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CHAPTER ONE
   
H ow did I get here? Hannah wondered as her fingers trailed along the cool iron banister.
Not literally. It wasn’t like she’d hit her head and was suffering amnesia or something. But the big picture of her life’s path eluded her as she descended the sweeping staircase of her Nashville home. The scent of roses filled the air from the dozens of fresh-cut bouquets that came weekly, mingling with the soft notes of a song playing from hidden speakers as sunlight splashed across the polished wooden floors of the foyer below.
What a waste. Hannah didn’t particularly like roses. Dandelions were her favorite flower, but she’d been told more times than she could count those weren’t good enough.
Poor little flowers, blooming for all to see, neither appreciated nor loved. Perhaps that was why she
felt such a kinship to what everyone else considered a weed.
Hannah sighed heavily, taking in the house she’d banked on bringing her joy. It had seemed so promising when she’d signed the papers. Not only was it bigger than the one she’d grown up in, but it had the added benefit of being way more decadent than anything even her prestige-obsessed mother could have dreamed of. Which was saying something.
Hannah’s mother, Margaret, had never suffered a shortage of grand aspirations, especially where her daughter’s life was concerned. From going to law school to marrying a partner at her father’s firm and becoming president of the Junior League of Savannah, Margaret had mapped out every detail of Hannah’s existence before she was old enough to utter a single word of protest. Although Hannah liked to think she had been squirming in protest in her crib right from the start.
Then came the revelation that caused her mother’s Jenga tower of ambitions to topple to the ground. Hannah coming out as a lesbian had put her beyond redemption in her mother’s eyes. Margaret’s parting words when Hannah left home had been to inform her she’d never succeed and would come crawling back home a disgrace. And her mother hadn’t decided whether or not to accept Hannah back into the family fold.
Yet despite her mother’s dire predictions, Hannah had eventually come out ahead. To sever ties to her family, Hannah dropped Fredericks, going by her first and middle names. With a bit of luck and a lot of hard work, it had only taken her a dozen years or so to become an overnight sensation. After the success of her most recent studio album, she’d earned enough to plunk down millions in cash for a house that would’ve made her mother green with envy.
Bottom line? Even if Hannah could take it or leave it, her mother would kill to live here.
This simple fact should have had Hannah jumping with joy. Instead, she was left with a hollow ache she couldn’t escape, one she feared would swallow her whole.
She had everything she ever thought she wanted—fame, fortune, adoring fans. But the house was too big, the silence too deafening. She had to keep music playing 24/7 in the background just to keep all of her negative thoughts from invading her mind. Her success came at a steep price, and when she stopped to think about it—Nope, don’t go there.
As for adoring fans, they didn’t keep Hannah warm at night, no matter how many of them would’ve volunteered to try. But ever since her breakup with Sam five years ago—the woman whose cruel indifference had inspired the song that had launched Hannah to stardom—she slept alone.
Fame made it difficult to trust anyone, and Hannah had trust issues that, stacked end to end, would stretch from Nashville to the moon and back again.
Thanks, Mom.
Sighing, Hannah trekked barefoot across the foyer to the home office where her assistant, Brooke, was already working, her fingers flying over the keyboard.
“Morning, Hannah,” Brooke said in greeting, barely glancing up from whatever pressing email had most of her attention. Dressed impeccably in a tailored blouse and dark jeans, Brooke somehow managed to look both professional and effortlessly chic.
Another life skill that earned Hannah a failing grade. Just ask her mother.
“Hey, Brooke.” Hannah’s voice sounded weary even to her own ears. “What’s on the agenda for today?”
“Carla is on her way over with costume samples for your upcoming tour.” Brooke shuffled some papers around on the desk, not making eye contact, as if sensing this was unwelcome news. “She found some incredible designs that she thinks you’ll love.”
“Great,” Hannah muttered under her breath. The last thing she needed was Carla swooping in, all sharp angles and demands, insisting Hannah make changes she had no interest in making.
She had a sinking feeling that her own ideas of incredible would differ vastly from her manager’s. The older woman seemed determined to mold Hannah into something she wasn’t, and the mere thought of it left a bitter taste in her mouth. Carla was the hands-on kind who weighed in on all decisions, big or small. She’d even had opinions on the house. She’d wanted Hannah to buy something even more obnoxiously grandiose.
Picturing how her upcoming interaction with Carla was likely to go, Hannah let out an anguished sigh.
“Try to keep an open mind,” Brooke said gently, seeming to sense Hannah’s mood souring with each passing second. “You never know. You might end up liking what Carla’s picked out.”
Hannah bit back a sarcastic retort, opting for a tight-lipped nod instead. Conventionally pretty, with a solid job and a nice boyfriend, Brooke was the kind of girl a mother would gush about to the church choir. Hannah knew her assistant meant well, but the woman couldn’t possibly understand the pressure that came with being forced to conform to someone else’s vision. And although Hannah had tried to communicate her desire to remain true to herself and her music, it seemed that no one was willing to listen. Not even those Hannah employed. There was maddening, and then there was wanting to scream your head off for distant life forms in other galaxies to hear your cry for help.
One thing Hannah knew for sure was that Carla and Margaret would have been bosom buddies. The irony didn’t escape her. Hannah had left home at seventeen, worked her tail off to get the freedom to be true to herself, only to have a manager disagree wholeheartedly with every decision Hannah made. It was like the universe wanted her to pay for her mistakes, over and over again. As if, somehow, she could atone for—
No. Don’t go there.
Hannah sucked in a breath, focusing on the Faith Hill song to help shove the unfinished thought from her mind. She wasn’t going to think about her past, giving it power over her. What was done was done. Time only moved in one direction, and that was forward. Hannah had to do the same.
But would she ever truly bloom in her own way? A dandelion, unashamedly herself. She could only hope so.
“Any chance of a cup of coffee before I head into battle?” Hannah attempted a smile, but feared the result was something that would frighten the neighborhood children if they caught sight of her.
“How about a latte?” Brooke offered, jumping up from her desk.
“Perfect.” This time, Hannah’s grateful expression bordered on genuine. But as she sank into her plush office chair to await Carla’s arrival, Hannah couldn’t help but feel like a pawn in a game she didn’t want to play, never mind understand.
It was hardly the first time in her life she’d felt that way.
Before Hannah had consumed nearly enough caffeine to function as a genuine human, a sharp knock rattled the heavy wooden front door. Brooke lurched up to answer it.
A moment later, Carla swept into the room like a tidal wave, bringing with her a flurry of glitter and glitz. Costume samples draped over her arm sparkled with the intensity of a thousand suns, burning holes straight through Hannah’s retinas and her soul. Her heart sank as she took in the sheer number of sequins and rhinestones. Whole continents were probably experiencing a shortage of shiny doodads, and it was all her fault.
Flannel and hoodies were more Hannah’s jam. To hell with it being the stereotypical lesbian uniform. What did she care about stereotypes? All she wanted was happiness and to wear clothing that didn’t make her arms break out in an itchy rash.
“I’ve found the perfect costumes for your tour!” Carla announced, her voice brimming with enthusiasm, putting on a show. “These are going to keep the tongues wagging in the best possible way.”
Hannah bit her lip, trying to hold back the barrage of profanity that threatened to burst forth like water from a broken faucet. “They’re... very sparkly,” she offered, keeping her tone in neutral territory through a sheer act of will. It was way too early in the day to declare a full-scale war.
“Exactly!” Carla beamed, laying the samples out on the table before Hannah.
Hannah couldn’t help but wince at the sight of the barely-there fabrics, the plunging necklines, and the thigh-high slits. “Are you sure this is everything? I mean, shouldn’t clothes… uh… cover me?”
“You’re a riot this morning. These outfits scream Hannah Taylor is a superstar.” Carla zoomed a hand through the air like reading the words on a billboard. “They’re from one of the hottest new designers and just what you need to take your career to the stratosphere.”
If Hannah didn’t speak now, she’d regret it.
“I don’t care if they’re woven from gold,” Hannah said as softly as she could muster, which didn’t turn out to be as soft as she’d liked. “My fans don’t come to see a fashion show. They’re there for the same reason I am. The music.”
Carla sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Your image is just as important as your voice. Sex sells, and if you want to reach a mainstream audience—”
“My audience likes me for who I am,” Hannah snapped, knowing in this case the word mainstream was code for not queer. “I won’t prance around onstage half naked just to appeal to a bunch of leering men.”
“You’re being completely unreasonable,” Carla said, doing a much better job of keeping her cool, although her left eye twitched. “This tour could make you a legend, but not if you insist on dressing like a frumpy lumberjack. Seattle grunge is so last century.” She narrowed her eyes like a hunter ready to swoop in for the kill, making Hannah’s skin crawl.
“Carla, these aren’t me.” Desperation had crept into Hannah’s voice.
“I know you feel that way.” Carla’s tone was patronizing. “But we both know this industry is more than just the music. Image matters. And right now, we need to work on yours. Starting with your weight.”
“My weight?” Hannah echoed, anger bubbling beneath the surface at the unexpected attack. It was high school all over again, her mother pointing out each and every flaw, both physical and moral, that prevented Hannah from being the perfect southern belle.
“Let me be frank, darling.” Carla’s expression was serious. “These costumes will look stunning on stage, but they’ll look even better if you lose twenty pounds.”
“Twenty?” Hannah knew she’d put on a little extra weight lately, what with all the stress of finishing up her album, not to mention a holiday season spent alone. No more than ten pounds, tops. She was curvy, sure, but was that really so bad? Plenty of women liked thick thighs.
“Your look is everything in this business,” Carla said bluntly. “No one will take you seriously until you fit the part. You need to appear sexy and alluring, and that’s not going to happen the way things are now.”
“This is ridiculous,” Hannah snapped, her desire to hold back evaporating. “I don’t need to be some stick-thin pop princess to be successful. My fans want me to be who I am. They don’t need rhinestones and glitter.”
“Your existing fans, sure,” Carla countered. “But the ones we’re trying to win over, like a new lover, will appreciate the extra effort. We’re talking about super stardom here. Don’t you want that?”
“Of course, I do,” Hannah admitted, her voice barely a whisper. It was all she’d wanted for as long as she could remember, the entire reason she’d come to Nashville the minute she was able to strike out on her own. The only reason she’d been willing to abandon certain elements of her past, no matter how painful it had been. Not that she had much of a choice, but still.
“Good. Then it’s time to play the game.” Carla’s voice dripped with condescension. So much for the woman’s restraint. Did that mean the gloves were off? “You’ll thank me when you’re a household name. These outfits will help get you there.”
“Fine,” Hannah murmured, staring at the glittering garments before her with bitter resignation. “I’ll at least give them a try. But don’t expect me to be happy about it.”
“Good girl,” Carla cooed, a triumphant gleam in her eyes. “Once you see the results, you’ll be singing a different tune.” Carla studied Hannah for a moment, as if weighing her next words carefully. “Let’s move past the clothes for now. I’ve got some news on how you’re going to get ready for the tour in March.”
“Other than, I don’t know, practicing the songs?” Hannah glared skeptically, crossing her arms over her chest.
“You know the songs forward and backward. I’m not worried about that. I’d like for you to spend some time at Serenity. It’s a top-of-the-line health spa in the lush, wooded hills near Waynesboro, Tennessee.” Carla’s eyes widened with anticipation. Or was she readying for battle?
“Lush, wooded hills? You can skip the marketing brochure prose,” Hannah interjected as she tried and failed to refrain from letting out a snort. “What day am I supposed to go? Or is this an overnight type of deal?”
“It’s a four-week intensive stay,” Carla said, though Hannah wasn’t convinced she’d heard correctly. “You’ll work every day with a personal trainer and nutritionist to help you lose those pesky pounds.”
“Did you say four weeks?” Hannah was nearly too stunned to breathe. “I only have six weeks until rehearsals begin, and you’re shipping me off to some kind of rich person fat camp? I never agreed to any of this. You’ve gone too far this time.” Hannah was proud of herself for not spraying the room with f-bombs, but she envisioned them in her mind, Carla running from one explosion only to smack into another.
“You’ve got it all wrong. It’s a luxury wellness retreat,” Carla corrected as if the distinction made all the difference. “Besides, it’s not just about weight loss. They offer various services, like yoga classes, meditation sessions, and massage therapy. Think of it as a posh summer camp for adults.”
“It’s winter. And I hated summer camp.” Hannah struggled to keep her composure. “Nothing but rain and mosquito bites. Can’t I just work out in my home gym and skip dessert? We have yoga classes right here in Nashville. Or do they do downward dog differently in Waynesboro? Wherever the hell that is.” She may not have dropped those f-bombs with wild abandon, but Hannah failed miserably to keep the sarcasm out of her tone.
“Sweetheart, you know as well as I do you lack experience in this business,” Carla chided gently. “You need to trust me on this one. I’ve seen the updated choreographies Henry has in mind, and with the shape you’re in right now, you’re not up to snuff. When was the last time you made it through a full workout?”
Hannah opened her mouth to reply, but as she counted up the days in her head, she snapped it shut again. Remaining mute was her best defense.
“That’s what I thought.” Carla had the nerve to flash a victorious smirk. “Serenity is the best way to prepare you for being up on that stage. You’ll emerge from this retreat looking and feeling your absolute best. Believe me; you need this to level up.”
Hannah gritted her teeth, trying to push down the frustration that curdled within her. She’d always been proud of her authenticity. Now it seemed as if every decision was aimed at turning Hannah into something she wasn’t. Strip away her dandelion DNA and bloom like a rose without thorns because sharp edges weren’t ladylike.
On the other hand, Carla had impressive industry experience. Hannah had been flabbergasted to land her as a manager five years ago after that amateur video for “Say What You Will” went viral on social media. Maybe Carla did know best. Thinking that ripped off a chunk of Hannah’s soul.
“You win,” Hannah said, swallowing both pride and anger. “I’ll go to your damn wellness retreat.”
“Excellent!” Carla beamed, ignoring her client’s lingering surliness as she claimed her win. “You leave the day after tomorrow. I’ve already booked your stay.”
“Why wait for me to actually agree?” Hannah muttered under her breath.
She longed for the days when all that mattered was the music—the soul-stirring melodies and heartfelt lyrics that had captivated her true fans right from the start. But now, it seemed as though she was being forced to choose between her art and her career, and the thought left her feeling utterly lost.
“You won’t regret this. Trust me,” Carla urged as she headed for the door.
But trust was in short supply these days, and Hannah wasn’t sure who—or what—she could believe in anymore. If her layers kept getting peeled back, would she even be able to trust herself in the future?
Sometime after Carla departed, Hannah stepped outside and stood at the edge of her pristine swimming pool. The water’s surface reflected the late-morning sun like a mirror. It was a little too cold to go for a plunge, but she traced the rim of a glass filled with iced tea in her hand, her mind racing while she stared unseeingly at the ripples created by the gentle breeze. The decision to agree to Carla’s plan weighed heavily on her mind. If there was one thing she hated, it was being told what to do. But if she wanted to reach new heights in her career, what choice did she have?
“I’ve cleared your calendar for the next four weeks like you asked.” Brooke spoke tentatively from behind Hannah, as if sensing her boss’s turmoil. “Are you sure about this? A month of kale and meditation doesn’t sound like you.”
“Carla thinks it’s best,” Hannah replied even as she imagined herself trapped in some sterile spa, surrounded by avocado face masks and protein smoothies, while her guitar gathered dust in a corner. The thought made Hannah shudder. She took a deep breath and forced herself to smile at her assistant. “Let’s be real. I could use a break after busting my ass to get my album out. Maybe it’ll help clear my head.”
“Alright,” Brooke sighed, clearly unconvinced. “Just promise me you’ll hightail it outta there if things get out of hand. No joining a juice-cleanse cult.”
“Cross my heart.” Hannah made an exaggerated X over her chest. “Please make sure you packed my favorite hoodie. Can’t leave home without it.”
“On it, boss,” Brooke said with a grin.
Alone once more, doubt crowded Hannah’s mind. She’d built her career on authenticity and passion, yet now she felt like a marionette, her strings pulled by the whims of others. Would she ever find a way to strike a balance between artistry and industry? Or was she doomed to lose herself in the pursuit of fame?





CHAPTER TWO
   
V al’s Diner was a warm, bustling haven on a long stretch of empty highway in central Tennessee. It was nothing fancy, hardly a blip on the landscape, with a cracked parking lot in front and a neon sign that flickered when it rained. But it was a place where the aroma of freshly brewed coffee and the sizzle of bacon on the griddle welcomed you in like a hug.
Amidst the clattering of pots and pans in the diner’s kitchen, Shelby focused on wrapping up the last of the morning rush before her legs gave out from under her. Her blond hair was tied up in a messy bun to keep it out of her eyes, and the apron that had started crisp and white was limp and stained.
It was only ten in the morning, but she’d been working more than six hours without a break. The breakfast shift could be grueling sometimes, and the heat from the stovetop made the space hotter than a sauna even in the dead of winter. It didn’t matter. Cooking was an honest way to earn a living, and honesty was what Shelby craved most in life. Tugging her shirt away from her skin as the beads of sweat coated her back, she sighed with genuine happiness.
As a kid, Shelby had prayed for a tornado to pick up her house and take her to Oz. She’d dreamed that when she clicked her heels together, instead of returning to the home she’d known, full of judgment and fear, she would open her eyes in a new home filled with love, acceptance, and laughter.
She playfully tapped two spatulas together like a pair of ruby slippers. It had been a long time coming, but against the odds, Val’s Diner had turned out to be that place. And the owner, Val herself, was a highly effective if slightly unexpected Glinda the Good Witch. A widow whose only son had died of AIDS at the height of the epidemic, she’d made it her mission to gather up and nurture all the misfits who didn’t belong anywhere else.
People like Shelby.
“Hey, Shelby?” Cricket, the newest server at the diner, poked her head into the kitchen, her short rainbow-dyed hair tucked behind heavily pierced ears and an uncertain smile playing on her lips. “I was wondering... do you think you could teach me how to do what you do?”
“You mean cook?” Shelby studied Cricket for a moment, taking note of the eager glint in those blue eyes, and couldn’t help but feel a kinship with the younger woman. Rural America wasn’t an easy place to be queer—Shelby sure knew that—and she admired the courage it took to own your identity so fully for all to see.
Cricket’s eyes slid to the worn vinyl floor. “If you don’t want to teach me, I understand. I’m just a server and all. Not even a very good one.”
That was an understatement. Just this morning, Cricket smashed three plates, two coffee mugs, and one water glass. But those eyes tugged on Shelby. A mixture of compassion and protectiveness welled up inside as she recalled how hard it was to be the newbie, unsure if she was coming or going. Sure, Shelby had been less destructive, but there was still a learning curve.
“You’ll get the hang of the serving thing eventually,” Shelby replied with a warm smile. “And I’d be happy to teach you what I know.”
“Are you sure?” There was no disguising the young woman’s glee. “To pay you back, I can babysit Liam for you any time you’d like.”
“Liam adores you, so I’ll take you up on that.” Shelby wiped her hands on her spotted apron. “As it happens, I have to bake a couple peach cobblers for tonight, and I’d be grateful for the help.”
Cricket’s eyes shone like stars. “I love peach cobbler, and yours is the best. I’d owe you forever if you taught me how to make it like you do.”
“I’m the one who will owe you for lending a hand,” Shelby said, even though it wasn’t entirely true. Assistance was always a nice thing, but Shelby could make a dozen cobblers with one hand tied behind her back and wearing a blindfold. It was the one time a little white lie could be given a pass.
“In that case,” Cricket said, “I can get to work on it right now.”
“Is it still busy out in the dining area?” Shelby used tongs to flip the bacon on the grill.
“No, the big crowd’s gone. Owen just came in, though,” Cricket said, referring to a regular whose routine was so predictable Shelby had already started his order without knowing for sure he was there.
“His bacon is done, and the eggs are poached.” Shelby plated Owen’s breakfast, the same one he ordered every single day. “Order up. When you’re done, come on back, and I’ll put you on cobbler duty.”
Cricket zipped out of the kitchen, nearly upsetting the plate but correcting in time. Odd for the usually accident-prone newbie. It showed how much Cricket wanted to learn. And fast, considering she returned in record speed. She was in her early twenties, only a year or two younger than Shelby, but Cricket didn’t have a preschooler at home to run her ragged. Shelby, on the other hand, never seemed to get enough sleep.
“Goodness, you’re fast. I haven’t even had a chance to pour a cup of coffee.” Shelby laughed, motioning for Cricket to join her at the stainless-steel counter, where a bowl of ripe peaches waited to be transformed according to her grandmother’s time-honored instructions. She handed Cricket a paring knife and took a second for herself. “We need to peel and slice these peaches. Watch how I do it, and be careful not to cut yourself.”
Cricket nodded, and her hands trembled some as she took the knife. She bit her lower lip in concentration, clearly determined to prove herself equal to the task.
With one peach peeled and sliced, Shelby reached for the pot of coffee, pouring a much-needed cup. She kept an ever-watchful eye on Cricket’s progress. But not too watchful. The best way to learn was by doing, and sharp reproaches didn’t help much. Shelby had been on the receiving end of enough of them to be certain of that. People did things their way, and it wasn’t up to her to say whether it was right or wrong as long as the job got done.
It was the approach she took with her son, Liam, too. Her parents would’ve had a thing or two to say about that, but they weren’t talking to her anymore, so she didn’t have to hear it. That was perhaps the one good thing she could find about being disowned. She was free to raise her little boy as she saw fit. Which was to say, not at all the way she’d been raised.
“Did I get it right?” Cricket asked, looking up at Shelby for approval after peeling her first peach.
“A great start,” Shelby praised, watching as Cricket’s cheeks flushed with pride. So what if the peach looked like it’d been through the wars? It would still taste the same.
As they worked side by side, the soft strains of a familiar song drifted through the kitchen from the diner’s radio.
“Can we turn it up? I love this song.” Cricket’s voice brimmed with admiration. “Hannah Taylor is such an amazing artist. Don’t you think?”
“Definitely,” Shelby agreed as she pumped up the volume. “I swear her music has gotten me through some tough times.”
“Same here,” Cricket confessed, her gaze momentarily distant. “I was a foster kid, you know. I never really had anyone who cared much about me. But Hannah’s music made me feel like there was someone out there who understood what it was like to be queer and not fit in.”
“I understand,” Shelby said, her heart swelling with empathy for the young woman beside her. She may have been cut off by her family after coming out as pansexual, but at least she’d had them up until then. Maybe it shouldn’t have made her feel lucky by comparison, but it did all the same.
“Hannah’s a lot like us,” Cricket continued. “Country music is a rough place for a lesbian who insists on being true to herself, but she’s made it big. If she can do that, maybe we can succeed at our dreams, too.”
“Isn’t that a lovely thought?” Shelby blinked back unexpected tears at the bond they shared with the superstar. Unwanted queer southern daughters. There should be a club for survivors like them. Maybe a trophy or something, too. “Now, let’s get this cobbler put together and in the oven so we can share a piece with Val during our break.”
“Sounds good!”
The final sultry notes of a second Hannah Taylor ballad poured from the radio, filling the cozy kitchen with so much warmth and longing you could almost see it in the air. At least, that’s how Shelby’s heart felt as she carefully measured out the rest of the ingredients. Measuring wasn’t something she usually did, at least not for an easy dish like cobbler. She knew by instinct how much to use, and it always came out right. But for Cricket’s sake, she wanted to be exact.
Before long, Shelby slid both cobblers into the oven and brushed a stray lock of hair from her forehead, leaving a faint dusting of flour. She glanced over at Cricket, who was wiping down the counter with an unmatched enthusiasm that Shelby found both endearing and exhausting.
“Attention all Hannah Taylor fans!” The radio announcer’s excited voice rang out in the diner at twice the volume of the preceding song. “Who wants to win tickets to Hannah’s upcoming tour? That was two songs in a row. Will there be a third? Keep listening, and get your dialing fingers ready!”
“Did you hear that?” Cricket danced a little jig, her eyes glowing even though the radio played nothing more exciting than a commercial for a local dentist with a great deal on teeth cleaning. “Tickets to Hannah’s tour! Oh my God. How do we enter?”
“I think we have to wait to see if they play another Hannah Taylor song after the commercial, and then call in if they do.” Despite her practical nature, Shelby found herself caught up in Cricket’s infectious enthusiasm. “You know what? Let’s give it a shot. We both deserve a little fun and excitement, don’t we?”
“I couldn’t agree more!” Cricket agreed, her smile as wide as Shelby’s.
Sure enough, when the next song started, the familiar tune caught their attention. They grinned at one another as the opening notes of Hannah Taylor’s latest hit, “Breaking Free,” crackled over the airwaves.
“We need to blast this one!” Cricket exclaimed, clapping her hands together. She danced over to the radio and twisted the volume knob, letting the powerful lyrics wash over them. Owen, who was mostly deaf in at least one ear, both if he didn’t want to hear what you had to say, didn’t so much as glance up from the counter where he was sopping up egg yolk with a corner of wheat toast.
“Chained down by your expectations / But I can’t breathe / I’m breaking free, you’ll see,” Hannah sang, her voice clear and strong.
Shelby couldn’t help but smile as she watched Cricket’s mania, joining in as they grasped spatulas to sing the chorus together.
“No more hiding who I am / I’ll stand tall, won’t be condemned / Breaking free from your chains, now I’m unchained.”
As the song drew to a close, the radio announcer cut in with an excited tone. “And there you have it, folks! The incredible Hannah Taylor with ‘Breaking Free.’ That was what you’ve been waiting for, three in a row! We’re giving away two VIP tickets to her upcoming tour right here on 99.5 FM. All you have to do is be the ninety-ninth caller and answer a trivia question. Are you ready? Dial in now for your chance to win!” He rattled off the phone number.
Cricket dialed, gawking at Shelby with expectation. “Can you imagine seeing her live? Up close and personal?”
“That would be a dream come true,” Shelby murmured, imagining herself and Cricket in the front row of a Hannah Taylor concert, belting out every word. Closing her eyes, she could almost feel the energy radiating through the crowd, the thrum that only came from sharing a love of music with thousands of other fans.
“Come on, come on,” Cricket muttered under her breath, her fingers crossed tightly as she held the phone to her ear. Shelby watched with bated breath, silently rooting for her new bestie, as they waited for someone to pick up on the other end of the line.
“Hello?” A voice that sounded like a teenage girl came through the speakers of the radio. “Am I really the ninety-ninth caller?”
“Yes, you are,” the DJ assured her. Shelby’s spirits deflated as the truth sank in. They hadn’t won.
“Ugh. I’m sorry.” Cricket scowled at her phone, jabbing at the button to hang up.
“That’s okay,” Shelby assured her, swallowing the bitterness of disappointment and putting on a brave face like she might for Liam. “It just wasn’t our lucky day. Maybe next time. I bet they’ll be giving away more tickets soon, and we’ll be ready when they do.”
“Yeah, maybe so.” Cricket sighed dreamily before catching herself and chuckling. “A girl can hope, right?”
“Hey, you never know!” Shelby said with a grin, nudging Cricket playfully. “Stranger things have happened.”
“Is the cobbler ready?” Cricket asked, taking an exaggerated sniff.
Shelby checked her watch. “Getting closer.”
“I may not have won concert tickets, but I learned to cook something, and that’s almost as good,” Cricket said, clearly trying her best to believe it.
“Hey now, that’s award-winning cobbler,” Shelby corrected with a laugh. “I’d put a slice of that up against seeing Hannah Taylor perform live any day of the week.”
It wasn’t true, but saying it made her feel a little better about her life, if only for a moment.





CHAPTER THREE
   
H annah scoped out the lavish spa, all sleek and shiny. The pristine white walls accosted her soul while soft, mind-numbing instrumental music wafted through the air. It might as well have been the lobby in hell.
The clientele, a mixture of wealthy socialites and industry elites, lounged on plush sofas, sipping green juices while discussing their latest detoxes. This wasn’t the place for Hannah to prepare for her tour, unless Carla’s main objective was to cage Hannah’s very soul.
Before Hannah could make a break for freedom, a woman approached, placing her body in the path of the exit. Did the staff rehearse these maneuvers? And if so, what was it about Hannah’s current demeanor that let them know she would be a runaway?
“Welcome to Serenity, Ms. Taylor. I’m Pamela, your personal trainer. And a huge fan.” The woman’s knuckle-cracking handshake was intimidating. Not as much as her muscular build and short, cropped hair that gave off an air of almost military authority that immediately put Hannah on edge.
“Uh, thanks.”
“Twenty pounds in a month is an ambitious program, but I love go-getters.” The woman punched Hannah in the shoulder.
This wasn’t hell. It was worse. It was boot camp. Carla might as well have shipped Hannah off to join the Marines.
From the way Pamela casually took in what she was working with, Hannah sensed that wasn’t the only thing the woman admired. In a way, it was gratifying to know her curvier-than-usual body held appeal the way it was, even to a health nut. But Hannah hadn’t been exiled here to play footsie with anyone, least of all her personal torturer. Er, trainer.
“My manager set that goal.” Hannah toed the tile floor. Would it be possible to tunnel out? The gray slate looked thick, but she was willing to steal a plastic spork from the cafeteria and give it a go. “I’m not as ambitious as you’ve been led to believe. I think that amount of weight loss is ludicrous, bordering on total insanity if you want to know my true thoughts.”
Pamela shrugged, her plastic smile not wavering. “Either way, I’ll be in charge of kicking your ass daily to make sure you get the most out of your stay.”
“Can’t wait,” Hannah mumbled, but Pamela didn’t seem to notice the sarcasm. Instead, she handed over a list of rules—all carefully printed on recycled paper.
“Your daily schedule includes a 6:00 a.m. yoga session, followed by a breakfast of organic fruit, yogurt, and oatmeal.” Pamela’s voice was monotonous as she continued, “Lunch will be a salad with protein, and dinner is steamed vegetables alongside baked lean meat or fish.”
“Mouth-watering just like Grandma used to make,” Hannah said, already mourning the loss of comfort food. Had anyone in this place ever tasted butter? The real kind, not the chemical abomination sold in plastic tubs? Although Hannah wouldn’t turn that down right now. Anything with flavor. Scratch and lick stickers?
That evening, Hannah found herself seated at one of the communal tables in the spa’s minimalist dining room. A plate piled high with kale, quinoa, and a few cherry tomatoes stared back at her, taunting. Anyone who didn’t think food could taunt had never encountered this plate.
“Have you done the juice cleanse?” a middle-aged woman who was seated a few seats down asked the man across from her. She was brimming with the type of enthusiasm Hannah usually reserved for homemade pie. Or a luxurious soak in a hot tub while sipping an iced-cold beer straight from the can. She was classy like that.
“Not yet, but the infrared sauna is a miracle.” The man’s smile positively gleamed with the promise of self-improvement. It made Hannah want to barf.
Poking at her meal, Hannah took a small bite before scrunching up her face. Was Carla out of her frigging mind? Was Pamela? The chef?
“Is this what cardboard tastes like?” Hannah asked aloud, causing a few fellow diners to whip their heads in her direction, disdain on their faces.
“Excuse me?” A woman with a yoga mat slung over her chair raised an eyebrow in displeasure.
“Sorry, it’s just that... I didn’t realize we’d be eating such bland food for every meal.” Hannah sighed, pushing the plate away. “A little flavor wouldn’t hurt, right? After a day of working out?”
“Ms. Taylor,” Pamela appeared behind her, her voice stern and disapproving. “I understand that this is an adjustment for you, but I assure you that our meals are expertly crafted to provide maximum nutrition and promote overall well-being.”
“Sure, but what about my mental well-being? Or my taste buds, for that matter?” Hannah retorted, folding her arms defiantly, feeling the weight of the room’s judgment pressing down on her. If she doubled-down, would they haul Hannah out of the joint on their shoulders and then barricade the doors? She was more than willing to find out.
“Give it time, Ms. Taylor. You’ll find that your body will adapt and even come to enjoy the food here.” Pamela gave a forced smile before walking away, leaving Hannah feeling like a chastised child not for the first time that day, and more than likely, it wouldn’t be the last, either, during her imprisonment.
“God, I’d kill for some proper food,” Hannah whispered under her breath, longing for the familiar taste of southern comfort. Her stomach growled in agreement, making her feel hungrier than ever and utterly out of place.
The first night was bad, but after a full week of near-starvation and almost constant physical exertion, Hannah wasn’t sure she was going to make it to the end of the program without losing her mind. Three weeks might as well have been a century.
All she could think about was food, every minute of the day. Her only respite was the few hours she managed to sleep each night when not tossing and turning on the unfamiliar and much too firm mattress. With Hannah’s luck, food would soon start haunting her dreams. She’d start seeing popcorn and hot dogs doing a tap dance and singing songs to her like they used to do at the movie theater when she was young.
She’d just retired to her room and stretched out on her bed after another particularly unsatisfying dinner—although calling it by that name was an insult to real dinners across the globe—when Hannah’s phone buzzed on the nightstand. The sound sent a shiver of dread down her spine. She knew it was Carla checking in on Hannah, and the last thing she wanted was to admit how much she was struggling.
“Hey, Carla,” Hannah answered, forcing a cheerful tone into her voice as she looked around the minimalist room. It held all the charm of a prison cell furnished by IKEA. “What’s up?”
“Checking in on my favorite client. How are things going over there? Are you following your trainer’s regimen to the letter?” There was a hint of accusation in her tone.
Had Pamela ratted Hannah out for her bad attitude?
“Of course! It’s... been a change, but I’m fitting in just fine.” Hannah lied, picturing the plate of flavorless food she’d left uneaten at dinner. “The food is... interesting.”
“Interesting? You mean healthy,” Carla corrected with a laugh. “You need to stick with this, Hannah. One week down, three to go. Pamela, your trainer, tells me you’ve lost three pounds.”
Only three? Tears of frustration pricked Hannah’s eyes. With as hard as this week had been, shouldn’t she have been down way more than that?
“Wait. My trainer is giving you updates on my weight loss?” Hannah’s jaw clenched. Did she have no privacy anymore?
“We’re all a team,” Carla soothed, clearly anticipating Hannah’s reaction to this revelation. “We want you looking your absolute best for your first solo tour.”
“Right, right,” Hannah agreed, feeling a knot forming in her stomach. What did Carla mean by a team effort? The woman had probably had a steak for dinner, rare enough it might have fought back. Still, it made little sense to antagonize her. “I’ll stick to the plan. Promise.”
“Good. Keep me updated, okay?” Carla said, ending the call with a hint of triumph in her voice.
Hannah tossed her phone onto the bed, frustrated and restless. After seven days of hell, she couldn’t stand another moment in this sterile hell hole. She needed a taste of freedom, even if it was just for one night.
With a determined set of her jaw, she changed out of the neutral, form-fitting athletic attire that had been supplied for her stay and slipped into her favorite pair of ripped jeans and a loose, comfortable hoodie. She reveled in her minor act of rebellion almost as much as the sensation of the soft, familiar fabric against her skin.
As she made her way down the dimly lit hallway, Hannah’s heart raced with a mixture of elation and trepidation. The spa had strict rules about staying within its confines, but the thought of breaking free and experiencing something real was too enticing to resist. She didn’t even care where she went. Rebellion was its own reward.
She paused near the exit, listening for any signs of staff members. When all she heard was the distant hum of a vacuum cleaner, she pushed open the door and stepped into the cool night air. A weight seemed to lift off her shoulders even as a light drizzle settled onto them. Rain had never felt so good.
“Finally,” she whispered, breathing in the scent of fresh air as she made her way toward the moonlit path that led to the parking lot. “I just need one night of freedom. One night to feel like myself again.”
Hannah quietly hummed her own latest song, “Breaking Free,” as she climbed into her car. What would her fans think if they knew the truth? That Hannah sang about freedom when her own personal liberties were curtailed to the point of nonexistence by the trappings of success.





CHAPTER FOUR
   
T he diner was rarely busy on a Sunday near closing time, but tonight, it was a complete ghost town—thankfully minus any otherworldly creatures. Shelby wiped down the counter with a damp cloth, her fingers nearly numb from the chill that seeped in from outside through the cheap aluminum-framed windows of the rickety trailer-style restaurant.
Some might describe Val’s as vintage with a gleam of nostalgia in their eyes, but those would be people who had never tried to keep warm in the blasted place all winter. Outside the blast furnace of the kitchen, it was damn near impossible to stay comfortable under the best of circumstances, let alone while wearing a pink, short sleeve, polyester waitress uniform straight out of a 1970s sitcom. It was part of Val’s Sunday tradition to dress in what she called their best uniforms, making it Shelby’s least favorite day to work. Lucky for Cricket, she had the night off.
Unfortunately, with the lack of customers came an equal lack of tips, a situation that brought rising panic to Shelby’s insides. Bills were coming due again soon, ones she could barely afford in the best of times. If this lull kept up, she’d be in serious trouble.
On top of that, she was indebted to her boss, Val, for more than Shelby cared to think about. But as much as Val liked to say Shelby was family, facts were facts, and you couldn’t squeeze blood out of a turnip, as her grandfather used to say.
The jingle of the bell on the door announced the arrival of a customer, and Shelby sent up a silent prayer of thanks. Hopefully, whoever it was would order more than a cup of coffee and leave enough extra to save Shelby’s bacon.
“Evening,” Shelby greeted, her heart skipping a beat as she took in the sight of the woman who had just entered—and what a sight she was. Those tattered jeans, faded hoodie, and wavy auburn hair might as well have been ripped straight off Hannah Taylor’s latest album cover.
Was it a trick of the light? Or…?
Holy shit! Was it really her?
Shelby’s pulse raced as recognition set in. Ever since the artist had first posted a homemade music video on social media five years ago, Shelby had dreamed of meeting Hannah. The video, though it had lacked polish, crystalized many things, including the woman had a voice that could melt hearts. That wasn’t the biggest holy fucking shit moment, though. What had really captured Shelby’s attention was the fact the heartbreak song was unambiguously being sung by a woman about another woman.
The realization had made Shelby’s own pansexual heart twirl with glee. In that moment, she’d felt seen in a way she’d never experienced before. And now, Hannah Taylor was standing right in front of Shelby. In the flesh.
No. That couldn’t be. What would a big star like Hannah be doing in a godforsaken place like this? But the more Shelby stared, the more she was certain it was her.
“Hi there.” Hannah’s accent lilted through the quiet diner as she took a seat at the counter.
That’s her voice!
It had to be her. It just had to be. What next? Would Shelby be hitting the Mega Millions jackpot?
“Can I get you something to drink?” Shelby asked, her voice casual despite the pounding of her heart to the point the fabric over her chest vibrated with energy. She’d never been this close to someone famous in all her twenty-five years. Shelby forced herself not to squeal with excitement. She might be a simple country girl, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t play it cool with the best of them when the situation called for it. The last thing Shelby wanted was for Hannah Taylor to think Shelby was the type who let a person’s celebrity make her go all soft in the head. She was, but no need to show it, right?
“I’ll have a sweet tea,” Hannah responded, glancing at the plastic laminated menu in front of her.
“Coming right up,” Shelby chirped. She handed over the glass of sweet tea, her chest fluttering as Hannah’s fingertips brushed hers in the process. She might never wash that hand again.
Hannah gulped the tea and let out a contented sigh. “Just what I needed.”
“Long day?” Shelby ventured, leaning against the counter and giving Hannah a sympathetic smile. Treat her like a normal person, Shelby reminded herself.
“Long week,” Hannah admitted, her gaze fixed on the menu. “I could really use a bite to eat.”
“Sure thing,” Shelby said. “What can I get for you?”
“Umm...” Hannah pondered, biting her lower lip in concentration. “Maybe the fried chicken? Wait, no. How about a cheeseburger and fries?”
“Great choice,” Shelby said, scribbling down the order for Val, who was taking a turn in the kitchen tonight, probably because deep down she was as mortified by the pink uniforms as Shelby but wouldn’t admit it. “We’ve got the best burgers between here and Alabama. You won’t be disappointed.” She sent a playful smile toward Hannah, unable to resist flirting a smidgen. What could it hurt, and how many chances would Shelby have?
Hannah returned the smile, a hint of amusement in her eyes. “I’m looking forward to it.”
As Shelby put the order through, she found herself glancing back at Hannah, wondering what brought the singer to their small town. She wished desperately to keep the conversation going, but the last thing she wanted was to let on how bad she was fangirling on the inside. Shelby could only imagine how tiring it must be, getting hounded by fans for autographs and selfies when all a person wanted was a hot meal along with peace and quiet. Why else would she stop at a diner on a Sunday night in the dead of winter?
“Been to Waynesboro before?” Shelby asked nonchalantly, wiping the counter with a cloth yet again because she couldn’t think of another thing to do. When in doubt, clean. And do not shout, “I want to marry you!” at your celebrity guest. Words to live by.
“First time,” Hannah admitted, her gaze wandering around the cozy diner. “It’s charming here.”
“Charming? That’s one way to describe it,” Shelby quipped, laughing softly. “I’m pretty sure that’s the word real estate agents use when a place is so small you have to leave the bathroom door open to have enough room to pee. Still, it’s not all bad.”
“Is that so?” Hannah asked, quirking an eyebrow in a way that either meant she was intrigued or horrified. “Tell me; what else does this town have? Other than the best burgers and the prettiest servers, that is?”
Shelby’s heart hammered so hard in her ears she could barely hear her brain screaming, “Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my God!” Hannah Taylor had called Shelby pretty. Unless Shelby was more out of practice than she thought, the country star was engaging in flirtatious banter. With her, Shelby Montgomery, a total nobody in a small town so far away from sophistication that chili dogs qualified as a fancy meal.
Shelby wasn’t sure she would survive until the end of her shift without fainting dead away.
“We’ve got homemade peach cobbler that’ll knock your socks off,” Shelby blurted out. Of all the things that could have spontaneously jumped from her mouth—like I love you, or I want to have your babies—that was by far the tamest. Shelby was pretty damn proud of herself for not turning into the village idiot on the spot.
“Peach cobbler?” Hannah leaned forward, a look of pure lust on her face, though Shelby suspected this was directed toward the dessert on offer, as opposed to Shelby. “Tell me more. Don’t leave out any details.”
“Well,” Shelby began, her voice taking on a sensual quality that might have been more in keeping with a phone sex hotline than a diner, but Hannah didn’t seem to mind. Not one bit. “Imagine fresh, juicy peaches simmered to perfection in a cinnamon-spiced syrup, then nestled between layers of buttery, flaky crust that crumbles just right when your fork sinks into it.”
“Real butter?” Hannah’s chest honest-to-God heaved as she asked her question with such earnestness Shelby was convinced it’d be a deal breaker if it wasn’t.
“Is there another kind?” Shelby agreed one hundred percent. “If it ain’t real, I’m not putting it in my mouth.”
“A woman after my own heart.” Hannah slammed a palm onto her chest as if struck by Cupid’s arrow.
Shelby couldn’t help but smile as Hannah licked her lips at the mouthwatering description. To be honest, Shelby’s knees became a little weak. One glimpse of the woman’s pink tongue sent flames flicking up Shelby’s neck toward her face as she imagined what all it might be capable of under the right circumstances.
“Where do you order these magical cobblers from? Is there a bakery nearby?” Hannah asked. “I didn’t see one on the way here, and trust me, I looked.”
“Order?” Shelby scoffed. “I make ’em right here from scratch.”
Hannah leaned back, straight-arming the counter. “Pretty and you make peach cobblers?”
Shelby said nothing because her brain had done that thing Jell-O does when it sits out in the sun too long.
“Order up,” Val called from the kitchen, breaking the spell.
“Here’s your burger and fries,” Shelby announced, setting the plate down in front of Hannah with a flourish that would’ve made a Victorian butler proud. Considering where her own imagination had been determined to take her, Shelby was grateful for a distraction before she did something truly idiotic like nibble on the singer’s earlobe.
That’d be totally inappropriate, wouldn’t it?
“Thank you,” Hannah said, her voice warm and genuine. Her eyes flicked to the name tag on Shelby’s uniform. “Shelby, is it? I’m definitely going to want your cobbler.”
“Coming right up… ma’am.” Shelby almost called Hannah by her name but stopped in the nick of time.
“Call me Hannah.” As she took a bite of her burger, her eyes drifted closed in such visceral appreciation a shiver ran down Shelby’s spine.
“Enjoy, Hannah,” Shelby whispered before turning away, giving herself some space to process the whirlwind of emotions that had her all aflame. One thing was certain: the memory of this encounter would be forever etched on her soul.
“This is heavenly,” Hannah said a while later as she tucked into the cobbler, though only following a series of truly lascivious moans. “It reminds me of the recipe my grandmother used back in Georgia when I was a kid. She was quite the cook.”
“Really?” Shelby asked, genuinely interested as she shifted her weight to one hip. “What part of Georgia are you from?” She could have sworn she’d read Hannah hailed from the suburbs of Nashville.
“Savannah.” Hannah’s fingers tapped rhythmically on the countertop.
“Hannah from Savannah, huh?” Shelby watched Hannah’s fingers, wondering at the sudden agitation. “I hear it’s a beautiful place.”
“I haven’t been back in some time. It’s like it doesn’t really exist anymore up here.” Hannah’s finger tapped the side of her head.
As the last bite of cobbler disappeared, Hannah reluctantly pushed away her plate, clearly savoring the flavors. “That was incredible.” Hannah offered Shelby a genuine smile. “You’ve got a real talent.”
“Thank you.” Shelby smiled shyly and tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “I’m glad you enjoyed my cobbler.”
    
