.

      Something told him it would take her a hell of a lot longer to forgive him for ignoring her. For taking her love and trust for granted and failing to see how he was losing her bit by bit.

      But hey, he might actually have an entire album written this week if he kept up the pace. Then, he’d get back into the studio and at least hit country gold. He hoped. Platinum would be great, sure, but he’d settle for gold. No need to expect too much.

      Late in the afternoon, his back hurting, and feeling rolled inside out from being up so god-awful early to impress Lexi, Luke headed to his room to grab his Gibson. Since everyone else seemed to be inside during wine and cheese hour at the B&B, maybe he could find some solitude on the private strip of beach. Find inspiration from the salty air and crashing waves. He found an empty seat on a blue Adirondack chair, leaned back and strummed, working on the melody he’d come up with earlier. Words would come later. They always did for him.

      Good thing too, because he was afraid this song would be another Lexi would want to hang him by the balls for writing. He was feeling sorry for himself again. He’d had plenty of loss in his life, and he recognized he was in no position to be unhappy now. He should be the happiest fool this side of the Moon. His biggest dream had come true, and now he had money and success.

      Lexi blamed him for writing songs about their separation, but he wrote his lyrics from the heart. He’d thought she’d done the same, but apparently not. Falling for Forever would have been better named Falling until you Screw Up. When she’d stopped taking his calls and urged him to “have a nice life,” he’d felt chewed up and spit out by the woman he’d loved since he’d been a randy twenty-year-old and she’d spotted him in the crowd.
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