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For all the ones who have felt crippled by the opinions of others. I hope you learn to love what you’re doing so completely that all those critical voices cease to matter. And until then, remember that thriving is winning.


Go forth and thrive.
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READER NOTE


This book contains references to childhood psychological abuse and trauma. Substance abuse and death by overdose are mentioned on the page. It is my hope that I’ve handled these subjects with the care and attention that they deserve.
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CHAPTER 1


West


THE SUN IS SHINING, THE LAKE IS SPARKLING, AND THERE’S another fucking tourist on the side of the road trying to get a selfie with a bear.


Not just any bear either. A grizzly.


“You have to be kidding me,” I mutter as I press gently on the brakes of my pickup truck and shake my head. I don’t have a clear shot of the woman, but I see skin-tight jeans, a crop top, and a waterfall of loose bronze waves spilling down her back in shiny ripples.


While the bear forages in the ditch behind her, she lifts one hand, gesturing to it wildly as she talks at the phone held up in front of her.


I pull over in front of her Tesla. Because of course she drives a Tesla. And she has to be a good thirty feet away from it, like she’s slowly edged herself closer to the animal.


When I finally roll to a stop, I watch in pure, dumbfounded shock for a moment. During the summer months in Rose Hill, you see this city-folk stupidity, and it never fails to blow my mind. It’s like people go from having “see a bear” on their bucket list to “get killed by a bear” on their bucket list.


I press the button to lower my window because I don’t want to startle the animal, and I also don’t particularly want to get out of my truck. I enjoy living, and my days of testing those limits are—mostly—behind me.


So using the calmest voice I can muster, I say, “Ma’am.”


But she continues talking to the camera, clearly recording herself without a care in the world. “It was just a casual drive down a scenic backroad when—bam!—the most beautiful bear saunters down into this ditch behind me.”


“Ma’am!” I lean against my door and wave my arm to catch her eye. Maybe my unwelcome voice in her video will snap her out of it.


And it does. She spins on me with furrowed brows, fiery eyes, and a face I’d know anywhere.


A face most of the world would know anywhere.


Yes, country music superstar Skylar Stone is mean-mugging me for interrupting her video. For a moment, I’m starstruck. At a loss for words. I suspect I know what brings her to town, but I don’t bother with small talk at a time like this. I don’t want to be known as the guy who stood by while a hungry grizzly devoured a beloved starlet.


“What?” she asks, arms held wide, like she’s not standing with her back to an unpredictable apex predator. “I’m going to have to rerecord this for my socials now.”


“That’s a goddamn grizzly bear. You need to get back in your car,” I hiss, hiking a thumb over my shoulder toward her car.


She shakes her head and continues glaring. “You know what I’m fucking sick of?”


“Is it living?” I bite out as instinct takes over and I step out of my truck. As much as I’d like to slam the door, I leave it open to avoid making more noise. “Because that’s what it looks like right now.”


She scoffs. “No. But I am fucking sick of people telling me what to do.”


Her piercing gaze rakes down my faded black jeans, the ones caught on the ridge of my scuffed charcoal Blundstones, before perusing back up to my plain white T-shirt. Her eyes hover over the hole near the neckline and a small wrinkle crops up on her dainty nose, as though she’s found proof that I’m not worthy of giving her advice.


I approach with caution, craning my neck to glance down the slope, where the telltale brown grizzly hump peeks out above the shrubs. I can hear its deep, satisfied grunts as it forages, likely ripping berries off a bush as an appetizer before it comes up and tears the limbs off our bodies for the main course.


“I relate. I really do. But this may not be the hill to die on right now. Literally and figuratively. If we survive this, I will drive you to a zoo and film your social media content for you. And I hate social media, but I don’t break promises.”


She follows my gaze and then lifts her chin to face me head-on. Plush, heart-shaped lips purse tightly and hazel eyes narrow at me like missiles ready to launch. She hides her phone by crossing her tan arms.


Pure sass.


She reminds me of my six-year-old daughter, Emmy. Something that’s only emphasized when she stomps one foot. The difference is, I’d have picked Emmy up like a football under one arm and gotten the hell outta here a solid sixty seconds ago.


“It’s eating. It doesn’t even know I’m here. And I’ve never seen a bear in person.” She whines the last part, like I’m the bad guy ruining all her fun.


My jaw drops as I look this woman over. She’s got diamond studs the size of ripe blueberries in her ears. They’re so big that if she were anyone else, I’d think they were fake. “Listen, I get it. There aren’t bears in the city. It’s an experience. But that”—I point at the bear—“is not Winnie the Pooh.”


Her expression is strained as she glances longingly back at the ditch. It’s as though she sees my logic but so badly wishes she didn’t.


I keep going because it seems like the children’s fiction reference really hit home. “Eeyore isn’t trapped in a well. Piglet isn’t off finding him a pot of honey. Just…pretend I’m Owl, and I’m giving you really wise advice right now.”


“But…there are babies.” She all but coos the word babies, saying it with extra emphasis, like it should make this entire thing endearing. Like it makes her irrational behavior more logical somehow.


But anyone who knows about bears knows that things just got so much worse. I edge closer to the ditch, as though needing to see them with my own eyes to confirm just how bad this situation is. I crane my neck, and sure enough…there they are. Two.


“Please,” I say, trying a less forceful approach while also filling my voice with as much pleading as I can muster. With one arm held out, I fold my fingers over my palm repeatedly, gesturing her forward like I might a skittish horse. As a horse trainer, I’ve got lots of experience with those. All bluster—until they’re not.


She must pick up on the urgent tone in my voice because her shoulders fall, and she swallows heavily as her eyes dart back and forth between mine, seeming to weigh whether I’m trustworthy.


Finally, I get a nod and a tentative step away from the deep ditch. A heavy, relieved breath rushes from my lungs as she moves toward me.


But that relief is short-lived because, as soon as she moves away, the bear follows her as though attached to an invisible leash.


I can’t blame it.