AS THE DINER’S door swung shut behind Hannah, Shelby couldn’t corral her excitement for another second. Her heart raced with a mix of exhilaration and disbelief. She dashed into the kitchen, practically bouncing on her toes as she skidded to a stop beside Val, who was cleaning the stove in preparation for closing.
“Val! Oh my goodness, Val.” Shelby waved a hand in front of her face. “I can’t believe it. I simply can’t.”
“What?”
“Do you know who you just made that burger for?” Shelby’s voice was barely more than a squeak, but her wide grin betrayed how much this encounter had meant to her.
“The Grim Reaper? I knew he’d find me eventually,” Val joked. “I hope that burger bought me another year or two.”
“No, it wasn’t the Grim Reaper, you crazy lady. I’m not wetting myself to meet him. It was Hannah freaking Taylor! The Hannah Taylor! Not some celebratory lookalike. It was her.” Shelby pressed her hands to her chest, twirling around. It was clear that Jell-O brain melting incident hadn’t righted itself quite yet.
The older woman paused her scrubbing, her eyebrows raised in curiosity. “Is that right?”
“Did you get a glimpse of her?”
“No, but this might be another one of those generational things, because I have no idea who you’re talking about.” Val flashed an honest, almost apologetic smile.
“You can’t be serious. She’s only the most talented country singer on the planet!” Shelby exclaimed, her hands gripping the counter’s edge as she relived the encounter in vivid detail. “Her new album has been tearing up the charts. I know every single song by heart. Can you believe it? Hannah freaking Taylor!”
Val blinked, clearly taken aback by Shelby’s animation. Val wiped her hands on the wide apron that covered her plump figure, a slight smile on her lips. “Well, I’ll be,” she said, her voice laced with wonderment. “A famous person in our little diner. Never thought I’d see the day.” She grinned at Shelby’s obvious delight but added, “I know I might get in trouble for saying it in these parts, but country music isn’t exactly what puts the peach in my cobbler if you know what I mean. Give me Sinatra any day.”
“All you need to know is she’s simply amazing,” Shelby insisted, her words brimming with awe. “Her voice is like honey, and her songs always tell such heartfelt stories. Did you know she’s an out and proud lesbian, too? She sings love songs with no apology, and she makes it damn clear she’s talking to another woman, whether people like it or not. And, did I mention she’s a country singer? Wait. I think I did. But her bravery to live an authentic life—” Shelby mimed her mind being blown.
“My goodness.” Val was clearly more than a little amused by the over-the-top enthusiasm, but that didn’t deter Shelby from continuing to gush.
“She’s beautiful, too. I mean, not that it should matter, but wowzers. In person, it’s just like… wow. Those soulful brown eyes, that wild auburn hair…” Shelby had to stop talking for a moment as she tripped over her own tongue. “I can’t believe I actually met her.”
“Sounds like quite the experience, hon,” Val replied, chuckling softly as she picked up her rag to resume cleaning. “It’s not every day someone like that comes through these parts.”
“Tell me about it,” Shelby said, shaking her head in amazement. Maybe it was her overactive imagination, but she could’ve sworn she’d felt the hint of a spark between them, maybe once or twice. The electric connection lingered even now, charging Shelby from the top of her head to the tips of her toes like she’d been hooked up to a set of jumper cables.
Was this a sign that things were about to change for the better? It was a silly thought, but Shelby could dream. Meeting her idol out of the blue like that had to mean something, right?
Shelby sighed, suddenly feeling the weight of the day pressing down on her like she was a tack being pushed into a corkboard. The excitement of meeting Hannah had given her a brief reprieve from the monotony of her daily routine, but now reality was seeping back in. She scrunched her apron in her hands and leaned against the counter, her gaze drifting toward the window.
“Something on your mind?” Val asked, concern etching lines into her forehead as she caught sight of Shelby’s faraway expression.
“Just wishing things could be different, you know?” Shelby admitted, staring out at the endless stretch of highway that lay beyond the diner’s parking lot. “Sometimes I wonder what it might have been like if Mike hadn’t left.”
Mike was Shelby’s ex-husband, though the marriage had been so short he’d barely earned the title. She’d been scarcely twenty-years-old and was five months pregnant with Liam when they’d wed—urged on by her conservative parents, who were definitely the type to bring shotguns to a wedding. But by the time Liam was born, Mike had already vanished. Her parents had tolerated her for a bit after that, probably because they knew most of their friends blamed Mike more than her for the divorce. But then she’d had that brief fling with Darlene, and her parents found out… It had taken about two seconds for Shelby’s family to dump her for good after that.
It’d been Hannah’s songs that had powered Shelby through that darkness in the not-so-distant past more than anything else. Maybe that was why things weighed so heavily on Shelby’s mind tonight. Talking with Hannah had brought back a rush of bad memories.
“A man foolish enough to walk out on his family like he did doesn’t deserve you,” Val offered with conviction. “Has he sent a check lately, at least?”
“Not even a card for Liam at Christmas this year,” Shelby admitted, her eyes downcast. “I’m grateful for this job, Val. I really am. But being a single mom is hard enough without having to worry about making ends meet every month.”
Val nodded sympathetically, resting a gentle hand on Shelby’s shoulder. “I know it’s tough. But you’re doing an amazing job raising Liam on your own, and don’t think I haven’t noticed how hard you work around here.”
“Thanks,” Shelby murmured, offering a small smile in return as she grabbed a rag and began to help Val with her task. “It overwhelms me sometimes. Dropping out of college when I got pregnant. Mike leaving. When Darlene came along, I actually believed in love again, and look how that ended. To hear my parents tell it, you’d think Jesus himself had appeared before their very eyes and demanded they cut ties with me, vile sinner that I am.”
“They’re even bigger fools than that ex-husband of yours,” Val declared. In this case, her opinion was formed from experience. Shelby knew that when Val’s son, Alan, came out as gay, many of Val’s church friends had told her she should turn her back on him. She wouldn’t hear of it. Instead, she got herself some better friends and started going to the only church in the area that looked at things the way she did.
“‘Love the sinner, hate the sin,’ they used to say. But when it comes down to it, they’d only really mastered the hating part.” Despite her parents living less than ten miles away, it had been more than three years since Shelby had spoken to them. The wound was still fresh, refusing to scab or heal, flooding her with bitterness and a twinge of regret.
“For what it’s worth, some of Jesus’s best friends were sinners. It was the holier than thou types he didn’t much care for.”
Shelby gave her head a slight shake, unable to be comforted despite Val’s best attempt. Such a simple message of acceptance was too hard to believe, going against the grain of everything she’d been told was true for so long it was a part of her very fiber, no matter how much she wished it weren’t. “What’s wrong with me, Val? Why doesn’t anyone stay?”
“Nothing’s wrong with you, honey. Nothing at all. You’re perfect, exactly like God made you.” Val’s words trembled with a conviction Shelby wished she shared.
“It doesn’t always feel that way. It’s like I’m stuck in this endless cycle of struggling to get by. Christmas wiped me out, making it nice for Liam. Now the diner’s half empty because most folks around here are in the same boat.” Shelby swallowed hard so as not to cry. “At the rate I’m going, I’ll never be able to move Liam and me out of your guest room and into a place of our own.”
“You know I don’t mind helping you out,” Val said, leaning against the counter with a warm smile. “You and Liam are more than welcome to stay with me as long as you need. I quite enjoy having that little tyke around.”
“Thanks,” she replied quietly. “I just hate feeling like I’m a burden.”
“Burden?” Val scoffed, waving off the notion. “You’re never a burden, honey. Our paths crossed for a reason. You’re more than paying your dues here at the diner. I couldn’t be doing this at my age without you.”
“Nonsense.” Shelby felt herself blush at the old woman’s praise. “You’ve got the energy of a woman half your age.”
“Now who’s talking nonsense?” Val asked with a laugh. “Remember that time when I got the flu and couldn’t leave my bed for a week? You ran this place like a pro. Heck, I think the only reason business was slow tonight is because everyone in town knows it was my night to cook, not yours.”
“Still,” Shelby insisted, her fingers tightening around the damp cloth, “I want to find a way to pay you back properly.”
“You’re too good for this world, Shelby Montgomery,” Val said, giving Shelby’s hand a gentle squeeze. “But you don’t owe me anything. With my husband passed, and Alan, too… well… This”—she gestured around the diner—”is as much your home as it is mine.”
Shelby nodded, her eyes stinging. “I appreciate that. I really do. I just hope to make more of myself eventually, for Liam’s sake.”
Val looked thoughtful as she leaned against the counter, drying her hands on a towel. “You’re ambitious. That’s one of the many things I admire about you.”
Shelby sighed, her mind wandering to her four-year-old son. His infectious laughter was the only thing that brought meaning to her life most days. “I want to be able to give him everything he needs and deserves. I don’t want him to grow up thinking we’re merely surviving. I want him to thrive.”
“But you don’t have to do it all at once,” Val said gently. “One step at a time, okay?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
As Shelby switched off the lights and followed Val out of the dark diner, she couldn’t help but think about Hannah again. The brief encounter had lit a flame within Shelby, making her long for something more—something different from the life she was leading. She knew it was a fleeting dream, but for a moment, she allowed herself to imagine a future where she was free from worry, surrounded by love and support. And maybe—just maybe—sharing her life with someone a little bit like Hannah Taylor herself.
It was a crazy dream, but it was one Shelby would cling to. It was about all she had.





CHAPTER FIVE
   
H annah’s chest heaved with exertion as she struggled to complete another set of burpees, an exercise concocted of pure evil where a jump, squat, plank, and push-up were combined into the ultimate torture device.
Hannah needed a breather, her muscles burning and sweat dripping down her forehead. She gritted her teeth and tried to continue, her eyes focused on the motivational posters that adorned the walls of the gym, urging clients to push themselves to their physical limits.
Been there, done that, got the T-shirt, and might possibly die.
“Come on, Hannah. This is a total body strengthening movement. You can’t give up,” Pamela chirped, her expression more admiring than seemed merited considering how the harsh overhead lighting revealed every bead of sweat that trickled down Hannah’s face.
“Can’t.” Hannah collapsed on the mat with a thud. “Sorry.”
“That’s okay. You’ve done enough for today.” Pamela wiped her brow with the back of her hand. “Truth be known, I sneaked in an extra set. You didn’t even notice.”
“No wonder everything’s on fire.” Hannah gave her left bicep a rub with her right hand, wincing at the tenderness.
She knew Pamela was only doing her job, but it was hard not to resent the woman for pushing so hard when all Hannah wanted was to be somewhere, anywhere, else. Like swimming with alligators. They might creep her out, or maybe try to eat her, but it was better than being in this joint with personal trainers who were also trying to kill her but pretending it was for her own good. Alligators wouldn’t lie to you while chomping their teeth into your face.
Hannah wished she were back in Nashville working on her music. She had to find a way to take control of her life and career for good. As she stood in the workout room surrounded by mirrored walls reflecting her own tired, sweaty reflection, it was hard to imagine how that would ever be possible.
Never in her life had Hannah thought she’d spend a month at a spa. Never. Yet, here she was. Hating every second.
“You really did a great job.” Pamela’s voice was firm yet encouraging.
Despite herself, Hannah experienced a rush of pride. She was no more thrilled to be at Serenity than she had been at her arrival three weeks prior, but at least she could honestly say her workouts were getting better.
Her enjoyment of the food was a much different story.
As Pamela approached Hannah, the trainer’s toned body glistened with perspiration. Either Hannah was imagining things, or Pamela’s outfits had gotten progressively skimpier as the days wore on. By the end of the month, the woman was likely to be completely nude. Hannah shuddered inwardly at the thought. There were plenty of women out there who were obvious when showing interest, but Pamela took it to a whole other sleazy level.
“You really are doing well here, Hannah. Better than I expected that first day we met when you complained about the food.” Pamela laughed, much too flirty as she leaned in as close as she could get without losing her balance and ending up in Hannah’s arms.
“Does that mean I can go?” Hannah asked, trying not to sound overly grumpy as she took a small and hopefully unnoticeable step away.
“Your progress has been outstanding,” the trainer cooed, inching closer, a hungry look in her eyes.
“Thanks,” Hannah replied, resisting the urge to step back a second time. The only thing she had an appetite for was something deep fried and delicious, but she was learning to keep that urge in check.
Despite not enjoying a single minute of the past twenty-one days, save for the few hours she’d spent eating peach cobbler in that quaint truck stop diner with the pretty waitress, Hannah couldn’t help but feel a little smug about her accomplishments. She’d die before admitting it to either Pamela or Carla, but Hannah could see and feel the results for herself. A lightness in her walk and an odd boost in her energy and positivity.
“Seriously, your arms are looking amazing,” Pamela continued, reaching out to touch Hannah’s bicep in a way that felt more than a little suggestive. “You’re really getting stronger.”
“Uh, thanks,” Hannah stammered, taken aback by the unexpected contact. While she appreciated the compliment coming from a trainer, she had no interest in Pamela. Not even as a casual fling. “I’m nowhere near the twenty pounds Carla expected me to lose.”
“Don’t sell yourself short,” Pamela said, her eyes intense. “You’ve worked hard to get where you are. Besides, between you and me, your manager’s goal for your stay was an asinine pipe dream.”
“Yeah?” Hannah forced a smile, although it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me that when I got here?”
“Because you needed the motivation. Sometimes we all need a little push in the right direction,” Pamela replied, still standing uncomfortably close. “To maintain your progress, though, you should consider hiring a personal trainer when you get back to Nashville. As it happens, my contract here is pretty flexible. And I’m a sucker for Music City, USA.”
“Really?” Hannah raised an eyebrow, wondering if Pamela detected the sarcasm. Please don’t ever call it Music City again. It sounded dirty coming from the likes of the trainer.
“Sure am,” Pamela insisted, her eyes alight with ambition. “I could help you with your regimen and diet, even come on tour with you. I’ve done this kind of thing before, you know.”
I’ll bet you have, Hannah thought as the trainer’s gaze lingered on her ass, telegraphing a motive that didn’t even reside in the same zip code as professional.
“Right,” Hannah mumbled, itching to change the subject. The last thing she needed right now was an overly attentive personal trainer complicating her already chaotic life. “I mean, I’d have to talk to Carla, of course. I’m not sure it’s in the budget.” For once, Hannah was more than happy to use her overbearing manager as an excuse.
“Anyway, keep it in mind. I’ll see you at our next session,” Pamela said, finally stepping back and giving Hannah some breathing room. “And keep up the good work. Everyone’s counting on you to return home in top shape next week for your tour.”
“Understood,” Hannah managed, her throat feeling tight. As if she needed another reminder of the pressure she was under. Sometimes, she wished she could throw it all away and start over, pursuing her passion without all the trappings of celebrity and riches.
“Get some rest.” Walking away, Pamela paused at the door. Her voice shifted to something approaching sultry. “Just don’t forget my offer. Whatever you need help with, I’m your girl.”
Thankfully, the trainer was gone before Hannah could reply. What could she be expected to say? The woman was as subtle as an air horn at a monster truck rally. But Hannah had no time, nor the inclination, for what Pamela was offering. And even if she had been in the market for that kind of thing, the trainer wasn’t her type. If Hannah wasn’t a celebrity, would Pamela pay the same amount of attention to her? Highly doubtful.
All at once, Hannah’s mind drifted back to the pretty waitress at the diner—Shelby, wasn’t it? Now there was a woman, one who could craft a peach cobbler that melted in Hannah’s mouth like manna from heaven, the sweet sensation of cinnamon and peaches lingering like a tender caress.
She laughed at herself as she zipped her gym bag and slung it over her shoulder. Hannah stood by her assertion that she wasn’t in the market for any entanglements, physical or emotional. She’d had her heart obliterated beyond recognition, and she never wanted to tread that path again. If she had been looking, though, someone like Shelby would be much more to Hannah’s liking. The girl next door type without ulterior motives.
But Hannah wasn’t looking, so what did it matter?
After indulging in a quick shower and throwing on the athletic-wear uniform that by now had become as familiar as her own clothes, Hannah wandered through the spa’s dining area. Her eyes scanned the various buffet options behind the glass case as she waited for a staff member to assist with her order.
The fresh fruit and vegetables glistened with dewy moisture, but it was the faint aroma of freshly baked bread that made her stomach growl in anticipation. If only Carla hadn’t insisted on a no-gluten diet for her.
“Uh, excuse me,” said a staff member, interrupting Hannah’s reverie. “We’re closed.”
“Sorry?” Hannah was taken aback. “What do you mean you’re closed?”
“Mandatory staff training every first Sunday of the month,” the woman explained while moving the trays onto a cart to be hauled away.
“But I only just finished my workout fifteen minutes ago. No one told me I needed to rush.” Hannah’s stomach let out a long, low rumble. Burpees made a person hungrier than a pack of half-starved hyenas.
“The notice should have been in your welcome packet. Now, I really do need to close up so I’m not late,” the staff member insisted, her tone sharp with annoyance.
Hannah trudged back to her room, deflated and starving. But instead of resigning herself to hunger, she slid off her spa slippers and clothes and put on jeans and her trusty hoodie. She knew one place she could go where she was sure to leave with a full belly, and where they’d probably never heard the words gluten free.
    
HANNAH PUSHED OPEN the door to Val’s Diner, the complex blend of sizzling burgers, brewing coffee, and maple syrup more enticing than the most expensive designer perfume. The place was bustling with customers, their laughter and conversation blending into a pleasant hum.
Every possible example of country cooking was on display. Hannah spotted plates piled high with golden buttermilk pancakes topped with melting butter and thick syrup, crispy fried chicken resting on fluffy mashed potatoes, and mouthwatering cheeseburgers oozing with melted cheddar. The sight made her stomach growl with longing even as she recalled with guilt all those pounds she’d worked so hard to shed. She sighed inwardly, hoping that a little taste wouldn’t cause too much damage.
It wasn’t her fault she was here, anyway. She had no choice. The spa was more than happy to let her starve!
As Hannah walked toward the counter, the familiar twang of her own voice drifted over the radio, accompanied by the strumming of a guitar. It was one of her older hits, a love song that she’d written during a sleepless night when inspiration had struck like lightning. She couldn’t help but smile, remembering the thrill of hearing her music on the air for the first time.
“Let me be your Sunday morning light…” Shelby sang softly behind the counter, hips swaying gently to the rhythm beneath as she refilled a ketchup bottle. She was clearly enjoying the tune without any idea of the singer’s presence.
This song was beyond obscure, and hardly anyone could sing it all the way through from memory except for Hannah’s mega fans. A spark of amusement flared within her as she realized Shelby must have known who Hannah was all along. Yet Shelby hadn’t let on during their previous encounter. Hannah found it oddly endearing that this beautiful woman had treated her like any other customer, rather than fawning over her celebrity status. It seemed so rare to find someone who didn’t want something from her, and that simple act of normalcy was like a gift.
“Hey there, Shelby,” Hannah called out in greeting, stuffing her hands into the pockets of her worn jeans.
Shelby’s head snapped up, surprise registering on her face before it melted into a warm, welcoming smile. “If it isn’t Hannah from Savannah! I didn’t expect to see you in here again.”
“And I didn’t peg you as a country fan,” Hannah said, a teasing lilt in her tone.
“Who in their right mind can resist a sweet Southern ballad sung by the one and only Hannah Taylor?” Shelby’s blue eyes sparkled with mischief, confirming Hannah’s earlier suspicions.
Hannah felt her cheeks heat at the compliment, pleased yet embarrassed at the same time. She tried to brush it off with a smirk. “I guess everyone has their guilty pleasures.”
“Guilty? Honey, there ain’t no shame in loving your music,” Shelby replied, her grin infectious. “At least I don’t think so.”
“You sure know how to play it cool,” Hannah said. “How long did you know who I was?”
“To be honest, I recognized you right away.” Shelby’s cheeks flushed a soft pink as she tucked a stray strand of blond hair behind her ear. “But I figured you probably just wanted a good meal, not a bunch of fuss.”
Hannah leaned against the counter, appreciating the honesty. She surprised herself by letting out a wistful sigh. “You’re absolutely right. It’s strange and uncomfortable sometimes, being treated like a celebrity when all I want is to be... normal, you know? I miss being able to go places without some stranger recognizing me and acting like I’m their best friend.”
“I don’t know much about being famous and all,” Shelby confessed, her eyes meeting Hannah’s with a hint of vulnerability. “But I do know about hungry customers and how they want to eat in peace.”
“Exactly,” Hannah agreed, resting her chin in her hand. Her gaze lingered on Shelby’s warm smile, feeling an odd sense of connection to this woman she barely knew. There was a genuine kindness to Shelby that was rare to find.
“Anyway,” Shelby continued, brushing off her apron. “What can I get for you tonight? Another cheeseburger and fries?”
“Ever since I was here last, I’ve been dreaming about that peach cobbler.” Hannah sighed, running a hand through her auburn locks. “But I probably shouldn’t have anything on the menu.”
“Why’s that?”
“Full disclosure: I’m in town for a four-week program at Serenity,” Hannah confessed.
“That super exclusive spa?” Shelby’s eyebrows shot up to her hairline. “That explains it. I wondered what you were doing in the middle of nowhere.”
Hannah nodded. “My manager insists I get in better shape before my upcoming tour. The kitchen at the spa closed early tonight, and I didn’t get to eat. I’m starving, but I don’t want to ruin all the progress I’ve made by overindulging.”
“Ah, I see.” Shelby nodded, understanding flickering across her vivid blue eyes. “I can’t really agree with your manager on you needing a diet, but I can sympathize with you not wanting to backslide after all the work you’ve put in. Why don’t I whip up a healthier option? It’s not on the menu, but I can make something special for you.”
“Really?” Hannah blinked, surprised by the offer.
“Of course!” Shelby insisted, a determined look on her face. “I don’t want to be responsible for making you go off your diet, but I also can’t let you leave Val’s Diner hungry. It’s a law. No one can ever come here and not leave completely satisfied.”
Hannah couldn’t help but notice the slightly flirtatious tone in Shelby’s voice, which sent a pleasant shiver down Hannah’s spine. It was night and day to the predatory advances Pamela had made earlier. This encounter was charming, delightful even.
“That sounds perfect.” Hannah added, “Thank you.”
“Sit tight. I’ll be back in two shakes.”
Hannah wished Shelby hadn’t said shakes because now Hannah wanted a thick, chocolate shake. Pushing that thought aside, Hannah waited not so patiently, her stomach rumbling.
Shelby returned in no time at all, placing a plate in front of Hannah. On it was a beautifully arranged salad, grilled chicken breast, and a side of steamed vegetables that somehow managed to look mouthwatering instead of like a pile of tasteless abominations. It wasn’t all that different from what she’d been receiving at Serenity, except the scents wafting up from the plate made her stomach and taste buds leap in anticipation.
“Bon appétit,” Shelby said with a cheeky grin. “I hope you enjoy it.”
“Looks great,” Hannah murmured, taking a bite of the salad. The freshness of the greens combined with the tangy dressing was a delightful surprise. “Oh, wow.”
Hannah took a bite of the grilled chicken next, savoring the smoky aroma and the juicy, succulent texture. The steamed vegetables had just the right amount of crunch, seasoned perfectly with a hint of garlic and lemon. She let out an involuntary moan of appreciation.
“This is amazing,” Hannah said, her eyes widening with delight. “I can’t believe how good healthy food can taste. It’s like you’ve managed to conjure it from comfort food. You should be cooking in a five-star restaurant in Nashville or Memphis, not a little place like this. No offense.”
The tips of Shelby’s ears turned an adorable pink. “I made the type of dish I like myself. It’s nothing special, but I’m really glad you like it.”
Hannah couldn’t help but be captivated by Shelby’s blush, which only served to accentuate her already captivating features. Her blue eyes sparkled, and Hannah experienced a warmth inside her that had nothing to do with the food. She sensed there was more to this woman than met the eye, a talent and drive that went far beyond where life had taken her so far.
“Seriously, do you eat food like this every day?” Hannah savored another delicious bite, a surge of happiness bubbled within her that was completely unexpected. “I swear, I wish I could take you back to Nashville with me next week as my personal chef. I’d never have to worry about eating bland rabbit food or tasteless cardboard again.”
Shelby’s laughter rang out in a sudden burst. “Now wouldn’t that be something? Though I doubt you need someone like me following you around all day to make sure you eat your veggies. Oh, excuse me a minute. I think I see Greg holding up his coffee mug for a refill.”
As Shelby scurried off to attend to her customers, it occurred to Hannah that perhaps her joke wasn’t entirely without merit. Hadn’t Pamela suggested something very similar? It had seemed ludicrous at the time, an unnecessary indulgence of the type stars might engage in just to seem more important than they were. Hannah had wanted no part of inviting her cocky personal trainer on the road with her, but Shelby was a different story. Her cooking was out of this world, and the woman herself wasn’t so bad, either.
In fact, the more Hannah thought about it, the more appealing the idea became. She could handle the exercise regimen on her own, but having someone like Shelby around to make healthy food enjoyable would be a game changer. And a young woman like Shelby was probably dying to trade in small-town life to take a chance in a big city. Hannah’s house had a guest cottage in the back that would be perfect for a single woman.
Hannah’s heart fluttered as the excitement built. This was a brilliant idea. Of course, Shelby would be an employee, which meant Hannah would need to be extra careful not to be so flirtatious in the future. It was all fun and games with a perfect stranger, but Hannah would never cross that line with someone who depended on her for a paycheck. Not that Hannah had been doing much line crossing with anyone in quite some time. But that was how she preferred it. She had too much to worry about in her career to add personal entanglements to the mix.
A moment of doubt settled on Hannah’s heart as her gaze slipped to the subtle sway of Shelby’s hips as she moved to the next booth, coffee pot raised with an easy grace. There was no doubt the woman was alluring. But Hannah had resisted plenty of attractive women before. She could handle doing so again. Right?
“Actually,” Hannah said slowly, her mind racing with possibilities as Shelby returned to check on her. “You know, Shelby, I was thinking—”
Before she could finish her sentence, a little boy came barreling through the diner, his curly hair, so blond it was nearly white, bouncing as he ran. He was maybe three or four, with flushed cheeks and bright blue eyes that Hannah realized with a start were a mirror of Shelby’s.
“Mama!” he cried, launching himself into Shelby’s open arms. Hannah’s heart stuttered as reality sank in.
“Hey there, Liam,” Shelby said warmly, scooping him up with practiced ease. “How was the church party? Were you a good boy?”
“We had dinosaur cookies!” the boy exclaimed, holding up the remains of a slightly misshapen but undoubtedly delicious treat in a plastic baggie.
“That sounds amazing, buddy!” Shelby affectionately ruffled his hair. “Can you go play with your trucks in Auntie Val’s office for a bit while Mama finishes her shift?”
As Hannah watched the tender interaction between mother and son, she experienced a bittersweet mix of emotions. She couldn’t help but feel a pang of envy, wishing for a connection like that in her own life. At the same time, it occurred to her that she may have been reading the situation all wrong. She’d sensed a certain something, a flirtatious spark between them, but it could have been all in her head. Shelby might have a husband waiting at home.
The thought filled her with an inexplicable sense of disappointment. It was foolish for Hannah to indulge in romantic fantasies about a woman she barely knew, especially when she’d been considering offering Shelby a job. Of course, with this change in circumstances, that idea was off the table.
“Shelby,” Hannah started again, trying to regain her composure. “I didn’t know you had a son. He’s adorable.”
“Thank you,” Shelby replied, her voice filled with pride. “Liam is my whole world.”
“Your husband must be so proud of both of you,” Hannah forced herself to say, searching Shelby’s face for any sign of discomfort or disapproval.
Shelby hesitated, her gaze flicking away briefly before returning to meet Hannah’s. “I don’t have a husband anymore,” she said softly. “Liam’s father left before he was born, and I’m raising him on my own.”
“I’m so sorry,” Hannah murmured, her heart aching for the woman. And maybe a little for herself, too. An ex-husband was better than a current one, but it was one more piece of evidence against Shelby being into women.
Not that it should matter to Hannah one bit. As far as she was concerned, Shelby could be a nun.
“It’s okay,” Shelby reassured her with a smile that added no sparkle to her eyes. “We’re doing fine, Liam and me.”
Hannah nodded, biting her lip. The prospect of having Shelby in Nashville still lingered in Hannah’s mind, but now it seemed even more complicated than before, impossibly so.
“Thank you again for dinner. I should probably head back to the spa.”
“Can I get you anything else?” Shelby asked, this time treating Hannah to a smile that lit up her face. “You haven’t had your peach cobbler yet.”
“I’m stuffed,” Hannah replied, her voice tinged with a hint of regret. But what was the use in asking for something she shouldn’t want and couldn’t have?
By which she meant peach cobbler, obviously. It would wreck every last ounce of progress she’d made these past three weeks. If her regret went any deeper than that, Hannah wasn’t about to admit it, even to herself.
Getting up to leave, Hannah pulled out five twenties from her wallet, though one would’ve covered the bill and the tip combined. She stacked them in a way it didn’t look like a hundred dollars, so as not to embarrass the single mother.
“Alright then,” Shelby said, her smile faltering slightly. “It was great seeing you again, Hannah from Savannah. Good luck on your upcoming tour.”





CHAPTER SIX
   
“S o, Princess Cleo blasted off into space, and you’ll find out the rest tomorrow.” Shelby kissed the top of Liam’s head, his eyes were heavy, but he clung to wakefulness, not willing to give into sleep without hearing every last word.
“Mama, can you stay with me a little more?” Liam asked, his blue eyes pleading. Shelby knew that look all too well and how impossible it was to resist.
Shelby snuggled closer. “Of course, baby,” she agreed, brushing wisps of hair from his forehead.
“I met a new friend at the church party,” Liam began excitedly, his sleepiness momentarily forgotten. “His name is Tommy, and he has a bed that looks like a car! Can you believe it? And he has his very own room and gets to play soccer on a team!”
Shelby listened intently, her heart aching a little at this list of simple childhood joys she wished she could provide. Her gaze swept the plain but cozy room Val had let them stay in for much longer than Shelby had planned. The walls were a calming blue, the old wooden furniture painted white. A small rocking chair sat in one corner, a place where she had spent many nights comforting her son through bad dreams or illnesses. She couldn’t help but feel grateful and safe in this space, but it was far from the type of room you saw on a home and garden show, unless you counted the before version of a makeover.
Despite the tightness in her chest, she smiled at her son’s enthusiasm. “That sounds amazing, little dude.”
“Maybe we can find a cool bed like that for me too, huh?” Liam’s eyes sparkled, and Shelby couldn’t help but smile, though the weight of their circumstances pressed on her lungs, making it difficult to take in a breath. Even the generous tip Hannah Taylor had left her would barely make a dent in her troubles.
“Maybe,” she said softly. A maybe wasn’t a yes, but it felt less soul crushing than a flat-out no. It was still possible that Mega Millions ticket would come through. “Now, try to get some sleep.”
“Okay, Mommy,” Liam murmured, his eyes finally drifting shut as sleep overtook him. Shelby placed a gentle kiss on his forehead, whispering goodnight before leaving the room with thoughts of a better life for them both lingering in her mind.
As Shelby closed the door, she leaned against it for a moment, the guilt and uncertainty settling in her chest. She glanced down the hall toward the living room, where Val sat on an old, worn sofa, bathed in the soft glow of a reading lamp. The room was warm and inviting, with shelves filled with books and knickknacks collected over the years. A threadbare rug covered the hardwood floor, and the smell of cinnamon wafted from a flickering candle on the coffee table.
“Hey, honey,” Val greeted her with a smile, patting the seat beside her. “He asleep?”
“Finally,” Shelby replied, sinking into the cushions with a sigh. “We were talking about his day, and he mentioned this kid he met who has a bed shaped like a car and plays soccer.”
“Ah, the simple joys of childhood,” Val chuckled, but her amusement faded as she took in Shelby’s solemn expression. “What’s on your mind?”
Shelby hesitated before admitting, “I wish I could give him more, you know? I can’t help but feel guilty that he doesn’t have the same opportunities other kids do. But fancy car beds and soccer cleats aren’t cheap.” Her blue eyes brimmed with unshed tears, and she swallowed hard, trying to keep her emotions at bay. “I don’t want him to miss out on things because of me.”
“You’re doing the best you can,” Val said gently, placing a comforting hand on her arm. “Liam loves you, and that’s what matters the most.”
“I know, but...” Shelby trailed off, biting her lip. “I can’t help wondering if moving somewhere bigger—like maybe Nashville, for instance—would give us a better chance at a good life.”
“Nashville?” Val raised a thoughtful eyebrow. “Have you ever been to a big city like that before?”
“No,” Shelby admitted, shaking her head. It had never so much as occurred to her that Nashville was a place people moved to before Hannah had come to town. “But there must be more opportunities there. Maybe I could find a job in a nice restaurant, or even open my own place someday. Not that I don’t appreciate what I have here and the opportunities you’ve given us,” she quickly added.
“I know you do. And it’s also true that big dreams can come to fruition in big cities,” Val agreed, nodding sagely. “But you’ve got to be prepared for the challenges they bring, too. Life’s a tradeoff. No matter what, you need to realize you’re not letting that sweet boy miss out on anything. You’re giving him the most important things in life: love and support. That’s worth more than any fancy bed or soccer team.”
Shelby sighed, knowing that Val was right. “I want to give him the world.”
“I know you do, and I want to do the same for both of you, but all I can offer right now is a cup of tea.”
“You’ve done way more than anyone else in my life already,” Shelby protested. “But I won’t turn down tea.”
“That’s my girl.” Val set her book to the side, getting up.
Shelby checked her bank account on her phone, letting out an anguished sigh. Then she looked at how much a race car bed cost, her eyes nearly popping out of her skull when she saw one for over thirteen hundred dollars. Who had that kind of money? It wasn’t even a full-size bed, and he’d be out of it before he turned twelve. Digging deeper, she found ones for much less, but they were all still way out of her budget, and one or two seemed questionable when it came to safety. How did other parents do it?
Shelby tucked her legs beneath her as Val brought in two cups filled with steaming hot tea. The scent of chamomile and honey filled the air between them, comforting and familiar. She stared at the dancing flames in the fireplace, the crackling sound mingling with the beating of her own heart, which seemed to have found a staccato rhythm ever since she’d allowed herself to consider the possibility of leaving this place behind.
“Shelby,” Val began, her voice gentle yet firm, breaking through Shelby’s thoughts. “I’ve been mulling something over. You’ve got so much talent, and it’s about time you put it to good use. Have you considered enrolling in a culinary arts program?”
“Me? Go to school?” Shelby’s heart pounded at the thought, her insides a tangled mix of excitement and fear. “It’s been a long time since I was a student.”
Val nodded, sipping her tea. “You’ve got potential, and you shouldn’t let it go to waste. You’re a talented cook, along with a strong dose of can-do attitude. I know you’ll go places if you put your mind to it.”
“Are you trying to get rid of me?” Shelby teased, knowing that wasn’t the case.
Val chuckled. “I wouldn’t dream of it. But I do believe in you and your abilities, and I think you owe it to yourself and Liam to pursue your dreams.”
“You really think I could do it?” Shelby took a deep breath, feeling a rush of adrenaline coursing through her veins. But all too soon, fear and doubt consumed her. “Where would I even start? I don’t know the first thing about finding a cooking school.”
“I was reading about one the other day,” Val said. “As it happens, it’s in Nashville.”
“Now there’s a coincidence,” Shelby said with a wry smile. “I have a feeling you’re going to tell me all about it.”
Val grinned. “It’s called The Southern Culinary Institute. It’s one of the best in the country, and they have a campus in Nashville. There’s a two-year program that covers everything from basic cooking techniques to advanced culinary skills. You’d get hands-on experience in their state-of-the-art kitchens, learn from some of the best chefs in the country, and have the opportunity to network with industry professionals.”
Shelby’s heart skipped a beat. “That sounds amazing, but how would I afford it? It must cost a fortune.”
Val nodded, her brow furrowing. “It’s not cheap, but what makes them special is they have part-time programs so you can work a full-time job and earn your degree at the same time.”
“I’d still have to pay tuition, rent, childcare, and...” Shelby swallowed, her throat closing at the enormity of the expenses. “Do you even think I could get in?”
“Without a doubt,” Val said, laying a hand on Shelby’s arm. “You’re a natural in the kitchen, and I know you’ll excel with the right training and guidance. The best part is they offer financial aid and scholarships for those who qualify. I could even help you with the applications, like I helped Alec when he was trying to get into college. He had grand ambitions just like you.”
“You’d do that for me?” Shelby’s eyes widened, her mind racing with the possibilities. A culinary school could open doors for her, help her build a career doing something she was passionate about. Her hand trembled slightly as she took a sip of tea, her insides warming at the idea. “I... I never really thought this would be possible, but maybe it’s worth looking into.”
“Dreams are always worth chasing,” Val encouraged, her eyes twinkling with excitement. “And who knows? Maybe you’ll even get a chance to cook for some famous folks while you’re there. Nashville’s brimming with them.”
Shelby laughed, shaking her head at the thought. “As if someone like me would ever get the chance to meet anyone famous.”
“What do you call that country music gal of yours? Hannah Taylor, isn’t it?” Val teased, a sly grin spreading across her face. “To hear you tell it, she’s as famous as they come. I coulda sworn I saw her coming into the diner again this evening, hankering after your good home cooking. Or somethin’.”
“Val!” Shelby scolded, trying to hide her embarrassment. “You know that was all it was.”
Warmth spread throughout Shelby as she recalled the encounter with the famous musician earlier that day. The way Hannah had looked at Shelby as she’d sung along with the song on the radio, light brown eyes filled with warmth and humor, and how Hannah’s laughter had lit up Shelby’s insides.
“Maybe,” Val conceded, her eyes still glinting with mischief. “But then again, my mama raised me not to believe in coincidences. Doesn’t she live in Nashville?”
“Yes, but—”
“But nothing. Who knows? Maybe you’ll get lucky, and she’ll sweep you off your feet on a date to boot. I bet she takes you some place hoity-toity.”
Shelby’s heartbeat pounded in her ears at the image of her and Hannah together. But she quickly pushed the idea away, reminding herself that she had more important things to focus on—like creating a better life for Liam. Hope didn’t pay for a race car bed. Hard work did.
“As much as I appreciate your fanciful attempts at matchmaking, I think my main priority right now has to be Liam,” Shelby said, her voice firm but laced with affection for the older woman.
“Of course,” Val agreed, her teasing smile giving way to a more serious expression. “But don’t forget it’s okay to want something for yourself, too. You deserve happiness and success as much as anyone else.”
“Liam makes me happy,” Shelby protested. “I don’t need any other kind of love in my life.”
“Nonsense. My husband’s been gone for years, and I still haven’t given up completely. There’s nothing wrong with wanting more.” Val’s voice was firm but kind. “You deserve it. You’re talented, hardworking, and beautiful. And you’re much too young to be spending your nights in front of a fire with an old lady, sipping chamomile tea. Don’t let fear stop you from dreaming big.”
Shelby sighed, knowing Val was right. Shelby had been so focused on providing for Liam that she’d forgotten about herself. Trying to think of herself now felt weird, almost foreign. Shelby let out a shaky breath, the thought of leaving the safety of their small town filling her with as much anxiety as it did excitement, or maybe more.
“What if I fail?” Shelby whispered, her voice barely audible. “What if we move all the way to Nashville and things don’t work out at the school, and I hate it?”
“Then you pick yourself up and try again,” Val said firmly, her voice laced with determination. “You’re a survivor. You’ve faced challenges before, and you’ve come out stronger because of them. I have no doubt you’ll do the same anywhere in the world.”
Shelby considered how far she’d come and how much she’d survived. When she’d been forced to leave home, she’d had a baby and a hundred bucks to her name. She’d been homeless for a while, but she’d eventually landed a job with Val, where she’d made a life for herself and Liam.
“I suppose I am a survivor, like you say,” Shelby conceded. She’d worked hard to provide for her son, sacrificing her own wants in the process. But now, the idea of pursuing those dreams was starting to feel more like a possibility than a far-off fantasy.
“Yes, you are. Besides,” Val added with a sly grin, “you might find love along the way. You never know when someone like Hannah Taylor could walk into your life again.”
Shelby couldn’t help but laugh at Val’s teasing tone, her cheeks flushing a deep shade of pink. “You really won’t let that go, will you?” she asked, shaking her head fondly.
“Absolutely not,” Val replied, her laughter joining Shelby’s. “I believe in the power of positive thinking.”
“You know, she joked about me to moving to Nashville to become her personal chef today. She was kidding, of course,” Shelby quickly added. “I’m not banking on it or anything.”
“How are you so sure she didn’t mean it?” Val demanded.
Shelby rolled her eyes but couldn’t help the flutter of excitement that rose up in her chest at the thought. “Because she never outright asked. Besides, don’t be ridiculous. She’s a superstar. Why would she want me of all people to be her personal chef? She could hire someone from France if she wanted to.”
“Because you’re an amazing cook,” Val said, her shoulders squared with confidence. “And who knows? Maybe she was serious. Maybe she saw something in you that you don’t even see in yourself yet. I’ll bet she comes back and asks again. You just watch. I’m hardly ever wrong.”
“I won’t be holding my breath while I’m waiting.” Shelby shook her head, dismissing the idea. “It doesn’t matter. She’s leaving in a few days, and I’m pretty sure her tour starts next month. That’s way too soon. I can’t uproot Liam and move to Nashville on a whim. I have responsibilities here.”
“That doesn’t mean you can’t start exploring your options. At least look into that culinary school, see what financial aid and scholarships you might qualify for. It could lead to other opportunities.”
Shelby chewed on her bottom lip, considering Val’s words. “I don’t know. I want to give Liam the best life possible, but I’m scared of making the wrong choice.”
“Change is always scary, especially when you’re responsible for someone else’s happiness,” Val acknowledged, placing a comforting hand on Shelby’s shoulder. “But sometimes you have to take risks in order to grow. Just remember that no matter where life takes you, you’ll always have a home here with me. No matter what.”
“I don’t know what I did to deserve you.” A lump formed in Shelby’s throat. She’d never had anyone care for her like Val did.
“I’m the one who got lucky. An old lady like me, all alone. Then you and that sweet child waltzed into my life and made me whole again after losing my own son all those years ago.” Val’s voice softened with emotion. “You two have become my family. I’ll never stop fighting for you. Even if that means packing your bags and driving you to Nashville myself.”
Shelby laughed so hard she almost snorted tea up her nose. “You really aren’t going to give up on this cooking school fantasy.”
“No, I’m not. And don’t you go taking this dream away from me either,” Val pretended to scold. “Sometimes a dream is all a person has.”
“I suppose it is.” Shelby nodded, knowing deep in her bones this was true. No matter what she ultimately decided, the thought of pursuing culinary school and providing a better life for Liam filled her with a sense of excitement she hadn’t felt in a long time. That was definitely worth something.
“Promise me one thing, though,” Val said.
“Anything,” Shelby replied, her voice filled with determination.
“Promise me you’ll follow your heart, wherever it may lead,” Val said softly, her gaze steady and unwavering.
“I promise. And thank you, Val,” Shelby murmured, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “For everything.”
“Anytime, my darling girl.” Val reached over to give Shelby’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “The world is yours for the taking. You just have to be brave enough to seize it.”





CHAPTER SEVEN
   
H annah awoke with a start, the lingering sensation of Shelby’s lips against Hannah’s flooding her senses. In her dream, they had been standing in the cozy warmth of the diner. The faint scent of coffee and freshly baked goods in the air had been so real Hannah could almost taste them.
Their eyes had locked, and with a flash of electricity, they had closed the distance between them. The feel of Shelby’s soft, full lips pressed against Hannah’s own was intoxicating, a heady mix of vulnerability and desire that made her heart race. The kiss deepened, their mouths exploring one another with a hunger that seemed insatiable. Whatever her preferences in real life, there was no question that dream Shelby had been one hundred percent queer.
But now, as reality came crashing back, Hannah couldn’t shake the unsettling feeling the dream had left her with. She sat up in bed, her eyes scanning the darkness of her room. A bead of sweat trickled down the side of her temple, her heart still pounding in her chest. Why had she dreamed of kissing Shelby, a woman Hannah barely knew?
“It was just a dream,” Hannah muttered to herself. “It doesn’t mean anything. Dreams never do.”
But she couldn’t deny the way her body reacted to Shelby’s presence; the way Hannah’s stomach fluttered when the woman smiled at her. Hannah’s chest tightened, and she tried to push the thoughts away. This was almost a month’s worth of diet and exercise talking. Her body, deprived of food and rest, was simply choosing to look elsewhere for comfort.
Just a dream. Nothing more.
The first rays of sunlight began to trickle into the room, casting a warm glow on the walls. Hannah threw off the covers and got out of bed, stretching her arms above her head. As she made her way to the bathroom, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. Her hair was a mess, and her eyes were still heavy with sleep. She splashed some water on her face and looked at herself again.
“Get a grip, Hannah,” she told her reflection, not waiting for a response.
She slipped into a white tank top paired with form-fitting leggings. They left little to the imagination, which was not ideal considering the way her trainer looked at Hannah like she was a perfectly cooked T-bone, but Hannah didn’t have a lot of clothing options. She could hardly wait for this torture to be over and to return to Nashville. She missed her music, her own bed, and her freedom.
As she pulled her hair into a ponytail, Hannah’s thoughts wandered back to Shelby. The prospect of leaving this rural corner of Tennessee suddenly left Hannah feeling hollow. She would probably never go to the diner or see Shelby again. Why would Hannah?
Yet, as she headed down the hallway to the gym, Hannah couldn’t help but feel a pang of regret. Maybe if things were different, she could have explored the attraction she felt for Shelby. Or even the possibility of offering her a job. But she quickly shook her head, trying to banish both thoughts before they could take root. They were from two different worlds, and Hannah had too much on her plate with her upcoming tour to focus on anything else.
Shelby was off the menu, so to speak.
Hannah closed her eyes to center herself, but her mind only showed her images of Shelby because, of course, it did. Starvation did weird things, apparently.
Entering the gym, the day’s workout session with Pamela loomed ahead like a dark cloud, the prospect of yet another day spent pushing her body to its limits making Hannah’s stomach churn. She knew it was all for her upcoming tour, but she couldn’t help feeling that the real reason behind this fitness regime was Carla’s desire to mold Hannah into someone she wasn’t. It was Hannah’s childhood all over again.
Hannah wanted to be a dandelion, not a pristine red rose.
“Morning,” Pamela greeted Hannah with a wolfish smile, her eyes lingering on Hannah’s ass for far longer than necessary. “Ready for another day of progress?”
“Thrilled,” Hannah replied without an ounce of warmth. She couldn’t help but feel a twinge of annoyance at the way Pamela always seemed to be both judging her and objectifying her at the same time. “What fresh hell do you have in store for me today?”
“Trust the process, Hannah,” Pamela said, her eyes narrowing slightly at the sarcasm in Hannah’s voice. “I promise you’ll thank me when you’re in the best shape of your life.”
“Sure thing, Coach.” Hannah rolled her shoulders before getting started on the day’s routine. But every bead of sweat, every strained muscle, only seemed to remind her of how her body had burned in her dream for very different reasons. The feel of Shelby’s lips against hers, the way her body had responded to the other woman’s touch. Hannah tried to focus on the workout, but her mind was elsewhere, lost in la-la land.
“What’s wrong?” Pamela asked, noticing the distracted look on Hannah’s face. “Not feeling well?”
“I just... uh… I think I might be coming down with something,” Hannah replied, not knowing what else to say. She could feel her face coloring slightly, the lie evident. It wasn’t like she could say she had a serious case of Shelby. “My stomach’s been feeling off since I woke. That’s all.”
“Why didn’t you say so?” Pamela replied, the concern in her voice genuine. “Hold on a second. I’m sure I have some medicine in my gym bag.”
A few seconds later, Pamela had returned, holding a bottle of pink pills. She placed one on Hannah’s open palm and watched like a hawk as it disappeared down Hannah’s throat.
“There, no more nausea,” Pamela said in a syrupy tone that might have come across as sweet if it hadn’t been followed by, “Ready to get back to it? We still have a full hour and a half left.”
“Fine, whatever.” Hannah prayed the pill she’d swallowed was an antacid and nothing more sinister. Pamela’s concern had been a calculated move, immediately followed by a reminder that she was the one in charge, calling all the shots. Hannah wouldn’t put it past the trainer to drug Hannah to get her to sign a contract to hire Pamela for the tour. Okay, that wasn’t likely at all, but something about this woman set off all of Hannah’s warning bells.
It was the worst part about becoming famous. Everyone seemed to have a not-so-hidden agenda. Hannah’s mind never stopped thinking about what game a person was playing. It was exhausting and soul-crushing. Gone were the days when Hannah interacted with a truly genuine person.
There was Shelby, her traitorous brain reminded her, but Hannah shut that down.
The rest of the session passed by in a blur, the burning sensation in her muscles seeming to grow with each rep. Later, Hannah picked at her bland salad in the spa cafeteria, the greens wilting under her fork as she sighed. Her mind wandered to the delicious meal Shelby had prepared at the diner.
Hannah couldn’t help but imagine how amazing it would be to have Shelby cook all her meals every day. Not that Hannah could indulge in that kind of decadence on her tour, but even skinless chicken breast and steamed veggies took on a special quality under Shelby’s watch.
“What if I really did hire Shelby as my personal chef?” she murmured to herself, lost in thought. Other musicians demanded only certain colors of M&Ms and got away with it. Surely, her idea wasn’t any crazier.
So, maybe I will.
Warmth flooded her until, as if doused with cold water, Hannah remembered Liam. Shelby’s son had been cute as a puppy on a warm summer day, but children made Hannah uncomfortable. No, it was more than that. Children made her feel things she didn’t want to feel by reminding her of a past she’d rather keep locked away. Not just from herself, but from everyone, or Hannah’s carefully crafted world would come crashing down.
She shook her head and took a long sip of her water, as if to wash the thought of Shelby and Liam out of Hannah’s mind forever. Even if that woman was the best cook in the world, she wasn’t worth the drama. Children might be adorable, but they were also noisy, annoying, and in need of constant supervision. The thought of looking after a child’s every need, with no time to oneself, was inconceivable.
Even so, the memory of Liam’s enthusiasm for his dinosaur cookie tugged at Hannah’s heartstrings. What kind of future was he likely to have in rural Tennessee? Whereas in Nashville, he could go to a great school, make tons of friends, and have a fun, carefree childhood.
Not that any of that was Hannah’s concern.
“Damn it,” Hannah muttered, pushing the salad away. What the hell was she thinking?
Hannah couldn’t believe her traitorous imagination was pulling a complete 180 on the one issue where negotiation was impossible. Kids? Not going to happen. Her mind was obviously still muddled from a month of near starvation. The constant deprivation was making her desperate, confused, and vulnerable. She had to put a stop to the nonsense once and for all.
Just then, her phone buzzed with an incoming call from Carla. Steeling herself, Hannah answered.
“Hey, Carla. What’s cooking?” What fabulous meal was Shelby making today?
“I had a fantastic concept for your tour that I wanted to run by you,” Carla said in a rush, not bothering to pause long enough to offer a greeting.
“I’m all ears,” Hannah replied, but apprehension bubbled inside. Carla was rarely this excited unless it meant more money in her pocket.
“You know how we were planning on having a few backup dancers for certain songs?” Carla said. “I was thinking, why not make it a whole dance troupe? And not just any troupe, but an all-female one. We could really make a statement with that, you know?”
Hannah raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I follow. What kind of statement?”
“About female empowerment and all that hoopla,” Carla said, sounding almost bored by the very idea she was pitching. “It’s really on-trend right now, and I think it could be a great way to differentiate your tour from all the other generic acts out there.”
“Are you pulling my leg?” Hannah’s eyes narrowed. This idea was about as out of character for her manager as inviting a four-year-old boy to live with Hannah in Nashville was for her. “You hate that kind of thing, and when it comes to dancing, I have two left feet. I’ll barely be able to keep up with the routines that we’ve already planned for. I can’t transform into a professional dancer in the blink of an eye.”
“You don’t like it?” Carla was definitely up to something. It was obvious by the way she didn’t even bother to dispute Hannah’s statement. “In that case, I’ll agree to drop it if you agree to one tiny request in return.”
Naturally it’d been a trick because everyone in Hannah’s life played mind games.
“What exactly did you have in mind?” Hannah braced.
“I think you should hire Pamela to oversee your training and nutrition on the road.”
“Hell to the no,” Hannah blurted out, more forcefully than intended, as she stood to take the call in the corner of the dining hall. Hopefully out of earshot, unless she kept shouting the way she had. A real likelihood given that Carla was on the other end of the line.
“Come on, Hannah,” Carla wheedled, her voice taking on a pleading tone. “This is a no-brainer. You’ve been making so much progress with Pamela, and having her on the road with you would be a huge advantage. Plus, she’s already familiar with your routine and what works best for your body. It would be a shame to let all that progress go to waste.”
“Did Pamela put you up to this?” Hannah wanted to break the phone in half.
“She simply called the other day and mentioned—”
“No.” Hannah took a deep breath, trying to remain calm. “While I appreciate your concern, I don’t think she’s a good fit for me.”
Carla’s response was immediate and hard. “You don’t have a choice. You know that. You signed a contract.”
“Not about hiring Pamela.” The thought of being trapped on tour with both Carla and Pamela at the same time was enough to make Hannah want to scream. “I’m not hiring that psycho just because you say so.”
“She’s not a psycho,” Carla replied, her voice hardening. “She’s a professional.”
“Please. She’s been trying to get into my pants since I got here.”
“If you don’t want to work with her, fine,” Carla conceded, ignoring the part about Pamela’s inappropriate advances. “But don’t come crying to me when you end up getting fat and out of shape on the road.”
“Thanks for the support, Carla,” Hannah snapped sarcastically, ending the call with a huff.
The thing was, Carla wasn’t entirely wrong. Hannah had worked too hard to put the results in jeopardy under the pressures of life on a tour bus with junk food at every stop. She knew from experience she could use help to keep her on track, but she was going to do it her way. It was time to take control of her own damn life.
With determination burning in her chest, Hannah drove directly to Val’s Diner, the window cracked so she could enjoy her auburn hair whipping against her face. The bell above the door clanged cheerily as she entered, and she immediately spotted Shelby behind the counter, her hair pulled back in that same messy bun she always wore that somehow managed to look both casual and elegant.
“Hey, Shelby!” Hannah called out, trying to keep her voice steady despite the pounding of her heart. “Got a minute?”
“Sure thing,” Shelby replied, wiping her hands on a towel and walking over with a puzzled smile. “What’s up?”
“Can we, uh, talk in private?” Hannah asked, awkwardly rubbing the back of her neck.
“Of course.” Shelby led her to a booth in the back corner of the diner, and they slid in across from each other. The worn vinyl squeaked beneath them, and Hannah felt a strange combination of comfort and anxiety.
“Look, I’ll come right out and say it,” Hannah began, taking a deep breath. “I want to hire you as my personal chef for my tour.”
Shelby blinked at her, her blue eyes wide with surprise. “You were serious about that?”
“Completely,” Hannah affirmed. “The truth is I’m terrible at taking care of my nutrition on the road. I can get my ass out of bed to go for a run every morning, but when I’m left to my own devices, there’s nothing fried I won’t put in my mouth.”
“I’m a cook in a greasy spoon diner,” Shelby said with a laugh. “Fried food is what I do best. Besides, you need someone with an education in that kind of thing.”
“Don’t sell yourself short,” Hannah urged, fearing her chance to convince Shelby to accept her offer was slipping through her fingers. “You have a skill with flavor. And honestly, I think having someone who actually knows what I like and understands my tastes would be a game changer.”
“I’m flattered, but what about… you know, my life here? I have a job already and responsibilities to consider.” Shelby’s voice was tinged with concern.
“I’m willing to offer you a very generous compensation package.” Hannah’s voice was low and sincere. “Way more money for a few months on the road than you could earn here in a year.”
“More money would be nice,” Shelby said, hesitating. “But you remember I have a son, right? There’s no way I could leave Liam behind, no matter how good the opportunity. Not even for a few months.”
“I would never expect you to.” Hannah’s heart raced as she locked eyes with Shelby. “Look; I know it’s a big ask, but I’ve thought this through,” Hannah bluffed, having done no such thing. She was totally flying by the seat of her pants right now. “I would be more than happy to provide every possible accommodation for Liam on the tour bus. He could come with us and experience the adventure of touring. As for your personal life, we could work out a schedule that allows you plenty of downtime to spend with your son. The tour’s over in June. Well, maybe a second leg in the fall, but it’s not a sure thing yet. And you don’t have to commit to that now.”
“Wow, I…” Shelby trailed off, clearly overwhelmed by the offer.
“Shelby,” Hannah said softly, her voice barely audible over the hum of the diner. “I know this might sound crazy, but there’s something about you that just feels… right. As a chef.”
“Right. I mean, obviously. As a chef.”
“Yeah. So…” Hannah’s head felt like she’d set it on fire, and she almost wished she had because dying from humiliation took a lot longer than flames. Had she really stumbled over that as a chef thing like some prepubescent kid trying to deny a crush? She really should have planned this out in advance. “Please, at least think about it.”
There was a long pause, and Hannah could practically feel the weight of Shelby’s gaze as she considered the proposal. The air between them seemed to crackle with tension and surge with possibility.
“Okay,” Shelby finally said, her voice thick with emotion. “I’ll think about it.”
Hannah let out her breath in a rush, her heart simultaneously swelling with hope and constricting with fear. She had put herself out there, taken control of her own life and made an offer that could change both their lives forever. Would Shelby accept it?
“Thank you,” Hannah whispered, her fingers twitching with the urge to take Shelby’s hand. But she held back, knowing it wouldn’t be appropriate.
This offer was about Shelby’s cooking skills, not how attractive Hannah found Shelby. If Shelby accepted, she would become Hannah’s employee. Meaning she’d be strictly off-limits. Even more so than she was now as a single mother with a kid Hannah didn’t have the first idea what to do with.
As Shelby rose and made her way to the kitchen, Hannah’s insides clenched, overcome with the rashness of her foolhardy proposal. Was asking Shelby to come with Hannah on tour, and to uproot her son for a life on the road, a mistake? It might very well be, but it was too late now. The offer had been made, and the ball was in Shelby’s court.





CHAPTER EIGHT
   
“H ey, Shel!” Cricket sang out as she entered the kitchen through the diner’s back door. She stopped short, tilting her head as she studied Shelby’s face. “What’s got you looking so shook up?”
“Hannah Taylor.” Shelby’s thoughts were a whirlwind as she stood in front of the stainless-steel countertop, her fingers tracing the edge nervously. Had she really been asked to become Hannah Taylor’s personal chef?
“Does she have a new song out or something?”
“No, Cricket. She’s here. In the diner.” It sounded like a dream, and Shelby couldn’t shake the feeling she’d imagined the entire thing.
“Yeah, right.” Cricket broke into a goofy grin.
“I’m serious.” Shelby’s tone was steady and low, the opposite of a joke. “Go look for yourself.”
With a dubious expression, Cricket tossed her bag onto the counter and scooted to the kitchen door, peering through the window into the dining area. “Holy smokes!”
“I told you.” As the young server came bounding back, unable to contain her enthusiasm, Shelby had to laugh. “Whoa, there. You’re going to put a hole in the floor if you keep jumping like that.”
“How can you be so calm?” Cricket shrieked. “What’s going on? Did you win the contest after all? Is that why she’s here?”
“What contest—” Shelby began, shaking her head as the memory of the radio station returned. “No, it’s not that.”
Cricket grasped Shelby’s shoulders, giving them a shake. “What the hell is Hannah Taylor doing in Val’s Diner?”
“She’s, uh… she’s here to offer me a job. Please don’t be mad.” Shelby braced herself for an onslaught of yelling, but Cricket simply stared in stunned silence, clearly expecting an explanation Shelby hardly knew how to give. “I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you to feel sad you missed it, but Hannah came into the diner a few weeks ago, totally out of the blue. I made her food, and now she’s going back to Nashville and wants me to come along. She wants me to be her personal chef on tour.”
“What kind of food?” Cricket managed to ask after a few unsuccessful attempts at getting words to form. “What did you make for her?”
“Um, chicken. And cobbler.” It sounded insane. How could that have been special enough for a star like Hannah to give her a second glance?
“Your peach cobbler?” Cricket demanded, and Shelby nodded. “Well, that explains it.”
“It does?”
“I’ve told you before. That stuff is magic.” Cricket slapped her hands against her cheeks, her eyes growing wide. “This is so amazing. When do you leave?”
“I don’t know if I will,” Shelby said, her mind racing with doubts. She pictured Liam’s bright blue eyes, full of curiosity and mischief, and her heart ached at the thought of uprooting him from the only home he’d ever known. “I’m not sure it’s the right choice. For Liam, you know?”
“Are you out of your mind?” Cricket gaped. “It’s Hannah Taylor, Shel. How much money did she offer you?”
“She said it would be several times more than I could make in a year here,” Shelby admitted. “And that’s only for a few months of work. Until the summer, I guess.”
Putting it into words made Shelby’s head spin. With that kind of money, she could afford to rent an apartment in Nashville when the job was over, where Liam could have his own room with a race car bed and play sports without Shelby worrying about the costs. And the culinary program Val told her about was located there, too—a chance for Shelby to really hone her skills and make something of herself.
As she weighed the pros and cons, the kitchen door swung open, and Val stepped inside, her curly gray hair bouncing with each step. “There you are, kiddo. You’ve been pacing in here for nearly an hour. You’d be keeping the customers waiting, if we had any right now. Which we don’t, so at least you’re off the hook there.”
“Sorry, Val. I’ve been... thinking,” Shelby replied, her voice wavering.
“This has to do with a certain country singer, I assume?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“Nothing gets past me, remember?” Val winked at her. “Actually, after you disappeared in here and failed to return, Hannah got nervous and filled me in on what’s happening.”
“And?” Shelby’s belly tightened like a fist as she waited for Val to weigh in.
“Talk some sense into her, Val,” Cricket urged.
“She knows what I think already,” Val said with a laugh. “Taking a risk can lead to incredible opportunities.”
“Like being a personal chef to a famous country singer?” Shelby asked, half-joking but her mind still reeling. Was this actually happening?
“Exactly,” Cricket nearly yelled, throwing her hands up in exasperation. “If I knew how to cook, I’d take the job in a heartbeat. You’ve gotta do it.”
Shelby bit her lip, her heart constricting as she imagined herself standing in a state-of-the-art kitchen, creating culinary masterpieces for Hannah and her entourage, the praise warming her cheeks like a gentle sunbeam. But then, images of Liam flashed in her mind—his toothy grin—and her heart twisted with doubt.
Shelby’s mind drifted back to the cold, unforgiving stares of her family when she’d told them about Darlene. The memory gnawed at Shelby’s heart, a painful reminder of their abandonment after the husband they’d urged her to marry in the first place had left her with baby Liam in tow. She wrapped her arms around herself as if to ward off the chill that settled over her. How could she hope to succeed in a new city, working for a famous singer, when she couldn’t even keep her own family by her side?
“What if I’m not good enough? No, strike that. I know I’m not. Goodness knows my parents reinforced that every single day. What if I can’t hack it, and I end up disappointing Hannah? Liam and I could end up in the cold.”
“Shelby, listen to me,” Val said firmly, taking both of Shelby’s hands. “You are more than capable of doing this job. Your family doesn’t know the first thing about what makes a person truly successful.”
“She’s right,” Cricket added. “This is your chance to chase your dreams and show Liam that anything is possible.”
“I want to, but—”
“But nothing. I’ve seen you in action, and I know how talented you are. You’ve got the makings of a great chef, and more importantly, you’ve got the heart for it. Besides,” Val continued with a sly grin, “I think we both witnessed that little spark between you and Hannah—like two moths drawn to a flame.”
“What?” Cricket screeched, looking ready to burst. “Is that true?”
“Val! No, it was…” Shelby’s cheeks flushed pink as she realized she couldn’t deny the truth in her friend’s words. The air between Shelby and Hannah had been electric. Since that first meeting there’d been an undeniable chemistry that made Shelby’s pulse race and her skin tingle. “I mean, I don’t think that would…” She completed her rambling by blowing a gust of breath toward her forehead in total consternation as Cricket stared, dumbfounded.
“Alright, alright,” Val laughed gently, patting Shelby’s hand. “But seriously, you owe it to yourself and Liam to at least consider this opportunity. You’ve been working so hard for so long. Don’t let fear hold you back.”
Shelby exhaled slowly, her thoughts swirling like autumn leaves caught in the wind. Val was right. This job offer could be the key to unlocking the life Shelby had always dreamed of for Liam and herself. But oh, the fear of failure and the unknown still clawed at her insides, a relentless beast threatening to devour her resolve.
Despite the warmth of Val’s encouragement, a cold seed of doubt lingered in Shelby’s chest. What if she wasn’t good enough? What if she failed and let down not only herself but Liam as well?
“I’m scared that if I mess this up, I’ll be ruining Liam’s future, too.”
“Then don’t mess it up!” Cricket exclaimed as if everything could be as simple as that.
“She has a point,” Val said. “You have a gift, Shelby. But more importantly, you have determination and heart. That’s what will carry you through this. You may stumble along the way, but you’ll never truly fail as long as you keep moving forward. The secret to success is to keep going, no matter how many times you skin your knees.”
Shelby took another deep breath. She closed her eyes, a clear image forming of the woman who had unexpectedly waltzed into their lives. Hannah Taylor wanted to hire her. What were the odds? The warmth of that single fact slowly melted away the icy tendrils of doubt, and for the first time in so long, Shelby allowed herself to believe in the possibility of a brighter future.
“Okay,” she whispered, her voice barely audible even to herself. “Okay, I can do this.”
“Of course, you can,” Val replied, giving Shelby’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Now go on and tell Hannah your decision. I know she’ll be thrilled.”
“Can I come, too?” Cricket begged. “I won’t say a word. I just want to see her face-to-face.”
“Of course,” Shelby said with a shaky laugh. “I’ll introduce you.”
“No.” Cricket shook her head vehemently. “I might die. I only want to look from a distance, ya know. Breathe the same air.”
As they made their way back to the main part of the diner, Shelby hesitated at the threshold, her hand gripping the doorframe until her knuckles whitened.
“Maybe I shouldn’t be so hasty,” Shelby murmured, more to herself than to her friends. “What if this is all one big mistake? Or a joke? I must’ve misunderstood what Hannah said.”
“Shelby,” Val chided gently, placing a steadying hand on her shoulder. “Remember what I said about being extraordinary? You can do this. Trust yourself half as much as I trust you.”
But even with Val’s unwavering faith in her abilities, Shelby couldn’t quite shake the tendrils of uncertainty that coiled around her heart. She took a deep breath and stepped into the diner, the familiar scents of coffee and the home-cooked meals she’d made wrapping around her like a comforting embrace.
Shelby took a deep breath, trying to steady herself as her heart raced with indecision. She couldn’t deny the tempting opportunities laid out before her. Could she truly handle the demands of an important job in a big city or on the road with a tour?
“Time to face the music,” Shelby muttered, her voice wavering.
As she stepped fully into the dining area, her gaze immediately fell upon Hannah and Liam. They were seated together at a booth, surrounded by an array of toy trucks and cars, Liam’s absolute favorites.
“Vroom! Vroom!” Liam squealed, pushing a bright red fire truck across the table. His eyes were wide with excitement, his cheeks flushed with joy.
Hannah chuckled, her eyes twinkling with amusement as she maneuvered a green race car around a mustard bottle obstacle course. “Here comes Lightning McQueen, zooming past the competition!”
Shelby’s heart swelled as she observed the scene before her, noticing how effortlessly the famous singer bonded with Liam. There was an undeniable warmth radiating from Hannah, intertwining with the laughter that spilled from her lips. It was evident how much Liam was enjoying the attention, his giggles filling the air like a sweet melody.
“Mommy, look!” Liam called out, waving his fire truck triumphantly. “Miss Hannah is the best at playing cars!”
“Seems like you’ve met your match, buddy,” Shelby replied, fighting back tears as she approached the booth.
“Aw, shucks,” Hannah drawled playfully, flashing her a lopsided grin. “I think I’m just learning from the best.”
Shelby’s heart skipped a beat as her eyes locked with Hannah’s, the singer’s gaze filled with sincerity and appreciation. In that moment, the weight of Shelby’s decision seemed to lighten slightly, the shadows of doubt beginning to fade.
“Can I talk to you for a sec, Hannah?” Shelby asked, her voice barely audible.
“Of course,” Hannah replied, gently ruffling Liam’s hair before standing up.
As Shelby led Hannah away from the booth, she couldn’t help but steal one last glance at her son, his laughter echoing in her ears like a beacon of hope.
“Your little guy is quite the speed demon,” Hannah said with a nervous chuckle.
For a split second, Shelby’s heart seemed to skip a beat, and she felt as if the weight of the world had been lifted from her shoulders. She knew, with absolute certainty, that this was the moment she had to seize. Not only for her own dreams but also for the future of her son.
“Hey, um…” Shelby began, hesitating slightly as the enormity of what she was about to say seized her throat. “I’ve been thinking about your offer... and I might want to take you up on it.”
Okay, not as definitive a statement as she would’ve liked, but at least she’d gotten the words out.
“Really?” Hannah asked, her face lighting up with genuine excitement. “You’ll come to Nashville and be my personal chef?”
“Yes. I mean, I think so.” Shelby twisted the hem of her apron between her fingers. “I need to talk to Liam about it first.”
“Talk to me why, Mommy?” Liam asked, running over with a toy truck clutched in one hand and a mustard bottle in the other.
“Your mommy’s got an important decision to make,” Hannah said softly, looking up at Shelby with understanding eyes. “She has to make a choice, and I think she needs your help.”
Liam nodded solemnly, his little fingers curling around the toy. “Mommy makes good choices.”
Shelby’s breath hitched at the innocent trust in her son’s words. She might struggle to believe in herself, but Liam’s faith in her never wavered. She had always done everything in her power to provide for him, to give him the life he deserved. And while moving to Nashville and accepting this job would be a significant change, perhaps it was precisely the opportunity they both needed.
“Liam, sweetie, what would you think of us moving to a new city called Nashville?” Shelby knelt down beside her son, taking his small hand in hers. “Mommy has the chance to get a better job, but it would mean having to leave Val’s house and your friends at Sunday school behind.”
Liam glanced between Shelby and Hannah, his eyes wide with wonder. “Will Miss Hannah be there, too?”
Hannah chuckled softly. “I sure will be, kiddo. In fact, when you move, you’ll be living in my guest house.”
“We will?” Shelby’s eyes widened at the news. “I couldn’t possibly impose like that.”
“Nonsense,” Hannah said. “It’s part of the compensation package, and it’s easier for everyone since the cottage is just on the other end of the yard from the main house. There’s a pool, and one of the extra bedrooms is nice and big, with plenty of room for Liam.”
“Can I still play with my trucks?” Liam asked, his lower lip jutting out in a pout.
“You sure can,” Shelby assured him, chuckling softly. “We’ll just have to find some new roads for them to race on.”
“Is it big enough for a bed that looks like a car?” Liam asked, breathless.
“I don’t see why not,” Hannah replied.
“Okay,” Liam whispered, a determined glint in his eyes. “I want to go.”
“In that case, I accept the job,” Shelby declared, her voice firm and unwavering for the first time since Hannah had made her the offer. In the end, it was the conviction in her son’s voice that grounded Shelby, solidifying her decision. If he could be brave, so could she.
“Really? Alright, then!” Hannah declared, her eyes shining with a mixture of surprise and relief.
At the sound of Hannah’s triumphant whoop, Val looked up from behind the counter and grinned. Making her way over, she asked, “Have you finally decided to go?”
“I—” Shelby choked, her throat thick with emotion. “I guess I have.”
“And you’re sure about this?” Val asked, hands planted firmly on her hips. “You know I want what’s best for you, but I don’t want you to feel pressured.”
“I’m sure,” Shelby replied with quiet determination. Her chest fluttered with anticipation tinged with the slightest edge of fear. But she knew if she didn’t take this chance now, she might never have the opportunity again. “I can’t let my past or my fears hold me back anymore.”
Val nodded, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I’m proud of you.” She pulled Shelby into a tight embrace, the warmth and strength of it grounding her amidst the whirlwind of emotions threatening to sweep her away.
“Thanks, Val,” Shelby whispered. She took a deep breath, inhaling the smell of Val’s familiar perfume—a mix of lavender and something indefinably earthy. It was a small detail, but one she knew she would miss dearly once they left.
“Alright, team,” Hannah said with a wink. “We should start figuring out the details, huh? Like when you want to move, and what you’ll need to pack.”
“Right,” Shelby agreed, her heart pounding in her chest. This was really happening. She was embarking on a new chapter of her life, and the possibilities were as endless as the sky above them.
“Can we have pizza for dinner?” Liam asked, tugging on Shelby’s arm with an impish grin.
“Sure thing, kiddo,” Shelby chuckled, ruffling his hair again. “Pizza it is.”
“Yay!” Liam cheered, clapping his hands with glee.
“And something healthy, like a salad,” Shelby added, causing Liam to pout. “I don’t want Hannah to start doubting my ability to create a balanced meal already.”
“I’m pretty sure the occasional celebratory pizza is okay,” Hannah said. “At least, I sure hope so. I can’t live without pizza.”
Shelby laughed, feeling lighter than she had in years. “My goal isn’t to make you miserable. Trust me.”
“I do.” Hannah’s searing gaze made the hairs stand up on Shelby’s arms.
What exactly had Shelby gotten herself into by accepting this job?





CHAPTER NINE
   
“A re you a princess or something?” Liam asked, awestruck and wide-eyed at the sight of the race car bed. He spoke in a hushed tone, as if speaking too loudly might break the spell.
“Aren’t you going to try it out?” With a chuckle, Hannah motioned for Liam to climb in, mentally patting herself on the back for having the forethought to ask Brooke to order the bed and get it set up in the little boy’s bedroom in the guest house before his arrival.
It was maybe the only thing she’d really gotten right in all of this, she realized, her stomach tying itself up in knots as she glimpsed the boy’s mother, who was still standing in the hallway. Hannah had been so caught up in figuring out how to get Shelby to take the job that she hadn’t considered what it would mean to have both an intriguing woman and an energetic kid in her space twenty-four hours a day for the next three months.
Now that she was giving it some thought, it was quite apparent Hannah had absolutely no idea what she was doing. It had been a complete impulse on her part, and everything about it had the possibility to flip her life upside down right at the point that Hannah needed to maintain focus the most.
Liam took a tiny, hesitant step, still mesmerized by the bed. “Can I really sleep in it?” His voice cracked with excitement.
Forcing her attention back to the kid, Hannah smiled and nodded. “Of course, you can, Liam. It’s your bed now.”
“It’s really mine?” He leaned in closer to take in all the details, from the realistic steering wheel and gearshift to the headlights that lit up the room.
“Yes, it’s really yours.” Hannah stopped herself from saying forever because that wasn’t actually the case. Shelby’s contract was only for the next three months, which was the duration of the tour, with an option to extend if they ended up adding a second leg in the fall. Not forever.
In other words, she shouldn’t get too used to having either one of them around. That was absolutely fine by her. The next several months would be a short interlude, over before she knew it. She’d get through it with flying colors, and then they’d be gone.
That would be fine, too.
Hannah knew if she grew too attached, it would hurt when it was time for them to go. Best not to let that happen. So she wouldn’t.
It would be fine.
How many times did she need to reassure herself of the exact same thing before she could guarantee it would be true?
“But Miss Hannah, where will Mommy sleep?” Liam asked. “This bed is too small.”
“This is your bedroom,” Shelby explained, taking a step into the room, her voice thick with emotion. “Mommy has her own room right down the hall.”
Something about Shelby’s demeanor told Hannah she was struggling, but it was unclear why. After several years of sharing a small bedroom with her kid, wasn’t she thrilled to have a space to herself?
“Go on, kiddo,” Hannah urged. “Give it a spin.”
Liam’s eyes lit up with unbridled joy. He scrambled onto the bed, bouncing up and down on the racing themed sheets with glee. Hannah watched with a smile as Liam explored his new surroundings, his small hands tracing the edges of the bed frame and running over the wheels that adorned the sides.
For a woman who knew next to nothing about kids, she’d done well.
As Liam played, Shelby stepped back into the hallway, motioning for Hannah to join her.
“Thank you,” Shelby said, her voice catching in her throat. “But this is too much. I don’t know how I’ll be able to repay you—”
“Nonsense.” Hannah waved away the sentiment with a small smile. “You took a big risk coming here for this job. I wanted to show you I appreciate it. This has to be a confusing time for the little guy, and I figured this might help. That’s all.” Right? She wasn’t trying to impress or win anyone over?
Shelby’s eyes misted. “You have no idea how much this means to us. We’ve been through so much, and this is the first time Liam has had a room of his own. He’s never had anything nice like this before. Neither have I.”
Hannah put a comforting hand on Shelby’s shoulder. “I can’t imagine how hard it’s been for you both.”
“How did you know he wanted a race car bed?” Shelby almost seemed to lean into Hannah’s touch, though perhaps it was just her imagination. If there was one thing that was painfully obvious by now, it was that Hannah had a very vivid imagination where Shelby was concerned. Those kissing dreams were back and becoming so realistic that sometimes Hannah woke up convinced they had absolutely kissed. So far, shutting them off had been beyond her abilities.
“He told me about this car bed within the first minute of meeting him, you know.” Hannah glanced back into the bedroom as another peal of childish laughter rang out. She wondered, for the briefest of moments, what it’d be like to have that kind of infectious laugh all the time. She dismissed the thought quickly, though a long dormant ache remained.
This is temporary, she reminded herself. This time she didn’t try to convince herself it was “fine,” though. Frankly, the repeated attempts to do so were starting to feel a little desperate.
A knock echoed throughout the room, startling Hannah. Brooke stood in the hallway, her phone clutched against her chest. “It’s Matt. He needs to talk.”
“I’ll be right back.” Hannah took Brooke’s phone, stepping outside of the guest house. “Matt, what’s up?”
“There’s a problem with Fritz.”
“The keyboardist?” Hannah shifted into work mode.
“Yeah, he’s out. He broke his hand. Needed like pins or something to hold it together.”
Hannah groaned. “Are you kidding me?”
“I wish I was. Surgeon told him it was the worst he’s seen.”
“Shi—oot,” Hannah corrected, realizing halfway through the expletive that there were little ears nearby. “We need to find a replacement. Fast. Who do you know?”
Hannah sucked in a deep, steadying breath as she listened to the silence on the other end. This was the third crisis in the past hour. Her nerves were beyond frayed.
“Matt?” she prodded, scared the silence would swallow her whole.
“I’m trying to think,” Matt said.
“I remember someone from my early days in Nashville.” Hannah racked her brain for the name. “I think it was Gaz. You know who I mean?”
“Yeah, I know Gaz!” The relief in Matt’s voice matched her own. “I’ll make the call. I could kiss you!”
“Okay, gross,” Hannah teased. “Call me when you have an answer.”
Hannah hung up, and a wave of frustration washed over her. Why did everything with this tour have to be so difficult? She took another deep breath, trying to push the negative thoughts aside.
Inside, Hannah handed the phone back to Brooke.
“Everything okay?” Brooke jacked up one eyebrow.
“It will be if Gaz says yes.”
“Is that supposed to make sense to me?” Brooke joked. “Did you propose or something?”
“We need a new keyboardist. He’s our best hope.”
Brooke’s phone rang again, her body tensing as she glanced at the screen. She mouthed, “It’s Carla.”
Hannah waved her arms in the air to say she wasn’t there.
“Oh… I haven’t seen Hannah today—er, I mean recently. She’s—” Brooke looked desperately at Hannah, who mimed going for a run. “She’s running.” There was a pause. “Yes, she went for a run first thing. So healthy, right? She said… uh… she needed to burn off some stress. Something about Gaz.”
Shelby met Hannah’s eyes with a hint of a smile. A small center of calm formed in the midst of Hannah’s chaos. At least one thing had gone right. Bringing Shelby and Liam here had gone smoothly, and despite her earlier worries, she felt at ease. If one little smile could bring such calm, it had to be the right decision having Shelby on the tour with her. Hannah needed to trust her gut.
“I’ll tell Hannah to call you as soon as I see her,” Brooke said, groaning the moment she’d ended the call. “Hannah—”
Before Brooke could finish her thought, Hannah’s phone rang. It was the number of a freelance journalist who had interviewed her for an article. If she wanted the much-needed free publicity, she couldn’t duck the call.
“Hey, Richie. What’s up?”
“Hi, Ms. Taylor. I wanted to check one more detail before we hit publish. Your first song—you wrote that in a night?”
“The gist of it, yes. I tinkered with it for a couple of days, but it didn’t change much.”
“Great. My piece should be live later this afternoon, and we’ll send you the link to the article.”
“Wonderful. Thanks.” Hannah tucked her phone into her back pocket, pressing her hands together as she sent Shelby an imploring look. “Sorry. If the phone rings again, I’m throwing it in the pool. Now, let me show you the rest of the guest house.”
“I’m pretty sure we can figure things out,” Shelby said with her usual kindness. It made Hannah wonder what it would take for the woman to lose her cool. She didn’t think she wanted to find out.
“Right. Of course. The house is tiny, so I guess there isn’t much to show.” Hannah ran a hand over her head, self-conscious as she tried to picture the unassuming space through Shelby’s eyes. It wasn’t much to look at. That was for sure.
“Are you kidding me? This is the nicest place I’ve ever lived on my own. Liam has his own room with that fancy bed that will definitely spoil him for good. And we don’t have to share a bathroom with anybody else. This place is positively palatial.”
“Well, good. I’m glad.” Hannah gestured for Shelby to follow her down the short hallway. “Oh, the living area has a pull-out sofa if you need it.”
“For what?” Shelby seemed truly perplexed. “After the next few weeks, we’ll be on the tour bus most of the time.”
“Sure, but there’s the week off in mid-April, and if you decide to stay on for the fall, you might want to invite a guest or two during the summer.”
“Like who?” Shelby asked with a snort.
“I don’t know, like family, maybe?” It occurred to Hannah that she had no idea what Shelby’s family situation was like.
“Not a chance,” Shelby replied with the same speed and vehemence Hannah would have used if someone had suggested a similar idea to her. Apparently, they were two peas in a pod on that front. “Anyway, the whole place is really cute. And Liam’s bed... I can’t even thank you enough.”
Hannah smiled, feeling a small sense of satisfaction. It wasn’t often she got to do something purely kind for someone else. “I’m just glad he likes it.”
“I have to admit I’m a little surprised you’re doing all this for us.”
“Why’s that?” Hannah paused, looking at Shelby with a hint of trepidation. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to know the answer.
“I don’t know. I guess I thought... you’re a big-time musician. I figured you’d be too busy to pay much attention to your staff.”
Hannah’s smile faltered for a moment at the word “staff.” Was that how Shelby thought Hannah saw her, as the hired help? Hannah’s heart sank. She’d heard the whispered gossip that had swirled around on her last tour. That she was cold and aloof as a boss. That she couldn’t be bothered with the people who worked for her.
Hannah had no idea how those rumors had started or what she had done to deserve them. She knew she wasn’t the most approachable person, especially when stressed out of her mind like now, but she wasn’t heartless either. Whatever mistakes she’d made in the past, she didn’t want to repeat them.
“I care about my team. You guys are the ones who make the tour run smoothly. Without you, I wouldn’t be able to do what I do. It’s important to me that everyone feels welcome and comfortable. Including the littlest member of the crew.”
Shelby nodded slowly, looking thoughtful. “That’s really nice of you.”
A silence stretched out between them, but a comfortable one that surprised Hannah. She usually hated silence, chasing it away with music every minute of the day, even if it was something classical playing in the background just to fill the space. But here she was with Shelby, neither saying a word, and it felt like the most natural thing in the world. Whatever the reason, Hannah found herself enjoying the quiet moment.
Suddenly, the sound of a phone ringing shattered the silence. Both women jumped, then quickly composed themselves as Hannah dug her phone out of her pocket. She glanced at the screen and saw it was Matt calling back.
“Hey, Matt.” Hannah cast a look at Shelby, who motioned for her to go. With a wave, Hannah stepped out into the bright sun of the backyard. “What’s the news on Gaz?”
“He’s in. He’ll be at rehearsal tomorrow morning.”
Hannah let out a sigh of relief. “Thank God. That’s one less thing to worry about.”
As she walked back to her massive house all alone, it occurred to Hannah how much was riding on this tour, not only for her, but for all the people who were depending on her for their jobs. When had everything gotten so big? She glanced back at the little guest house by the pool, part of her wishing she could find as much contentment in the small things as Shelby seemed to do.
    
HOURS LATER, Hannah sat on one of her barstools, eating the salad that had mysteriously appeared in her otherwise empty refrigerator. Technically, Shelby’s contract didn’t start until tomorrow, but Hannah was certain the chef was taking pity on her.
Hannah groaned as she rolled her head from one side to the other, resulting in one good crack. The tightness was still present, though.
She sighed and slid off the barstool, crossing the kitchen to stand in front of a huge window overlooking the pool. It had been a long day of phone calls and emails, dealing with requests that seemed to come at her faster than she could answer them.
The evening was cool, perfect for a soak in the hot tub, though if the forecast was accurate, a heatwave later in the week might have her turning to the pool instead. Crazy for early March.
After putting her bowl in the dishwasher, Hannah went upstairs to put on a swimsuit. She pulled one out of the drawer and then another, strangely self-conscious about what to wear with Shelby just across the way.
“You idiot. She’s probably not even interested in looking,” Hannah muttered to herself as she tossed aside one suit for being too revealing and another for not being flattering enough. It wasn’t like Shelby would care or even see Hannah at all. The woman had her own life, and she was off the clock. Hannah wasn’t putting on a show, and Shelby didn’t even have the inclination to watch if she did. Despite some hints and guesses, Hannah still had no proof that Shelby wasn’t straight.
Still, Hannah wanted to look nice. Just in case.
Finally, she settled on a black one-piece, feeling like it was the most appropriate option. With one last look in the mirror, Hannah grabbed a towel and headed out into the cooler evening air. The pool area was well lit and inviting, with small lights twinkling around the edges. Hannah looked around for Shelby, but there was no sign of her.
See? I told you. She’s got her own business to mind, and you should do the same.
Steam rose from the water as Hannah kicked off her flip-flops, easing a toe in to test the temperature. “Perfect.”
Slowly, she lowered herself into the water, resting her head against the concrete lip, closing her eyes.
“Oh, hey!” Shelby stood with one foot out of the sliding glass door. “I didn’t think you’d be out here.”
“Trying to work out the kinks. Are you getting in?”
“Nope. I’m letting Liam go to sleep before I get into my bed.”
“He’s sleeping in your bed? Does he not like the race car bed?” Hannah’s heart clenched. Had she managed to screw it up after all?
“Are you kidding me? He insisted on calling Val to tell her all about it. It’s just, I think he’s scared being in his own room. He’s never been alone. The kid can talk a big game…” Shelby’s laughter completed the thought.
“Are you sure you don’t want to get in? The water’s perfect.”
“If you don’t mind, I’ll stick my toes in.”
“Why would I mind?” Hannah canted her head to the side. “I want both of you to feel at home here.”
“You’ve done so much already. I can’t thank you enough.” Shelby toed her shoes off, sitting on the edge of the hot tub. “Oh, that feels wonderful.”
“You’re still welcome to come all the way in.”
“Maybe tomorrow.”
“It’s a date.” Hannah pressed her lips together, regretting the word choice. Was it too much? It felt like too much.
Shelby laughed, fortunately. “I’ve been watching some YouTube videos on healthy meals to make on the go.”
“Did any of them have fried chicken?”
“Sorry, no.” Shelby tried to appear apologetic, but there was a sparkle of humor in those amazing eyes.
Hannah tried snapping her fingers, but they were starting to wrinkle from the water.
“Are you sure about this?” Shelby asked. “I’m not a professional chef, and it seems like you have a lot riding on your shoulders. Don’t you need someone who knows what they’re doing?”
“I didn’t know what I was doing when I started out. Besides, I’d rather give the job to someone who loves what they do instead of simply wanting to be around me. Like Pamela.” Hannah frowned, surprised at herself for bringing that up.
“Who’s that? An ex?”
“The trainer at Serenity. She wanted your job, and I don’t think she wanted it to further her career, if you get what I mean.”
Confusion slid into Shelby’s eyes until it clicked. “Oh—does that happen to you a lot?”
“Not before I became a success. Now all people want is a piece of me.” Hannah nearly flinched at her own bitter tone. When had she become like this? Probably when her ex used Hannah’s deepest, darkest secret to get money out of her.
“I don’t—I mean—I just want to do a good job.” Shelby’s cheeks flushed, but Hannah suspected it was from the heat of the tub. “You’ve been so kind, and I want to repay you with dedication.”
“That’s all I want. Tasty dedication.” Hannah laughed at her stupid joke. “How long did you work at Val’s?”
“Most of Liam’s life. I think I told you before how his father skedaddled before he was born. I dated someone else after the divorce, but she really just wanted a fling, ya know? As a single parent, that wasn’t what I wanted.” Shelby gave a what can you do shrug.
“Wow, uh...” Hannah swallowed as the magnitude of what Shelby had revealed hit Hannah right between the eyes. She’d made some assumptions, mostly aspirational. Most of Hannah’s fans were queer, so despite Shelby’s ex-husband and kid, the chances had been higher than average. The flirtatious banter they’d shared had added to Hannah’s suspicions. But now she knew without a doubt. Shelby dated women.
Which changed nothing. And everything.
“I’m sorry,” Shelby rushed to say, misinterpreting the reason for Hannah’s dumbstruck state. “Here I am going on when you’ve had the day from hell with all those phone calls.”
Hannah nodded, grateful for the save. “This tour is going to be the death of me, with my manager and everyone tugging on me. I don’t know if—” Movement inside the guest house caught Hannah’s attention. “Looks like someone can’t sleep.”
Shelby turned around, pulling her legs out of the tub and scurrying to the door. “What’s wrong, Liam?”
“Bad dream.” The boy rubbed his eyes with two tiny fists.
“Tell Mommy all about it.” With an apologetic glance over her shoulder, Shelby led Liam back inside.
Hannah gave a relieved smile.
Liam had quite the timing, because the last thing Hannah needed was to start blabbing about how overwhelmed she was while Shelby sat there and listened like a patient girlfriend.
No—not girlfriend! A patient therapist.
Hannah absolutely had not meant girlfriend. She had no idea where that slipup had come from, but she was going to have to keep a close eye on herself from now on. Shelby was her employee, and a mother to a young boy. Those weren’t minor details that Hannah could overlook or take lightly. Not to mention that in just a few weeks they would be sharing living quarters on a tour bus that would make a submarine seem spacious.
With the biggest tour of her career ahead of her, Hannah needed to focus completely on her music. A relationship was a luxury she couldn’t afford. And even if she could, Shelby Montgomery was the last person in the world Hannah should set her sights on. There was simply too much at stake. In many ways, Shelby was no different than a deep-fried Thanksgiving dinner or a big helping of three-layer chocolate cake with ice cream. Sure, she might be momentarily satisfying, but the long-term consequences weren’t worth foolishly giving in to temptation.