She’s alluring. There’s something about her that makes it hard to peel my eyes away. You can see it onscreen. Hear it on the radio. And it’s even more pronounced in person.


“Okay, doll.”


“Don’t doll me—”


“You need to shut up,” I blurt out, keeping my voice as even as possible. My gaze moves beyond her to the massive bear emerging from the slope, four-inch-long nails clacking as it takes its first steps onto the asphalt. The sound freezes Skylar in her tracks. “Walk toward me slowly. Do not run. Do not look behind you. Stay calm.”


She blinks hard and fast. I can see she wants to tell me to go fuck myself, but she has some survival instinct underneath all that attitude because she follows my instructions.


The bear lets out a loud huff, and Skylar stutter-steps, wide eyes latching onto mine for dear life. I nod and gesture with my hand again. As though I can do a single fucking thing for her right now other than get her close enough to dive through the open door of my truck.


She continues walking, but her steps increase ever so slightly in speed. Her breathing turns ragged. I start to edge back toward my truck, hoping she’ll follow.


“Good girl. You’re doing so well.” Any other time, I’d laugh at myself for talking to this woman like a horse. But in this moment, my skin hums with tension and my muscles coil as though ready to spring into action.


She nods, then peeks over her shoulder and makes a small squealing noise as if she’s just realized the massive size of the bear following her.


But that noise was not the right one to make. Because the grizzly notices it and is suddenly more interested than it was. The bear stops and rears up onto its hind legs.


The sound it makes now is more of a bark, followed by a sniff and an interested head tilt.


A show of curiosity, not aggression.


Not yet anyway.


“Oh god, oh god, oh god,” she whispers, her voice coming up choked and tearful.


With one hand outstretched, I summon all the calm within me. “Whatever you do, don’t r—”


Before I can say the word run, she fucking sprints toward me. And against what would be most people’s better judgment, I leap into action without thinking.


I head straight toward her.


And the bear.


The bear that is now pawing at the road like it’s ready to charge. It takes a few powerful leaps forward before drawing back.


Now in defensive mode, I do the only thing I can think of. The instant I reach Skylar, my fingers wrap around her bicep, and I curl one arm around the back of her head before tossing us to the ground. My tall body covers her smaller one like a shield.


She squirms against me. “What are you—”


I cut her off by clamping a palm over her mouth, propping myself up on my opposite arm, and shaking my head. “Stop. Please stop. I need you to be quiet and still. And the bear will probably go away.”


She nods subtly. Enough so that I can remove my hand and cage the entire top of her head in with my forearms.


Her terrified golden eyes search mine again and I can smell something sweet on her breath as she pants nervously into the air between us. Tangerine and sugar.


“Can we make it to your truck?”


I can barely hear her over the sound of my heart pounding in my ears. “We’re not close enough and I don’t like our odds of outrunning a grizzly.”


“Okay.” She licks her lips nervously and I watch a stray tear leak out of one eye. It rolls down over her temple before trailing toward her ear. I trace the wet path with my gaze before meeting hers and giving her my full attention, conveying an outward sense of calm that doesn’t necessarily match the way I’m feeling inside.


More tears leak out as we stare at each other.


“I’m sorry.” Her choked sob hits me hard in the chest.


I can hear the bear huffing as it draws within mere feet of us. I swear the ground trembles beneath the weight of its steps. Lighter footsteps thump from lower down in the ditch. And I assume those are the cubs.


My thumb rubs soft, slow circles over the crown of her head. “It’s okay. You’re okay. We’re just gonna be quiet together and then everything is going to be okay.” I whisper the words to her, but I say them for myself.


She blinks in recognition, and I blink back. Then I distract myself by counting the swirling hues of her irises. Brown, gold, green, and a delicate gray woven between them. Minimum four colors.


And even covered in a sheen of tears, they glow.


I’m not sure I’ve ever gotten this lost in a perfect stranger’s eyes.


“Tell me it’s going to be okay again.” The words are a breath, weaving into the hush of her long exhale. Even this close, I barely hear them.


The tips of our noses brush as my face slants down over hers. My lips move silently against the skin on her cheek as I mouth the words, It’s going to be okay.


I’ve done a lot of wild shit in my day. Done a few things that I’m surprised to have survived, if I’m being honest. But in those moments, I’d always been alone. There’s something about lying this damn close to another person, knowing she could be the last thing I see, that makes everything around us stand still.


Shit, maybe I’m just getting old and sentimental.


Then I feel the hot, damp breath of the grizzly as it sniffs the back of my neck. An eerie sense of calm settles over me, even though it shouldn’t. I’m calmer than I have any right to be. It’s as though my body knows that giving into my own rising anxiety won’t help.


Because while I may have seen my fair share of bears growing up in Rose Hill, I have yet to feel one breathing down my neck. To be frank, it’s an experience I could have done without.


But there’s no time for me to wallow in my anxiety. I have to remain composed for Skylar. So I keep my eyes locked on hers, willing her to stay still and in the moment with me even though she’s clearly so far out of her element that she’s on another planet.


Her lips part, and her breaths come fast and frantic. She clamps her eyes shut. I can smell the bear, so I’m sure she can too.


All sweat and musk and old gym shoes. It’s overpowering. It’s a combination I’ll never forget.


The sun beats down on my back, and the heat of the bear’s enormous body beside me makes the moment downright stifling. I rest my forehead against hers and try to regulate her breathing with my own.


Three seconds in.


Three seconds out.


Soon, the heat feels more bearable. The heart-pounding clatter of nails aren’t as loud. The stench, less overpowering. The rustling from the ditch dissipates, and I assume the cubs have followed mom away too.


Skylar squirms a little and peeks up at me from beneath her thick lashes. “Did you see the babies? They’re so cute.”


I roll my forehead against hers as I stifle a laugh, wondering how I constantly end up in the orbit of women who are this atrocious at following simple instructions—even when their lives depend on it. “Let’s stay quiet” is all I respond with.