CHAPTER TEN
   
S helby bent down, peering into the oven to check the progress of her latest creation. Nearly done, or at least she thought so. It was hard to tell. The color and texture of these banana breakfast cookies was nothing like the good old Tollhouse variety she used to make as a kid. It turned out healthy cooking was a lot harder than it appeared at first glance.
Steaming vegetables was one thing, but to perfect the gourmet level menu offerings a star like Hannah deserved was next level difficulty. Not only that, Shelby had to be ready to make everything on the road, and the tour bus would be departing in exactly one week for the first show in Pennsylvania. The pressure to become an expert overnight was intense, but at least it kept Shelby from thinking about the tour itself. Pennsylvania? She’d never been that far from Tennessee in her life.
This breakfast cookie was one of dozens of new recipes she’d managed to find by scouring online cooking blogs into the wee hours of the morning. The stack of nutrition books she’d had delivered to the little guest house in the past week probably made it look like she was studying for a PhD. The truth was Shelby was becoming a little obsessed. Then again, there wasn’t a whole lot else to do once Liam was asleep.
With Hannah in rehearsals from early in the morning until late at night, there hadn’t been a repeat of their quiet evening by the hot tub. It was just as well. Having Hannah Taylor, a foot away in nothing but a swimsuit was exactly the type of temptation Shelby needed to avoid. Hannah was Shelby’s boss, not to mention she was famous. And they had to work and travel together for the next three months. This was the best job Shelby had ever had, and she wasn’t going to let a starstruck crush jeopardize everything.
With a frown, Shelby pulled the tray out of the oven. The cookies still looked a little underdone, and the thought of another failed recipe this close to their departure date made her want to scream. She needed to be able to do this perfectly, and Shelby was running short on time. If she couldn’t get it right in a spacious kitchen with all the special gadgets and gizmos she could ever dream of, how would she manage on the portable equipment she’d have to make do with on the road?
Time to see how her latest experiment turned out.
She picked up one of the cookies and broke it in half, inspecting the texture. It was a little soft on the inside, but overall, it looked decent. She breathed in deeply, the smell of cinnamon and banana filling her nostrils and making her mouth water. With a shrug, she popped the cookie into her mouth and chewed.
One word: delicious.
The sweetness of the banana mixed perfectly with the nuttiness of the oats and the spiciness of the cinnamon. Shelby closed her eyes and savored the taste, a wave of satisfaction washing over her. Maybe she was onto something here. And maybe she wouldn’t fall flat on her face in her role as personal chef after all.
She finished the cookie and turned around, reaching for her notebook. As she scribbled down a few ideas to improve the next batch, Hannah burst into the kitchen, cheeks red and murder in her eyes.
“I could kill someone!” Hannah acted out throttling some unfortunate’s neck with her free hand, the other pressing the phone to her ear.
“What happened?” Shelby asked from a safe distance.
Hannah paused for a moment, her eyes blazing with rage as she obviously contemplated doing something even more drastic than simple murder to whomever was on the other end of the call. Finally, after taking a deep breath and muttering something about unprofessionalism, she lowered the phone from her ear and turned to Shelby.
“That was Carla. She informed me that our opening act cancelled, and now we need to find a new one in less than a week. Can you believe it?”
Shelby frowned sympathetically. “That’s awful. Is there any way to find a replacement in time?”
Hannah shook her head. “I don’t know. What I’d like to find right now is a tub of Rocky Road ice cream, a spoon, and a dark corner so no one can witness what I do next.”
“Would you like to sample one of these breakfast cookies instead?” Shelby offered.
“A cookie for breakfast?” Hannah raised an eyebrow. “That sounds too good to be true.”
“I need your opinion. I’m trying to make a few things that can be eaten on the go for those really crazy mornings. Would this be something you’d like on the road?”
“No offense, but I didn’t need to hire a personal chef to eat cookies for breakfast. I’m already a pro at that.”
“These are special. They’re full of protein, and they don’t have any added sugar.” 
Hannah scrunched her nose. “But sugar is the magic ingredient making cookies tasty.” 
“Just try one, and let me know what you think.” Shelby handed her the oatmeal, chocolate chip, peanut butter, and banana creation. She was starting to understand how a person could get exasperated enough to want to murder someone.
Hannah eyed the cookie with suspicion before taking the tiniest of nibbles. Her face lit up immediately. “Can I have another?” 
Shelby grinned, pleased at the reaction. “Of course. I made plenty.”
Hannah took another bite, licking her fingers to get the last bits of melted chocolate. “Okay, these are actually really good. And you said they’re healthy? I’m impressed.”
“I’ve been doing a little reading up on the latest food trends,” Shelby admitted.
Hannah grinned, patting her on the shoulder. “You’re going to be a lifesaver on the road. I have a feeling we’re going to be eating a lot of these.”
“I’m glad you like them.” Shelby’s heart swelled with pride. Maybe this personal chef thing wasn’t so hard after all.
As Hannah left the kitchen through one door, Liam wandered in through another, rubbing his eyes and looking adorably disheveled. He was wearing a pair of pajama pants and a T-shirt with a cartoon dinosaur on it. Shelby couldn’t help but smile at the sight of him.
“Hey, kiddo. You finished watching your morning cartoons on Ms. Hannah’s big TV?”
Instead of answering, Liam came over and clung to Shelby’s leg. “Why does Ms. Hannah want to kill someone? It’s not me, is it?”
“What? No, honey. Of course not.” Gently peeling him away from her shin, Shelby got down to Liam’s eye level. “Nobody is going to hurt anyone. Sometimes, adults feel stressed and need to blow off steam by saying things they don’t mean. Everything’s fine, so don’t worry, okay?”
Liam nodded but still looked unconvinced. Shelby hugged him tightly and sighed. Shelby had done everything in her power to shield the little boy from anything that could upset him. She never raised her voice when he was around and kept a close eye on what he watched and the books they read. It occurred to her she may have done too good a job sheltering him. How was he going to handle twelve weeks in a tour bus with a hothead like Hannah?
“You want a cookie?” Shelby offered. Under the circumstances, it was the only option she could think of. And it had done wonders for Hannah’s temperament.
Liam took two cookies, one for each hand. He’d just put one in his mouth when Hannah came back in. Shelby was relieved that this time the woman seemed less hell-bent on destruction.
“Forgot my hat,” Hannah said as she grabbed a baseball cap from a peg near the pantry. Shelby knew Carla had been on the singer about trading it in for a rhinestone studded cowboy hat, so she had a feeling this was payback for the bad news the manager had delivered earlier.
Personally, Shelby had no desire to provoke Carla. They’d only met briefly, but the woman was scary. She’d gone on so long about Shelby’s lack of qualifications as a personal chef that Shelby had finally felt compelled to pull her food handler’s card out of her wallet as proof she wasn’t a complete newbie. Shelby might not know the ins and outs of preparing food for a musician on the road, but she wasn’t going to poison anybody, either.
“Look, Ms. Hannah.” Liam held up the one cookie he hadn’t taken a bite from yet. “Yummy cookies. I’ll share, but you can’t kill me.” 
“I’d never kill you for a cookie.” Hannah tried laughing it off, but her questioning eyes probed Shelby. 
“I think he’s referring to you threatening murder when you were on the phone a few minutes ago.” 
Hannah gulped. “Uh—about that. I guess I need to watch what I say with little ears around. You keep your cookies Liam, and if I get out of line again, you can have my cookies, too.”
Liam saluted, nearly crushing one of his cookies in the process. 
Hannah turned to Shelby, her expression serious. “I’m really sorry about that. I’m not used to being around kids. It seems I’m not very good at it, but I’ll try to be better.”
“It’s fine,” Shelby assured her, hoping it would be and that her earlier fears about the upcoming tour were unfounded. “Before you head to rehearsal, how do you feel about hoisin-glazed tofu with onions, broccoli, garlic, sesame seeds, and brown rice?” 
Hannah rubbed her chin. “Can’t say I’ve tried it.”
“I’ve made something similar for Liam before, and he liked it.”
“Wow, a kid eating stuff like that? You must be mom of the year, and hopefully the lessons you teach last,” Hannah said with a hint of true admiration. “When I moved out on my own, if it wasn’t fried, it didn’t go on the plate. But I’m willing to give it a go after this triumph.” She swiped another cookie from the cooling rack and finished it off in two bites. “How are you two settling in? I feel like I haven’t seen you much lately.” 
“Great. You have an amazing kitchen,” Shelby answered as she tried to figure out what the emotion was behind Hannah’s words. Was it regret, or was that Shelby’s wishful thinking? “I take it you haven’t done much cooking.” 
“What? I’ve done plenty of cooking.” Hannah looked longingly at the cookies as Shelby transferred the remaining ones into a container. 
“Is that right?” Shelby set her spatula down and crossed her arms, ready to give Hannah the third degree.
“Well, I haven’t lived here very long, but I’ve done some.”
“Interesting. Do you know what I found inside the oven?” Shelby pressed.
“Uh, a dirty pan?” Hannah guessed with a sheepish grin. 
“On the contrary, it was spotless because it’d never been used.” Rooting around next to the refrigerator, Shelby tossed an instruction manual across the kitchen island for Hannah’s benefit. “The instructions were still inside. Luckily, I opened the door before turning it on to preheat.” 
“Busted!” Hannah held her hands up in a don’t shoot way. Her phone rang, and Hannah’s face clouded as she pulled it from her pocket. “It’s Carla.”
“You’d better take it.” Shelby’s eyes followed Hannah as she exited the kitchen, this time keeping her tone even and her volume low. Either the manager wasn’t saying something exasperating this time—which seemed unlikely, given her track record—or Hannah was serious about watching herself more closely when Liam was around.
“You won’t believe this,” Hannah said when she came back a few minutes later, looking surprisingly relaxed, “but rehearsal’s been pushed back until the afternoon.”
“Oh? You don’t seem too upset by that.” Shelby commented.
“Maybe because Carla called to tell me there’s a new opening act in the pipeline. They need the rehearsal space to test ’em out and make sure it’s gonna work, but I’ve heard the group play before and they’re solid, so I’m not concerned.”
“That’s fantastic news,” Shelby said.
“I was thinking, since I’ve got the morning free, how about we all head out to the pool for a swim?”
“It’s March,” Shelby argued.
“It’s eighty-five degrees out,” Hannah countered. “Have you not stepped away from this stove long enough to go outside and realize we’re in the middle of one of the worst heatwaves in a decade?”
“I don’t know.” Shelby bit her lip, her brain conjuring an image of Hannah in a swimsuit. That was the last thing she needed to subject herself to when she had a full day of work ahead of her. “The water will still be cold, and I’ve gotta find a source for organic tofu while we’re on the road if that recipe I mentioned is gonna work out.”
“I wanna go swimming, Mommy.” Liam appeared at Shelby’s side, his eyes shining as he hid behind her legs.
“I don’t—”
“I can watch him,” Hannah offered, keeping her voice low so Liam would know this was directed at his mom and not him.
“Are you sure?” Shelby glanced down at the clingy child, whose face radiated hope. She nodded her approval, and Hannah grinned.
“What about helping me with my laps in the pool, little dude? I need someone to count them for me.” Hannah put a hand on Liam’s shoulder.
“Please?” Liam begged.
“Go put your suit on,” Shelby said, defeated once again by the look Liam activated when he wanted to get his way. 
The boy zipped out the sliding door and raced across the yard toward the guest house. 
“I love his energy. I wish I could bottle it.” Hannah drummed her fingers on the island. 
Shelby smiled at Hannah’s statement and couldn’t help but notice how pretty she looked in the soft lighting of the kitchen. Shelby shook the thought from her mind.
“He’s definitely a handful, but he keeps life interesting,” Shelby said, trying to focus on the conversation at hand. “But are you sure you want to take him swimming? It’s a lot of responsibility.” 
“I’m sure.” Hannah gave her a reassuring smile. “I think it’ll be good for both of us. After all, we’ll be sharing a pretty small space in the coming weeks. I don’t want him to be scared every time I walk in the room.”
“You mean the hiding behind the legs thing? He does that with everyone.” Shelby was silently impressed that Hannah had given thought to the issue of their close quarters and being on her best behavior with a child around. It was reassuring to know they were on the same page where that was concerned.
Hannah’s eyes met Shelby’s and lingered for a moment too long, making Shelby’s heart flutter. “Listen, Shelby, I’m really sorry about the way I acted earlier. I don’t want you to think I’m this crazy, unpredictable person. I’m just under a lot of stress lately, and I’m not handling it as well as I should.”
“You don’t have to apologize. That’s why I’m here, to help you out and make things easier. I’m just happy to be working with you.” Emphasis on the working, because this was a job. Shelby would have to keep telling herself so she didn’t forget.
“Let’s swim!” Liam came running back into the kitchen, holding his arms in the air, and twirling around to show off his Star Wars swim shorts and arm floaties. 
“Looking good!” Hannah said. “Why don’t you go wait on the deck, and I’ll be out in a minute, as soon as I get my suit on.” 
“You have a meeting in an hour,” Brooke said to Hannah, entering the kitchen and making a dash for the coffee maker. 
Hannah grunted but didn’t break her stride. 
As the coffee brewed, Brooke opened the fridge and grabbed the creamer. “It smells wonderful in here.” 
“Want a cookie?” Shelby peeled the lid off the container. 
Brooke took one of the cookies. “This is different.”
“They’re made with bananas,” Shelby explained. 
“No, we never have treats here that don’t come out of a plastic bag. I could get used to it.” 
“If you like them, put in a good word for me with the boss lady,” Shelby joked. 
After a bite, Brooke nodded. “I will, but I don’t think you need my help in that department. Hannah’s been raving about all the meals this past week.” 
“Raving, huh? I’m surprised she’s had the time. Is she always so stressed?” 
“She has a creative temperament. That’s for sure. It doesn’t help she’s a perfectionist. If one thing goes wrong, it torments her for days.” 
Shelby nodded slowly, knowing all too well how that went. “She puts a lot of pressure on herself.” 
Brooke took a sip of coffee. “And everyone around her.” 
“How long have you worked with her?” 
“A little over a year. She’s not always this bad. This is her first tour where it’s all on her shoulders, and she’s feeling the pressure. The best thing to do when she’s in one of her moods is to stay out of her way. She calms down relatively easily.” 
“I’ve noticed that. Most of the time she acts like nothing’s happened.” 
“She’s the queen of that. Truth be told, she’s been easier to deal with this past week. I think that’s because of you.” Brooke looked out the window. Hannah had just emerged in her swim suit from the sliding door in the living room. “It’s cute seeing her spend time with Liam. She’s never talked about kids to me ever. I always assumed she hated them.” 
Shelby followed Brooke’s gaze. Hannah had Liam by the hand and was leading him to the pool as he bounced so high his feet barely made contact with the ground.
“Just a heads-up. This is the easy week. Rehearsals will only get more intense from here on out, so enjoy the peace while you can.” Brooke blew her bangs out of her eyes. “From everything I’ve heard, the next few months are going to be a whirlwind.” 
“Haven’t you been on tour with Hannah before?” Shelby asked.
“Nope. She’s never been a headliner before,” Brooke explained. “She didn’t need an assistant to travel along with her when she was the opening act. All she had to do was show up and sing.”
“I take it that’s not the case this time?”
“Oh, yeah. And as excited as she is, I think she misses those days. Now she’s the main attraction, and people are expecting an experience. Costume changes. Dancing. The whole nine yards.” 
“Hannah’s going to hate it.” The words slipped out before Shelby could stop herself. She had no business commenting on something like that, as if she knew Hannah well enough to have an opinion
Before she could backtrack, Brooke concurred. “She’s going to be a bear, and we’ll all be trapped on a tour bus with her. Make more of those.” Brooke pointed to the cookies. “We’re going to need them.” 
Alone in the kitchen, Shelby googled stress-relieving foods. Just what exactly had Shelby gotten Liam and herself into? 
There was laughing outside as Liam splashed water at Hannah, who reciprocated with dunking Liam, much to the boy’s delight. 
Hannah might be a bear, but could she be tamed?





CHAPTER ELEVEN
   
“F our hours stuck halfway between the trap room and the stage because the hydraulic lift wouldn’t work?” Standing at the edge of the stage, finally free of that horrible contraption, Hannah stared daggers at Carla. “How was this a good use of my day?”
“This is what rehearsals are for.” Carla waved off Hannah’s concerns. “To work out all the kinks.” 
Hannah furrowed her brows and crossed her arms over her chest. “You try being the one stuck in a claustrophobic space half the day, and then we’ll see if you think it’s a minor kink.”
Carla rolled her eyes. “You’re being dramatic, Hannah. You were stuck for half an hour, tops. They fixed the problem, didn’t they?”
Hannah sighed in frustration. “I just don’t understand why we have to do all this extra stuff with the moving sets and the special effects. This is supposed to be about the music, not a bunch of gimmicks. I’m a singer, not a magician.”
“I keep telling you, people come to shows for an experience, not simply to hear you sing. This isn’t the second stage at the county fair anymore. These people are paying a small fortune to see you perform. I know you may hate all of this, but it’s essential to give the public what they want.” 
Hannah’s eyes rolled so hard they nearly got lost in the back of her skull. “I know, I know. I just thought I’d be playing music, not playing pretend in silly costumes. If I’d wanted to be an actor, I would’ve gone to LA, not Nashville.” She kicked at a stray length of cable on the stage. How were they ever going to get this show ready with only a week left to go?
Carla spoke urgently to Hannah, her voice quiet but firm. “You wanted to be a star. That means doing whatever it takes. Do I need to remind you that every person in this arena right now is counting on you for their jobs?”
“How could I possibly forget?” Hannah muttered. “It keeps me up at night. I feel like I’m losing myself in all of this. Like I’m becoming something I’m not.”
Hannah looked away, feeling a knot form in her stomach. She knew Carla was right. Everything she’d achieved in the music industry had come with a trade-off. Slowly but surely, she’d made herself a commodity. She was a product that people could buy and take home with them. Did that mean she was selling out? Or maybe she wasn’t as talented as she thought she was. Maybe to reach that next rung on the ladder, she needed the special effects to cover up her lack of skill.
“This isn’t what I imagined it would be,” Hannah whispered, her voice barely audible.
“I think it’s time for you to call it an evening,” Carla said briskly, either not hearing what Hannah had said or choosing to ignore it. “You’ve lost a good part of the day to technical issues, so you’re going to have to work harder on Monday.”
“No way,” Hannah protested. “I can keep going a few more hours. Or tomorrow.”
“You can’t afford to pay everyone overtime,” Carla said, her tone firm. “Plus, there are union rules to consider, and the last thing we need is for you to burn out before the tour even starts. I’ve seen this too many times. The best thing you can do for yourself is take the night off.” 
“I can’t afford to.” Hannah raked her hand back through her tangled mane.  
“You don’t have a choice. Go home, Hannah. Take the weekend off. Relax. Get your head on straight, and come back first thing on Monday ready to nail it.” 
Hannah started to argue.
Carla held a finger in the air. “That’s an order. No work this weekend! If I even get a whiff of you breaking this rule, there’ll be hell to pay. You got me?” 
“I don’t know how to relax.” 
Carla blinked so slowly it was difficult to tell if she was having some type of medical emergency. “I don’t get your generation. Back in my day, we didn’t need to be entertained every second of every waking hour. Why don’t you go out for dinner?”
“By myself? That sounds thrilling.”
Carla raised an eyebrow. “Why not? You’re an independent woman. You can do whatever you want.”
Hannah shrugged. “I don’t know. It just feels weird.”
“Then take that so-called chef of yours with you. Shelby, isn’t it?” There was something in Carla’s tone that immediately put Hannah on edge.
“Shelby’s not a so-called anything. She has skills.”
“Oh, I have no doubt.” The insinuation was unmistakable.
Hannah bristled. “Cooking skills. You know, the reason I hired her.”
“She’s a pretty young woman who up until a few weeks ago slung hash at a truck stop,” Carla retorted. “You can’t fool me about why you really hired her.”
Hannah narrowed her eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Carla set her jaw. “Don’t play dumb. It’s obvious you’re into her. And I’m not saying that’s necessarily a bad thing, but you need to be smart about it. Keep it on the down-low while you’re on the road, and remember that a tour can be a hotbed of gossip.”
Hannah’s cheeks grew hot. “I have no intention of starting a romantic relationship with Shelby. Mixing business with pleasure is the fastest way I can think of to ruin a tour. We’re just friendly in a boss and employee way.”
“Keep telling yourself that if it helps you sleep at night,” Carla said, shaking her head. “But mark my words, Hannah. Pushing yourself without learning to recharge is an even faster way to burn out. Now, go home. Take your friend to dinner, or go alone. Whatever floats your boat. You need a break. And so do I.”
“She has a kid, you know.” Hannah wasn’t going to let Carla brush her off so easily. “So I couldn’t take her to dinner even if I wanted to.”
Carla fired off a message on her phone. “Now you have the number of a sitter—” 
“Shelby’s not going to want to leave Liam with some stranger.” 
“It’s my granddaughter, Charity.” Carla explained. “She’s got American Red Cross certification and has babysat for every big name in Nashville. Be prepared; she charges forty an hour.” 
“Your granddaughter, who charges forty bucks an hour, is named Charity?” Hannah stifled a laugh. “Now there’s some irony.”
Carla shot a look at Hannah that was filled with annoyance. “I don’t see what’s so amusing about that. Now, go home, and take a break. You’re not doing anyone any good if you’re burnt out.”
Hannah nodded, knowing Carla was right. Hannah picked up her bag and made her way out of the arena. As she walked toward her car, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread at the thought of spending the weekend alone. She knew she needed to relax, but that wasn’t her specialty. The only time she’d felt at home in her own skin lately had been when she’d gone swimming with Liam the other day. How crazy was that? Being around a kid was about the last thing that should’ve put her at ease.
Hannah slid into the driver’s seat of her car, letting out a deep sigh. Maybe the whole Liam thing made sense after all. She had been so consumed with work lately, first the album and now the tour, that she had forgotten what it was like to just be herself. That was something that never happened to a kid. Whether he was pretending to be a race car driver or a shark, Liam was always one hundred percent himself. An adorable goofball. Did he teach lessons on how to achieve that?
That was what Hannah needed. It was time to rediscover who she was outside of the music industry. She had two whole days ahead of her with nothing else to do. It wouldn’t take longer than that to tap into her goofiness to blow off steam, right?
Hannah circled back to what Carla had said about Shelby. Hannah couldn’t deny that there was something about the young chef that had caught her attention. She had been drawn to Shelby’s energy and passion for cooking. It was refreshing to be around someone who wasn’t part of the Nashville music scene. That didn’t mean anything was going to happen between them.
“Two women can just be friends for fuck’s sake,” Hannah muttered.
Shelby was new to Nashville and didn’t know a soul except for her. It would be the friendly thing to do to show the woman around the city. As a friend. Wait. How many times had she used the word friend in the past thirty seconds? Probably too many for credibility.
“Still, it’s true,” Hannah declared, making eye contact with herself in the rearview mirror.
She remembered how mesmerized she’d been when she was brand-spanking new to Nashville. It would be a shame for Shelby to miss out on that experience.
As Hannah went to start the car, her phone beeped. She glanced down at the notification and saw a message from Shelby. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she read the message. It was Shelby being her usual thoughtful self, asking if Hannah was okay and if she had any special requests for dinner. 
Hannah quickly typed out a reply. “I’m fine. Heading home. Carla ordered me to take the weekend off.”
Shelby’s response was immediate. “Good for you! You deserve it.”
“Instead of cooking, I was thinking of dinner out. Wanna come?” Hannah’s heart skipped a beat as she sent the text. Did that sound too much like a date? It really did. She quickly added, “To keep me in line and make sure I don’t order too much junk.”
Yeah, that totally made her sound like a normal functioning adult. Well done.
“That sounds great,” Shelby typed back. “What about Liam, though?” 
“I know a sitter,” Hannah replied, but she suspected this would be a deal breaker.
“Okay,” Shelby answered, much to Hannah’s surprise.
“Yeah? How does 7 pm work for you?”
“Perfect.”
Holy shit. She was about to take Shelby out for a night on the town.
As friends, of course.
    
“ARE you sure Liam will be okay?” Shelby tailed Hannah inside the restaurant. 
“Apparently, Charity is the best babysitter in town.” Hannah nodded hello to one of the bartenders. “She’s Carla’s granddaughter, but I definitely didn’t take her word for it. I called around, and she got glowing reviews.”
Hannah still wasn’t sure the girl was worth forty an hour, but she’d have paid twice that much to see Shelby wearing that dress. It was a simple black number that hugged her curves in all the right places. Hannah had to remind herself to focus on the conversation and not on the way Shelby’s hair fell over her shoulders or the way her eyes sparkled in the light. 
“I’m still not sure what I’m going to do about Liam for the hours I’m working when we’re on the road,” Shelby said, a hint of worry in her tone.
“I thought Brooke was finding you someone.” Hannah felt a twinge of guilt that she hadn’t personally followed up on this before. They were a week away from departure, and Shelby had to be beyond concerned with such a major decision still hanging over her head. “Do you want me to start calling around?”
“Brooke gave me a list of potential nannies that specialize in this type of situation, and I’m sure they’re qualified, but Liam’s so young. I’ll get it sorted out, though. I’m just being silly. You don’t have to burden yourself with it.”
Hannah stopped at an empty table, pulling a chair out for Shelby to sit before taking the seat across from her. “It’s not a burden. This is a huge change that you’re undertaking for my benefit. The least I can do is make sure you have all the support you need.”
“I really appreciate that,” Shelby said, offering Hannah a smile from across the table. “I’m positive something will work out.”
“Ms. Taylor. What a pleasure.” A female server placed menus on the table. “Can I start you two off with a drink?” 
Hannah leaned over the table. “Do you trust me?” 
“Considering I just left my kid with a sitter you hired, I’d say yes.” 
Hannah sat back with a triumphant smile and turned to the server. “Tell Luke to make two cocktails to knock our socks off.” 
“You got it!” The woman left. 
“Maybe you should have asked me if I trusted Luke,” Shelby said with a laugh. 
“It’s not enough that I do?” Hannah splayed her fingers over her heart. 
“How long have you known this Luke character?” Shelby crossed her arms, drawing Hannah’s attention to the slight swell of Shelby’s chest. Hannah swallowed, suddenly feeling a little warm under the collar.
“The moment I arrived in Nashville, I came here first. This place has seen some of the greatest musical talent in history. Everyone who is anyone in the music business has graced that stage.” Hannah extended her finger in the direction of the musicians setting up for the first set of the night. “Now, this part of the story might make you trust me less, but you might trust Luke more. Believe it or not, I wasn’t exactly of legal age when I waltzed up to the bar that night and ordered a beer.” 
“How old were you?” 
“Seventeen-ish.” 
“Ish?”
“My birthday was later that year.”
“Most people would call that sixteen,” Shelby pointed out. “And you were right. I’m trusting you a little less right now.” 
“For what it’s worth, Luke didn’t either. He didn’t bother asking for my ID because he knew it was fake. Instead, he served me a bottle of root beer. When I protested, he said I had two choices: drink and keep my mouth shut or answer questions from the police.” 
Shelby leaned forward. “What’d you do?” 
“Let’s just say it was the best root beer of my life.” Hannah grinned. 
“You were only sixteen when you came here?” 
“I left home as soon as I could.” Not wanting to elaborate, Hannah swept the menu off the table, opened it, and gave the contents close scrutiny. “Alright, so I know I have a costume fitting on Monday, but…” 
“But?” Shelby arched one eyebrow. 
“The alligator bites here are to die for.” 
“Alligator?” Shelby’s face scrunched in a way that suggested she would rather eat anything else. “Is that code for something?” 
“Yes. Alligator. As in the reptile.” 
The color drained from Shelby. 
“I wish you could see your face right now.” Hannah chuckled to herself. 
“Are you yanking my leg? I know you said you’d eat anything fried, but… alligator?” 
“They’re my fave, and considering you’re a chef, I can’t see how you can say no to this new experience.” 
“Seriously. Peer pressure?” Shelby crossed her arms. “That’s your angle?” 
“I don’t have an angle. I’m simply trying to share with you my favorite things.” It took a second for Hannah’s brain to process the words, but when she had, she realized how they might be construed and rushed to add, “Because you’ll be preparing all of my meals.” 
“Pretty sure I won’t be making fried alligator chunks.” 
Hannah shrugged. “You don’t know until you try them.” 
“Oh, I think I know,” Shelby said under her breath, her expression dark.
“Here are your root beers.” The server placed the drinks on the table. “Anything else?” 
“Can we start with the alligator bites?” Hannah flashed Shelby a shit-eating grin. 
“Sure thing.” Not noticing the daggers shooting from Shelby’s eyes, the server wheeled about to inform the kitchen. 
Before Shelby had a chance to voice her distaste for Hannah’s choice, a man stopped short on his way past their table. “Hannah Taylor? No way!” 
“Gary!” Hannah jumped to her feet, throwing her arms around the man’s beefy neck. “It’s good to see you, man.” 
“Are you performing tonight?” 
“Nah. I’m off the clock for the weekend.” 
“Since when?” He looked her up and down with sharp scrutiny. “Doesn’t look like you have a broken arm. Come on. Sing a song with me.” 
“I can’t—” 
Misreading the reason behind Hannah’s refusal, Gary spoke directly to Shelby. “I can’t have her here and not sing. It’d be like having Elvis in the building and not having him perform. A sin against music. I promise to have your date back to you before you even miss her.”
“Oh, uh...” Shelby’s eyes were much wider now than when she’d learned she was going to have to eat alligator. “I’m not her date. I’m her cook.” 
“Your what?” Gary shot Hannah an incredulous look.
“My personal chef,” Hannah explained, wishing she could disappear. “You know. She makes meals for me.” 
“Oooh… look at you, Ms. Fancy Pants.” He wiggled his fingers mockingly before slapping Hannah’s back. “I don’t care how many people you have working for you. You’re never too big to get up on stage here and sing for your supper. You’re getting up on stage with me, and you’re going to sing.” He took a menacing step forward, but his grin blunted the threat. “You feel me?” 
“I feel you, man.” Hannah mouthed, “Sorry,” to Shelby before heading to the stage. 
On the way there, Gary leaned in close, “How do I get me such a fine-looking chef to eat?” 
“Watch it,” Hannah warned. “It’s not like that. It’s a strictly professional relationship.” 
“Keep telling yourself that because I see that twinkle in your eyes. Your mouth can lie, but your eyes can’t. They never could.”
Hannah shook her head, but someone handed over a guitar.
“Folks. We got a treat for you tonight. Not only am I here”—Gary fluttered his lashes—“but, my good buddy Hannah Taylor is in the house, and she begged to sing a song with me.”
“Is that right?” Hannah spoke into the mic. “That’s not how I remember it.”
The audience laughed, along with offering a smattering of applause. “Come on, louder,” Gary urged them. “We might have to talk her into it.”
Hannah strummed her guitar. “Are you going to stop jawing so we can sing?” 
“A couple of hit songs—and okay, a few gold records and a Grammy nomination for new artist of the year—and you think you can speak to your ol’ Uncle Gary like that. Let’s go.” Gary played the opening cords of “Always on my Mind.” 
Hannah sang the first line of the song made famous by Elvis, all the while wanting to strangle Gary, who thankfully was no blood relation whatsoever. Inconveniently, Hannah wasn’t able to take her eyes off of Shelby for the entire song.
That didn’t mean anything, though.
Hannah had learned that trick years ago. Make eye contact with someone in the audience, and sing the song to them. A foolproof cure for stage fright. 
That was all she was doing and nothing more. Even if she hadn’t had stage fright in years.





CHAPTER TWELVE
   
“H i, Val!” Shelby held the phone close to her ear as she stirred extra cream and sugar into her coffee. She and Hannah hadn’t gotten home from dinner until after midnight, and Shelby had serious doubts that she was built for such late nights anymore. How she was going to survive twelve weeks on the road was a mystery. “It’s so good to hear your voice.” 
“Is everything okay?” Like a psychic, Val zeroed in on some hidden quality in Shelby’s tone that revealed her innermost thoughts. It was a talent the older woman had, able to sense fluctuations in emotions with the accuracy of a bomb-sniffing dog.
“I’m fine, mostly.” Except for a slight hangover and the fact she could still hear ringing in her ears from the restaurant’s overzealous sound system. How did she feel this old at twenty-five? Being a mom sure changed a person.
“You and Hannah finally hooking up?” Val chuckled on the other end of the line.
Shelby felt her face flush. “It’s not like that. We’re friends.” 
“Uh-huh, sure you are.” Val’s tone was teasing. “So what’s that mostly supposed to mean?”
“Nothing. I had a late night out with Hannah. That’s all.” The statement skirted the truth, and even so, as soon as Shelby said it, she knew she would regret it. 
“Hold the phone!” Val exclaimed without a trace of irony. “After denying you were more than friends, you’re telling me you had a date with your fancy country singer boss lady?” 
“Does a woman who orders alligator bites as an appetizer really count as fancy?” Shelby laughed, her mind whirring as she tried to figure out what last night had been about.
Was it simply dinner with a friend? The look in Hannah’s eyes as she sang made Shelby wonder. There’d been a roomful of people, but as soon as Hannah’s eyes had locked on Shelby’s, they’d all melted away. Or at least it had seemed that way. Probably not to Hannah, though. The woman sang for a living. For her, it was probably just a job.
“Alligator?” Fortunately for Shelby, Val was more fixated on the unusual menu item. “I’d say that’s pretty exotic, so yes. I think it’s fancy.” 
“Trust me when I say the place wasn’t fancy. More like tacky but in a charming kinda way. Hannah did say it was her favorite spot.”
“She hired you to cook but took you out to dinner at her favorite restaurant instead? Oh, honey,” Val said in a voice laced with amusement. “I think you might be a little more than friends whether you want to acknowledge it or not.” 
Shelby let out a puff of air but couldn’t quite push down the fluttering feeling in her chest. “Stop it, Val. You know I don’t have time for romance right now.”
“Uh-huh, and that’s why you’re heading out on a twelve-week tour with a gorgeous musician whom you may or may not have feelings for,” Val said, her tone sly. “In a tiny little bus.”
Shelby sighed. “Don’t remind me. I’ve got less than a week left to find a nanny for Liam. It’s turning out to be a nightmare.” 
“I thought Hannah’s assistant knew some sort of agency that specializes in that kind of thing.” 
“She does. But the nanny we had lined up had to cancel, and now the next best choice can only join the tour halfway through. I wasn’t too worried, but the more I read up on all the duties I need to perform as a personal chef, the less I think I can handle it all round the clock, and Liam, too.”
“You could always send him to me.”
“No way could I be without him for that long.” Shelby felt a lump form in her throat at the thought of being away from Liam for weeks. “He’s growing up too fast as it is.”
Val’s voice softened. “I understand, hun. It must be tough trying to juggle everything.”
“It is. And Liam’s so excited about sleeping on a bus. Meanwhile, I’m trying not to dread the whole experience.”
“That service you contacted doesn’t have anyone else for the entire tour?” 
“They’ve sent a few to interview, but I’ll admit I’m picky. For the first five minutes with the last candidate, I couldn’t stop counting all the earrings in her left year.” 
“Hey now. Don’t be hasty. Cricket has too many holes in her ears, too, but she still has a heart of gold.” Val chuckled over her joke. 
“How is she doing?” 
“Between you and me, she’s broken so many dishes since you left I’m considering switching to paper plates. I can’t afford to keep the real stuff in stock.”
“She still hasn’t improved?” Shelby sighed as she recalled the many challenging weeks she’d spent trying to train her former coworker. It had quickly become apparent that Cricket’s lack of coordination was going to be a problem, but Shelby had really hoped she would prove them all wrong. “I’m sorry, Val. I should have been better about training her.”
“It’s not your fault. She’s just not cut out for this kind of work. Good Lord, I love the kid, but I’ve never known a worse server in all my years.” Again, Val laughed. “Luckily she’s so sweet the customers don’t mind her mistakes.”
“She’s better with people; that’s for sure. Liam misses her so much. She was so great at keeping him entertained at the diner when I was busy cooking.” 
“That’s the answer!” Val had never sounded so sure of herself, but Shelby had no idea what she was talking about.
“What’s the answer?”
“Take Cricket with you on the tour, of course.”
Take Cricket with Shelby? The idea had never crossed her mind. But as she thought about it more, it started to make sense, and Shelby’s mind spun with the possibilities. Cricket was great with Liam, and he adored her. But would it work?
“I don’t know, Val. It’s a big commitment, and I don’t want to put you in a bad position. I can’t steal your employee!” 
“Oh, honey. Please do. Take her off my hands. She’s trying so hard. I know she is. And I know she doesn’t have anywhere else to go. But she’s going to be the death of me. I can’t fire her, but I can’t afford to replace any more dishes, and what happens if she pisses off the wrong customer?” 
“You really wouldn’t mind if Cricket came with Liam and me?” Shelby didn’t want to let relief wash over her until it was settled.
“I’ll help pack her bags and drive her up there if I have to.” 
“Has she really been that bad?” Shelby had to smile because Val wasn’t the type to pick on anyone.
“Don’t let her anywhere near your kitchen. That’s all I’ll say on the matter.” 
Shelby laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind. But seriously, would she want to go?” 
“You’re asking me if a girl in her early twenties wants to give up waitressing at a truck stop to travel the world?” 
“It’s not the world. Only the United States.” But thinking about it, Shelby could see Val’s point. Who wouldn’t want to travel and explore new places while getting paid to do it? “I’ll talk to her and see if she’s interested. I’m sure Liam would love to have her as his nanny.”
“Great! All of you will have a blast, and maybe she’ll come back with a better idea of what she wants outta her future. Speaking of the future, did you receive the culinary school packet I requested for you?” 
“I sure did.” Shelby held back a snicker as she remembered the giant envelope arriving in the mail. “You know, I can get all that information online and even apply that way, right?” 
“I don’t trust it, but what do you think?” 
“It looks impressive. Pricey, though.” Eye-poppingly so. Shelby had nearly fainted when she saw the tuition and fees all summed up.
“But it could give you the future you’ve always wanted. Your own place, maybe your own business. Stability for Liam.” Val paused. “Unless you plan to give up on that idea and be a full-time chef for the stars?”
This suggestion was not followed by laughter, meaning Val wasn’t teasing. This was a serious question that deserved a response, but Shelby wasn’t sure what the answer was. 
“If you suggested a month ago that I might become a full-time personal chef for a celebrity, I would have said you were crazy.” 
“And now?”
An image flashed in Shelby’s head of Hannah seated at the table, marveling at some new dish Shelby was serving. She had that look in her eyes, the same one as when she’d been singing the night before. That look that felt like it was for Shelby and Shelby alone. Even if it probably wasn’t.
Unless maybe it was…
“A lot of things seem more possible than they did before,” Shelby admitted, and she wasn’t only thinking of her career options.
“I like the word possible. Keep an open mind about the school,” Val urged. “Make an informed decision. You know what they say. When one door closes, another opens. Be brave, Shelby. Go through as many open doors as you can. Live life to the fullest. You owe it to yourself and Liam.” 
Val was right, of course. She usually was.
    
“MY BED IS MOVING.” Liam giggled as he kicked his little legs over the side of his bunk bed on the tour bus.
“It is,” Shelby said, fidgeting with the special screen attachment that would prevent the little boy from falling out in the middle of the night. It was the lowest of three bunks and not very far off the ground, but even so, Shelby appreciated the caution Hannah had shown in making this special request. “We’re all moving. Do you know why?” 
“We’re on a bus!” he exclaimed with excitement, his chubby cheeks turning rosy in the dim light of the bunk bed. 
“That’s right, buddy. We’re on a tour bus. We’re traveling to a new city.” Shelby watched as Liam’s face lit up with curiosity and awe. She knew she had to keep him entertained for a while to let him tire out before he drifted to sleep. “When you wake up tomorrow, we’ll be in Pennsylvania.” 
“Have I been there before?” Liam yawned. 
“No, and neither have I.” Shelby’s heart clenched. She had always wanted to explore the world beyond her little hometown, but having her son so young, things had never panned out for her like that. Now it seemed like everything was happening at once, but was she ready for so much change?
“Do you want to hear a story?” Cricket asked as she stowed her suitcase in the very top bunk.
Unlike the other buses on the tour where twelve musicians or crew members would be sandwiched in stacks three-high for sleeping, Liam, Shelby, Brooke, and Cricket had six bunks between them. Hannah, of course, had the private bedroom at the back of the bus, though it was hardly larger than the bed it contained. Shelby was learning quickly that nothing about life on a tour bus was as glamorous as the movies wanted you to think.
“Yeah! A story!” Liam clapped his hands in excitement. “Is it okay if Cricket tells me a story?”
“Fine by me.” Shelby gave Cricket a grateful look, exhausted from the past forty-eight hours of preparation and packing. As much as she loved telling Liam bedtime stories, she was more than happy to let someone else do it tonight.
“You’re the best, Mommy!” Liam squealed, bringing a tear to Shelby’s eye. 
“Let’s see what you say when you’re a teenager, but now, it’s time to close your eyes and try to sleep so you can wake up in a new place. Okay, buddy?” 
He nodded, yawning again. 
Shelby kissed his forehead, pulling the blanket up to his chin. “Sweet dreams, my darling boy. I love you.” 
“Much love,” he gave his usual reply that made her heart swell. 
“Once upon a time in the land of robots and unicorns…” Cricket began, her voice low and soothing, setting the stage for a story that Shelby could already tell was going to be captivating. 
Thank god for Val’s suggestion that she hire the young server for the tour. Not only was it sparing Val from the heartache of replacing all of the diner’s dishes again, but now Shelby had the peace of mind that Liam was in the care of someone she knew she could trust.
Shelby tiptoed to the main sitting area of the bus, where Brooke sat with a laptop on her legs. 
“Just the person I’m looking for,” Brooke said in greeting, offering her no-nonsense smile that meant it was time to discuss business. “Do you have the menus prepped for this week to run by Hannah?” 
“I was about to do that.” Shelby tapped her shoulder bag as she took a seat opposite Brooke at the small table in what passed as both the dining and lounge area of the bus. Pulling out some papers, she said, “Here are the menus and shopping lists for the next three weeks. I was planning to review them with Hannah tonight to find out if there are any last-minute changes.”
Brooke took the pages from Shelby, flipping through them. “These look amazing. You’ve even written down the addresses of stores where ingredients can be purchased?” 
“Yes, including some farmer’s markets if we happen to be in town when one is going on.” Shelby leaned forward. “Items I’m hoping we can buy from local businesses have an asterisk next to them so we don’t accidentally buy them twice.” 
“Don’t show the boss lady these sheets,” Brooke joked. “She might fire me and put you in charge of everything.” 
“Hannah would be lost without you.” 
“I’m not so sure about that. Are your ears burning over there?” Brooke looked over to where Hannah sat on the sofa, wearing an oversize set of noise canceling earphones. Her eyes were closed, but when Brooke addressed her, one eye popped open.
“Depends. Are you two talking smack?” Hannah placed her hands on the headphones, removing them from her ears and letting them rest around her neck. “We’re only an hour into the tour. It’s way too early for smack talk.” 
“We’d never do that.” Brooke winked, snapping her laptop shut. “Bedtime.” 
Shelby casually checked her watch to see it was only five minutes after eight at night. 
“Good night, Boss.” Brooke scooted past Hannah, heading for the bunk beds. 
“Was it something I said?” Shelby asked once Hannah took Brooke’s seat at the table. 
“No. She struggles with motion sickness, and it takes her a few days to adjust. She probably took a Dramamine that’s kicking in.” Hannah peered out the window. “There’s something special about the first night on the road.” 
There was a turn in the road, allowing Shelby to see the train of trucks and buses that made up their convoy. “So many trucks.” 
Hannah nodded. “Gone are the days when it was just me and my guitar.” 
“Do you miss it?” 
“I don’t miss the wondering if I’d get paid.” Hannah threaded her hands behind her head. “I don’t know yet if I’ll like being the headliner, though. That part is all new for me.” 
“I can’t believe we’re going to forty-nine cities. Liam asked me if he’d ever been to Pennsylvania. He hasn’t. Neither have I. This is going to be amazing but so strange.” 
“First time for you both? We should do something in Reading tomorrow when we arrive, the three of us.” Hannah seemed to catch herself and hastily added, “Or, you know, if anyone else wants to join. That is… if you’d like to.”
“Can you spare the time?” Shelby knew Hannah’s schedule was packed every day, enough that she would often require a fourth meal late in the evening to keep her going.
“We’re arriving a day ahead of the concert to make sure the first load-in goes to plan, but honestly, it’s a bunch of tech stuff that has nothing to do with me. It’s the one day of the tour I’m likely to be bored to tears without a distraction.” 
A wave of excitement ran through Shelby as she thought about spending some downtime with Hannah, away from the chaos of the tour. “That sounds great. What do you recommend?” 
Hannah’s eyes softened as she looked over at Shelby. “It’s a surprise. You’ll see.” 
Shelby felt a flutter in her chest at the look Hannah was giving her. They had only known each other for a short time, yet it felt like they had been lifelong friends.  
“I’m sure Liam will be thrilled. He likes anything new. He’s a little sponge when it comes to learning things. I wasn’t like that when I was a kid.” 
“I don’t know about that,” Hannah argued. “You taught yourself cooking, didn’t you?” 
Shelby felt a blush rise in her cheeks at Hannah’s words. “With help from my grandmother and a lot of YouTube. I know just enough to be dangerous.” 
“I like the sound of that.” Hannah smirked.
The intensity of Hannah’s gaze made Shelby’s heart race. She couldn’t help but wonder if there was something more there, like Val kept insisting. Was Hannah flirting with her? Not like she did with everyone, but in a way that really meant something? The thought sent a jolt of excitement through her body. 
As if sensing Shelby’s thoughts, Hannah broke eye contact and stood up. “I should probably get some sleep. Big day tomorrow.” 
“Right. Me too.”
Neither of them moved.
Shelby tried to shake off the tension that had built up between them. She knew she was reading too much into it. Hannah was always friendly and supportive, and it was probably her natural charisma that made Shelby feel like there was more to it.
“Can you tell me why the shower is filled with boxes?” Shelby needed to change the conversation, afraid she’d overplay her hand. Even if the flirtatiousness was genuine, Hannah was her boss. Shelby needed to keep that in mind above all else. 
“They make great storage. No one ever showers on a tour bus,” Hannah explained. “The water pressure sucks, and sometimes the stored water smells bad. Each of the venues will have showers. You’re going to get the full tour experience.” 
“Did you imagine you’d make it this far? When you were a little kid?” 
“All I wanted as a kid was to get away from my mom. Music was my escape. I never really imagined anything beyond that. It’s kind of surreal to be where I am now.” 
Shelby nodded, feeling a pang of sympathy for Hannah. She had never talked much about her past, but the few snippets she had shared made it clear that it had not been an easy childhood. “Was she that bad?” 
“Let’s say her vision of my life and what I actually wanted were on two different planes.” Hannah held each hand in the air, one significantly higher than the other. “I knew if I wanted a shot at happiness, I had to leave.” 
“Do you have any siblings?” 
“Two older brothers and a baby sister,” Hannah answered. “My brothers are both lawyers at my father’s firm.”
“And your sister?” 
“She’s in high school.” Hannah paused, almost seeming shaken by this thought.
“High school. Not college. How old is she?”
“Sixteen.” 
“Wait.” Shelby jerked her head back. “How old are you?” 
“I’m thirty-two.” Hannah watched Shelby with an odd expression, as if trying to read something on her face. 
Shelby tried to mask her surprise. In her head, Hannah was fixed in time, still in her late-twenties as she had been when Shelby had started listening to her music. It was silly, of course, and she didn’t want to make things awkward. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.” 
“It’s okay. Sometimes I forget how old I am. Being on tour makes it feel like time isn’t really moving forward.” 
“I can imagine.” Shelby pondered the information she’d gained about Hannah’s family. “A sixteen-year gap between kids. That must have been a shock for your parents.” 
“You have no idea.” 
“Do you see them much? I know you’re not so keen on your parents, but I wasn’t sure about your siblings.” 
“Not as much as I should.” Hannah dropped her chin on her chest. “It’s complicated. My mom still hasn’t gotten over the fact that I’m a lesbian. I think a small part of her is hoping it’s a phase, and I’ll wake up someday and be straight.”
“Not like it works that way,” Shelby said with a slight roll of her eyes, feeling a sense of kinship with Hannah. If she had a dollar for every time her parents had made similar suggestions, she’d have no trouble paying for culinary school in the fall.
“It does in her world. I’m sure the way she sees it, I’ll come crawling back home, realizing she was right and confess to her how I’ve messed up my life and I need her to save me. And then she can host a big Savannah wedding when I marry whatever southern gentleman she’s handpicked for me while I was away.” Hannah let out a pained sigh.
“The rest of your family feels that way, too?”
“My dad is a bit more accepting, but he never really stood up for me either. And my brothers... they depend on the family law firm.” 
“That’s tough.” Shelby tried to imagine how difficult it must have been for Hannah to navigate all of that while also pursuing her music career at such a young age. 
Hannah shrugged. “It is what it is. I don’t have many regrets about who I am or the decisions I’ve made. I just wish my family could accept me for who I am, but I mostly keep my mouth shut when it comes to them.” 
Shelby felt a pang of empathy for Hannah. Wasn’t that what they all wanted?
“I can’t picture you being quiet.” 
“What does that mean?” Hannah leveled her eyes on Shelby, sending a shock through her system, a delightful pulse that filled the space between them. 
“You were made for the stage.” Shelby shifted slightly on the couch, trying to hide the effect of Hannah’s gaze on her. “You have this powerful voice that demands to be heard. Wherever you are, you command the attention of everyone in the room. You’re not someone who can be easily ignored.” Shelby felt herself rambling, trying to distract from the sudden electricity surrounding them. “You’re a force to be reckoned with.” 
“You haven’t even seen me perform yet.” 
“I did last week when we went to dinner and your friend Gary dragged you on stage.” 
“What? Oh, that.” Hannah gave a dismissive shrug. “That was nothing.” 
“You sang three songs, and I could tell you and the audience didn’t want it to stop.” 
“Did you want it to stop?” It was spoken barely above a whisper. 
“Absolutely not.” Shelby swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. “If you came back to the table, you’d make me share those alligator bites.” 
“I knew you’d like those.” Hannah waggled a finger at Shelby. 
The bus lurched, Hannah’s finger almost brushing Shelby’s chest. 
Hannah pulled her hand back, sitting on it like a chastised child. “We should follow Brooke’s lead. Get some rest.”
“Right. Rest. Good idea.” Shelby forced herself to stand up, but her legs felt like Jell-O, and she almost stumbled. 
Hannah stood as well, steadying Shelby with a hand on her arm. “You okay?” 
“Yeah, need to get my sea legs, I guess. Or is it bus legs?” Shelby tried to steady her breathing and focus on anything other than the heat emanating from Hannah’s touch.
“Maybe I should sling you over my shoulder and carry you to your bunk.” The way she said it, it was definitely a joke, but even so, Shelby couldn’t help but imagine the scenario. 
“Maybe you should.” Shelby teased, her eyes glinting with mischief. 
Hannah chuckled, shaking her head. “You’re trouble, Shelby.” 
“And you love it.” 
Hannah smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Maybe I do.” 
The moment stretched between them, the air heavy with anticipation. Shelby felt like she was standing on the edge of a cliff, ready to fall into the unknown. 
“Hey, you two should probably get some sleep,” Brooke called drowsily from the back of the bus, shattering the mood.
“She’s right.” Hannah’s voice was soft as she turned and walked down the aisle of the bus toward her bedroom. “Good night, Shelby.” 
“Goodnight, Hannah. Sweet dreams.” 
As Shelby retreated to her own bunk, she let out a sigh. Her mind was racing with the sudden surge of attraction she felt for Hannah. She had never felt this way before. She tried to shake it off, telling herself it was a harmless crush. 
But deep down, she knew it was more than that. And this was their first night on the road. How was she going to make it through twelve more weeks without throwing herself at Hannah and wrecking everything?





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
   
“W hat’s that?” Liam pointed to the red-roofed building.
“It’s where we’re going.” Hannah held one of Liam’s hands while Shelby held the other. It was so small, dwarfed by her own calloused one, that she could barely believe it was real. Were all kids this tiny? “It’s a pagoda. It was built to be a hotel, but that project fell through. Eventually, it was donated to the city.”
Liam scrunched his face.
“It was a gift,” Shelby explained with a patience Hannah couldn’t help but admire. “That’s what donated means.”
“Swing!” Liam clasped Hannah’s hand tightly, doing the same with Shelby. “Swing.”
“Where?” Hannah looked all around but couldn’t find what the boy was talking about.
“He wants us to hold his hands and lift him up so he can swing.” Shelby laughed as she looked over at Hannah, who knew her face must betray her utter confusion. “On three. One, two, three.”
Liam giggled and squirmed as Shelby and Hannah swung him back and forth. “Again!”
“I won’t need to work out if we keep doing this,” Hannah joked as they propelled Liam through the arch that led to the pagoda’s grounds. As soon as they let go of his hands, he found a leaf on the ground that seemed to fascinate him a hundred times more than a novelty building. She made a mental note to see if there were any botanical gardens on their route.
“Look at that view.” Wandering to one of the overlooks, Hannah rested her elbows on the stone wall and peered down at the city of Reading below them.
“Can’t see.” Liam hopped up. Shelby went to pick him up, but Hannah stopped her, seeing the exhaustion in her eyes.
“Let me help.” Hannah lifted Liam to her hip. “See the city down there?”
“That’s a lot of buildings.” Liam’s eyes tripled. “Is this the biggest city ever?”
“Not quite.” Hannah turned to look at Shelby, who was trying not to laugh. “But it’s still pretty big.”
Liam nodded, his eyes now resting on the pagoda. “Can we have a ba-moda?”
“You mean a pagoda?” Shelby guessed, much more fluent in four-year-old than Hannah could ever hope to be.
“Not sure we can fit it on the bus. But I happen to know there’s a gift shop so…” Hannah let her voice trail off, already imagining the trinkets and souvenirs they might find inside.
“Gift shop!” Liam ran off in the direction of the building.
“He doesn’t need a souvenir,” Shelby protested.
“Here’s something you should know about me. I haven’t been able to pass up a gift shop once in my life, I don’t plan on starting now.”
“The bus is already packed.” Shelby’s voice bordered on scolding. Which was fair. Hannah’s instruments and wardrobe accounted for the lion’s share of the stuff. “We’ll be in forty-nine cities before this tour is through. We can’t buy a gift in every town.”
“And another twenty-five if the second leg in the fall gets a green light,” Hannah pointed out. “But who says we can’t?”
“Even the shower is already full of boxes.”
“Ever heard of the US postal service? It’s not often I get to be part of a once-in-a--lifetime experience for a little kid. I want to do it right, with souvenirs and cotton candy and staying up late. All that stuff he’ll remember forever.” There was no mistaking the wistfulness in Hannah’s tone, though she’d fought to hide it.
“Okay,” Shelby relented. “But I’ll pay for Liam’s gift.”
“Nope. I can’t let you do that. I promised the boy.”
“No, you didn’t,” Shelby pointed out with her usual sense of practicality. “Though I believe he thinks you promised him a pagoda.”
“In that case, I’m already set up to fail,” Hannah said with a laugh.
“Yeah, welcome to parenthood.”
Hannah knew Shelby meant it as a joke, but it still stung a bit. Hannah knew in her core, she wasn’t cut out for motherhood. Although, here she was, in the middle of a cross-country tour with a four-year-old in tow, and it was surprisingly… fun? Hannah would never have seen that coming.
But Liam had a way of bringing out the playful side of everyone, especially Hannah. It was a shock, considering how she’d always seen herself as someone who was rotten when it came to kids. She wondered if it was because he reminded her of herself at that age—curious, wide-eyed, and eager to explore everything the world had to offer.
Or perhaps she’d been wrong about herself and her lack of mothering instincts all along? Had it been there all along, or was it something that came with age?
She pushed the thought aside and focused on the present moment. “Look, I know you’re not thrilled with me paying, but I need something from you. Buying some little trinket for Liam will be my way of paying you for it.”
“This I’ve got to hear.” Shelby’s expression was skeptical but intrigued.
“I know you’re here to cook, but I need your help tomorrow night for the show.”
“A special snack or something? I’ve been working on this high-energy paleo granola recipe you might like.”
“No. I—I’m…” Hannah swallowed, trying to compose her thoughts and get them to come out of her mouth in a way that made sense. “One of the tricks I’ve always used when I’m nervous to perform is I find someone in the crowd—someone I trust—to sing to.”
This was true, but it wasn’t exactly honest. At an earlier point in her career, Hannah had used that trick all the time. But she hadn’t suffered from stage fright in years. Besides, considering Sam had been the one she used to focus on, the whole thing had been best forgotten after they broke up. Doubly so after Sam used a secret to blackmail Hannah.
Only, when she’d been on that stage with Gary and looked out at Shelby, she’d felt something different. Not fear, but something that made her heart race in a way she hadn’t felt in a long time. She wanted desperately to experience it again.
“I need you to be that person for me tomorrow night for one song. I haven’t sung it live yet,” Hannah finally admitted.
Shelby’s eyes widened in surprise, but she didn’t hesitate. “Of course, if you need me to. I’ll be sitting front and center, singing along with every word.”
Hannah felt a sense of relief wash over her. Having Shelby there to sing to would ground her in a way that nothing else could.
“Thank you,” she said, feeling both grateful and emotional at the same time.
“You’re welcome,” Shelby replied with a smile. “Now, let’s go catch up with Liam before he buys out the entire gift shop.”
Hannah laughed, feeling lighter than she had in a week, ever since they’d gone out to dinner. She’d suffered so many moments of confusion, uncertain what she was feeling. Spending time with Shelby was full of moments like that. One second, they could be bickering over something small like a souvenir, and the next they were sharing their deepest anxieties.
A warmth spread in Hannah’s chest as they hurried toward the gift shop. Perplexing as it was on an emotional level, she couldn’t believe how lucky she was to have Shelby on this tour with her. Not only was she an amazing cook, but she was also someone Hannah could rely on when she needed her the most. It seemed bizarre to think how short a time they’d known one another.
It was strange how being on tour made time feel both faster and slower all at once. One moment, they were climbing out of the bus at a new venue, and the next, she was backstage, adrenaline pumping through her veins as she prepared to perform. But then there were those rarest of moments, where she felt like she was living in a dream world, every mundane detail infused with the magic of newness and possibility.
Was that all a standard part of a musician’s experience on their first big tour? Or was this something else, something special and unique? Hannah wasn’t sure, and part of her was afraid to find out.
    
“IT’S amazing how heartache can wreck you but also set you free to choose a new path.” Hannah adjusted her guitar strap, her eyes scanning the crowd. It was the first concert of the tour, and the arena was packed. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, her fingers instinctively moving to the strings.
Hannah scanned the first few rows, to the spot she’d reserved for Shelby, but it was empty. Hannah stalled for a moment, stopping to adjust her strap again, her heart sinking. Where was the woman? She’d promised to be there.
“Sometimes, a new path can take you to places you only dreamed of.” As Hannah began to strum her guitar again, she felt a rush of emotions flood her body. Memories of Sam, the woman who had broken her heart so many years ago, flashed through her mind. She felt the familiar ache in her chest again. But this time, there was something new, cutting the pain.
Shelby.
Only Shelby wasn’t there.
The crowd cheered and stomped their feet as they recognized the hit song that had launched her career. 
“This next song is about breaking free.” 
There was another cheer. 
Hannah’s voice cracked on the first word. She couldn’t stall much longer. Had Shelby really blown off Hannah? Had their day together meant nothing? Or Shelby’s promise? 
If that was the case, it was better to learn on the kick off, not halfway through. 
Still, it cut Hannah to the bone. 
This is exactly why you swore off women. Remember? 
The roar from the crowd carried Hannah through the remainder of the song. The fans. They were what mattered, along with the music. Hannah could live a long life powered by that combination. 
After one final bow, Hannah strode off the stage, head held high. She’d be damned if she let a soul know being spurned by Shelby nearly wrecked this first big night. Luckily, when her voice had cracked, it was during the one song where it had enhanced the feeling of the lyrics instead of detracting. Hopefully no one had noticed. 
John, the production manager, motioned to Hannah the moment she was backstage. “Your voice cracked on that last song. Do I need to let Shelby know to make you some tea with honey?”
So, John had noticed, but picking up on things that needed tweaks was literally his job. No big deal.
Before Hannah could tell John not to bother, he was speaking into his headset. “Shelby will be ready for you.” He whipped around, yelling at someone across the way. 
The last person Hannah wanted to see was the woman who didn’t even bother showing up for one lousy song. Hannah understood Shelby had her own job to do, but one song—how hard was that? 
Fuming, Hannah followed John down a long corridor. She could feel her heart racing in her chest, the pain from earlier all but forgotten in her seething anger.
The closer Hannah got to the makeshift travel kitchen, the more the dread in her stomach churned, turning fetid. Much like the air that was suddenly filling her lungs with a thick, smoky quality that burned her chest and brought tears to her eyes. 
She waved a hand in front of her face to clear it. “What the hell happened back here?” 
There was a sniffle in response. 
“I’m sorry. I’ve made a huge mess of everything.” Shelby sat at one of the plastic catering tables, her right hand cradled against her chest. Her eyes were red and puffy, and tears streaked down her cheeks. 
Hannah’s anger fizzled out at the sight of Shelby, knowing her well enough to understand when she was truly upset. “Are you okay? What’s going on?”
“I wanted to surprise you with a peach cobbler for your first night, but this stupid portable oven and I had a disagreement. I’m so sorry I missed the song. I wanted to be there, but no matter how much I tried to rush—” 
“You’re hurt.” Kneeling beside the table, Hannah gingerly took Shelby’s injured hand to see the damage. 
“It’s just a burn.” Shelby tried to pull away, but Hannah wouldn’t let that happen.
“An angry one by the looks of it.” 
“It’s more my pride that’s wounded. I’ve survived enough burns. It’s all part of the job.” 
Hannah continued to hold Shelby’s hand. “I don’t like the sound of that. You can’t injure yourself. Not on my watch, you got that? Does it hurt?” 
“A little.” 
Hannah raised Shelby’s hand, kissing each fingertip. 
Shelby stared deeply into Hannah’s eyes, the pain seemingly forgotten. “I missed the song.” 
“There will be plenty more chances.” 
“I feel awful.” 
“Don’t.” Hannah took a step closer. “It was only a song. Not worth burning yourself over.” She reached up to wipe away Shelby’s tears with a gentle thumb. Shelby leaned into the touch, closing her eyes. 
“I wanted things to be perfect for your first night.”
They gazed at each other. Shelby’s gaze flicked down to Hannah’s lips before returning to her eyes. Hannah swallowed. 
Shelby shifted in her chair. 
Hannah realized she still had Shelby’s hand. “You should have one of the medics look at that.” 
“It’s fine.” 
“I insist,” Hannah added, “Please.”
“Tomorrow night, I promise I’ll be in the audience for your song, and you’ll have a peach cobbler, too. One that’s not burned to a crisp.” 
“What if I prefer it that way?” Hannah surveyed the area, seeking out the ruined baked good, mostly to stop staring at Shelby like a creep. 
“No one wants peach charcoal. Tomorrow night—or when I stop fighting with the kitchen. I promise. And the song—” 
“The song doesn’t matter, truly. It was silly of me to ask. No, it was selfish.” Hannah’s chin sank toward her chest. “You have a job to do, and I interfered with that.”
“I can do both,” Shelby insisted.
“It isn’t fair of me to expect you to, so I want you to put it out of your mind. And if there’s one thing I know in life,” Hannah extended a finger in the air, “it’s that a good peach cobbler is worth however long it takes.”





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
   
“D elivery for Ms. Shelby.” The driver from one of the tour’s 18-wheelers hauled a stack of gray plastic bins over to her on a wide metal cart.
“Oh, thank goodness.” With a sigh of relief, Shelby recognized them as the remaining components of her kitchen gear, which she’d begun to fear had been left behind somewhere in Pennsylvania.
Shelby scurried over to retrieve her supplies. It was already after seven in the morning, and the sound of silverware scraping against plates in the distance told her the in-house catering company at today’s venue was already dishing up breakfast to the rest of the musicians and crew.
“Bucky!” Running over from where he’d been playing with his trucks in the corner, Liam raised his arms in the air. “Bucky the trucky.” 
“Bucky drives a truck, Liam. He’s not a trucky.” Shelby shook her head, trying not to laugh. 
“It’s alright,” the driver said, his cheeks growing ruddier than they already were. “My boy says the same.” 
“How old is he?” 
“Twenty.” 
“Good to know boys don’t change much.” Shelby laughed, patting the top of Liam’s head.
“What grade’s your little fella going into?”
“Kindergarten, but not until next fall.” Shelby was grateful she didn’t have to think about that for another year.
“Where do you want the last road case?” Bucky gestured toward the large black box that contained the dreaded oven, and Shelby’s still-tender hand throbbed, while the memory of Hannah kissing each fingertip still singed Shelby’s skin and mind, causing a whole other type of throbbing to start.
Shelby shook her head, trying to shake off the memory of the night before. She was here to work, not to distract herself with thoughts of Hannah’s lips, no matter how tempting they were.
“I’d like it at the bottom of the Atlantic,” Shelby said, glaring at the beast, “but I’ll take it over there near the electrical outlet.” She pointed to a corner of the room where the other road cases were neatly lined up and ready to unpack.
As Bucky wheeled the last of her supplies over, Shelby began to empty the bins, her fingers flying over various kitchen utensils and appliances.
Liam trailed Bucky, staying out of the way but barely. “Treat?” 
“What’s that?” Bucky eased the rolling case against the wall. “Trick or treat? It’s a little early for Halloween.” 
“No.” Liam blew a raspberry, unable to think of the words he needed. He turned with a pleading look to Shelby. “Mom?” 
“Liam begged and begged,” Shelby explained, “until I finally broke down and made rice crispy treats the night before we left Nashville so he could have them on the bus. Would you like one? Hannah’s not supposed to have them, so you’d be doing me a favor. I can’t keep them hidden forever.” 
“Always willing to help out during a snack emergency.” Bucky grinned, wiping forty years off his sunburned face that matched the red patch on his left elbow. 
“Don’t forget about me.” Liam held out his hand. 
“You haven’t had breakfast yet,” Shelby tried to reason with the boy, who didn’t yield, batting his long lashes.
“They’re cereal,” Liam argued, and Shelby had to admit he had her on that one.
“If I give you one, you have to find Cricket and let Mommy work. Deal?” Shelby held the snack out of Liam’s grasp. “I’m not hearing a yes.” 
“Yes.” Liam jumped up to claim his booty before scurrying away. 
Shelby turned around to thank Bucky, but the truck driver was already gone. 
That meant it was just her and all the kitchen equipment that somehow needed to be assembled into a functional workspace in the next fifteen minutes. Considering she was only expected to cook for one person, it was pretty ridiculous how much gear she had to drag around from venue to venue. But such was the life of a touring chef, or so she was quickly learning.
Shelby sighed and looked around at the empty backstage area. Glancing at her watch, she realized she had less than an hour before Hannah would be rolling out of bed like a hungry bear at the end of winter. If Shelby didn’t have a three egg-white omelet on a bed of freshly sautéed spinach ready to go, there was no telling what that woman would try to eat. Probably Rice Krispies.
After getting everything set up and prepping all the fresh ingredients she’d packed in coolers in Pennsylvania, it was time to face her enemy head-on.
“Listen here.” Shelby held up a burned finger, scolding the evil oven. “You’ve already ruined opening night with your antics, and I won’t tolerate it again. I’m the boss here, and I expect you to do my bidding.”
From the other side of the gray kitchen bins came a peal of laughter. A woman in an apron and hairnet stepped around the bins and into Shelby’s workspace. “For a moment, I thought you were talking to one of your staff.”
“I don’t have any staff,” Shelby said.
“You must be the personal chef I’ve heard people talking about.”
Shelby’s eyes widened. “People have been talking about me?”
“Oh, yes. It’s not every day an artist comes through here who’s a big enough name to travel with their own chef. Has Ms. Taylor been a client for long?”
A client? Shelby pondered the word, comparing it to the term employer that she would’ve used. She could feel the difference, both in connotation and in her own sense of pride. Being a chef who had a client wasn’t at all like being a cook who reported to a boss. A client, for example, could probably kiss a chef’s singed fingertips, and it wouldn’t be inappropriate behavior at all.
Had Shelby been looking at things all wrong?
“This is actually my first tour with her,” she said, dedicatedly chopping a bundle of baby spinach as she chatted.
“Lucky you. I’m Linda, head of catering, by the way. If I can answer any questions, let me know.”
A wave of relief washed over Shelby. “Actually, that would be great. Do you happen to know if there’s a local farmer’s market around here? I need to pick up a few things for tonight’s dinner, and I wasn’t able to find anything online except a big chain supermarket.”
Linda nodded. “There’s a great one only a few blocks away. I can have someone show you the way if you’d like.”
“That would be amazing.”
“What are you planning to make, if you don’t mind my asking?” Linda craned her neck to catch a glimpse of Shelby’s set-up and ingredients.
“Meatloaf but made with ground chicken,” Shelby admitted, feeling much more like a plain old cook than a chef once more. “I tried looking for special recipes for superstars and got bupkis, so I’m winging it.” 
“That’s pretty funny.”
Which one, Shelby wondered, the superstar joke or her pathetic menu choice? “Hannah likes good southern cooking,” she offered in her own defense, feeling like a total loser. “My job is to make it taste like it’s a lot less healthy than it is.”
Linda smiled. “You can’t go wrong with comfort food. Can I get the recipe?” 
“Sure. As soon as I can find the time to write it down. Most of the time, I make up things as I go.” As soon as she’d said it, Shelby wanted to hit herself over the head with her heaviest wooden spoon. Why was she determined to make herself look like a total amateur in front of a woman who catered for celebrities every day?
But instead of judging, Linda nodded appreciatively. “Remember cooking is an art, and you’re the artist. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.” 
“I’m not sure if meatloaf qualifies as high art.” Even so, the woman’s words struck a chord in Shelby, reminding her of her love for creating in the kitchen. She felt a spark of inspiration light up inside of her, and suddenly, she was no longer worried about impressing anyone.
“Maybe not, but it’s still an expression of your creativity. And that’s what counts,” Linda said with a supportive grin. “At least, that’s what I tell myself. I’ll be grilling burgers for the rest of the day.” 
“Don’t tell Hannah. She’d much rather have a burger.” Shelby put a finger to her lips. “Jot down your email. I’ll send the recipe along.” 
“Please. I want to make it for myself. I’ll be honest. Sometimes I’m so tired after cooking for everyone else I eat a bag of chips for dinner.”
“Have you tried kale chips?” Shelby suggested. “I know they sound like something you’d be given for a punishment, but trust me, they’re amazing. And if you sprinkle them with some dry ranch seasoning, oh my lord. Stop by this afternoon, and I’ll make up a batch. I bet you’ll be hooked.”
“Wow, if I had a spare hundred thousand a year lying about, I’d hire you as my personal chef, too.” 
“A hundred thousand? For meatloaf?” Shelby laughed because that was a ridiculous idea. She was a glorified short order cook who happened to know some tricks for healthy eating and could make a killer peach cobbler on occasion. When the cobbler wasn’t trying to kill her first.  
“Maybe not in these parts,” Linda conceded, “but I’ve got a friend who moved to LA and makes a solid six figures as a personal chef.”
“Well, LA.” Shelby shrugged. LA was a different world, and not one she ever planned to plant her feet in.
“Where do you live? Nashville?” Linda asked, and Shelby nodded. It didn’t feel completely true, but it was the best answer she had other than on the bus. “I bet you could make bank there as a personal chef with all those country music stars and music executives. Especially once they found out you were the one making all those meals that help keep Hannah Taylor looking like a million bucks.”
“I don’t know about that.” Shelby could feel her cheeks starting to flush.
“You should think about it,” Linda urged. “You won’t be on the road forever.”
“Hey, Linda,” Shelby called out as the woman started to walk away. “I do have one other question. Is there a trick to these portable ovens? I’ve honestly never used one before, and I nearly set the last venue on fire.”
“What brand is that one?” Linda squinted, and her face turned sour. “Oh. Those are a nightmare. Burn everything in sight if you aren’t careful.”
“You mean it wasn’t just me?”
“Not at all,” the cook assured her. “We’ve got one we use as a spare, and I have to have a guy from the electrical department check the thermostat every time. In fact, I’ll send him over to take a look at yours.”
“Would you really? You’re the best.”
Linda waved goodbye, charging away to her duties.
Alone again, Shelby hummed a tune—one of Hannah’s naturally—as she worked, gratitude for her new life seeping into every pore. It was hard to believe that a few months ago she was living a completely different life, one filled with endless struggle and desperation. But Hannah had come along and changed all that.
Which was why Shelby wanted to get the peach cobbler just right tonight so she could duck out of the kitchen in time to be there for that song. 
“Nothing is going to stop me from being there for Hannah tonight. Nothing.” 
    
IT WASN’T ONLY one thing that stopped Shelby from making it in time for Hannah’s final song that night, or every other night for the next three weeks. It was a series of unfortunate events, different each time, that culminated in her ongoing absence.
Considering the number of customers Shelby had managed to feed every night when working at Val’s, she could hardly believe how difficult it was to cook for one person. Yet in many ways, being a personal chef was the hardest job Shelby had ever done.
And undoubtedly the most fun.
“What time is it?” Shelby asked Cricket as she pulled the bubbling cobbler out of the toaster oven in the tour bus kitchenette, setting it on a cooling rack that she’d positioned over the small sink.
Enough of her disasters in the past few weeks had centered around the Evil Oven that Shelby had taken to making Hannah’s evening treats as far away from the beast as possible. This had the added benefit of allowing her to pack up the travel kitchen as soon as dinner was done, giving her more time in the evenings with Liam.
Cricket checked the time on her phone. “Just after ten.”
“That late?” Shelby let out a squeal. She had fifteen minutes to make it backstage for Hannah’s final number, and she’d be damned if she was going to miss it yet again.
She untied her apron and was tempted to let it float to the ground but stopped short of doing that. One thing she’d learned so far on tour was that everything had its place. She could unpack her boxes blindfolded, but only if she kept everything organized precisely. She took the time to hang the apron on the proper hook, hoping this wouldn’t be the thing that made her late.
“Where are you running off to in such a hurry?” Cricket asked, stifling a yawn. Not that Shelby blamed her. The only job more exhausting than cooking all day was chasing after a four-year-old boy. Shelby should know, since she frequently did both.
“I need to check on something backstage,” Shelby said, not quite telling the truth.
But she knew she’d be in for a ribbing if she confessed her true reason for rushing off. Hannah had been teasing her for weeks now, asking if Shelby was allergic to music or just didn’t like her singing. Shelby couldn’t bear to hear the disappointment in Hannah’s voice again if she missed the final song.
Cricket nodded. “Hurry back. Liam’s already down for the night, but you know how he gets if he wakes up and you’re not here.”
“Will do.” Shelby gave Cricket a quick wave, not wanting to waste any more time.
She rushed down the narrow hallway of the tour bus, pausing only briefly to grab her phone. She slipped her feet into a pair of flats and flew out the door, racing toward the backstage exit. Luckily, the security guard recognized her and let her pass without raising a finger. Shelby skidded to a stop on the edge of the crowd right when Hannah strummed the first notes of “Breaking Free.” 
The crowd roared, but Shelby’s eyes were only on Hannah. The woman glowed in the spotlight, the sequins on her costume shimmering like stars. Hannah had confessed how hard she’d fought Carla over her flashy wardrobe, but in this one instance, Shelby was firmly on the manager’s side. Hannah looked like a queen up there, and Shelby couldn’t help but feel a pang of envy at her beauty and talent.
As Hannah sang, Shelby found herself swaying to the beat, lost in the music. It was like nothing else existed in the world but the two of them and the melody.
Shelby remembered that day in the diner, with Cricket, trying to win tickets to see Hannah perform live in concert. Who would’ve believed that a few months later, she would be standing here, watching Hannah sing? That they would be... was friends the right word? Shelby wasn’t sure. All she knew was it was like a dream come true.
Suddenly, Hannah’s gaze met hers, and Shelby’s heart skipped a beat. Did Hannah know she was there? Shelby wasn’t certain how easy it was to make out faces from the stage. But then a sultry grin overtook Hannah’s face, and Shelby was sure it was meant for her. 
The woman standing next to Shelby seemed to think the same thing and practically swooned. 
If pressed for the truth, Shelby would admit her own knees had gone weak.
Hannah reached Shelby’s favorite line. The one that made Shelby close her eyes, overwhelmed every time by the words. Shelby forced her eyes to stay open, to soak up Hannah’s intense stare and the way her lips curved into a seductive smirk. Goose bumps rose on her arms as Hannah reached the crescendo of the song, her voice filling up every inch of the room.
It wasn’t until the crowd roared that Shelby realize the song was over. Why, then, was Hannah still staring right at her? 
“Would you like one more song?” Hannah teased, the audience cheering in response. But Hannah’s eyes never left Shelby’s face as she spoke. A shiver ran down Shelby’s spine, and she couldn’t help but wonder––was Hannah flirting with her in front of thousands of people?
Before Shelby could even form a coherent thought, Hannah had given her a knowing smile, as if she knew exactly what Shelby was thinking. The crowd was becoming restless and demanding a new song, but Hannah stayed rooted to her spot, looking directly at Shelby.
“This is one of my favorites,” Hannah said, plucking a guitar string. Shelby frowned. She knew the playlist by heart, and Hannah ended each show with “Breaking Free.” 
Did Hannah have a new song? Shelby had seen the singer jotting down words in a journal, but Hannah had refused to share. 
But a moment later, Shelby almost giggled when she realized Hannah was singing “This Kiss” by Faith Hill. 
Was she remembering that night when Hannah kissed Shelby’s fingertips? Shelby sure was. The memory flooded back to her, and heat rose in her cheeks.  
Shelby’s heart stopped beating. 
She didn’t blink. 
She didn’t dare move a muscle. 
All she could do was think Hannah was serenading her in front of thousands of people. 
That couldn’t be.
Hannah was a jokester. This wasn’t anything more than a good old-fashion ribbing by a friend remembering a silly event.
Nothing more. 
Hannah finished the song, raising her hand in the air, saying goodbye to the crowd of screaming fans. 
Then she kissed her fingertips in the direction of Shelby. Definitely in reference to that night. Only this was taking the joke a little too far, and it stung. It must be so obvious to a big star like Hannah how lovesick Shelby was behaving. She was no different than the woman beside her who had nearly fainted the minute Hannah had looked her way.
Except Shelby and Hannah were friends, or so Shelby had thought. She’d done her best to keep things professional, and it wasn’t like her little crush was entirely one-sided. Hannah had given her plenty of mixed signals along the way. But now, Shelby had to wonder if Hannah’s signals were intentionally leading her on, or if it was all in her head.
Shelby watched as Hannah made her way backstage and out of sight. She couldn’t shake off the feeling that she had been played.
Did Hannah really think this was funny, toying with her feelings like this in front of so many people?
Head down, Shelby edged away from the crowd and dashed back to the bus. The sleeping compartment was dark, and Shelby could tell Liam, Brooke, and Cricket, were all sound asleep in their bunks. It was time for her to do the same, preferably before Hannah returned and had a chance to rub salt in her wound.
Too late. The bus door opened, and Hannah climbed aboard, humming “This Kiss.” Shelby cringed at the timing.
“Hey, Shelby,” Hannah said, clapping her hands together, seeming to buzz with energy. “Did you like my little tribute to you out there?”
Shelby tried to keep her voice steady. “It was fine.”
Hannah gave her a questioning look but said nothing.
“Your peach cobbler.” Shelby scooted the dessert and a knife toward Hannah, who’d taken a seat. “Have a good night.” She started to get up. 
“Don’t you want to have a piece with me?” Disappointment flickered through Hannah’s eyes. 
“I have to hit a farmer’s market as soon as we roll into town tomorrow.” Which was true, even if it had nothing to do with the bruised ego that was making her stomach churn. “I need to get some fresh produce.”
“I never knew how grueling chef hours could be.” Instead of the teasing Shelby had expected, Hannah’s tone was soft. Supportive even. Shelby was unprepared for it, and it made her chest tighten.
“Yeah, it can get pretty tiring at times.” Shelby’s voice was subdued as well, unsure of how to proceed. “I’m used to the early hours, though. As long as I get enough sleep.”
Shelby turned to go to her bunk, wanting this night to end as quickly as possible. But Hannah’s words stopped her.
“Shelby, wait. Do you want my help in the morning?” Hannah rushed the words, like she knew Shelby was doing her best to make a break for it. 
“That’s not necessary.” 
“I wouldn’t mind.” Hannah touched her arm, and Shelby nearly flinched. 
“You need your sleep, Hannah.” Damn. Shelby said the name like a silly girl with a crush.
Because she was a silly girl with a crush. And that’s what Hannah thought, too.
“I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” Hannah said. “I’m serious. I’d like to see you in action. It’s only fair. You saw me tonight.” 
“It’s hardly the same thing. It’s only a farmer’s market.” Shelby tried to keep her voice steady, unwilling to let Hannah see how much spending time together, just the two of them, appealed to her.
She needed to get real with herself and get over this.
“I don’t know about that. I love being around people with passion. It’s inspiring.” 
Shelby bit her bottom lip, considering the offer. Would she be able to handle spending time with Hannah, knowing her feelings were not reciprocated?
“I’ll warn you now; I can be pretty intense when it comes to selecting the right produce.” 
Hannah grinned. “I wouldn’t expect anything less from you. Now, please, share some of this cobbler with me. I’m surprised you’re even trusting me with the whole thing. It must have a billion calories.”
“Actually—”
“Don’t tell me how you made it healthy by using wheat germ and cod liver oil, or whatever you did,” Hannah pleaded with one hand raised in the air. “Let me keep my illusions. But sit with me and have some. After all your hard work, it’d be criminal for you not to enjoy it.” 
Damn Hannah for being so frigging kind. Did she regret the joke earlier? She should. 
Hannah dished out a sliver, putting it on a plate. “I won’t touch it unless you sit back down.” 
“That’s manipulative.” Shelby put a hand on her hip, enjoying the way Hannah tried to look away when caught. 
Hannah ran a finger down the side of her face. “It’s called business negotiation. I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”
“And that makes it okay to essentially blackmail me?” Shelby sat back down, a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips. 
“I don’t want to, but the situation calls for desperate measures.” 
“What situation is that, exactly?” 
“Well.” Hannah paused for a moment before continuing, a strange vulnerability coming over her. “I wanted to know what you thought of the song.” 
Shelby’s eyes narrowed. “The one you sang specifically to humiliate me about burning my hand.” 
Hannah sucked in a breath. “Is that what you think?” 
“Why else sing it?” 
Hannah got to her feet. “You really think that of me?” 
“It was… funny.” Shelby took a bite of cobbler, trying to hide the flush creeping across her cheeks. She didn’t want to hurt Hannah’s feelings, but she also didn’t want to be played for a fool.
“I wasn’t going for funny.” Hannah’s tone had a serious edge to it now, her eyes flashing with emotion that was as unexpected as a flash flood.
“What were you going for?” Shelby whispered. She held her breath, not sure if she wanted an answer. She knew what she wished Hannah’s answer would be, but it was impossible. She didn’t want to admit how much the song had affected her. It had been embarrassing, yes, but there was something about the way Hannah’s voice had filled the space that left her feeling dizzy.  
Hannah stood inches away from Shelby, her chest heaving. Her eyes were wild with hunger. And not for peach cobbler. 
Shelby’s heart raced as she realized what was happening. There was a tension between them, a spark that had been building for weeks. She had tried to ignore it, but now it was impossible to ignore. 
Hannah moved closer, those eyes penetrating into Shelby’s soul. “I can’t stop thinking about you, Shelby. I can’t stop wondering”—Hannah leaned in close to Shelby’s ear, her breath hot on Shelby’s skin—“what it would be like to kiss you.” 
Shelby’s breath caught in her throat as she felt a shiver run down her spine. This was not how she had imagined the evening ending. She had kept her feelings locked up tight for so long out of fear of being judged or rejected, but now, with Hannah’s lips so close to hers, all she wanted was to give in to the desire pulsing through her veins.
“Hannah…” she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.
But Hannah didn’t give her a chance to finish as she pressed her lips to Shelby’s, hard and urgent, as if she had been waiting for this moment for her entire life. The cobbler was forgotten as their tongues intertwined, exploring each other’s mouths with fervent passion.
Fireworks went off in Shelby’s brain as she melted into the kiss.
Soft. 
Tender. 
Tantalizing. 
The bus started to move, but they didn’t stop. Everything around them disappeared. The bus. The tour. The hundreds of people they saw every day. All that mattered was them, right now, kissing. 
“Mommy?” Liam’s sleepy little voice called from deep within his bunk, causing Shelby to jump.
“What is it, honey?” she asked, but there was no response. He was already asleep again. But Shelby’s guilt had awakened.
How could she have been so reckless? Hannah was her boss. No, her client. But honestly, did the semantics make that much of a difference? Shelby had a son to think of, a future that she couldn’t afford to complicate by acting on her desires.
She pulled away from Hannah, breathing heavily and trying to calm her racing heart. “I’m sorry. I can’t do this.” She looked away from the woman Shelby had been longing for since the first time she’d heard her voice on the radio.
Hannah’s face fell, disappointment etched on her features. “I understand,” she said softly. “I shouldn’t have done that. It was unprofessional, and I’m sorry.”
Shelby nodded, feeling a mix of relief and regret. “If things were different, maybe…” She left the rest unsaid.
Maybe they could have explored what was happening between them further. Maybe they could have been together, without any fear of consequences. But those were a bunch of maybes that could lead them to nowhere.
Hannah sighed, looking out the window into the darkness. “Yeah, maybe,” she said wistfully. “But they’re not. And we both have responsibilities we can’t ignore.”
“I don’t want it to get complicated,” Shelby said firmly, trying to convince herself more than Hannah. “I have a son who depends on me. And my job—”
“I know, I know,” Hannah interrupted, her voice holding a hint of sadness. “I understand. And I don’t need rumors flying. We can pretend like it never happened.”
Shelby felt a pang of sadness deep in her chest at Hannah’s words. Pretend like it never happened? Could she really do that? Could she go on living her life, pretending like she hadn’t shared a moment of pure passion that held the potential to flip her world upside down?
But maybe Hannah was right. Maybe it was better this way.
Maybe.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
   
“G ood night, Grand Rapids!” Hannah called out, offering the audience a wave as she headed off the stage. She was dripping with sweat, buzzing head to toe with the high from an incredible performance. She took one last look over her shoulder before slipping backstage, wanting to savor the feeling of thousands of people calling her name. 
A girl could get used to that. 
There was one particular girl Hannah would love to hear calling her name, but that wasn’t going to happen. It hadn’t stopped Hannah from searching all the faces in the front rows during her final song, not seeing the one she sought. She hadn’t expected to, but it stung all the same.
In the almost two weeks that had passed since she and Shelby had kissed, they’d been nothing but professional. No. In truth, they’d been walking on eggshells around each other.
Hannah couldn’t blame Shelby for being hesitant; after all, she had a son to think about, and a relationship with someone in the public eye could have more consequences than they anticipated. Even so, Hannah couldn’t help but be consumed by thoughts of the girl she couldn’t have.
“Great show, Hannah!” One of the dancers tossed her arms around Hannah’s shoulders. “I’m ready for a break, but I’m going to miss this rush.” 
“I know what you mean,” Hannah agreed.
They were at the halfway point of the tour, and everyone would enjoy a well-earned week off to relax after pulling off twenty-three shows in thirty-four days. Hannah was looking forward to the break, too, but she couldn’t help feeling slightly disappointed that she wouldn’t get to spend it with Shelby. And Liam, of course.
But it was fine. She could use the space to clear her head and maybe even get some writing done, knock out a song or two. About longing.
One bonus of taking a break was finally having a night in a real bed. She’d catch a flight to Nashville in the morning, but for tonight, she got to enjoy the luxury of a hotel room with a hot shower and a view out the window that didn’t move at sixty miles per hour.
When she arrived at the hotel, Brooke met her in the lobby. 
“A nightcap?” Brooke asked. 
“Sure. I don’t have to be on my game tomorrow.” Hannah rolled her shoulders on the way to the bar, raising a finger to catch the bartender’s eye. “Whiskey, neat.” 
“Make that two.” Brooke slid onto a barstool. “You ready for some downtime?” 
“I guess so.” Hannah kept her eye on the lobby.
“Shelby and Liam are already in bed,” Brooke said, clearly having no trouble guessing who Hannah was trying to find. The assistant lifted her tumbler for a sip, refraining from adding any more commentary. 
Hannah silently cursed herself for being so obvious. She was starting to get paranoid, thinking that everyone around her knew how she felt about Shelby.
She continued keeping a lookout in case Shelby wanted to say goodnight.
“You got it bad, don’t you?”
Hannah slowly turned her gaze to Brooke. “What?”
Brooke shrugged, dropping her eyes to the amber liquid in her glass. “You know what I mean. The way you look at her, it’s all over your face.” 
Hannah felt a blush creeping onto her cheeks. She cleared her throat, trying to play it cool, hoping Brooke wouldn’t catch her reaction. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Shelby’s become a friend, sure. But that’s all.”
Brooke raised an eyebrow, unimpressed by Hannah’s attempt at denial. “Whatever you say, Boss.” 
Hannah took a sip of her whiskey, feeling it burn down her throat and settle warmly in her stomach. She needed it after this exchange with Brooke.
“I can’t believe how amazing I feel. Usually by this stage of a tour, I’m dragging.” Hannah cranked her neck back and forth. “It’s got to be the change in diet. I feel like a new person.” 
“I think it’s more than the food.” Brooke ran her finger along the rim of her glass.
“Yeah, I’ve also made sure to get a run in every day.” 
“Okay, do you not see what I see?” Brooke set her drink back on the bar, leaned toward Hannah, and lowered her voice. “It’s the tension between you and Shelby that’s lifting your spirits.” 
Hannah rolled her eyes. “You’re ridiculous. We barely know each other.” 
“You’re so different this tour. You spend so much time with Shelby and Liam—” 
“We’re on a bus together,” Hannah argued, feeling the need to mount a strong defense. “Along with you and Cricket, too. It’s not like we’re alone.” 
“Don’t play stupid with me. Have you thought this through?” Brooke asked pointedly, ignoring Hannah’s defense. 
“Thought what through?” Hannah took another sip of whiskey, her heart pounding as she realized where this conversation was heading. 
“Your attraction to her. What are you going to do about it?” Brooke asked, raising that accusatory eyebrow again. 
Hannah’s brain short-circuited. She had tried so hard to keep her feelings for Shelby buried deep inside, but given this conversation, Hannah was going to have to kick it into a higher gear to keep everything in check. “I appreciate your concern, but don’t worry. I’ve kept it professional.” Hannah took the tiniest of sips of her drink, knowing she needed to keep her wits about her if Brooke was dead set on continuing this conversation. 
“There’s a lot of gray area. You might not be sleeping with her, but what about your heart? Not simply with Shelby but Liam. All three of you are close.” 
“You’d have to be a psychopath to not like Liam. He’s the cutest kid.”
“All kids are cute, but since when do you like doing things with them?” Brooke continued, “Look, I can see it in your eyes, the way they light up every time you’re around Shelby.”
Hannah took a deep breath, mentally preparing herself for what came next. “I know what you’re trying to say, Brooke. But it’s not that simple. I can’t act on this. It’s not fair to anyone involved.” 
“Not even to yourself?” Brooke pressed. 
Hannah shook her head. “Especially not to myself.” 
“Why not? Why deny yourself the chance for happiness?” 
“Because it’s too risky,” Hannah said firmly. “What if it doesn’t work out? What if Shelby realizes she doesn’t feel the same way? It’s not worth the risk. Like you said, there’s a kid involved. You don’t play games when it comes to that.” 
Brooke sighed, leaning back in her chair. “I understand where you’re coming from, but don’t you think you’re selling yourself short?” 
“What do you mean?” Hannah asked, puzzled by Brooke’s words. 
“You’ve been burned in the past; I get it. But you can’t keep living in fear of what might go wrong. Sometimes you have to take a chance and see what happens. And who knows? Maybe it could lead to something amazing.” Brooke’s voice was gentle, but her words were troubling.
Hannah had given this a lot of thought, and it wasn’t that easy. She wasn’t cut out to be a mother. Her past and family problems made that a certainty. Sure, being around Liam had made Hannah wonder, but this was just a blip. It didn’t change things because if it did, that meant…
She wasn’t sure she even wanted to be in a relationship, let alone with someone who had a child. Hannah loved spending time with Shelby and Liam, but that was as far as it went. It had to be.
“You don’t have to worry about me or my love life,” Hannah said gruffly, “because I don’t intend to have one. I know why I’m out on the road. To further my career. That’s all I’m thinking about.” 
Brooke slugged the rest of her drink. “I better hit the hay. My flight is two hours before yours.” 
“Heading to Nashville?” 
“Nope. Max surprised me with five nights in Cabo.” For a woman being whisked off to paradise, there was hesitation in Brooke’s eyes.
Hannah opted not to press. She hadn’t particularly enjoyed her grilling, so she only said, “He’s a good man. You deserve a break.” 
“You too, Hannah. Think about what I said.” Brooke gave Hannah a hug. 
“Safe travels.” Hannah motioned to the bartender for another round. 
She had the bar to herself, as most of the crew had scattered every which way to spend time with their loved ones. 
Not Hannah. 
What if, though, things could be different? Shelby wasn’t like the other women Hannah had dated. Most of them had wanted everything they could get from dating an up-and-coming country singer. Shelby was different, mature beyond her years, and Hannah admired the way she had raised Liam. 
Hannah shook her head, trying to clear the thoughts of them. She couldn’t let herself go down that path. But as Hannah sipped her drink, the image of Shelby danced across her mind. But it wasn’t her physical attractiveness that made Hannah melt. Shelby was kind, understanding, and genuinely seemed to care about Hannah as a person, not just someone who could get the best table in a restaurant.
True, the thought of being in a relationship with someone who had a child scared Hannah, but something about Shelby made her want to take that chance. To see if it could lead to something amazing, like Brooke had said. 
After finishing her drink, Hannah headed for the elevator and took it up to her floor. Stepping into the hallway, she spied a figure with familiar blond hair and an ice bucket tucked in one arm heading toward a room. 
Hannah had a split second to decide. Let Shelby disappear inside the room or say hello? 
Without giving herself time to overthink it, Hannah quickened her pace and caught up to Shelby before she could enter her room. Shelby turned around, briefly losing her footing, surprised to see Hannah there. There was a moment of awkward silence before Hannah spoke up. 
“Hey. You’re up late.” 
“Occupational habit.” Shelby laughed, the sound dancing in Hannah’s soul. “Just getting some ice for my room while I had the chance.”
“Liam asleep?” 
“He’s out like a light.” Shelby smiled. “How about you? Shouldn’t you be sleeping, too?” 
Hannah shrugged, “I don’t really feel like it. I know I should be wiped out after so many shows, but to be honest, I’m kinda wired.”
Shelby hesitated for a moment before asking, “Did you want some company?” 
Hannah’s heart skipped a beat. She couldn’t believe that Shelby was even considering spending time with her alone after what had happened between them on the bus. But she quickly pushed those thoughts aside and smiled. 
“I would like that, actually. You know, if you’re not too tired or anything.” 
Shelby chuckled, “I’m never too tired for good conversation.” 
“As long as you aren’t worried about waking Liam.” Hannah put her hands up to convey she totally understood Liam came first.
“Not a chance. There’s a sitting area with a door that separates it from the bedroom.
“Sounds like someone got fancy digs for the night,” Hannah teased. 
“Brooke insisted,” Shelby explained, looking a little embarrassed. 
Hannah told herself to remember to give Brooke a raise at the next opportunity.
Shelby bumped the door open with her hip and stepped inside. “Ice water?” 
“That’d be great.”
The lights were dim, only a small desk lamp illuminating the room. Hannah took a seat on the hunter green couch. “You have big plans for your week off?” Hannah had been purposefully avoiding this conversation, not wanting to hear all the fun things Shelby had planned to do without her. 
“Not exactly.” Shelby settled next to Hannah. 
“Rest is good, too. You heading back to Waynesboro?” 
“Actually, no. Val took in another one of her orphans in need, so there’s not really extra space right now.” Shelby shrugged as if it was no big deal. “We’re going to check into a hotel for the week and see what there is for a four-year-old to do around here.” 
“He’s been a trooper on the road.” 
“I think he’s having the time of his life. He can’t wait for summer camp so he can tell all of his friends that he sleeps in a car now.” Shelby shook her head. “He means that race car bed you bought him, but you know the other parents are going to hear and take that completely wrong. I’ll be glad when we’re a little more settled.”
Hannah swallowed. “So, I have some news about the tour. Remember how I said there might be a second leg in the fall? Well, the powers that be are pleased with the receipts so far, and it looks like it’s a go.” 
“That’s fantastic!” Shelby placed a hand on Hannah’s knee. “You’ve been slaying it out there every night.” 
Hannah did everything she could to keep from reacting to the pressure of Shelby’s hand resting on her. “I’m hoping you’ll consider signing on for the fall.”
“Gosh, I don’t know.”
“Aren’t you liking it?” 
“I am. I love the challenge of keeping things fresh so my pain-in-the-ass client doesn’t sneak out for the nearest greasy spoon diner.” 
“Hey now. Don’t knock diners!” Hannah stopped short of saying it was how they met. “What’s keeping you from saying yes?” Hannah prayed Shelby wouldn’t say it was that damn kiss they’d shared. Could life be that cruel?
“It’s not because I don’t want to,” Shelby said, slowly removing her hand from Hannah’s knee. “It’s Liam. I want him to have some stability, a place to call home.”
“I have to admit I’m surprised you’re not heading back home to Nashville.”
Shelby looked away, her voice barely above a whisper. “Nashville isn’t really home.”
“Of course, it is. Nashville is exactly where you should be this week.” Hannah wasn’t sure why she was arguing the point. It was better for them both if they avoided anything that could lead to compromising behavior. But the thought of being away from Shelby for a week was too much for Hannah to bear. “Liam’s race car bed is there, and the pool if it’s warm enough. There’s not a single thing to do in Grand Rapids as far as I know.”
“I’m sure that’s not true. But...” Shelby bit her lower lip, clearly tempted. “Wouldn’t it be too late to get a flight?”
“I’ll text Brooke right now and have her get you two seats on the same flight as me.”
“I couldn’t possibly impose like that,” Shelby argued.
“Oh, I’ll expect payment.” Hannah broke out into a grin. “I accept peach cobbler.”
“Is that right? I might be able to make a cobbler.” Shelby straightened. “Only if you’re a good girl, though.” 
“I think I can manage that. For a taste of your cobbler. I promise.” Hannah traced an X over her hammering heart. 
Shelby rested her head against the back of the couch. “It’s going to be nice to cook some proper meals in a real kitchen.” 
“For yourself. This is your time off. You don’t have to take care of me.” 
“Don’t be silly. Of course, I’m going to feed the three of us. I can’t imagine not doing that. On the road or at home.” 
Home. With Shelby there, it might actually feel like it, rather than a big, empty house Hannah had only bought to spite her mother.
This week would either be one of the best in Hannah’s life or—no, it had to be good. She couldn’t picture it any other way. 
    