I’m not sure how long we lie on the ground breathing in and out together. Five minutes? Ten minutes? Long enough that her knuckles must be cramping from clutching at my shirt. Her entire body is still trembling uncontrollably, so I smooth my hand over her hair to ease her shaking.


Logically, I know the bear has moved on, but I still feel like I could glance up and come face-to-face with it.


So I stay in place, stroking this woman’s head and trying to get my bearings before I make a move to stand up.


To lighten the moment, I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind. “I saw the results of a survey recently that said six percent of Americans think they could beat a grizzly bear in hand-to-hand combat.”


“What?” The question is breathless and hushed, but the expression on her face is pure disbelief.


“I know. Can you believe that?”


She stares at me like she’s wondering if I’m for real right now. “Hand-to-hand combat?”


I nod down at her before peeking up over the top of her head.


No bear.


I push up onto my knees and twist to look back over my shoulder.


No bear.


I flop back onto my haunches and run my palms over my close-cut hair as I take in a full three-sixty view of our spot on the backroad.


No bear.


Just bluebird skies and warm yellow sunshine.


It’s with a ragged sigh that I finally glance back down…to see I’m straddling Skylar Stone.


My eyes catch on the graceful line of her collarbone, the swell of her breasts pressed high over the neckline of her shirt. I close my eyes and shake my head, but no—she’s still there. Under me.


With one hand, she wipes at her eyes but makes no move to escape me. She lies flopped on the road looking beautiful, and stunned, and completely exhausted. Her teeth strum at her bottom lip as though she’s thinking hard. And she doesn’t let go of my shirt. Her arm is straight, and her knuckles are still white as she grips the cotton.


Finally, a giddy laugh shakes her shoulders. “When they say six percent, though…it’s probably more.”


I sigh, and then I laugh with her. “Yeah, you gotta rule out children and the elderly.”


Her pointer finger taps at my thigh. “And women.”


“What?”


She rolls her eyes at me now. “Only a man would think he can fight a grizzly bear with his bare hands.”


“Rich coming from the woman who just tried to take her photo with one.”


“It was a video!”


I push to stand on wobbly legs and reach a hand down to pull her up. With a grin, I say, “Right. For your socials. That makes it so much better.”


Her eyes slice to my hand, but all traces of earlier humor have been erased. Tensions are already running high, and now she’s annoyed.


“Don’t judge me. You don’t even know what I was doing.”


“Okay, what were you doing?”


Her chin lifts. “Creating relatable content.”


“To be decided. I’ll have to search up the percentage of Americans who have been charged by a grizzly in their lifetime.”


She pauses for a beat, as though shocked by my offhanded joke, then she grits out, “You don’t know me well enough to mock me.” A frustrated growl rumbles in her throat as she claps her palm against mine aggressively.


With one firm tug, I haul her up. She’s lighter than I expected, though, and I pull too hard, which throws her off balance.


Her free hand lands on my chest to steady herself, the tips of her fingers awfully close to that hole in my shirt. She stares for a beat and pulls away abruptly, like she’s been burned.


I may not know her, but I know her face has been splashed all over the headlines lately for freezing up in front of the camera.


Today, though? Her words seem to flow just fine.


“It was all going great until you showed up acting like fucking Crocodile Dundee crossed with…with…” She waves a hand over me as she struggles to find the right insult. “With Superman or something.”


I lift a hand and scrub it over my chin. “It’s the strong jawline, isn’t it?”


“No, it’s the obnoxious hero complex.”


I snort and cross my arms, regarding her with amusement. I always perceived her as this sweet southern-belle type. All airy laughter and good gollys rather than curse words and cutting one-liners.


I wasn’t looking close enough. Because she is none of those things.


“And the”—she waves a hand over my body—“the know-it-all smugness.”


Now I’m full-on grinning. “We both know I saved your ass. Just say thank you.”


She shakes her head as she crouches to pick up her phone. “I would have. But now you’re demanding it of me, and that makes it feel forced and insincere. And I’m so sick of everyone treating me like I owe them something.” She brushes at her jeans, agitation lining every movement as she tries and fails to get all the gravel and dust off her body while muttering, “Skylar, do this. Skylar, do that. Skylar, smile and wave. Skylar, say thank you.”


With a tired sigh, she stops and looks up. “You know what? I’m sorry. I’m having a bad month. You don’t deserve this shit. I’ve put you through enough today. Thank you for being willing to die for me. That’s new and unexpected and something I’ll have to process with my therapist at a later date.”


I quirk a brow at her confession. She’s still trembling, so I try to draw the conversation out. Give her a second to catch her breath. “A bad month?”


A forced smile touches her lips, but then it falters as she kicks at a stone near her sandal-clad foot. “Actually, more like a bad year.”


“I’ve had those before,” I reply, watching her carefully. I can’t help but wonder what’s got a woman who seems so strong acting like she can’t meet my eyes.


She redirects the conversation with phoney brightness. “Right, so anyway, I need to find Wild Rose Records. It’s a little boutique recording studio. Brand-new. Maybe you know the owner? Ford Grant? I took a scenic route and got lost. These roads aren’t even marked, and there’s no reception. And I thought it would make me feel alive to just like…hit the open road. Ya know?”


I scoff good-naturedly as I turn to walk back toward my truck. When I grip the still-open door, I glance over my shoulder at her. She looks beautiful, and confused, and totally forlorn.


And I’m not the least put off by her outburst. In fact, I like that she came back from that terrifying moment all feisty.


“Nothing quite like a near-death experience to make us feel alive, am I right?” I haul myself up into the truck. “Follow me, and I’ll take you to Ford Grant.”


Skylar walks my way with surprise painted on her face. “You know him?”


I turn the key in the ignition right as she approaches my open window. “You could say that.”


Her brows knit together and she seems nervous as she tucks her hair behind her ears. For the first time today, she looks beaten down.