“I WONDER WHAT IT’S LIKE.” Hannah gazed at Liam asleep in Shelby’s arms. 
“What?” Shelby laid Liam down on his race car bed, pulling the covers up over the child. 
Hannah waited until Shelby closed the bedroom door to finish her thought. “To be able to zonk out completely, knowing no matter what, you’ll wake up in your own bed. Safe and sound.”
“Were you able to do that as a kid?” Shelby waved for Hannah to sit out on the patio. 
Hannah took a seat on one of the chairs, putting a foot up on the table. “I don’t think so. My family life wasn’t…” She let her voice trail off, not wanting to delve too deeply into the painful memories of her past.  
“Wasn’t what?” Shelby pressed on, concern etched on her face.
Hannah sighed, “It wasn’t great. I mean, I wasn’t deprived. I lived in a nice place and all that. But it was so perfectly planned, like the gardens at Versailles. I was the pesky dandelion where my mother expected to get a rose.” 
“What?” Shelby’s laughter was soft and supportive somehow, easing the tension in Hannah’s shoulders. 
“I never was the perfect daughter my mother wanted me to be. I wasn’t interested in playing house when I was little or wearing pretty dresses. My mom never wanted this.” Hannah ran a hand up and down to indicate her casual, some might say sloppy, attire. “Flannel shirt, torn jeans, and Converses. That’s me. She wanted Sunday dresses, pigtails, and dimples.” 
“You have one dimple.” Shelby pointed to Hannah’s left cheek. 
“Not two, though. I’m uneven.” 
“Please tell me your mom never said that.” Horror flashed through those lovely blues.
Hannah looked away, biting her lip. “No, but she didn’t have to. It was all in the way she looked at me, like I was constantly disappointing her.”  
“I’m sorry, Hannah. No child should feel like they’re a weed.” 
Despite the painful memories creeping up on her, Hannah couldn’t help but appreciate Shelby’s empathy. She perked up a bit as she declared, “I want to be a dandelion, though. I like dandelions. The way they flourish despite not being wanted. They’re survivors. I want to be a survivor.” 
“You are. Look at what you’ve accomplished.” Shelby’s eyes wandered the outline of Hannah’s house, the pool, hot tub, before landing on Hannah. “Aren’t you proud?” 
“Sometimes but also frustrated. Carla bosses me around, trying to get me to be the superstar she envisions me to be. I know I can make it big, but I don’t want to be a manufactured product, a billboard. I want to be authentic, raw.” Hannah sighed and gazed at the dark night sky.
“I understand what you mean,” Shelby turned her head to gaze out toward the horizon. “But you know, being authentic and raw doesn’t mean you can’t be successful. In fact, it might even make you more successful.” 
“Sometimes we have to play the game to get where we want to be.” 
“It doesn’t mean we have to sacrifice who we are, just maybe show the world a different side,” Shelby encouraged. “You’re a talented musician, singer, songwriter. That’s what matters at the end of the day, not how you dress. Besides, you look smoking hot in those costumes.” It was only after Shelby said this that she seemed to realize the implications of her words. Her face turned a fiery shade of red, and she quickly looked away.
Hannah, on the other hand, couldn’t help but let out a giggle. “You do know what to say to cheer a girl up.” She ended her statement with a yawn. “I never knew having fun all day could be so exhausting.” 
“Kids have a way of wearing out grown-ups.” 
“It’s got to be fun, though. Seeing the world through their eyes before reality has sunk in.” Hannah stretched her legs out in front of her.
“It can be,” Shelby agreed. “Have you ever thought about having kids?”
Despite the warmth of the patio, Hannah shivered, a chill running down her spine. “I wouldn’t be good with them.”
“You would be,” Shelby stated with conviction. “I see it in you.”
There was more to say, but it was like a curtain went down in Hannah’s brain, a darkness. This was something too big. Too scary. She needed to shut it down. Now.
“No.” Hannah shook her head. “I didn’t have a great childhood. I don’t want to repeat my mom’s mistakes. Gotta break the cycle, ya know?” 
“Contrary to popular opinion, you don’t have to grow up to be like your parents. I hope I’m not. They weren’t kind or loving—” 
“You’re very kind and loving. Liam adores you. The way he looks at you…like you’ll slay any dragon.” Hannah sliced the air, like her hand was a sword.
“I wish that was true. I’m so afraid I’m not doing enough to provide the life I want for him.”
Hannah glanced upward into the inky black sky. “Just so you know, I want you—to keep cooking for me, that is. So you don’t have to be afraid about stability.” 
“I appreciate that. I... I don’t know. I feel like I need to make changes, and I don’t know where to start.”
“Okay, give me an example,” Hannah urged.
“Like culinary school. Val says it’s the key to the future, but every time I go to fill out the application, I get so conflicted.” Shelby clasped her hands to her head. “What’s one thing you’d like to change right now?” 
Me? That stupid rule we can’t kiss, Hannah wanted to say, but she had enough good sense not to. “In the moment, not a single thing.” 
Right now, sitting next to Shelby, it was as if time had stopped and nothing else mattered. Hannah felt a warmth in her chest that she couldn’t explain. It was a feeling she had never experienced before, but it was familiar in a way she couldn’t place.
No, Hannah wouldn’t change a single thing.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN
   
“B ye, bus,” Liam’s bottom lip trembled as he waved at the tour bus that was pulling away from the entrance to the hotel where it had dropped them off. It was mid-afternoon the night before the final concert in Mobile, Alabama, before taking the summer off.
With the first leg of the tour coming to an end, they wouldn’t be traveling by bus again. Unless Shelby decided to sign back on for the second leg of the tour in the fall.
“Saying goodbye is hard, isn’t it, buddy?” Shelby dropped to one knee to be on Liam’s level. The boy nodded, avoiding Shelby’s eyes. “But it was an amazing experience, right?” 
“So much fun.” Liam watched the bus turn the corner. Shelby couldn’t help but feel a pang in her chest. Her own experiences with separation and loss had left deep scars on her heart, and while this was a small thing by comparison, she knew it was big to her innocent little boy.
“You know what else is fun? Tonight, you’re having a sleepover with Val in her hotel room. She got a whole extra bed just for you.” Shelby gently poked Liam’s chest.
“Really?” he exclaimed, a grin spread across his little face.
“Really.” Shelby couldn’t help but feel a tingle of anticipation run through her veins as well. For the first time since Nashville, Shelby would be sleeping in a private room with a queen-size bed. Completely child-free. She was almost certain this fact would not have escaped Hannah’s notice. The question was, what, if anything, did Hannah intend to do about it?
“Is it time to go home?” Liam asked, and it struck Shelby that she wasn’t quite sure where home was anymore. The guesthouse at Hannah’s place was temporary. Val’s wasn’t really an option anymore, either. It was back to the real world after tomorrow night’s concert, and Shelby had some big decisions to make.
“You’re heading back to Waynesboro tomorrow with Val and Cricket so you can go to the summer day camp with your friends,” Shelby said, hoping that was a good enough answer to her son’s question. “Won’t that be nice?” 
Liam’s eyes widened with excitement. “Can I show them all my new toys?” 
“Not sure about all of them, but choose two to bring with you. The rest will head to Nashville, okay?” 
“I know the ones I want!” Liam’s mood turned melancholy. “Will we ever go on a bus again?”
“That’s a good question. We’ll see.” Guilt swirled in Shelby’s gut. She’d been putting off committing to the rest of the tour for weeks. She knew Hannah was eager for an answer, but the truth was, Shelby hadn’t made up her mind yet.
“That means no,” Liam said with a pout.
“No, it doesn’t. Never say never.”
Shelby gave Liam a hug, her own heart conflicted by the end of the tour. How strange it would be to have some time to herself. With Liam visiting Val for a week, and Hannah gone from the house, too, Shelby barely knew what she was going to do with herself. Besides which, she’d gotten so used to being around all the musicians and crew it almost felt like she was losing a part of herself as they all went their separate ways.
“Let’s go find Val,” Shelby suggested, not wanting to think about anything too hard. “I’m sure you two have a lot of catching up to do.” 
“So much!” Liam bounded into the revolving door, determined to push it on his own. 
By the time Shelby completed the rotation, spilling into the hotel lobby, she spied Liam already chatting Val’s ear off. 
“There’s my girl!” Val opened her arms.
Shelby stepped into the hug. “It’s so good to see you.” 
Val pulled away, looking Shelby up and down. “Traveling agrees with you.” 
“Such a sweet talker. I’m exhausted but relieved we survived.” 
“I’m not tired.” Liam bounced on the tips of his toes, attempting a dance move that he must’ve learned from watching some of Hannah’s dancers rehearse. 
“There’s a diner I haven’t been to since I was in Mobile thirty years ago,” Val announced in an exaggerated fashion, catching Shelby’s eye. “They’ve got breakfast twenty-four hours a day. What do you say, Liam? Should we go for pancakes and let your mom rest?” 
“Pancakes!” Liam pressed his palms together, spinning in a circle. 
“I don’t know how he doesn’t make himself sick,” Hannah said as she joined them in the lobby. She held out a hand to Val. “It’s lovely to see you again. I’m glad you could make it down for the final show.” 
“And I’m glad I don’t have to kill you.” Val laughed. 
Hannah laughed nervously, shifting on her feet.
“Uh, does anyone want to fill me in?” Shelby looked from Val to Hannah. 
“Before you left, I warned Hannah that if anything happened to either of you, I’d—” Val ran a finger over her throat. “Luckily, you two are safe and sound.” She snapped her fingers to break Liam’s dancing spell. “It’s not nice to make an old lady wait for pancakes. Chop, chop.” 
Liam came to a stop and saluted. “Aye, aye.” 
Shelby hunched down. “Give your mom a hug goodbye.”
He slammed into her, enthusiastic as ever.
The two of them left the hotel, with Liam once again extending his tiny arms to shove the revolving door all on his own. 
“He’s a character.” Hannah chuckled. “Just like his mom.” 
“What does that mean?” Shelby swatted Hannah’s side. 
“Don’t you start. No more threats of violence.” Hannah put her hands in the air in a don’t shoot fashion. “I’m starving.”
“Uh-oh.” Shelby’s brain went into full work mode. “All the equipment’s been taken to storage, but I can probably get some ingredients from the nearest grocery store to make a salad, unless you’d prefer—”
“Slow down there. You’re off duty, and besides, I’ve got an idea. How about I cook for you tonight?” 
“Did you buy an Easy Bake Oven?” 
“Very funny.” Hannah’s lopsided smile was adorable. “No, but from what I hear, the hotel room service is superb. And I happen to have a balcony with an amazing view.” 
“I was contemplating a nap, but I may have caught a second wind.” Shelby grinned, picturing herself lounging on a balcony with a view of the city.
“Leave everything to me. After how well you took care of me on the tour, it’s the least I can do.” Hannah waved to the elevator. “Your chariot awaits.” 
Shelby rolled her eyes, but her insides went gooey with the thought of spending the evening with Hannah. As they stepped into the elevator, Shelby’s heart pounded with anticipation, like a schoolgirl on her first date. Hannah pressed the button for the top floor.
The doors slid shut, and the elevator began its ascent. The ride to the top floor was slow and silent. Shelby could practically hear her own heartbeat. Or was it Hannah’s heart she was hearing? 
What she needed to be hearing was a voice in her head telling her to stop being so ridiculous. This was simply a thank you meal. In Hannah’s hotel room. With a view. And a beautiful woman. Okay, maybe it was a little more than a thank you meal.
The elevator dinged. 
Hannah didn’t budge right away. Had she changed her mind? Had she, too, realized how much their current circumstances resembled a date, and that wasn’t what she’d intended at all? 
After a very long second, Hannah said, “Shall we?” 
“Haven’t changed your mind, have you?” Shelby asked, half-jokingly.
Hannah turned to her with a twinkle in her eye. “About dinner? Not at all. About spending time with you tonight? Definitely not.”
A shiver ran down Shelby’s spine at the intensity of Hannah’s gaze. She followed closely as Hannah led her down the hallway, their arms brushing against each other with every step. It was electrifying, and Shelby had no doubt there was something more at play than a casual dinner.
Hannah opened the door to her room and gestured for Shelby to enter first. As Shelby stepped inside, she was met with the breathtaking view of Mobile Bay. But her attention was quickly diverted to the sight of Hannah’s back as she closed the door, the muscles in her shoulders taut and defined under her loose-fitting tank top. The woman had been keeping up with her exercise routine during the tour. That much was certain.
Shelby’s mind raced with thoughts of running her hands over every inch of Hannah’s toned physique. She bit her lip and tried to push the thoughts away, but the desire was too strong. Hannah turned around, catching Shelby gawking at her. There was a mischievous glint in her eye, as if she knew exactly what Shelby was thinking.
“Wow,” Shelby finally managed to say. “You were right about the view.” It was only after the words were out of her mouth that she realized she wasn’t even facing the window.
From the look in Hannah’s eyes, she knew exactly what Shelby was really admiring.
“Glad you like it. Would you care for a drink?” Hannah made her way to the room’s fully stocked bar. 
“Ice water would be great.” Shelby pulled her shirt away from her skin, suddenly feeling a little warm. “It’s only June, and it’s already sweltering.”
She was such a liar. Sure, it was toasty out, but Shelby was a southern girl. She could handle a little heat and humidity. This was something else entirely, the way the air shifted between her and Hannah, charged with a palpable tension that threatened to combust at any moment.
“I forgot how hot it was when I suggested the balcony.”
Hannah returned with the water, and Shelby took a long sip, trying to cool off her racing thoughts. She couldn’t deny the attraction she felt for Hannah, and from the way Hannah was looking at her, the feeling seemed to be mutual. Shelby put her glass on the table and drew a deep breath, trying to calm herself down.
Hannah settled on the couch next to Shelby, raising her glass. “Here’s to a fantastic first leg of the tour.” 
Shelby clinked her glass to Hannah’s before taking a nervous sip. 
“No pressure, but have you considered staying on for the second leg in the fall?” Hannah eyed Shelby over the water glass, condensation sliding down around her fingers. 
“Not yet.” Shelby shifted, pulling one leg onto the cushion, facing Hannah. “Liam loves being on the bus. He was close to tears earlier, watching it leave.” 
“Poor kid.” Hannah seemed to want to say more but didn’t. 
The air hummed with anticipation almost too thick to breathe in, and Shelby found herself lost in Hannah’s dark brown eyes for what felt like an eternity before she finally managed to find her voice again. “I worry, though. Would it be better to get him into preschool to provide some stability?” 
Hannah nodded thoughtfully, her gaze never leaving Shelby’s face. “It’s tough being on the road and trying to raise a family. But you’re doing a great job, Shelby. You’re a fantastic mom.”
Hannah reached out and brushed a stray lock of hair away from Shelby’s face. The touch sent a shiver down Shelby’s spine, and she found herself leaning in closer.
“Thank you.” Shelby’s voice was hardly above a whisper, her eyes locked on Hannah’s full lips. She wondered what it would feel like to kiss them again, but this time slowly. Deliberately. To have all the time in the world to taste the sweetness of Hannah’s mouth. 
She really needed to stop this train of thought, but it was becoming increasingly difficult with the way Hannah was looking at her. It was as if she could read Shelby’s mind and knew exactly what she desired. 
“Anyway,” Shelby said, forcing her brain back to practical considerations, “I suppose I’ll have to start looking around for an apartment soon.” 
“In Nashville, right? Why wouldn’t you stay where you are?” 
“Because it’s a perk of the job,” Shelby reminded her. “And as of tomorrow night, my contract is up, so—” 
“That doesn’t mean you have to leave the guest house.” Hannah tugged on the neckline of her tank top. “I assumed no matter what, you’d stay through the summer. And, the second leg of the tour is over in mid-December. Even if you two decide to stay home in the fall, I’d still need you... to, uh, cook for me. After.” 
“Home?” Shelby could barely get the word out. Of all the thought-provoking words Hannah had sent her way, that was the one that hit her the hardest.
“Yeah. You know, if you feel like it. I mean, you like it in Nashville, right?” Hannah’s eyes seemed to be searching for something in Shelby’s expression. “I don’t want to assume anything...” A flush crept up her neck, and Shelby found herself fighting back a smile. This was a side of Hannah she hadn’t seen before. A vulnerable, slightly nervous side that made her even more endearing. 
“From the small amount I’ve seen, yeah.” Shelby laughed awkwardly, not sure what Hannah’s true intentions were. “I feel like it’s only been one of the stops on the tour, though.” 
“Let’s fix that this summer. Stay with me in Nashville. If you don’t want to go back on the road, I understand.” Hannah’s tone was gentle but determined. “I can find a chef to fill in for you on the road, but I don’t want you to move. Not yet.” 
“Why?” 
“What do you mean why?” Hannah slanted her head as if unsure what the word truly meant.
“I need to know why.” 
“I like being around you and Liam.” 
“Why?” Shelby asked again, her voice barely above a whisper. 
“I don’t know what you want me to say.” Hannah set her glass down on the coffee table and turned to face Shelby, their eyes locking. “I like the way you make me laugh. I like the way you’re always up for trying new things. I like the way you cook. And I like the way you look at me…” Hannah’s voice trailed off, a flush spreading across her face.
“How do I look at you?” Shelby tried to swallow, but her mouth was too dry.
“I... I don’t know.” Hannah definitely knew but wasn’t ready to share. “I just know I can’t imagine going back to Nashville and not having you there. I feel like an idiot, because I never even considered you’d leave once your contract was up. We work, don’t we?” Hannah waved her hand back and forth.
“Work how?” Shelby asked, intrigued by the sudden shift in the conversation. She’d known at some level where an evening alone with Hannah might lead, but she’d expected it to be physical, not emotional. Hannah didn’t do emotional, or so Shelby had believed.
“We work together. The way we complement each other, it’s like we’re meant to be in each other’s lives.” Hannah’s voice was raw with emotion, and Shelby could feel the tension radiating off of Hannah. “I feel like there’s a test happening right now that I’m failing.” 
“It’s not a test; I promise. Before I make any decisions, I need to know what’s really going on. Between us.” Shelby took an unsteady breath. “I can’t afford any mistakes.” 
“What does that mean?” 
Shelby set her glass down so she could take each of Hannah’s hands in her own. “I have to know if you feel what I feel.” 
Hannah squeezed both of Shelby’s hands. “Yeah, I think I do.” 
“Think or know?” 
“Good lord, woman.” Hannah let out a shaky laugh. “You don’t let up, do you?” 
“I’m a single mom of the most amazing little boy. I don’t have the luxury of letting up.” 
“I understand that. I do.” Hannah placed both of her hands over her heart. “It’s why I’ve waited until—you’re no longer under contract. You do not work for me right now.” 
“If I don’t sign another contract, you still want me and Liam to stay at your home in Nashville?” 
“Our home.” Hannah emphasized the word our. 
“I’m not under contract right now?” 
“Correct. Right now, you’re a free agent.” Hannah’s gaze never wavered. 
“I can do whatever I want?” 
“I want to make something very clear.” Hannah’s voice softened. “I always want you to do what you want. What’s best for you. And for Liam.” 
“No matter what?” 
“Absolutely,” Hannah’s voice wobbled, seeming barely able to get it out. 
Shelby started to move closer but stopped. “I’m scared.” 
Hannah threaded her fingers through Shelby’s. “I am, too.” 
Their heads moved closer, not quite touching. If Shelby thought she could hear her heartbeat in the elevator, it was hammering so loudly right now, the entire city of Mobile could probably hear it. 
“But I know I feel something for you that I’ve never felt before.” Shelby leaned in, her lips hovering just above Hannah’s.
“Then show me.”
Shelby closed the distance, pressing her lips to Hannah’s with a newfound urgency. As they kissed, the emotions that had been simmering beneath the surface for so long exploded into a fiery passion that neither of them could deny. Shelby’s hands found their way to the back of Hannah’s neck, pulling her in even closer as their tongues danced in a heated rhythm.  
Shelby melted into the kiss, feeling all of her worries and doubts slowly begin to dissipate. For the first time in a long time, she felt content. Finally, there was someone who understood her. Who accepted her for everything she was. Something Shelby had been seeking all her life. A place where she belonged.
As if sensing Shelby’s inner thoughts, Hannah wrapped an arm around her, pulling her closer to plant a kiss on the top of her head.
“You don’t have to decide anything tonight,” Hannah said softly. “We can take our time and figure it out together.”
“I know what I want,” Shelby breathed against Hannah’s lips, her voice filled with conviction. “I want you.”  
“Then have me,” Hannah whispered in response before claiming Shelby’s lips once more. 
Hannah’s hand slid under Shelby’s shirt, running up and down her back. Each caress speaking volumes, filling all the cracks of uncertainty. 
Shelby pulled away, standing and putting her hand out for Hannah, determined to show her everything she was feeling in that moment.
Hannah glanced toward the bed, their obvious destination. “Are you sure?” 
“I’ve never been surer.” 
Hannah took Shelby’s hand without hesitation, and they walked to the bed.
Shelby lifted off her shirt. Hannah did the same. 
They both fumbled with the buttons and zippers of the other person, their growing excitement causing them to break out into fits of naughty giggles. As their clothing fell away, their eyes traveled up and down one another’s bodies, tracing every curve and plane with a hungering desire.
“It’s like—” Hannah stopped short needing to find her words. “I’ve wanted this for so long. I can’t believe it’s happening.” 
“It is, though.” Shelby cupped Hannah’s cheek before gently falling back onto the bed, pulling Hannah on top of her.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
   
H annah and Shelby lay motionless on the bed, their bodies entangled and partially exposed. The only sound was the faint thumping of their hearts, both of them struggling to catch their breath.
Hannah couldn’t believe that she was half naked and on top of Shelby. After all these weeks, they were finally doing this.
Should they, though?
She thought about all the risks and consequences, but in this moment, her body seemed to be speaking for her. The temptation was too strong to resist.
Hannah stared into Shelby’s eyes. “You won’t make me regret this, will you?” 
“You’re the big shot singer with girls lining up every night wanting to be with you,” Shelby said with a smirk. “It’s more likely that you’ll make me regret it.”
“I don’t want any of them. Only you.” Hannah brushed hair out of Shelby’s eyes. “What if you find out I’m simply Hannah? Not the big shot singer? It’s not half as exciting as the fantasy.”
Shelby smiled, tracing a finger down Hannah’s arm. “I don’t want a fantasy. I want you. Just you. I’m not going anywhere. Besides, I’ve spent months on a bus with you.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“It’s impossible to hide anything.” Shelby leaned up, brushing her lips across Hannah’s cheek, her body warm and inviting. She worked her way to Hannah’s neck, traveling to her earlobe and nibbling on it before whispering, “I only want Hannah.”
Hannah captured Shelby’s lips, needing to connect to her on the deepest level. Their tongues dueled in a dance that seemed to last forever. It was impossible to hide true feelings in a kiss. The way Shelby kissed back soothed Hannah’s soul. It was like coming home for the first time, and Hannah knew she’d never want to leave. 
Hannah’s hand reached under Shelby’s back to undo the hooks of her bra. “I need to feel all of you.” 
Shelby maneuvered, helping to free herself of the silky barrier between them. She laid back, exposing herself to Hannah. 
Hannah held herself up on one elbow, drinking Shelby in. One finger trailed down the side of Shelby’s face, along her collarbone, down her arm, and up her stomach. Then with one finger, Hannah started to trace circles around Shelby’s nipple, teasing her before leaning in and lightly taking it into her mouth.
“Play fair.” Shelby reached around Hannah, unclasping the bra. “You’re so beautiful.” As if sensing Hannah’s impulse to deny it, Shelby kissed Hannah. Hard and hungry. 
That got Hannah out of her head and into the moment. She teased Shelby’s nipple between two fingers, while not breaking the kiss. Their need for that bond increased exponentially. 
Hannah kissed her way to Shelby’s other nipple, which sprang to life against Hannah’s mouth. 
Shelby writhed under Hannah, letting out a moan. 
Hannah’s hip rubbed against Shelby. She wanted to explore every inch of the woman, to discover what made her tick and what made her melt. Especially that. Hannah wanted to get to know every part of Shelby.
Hannah continued working her way down Shelby’s torso, leaving a trail of kisses. 
Was this really happening?
But Hannah knew this moment was real. The intense need and desire they had for each other made it impossible to deny the connection they shared. The real mystery was how they had waited this long.
Shelby’s hips moved with urgency, her body responding to each new touch. 
Hannah kissed down to the edge of Shelby’s panties, her desperation to finish the journey stronger than ever.
Shelby’s breathing quickened as she ran her hands through Hannah’s hair.
Hannah got on her knees on the floor to be able to strip Shelby bare. “You’re so amazing.” Her eyes feasted on Shelby. All of her now. Hannah’s gaze zeroed in on Shelby’s glistening lips. 
But that was too easy. 
Hannah lifted Shelby’s foot, kissing each toe, working up past the ankle and along the inside of her leg. The closer Hannah got to Shelby’s center, the more franticly the woman’s hips gyrated on the bed. 
Shelby fisted the back of Hannah’s head, pulling her to the spot that wanted attention the most. 
“What about your other leg? It hasn’t had any attention,” Hannah teased. 
“I don’t give a fuck,” Shelby growled, the uncharacteristic vernacular sending a jolt of electricity through Hannah’s body. “I need you.” 
“I’m not one to torture a woman.” Hannah traced a finger down Shelby’s lips, wet and inviting. “Maybe a little.” Hannah kissed the inside of Shelby’s other thigh. 
“Killing… me…” Shelby panted. 
Hannah eased a finger inside, eliciting a gasp from Shelby. “Better?” 
“No talking. More doing.” Shelby’s hand grabbed the comforter underneath, twisting it through her fingers. 
“With pleasure.” Hannah ran her tongue over Shelby, exploring the folds. 
Shelby’s body trembled. 
Hannah landed on Shelby’s clit, circling it ever so slowly, adding another finger inside. 
Shelby grabbed the back of Hannah’s head, nails digging in. 
Hannah gave in to the pleasure and dove in with her tongue, swirling in circles as she tasted Shelby’s essence.
Hannah increased the speed of her fingers moving in and out, her tongue applying more pressure. 
Shelby’s back arched off the mattress. Her hips raised and thighs open, and her feet pressed against the bed like she was trying to push it away. Hannah’s fingers curled upward. Shelby’s body tensed all over, back bowed as though about to bend in half. She let out a gasp.
Hannah pulled Shelby’s clit into her mouth, sucking gently and then with more force before letting go. She lapped at the swollen bud. Not slow. Not fast. Just right, given Shelby’s hitched breath. It was as if Hannah knew exactly what Shelby wanted before she did. 
It was beautiful, the way they connected.
Hannah pushed her fingers further inside as Shelby writhed against the bed, flicking her tongue faster, each lick getting Shelby closer to completion. She felt the familiar trembling, heard Shelby’s plea for more.
Hannah increased the pressure, rolling her tongue around the most sensitive areas and brushing her fingers against the spots that triggered Shelby’s pleasure.
Shelby’s body quivered, and her legs shook. “Don’t stop…” Shelby cradled the back of Hannah’s head. “Don’t—” Shelby’s entire body trembled, her breath hitched, and she clenched around Hannah’s fingers as her orgasm ripped through her body.
Hannah didn’t want it to end, so she didn’t let up. 
“Holy fuck!” Shelby bucked off the bed, nearly taking Hannah out. 
It only took another stroke of Hannah’s tongue to push Shelby over the edge again, her entire body shuddering until she collapsed onto the bed, spent. 
Hannah got off her knees, snaking her way up on the bed and pulling Shelby into an embrace. 
“That was so worth the wait.” Shelby’s eyes were pressed shut. “So worth it.” 
“I hope so because it was excruciating sleeping so close to you all those nights.” 
“Tell me about it.” Shelby snuggled closer. 
“I know you’re off the clock now, but can you still be in the audience for the final show. I don’t think I can get through it without you there.” 
Shelby’s eyes flew open. “I don’t want to be anywhere else.” 
Hannah planted a kiss on one of Shelby’s temples and then the other. “Sleep now. You can barely stay awake.” 
“It’s not fair to you,” Shelby mumbled. 
“Are you kidding me? I get to hold you as you fall asleep. What more could I want out of life? Stop fighting it. Go to sleep.” 
“I…” Shelby drifted off, leaving Hannah to wonder what the rest of the sentence was going to be. 
It was no use pondering, because all the nights of the tour seemed to slam into Hannah, forcing her own eyes closed. 
The last thing she remembered was thinking how they’d never had dinner.
    
HANNAH STEPPED AWAY from the mic and surveyed the crowd. Clapping hands, stomping feet, whistling cheers... She was overwhelmed by the energy of the arena. Taking a small bow, she spoke to the audience in her southern drawl. “Y’all lookin’ mighty fine this evenin’. I’m so glad to be here in Mobile, Alabama.”
The crowd went wild. 
“This is a special night because it’s the last concert for the summer. And, I can’t imagine spending it with anyone else.” Hannah was speaking to the crowd, but in her heart, her words were aimed at Shelby, who was just visible in the wings, watching her intently.
“This tour has been the most amazing experience,” Hannah continued. “And, I hope you don’t mind, but I’d like to sing an oldie but a goodie for you tonight. Would that be okay?” 
The foot stomping and cheering were answer enough. 
Hannah turned to her band. “I’m sure all of you know ‘Always on my mind.’”
Her eyes sought out Shelby, holding her gaze for a moment longer than necessary before turning back to the crowd. Memories of that night in Nashville, singing on a tiny stage and only seeing Shelby, flooded her mind. Here, with a much larger crowd, Hannah still only had eyes for this one woman who had captured her heart. As she began to sing, her voice filled the space and goose bumps rose on her arms.
But it wasn’t just the power of her own voice that sent shivers down her spine, it was also the electricity she felt every time her gaze met Shelby’s. It was as if they were the only two people in the arena, the rest of the world falling away as they existed in their own little bubble.
Hannah poured all of her emotions into the song, remembering every moment with Shelby that had brought them here. The late nights talking over cobbler, that stolen kiss on the bus, the way Shelby’s hands felt on Hannah’s body when they finally gave in to their desires. As Hannah reached the final notes of the ballad, she felt a sense of completion, as if everything in her life had led her to this moment with Shelby. Hannah knew she had fallen hard for this woman.
She’d never intended to give her heart to anyone again, but Shelby had claimed it effortlessly. And now, as Hannah stood on the stage, baring her soul to the crowd and to the woman she loved, she knew there was nothing she wouldn’t do to keep Shelby by her side. But it wasn’t only up to her.
Shelby had come into her life like a whirlwind, blowing away all of Hannah’s fears and doubts, healing the pain from her past. Now Hannah wanted to do the same for Shelby. She wanted to be the light in Shelby’s life, the one to chase away all of her darkness. How could she convince Shelby to continue on the tour, to stay with her and see where their love could take them?
Because Hannah knew that, above all else, she was totally in love with Shelby.
For the entire concert, until the last chord was struck and the applause died down, Hannah’s gaze never left Shelby’s for longer than a few seconds. She could see the hesitation in Shelby’s eyes, the inner turmoil as she tried to figure out what she wanted. Hannah knew Shelby had been hurt before and was afraid of getting hurt again.
As applause rang out in the arena, Hannah took a bow. “I’ll never forget this night, Mobile, and I have a feeling it won’t be the last time I’m here. Until next time.” 
With that, Hannah walked off the stage, her heart tightening at the thought that the next time she came this way, she might be alone. Would she have to head out for the second leg of the tour without Shelby? 
“That was amazing!” Brooke hopped up and down. “Listen to them. Are you going to miss it?” 
“Being on the road?” Hannah asked. “No. All I can think about right now is having some downtime.”
With Shelby. 
“I can’t believe you sang that song.” Shelby rushed toward Hannah, tossing her arms around her neck. 
“It’s not the most romantic, but…” Hannah shrugged. “I was thinking. What if we ditch our flight back to Nashville. We can rent a car. Take the back roads and spend the entire time together.” 
“Not ready to say goodbye to the road quite yet?” 
Hannah pressed her forehead to Shelby’s. “Not yet. What do you say? Liam will be with Val, right?” 
“Yes. I’m free for a week. Let’s do it,” Shelby replied with a smile.
Hannah felt a weight lift off her shoulders at Shelby’s words. This was it, the chance to spend quality time with the woman she loved and convince her to stay on. 
“I’m sorry to interrupt, Ms. Taylor.” Frank, the head of security, approached, nervously clearing his throat. “There’s a young woman who is insisting on seeing you. She’s really upset.” 
“Who is it?” Hannah held onto Shelby’s hand. 
“Says her name’s Madison Fredericks.” 
Hannah’s grip on Shelby turned viselike. 
“Do you want us to turn her away?” Frank asked. 
“No. Bring her back.” Hannah’s knees wobbled. 
“What’s wrong?” Shelby asked. 
Everything, but how could Hannah say that to Shelby?





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
   
S helby stared in confusion at the teenager in a navy-blue school uniform skirt and a retro Rolling Stones T-shirt, a backpack dangling precariously from one shoulder. The girl seemed dazed, almost lost. It was a look Shelby recognized from all the troubled kids Val had helped out at one time or another.
Meanwhile, Hannah stood slack-jawed, as motionless as if she had been turned to stone. Her eyes were fixed on the girl in front of them, but she didn’t seem to be seeing her anymore. Shelby had seen this look too, though not often. It was the look of someone who had been transported back in time, taken to a moment they would rather forget.
Was Hannah going to say or do something? 
Shelby nudged Hannah in the side, but to no avail. Eventually, Shelby took a step forward. “I’m Shelby.” 
“Madison.” 
“What brings you to Mobile?” Shelby wanted to whack the back of her own head for asking such a cliché question, but it was the best she could come up with on the fly. 
Madison shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her eyes darting around the room. “I’m here to see my sister.”
“Who’s your sister?” Shelby asked, her voice quiet and deliberate as her suspicions grew.
Madison’s eyes drifted back to Hannah, and Shelby noticed a flicker of recognition in Madison’s eyes.
“Shit, I’m sorry.” Hannah finally snapped out of her trance and stepped forward to join the conversation. “Shelby, this is my little sister, Madison. I just—” She turned her attention to the teenager. “How’d you get here?” 
“A friend gave me a ride to their cousin’s in Macon. His brother drove me to Columbus, where I got a ride with a truck driver—” 
“Madison! Jesus Christ. You could have been hurt.” Hannah pulled the teenager into a protective hug. “Promise me you’ll never do anything stupid like that again.”  
“Only if you promise not to send me back. I can’t take her anymore. I just can’t.” Madison held on tight to Hannah as she spoke, her voice breaking with emotion.
Shelby watched the exchange, feeling like an outsider intruding on a private moment. She could tell that whatever had happened between these sisters was deep and complicated, but she had no idea what to do or say to make it better.
“Who can’t you take anymore?” Shelby asked, her voice calm and steady. 
Madison pulled away from Hannah, wiping away her tears.
“Mom,” the two sisters said in unison.
A tear rolled down Madison’s cheek. “You escaped her clutches. I need your help.” 
Hannah placed a hand on each of Madison’s shoulders. “I’m always here for you, but what are you asking for?”
Madison took a deep breath and looked up at Shelby, her expression resolute. “I need a place to stay, at least for a while. I can’t go back to that house with her.” Her voice was low and urgent, as if the words were being torn from her. “Can I stay with you?” 
“What about school?” Hannah casually checked out Madison’s outfit, the uniform suggesting the girl had run away without any plans or forethought. “Did you even pack any clothes when you left?” 
Madison shook her head. “No, I just had to get out of there. I’ll figure out school later. They’re making me go to this summer thing that requires our uniform. I want to wear shorts and a T-shirt, but no. That’s not good enough. Nothing I do is good enough. I hate school. I hate everything about Savannah. Mom doesn’t want me. She never did.” 
Hannah pulled Madison back in for a hug. “Let’s get you cleaned up. How does a hot shower and fresh clothes sound?” 
“Like a dream.” 
After a quick drive back to the hotel, Hannah motioned for Shelby to tag along to the room. 
While Madison showered, Hannah sat on the couch, her head in her hands. “What am I going to do?” 
“Talk to her. Find out what drove her away.” Shelby rubbed Hannah’s back. 
“I have a pretty good idea.” Hannah inhaled deeply. “The woman’s impossible. But…” Hannah finished with a sigh. “Should I put Madison on a plane back to Savannah in the morning?” 
“What makes you think she’ll get on the plane? She got herself here, which didn’t sound easy—”
“Don’t remind me. I get sick thinking about it.” Hannah shook her head as if she was about to vomit.
“I know you don’t see eye to eye, but as a mom myself, I can’t even imagine what your mother is going through.” Shelby wrung her fingers.
“She’s nothing like you. Or me for that matter. I can’t even call her a mother anymore. She’s become this stranger who only cares about herself.” Hannah stood up and walked over to the window, peering out into the busy city street below, shoving her hands deep into the jeans she’d changed into. “And Madison, she’s a child, caught in the middle of all of it. I don’t know if I can handle this responsibility.” 
Shelby scrunched her face but decided not to parse words. Instead, she said, “If you want to make sure Madison gets home safe and sound, we’ll have to drive her there.” 
“We?” Hannah seemed genuinely surprised, but not unhappy with the suggestion. 
“Yeah, we. Unless you want to make that drive alone with a confused and surly sixteen-year-old.” Shelby chuckled at Hannah’s pained expression. “I didn’t think so. We were planning on a road trip. Granted, we’ll be going in the opposite direction than we thought, but it’s the only solution. If you put her on a plane, train, or even in an Uber—she won’t end up where you want her to be.” 
“You’d go with me? I can get you a plane ticket back to Nashville.” 
Shelby laced her fingers through Hannah’s. “I want to help. I don’t have a lot of experience with rebellious teenage girls, but I’m thinking having two adults present might make things a little easier. Plus, we’ll have each other’s backs.” 
Hannah’s eyes softened, and a small smile played on her lips. “Thank you. I don’t know how to repay you for this.” 
Shelby shrugged, trying to make light of the situation. “Promise me that you won’t take a video of me when I start snoring on the drive.”
Hannah laughed, the sound breaking the tension that was present moments ago. “Deal.”
    
SHELBY PULLED the rental car up to the gas station pump, killing the engine. “I’ll meet you two inside.” 
“No way. I’ll pump the gas and meet you inside.” Hannah held out her hand, presumably for the keys. 
“If you insist.” Shelby dropped the keys into Hannah’s extended hand and stepped out of the car. Shelby stretched her arms, feeling the cool breeze on her skin. It was a relief from the sweltering heat they had been experiencing so far on their road trip.
Madison contorted herself to get out of the back seat, if it could be called that. The rental agency had only had compact economy cars available, and they had been forced to cram the poor kid in the back seat with all their luggage.
“I’m going to burst,” Madison announced before she made a run for the station’s convenience store, or more likely their bathroom. 
Shelby laughed, but she noted that Hannah had this faraway stare. Was she worried about the consequences Madison would face when they brought the runaway home? Shelby sure was. In her experience, disappointed mothers could be cruel. 
Shelby shook off her thoughts and made her way toward the station. It occurred to her that maybe Hannah’s mood was due, at least in part, to hunger. She might not officially be working for the singer anymore, but that didn’t mean she had stopped worrying about her wellbeing. A hungry Hannah was never a good thing.
Once inside the bright, modern convenience store, Shelby perused the refrigerated snack options. She selected the best she could find, including cut fruit, cheese cubes, and turkey slices. It wasn’t a gourmet meal, but it would have to do.
She made eye contact with Madison, who had recently emerged from the restroom. “Hungry?” 
“Always.” Madison rubbed her stomach. 
“You take after your sister.” Shelby jerked her head to the case. “Grab whatever you want.”
Front and center sat a display rack filled with stuffed animals, and Shelby couldn’t help but look. Liam would love the rainbow monkey. She picked it up and squeezed it, feeling the softness of the faux fur. Maybe it would distract him from the fact she’d left him with Val for a week to go on a road trip, like the most selfish parent on the planet.
Or maybe that was her mom guilt talking, and the kid was having the time of his life with a surrogate grandmother who would fill him full of cookies for breakfast.
The bell on the door jingled, pulling Shelby’s gaze onto Hannah, who still wore her sunglasses. Damn, the woman was sexy. Hannah offered a sly smile before heading to the snack aisle. Rather, the junk food section. 
“What are you doing?” Sadly, Shelby had her hands full, making it impossible to whack everything out of Hannah’s hands. How had she had time to collect so much?
“I get snacky when stressed.” 
“I know. That’s why I picked all this out for you.” 
“Watermelon chunks aren’t going to cut it.” Hannah moved her head side to side with exaggerated emphasis.
“But watermelon Jolly Ranchers will?” 
“I knew I was forgetting something.” Hannah’s eyes scanned the plastic candy bags hanging from hooks. 
“No, Hannah. You’ve been doing so well. I can’t stand here and let you wreck all of your hard work.” 
Hannah turned away, shielding her contraband. 
“Look at Madison. Everything she picked is healthy.” 
“You probably forced her to.” 
“I didn’t. I thought she’d be the one trying to pull a stunt like this.” Shelby pointed to Hannah. “White cheddar popcorn, Nutter Butters, Reece’s Peanut Butter Cups, Fiddle Faddle—because the other popcorn isn’t enough?” 
“At least it’s a veggie.” Hannah’s voice wasn’t convincing, but that didn’t mean she put anything back on the shelf.
“Not in that form, it isn’t.” 
“Shelby.” Hannah dragged out the name in a pleading way but didn’t add any actual counterargument.  
“Hannah.” Shelby added a hundred Ns to the pronunciation. “Look at the pineapple chunks. So plump and tasty.” 
Hannah pinched her lips shut. 
“You like cheese.” 
“Three words for you: white cheddar popcorn.” 
Shelby sighed, realizing that she couldn’t resist Hannah’s charm for very long. “You can’t buy all of it. Choose one and only one.” Shelby’s eyes bored into Hannah’s as she channeled all her mom mojo. 
“This isn’t fair. I’m older than you.” Hannah stuck out her tongue, negating her argument completely. 
“I might need legal proof of that, because right now, Liam’s more mature than you.” 
“Who’s Liam?” Madison poked her head around Hannah. 
“My son.” 
“You have a son?” Madison seemed shocked. “There’s no way you’re old enough to be a mom!” 
“I get that a lot. He’s four. I’m twenty-five.” 
“That’s cool. Is he with his dad or something?” 
“No, he’s with Aunt Val.” Shelby stepped to the side, blocking Hannah, who was using Madison’s confusion as a diversion to make it to the register with an entire armload of junk food. “You’re terrible. You know that?” 
Hannah’s smile nearly made Shelby melt entirely. 
“Two items, but they both can’t be large items. Be reasonable, Hannah.” 
“What’s that gotten me in life?” 
“Me, so don’t wreck it.” 
“Ooooh… that’s brilliant but low, Shelby Montgomery. I’ll remember this when you want something you shouldn’t have.” Hannah put the Nutter Butters and Fiddle Faddle back. “Satisfied?” 
“I’d rather you put it all back, but I’m guessing that’s not going to happen.” Shelby marched to the register, dropping her items on the counter, but keeping an eagle eye on Hannah to prevent a Snickers or some other candy bar from magically appearing in the bag. 
At the car, Hannah opened her door, pulling the seat up for Madison to climb back in. 
“We’re only an hour away,” Hannah said. “Are you ready for this?” 
Madison shook her head. “Why are you taking me back? I want to live with you.” 
“We… we can discuss that, but it doesn’t change the fact that you’re a minor who’s still in school.” Hannah backed out of the parking spot, her foot too heavy on the gas. 
“Aren’t there schools in Tennessee?” 
Hannah didn’t answer while Madison sulked in the back seat. 
The rest of the drive took place in uncomfortable silence, and when Hannah parked the car in front of a foreboding house ripped from Southern Architectural Digest, a stern looking woman stepped out onto the front stoop, crossing her arms. 
“Look what the cat dragged in,” the woman said in a tone that wouldn’t melt butter.