“I’m sorry. I’m just overwhelmed by…by everything. That was fucking terrifying, and I don’t know how to thank you. I don’t think anyone has ever been willing to lay their life on the line for me.”


She says it so offhandedly. It catches me off guard.


What a damn shame.


The thought pops up in my head instantly. What a shame to be an adult and not have felt that kind of loyalty. To be as beloved as Skylar Stone is and still not feel it.


When she peeks up at me from beneath her thick lashes, I offer her a reassuring wink. “You can thank me by not apologizing anymore. Then you can get in your car and follow me.”


She nods, teeth digging into that distractingly full bottom lip once again. “I don’t even know your name.”


“Weston Belmont. Rose Hill’s very own Super-Crocodile-Dundee-Man at your service,” I reply with a dramatic salute.


She rolls her eyes, and a ghost of a smile touches her lips. I tap my hand on the outside of my truck as I roll forward.


I’m happy to have saved her life, but I’ve still got four horses to work today, a farm with chores that never seem to end, and two little kids who need their dad. I have to get going.


No matter how tempting it is to stick around and chat.


“Wait! Don’t you want to know my name?” she calls as I pull away slowly, giving her time to hop in her Tesla and trail behind. I don’t respond because I know who she is. I’ve been a closet Skylar Stone fan for years.


But I don’t want to make her uncomfortable, so I don’t say that. Plus, there will be plenty of opportunities for conversation.


Because if she’s heading to Wild Rose Records…we’re about to be neighbors.









CHAPTER 2


Skylar


I HAVE A THING FOR HANDS. I WON’T EVEN DENY IT.


Men’s hands, specifically. The way the tendons on top flex and ripple when they strum at a guitar. The way they use up the entire length of a microphone handle. The way they can be warm and gentle on my skin.


I’ve dated famous people. Artists and musicians. Handsome men, influential men. And yet, I’ve never found myself as obsessed with a man’s hands as I am with the ones wrapped around the steering wheel of the truck ahead of me.


The steel grip on my bicep as he threw us to the ground.


The scratch of his callouses against my skin as he told me it would all be okay.


The tattoos on his knuckles that I stared at every time he scrubbed his beard.


I can hear my dad in my head, clear as day, warning me away from a man like Weston. He’d be overly concerned about the person I’m dating tarnishing my pristine America’s sweetheart reputation.


Respectable men don’t get tattoos a shirt can’t hide.


But what about heroic ones? Ones with dusty blond hair and muscles that make their shirt look just a little too tight through the shoulders.


Weston Belmont saved me from a grizzly bear. Saved me from myself, really. From my own naiveté.


A smarter girl would be captivated by his bravery, or his deep voice, or his quippy one-liners.


Not me. I’m following him down a backcountry road in the middle of the Canadian wilderness, daydreaming about his big fucking hands. I make a mental note to follow up with my therapist about this too. I have to be diagnosable. It has to be a coping mechanism of some sort.


Do daddy issues give you a hand kink?


I scoff at myself before muttering, “God, Skylar. You really need a people detox.”


And it’s true.


Or at least that’s what I told everyone when I packed up and left. Some might say that fleeing Los Angeles is running from my problems. Others might think it’s rude to show up unannounced for an unconfirmed job.


Me? I’m calling it fleeing the world’s most humiliating breakup.


I’m calling it desperation.


But I also have a plan. One I have kept secret from my parents, who work as my managers, as well as my agent, who is mostly just their paid puppet.


I’m going to record my own album. And I’m not going to tell a single soul about it. I don’t want their input. I don’t want their opinions. This project will be by me, for me.


I am desperate for a fresh start. Desperate for a change of scenery. Desperate to escape the chokehold my life has on me.


And I mean a literal chokehold.


One where my throat goes so tight that every word fails me. Put a mic in my face, turn a camera on me, or trot me out in front of an audience, and your girl goes blank. All I can do is blink and giggle. My mouth goes dry, and I do my absolute best “bimbo impression,” as a recent headline called it.


I’m not even sure if they’re wrong anymore.


My most recent speechless moment came as I tearfully left a restaurant after enduring the aforementioned breakup. I walked out into a sea of questions.


“Skylar, what’s wrong?”


“Skylar, did something happen with you and Andrew?”


Something.


I scoff again in the quiet car. It was something all right.


Something I can’t confess out loud.


I’ve always prided myself on being an honest person, but what if everything about me is fake? The world thinks they know me, but they’ve been spoon-fed a lie.


I’ve been spoon-fed a lie.


My life has been turned upside down, and I don’t have a single soul to talk to about it. The truth is just too humiliating to acknowledge.


I definitely can’t go public with it. Not yet anyway. The press would eat me alive. The fans would either pity me or mock me—neither of which I want.


It’s funny how I can be surrounded by so many people who profess to love me and still feel so utterly alone.


So my new move is staring into a camera blankly, feeling like my lungs are full of concrete and my throat is swollen shut. The only thing more difficult than finding the right words to say is catching my breath.


Yes, a girl who has performed in front of millions of people, who sings and dances and says all the right things, now shuts down in front of cameras.


My jaw clenches as I physically brace to endure the mental beating I’m about to give myself, but the pickup carrying the man with the nice hands signals, prompting me to do the same. He turns at a weather-stained wooden gate that opens onto a freshly paved driveway, and I follow his lead.


A thick frame of emerald pine trees entirely blocks the property beyond, and without even thinking about it, I press the button to roll down my window, letting the fresh country air into my car—into my system.


“Too slow!” Cherry squawks from her cage on the backseat. This bird loves car rides.


“It’s a driveway, Cherry. I have to go slow, you rebel.”


“Too slow!”


I chuckle and crane my neck to see where we’re headed, pushing away the anxiety cropping up. Where would Cherry have ended up if a grizzly had eaten me on the side of a backroad? Another humane society? A zoo? One of my parents, who would have marched her out before the press like a commemorative spectacle?


All the options are truly too awful to contemplate, though I already know they’ll keep me up when I’m lying in bed tonight. As sad as it sounds, Cherry, the sassy African grey parrot with a penchant for swearing, might be my only friend in the whole damn world.


The driveway weaves and turns, and there’s something cozy about the press of trees and the scent of soil and crushed pine needles wafting through the window. I suck in a deep breath and feel incrementally better.


So I keep doing it.


Three seconds in.


Three seconds out.


An image—clear as day—of Weston’s sky-blue eyes boring into mine as we breathed together on the asphalt flashes through my head. I wanted to clamp my eyes shut and hide until that moment of terror was over, but I couldn’t look away.


He’d trapped me. But being trapped in his gaze soothed me in a completely unfamiliar way.


“Too slow!” Cherry bitches some more, drawing me out of my head just as the trees dissipate.


I gasp as the landscape filters in before me.


Ford’s emails prepared me for a picturesque setting, but this is surreal.


The property is set on a gentle slope. Straight ahead is the main building with its wraparound deck and freestanding copper mailbox that matches the copper roof. Although the siding looks like old barn wood that’s been preserved, there’s something grand about the place. It’s rugged but elevated.


Above that, it’s trees, rocks, and deadly cliffs, all topped off by the bluest sky. No haze, no pollution—just pure, unfiltered blue. Like Weston’s eyes.


But it’s the view of the lake beyond that truly enchants me. It’s downright breathtaking. So still that it makes me feel like I could walk across it. Or skate—if I knew how. The water appears navy, transitioning to a teal hue where the sun sparkles against the surface.


Next to the big truck, I jam my car into park and flop back against my seat to soak in the surroundings.


It feels totally unique. There’s no sterile polish or obnoxious white pillars. No fountains or valets. In fact, there are no people as far as the eye can see. My body relaxes as that realization hits.


Until Weston Belmont pops up out of nowhere and startles the shit out of me.


I must have zoned out and missed him rounding my vehicle, because his big, manly hands are here, propped above my window as he peers down at me. “You gonna just sit here all day?” he asks, right as Cherry squawks, “Go away!”


His head swivels sharply to eye her up—black beak and bluish-gray feathers with a splash of red at her tail. “What is that?”


“You mean, who is that? She’s my parrot. Cherry.”


He blinks twice before blurting, “She’s rude.”


I can’t help but laugh. “You have no idea.”


“She’s rude,” Cherry adds in a mocking voice that has me pressing my lips together and wincing.


“Sorry. She has an extensive vocabulary, and her shit-talk is legendary.”


All the man does is stare at my bird with a furrowed brow before shaking his head. Then his hand taps on the roof of my car as he draws away. “Right. Well, the office is in there.” He hikes a thumb over his shoulder. “I can introduce you if you’d like. Otherwise, I’ll be on my way.”


“Go away!” Cherry says. Again.


I grimace as I open my door and step out. Weston doesn’t move back. He stays exactly where he is, towering over me. Filling out his T-shirt in a way that artsy city boys just…don’t. My eyes catch on the hole in the fabric on his left pectoral again and the glow of golden skin beneath. The golden skin of a man who spends his time outdoors with no shirt on.


I come from the land of pale skin and spray tans, so there’s something mesmerizing about what might be beneath the cotton material. I sweep away the urge to wiggle a finger through the opening to find out for sure.


But men—especially men who catch my eye like this one—are the last thing I need in my life right now. I swallow and take a new vow of celibacy because dick will not help my predicament.


Then I peek up into his bright blue irises. They’re so electric that if he weren’t standing before me, I’d scoff and make a dismissive comment about how anyone can have eyes that color with Photoshop. Everything can be altered to look a certain way. Nothing is real.


But his eyes are.


He is.


I clear my throat, realizing I’ve been gawking for too long. “Well, I wouldn’t put it like Cherry. But truth be told, you’ve done more than enough for me today.” I smile softly, watching him regard me with a level of intensity that makes me squirm. “And this is something I need to do on my own,” I add quickly, nodding more for my benefit than for his.


The man’s gaze drops to my mouth, and I roll my lips together.


“I—”


“Go away!” My fucking bird cuts me off. I love Cherry, but goddamn. Some days…


Some days, she is a possessive little hag.


And I’m not so sure I want him to go away.


Weston smiles, eyes still on my mouth, as he makes a light clucking noise. “All right, Cherry. I hear ya. I’m leaving, I’m leaving.” He steps back, hands held up in surrender.


I almost want to hug him before he walks away, and I’ve never considered myself a hugger. Physical affection isn’t something I grew up with, at least not behind closed doors. In public, my parents never hesitated to throw an arm over my shoulder or offer me a hug when the cameras were rolling. Affection was for show.


“Should we shake hands or something? What’s the protocol when someone uses his body as a shield for you in an almost bear attack?”


“Nah, you already said thank you. You don’t owe me anything. I did it because I wanted to.”


I blink a few times at that.


You don’t owe me anything.


It’s a basic sentiment, yet it catches me off guard. I’ve lived a life of constantly owing someone something. Tit for tat. My attention in exchange for a favor. Constantly caught in the middle of warring sides and having to smile my way to the top.


I’m so sick of smiling.


“I’ll see you ‘round!” He waves and offers me a wink before turning away and gifting me with a view of his firm ass.


Maybe I should have offered ass-grabs as a thank-you.


As I brush the thought away with a chiding shake of my head, I hear him mutter to himself from the other side of his truck, “Fuckin’ Tesla and a talking bird.”


It makes me smile. A genuine smile. But only for a beat because I turn away and suck in a deep breath, preparing myself to face Ford Grant.


The man is in for a bit of a surprise.


Yes, we have spoken about working together.


No, I did not tell him I was coming.


“Guard the car, Cherry.” I check to make sure the air conditioning is on before slamming the door and steeling my spine as I make my way up the front walkway. There’s no doorbell, which makes perfect sense for the place. Instead, there’s an ornate door knocker shaped like a bear with a ring held in its mouth. I chuckle—bears are my theme for the day—and knock.