CHAPTER NINETEEN
   
T he formal dining room at the house in Savannah looked exactly the way it had when Hannah left home sixteen years before. Her mother’s taste had always been impeccable, and the room was a testament to that. The high ceilings, the ornate chandelier, the mahogany table that could seat twelve—all of it was as stifling as Hannah had remembered.
Beside her, Shelby looked just as uncomfortable as Hannah felt as she picked at the salad that had been placed at each chair to start the meal. Hannah gave Shelby’s thigh a reassuring squeeze under the dinner table, but it was impossible to believe the dinner wouldn’t have casualties. The moment they’d arrived, her mother had made it clear she was out for blood.
Madison sat across the table, her arms crossed and head down. The anger radiating from the teenager made the air in the room heavy with tension. Hannah’s mother seemed to be ignoring Madison completely, and instead was directing her passive-aggressive remarks toward Hannah and Shelby.
“What is it you do, Shelby?” Margaret asked, her voice laced with disdain. “I can’t imagine it’s anything particularly intellectual, given the way you dress.”
Considering Shelby had borrowed one of Hannah’s flannel shirts to ward off the house’s over-aggressive air-conditioning, Hannah understood that to be more a dig at her than Shelby.
“I’m a cook,” Shelby replied, holding her head up high in a way that made Hannah proud.
“A cook?” Margaret echoed, her eyebrow raised in disbelief. “I guess everyone has to make a living somehow.”
Hannah gritted her teeth. “She’s a personal chef, Mother.”
Margaret sniffed dismissively. “I suppose that’s a respectable enough trade for a woman, but it certainly doesn’t match the accomplishments of the men in our family.”
Hannah’s two older brothers, Bill and Joe, shifted awkwardly in their seats. Despite the fact they were both in their late thirties and had homes and families of their own, somehow they’d both appeared at the dinner table the second Margaret snapped her fingers. Hannah couldn’t help but think that they seemed more like lapdogs than grown men.
Shelby cleared her throat. “Actually, I’ve been considering starting my own business, cooking for busy music industry executives and the like back in Nashville.”
“You have?” This was the first Hannah heard of Shelby’s plan, and she felt a swell of pride at the woman’s ambition. “I thought you were looking into culinary school.”
“Perhaps, but I’ve been doing some research, and I think there’s a real market for traveling chefs,” Shelby said, smiling brightly.
Margaret snorted. “Good luck with that. I’m sure you’ll find plenty of people who want to pay for a glorified cook to follow them around.”
Hannah’s temper rose from deep within. How dare her mother belittle Shelby like this? Shelby had more talent and drive in her little finger than her mother had in her entire body. Hannah was about to say so, but her oldest brother, Bill, shot her a warning look. It figured. He was the conservative one who never colored outside of the lines in any aspect of his life.
“Speaking of cooking, what’s for dinner tonight?” Bill asked, clearly trying to change the subject.
“It’s an herbed chicken,” Margaret said, a sly smile on her face. “Just a little recipe I picked up on my trip to France last month.”
“There’s nothing like a good French hen, or three of them,” said Joe, who was two years younger than Bill and generally did the bare minimum to stay in their parents’ good graces. He’d become a lawyer, gotten married, and provided one obligatory grandchild. He was also the type to crack open a beer at the breakfast table when their mother wasn’t around. Right now, he’d begun to hum the Twelve Days of Christmas, inspired by Margaret’s choice of menu.
Their father sat at one end of the table, his gaze on his place setting. He seemed lost in his thoughts, perhaps thinking of his own failed ambitions or the years of his life wasted on toiling away in a loveless marriage to Margaret. At least, that was what Hannah imagined she would be thinking about if she was in his shoes.
Hannah watched him, feeling a pang of sympathy. She’d always been closer to her father, not that it had done her much good. He’d never been able to stand up to her mother, always going along with her plans and harsh criticisms. She wondered if he was feeling trapped and restless like she was.
A timer sounded in the kitchen, and her father’s face brightened slightly. Margaret stood up and smoothed down her dress, because no matter what the calendar claimed, it was still the 1950s in this house.
“Dinner’s ready.” Margaret announced. She left the room and returned a few minutes later, carrying a large platter with a roast chicken, perfectly carved like it was the star of a cooking magazine spread, and placing it in the center of the table. 
“It looks lovely, dear.” Her father tucked a napkin into the top of his shirt. 
“Thomas,” she scolded, for what perceived offense Hannah couldn’t begin to guess. 
But her dad seemed to understand and whisked the napkin to his lap, his cheeks burning. Was it embarrassment or frustration? It wasn’t the first time Hannah witnessed similar admonishments. 
The stern woman took her seat, her shoulders held back, her spine stiff, and a chilling smile as she surveyed everyone around the table. 
“Are we going to talk about why we’re all really here?” Bill plopped mashed potatoes onto his plate, handing the bowl to his right for Madison, who simply handed it to Joe without taking so much as a spoonful. 
“I don’t like airing family laundry in front of strangers.” Her mom picked up the tongs, dishing out green beans. 
“I can go.” Shelby started to stand. 
“You stay.” Hannah pulled Shelby back down, only slightly regretting preventing Shelby from escaping the wrath of Margaret. “Shelby’s not a stranger. She... works for me,” Hannah finished clumsily, not even sure herself what the correct term for their relationship might be.
“Is that what we’re calling it nowadays?”
“Jesus Christ, Mom!” Hannah exclaimed, incensed at her mother’s audacity. 
“Language, young lady.” Margaret shot back, still wearing that infuriating smile. “Unless you were offering to say grace?”
“What were you thinking, running away like that?” Bill demanded, turning to Madison. “You could have been hurt or worse.” 
“Nothing happened. It’s not a big deal.” Madison dug her hands deeper into her armpits and avoided eye contact with everyone at the table. 
“It certainly is a big deal, and you’ll be punished accordingly,” Margaret pronounced as she poured gravy over her mashed potatoes and chicken. 
“Why’d you leave, kiddo?” Joe tossed a chunk of dark meat into his mouth. 
“Like you don’t know. Like none of you know.” Madison glared at each brother, before her eyes landed on Hannah, and the level of accusation tripled. 
Hannah swallowed half a glass of ice water in one gulp, her throat suddenly dry from a vague apprehension. She wasn’t sure what Madison was trying to insinuate, but the possibilities were enough to make her stomach twist with unease. She remembered all too well what it was like to be sixteen under their mother’s roof.
“I can’t take living here anymore,” Madison spat out, finally breaking the tense silence. “I can’t take this family and all this pretending we do. I can’t keep living with all of your secrets and lies.” 
At the mention of lies, Hannah’s hand began to shake. Was this finally it? She had feared this moment would come, but she’d never expected it to happen when someone as important to her as Shelby was sitting at the table to witness it. Shelby, who would never understand the complexity of their family and the tangled web of deceit that they had woven over the years.  
“Madison, you’re being dramatic,” Margaret hissed, the pleasant facade dropping for a split second. 
“I’m not!” Madison screeched, her voice echoing through the dining room walls. “I want out of here. I want to go live with Hannah.” 
Hannah wished she hadn’t downed half of her water, and why didn’t she have something stronger in front of her? Her mind raced as she looked around at the faces of her family, trying to gauge their reactions. Bill looked angry, Joe confused, and Margaret like she was trying to keep her emotions in check. Meanwhile her father looked like he was simply waiting for the next piece of chicken.  
“Hannah?” Margaret scoffed. “She’s not a good role model. I can barely go out in public these days since that silly tour of hers started. I’m an outcast in my own town. My friends don’t return my calls.” 
“Yeah, it’s terrible. Especially that big sign near the town square announcing this as the birthplace of Hannah Taylor.” Joe winked at Hannah. “That one must really sting.” 
“What does that mean?” Margaret snapped at her son. 
“Nothing.” Joe buttered one half of his roll, his head down, but Hannah detected a smirk. 
“The garden club ladies have higher standards,” Margaret clarified, but not completely. “Trust me; they do not approve of my daughter’s lifestyle.”
“You mean being queer,” Hannah guessed, filling in the blanks. “It’s the one thing you can never forgive me for.” 
“There’s nothing to forgive. Be who you are.” But the way her mother said it, Hannah could tell that Margaret didn’t mean it any more now than she ever had. It was another one of her lines, meant to placate Hannah while also silencing any dissenting voices at the table.
“Sure,” Hannah said. “Because you’ve always been such an open-minded individual. No wonder Madison ran off. You’re repeating the same mistakes with her that you made with all of us.”
“I’m the one who’s made mistakes?” Her mother’s tone was cold and dismissive. “You’re the one who’s always causing problems, Hannah. You’ve always been so selfish.”
Hannah wanted to scream, to throw the nearest object at her mother, but instead she took a deep breath and calmly replied, “It’s the definition of insanity. To do the same thing over and over, expecting a different outcome.”
“I have no idea what you mean.”
“Look around you! Bill’s so afraid he’ll take one misstep he’s going to give himself a heart attack. Joe keeps himself fully lubricated to get through the day.”
Joe raised his beer glass, grinning.
“Dad’s the most fierce-some lawyer in town but terrified of his shadow in his own home.”
Her father tucked his chin into his shirt collar.
“You do nothing but beat everyone down, all because you have it in your head that other people gossip about our every move like we’re royalty. I have news for you, Mother. No one gives a shit about you, me, or any of us.” 
Margaret pounded a fist on the table. “Who do you think you are? Blowing into town and disrespecting me at my dinner table—”
“You see? You just called it your dinner table. There are six others at this table. Not everything is about you!” 
“It’s about you, though, isn’t it, Hannah?” Her mother’s eyes narrowed menacingly. “You always wanted everything to be about you.” 
“The only thing I wanted to be was a dandelion, and you never wanted anything but a rose!” Hannah roared. 
“I don’t even know what that means.” It was clear Margaret’s temper was ready to spill over. “I don’t give a fuck that you’re gay. I just don’t want you to throw it in all of our faces all the fucking time.” 
“I’m never home!” Even as she screamed this, Hannah was half in shock that her mother had sworn, twice, in her precious formal dining room. It was possible this was one of the signs of the start of the apocalypse.
“Yet I can’t escape you!” Margaret growled. “In the newspaper, online, on television. You’re fucking everywhere! Doing interviews. Winning awards. It’s exhausting. None of this would have happened if you hadn’t left home!” 
“Left home? I was shoved out—” 
“Do you want to talk about why?” There was no denying her mother’s threatening tone.
Hannah’s chest heaved as she bit down on her lip. 
“Yes, that’s what I thought.” Margaret stared Hannah down in triumph. “I’ve been cleaning up your messes since day one, so don’t think you can talk to me like this ever again. You’re excused.” 
“What?” Hannah glanced at her mother. 
“You can leave my table.” Her mom stressed the word my. “I don’t put up with impertinent children, no matter their ages or how rich they are.” She sipped her sweet tea, patting a wisp of hair back into place. 
“Come on, Shelby. We’re not wanted here.” Hannah stood, putting her hand out for Shelby. 
“I’m coming, too.” Madison hopped to her feet. 
“No, you don’t. You can finish your dinner or go to your room, where you’ll stay for the rest of your life,” her mother snapped, that stray hair springing out of the bun again. 
“Take me with you. Please,” Madison begged. 
“I—I need to figure things out, but I’ll be back. I promise.” 
“Why should any of us trust your word?” Hannah’s mother crossed her arms. “You’ve been nothing but a disappointment, and I can’t keep cleaning up your messes. Now, I’m asking you nicely. Please leave my house, or I’ll have you escorted out.” 
Hannah glanced at Bill, wondering if her brother would do that if asked. 
The painful expression on his face screamed he didn’t want to find out himself. 
“I will be back. We’re not done talking about Madison.” 
“Please. You shut the door on that conversation sixteen years ago.” 
Not wanting to hear more or to have Shelby have to spend another second under Margaret’s roof, Hannah practically dragged Shelby by the hand outside to the rental car. 
“Are you okay?” 
“No, but let’s get out of here before she calls the cops.” 
“Would she really call the cops?” Shelby took the keys from Hannah, edging around the car to get behind the wheel. 
Hannah collapsed into the passenger seat. “She’s capable of a lot worse; trust me.” 
Like threatening a sixteen-year-old with being committed to a psychiatric hospital, never to see the light of day again. 
“We never even got any chicken. Where’s the best place for fried chicken? This seems like a fried chicken emergency.” Shelby rested the side of her head on the steering wheel, gazing adoringly at Hannah. 
“You’re too good to me.” 
“I had no idea until today how low the bar had been set for treating you right. I’m so sorry, Hannah. What a bitch.” 
“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever called her that. Not once.” 
“Whoops.” Shelby mimed zipping her lips shut. 
“No. It’s good to hear someone say it. No one ever says what they think in my family. Even Joe. He might be looser lipped outside of the family home but never to her face.” 
“She’s scary.” 
“You have no idea.” 
“I’m starting to.” 
“It’s worse, Shelby. It’s so fucking complicated, and I’m not sure you’ll ever be able to understand. You’re an amazing mother. You’d never—I don’t know how to tell you everything in a way to make you understand.” Hannah covered her face, the tears flowing freely. 
“Hey, it’s going to be okay.” Shelby pulled Hannah closer. “I know it seems like you’ll never figure out how to help Madison, but we’ll work something out. I’m not going anywhere.” 
Hannah wanted to believe that with all her heart, but there was no way around one simple fact. Hannah was the worst person on the planet, and it was only a matter of time before Shelby learned the full truth.





CHAPTER TWENTY
   
A  loud clang came from the kitchen, quickly followed by, “Fucking hell!” 
Despite Shelby’s discomfort at being in Hannah’s family’s home without Hannah present, Shelby rushed into the room to see what had happened. In the middle of the floor was a baking sheet, a few chocolate chip cookies clinging on for dear life. The rest were smashed into pieces on the tile. In the midst of the chaos, Madison stood cradling her hand. 
“Did you burn yourself?” Shelby stepped over the chaos, her concern focused on the girl. “Let me see.” 
“That was the last of the cookie dough.” Madison whimpered.
At least Shelby knew Madison wasn’t crying in pain. Not physical pain, anyway. “We can make a new batch.” 
“How? It’s all gone.” 
Shelby noticed a yellow plastic cookie dough wrapper on the kitchen island and shook her head. “By making them the old-fashioned way. Now, where do you keep the flour, sugar, chocolate chips—” 
“We won’t have any of those,” Madison said, opening a cabinet door. “My mom doesn’t do much baking. She doesn’t believe in sweets.”
“Right.” Shelby wasn’t a proponent of unhealthy eating herself, but there was something satisfying about the process of baking, especially when it came to making cookies. It was a form of therapy, a way to de-stress and forget about everything else. And considering the obvious stressors in Madison’s life, Shelby couldn’t help feeling a twinge of sympathy.
“We can improvise,” Shelby inspected the shelves and then the fridge. “We have everything we need for snickerdoodles. I think. Do you have cream of tartar?” 
“Is that like cream of wheat?” 
“No,” Shelby said with a laugh. “It’d be in with the spices, probably. It’s a white powder.” 
“Baking is weird.” Madison scanned the spices until she found the item in question. 
“It can be, but it’s also a great way to bring people together.”
“So is family therapy,” Madison said pointedly, referring to the reason that she and Shelby were the only two people in the house. The rest of what Margaret had referred to as “the adults” had gone to a preliminary appointment with a psychologist who specialized in family counseling. Shelby had only been invited back to the house because someone had to keep an eye on Madison and make sure she didn’t attempt another runner.
“Let’s make a big batch so when your parents and siblings come home, we can surprise them.” Shelby pasted on the biggest and, admittedly, fakest smile.
“These better be the magical cookies, because bringing this family together will take a miracle.” 
“I need a mixing bowl,” Shelby directed, ignoring Madison’s comment. She opened a drawer and pulled out a large stainless-steel bowl. “And a whisk, measuring cups, and spoons.” 
Madison brought over the requested items, and Shelby began measuring out ingredients, humming a tune as she worked.
“Don’t you think it’s weird they all went to talk to a family therapist but left me at home?” Madison pressed, clearly frustrated by the situation and most likely lacking anyone else to talk to. “I’ve always felt like I didn’t belong. This only proves it.” 
“I know it can seem that way, but sometimes adults do things to protect you. Maybe they thought it would be overwhelming for you,” Shelby suggested, trying to remain diplomatic. She had a feeling that Madison’s parents didn’t want to face the fact that their daughter was struggling with some serious issues. It was easier to push that responsibility onto a therapist and hope they could “fix” her with the snap of their fingers. 
Madison scoffed. “I don’t need protecting. I need to be heard and understood. All my family does is lie.” 
“What do you mean?” Shelby cracked an egg on the countertop next to the bowl.
“That stuff mom said last night. About everyone in Savannah looking down on us because of Hannah. It’s a lie. Everywhere I go, people are always telling me how amazing Hannah is. How lucky I am to have such a talented sister. In public, Mom laps it all up. At The Shindig—”  
“What’s that?” 
“A bar where mom has drinks with her friends. They had a viewing party for the Grammy’s when Hannah was nominated for best new artist.”
“Did your mom go?” Shelby couldn’t imagine Margaret frequenting a bar, let alone one with a viewing party for the Grammy’s.
Madison rolled her eyes. “Of course, she did. And she made sure everyone knew Hannah was her daughter. But when we’re at home, she acts like Hannah is this huge burden we all have to bear.”
“Why do you think that is?” Shelby was honestly curious. She was no stranger to complicated and even downright toxic family dynamics, but this family took it to a new level.
“Mom hates that the only reason people put up with her is because she has a famous daughter. Everyone wants Hannah to give them tickets to concerts so they can take their granddaughters. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Before that one video Hannah made, no one liked my mom. Now she’s the toast of the town. It’s all because of Hannah. Mom can’t admit she’s a bitch—” 
“Young lady—” Shelby pointed the spoon at Madison. “Don’t call your mom that word. She’s still your mom.” Sure, Shelby had called the woman that name after the disastrous family dinner, but allowing Madison to say that seemed a step too far. Was it, though?
Madison looked at Shelby defiantly. “I call it like I see it. You wanted to know why my mom acts the way she does, and that’s the reason. She’ll make time for a Grammy watch party, but when my basketball team made the state final, she couldn’t be bothered. All those things she says about Hannah—none of it’s true.” 
“If that’s the case, all the things she says about you can’t possibly be true, either,” Shelby pointed out. “It seems like your mom has a lot of issues that have nothing to do with you or Hannah.”
Madison let out a bitter laugh. “You have no idea. She doesn’t love me. She never wanted me. I’m drowning here. If I can’t live with Hannah, I’m going to disappear, and no one in the family will ever see me again.” 
“I know we’ve only met, but I hope that doesn’t happen. Who else will make miracle cookies with me?” Shelby attempted her most sympathetic smile, feeling utterly helpless.
“What about your son? Do you bake with him?” Madison seemed genuinely interested in the answer, or at least desperate for anything to change the subject from her own messed-up family.
“My kitchen is always big enough for everyone who wants to help,” Shelby said, handing Madison a spoon so she could do just that. 
“Does that include Hannah?” 
“Heavens no,” Shelby said, making a face. “If I taught her how to bake cookies—disaster. She’s a stress eater.” 
“Me too.” 
“You two are so similar, right down to the same dimple in your left cheeks.” Shelby tapped her own cheek.
“Are you two dating?” 
“What?” Shelby was caught off guard and had no idea what to say. She and Hannah had slept together before the final concert, but they’d never had a formal conversation about what their status was. Honestly, Shelby wasn’t even sure she wanted to define it, but now she felt put on the spot. “I, uh...”
“It’s just, you spend a lot of time together and seem really close,” Madison clarified, sensing the anxiety swirling inside Shelby. “And I see how she looks at you and stuff. I assumed you two were together.” Madison raised an eyebrow in a way that was all too knowing for a sixteen-year-old. 
“We’re, uh, figuring things out,” Shelby finally managed to say. “It’s complicated.” 
“Why?” Madison eyed the contents in the bowl. “You do know she’s a lesbian, right? Like, famously so.”
Shelby laughed nervously, “It’s not just that. There are a lot of factors involved.” 
Madison frowned, “Like?”
Shelby hesitated, feeling vulnerable. She hadn’t talked about her feelings for Hannah with anyone other than Hannah herself, and even then it was always vague and full of mixed signals.
“Like your sister is famous, and I have a little boy. We have to make sure the two worlds don’t smash up in a bad way. Plus, the tour has been extended. She’ll be on the road a lot.” 
“Didn’t you two tour with her?” Madison rested her elbows on the counter.
“Yes, but eventually my son will be in school.”
“But not now?” Madison was definitely not going to let a single thing slide.
“No, but he might benefit from starting preschool this fall. It’ll help him make friends before kindergarten. He can’t do that on the road, and I can’t leave him for large chunks of time. I’ve been away from him for three days, and I’ve called twenty times, at least, to check on him.” 
“He’s really lucky to have been able to go on tour with his mom.” Madison sighed. “And for you to be a chef. I keep asking Mom to teach me, but she says she doesn’t have time. All those trips to France to learn knife skills or whatever, but she can’t be bothered to take five minutes with me.” 
“I’m not really a chef,” Shelby said, uncertain what to say about Madison’s mother. The less, the better, probably. 
“You cooked for Hannah, right? That makes you a personal chef.” 
“Yes, but I haven’t gone to school for it. I’m trying to decide if I want to,” Shelby explained. “There’s one program in Nashville. But it’s expensive and—” Shelby finished with a shrug. 
“And, what?” Madison stuck her finger in the dough. “If it’s a money thing, I bet Hannah would help. She’s been paying my stupid private school tuition for years.”
“I couldn’t let her do that. I don’t like owing what I can’t pay back. Besides, I’ve really liked being a personal chef. It’d be nice to skip the school part to start my own business. I just worry no one will take me seriously if I don’t have a fancy degree.” 
“Hannah hired you.” 
“Because she’s a sucker for peach cobbler.” Shelby laughed over the memory, which seemed eons ago.
“You can make that?” Madison’s eyes widened. 
“Yes, and I promise to make it for you some day. For now, let’s get these masterpieces into the oven. Everyone will be home soon.” 
“I don’t want them to come back,” Madison confessed. “I can’t breathe when my mother and I are in the same space.” 
“Oh, honey.” Shelby wrapped an arm around Madison. “It’s hard to see it now, but everything will work out. If there’s one thing I know about your sister it’s that she has a heart of gold. She’d never leave you in the lurch.” 
A tear rolled down Madison’s cheek. “I don’t think that’s true. She left me here to deal with Mom all by myself. She’s a coward, just like Dad.”
Shelby’s heart ached for Madison, knowing firsthand how it felt to be abandoned by a loved one. She had been cast off to deal with life’s difficulties on her own. It wasn’t easy, but Shelby learned to persevere and find her own way. She knew Madison could do the same with a little guidance and support. “Madison, I know it’s hard, but—”
The front door slammed, interrupting Shelby’s train of thought. Madison sucked in a deep breath, looking like it’d be the last she’d take. 
Shelby gave Madison another squeeze. No sooner had she let go than Madison’s father appeared in the kitchen doorway.
“Madison, can your mom and I speak to you in the other room?” Thomas offered Shelby a shy smile. 
“I’m helping Shelby make cookies,” Madison said with a pout. 
“Go on. I’ll take good care of them.” Shelby gave Madison a slight nudge to get her feet going. 
Hannah came to stand in the doorway behind her father. “I’ll help.” 
“You see?” Shelby winked at Madison. 
Madison trudged past her father, who followed after, heaving a pained sigh. 
“Are these healthy cookies?” Hannah wore a sour expression, and Shelby could tell whatever had happened at the therapist’s office had not gone very well. 
“Full sugar, full fat, and a hundred percent delicious. I wouldn’t do anything less during a family crisis. How’d it go?” Shelby spooned the dough onto a clean cookie sheet.
“I imagine World War II had less drama.” 
“It couldn’t have been that bad.” Shelby tried to sound like she wasn’t picturing Margaret lobbing grenades, but she couldn’t help the smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth. “I bet your mother would’ve singlehandedly fought off the Nazis with nothing but her sharp tongue.”
“Yeah, I think she might have found a way to make Hitler cry himself to sleep.” Hannah shook her head. “But seriously, it was—”
“No!” From the other room, Madison screamed loudly enough to rattle the wine glasses on the counter. “I won’t stay. Not with her!” 
Hannah closed her eyes. 
“She’s not my mother. I can’t live with this lie any longer.” 
Hannah’s entire body clenched, and Shelby could feel the tension radiating off of Hannah.  
“She’s not my mom,” Madison repeated. “I want to live with my mother. My birth mother.” 
“What’s she talking about?” Shelby whispered. “Did your father—?” When Shelby found out Madison’s last name was Fredericks, she assumed Hannah used a stage name, but did they actually have different fathers?
Before Shelby could finish the question, Madison yelled, “Do you think I’m stupid? I know Hannah’s not my sister but my mom. I’ve known for years now. I’m going to live with her or—!” 
Footsteps stormed up the staircase. 
“Goodness,” Shelby whispered. “What do you think’s gotten into her? I know she wants to live with you—but that’s quite a leap of logic, thinking you’re her mother.” 
“Not… a… leap.” Hannah barely got each word out. 
Shelby plopped another ball of dough onto the sheet, needing to keep her hands busy as a sense of dread crept up her spine. She had a feeling she knew what Hannah was going to say next, and she didn’t want to be right. 
She turned to Hannah, her voice barely above a whisper. “What do you mean, not a leap?” 
Hannah took a deep breath, her eyes brimming with tears.
“I’m not her sister,” Hannah said slowly. “I am her mother.” 
Shelby’s spatula clattered to the floor as she stared at Hannah, her entire world spinning. It couldn’t be true. Hannah couldn’t be Madison’s mother. But the way Hannah looked helplessly at Shelby confirmed it all.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
   
F or a moment, Hannah was convinced that Shelby had been turned into a stone statue, one where the artist had chosen to make her eyes unnaturally large and her mouth open in a silent scream. But as soon as Shelby regained the power of speech, Hannah instantly preferred the frozen version.
“Can you explain to me”—Shelby picked up a spoon and held it as if it were a weapon—“how the hell you can possibly be Madison’s mother?”
Eyes on the spoon, Hannah raised her hands in the air. “Do I need to give you the birds and the bees talk?” 
Her attempt at humor did not land with Shelby, who scowled and slammed the spoon on the table. “Don’t even start with me. You know damn well what I mean. She’s sixteen. You’re only thirty-two. You would have been—” Shelby stopped short. “That’s why you left home so young. To run away from Madison.” 
Shelby hadn’t screamed any of the words, but Hannah wished she had. Because the way Shelby spoke them in such a normal tone made it a hundred times worse, a slow and steady knife twisting in Hannah’s gut.
Hannah had always known that, eventually, she would have to tell Shelby the truth about Madison, but she hadn’t intended for it to happen like this. She’d hoped it would be on her own terms, when she was ready.
After all, if there was one thing Shelby would struggle to understand, it was how any mother could give up her child. But here Hannah was, without a shred of a plan of how to explain herself. And Shelby was looking at her like she was a monster of some sort, demanding answers she didn’t have.
Hannah couldn’t shake the feeling she was the worst person in the world, like she had committed some unforgivable sin. Maybe because she had.
The memories came flooding back, unbidden. The fear she had felt when she first found out she was pregnant. The overwhelming panic that had consumed her when she saw Madison for the first time, so small and fragile and completely dependent on her. Her own frustration and exhaustion as time and again her own mother took over, refusing to allow Hannah to take care of her own child. And then finally, the night she left, unable to bear the weight of her own inadequacy anymore.
Tears welled up in Hannah’s eyes as she looked at Shelby. “I didn’t run away from Madison,” she whispered. “I was young, I couldn’t take care of her.”
“You think I don’t know what it’s like to be young and have a baby to take care of?” Shelby demanded, her voice trembling with emotions Hannah couldn’t begin to name. “Spare me the sob story. You had money and resources. Parents who clearly were willing to support you through it all. You had choices, and you chose to abandon your own child.”
Hannah winced at the words, feeling them like a physical blow. She had hoped, prayed even, that Shelby would understand. But it seemed that was too much to ask for.
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Hannah said, her voice shaking. “My parents didn’t support me. They were the reason I had to leave. They didn’t trust me to do a goddamn thing. They were ashamed and disappointed in me for getting pregnant. Hell, I was ashamed of myself.”
“I don’t get it. Your entire public image has been based on you being this out and proud lesbian. How did this even happen?”
“Do you think I was wrapping myself up in a Pride flag and getting ready to lead a parade when I was a sophomore in high school?” Hannah’s throat seized, making it difficult to control her breathing as the memory of that time in her life crashed down upon her. “You’ve met my family. If there was one thing it was not going to be okay for me to be, it was a lesbian.”
“So fuck them, then!” Shelby declared, her face contorted with anger. “You think I don’t know what it’s like to have family turn their back on you for being queer?”
“Yeah, in your twenties,” Hannah shot back. “At fifteen, when I started realizing I was the only one of my friends who wasn’t into guys, I was terrified. All the other girls were making out with boyfriends or going on about having sex, and they kept saying if I just tried it, I’d see how fantastic it was. So, I tried it. The last thing I wanted to be was different from everyone else. To be the one thing my mother couldn’t accept.”
“And?”
“It sure as hell didn’t make me straight,” Hannah said bitterly. “But it did get me pregnant. And that’s when all the shit hit the fan. My parents lost their minds. They screamed and cried and told me I was ruining their lives. Yes, theirs. Not mine. They wouldn’t even entertain the idea of me raising her myself.”
Hannah felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes as she replayed the painful memories in her mind. She took a deep breath and continued, “They took me out of school and told everyone I was doing an exchange program abroad. Then my mom started telling people she was pregnant. A miracle baby, she said. Such a blessing.”
“You let her lie like that? That’s messed up.” There was no denying the condemnation in Shelby’s tone. If there was one thing she couldn’t stand, it was lying.
“I know, but I was terrified. I had nowhere else to turn. So I went with it.”
“You allowed your parents to pretend your child was theirs.” Hannah winced at the judgment in Shelby’s tone. Not that she could blame Shelby for feeling that way, but it didn’t make it any easier to hear.
“It wasn’t just my parents. The whole town believed their lie. They threw me a going away party, pretending I was leaving for Europe, when in reality, I was being sent away to have my baby in secret.” Hannah paused. “You know my dad’s a lawyer. He had all the paperwork drawn up, airtight, before Madison was born. What choice did I have but to sign?”
Shelby opened her mouth, but closed it again, her jaw tight and her lips forming a thin line. “You know what? I need to finish the cookies.” 
“We need to talk,” Hannah pleaded. “The cookies can wait.” 
“No. They can’t. I promised Madison I would, and someone needs to keep their promises to that kid.” The final words came out in a screech as Shelby stormed over to the oven. She yanked the door open and retrieved the tray of cookies, slamming it down on the table with a thud. “I can’t believe you never told me. After all of our conversations about me being a single mother. Not once did you say a thing about Madison. How could you keep this from me?” 
“Do you think I didn’t want to tell you?” Now Hannah was screeching. “Do you think I wanted any of this? As soon as my mom learned I was pregnant, she concocted this plan. She was right about one thing, though. I’m not parent material. That’s been made crystal clear. Madison was better off—”  
“You call this better off?” Shelby pointed toward the ceiling. “She’s probably packing her bags right this second, never to return. Is that what you want for your daughter? You’re just like Liam’s father, or my parents. Children are not toys you can discard when it gets hard or when you don’t like a choice they’ve made. What the fuck is wrong with you?” 
“I guess I’m defective. I’ve been trying to tell you this all along. God knows my mom has made that clear.” Hannah slumped against the kitchen counter, tears spilling down her cheeks. She wanted nothing more than to be loved and accepted for who she was, but the guilt and shame she felt were too much. “I told you a hundred times. I’m not cut out to be a parent. I’m not cut out to be a girlfriend. Hell, I’m not cut out for human interaction on any level. You didn’t listen to what I was saying.” 
“You’ve got my full attention now,” Shelby said, not bothering to mask her sarcasm. “So, please. Keep playing the victim card. Tell me how everyone is against you.”
“I didn’t say everyone was against me.” Hannah stopped to wipe her tears away. “Just that I’m not cut out for any of this. I know I should have told you about Madison sooner, and I’m sorry for that. But literally no one knows. I’ve only told one other person, my ex, and she blackmailed me after we broke up. That’s not the sole reason. I guess I was too afraid to admit how messed up I am. I thought if you knew, there was no chance you’d ever love me. I guess I was right.”
“You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to use my emotions to send me on a guilt trip.” Shelby shook the spoon in the air again. “You can’t lie and then accuse me of being heartless. I’m not the bad guy here.”
“I didn’t exactly lie,” Hannah countered. “I just didn’t tell you about Madison. And I know that was wrong. I should have trusted you. But it was my secret to keep.”
“Your secret? You don’t get to have secrets in a relationship. That’s not how it works,” Shelby said, her tone harsh. “You kept the most important part of your life from me.” 
“Because I can’t be in Madison’s life,” Hannah said, her voice trembling. “I can’t look her in the eyes. I can’t even be around her. Because I don’t fucking want to be her sister anymore!” She added meekly, “I never did.” 
“Now you don’t even want to pretend to be her sister.” Shelby staggered back a step. “How did I not see this side of you?” 
“That’s not what I meant. You’re twisting my words. And I can’t think straight with you looking like you want to beat me to death with a wooden spoon.” 
“That would be going too easy on you. Once I finish these cookies, I’m leaving. You won’t have to ever see me again. That shouldn’t be a hardship for you. Cutting people out of your life is as easy as breathing for you.” Shelby shuddered. “A daughter. You left a daughter behind. You have no idea the damage that does to a girl.” 
“What was I supposed to do? They were going to lock me up if I didn’t go along with the plan.” 
“You can’t put a kid in prison for getting pregnant.” 
“No, but you can commit a troublemaking kid to a psychiatric hospital. Especially when your dad is friends with every judge in town.” 
“Jesus. All of you need therapy. Every single one of you. Especially Madison. Who none of you thought to include in family therapy today. It’s like she’s not important to anyone under this roof. What the fuck is wrong with every single one of you?” Shelby let out a shriek. “You don’t throw a kid away. You just don’t do it, no matter the hardship.” 
Hannah stood there, not saying a word. Part of her wanted to keep talking, to explain her reasoning until it finally got through. But part of her wondered if it was even worth it. Shelby was never going to understand. She was never going to agree or forgive. Hannah had done the one thing Shelby would never have done. Leaving a child behind.
“If you don’t mind, I want to finish this task alone. I will not let that sweet girl down like the rest of you. Then I’ll be out of your hair. Forever.” 
“Shelby… please…” Hannah sobbed. “Don’t go. I need to talk to Madison, but—don’t go.” 
“I can’t stay here, not one more minute longer than I have to. Not only did you break Madison’s heart, but you’ve torn mine out. I can’t forgive what you’ve done. Some people might, but not me.” Shelby shook her hands like she wanted to throttle Hannah. “Please, leave me alone. Before this gets worse.” 
Hannah took one final look at Shelby, her heaving shoulders, the fire in her eyes, and the tears streaming down her cheeks. Hannah bit down on her trembling lip and turned around, walking out of the kitchen and into the living room. 
Her parents weren’t in sight. The house was eerily quiet. She had to talk to Madison. If the conversation with Shelby had been like a cheese grater applied to Hannah’s skin, the next one was going to involve a thousand arrows plunging into her heart.
Putting one foot on the stairs, Hannah started the trek to the most difficult conversation of her life. 
As Hannah climbed the stairs, her legs felt heavy with the weight of the world on them. She knew what she had done was wrong, and no matter how hard she tried, she might never be able to make it right. Shelby’s words echoed in her mind, “You don’t throw a kid away.” And that’s exactly what Hannah had done.
Everyone was right, even Shelby. Hannah wasn’t fit to be around people. She was rotten to the core, and no amount of groveling would fix anything. 
When she reached the top of the stairs, Hannah could hear faint sobbing from behind the closed door of Madison’s bedroom. She hesitated before knocking. What if Madison didn’t want to see Hannah? What if Madison never forgave Hannah for leaving her behind? 
But Hannah had to try. She raised a trembling hand and knocked softly on the door. 
“Madison?” she called out, her voice shaky. “It’s me, Hannah.” 
There was no reply.
“I’m going to come in.” Hannah half expected Madison to charge the door, stopping her from stepping inside.
What she didn’t expect was for Madison to flash a wistful smile and say, “What time are we leaving?” 
“Leaving?” 
“For Nashville.” 
Hannah was beyond confused. Why was Madison talking about leaving for Nashville? And why was she suddenly acting like everything was okay? 
“Can we sit down on your bed and talk?” Hannah asked, trying to keep her voice steady. 
Madison shrugged, seeming nonchalant. She motioned to the bed but remained standing. “Sure, I guess. But I have a lot left to pack.” 
Hannah tentatively sat down on the edge of Madison’s bed, feeling an overwhelming sense of guilt and shame wash over her.
“Why aren’t you yelling at me?” Hannah asked.
Madison stopped shoving her stuffed animal collection into a duffel bag. “Believe me; I wanted to when I found out.” 
“How long ago was that?” 
“Almost a year. But I feel stupid for not figuring it out even earlier.” Madison sighed. “There were so many clues. Like how Mom, if that’s what I should even call her now, never showed any real interest in me.”
“That’s not true,” Hannah said, uncertain why she was coming to her mother’s defense, especially when it probably was true.
Madison snorted. “Don’t bother. She only cares about herself. And you, once she figured out being your mother was an easier way to climb the social ladder than having to kiss everyone’s butts like she was doing before.” 
“But how did you find out for sure that I’m, well... your mom?” Saying it out loud felt strange, like she was admitting to a crime.
“I went into Dad’s office and found the original birth certificate, not the one from after the adoption that they used for school registration.” Madison collapsed on the bed, next to Hannah. “I was confused. Hurt. Pissed. So pissed.” 
“I can’t imagine.” Hannah wanted to hold Madison and never let go, to try to make everything better. But after so many years of avoiding coming home, she was little more than a stranger to her daughter. Her hugs wouldn’t do anything. 
“Look; I understand why you didn’t tell me. You weren’t ready, so you did what you needed to do. I get it. My therapist helped me see it from your perspective.” 
Hannah sat back, surprised. “You’re seeing a therapist?”
“Yeah, I started going after I found out. I was a wreck, I barely left my room for weeks.” Madison looked away, embarrassed. “I don’t want to burden my friends with my issues. It’s been helpful though, to talk to someone neutral.” 
“That’s good,” Hannah said, relieved. She felt guilty, knowing that if she had been a better mother, maybe Madison wouldn’t have needed therapy. “What did the therapist help you understand?” 
“That I’m the same age as when you had me, and I still collect stuffed animals. Which aren’t staying behind, by the way.” Madison wagged her finger, a playful glint in her eye, before turning serious again. “But more importantly, my therapist helped me see you were just a kid, too. I wouldn’t be able to raise a child right now. Only you’re not a kid anymore. You have a house. Money. Security. So why can’t I come home to live with you now?” 
“Mom, for one reason.” Hannah shuddered at what her mother would say if she could hear this conversation.
“Trust me. She won’t want this to get out, and if she doesn’t agree, I will tell everyone I see the truth. All of it.”
Hannah was taken aback by Madison’s words. “Are you really threatening to expose my past and ruin my reputation if you don’t get your way?”
“Oh, God. I hadn’t thought of it like that,” Madison said, clearly horrified. “I didn’t mean it that way at all. It’s just... I don’t understand why you can’t let me come live with you. We could be a family now, like we were supposed to be.”
Hannah took a deep breath, trying to keep her emotions in check. It was all so overwhelming, and she couldn’t deny a part of her was swayed by Madison’s proposition. “I’m going on tour after the summer. I can’t leave you home alone.” 
“You lived on your own at sixteen.” 
“Yeah, which is why I know you can’t. I know how hard it is to be alone at such a young age. It wasn’t pretty, Madison.” Hannah tapped her fingers against her forehead. “I don’t want that for you.”
“There are tutors, though. I can go with you.” Madison’s face brightened. “Like Shelby and Liam. I like Shelby, by the way,” 
It was as if Madison plunged a knife deep into Hannah’s chest. “I do, too, but—” 
“And I bet her son is adorable,” Madison continued, warming to the idea even more. “I could help babysit sometimes. I’m pretty good with kids, even if I wouldn’t know how to raise one.”
“I’m not sure that’s going to be happening.” Hannah didn’t elaborate. The last thing she wanted to admit was that Shelby was downstairs right at that moment, packing up her things and more than likely requesting an Uber to take her to the airport.
“You have to take me to Nashville,” Madison pleaded. “I’ll die here. I know people think I’m being dramatic when I say that, but I’m not. I’m suffocating. A piece of me dies every single day. I can’t stay here.” 
Hannah knew that feeling all too well. “You should hate me. I’m not a good person.” 
“I don’t believe the shit Mom says about you. No one else does.” 
“I—” Hannah jumped to her feet. “I have no idea what to do.” 
It’d be easier if Madison hated Hannah. Never wanted to see her again. But this? The girl had such high expectations. Hannah never succeeded when it came to those. Aside from her career. 
She turned to face Madison, determined to say no, but gazing into those eyes, full of hope and familiarity, Hannah couldn’t do it.
“We’ll talk about it with them, Mom and Dad. Together,” Hannah promised. “Legally, I don’t have a leg to stand on, but it’s worth a shot to get them to see reason. That’s the best I can do.”
Hannah prayed it would be enough. She still had no idea what she would do with a teenage daughter suddenly under foot, but she knew one thing. She’d never be able to leave Madison behind ever again.