Within seconds, a feminine voice calls, “Coming!” from inside.


The door swings open and I’m face-to-face with a blue-eyed woman. She takes one look at me and her jaw slowly falls open.


“Oh my god. Hi.”


“Hi,” I say back, my voice low as I glance at the ground, feeling a blush rise to my cheeks.


“Who is it?” a man’s voice asks.


The blond woman ignores the question and sticks her hand out to me. “I’m Rosalie, the business manager here at Wild Rose Records. It’s so nice to meet you.”


I shake her hand, a little taken aback by her firm grip. “Hi, Rosalie. I’m Skylar.”


She grins, pumping my hand with vigor. “Hell yeah you are.”


“Rosie,” the man’s voice calls, closer now than before. “I know you get off on annoying me, but—” Ford Grant rounds the corner and draws up short when he sees me. His dad is a famous rockstar, the guitarist from Full Stop, and the resemblance is clear as day.


His copper-brown hair is artfully mussed, and he’s tall and fit-looking—he could easily pass for a model. Ford would blend in well where I come from. But I hate where I come from, so I find myself noting that he lacks the heavy muscle of the man who brought me here.


He’s dressed casually, but it’s an expensive sort of casual. There are no holes in his shirt, no scuffs on his boots. He has polish, and for the first time in my life, I find myself indifferent to it.


“Skylar?” His voice is absolutely brimming with confusion.


I hold my hands up beside my head with a shrug and deliver a simple, “Surprise?”


“I’ll say!” Rosalie adds, clearly amused by the entire situation.


Ford strides closer and lays a possessive hand on her lower back as he steps in beside her. She peeks up at him, her lips quirk to one side, and the interaction is so chock-full of genuine affection and respect that I feel like a voyeur.


I glance away, twisting my hands together. “I’m sorry. I know this was unexpected. I just…I needed to get away. Needed to work on something fresh. Any chance we could start early?” I pour all the positivity and enthusiasm I can muster into that last sentence and hope it will be enough. I’m definitely feeling short on positivity and enthusiasm lately.


Ford’s thick brows furrow as he peers down at me. I don’t think he’s mad, but there’s an imposing aura about him.


Rosalie shoves an elbow into his ribs. “You’re doing the resting prick face. Stop it.”


He slices her an annoyed glare before turning his attention back on me. “Sorry, I was thinking. The reason I haven’t gotten you out here yet is that the cottages aren’t ready to go, and neither is the recording studio. They’re being framed in, and I don’t have—”


“I’ll wait. I’ll stay anywhere. Pitch me a tent. I don’t care.” What I’m not short on is determination.


He looks me up and down now, and a flicker of compassion appears on his handsome face. No doubt he heard the desperation in my voice. And he’s probably pitying me after all the brutal headlines lately. “Why don’t you come in and we’ll see what we can work out? There are only a couple of hotels in town, and I doubt they have availability for a longer stay in the middle of the tourist season.”


Rosalie wrinkles her nose and says “tourists” like it’s a dirty word. “Good news is they only flock here for July and August. Come on.” She ushers me inside. “Let’s get you sorted.”


“Thank you.” I practically sigh the words as I hit her with a grateful smile and follow Ford into the office space.


The building is just as beautiful on the inside—fresh and rustic all at once. Wood beams line the vaulted ceiling, complemented by wide wooden floorboards with a strange mess of paint on them that matches the muted blue on the walls. There are two desks, set apart but facing each other, as well as a cozy sitting area with massive couches and a vinyl library that resembles a record store.


But the sliding glass doors facing the lake steal the show, adding a modern touch to the barnlike space. They open onto a sprawling deck surrounded by lush gardens and topped with wicker furniture.


“I’ll buy a bed and just stay here,” I blurt to a chorus of chuckles. “This place is incredible.”


“Glad you like it,” Ford says as he leans back against a desk and crosses his arms.


I glance at him, and it’s like I can see his brain working behind those green eyes. He bleeds intelligence—and it’s the intimidating kind.


Rosalie bumps her shoulder against mine. “Sorry,” she whispers, like she’s read my mind. “He’s not really the warm and fuzzy type.”


I shoot her a smile. “That’s okay, I’ll take not warm and fuzzy over fake any day.”


She claps her hands once like she’s amused. “Well, the two of you should get along famously.”


As she stands, hands on her hips, looking back and forth between Ford and me, I find myself extra thankful for her presence. Without her, this might have been even more awkward.


“Ford, what’s going on upstairs?” she asks.


“I’m just weighing options.”


“You look like you’re plotting a murder.”


His eyes narrow at Rosalie, and I don’t know what they are to each other, but it’s abundantly clear they’re more than just coworkers. Their tension is off the charts. I feel like I’m intruding just by standing in their presence.


He waves her off. “No, I’ll save that for when Skylar wants to tell me who she’s running from.”


I start, but Rosalie just snorts at his observation. “He’s extremely protective of the people around him,” she whispers to me. “Borderline vengeful, really.”


“You could stay at our house until one of the cottages is ready,” he muses, scrubbing at his stubble and staring at the floor. “Do you need time to work on songs? We could start hammering out some details. Maybe we can meet on Monday and work on a timeline. Work out out a bit of a plan?”


Stay at their house?


“Oh, I would never impose like that,” I say. Inside, I’m floored that this person I barely know would offer me a room in his house. I don’t want to be indebted to him beyond allowing me to crash here early. “But a meeting on Monday sounds perfect.”


“I don’t think the office would work since Rosie and I…”


Is he for real? What’s next? Is he going to give me the shirt off his back?


“That part about living in the office was a joke,” I say. “A compliment.”


I’m suddenly feeling the weight of my imposition, realizing what a tremendous burden it must be for them to have me show up here unannounced. I should have thought before I jumped.


My actions were self-centered. Self-serving. Everyone has bad breakups.


“You know what? I’ll head back. I’m so sorry. This was…beyond desperate.” I start to spiral. My breathing quickens as the walls tilt closer, and I press a hand to my chest and cover with a nervous laugh. “Just plain rude.”


It’s the gentle way the woman beside me cups my elbow and steps in front of me that takes some of the weight away. “Hey, don’t stress about it. We’re laid-back out here.” She peeks over her shoulder at Ford before adding, “And I know a place you can stay. My brother has a bunkhouse.”


“Rosie, that place is a dump.”


She doesn’t bother looking back at Ford this time, choosing to roll her eyes at me instead.


“I know you just rolled your eyes,” he bites out, but he’s smirking.


She clamps her lips together to cover a giggle, then forges ahead. “He’s right. It’s not fancy. But it’s only one property over, and it’s private. And my brother won’t mind. He’s busy with his work and his kids and his stupid bowling team. You’ll hardly see him—unless you want to. Then he’d happily be your friend. Making friends is his special talent.”


Ford snorts at that statement, shaking his head with an amused twist to his mouth.


“Private sounds wonderful. I’m a little sick of people right now. And I don’t need fancy,” I say with forced enthusiasm.


But the truth is, I know nothing other than fancy.


I’ve been famous my entire life. Have lived lavishly my entire life. Have been performing my entire life.


It’s time I take a break from performing.


Not fancy may be exactly what I need.









CHAPTER 3


Skylar


WHEN ROSALIE SAID “NOT FANCY,” SHE WASN’T KIDDING. And by bunkhouse, she literally meant bunk beds.


It’s stark white and super small. The narrow deck, which overlooks the lake, has a weatherworn rocking chair propped in the corner.


Earlier, I watched Rosalie casually dust the cobwebs from it with her bare hands. She didn’t seem concerned, but as we stand side by side in the musty bunkhouse, I can’t stop wondering if she’s going to wash them.


“So, when I stayed in here, I slept on the bottom bunk and used the top bunk as my closet, basically.”


I nod along, like this seems normal to me. It’s not. I might sing about country living, but I am a spoiled city girl through and through. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like this before.


But I refuse to act like that’s the case. This is me being the cool, new, low-maintenance version of myself.


Not-fancy Skylar.


“Over on this counter is a hot plate, toaster oven, and kettle. That’s the fridge”—she points to a short white box in the corner—“but there’s no freezer. My brother will definitely share his with you. His kids are obsessed with freezies, so hopefully there’s room somewhere around their piles of sugary frozen goods. The bathroom is through that door at the back. There’s only a shower.”


I try not to wince. Baths are my favorite.


She stops her tour and nibbles nervously at her lip. “I should also tell you that my pet mouse, Scotty, lives here. He’s harmless. Sweet, really. If you could drop him some crumbs once a day, it will keep me from having to come do it myself.”


“Your pet…mouse?”


“Pfft.” She waves off my question. “You won’t even notice him. But I am rather attached, so please don’t tell my brother. He’ll set a trap and I’ll never forgive him.”


I don’t know what to say to that, so I go for being relatable. “Oh yeah, I’ve got a pet bird. So that’s cool.” I nod as I speak while mentally convincing myself that I really won’t even notice her pet mouse.


She chuckles good-naturedly and tucks strands of dirty blond hair behind her ears as she peeks at me. “Cute. Will this be okay? I’ll get fresh bedding from the house for you. Oh, and a Wild Rose Records sweatsuit. It’s pink. You’ll love it.”


“Yeah.” I nod and force myself to look certain. Based on the way Rosalie’s nose wrinkles, I must not nail the look. “That’s perfect. I love it.”


Fake it till you make it, as they say.


Her eyes search mine. I don’t think she’s buying what I’m selling. At all.


“Once you’re settled in, we could…I don’t know…grab a drink or do something fun? I promised my friend Tabby a night out, but I’ve been so busy with the studio that I’ve let it slide. I need to touch base with her. You could join us.”


I blink.


“Like, when you aren’t feeling peopled out. No pressure. Ball is in your court.”


No pressure. Those two words make me blink harder. They hit me in the heart. I feel like I could crumble under the weight of the pressure in my life. The expectations.


What would it be like to go for a drink with someone for fun? Not because it would be beneficial to be seen with them or because of the status that comes with being associated with them.


All I can do is nod and choke out, “Thanks, I’d like that.”


A wide, genuine smile spreads across her face. “Great! Now let’s find the man of the house and let him know there’s a guest staying at his hotel.”


With that, she strides out of the bunkhouse and into the sun like none of this is out of the ordinary.


Me? I feel like I’ve crash-landed on another planet. And we all know the appropriate response when you crash-land on an alien planet is to act like a local.


My phone dings and I pull it from my purse. Another Google alert. A brand-new mention of my freshly minted ex out at Nobu with some hot model. The headline reads “Skylar Scorned” and my stomach sinks and my throat goes tight.


I don’t want to care.


So I shove my phone back in my bag, tip my nose up, and follow Rosalie out into the warm summer day—checking on Cherry, who is comfortably dozing in the air-conditioned car—and up a dirt path that leads to a slightly older-looking farmhouse. The sight instantly soothes my nerves.


It exudes the lived-in cozy that I’ve only seen in movies.


My steps slow as I take in the white-painted wood and the exposed redbrick chimney that has mortar squishing out from between each block. Charming rust-colored shingles cover the roof.


This place looks like a proper childhood home, or at least what I always imagined one to be like. The wraparound deck has patio furniture dispersed on every side and children’s toys tossed in for good measure—a bike, a skateboard, a bottle of bubbles, there’s even a plastic tea set sitting on top of a small table. Beside the house, there’s a gigantic elm tree, its branches holding a rope swing swaying gently in the summer heat.


I itch to sit on it.


“Follow this way.” Rosie waves me ahead, and with a quick smile, I spring into motion and hustle through the yard to her side. There’s no paved road or perfectly spaced stepping stones. We go straight across the yard and past the house.


The air smells like freshly cut grass and wet rocks from the lake, but the farther we press into the property, the more it smells…worse.


I wrinkle my nose. “What is that smell?”


Rosalie snorts right as a barn and other outbuildings come into view. “Horses. My brother is a professional trainer. Runs his business out of the barn here. You get used to the smell. I actually like it. You’ll get there eventually.”


My eyes bug out at her, and she laughs. I like her. This girl who touches cobwebs with her bare hands, feeds a wild mouse, and likes the smell of horse manure.


“Ah! There he is,” she says. “The man of the hour.”


And yup.


There. He. Is.


“West!”


Weston Belmont stands shirtless, his back to us, next to a horse that is tied to a fence. He’s hosing it off, making its bright reddish coat turn dark and slick.


And I instantly know why his skin looked so tan through that tiny hole in his shirt.


“Rosie Posie, now’s not a good time.” He barely reacts. Stays turned away, all his muscles rippling and bunching as he reaches up to carefully wet the horse’s mane.


Beyond him is a white and red barn that matches the house. Then there are pastures and paddocks and more buildings that I have no clue about.


“Need to get this girl all cooled down and still somehow make it to two different summer camps if I plan to pick the hooligans up on time.”


“I can always go get them.”


He shoots his sister a surprised look from over his shoulder, blue eyes flashing in the sun. And suddenly I can see the resemblance clear as day. How did I not take one glance at this woman and wonder if they were related?


His eyes slice to mine and then back to his sister again. “You’re gonna let Emmy in your car?”


Rosalie shrugs. “Nah, she’s feral. I’m gonna strap her to the roof.”


He laughs, and the deep, warm sound reminds me of lying beneath his body on that hot asphalt roadway.


“But first, I need to introduce you to someone. She’s going to stay in your bunkhouse until Ford and I can get one of the guesthouses up and running.”


I wince inwardly. She’s not asking him. She’s telling him.


He crouches to wet the horse’s stomach, and from his side profile, I can see he’s grinning as the water sprays him back and glistens on his golden skin.


Even as the spray of water leaves wet spots on his jeans.


“Bird girl. Didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”


Rosalie’s head whips in my direction, her brows knitting together as confusion paints her pretty features. “Bird girl?”


Lord help me. “I’m not bird girl.”


He stands and turns to face us, hitting me with the full impact of his physique. It’s absurd. My facial muscles get an extra workout as they struggle to keep my jaw from dropping open.


With a teasing grin, he lifts one arm and wipes it across his forehead, which does nothing but make his abs look more defined.


“Bear girl?” he tries again, with a cocky lift to one eyebrow. “You like that one better?”


His sister is very interested now. She nudges me and says, “Bear girl?”


All I do is glare at Weston, and all he does is smirk back.


“So…” Rosie’s head flips between us. “The two of you have met? That’s what I’m taking away from this? West, this is Skylar. Skylar Stone, you know—”


“Oh yeah. I know.” The Adonis in front of us turns to crank the water tap. It squeaks as he does, and the horse’s head flips in his direction. Without a second thought, his hand reaches out to stroke her neck with a soothing “Easy, girl.”


I’m not proud of the way that simple sentence makes my body clench.


All that goes away when he recounts our bear story. “Skylar here was trying to make friends with Winnie the Pooh on the side of the highway earlier today. I had to stop and help her, so she didn’t get turned into a snack.” He wipes his hands on his jeans as he chuckles. “Was actually a pretty close call.”


“I didn’t know that it would notice me!”


Rosalie seems alarmed. “What kind of bear?”


“Grizzly,” Weston provides dryly, entirely ignoring my explanation.


Her expression is full-on horrified now. “Oh my god, Skylar. Honey, no.”


I gaze at her, hoping to prove I’m not a total idiot. I didn’t mean to be stupid. The photo opportunity was just too good to pass up. I wanted to post something real on my social media. Connect with my fans after the mess I’ve been lately. Prove I can still form full sentences. “He’s forgetting there were babies.”


“That doesn’t make it better.” Rosalie’s eyes go bigger, and Weston laughs behind her.


“It’s not funny,” I snap at him. Recently, too many people have had too many things to say about my intelligence, and even though this could be a charming moment, the mockery smarts.


He must hear the frustration in my voice because he stops instantly. Though I’m not sure the way he’s looking at me now is any better. His gaze is too heavy, and his jaw altogether too square when he swallows deeply.


“Right.” Rosalie claps her hands again, startling me out of my stupor. “Well, leave it to West to jump headfirst into a situation with a grizzly.” She points at him. Then winks. “I’ll leave that out the next time I talk to Mom and Dad, but only if you say yes to Skylar staying at the bunkhouse.”


He grunts at that, but he’s still staring at me like I’m a puzzle he’s trying to figure out.


“I don’t want to impose on Weston—”


“Please, no one calls him Weston. And while we’re at it, call me Rosie.”


“Okay, well, I don’t want you to blackmail someone into helping me, and I don’t want to impose on West—”


“Take the bunkhouse. It’s no imposition. No one is getting blackmailed here. It’s more that Rosie shit-talks just as well as your bird. I’m not worried about her threat.”


“See?” Rosie says brightly. “Told you it would be fine.”


I force a smile. Fine. Yeah, it’ll be fine. That’s what I keep telling myself.


“Just make sure you give her some privacy, yeah?” Rosie tells her brother.


She gets an eye roll in return. “Please, you know I barely have time to keep up with my kids.”


“Okay, great. I was going to grab bedding for Skylar, but can you do that for me? I’ll get Emmy and Oliver.”


West nods at his sister. “Thanks.”


“It’s great to have you here, Skylar. I promise this will just be a placeholder until we can get you set up somewhere else.”


“No, it’s perfect, really,” I lie as I smile and shake her hand once more. I’m so good at this. Too good at this.


I should be, considering my entire life has been built on lying to people.


When I turn back to West and meet his eyes, it feels an awful lot like he sees right through the charade.


And I can’t have that.
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