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
   
“L ook at me, Mommy!” Liam squealed as he pumped his little feet, the swing in the old, familiar park in Waynesboro going higher and higher with his efforts. Along with Shelby’s blood pressure, but she didn’t want to make him fearful.
“Great job!” She flashed two thumbs-ups.
“I wish I had that energy.” Val reached for a Diet Coke in the small red cooler, pressing it to her forehead. “In this humidity, I just want to sleep but can’t. Do yourselves a favor, ladies. Don’t get old.” 
“You’re not old.” Cricket, who was sitting next to Val at the picnic table, bumped the older woman with her shoulder. She did it so gently that it somewhat negated the statement. 
“I’m in my seventies. Once you hit that decade, you stop keeping track of the actual number.” Val cracked the can open, releasing the pressure and taking a long swallow. 
Shelby watched Liam soar in the air on the swing. She envied his carefree spirit, the way he lived in the moment without a worry in the world. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt so free.
“Now that you’ve been home for a couple of days, what’s your plan?” Val drilled her eyes into Shelby, her gaze heavy with concern.
Shelby’s lips quirked into a wry grin. “Days, huh. That’s all I get?” 
“No one’s getting younger. Be glad I gave you that long.” Val shot Shelby a sympathetic smile. “Have you heard from your famous singer girlfriend yet?” 
Shelby shook her head. “No idea. I blocked her number, and I wouldn’t answer a call or return a text even if I saw it.” 
“Are you sure about that?” Cricket folded her shoulders inward as if sensing Shelby would go on the attack. “You two had something special.” 
“Had being the key word.” Shelby’s tone was final and unyielding.
She managed to keep her calm exterior, but inside she wanted to rant and rave about everything. But she couldn’t do that here. Not while Liam was squealing in delight. Shelby knew how to be a good mother, unlike certain other people who would remain nameless.
“That settles it, I guess.” Val pursed her lips before adding, “It’s probably for the best. Not like either of us can change your mind if it isn’t.”
The way Val said it left Shelby fairly convinced Val did not think it was for the best and never would. But Shelby shrugged it off. She was capable of making her own decisions, thank you very much. Hadn’t that been half of the disagreement with Hannah to begin with?
“I keep going over it in my head.” Shelby paused to take a sip of her drink, a sugar-filled concoction she would never have allowed Hannah to consume back in the days when it was up to Shelby to police such things. “Hannah did the one thing I can’t forgive in a person. I feel like an idiot. Falling for a woman who abandoned her own daughter? I mean, it’s just like my parents—” 
“It’s not entirely the same situation,” Val spoke cautiously. “What your parents did was despicable. They were adults when they did it. Hannah was barely more than a child when she had Madison, and it’s not like she cut ties with the girl.” 
“I was barely more than a child when I had Liam,” Shelby argued.
“You were twenty,” Val corrected. “And married, even if that loser of a husband did skedaddle before the boy was born. You also had the blessing of your parents at the time, not that it turned out to be worth much.”
“I don’t care.” Shelby’s voice rose with an edge of frustration. “I’m not going to apologize for my feelings. I have every right to be angry. I was lied to and misled.”
“Maybe misled,” Val conceded, “but she never lied. She kept a secret is all. And you can’t ignore the fact that you’re still in love with her.”
Shelby scoffed. “Love? That’s a strong word.”
“Is it?” Val gave her a long, knowing look.
“It doesn’t matter,” Shelby said, refusing to concede Val’s point. “Hannah could have been a mother to Madison, but she chose not to be. I can’t pretend that didn’t happen.” 
Val and Cricket exchanged a look, but neither spoke their minds. Probably because they realized Shelby wasn’t in the listening mood. 
Shelby pushed her empty glass away, feeling the familiar twinge of a headache forming at the base of her skull. She’d been thinking about Hannah and Madison too much lately, and Liam and her future, too. She’d been trying to find some clarity in the muddled mess of emotions. But the more she thought, the less she felt like she understood anything. It was like all of her doubts and insecurities were coming to the surface, and she didn’t know how to deal with them. 
All she knew was that she was frustrated and exhausted, and she needed something to change. She’d been so ready for a new life with a woman she thought she loved, before she found out the truth. Now, she wasn’t sure what she wanted, except to turn back time and change a past that couldn’t be changed.
“Hannah can’t guarantee she wouldn’t abandon me or my son,” Shelby stated, even though by this time no one was arguing with her anymore. “I can’t put my hopes in someone who doesn’t think family comes first. Not just blood relations, but the family you make. I would do anything for either of you.” Shelby reached out for each of their hands, squeezing them. “Anything.” 
“We know that, Shelby.” Val squeezed Hannah’s hand back. “The question is, what do you plan to do, stay here or go back to Nashville? I vote for you going to culinary school like you’d planned.” 
“You think that’s the right choice?” Shelby plucked a grape, popping it into her mouth. “I don’t know if I could go back to Nashville now. Not with the memories of being there with Hannah.”
“What will you get by staying here?” Val’s eyes scanned Shelby’s. “There’s more opportunity in Nashville. You liked being a personal chef—” 
“I think that door’s been closed. I’d have to list Hannah as a reference. No, I wouldn’t be able to do that.”  
“Do you think she’d badmouth you?” Cricket’s eyes screamed she didn’t think that was the case.
“I have no idea what Hannah’s capable of, but I don’t want to be indebted to her or to anyone.” 
Hannah’s betrayal of Shelby’s trust had left a bitter taste in her mouth that wouldn’t soon fade.
“That leaves school, then,” Val said. 
“Is that your way of saying you won’t hire me back at the diner?” Shelby joked, though the humor didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
“You know I’d hire you back in a heartbeat,” Val said with a reassuring smile, “but I think you’re meant for bigger and better things. Culinary school could open a lot of doors. You can’t give up on your dreams because of Hannah Taylor.”
Shelby knew this was true, but what she wasn’t certain of was if culinary was really her dream. It was something Val wanted for her, but Shelby wasn’t sure if it was what she wanted for herself. After everything she’d had to give up, didn’t she owe it to herself to figure that out before jumping into something new?
“If it’s about the tuition, I might have a bit tucked away,” Val began.
Shelby was quick to shake her head. “It’s not that. In fact, the rest of the money from the tour has hit my account. I’m not sure I’ve ever had that much in there before at one time.”
“Enough to pay for the program?” Val’s tone was tinged with doubt.
“I think so. And maybe I can get a part-time job cooking at a diner in Nashville.” 
Liam rushed toward the table, his face rosy with excitement. “Mommy!”
Shelby flushed with satisfaction at that one simple word. How could anyone turn their back on their own child like Hannah had done? She took a deep breath, trying to push all thoughts of the woman out of her mind.
“Hungry?” Knowing the answer already, Shelby gave him a handful of grapes. 
“Mommy, when do we go back on the bus?” 
“Liam, sweetheart. Do you remember when we waved goodbye to the bus? We’re not going back on the bus again.” 
“Okay.” There was a slight pout on Liam’s lips, but it disappeared quickly. “What about my race car bed? When do I get to sleep in it again?” 
The air in Shelby’s throat constricted. The bed was still in the guest house, and while Shelby had contacted Brooke and asked for her things to be boxed up awaiting shipping to a new address, the bed was something Hannah had purchased. Shelby couldn’t, in good conscience, ask to take it.
“Once we get settled in Nashville, I’ll see what I can do to swing it, okay?” Damn Hannah Taylor for raising expectations and promising things that were too good to be true. Shelby couldn’t bear to crush her son’s dreams by telling him that his beloved bed might not ever be his again.
“Okay, Mommy!” Liam grinned, his pearly whites glinting in the bright sun. “What about Hannah? Will we go to the zoo with her again?”
“The job’s over, buddy,” Shelby said, not knowing how to explain to her son that the answer was a definitive no.
Liam sat down next to Shelby, kicking his little legs back and forth. “I like Miss Hannah. She’s our friend.” 
“Well...” Shelby racked her brain for something that would make her son understand. “We had a fight. Kind of like the time you got into a fight with the boy on the playground who took your trucks.”
Liam’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “Did Miss Hannah take your trucks?”
“Not exactly, but she did something that hurt Mommy’s feelings.” Shelby squeezed her son’s hand. “Sometimes, even grown-ups can behave like children and need some time to sort things out. But we’ll make new friends in Nashville. I promise.”
“Can’t you both just say sorry? That’s what you tell me to do. Like when Janie stole my toy pagoda, and I pushed her to the ground. I had to say sorry.” Liam gazed up at Shelby, those little blue eyes tugging on every last one of her heartstrings. 
“When you’re an adult, things can be more complicated.” Shelby gave her son a tight hug, feeling a pang of guilt and sadness for what had happened between her and Hannah. She knew that deep down, Liam wanted everything to be okay, and she longed for that, too.
“Can I say sorry for you?” Liam offered, unwilling to let the matter drop. “She’s nice and funny.” 
Shelby pulled Liam close to her. “You’re the sweetest boy. Do you know that?” 
“Maybe not when you’re shoving Janie,” Val said with a raised brow. “But I’m proud of you for apologizing, Liam. It takes a big person to own up to their faults.” Val spoke more to Shelby than Liam with that last bit. “In life. It’s not the mistakes you make, but the way you handle them that says what kind of person you are.” 
Cricket bobbed her head, seeming like she was itching to throw in her two cents, but how could either of them truly understand what Shelby felt in her core, the ache that came from a lost love and the sense of betrayal that still lingered in every breath she took?
Hannah couldn’t be trusted. 
Shelby believed that deep down. She had to keep her guard up and protect herself and Liam from any potential harm. As much as she appreciated Liam’s innocent offer to apologize on her behalf, facts were facts. It wasn’t like she could unlearn everything that got her to the point where she could provide for her son.
The truth was, she’d been stupid risking her heart at all. She’d struck out twice in love before, and she should have known better. But Hannah had come into Shelby’s life and swept her off her feet, making her feel special and loved in a way no one else ever had. And Shelby fell for it, hard. Hannah’s betrayal cut deep, leaving Shelby feeling foolish and vulnerable. 
Luckily, she’d gotten out before it was too late. And the only thing to do now was to go full steam ahead into her new future. A future where she used her head instead of her heart, whether it was in relationships or a job in question. 
“You know what, Val? You’re right,” Shelby said.
“I usually am,” Val agreed. “What exactly am I right about this time?” 
“It’s not the mistakes we make but the way we handle them that defines us. And I’m going to handle this one by focusing on my future. By going back to school. I’ll submit my application when we get back.”
“You’re sure?” Val sounded hesitant, an unusual occurrence for her. “You didn’t seem so sold on it a few minutes ago.”
Shelby took a deep breath, gathering her thoughts. “I was scared before. Scared of failing, scared of not being able to provide for my son. But I can’t keep living in fear. I have to take control of my life and make a change. Going back to school is the first step. I need to keep moving forward.” 
“All alone?” Val asked, a hint of concern in her voice.  
Shelby shook her head. “Never alone. I have you, and more importantly, I have this little guy. Right, buddy?” Shelby put her hand up for a high five. 
“Always, Mommy.” He smacked Shelby’s hand hard. 
“You’re getting so strong,” Shelby said with a laugh. “Let me see those guns.” 
Liam flexed his little arms, giggling. 
“What more does one need from life? We’re having a lovely picnic on a beautiful summer day.” Shelby resolved to enjoy the moment with her son and the friends that meant more to her than any family she’d been born into. “After this, little dude is going swimming.” 
“I am?” 
“Why do you think I told you to put your swim trunks on?” Shelby laughed. 
Liam’s face lit up. “Hannah loves to swim. Will she be there?” 
“Not this time.” Or any time, but Shelby didn’t have it in her heart to crush the hope on her son’s face again so soon. 
They were both facing a lot of change in life, but Shelby could focus on the now. Tackle each day as it came. That was how she had gotten to this point, and it was how she’d put the heartache—hers and Liam’s—in the rearview mirror. She just wished that spot in her heart that Hannah used to fill didn’t ache quite as much as it did.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
   
H annah walked back and forth in the entrance hall of her parents’ house. No doubt her mother was waiting inside the parlor with her posture carefully aligned, her ankles crossed delicately, and both hands resting on her lap.
She’d tried for years to get Hannah to sit the same way. Like a true proper southern lady. 
Yeah, right.
Hannah rebelled at every opportunity. She never fit into that mold and, deep down, never wanted to. Even if that took time for Hannah to understand. But now, as she stood at the threshold, another thought occurred to her, something she’d never contemplated before.
There was nothing proper about her mother, either.
Terror. That was the word that best suited Margaret Fredericks. She was a master of manipulation and control, always demanding everything to be her way. Terror was her weapon of choice, and she wielded it with precision. She had a talent for finding the worst in people and using it to control them.
But today was different. Today, Hannah had something to tell her mother, and she would not be controlled any longer. Hannah was an adult, and it was well past time she started acting like one.
The front door opened, and both Bill and Joe spilled through, like a pair of misbehaving puppies.
“Mom snapped her fingers, and you came running?” Hannah guessed. No doubt her mother expected Hannah’s older brothers to be her attack dogs, but now that Hannah was seeing things clearly for once in her life, it was impossible to take them seriously.
“I need a beer for this.” Without another word, Joe headed for the kitchen. 
Bill stood three feet from Hannah, but he might as well have been on the other side of the Grand Canyon. Neither she nor her brother spoke, waiting for their mother to call them in.
But as she stood there, Hannah’s impatience and irritation grew. She wasn’t willing to be at anyone’s beck and call anymore.
“Listen, Bill, I have something to tell you all, and you’re going to hear me out,” she said firmly, looking at her brothers with a newfound confidence. “We both know by now I’m not going to live my life the way you all want me to, no matter how hard Mom tries to force me into her mold. But I need to know if you’re going to stand by me.” 
Joe returned, but instead of carrying a single beer, he held the entire six pack carton in his left hand. “Survival juice, anyone?” 
Hannah shook her head while Bill tutted. 
“Suit yourselves.” Joe opened one bottle and took a long hard swig.  
“She’s going to lecture you,” Bill scolded, but he was unable to put his heart into it. Honestly, Hannah wasn’t certain if he was directing this comment at her or his alcoholic little brother. Frankly, she didn’t care.
“There are more important issues today, don’t you think?” Hannah demanded. “You were there. You know the shit Mom and Dad pulled when Madison was born. I mean, you’re both parents, for Christ’s sake.”
“I’m here for you, Hannah,” Joe assured her, emerging from behind his bottle long enough to offer a crooked smile. “Even if I do end up keeping my trap shut.”
Bill cleared his throat, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “I know it’s not easy, Hannah, but you have to understand where Mom’s coming from. She wants what’s best for you.” 
“Yeah, the same way she wanted what was best for Madison,” Hannah spat out, her frustration bubbling over. How could everyone in her family have been born without a spine? Was it genetic?
Speaking of spineless individuals, their father stuck his head out of the parlor door. “We’re ready.” 
Her father might be calling them into the room, but he was only the messenger. Margaret held all the power. She always did, and everyone suffered for it. 
Hannah wanted to scream. She had hoped her brothers would understand her perspective, but they were still stuck in the same old mindset that their mother had instilled in them. As they walked into the parlor, Hannah braced herself for the inevitable showdown to come.
Their parents were sitting on the couch, already looking agitated. Hannah took a deep breath and sat down across from them, her brothers flanking her on either side. The air was thick with tension, and for a long moment, no one spoke. 
Finally, Margaret cleared her throat. She quirked one eyebrow at the beer bottle in her son’s hand. “So early, Joe?”
“You know what they say, Mother. It’s five o’clock somewhere. Besides, I’ve already been to church for the day. All set with the holier than thou for the week.” Joe’s brazen smirk was enough to get Bill grinning, but he quickly stifled his laugh when their mother let out a disapproving snort.
Hannah wondered how both these men were capable of functioning as adults. They acted like rebellious teenagers, completely missing the gravity of the situation at hand. Not that whatever was decided would impact them at all. No, it was her life that hung in the balance, as always.
Margaret leaned forward, clasping her hands tightly in front of her. She trained her eyes on Hannah but didn’t say a word. Instead, she gave an almost imperceptible nod to her husband, who responded like a well-trained dog, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a folded piece of paper. No doubt notes his wife had given him to keep him on task. This man was one of the city’s top lawyers, but at home he was utterly subservient to his wife’s every whim. It sickened Hannah to watch. 
“Hannah, your mother and I have talked it over, and we’ve come to a decision,” he said, his voice resigned.  
“No, that’s not how this is going to go.” Hannah leaned forward, putting her hands on her legs, needing extra support. “This isn’t one of those times where you tell me what’s going to happen.”
“Is that right?” Her mother wore a wolfish smile, her eyes narrowing as she leaned back into the couch. “And what makes you think that?”
“Because I’m not a kid anymore. I’m a grown woman, and I’m tired of being told what to do.” Hannah tried to keep the anger out of her voice, but it crept in nonetheless. “Sixteen years ago, I trusted you to do what was right for Madison because I had no other choice. But she doesn’t want to live here anymore. She wants to live in Nashville with me. Her mother.” 
“There’s one problem with that. You’re not her legal guardian. We are.” Margaret pinned her husband with a do as I say smile. 
He shifted uncomfortably, clearing his throat. “Your mother’s right, Hannah. Legally, we’re responsible for Madison. We understand that you want what’s best for her, but she’s our daughter, too.” 
Hannah scoffed. “Only because you took advantage of a confused fifteen-year-old. Do the boys know what you threatened me with if I didn’t play by your rules?”
Hannah met Bill’s and Joe’s eyes. They were filled with a mixture of confusion and apprehension, as if they didn’t exactly know the details of what their mother had done but suspected something awful.
“What we did, young lady, was fix your mistake.” 
“Madison was never a mistake. Stop saying that,” Hannah snapped, her hands curling into fists at her sides. “And don’t try to justify what you did. You manipulated me, you threatened me, and you took advantage of me when I was vulnerable. But I won’t stand by now and let you talk about my daughter like she’s some kind of property that you own. No wonder she thinks she doesn’t belong here.” 
“Like she belongs with you?” Margaret asked with a sneer. “You barely knew how to take care of yourself, let alone a baby. I doubt that’s changed. I mean, you had to hire some hillbilly from a greasy spoon diner to cook your meals for you. We’ve done some digging. Couldn’t you at least get a real chef?”
“Don’t you dare talk about Shelby like that,” Hannah hissed. “She’s a better mother to her son than you ever were to any of us. And you know what? She’s a damn good cook, too. Better than any fancy chef could ever be.”
Margaret’s eyes narrowed. “So, what, now you think you’re better than us? You think you can waltz in here and demand to take our daughter away just because you’ve had a change of heart?”
Hannah could feel her blood boiling. How could Margaret be so blind to her own faults? “I’m not saying I’m better than anyone. I only want what’s best for Madison. And I know being with me and experiencing a real loving family is what’s best for her, not living with manipulative, abusive people like you.”
Margaret let out a mocking laugh. “A normal, loving family? You really think you can provide that? Your so-called messed-up childhood and failed relationships speak for themselves. Madison deserves stability and security, something that you could never give her. You weren’t mother material back then, and you most certainly aren’t now.”
“I deserve the chance to try,” Hannah said, her voice shaking with emotion. “And as for stability and security, I can provide that. Or have you forgotten I’m the one who’s been footing the bill for that expensive private school you’ve been torturing her with?”
“Yes, you’ve done better than I expected. I’ll admit that. You’re not quite earning money by singing in honky-tonks like I figured you would. But you’re going back on tour this fall. What do you plan on doing? Leaving Madison home alone to get pregnant just like you did at her age?” 
Hannah ignored that dig, speaking to her brothers. “She threatened to lock me up in a psychiatric hospital if I didn’t let them adopt Madison. Mom said she’d send me away and then raise Madison anyway.” Hannah turned to face her mother. “But you didn’t so much raise her as take your wrath out on her for everything you thought you were giving up because of her. Chipping away at her beautiful soul, one day at a time.” 
“I don’t have to listen to these accusations,” Margaret said coldly. “You can’t have her, and that’s that.” 
“Have her? She’s not an object.” 
“She’s my daughter. Mine.” Her mother still kept her hands in her lap. 
“She did the same to me,” Joe said out of the blue. His eyes were a little unfocused, and Hannah wondered just how many beers he’d made it through while she and her mother had been at each other’s throats. “The threat wasn’t the cuckoo place, but one of those torture camps to teach discipline. The type where the counselors terrorize you and teach you survival skills by dropping you off in the middle of the woods.” 
“I still might if you keep drinking like you do.” Margaret’s smile was reptilian, although Hannah was sure a mother lizard probably had more regard for her progeny. “All of you are weak. If it wasn’t for me, this family would have fallen apart years ago.” 
“I ran away. Madison ran away. What’s your definition of holding shit together?” Hannah snapped. “No, don’t bother. I’m going to tell you how it is. Dad is going to draw up the paperwork, making me Madison’s guardian. You two will relinquish your control.” 
“Why would we do that?” Margaret’s voice bordered on screaming. 
“Because if you don’t, I’ll ruin you.” 
“I’m not scared of you.” 
“You should be.” Hannah took several steps closer to her mom. “I’m going to be your worst nightmare if you don’t do as I say. Everyone who’s anyone in Savannah will know who you really are when I’m done. I’ve hired a lawyer, but I’d rather we settle this here and now.”
“What do you think you can do? The only thing you know how to do is leave. That’s your specialty.” Margaret let out a nasty laugh, shaking her head. “You obviously think you’re going to get away with this, but let me remind you I already have the upper hand.”
Hannah raised an eyebrow, not about to back down to her mother. “I’m not leaving this time, and you’re bluffing. Deep down, I think you’re scared. You’re terrified because you know the high society ladies you call your friends would drop you in a heartbeat if they heard even half the things you’ve said about them over the years. Do you think I didn’t take notes?”
For the first time that morning, Hannah detected a glint of actual fear in her mother’s eyes.
“I wish I had Hannah’s gumption.” Joe popped the top off another beer.
“Joseph, you’re pathetic,” Margaret said with a snarl. “I could never count on you. My darling Billy, though. You’ve always been my rock. Every Sunday, you’re at my table for dinner.” 
“About that.” Bill shifted in his chair. “I won’t make it next Sunday. It’s my wedding anniversary.” 
“You’ve never missed Sunday dinner, and you’re not going to start now.” Margaret raked her eyes over Hannah. “This is all your fault. Every time you blow into town, this happens. You might not appreciate being ruled by an iron fist, but it’s what all of you need. You’re all weak pathetic ingrates.” She glanced at her husband. “Thomas, back me up.” 
He raised his head, avoiding everyone’s stares. 
“You see? Your father agrees with me.” 
He cleared his throat. “I don’t think I do. There were reasons sixteen years ago for adopting Madison. Or at least I thought there were, but maybe we were wrong. I can’t change the past, but I can’t agree with you now, Margaret. We’re in the wrong. Madison is miserable. Hannah is her mother. We owe it to both of them to give them our support.” 
“I’m surrounded by a bunch of traitors,” Margaret shrieked. “If you think I’m going to sign any papers, all of you have another thing coming.” 
“You will.” Hannah leaned back against the furniture, her fingers still digging into her thighs. 
“Because you’re so scary?” Margaret wiggled her fingers. 
“Because I can destroy the one thing you love. Your image. I can go on the record with your threats. How you kept me away from my daughter.” 
“Kept you away?” Margaret asked in disbelief. “You ran away. I didn’t do that. You did.” 
“Because I couldn’t stay under the same roof and lie to my own daughter. What the fuck is wrong with you? You’ve got to be sick in the head, thinking anything you’ve done for any of us is maternal. You’re a monster. A monster.” 
“Get out of my house!” Her mother pointed toward the front door. 
“Madison!” Hannah hollered. “We’re leaving.” 
Margaret jumped out of her chair. “You’re not taking her.” 
Thomas blocked his wife. “It’s over, Margaret. It’s over.” 
The last thing Hannah heard a few minutes later as she and Madison left the house was a primal scream, like the sound a fearsome dragon would make when it was finally pierced with a sword through its blackened heart.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
   
“T his is my favorite part of the apartment.” The property manager opened the curtains in the main area, revealing a small deck. “It overlooks the pool. Isn’t that a nice view?” 
Shelby stepped closer, peering out into the courtyard of a rather cookie-cutter Nashville apartment complex. It was nothing special, not even close to as nice as the pool that had been outside Hannah’s guesthouse. But then again, Shelby wasn’t anything special, either. She was a single mom who needed to find a reasonably priced apartment close to work and school. This place fit the bill better than many of the others she’d seen.
“Liam, my son, does love to swim.” With Hannah, Shelby reminded herself. Because why not add a little bit of psychological torture to her afternoon?
It was sure to be the first thing he’d ask about as soon as he saw the pool. When will Miss Hannah come over to visit and go swimming? The kid simply couldn’t comprehend that Hannah was out of their lives forever. And neither could Shelby, if the faint remnants of remembered dreams were any indication, waking up in the middle of the night with Hannah’s scent still lingering in her memory.
Shelby pushed these thoughts aside and tried to focus on the present moment. 
“Pools are great when you have kids.” Judy wheeled about, checking the iPad in her hand for additional details. “The kitchen comes with a dishwasher, a small walk-in pantry, and a new oven.” 
Shelby wondered if the directions were still in it, like she’d found at Hannah’s. 
Ugh. Stop thinking about Hannah! It’d been over a month since Shelby had walked out of Hannah’s parents’ home and caught a plane back to Nashville. It should be getting so much easier by now, so why was Hannah still haunting Shelby’s every thought?
“This unit has two bedrooms,” Judy was explaining, not noticing how little attention Shelby was paying. “One primary with an en suite bathroom and then a second one that could be perfect for Liam. How old is your son?” 
“Almost five.” 
“You’ll just barely squeak in before school starts if you’re looking to move in on August first,” Judy admonished, and Shelby didn’t bother explaining that Liam still had a year to go until kindergarten. What was the point? All Shelby wanted was to sign the papers and be done. “You’re lucky there’s a vacancy at all. The school district is top-notch.” 
“Mm,” Shelby responded, her mind elsewhere.
She couldn’t shake the image of Hannah’s bright smile, that look Hannah would get when Shelby presented Hannah with a dinner that made her particularly happy. Which was almost all of them. Either Shelby was way better at cooking healthy meals than she’d ever guessed, or that woman had loved to eat. Hannah’s enthusiasm and the way she’d lick her lips after every bite was an aphrodisiac all on its own.
Seriously? Shelby demanded in silent horror. Why was she torturing herself like this? She needed to move on, but it was like Hannah had imprinted herself onto every inch of Shelby’s being, and she didn’t know if she would ever be able to let go.
“The smaller bedroom has built-in shelves for all your son’s toys.” Judy’s heels click-clacked on the faux wood floors as she walked at a brisk pace down the narrow hallway. She seemed oblivious to the fact that her client was mentally about a million miles away. “If he’s anything like mine were at that age, they can’t get enough LEGO and Hot Wheels, can they?”
Finally, Shelby’s mind snapped back to the present. “Yeah, he loves both,” she agreed automatically. It was a small relief to think about Liam instead of Hannah.
Except with the very next breath it occurred to her the shelves would be perfect for displaying all the knick-knacks Hannah had insisted on buying Liam in every city.
Liam was anxiously awaiting Brooke’s shipment of his belongings, because he wanted to be reminded of the good memories every day.
Those were his words, not hers. Along with him saying he wanted to “create more memories” with Miss Hannah. If the kid had been able to read, Shelby would’ve sworn he’d seen that sentiment embroidered on one of Val’s old-lady sofa pillows. Where did the kid even get ideas like that?
“The main bedroom has two closets,” Judy continued, gesturing toward the end of the hallway where the doorway to the room in question lay. “One walk-in and one sliding door. Lots of space for your clothes, I’m sure. Are you dating anyone?” 
“Excuse me, what?” Shelby’s hackles rose instantly, unsure of where Judy was going with this line of questioning. “No, I’m not.”
Judy held up her hands, placating. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. It’s just, in case you start, it’s always nice to have an extra shelf for his stuff, right?” There was another knowing chuckle, as if they were members of a special, undeniably hetero sisterhood. 
Once again, Shelby didn’t correct the woman. It would be pointless to. Once Shelby signed the papers, she’d never have to deal with Judy ever again. Just grin and bear it, Shel. 
The woman checked her tablet, scanning Shelby’s application. “I see you worked as a personal chef in Nashville earlier this year. What was that like?” 
“Interesting.” Shelby returned to the kitchen with Judy following. 
Shelby opened the double-sided fridge. Never in her life did she’d think she’d be about to sign a lease for a two-bedroom apartment in Nashville with a beautiful kitchen like this. It might not have been as state-of-the-art as Hannah’s, but Shelby had earned the money for it all on her own.
She’d finally done it. Shelby had achieved peak adult status. With money in her bank account, several potential jobs at nearby restaurants—and not just diners, but real sit-down places—and a part-time culinary program starting in a few weeks, she was more than able to provide for her son and build the type of future she dreamed of. 
It didn’t get much better. 
Yet staring into the empty fridge echoed the feeling in her chest, reminding Shelby that, despite all her accomplishments, she was facing the future alone. 
It wasn’t supposed to feel this way. Shelby was at a high point in her life. She should have been giddy with excitement. Liam was going to have a pool right outside his door. A frigging pool! And she had provided that for him, all on her own.
But as she stared into the fridge, the barrenness of it all hit her like a ton of bricks. She had no one to share this with. No partner to come home to, no one to cook for, no one to snuggle up to at night. Not anymore.
“Was it someone famous?” Judy asked. 
“What?” For a second, Shelby was certain the property manager had been reading her mind. Was it that obvious Shelby was pining for Hannah? It honestly wouldn’t have surprised her if Judy informed her a life-size hologram of Hannah was being projected from her brain.
“Who you cooked for,” Judy clarified. “I’m sorry. I’m being nosy again. It’s just, in this town, the odds of it being a big shot country music person is pretty high. Are you a fan?”
“Of music?” Shelby blinked. This was the weirdest apartment shopping experience she’d ever had, even if it was the first time. “Yeah, I like some country music.”
“In that case, I bet your head is reeling from the bombshell interview last night, same as me.” Judy’s conspiratorial tone was back, adding country music fanatic to their shared sisterhood. 
Yet another wrong assumption since Shelby was completely in the dark. “What interview was that?” 
Even though they were the only two people in the unit, Judy glanced over her shoulder like she was about to say something very hush-hush. “Can I drop my professional veneer for a minute? I’m dying to dish.” 
“I won’t deny you have my attention.” Inside, Shelby was wondering what part of their preceding interactions the woman believed to have been strictly professional. It wasn’t like Judy had exhibited strict boundaries so far. But Shelby was fine with encouraging her now. Anything to stop thinking about Hannah. 
“I mean, I can’t believe it,” Judy said. “It’s shocking.”
“Uh-huh.” Shelby remained totally in the dark.
“The poor woman went through hell.” At least now they’d narrowed it down to about half the population of earth.
“I’m sorry, but who are we talking about?”
“Hannah Taylor, of course!”
Well, fuck. 
Then again, as she thought about it, Shelby could almost taste the vindication. If the truth about Hannah had come out, surely, it’d get Val and Cricket off Shelby’s case about being too hard on her.
Shelby wondered if it had been Margaret who had done the interview. That would figure. Hannah’s mother was a drama queen with a capital D. Shelby couldn’t help picturing the scene: Margaret sitting in front of the camera, looking somber as she recounted the tragedy of what her daughter’s rebelliousness had put her through. The public would eat it up, no doubt.
As much as Shelby hated to admit it, she was curious to hear more. She braced herself, not wanting to give anything away. “What about her?”
“Like I said, the poor woman went through hell as a teenager.” 
“What do you mean?” Shelby’s tone was sharper than her sharpest knife in her collection. Were they talking about Margaret? Shelby couldn’t remember Hannah ever mentioning anything about her mother’s teenage years.
“Having her daughter stolen right out of her arms, and by her own parents. My God, can you imagine?”
Shelby’s jaw dropped. “Wait, do you mean it was Hannah giving the interview?”
“You know, a similar thing happened to my great aunt. But that was years ago,” Judy added as if bad things had made more sense in the past. “I didn’t think things like that still happened. You just never know what goes on behind the closed doors of these well-off families, do you?” 
“Hannah... are you saying she came out with this story willingly?” Shelby felt like she had been punched in the gut.
“Oh, yes, the poor dear. She wanted to prove to herself she was straight by sleeping with a boy at a party. She didn’t even know his name. But she ended up pregnant. All because she knew her mother wouldn’t accept her if she was gay. Isn’t that the most heartbreaking thing?” Judy tapped her heart.
“It is,” Shelby agreed, speaking from personal experience. Why hadn’t she made that connection before? The whole time Hannah had been telling the story in her family’s kitchen, all Shelby could think about was what they had in common as young mothers. But, of course, they shared the fear of rejection, too. Shelby simply hadn’t bothered to let that part influence her opinion.
“My brother’s son is gay,” Judy went on to say, clearly having no plans to put her professional veneer back in place anytime soon. “I can’t imagine any of us making him feel like he wasn’t wanted. God doesn’t make mistakes. All children are beautiful. No matter what.”
“Well, then why didn’t Hannah fight harder to raise her child on her own?” Even as she asked this, Shelby could feel the fight draining out of her. Something about the way Judy spoke, with such conviction and empathy, made Shelby pause and reflect.
“How could she, considering what she was up against?” Judy shook her head. “You might not think it from all those down-home country tunes she croons, but Hannah’s family is very well to do. The dad’s a lawyer, and they put this plan in place, leaving her basically powerless. I can’t imagine that happening to me.”
“You really think Hannah was powerless?” Shelby could have kicked herself for asking because the answer was so obvious. Of course, a kid who was still in high school couldn’t go up against odds like that and win. Why had Shelby ever thought otherwise?
“When Hannah spoke about the moment she learned the plan, well, she broke down in tears. I’m talking about gushing.” Judy mimed waterworks, but Shelby suspected the property manager was legitimately tearing up a little bit from retelling the story. “Those parents should be locked up if you ask me. They nearly ruined two lives with their backward attitude.” 
“Nearly?” Shelby tried clearing the blockage in her throat. All of a sudden, she no longer knew where this story was going. “What do you mean by nearly?”
“That’s the most amazing part. Hannah’s daughter showed up at one of her concerts earlier this year. The trip the kid took sounded harrowing. As a parent, I can’t imagine my kid taking such risks.”
“I can imagine,” Shelby agreed, knowing in far more detail what Madison had gone through to get there, and how needlessly risky it had seemed. Then again, what did anyone expect from a sixteen-year-old?
Apparently, a whole hell of a lot, if your name happened to be Shelby Montgomery.
“Finally, Hannah was able to stand up to her parents and regain custody of her daughter,” Judy announced with glee.
“She did?” Shelby gasped. She hadn’t seen that coming at all. She’d been convinced Hannah would leave Madison behind in Savannah, like Mike had left her and Liam. Only Hannah wasn’t Mike, and Shelby had clearly underestimated Hannah Taylor. 
“Yes, she did,” Judy replied, beaming at Shelby’s surprise. “And now they’re living together, making up for lost time. The daughter—Madison, I think her name is—she’s so lovely. I just know the entire city of Nashville will embrace both mother and daughter with open arms. It’s what we do here. No matter what.” 
Shelby didn’t blink, overcome by how terribly she’d screwed up. She’d been so caught up in her own pain and anger that she’d never considered the possibility of Hannah being anything other than every bit as bad as all the other people who had let Shelby down. But in the end, it was Shelby who had turned out to be the villain of this story. She had let her bitterness cloud her judgment and blind her to the truth of who she should have known Hannah to be all along.
And now, she was alone, with nothing but her regrets for company.
“Some families can be so cruel,” Judy blathered on, her iPad turned off, having completely lost track of the original reason they’d met up at the apartment. “I’m a firm believer in cutting out toxic people. No need to have anyone in your life who doesn’t love and support you through thick and thin.”
Like Shelby.
She’d thought she was the one who was cutting the poison out of her life to protect herself, but the reverse was true. It was Hannah who was being spared more toxicity in her life through Shelby’s absence.
Judy shook her head, slamming the side of her hand into her palm, like a blade. “Cut them out. It’s no good surrounding yourself with hate. Life is too short. Those two already lost sixteen years. I hope they can try to make up for the lost time.” 
Shelby nodded, too overwhelmed to respond. The weight of her own mistakes felt crushingly heavy, and she realized she had a lot of work to do if she ever wanted to be a better person. If she ever wanted to be the kind of person who deserved love and forgiveness. All she wanted was to be alone with her thoughts, to think about all the things she should have done differently.
But Judy clearly had no intention of being quiet. “With all of that, Hannah rose from the ashes. She made something of herself. She said she didn’t know it at the time, but she worked this hard to get Madison back into her life. And, now she has.” Judy wiped away some tears. “So, do you want to sign the paperwork?” 
“Huh?”
“The apartment, dear. Did you want to sign that lease right now?”
Taken aback by the change in Judy’s demeanor, Shelby nodded. The paperwork was dealt with in silence that would have been a blessing if not for the storm brewing in Shelby’s mind, racing with thoughts of Hannah and all the things she wished she could say to her.
“Here are the keys. It’s not the first yet, but the place has been empty for weeks. It wants a family. Isn’t that what all of us want? Go ahead and move in whenever you’re ready.” Judy gave Shelby’s arm a squeeze. “I hope you love it here. I can see you’re good people.” 
If only Judy knew how wrong she was.
The front door closed, allowing Shelby to sink to the floor, a bundle of emotions. 
She remembered Hannah telling her most of the details Judy had relayed, but Shelby had been blind with rage.
Raw, burning red. That was all she had been able to see. She never listened to the words. Didn’t see the pain in Hannah’s eyes. Not once had she taken into account how she would have felt if she’d been in Hannah’s shoes. 
Judy didn’t mention the threat of the psych ward. Had Hannah kept that detail back? She must have, because Judy was the type to share every salacious detail. When it had come down to it, Hannah had chosen to keep quiet about the one detail that would have destroyed her parents’ reputations beyond any hope of repair. By doing so, she’d shown more grace than she’d ever been given.
Especially by Shelby.
Hell, even a gossip-loving stranger had shown more compassion for Hannah than Shelby had. And she knew Hannah. Knew her big heart. Loved her, even.
Like for real. Shelby was in love with Hannah on a level Shelby had never experienced with anyone else. And she’d fucked it all up, big time. 
A splashing sound came from the pool in the courtyard, followed by a squeal of delight as a little boy around Liam’s age jumped in, cannon ball style.
Liam. In all her inner turmoil, Shelby had almost forgotten that she needed to show Liam his new home. He would be so excited, especially once she set up the race car bed that Brooke had promised to ship as soon as she had a permanent address. After everything, Hannah was still watching out for Liam, her little road buddy. No matter what a dipshit his mother happened to be.
All Shelby wanted to do was reach out and tell Hannah how sorry she was. To beg Hannah for forgiveness and to never treat her with anything other than love and respect again.
But that wasn’t going to happen, not after the way she had acted. If she were in Hannah’s shoes, she would never speak to herself again. She was the lowest of the low, the woman who walked away when Hannah needed support the most.
What had the last month been like? A tell-all interview like the one Hannah had done didn’t happen with the snap of fingers. She had to have been preparing for it, stressing over it, for weeks. All alone.
Had it been Hannah’s choice to speak out? Had Carla talked her into it? Shelby wouldn’t have been surprised. Nothing in Hannah’s life was truly hers. Even her deepest and darkest secret had been shared with the world, so the likes of Judy could gossip while giving apartment tours. 
The world had been invited to witness Hannah’s anguish, distress, and torment on live TV, her pain, humiliation, and suffering splashed on the front page of the news for the world to feast on. 
And Shelby hadn’t been there for her. She had been too busy wallowing in her own self-pity to be there for the person she loved the most.
She’d been so afraid of being abandoned by someone she loved that she had turned into the one to do the abandoning. She’d become the monster she feared the most.
A sob overtook her. 
Through blurry eyes, she tapped Brooke’s number on her phone, typing out a message. It was no use trying to get a hold of Hannah, who had every right to tell Shelby to go to hell. But maybe with Brooke’s help, Shelby could make things right. How she would do it, she wasn’t sure, but she had a few ideas. At least she knew where to start.
Brooke? It’s Shelby, she typed. Please, I need your help.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
   
“Y our gamble paid off. You’re the talk of the town. No, the world.” Carla held up five different newspapers, showing Hannah’s official publicity headshot in full color prominently displayed on each. 
“It wasn’t a gamble. It was me taking my life back.” Hannah stirred sugar into her—what? Tenth cup of coffee? She needed a shot of energy, given she’d been burning the candle at both ends for four weeks now.
“I admire that about you. I really do.” Carla’s words tumbled out without their usual barbed snark. 
“You didn’t when I told you that was the plan.” Hannah sipped her coffee, the caffeine buzz starting to make her feel invincible, even if she was pretty sure she could feel her racing pulse all the way down inside her teeth. She should probably call her doctor if that got any worse.
“No, I’ll admit I didn’t. I thought it’d sink the second leg of your tour. Ticket sales had been a little soft, and I figured a scandal like this would be the nail in the coffin.” Carla broke into a grin. “Instead, immediately after your interview, nearly every show was sold out.” 
“Really?” That was one relief on Hannah’s never-ending list of worries. Who knew there would be so many things to worry about? Hannah would’ve bet most people didn’t think a country music star with a sold-out tour did anything but drink whiskey and sing love songs all day while counting her cold, hard cash. Instead, Hannah was consumed with decisions that loomed larger than life.
Should she stay in this house she didn’t like, or sell it to be closer to Madison’s school? Was boarding school the right choice for her daughter after already spending so much time apart? How the hell could you get a teenager to put their phone down at dinner and eat their vegetables?
Shelby would’ve known the answer to that one. And the fact Hannah couldn’t ask her was yet another item on her list of never-ending concerns.
“I’ll tell you, Hannah, I haven’t seen such an uptick in such a short time,” her manager said, nearly bursting. “We’re all set to go into this second half of the tour like gangbusters. Every position is filled—”
“Not every,” Hannah said softly, her heart clenching as she thought of Shelby. She took another sip of her coffee, trying to push away the sudden wave of grief that threatened to wash over her. Why wasn’t she over this by now?
At least she’d have more material to write those breakup songs everyone seemed to love so much.
“That’s right,” Carla said, eyeing Hannah with a hint of apprehension. “What’s the situation on the personal chef front?” 
“Still need to find one.” 
“Does that mean Shelby’s not moving back in across the way?” Carla jabbed her finger over her shoulder in the direction of the guest house.
“Pretty safe to assume that’s the case,” Hannah said, her tone flat. 
Carla offered a sympathetic nod, keeping whatever thoughts she had about the situation to herself. “I have every faith you’ll figure out the chef situation.” 
“Good. That’ll make what I have to say a lot easier.” 
“What every manager loves to hear.” Carla wore a cautious expression. “What’s on your mind?” 
“I’ll start by saying I appreciate what you’ve done for me to get me to where I am. I couldn’t have done it without you—” 
“Jesus. I think I need to sit down.” Carla settled onto a kitchen stool. “Can I get a cup?” 
“Sure.” Hannah poured the coffee, scooting the sugar and milk over so Carla could reach. “Where was I?”
“About to say it’s not you, it’s me,” Carla quipped. “Isn’t that the standard breakup line?”
“No,” Hannah was quick to say as she realized her manager’s distress. “That’s not where I’m going with this at all. It’s just, going forward, I want to determine how I present myself to the world. I think I’ve earned the right.” 
“I agree. Wholeheartedly.” Carla’s relief was palpable.
“That’s good to hear because the first thing I’m doing is ditching the rhinestones.” 
“I’ll burn them myself.” 
With a chuckle, Hannah retightened her ponytail. “You’re fine with all of this? Me being me?” 
“You’re not the same kid I met five years ago,” Carla replied. “You’ve finally gotten whatever monkey it was you were carrying off your back. You’re filled with a new confidence, and I respect that. It’s all I ever wanted for you, Hannah.” 
“You could have told me that.” Hannah laughed, some of the tension leaving her body. 
“I should have. I will going forward. We’re still going forward together?” 
“Yes. As long as you respect I’m making the final call on everything from now on. I’ll make mistakes, so I’ll need support. But I’m the one who’s going to steer the ship.” 
Carla got to her feet to pull Hannah into a very un-Carla-like hug. “I’m so proud of you.” She pulled away quickly, as if overcome with the exertion of indulging in messy emotions instead of dollars and cents. “Now I’m off to capitalize on this buzz.” 
Hannah shook her head, offering a small smile as Carla left the room. She sat for some time in silence as she sipped her coffee and sighed, feeling a sense of liberation she had never felt before. It was true, she was not the same person she was five years ago. She had shed her old skin, and had the scars to prove it. Still, for the first time she could remember, the lack of constant background noise wasn’t making her feel like she would go insane.
It was a start.
“Hey.” Brooke entered the kitchen, stretching her arms over her head. 
Hannah’s brow furrowed, concern overtaking her as she spied her assistant’s sallow complexion and the dark circles under her usually bright eyes. “You look like a dead woman walking.” 
“It wasn’t a great night.” 
Hannah poured Brooke some coffee, for once. “What happened?” 
“Guess who’s newly single?” Brooke tried to appear happy, but her eyes glistened with the evidence of tears already shed.  
“Do I need to have a chat with Max?” Hannah made a fist, hitting it into her other hand. 
“No, because I’m at fault.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Max is a great guy. He really is. It’s just…” Brooke gave a half-hearted shrug. “He’s not the one. He deserves someone who thinks he is.” 
“So do you, FYI.” 
“At the moment, I’d settle for a roof over my head.” 
Hannah’s eyes wandered to the guest house. She’d been avoiding looking in its direction. She wanted so badly for Shelby and Liam to be standing at the door, waving for her to come out for a swim. But that wasn’t going to happen. They were gone, leaving her with an empty guest house and a hollow ache in her chest.
“You can stay in the guest house. As long as you need.” Hannah tried to keep her face passive as her heart broke in two all over again. It had done it already more times than she could count.
Brooke took a furtive glance at the space in question. “I couldn’t do that. It’s—” 
“She’s not coming back. Not a word since Savannah.” 
“What if she just needed time?” 
“It doesn’t matter. You need it now. Move your stuff in once you get back from picking Madison up from her dorm. I have some appointments.” Hannah checked the time on the microwave. “I can’t wait to see her. This has been the longest week. She was only here two weeks before school started, and now I’m not sure how to manage without her dreary music.” 
“Teenagers.” Brooke laughed. “Are you serious about the guest house?” 
“One hundred percent. You’re family. I’m learning how important that concept is.” 
“You really are the best, Hannah. Don’t give up on… things.” Brooke took a deep drink of coffee before heading to the home office. “I’m leaving around noon to pick up Madison. Not much longer before her emo music is driving us both batty.” 
“I’m looking forward to it.” 
And Hannah was. These past few weeks with Madison had almost been the happiest days of her life. If Shelby and Liam had been around, it would have been perfect. That was life, though. Near perfect had to do. 
    
“I HAVE TO ADMIT, when you suggested the zoo, I thought you were off your rocker. I’m not a little kid.” Madison tore off a piece of cotton candy from the white paper cone in her hand as she and Hannah walked across the parking lot. “But it’s been fun.” 
“I want us to make up for lost time.” Hannah unlocked the doors to her SUV. 
Madison crawled into the passenger side, resting her head on the seat. “I like the sound of that.” 
“Not a bad Saturday, then?” Hannah turned the key in the ignition, and the car roared to life. “What’s next?” 
“Home. I’m beat.” 
Hannah eyed the sixteen-year-old. “How is that possible? You’re half my age.” 
“Research shows teenagers need a lot of sleep.” Madison yawned as if to lend credibility to the claim. “Besides, I had a late night.” 
Hannah raised an eyebrow, curiosity piqued even though a twinge of fear sparked in her belly. God knew she was aware how much trouble a sixteen-year-old could get into. “Oh really? Anything interesting?”  
“Yeah. Geometry homework. Can you believe we had a quiz the first week? I need a nap.”
Hannah chuckled as they pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road. “Fair enough. If that’s what you need, we’ll do it.”
Hannah turned on the radio as they drove, letting the music fill the silence. Madison closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep, her breathing soft and even. Hannah couldn’t help but glance over at her young daughter, marveling at how much she had grown. Finally getting to be her mom seemed like a dream.
Hannah sighed deeply, regret and guilt settling heavily on her like a cloak. She had missed so much. But she shook it off, knowing it wouldn’t do any good to dwell on the past. She had to focus on the future, make the most of the time she had left with Madison. 
When they finally pulled into the driveway, Hannah also wanted a catnap. “Tomorrow—” Hannah opened the front door, stopping short. “What the…?” 
The usual rose scent that had permeated the house from the day she’d moved in was gone. In its place was a delectable mixture of burgers, grilled cheese, pancakes, and pies. Her stomach rumbled with the first sniff. “What’s Brooke up to? It smells like a greasy spoon diner in here.” 
Madison lifted a shoulder, not looking entirely uninformed. Suspicion blossomed in Hannah’s mind as they walked farther into the house, the aroma of food becoming stronger with each step. Something was most definitely going on, and her daughter had the unmistakable look of the cat who had eaten the canary.
“Madison, are you sure you don’t—what the heck?” All around her, every level surface in the kitchen was towered with all the wonderful, fattening foods Hannah was no longer allowed to eat. “I think I’ve gone to hell.”
“What do you mean hell?” Madison demanded, seeming shocked by Hannah’s response. “These are all your favorites.”
“And I go on tour again in less than a month,” Hannah reminded her daughter, who still enjoyed a teenager’s unstoppable metabolism. “I know if I try to eat a single bit, I’ll be zapped with a cattle prod.” 
“I would never do that.”
Hannah’s heart stopped as she realized it was not Madison who had spoken. Half a second later, Shelby popped up from behind the kitchen island, and Hannah thought her heart might give out completely. 
“What are you doing here?” Hannah demanded. She wasn’t angry, more surprised than anything, but instantly, Shelby’s eyes clouded with doubt.
“Making you all the foods you love,” Shelby explained, her eyes downcast.
“Why?” Hannah spoke more softly this time.
“Because food is my love language.” Shelby’s response was little more than a whisper, but it packed a punch.
“Your what language?” Hannah could hardly believe her ears and was too shocked to take in the meaning of the words. After everything that had happened, and disappearing from her life for months, was Shelby honestly standing here, in Hannah’s own kitchen, using a word like love? Hannah wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry.
As the awkward silence between Hannah and Shelby stretched to eternity, Madison swiped a pancake. “I’m going to give you two space to talk.” 
Hannah watched Madison step outside, heading for the pool. There wasn’t a single doubt in her mind that her daughter had been in on whatever this little surprise was supposed to be the whole time. If only Hannah could figure out what it was all supposed to mean.
“Are we expecting the entire tour crew to show up at my house?” Hannah’s gaze traveled across the unbelievable spread, stopping on what had to be a peach cobbler. 
“It’s possible I went a little overboard.” Shelby covered her face with a hand, peeking through the cracks of her fingers. “I wanted to say how sorry I am, but I speak better with food. I should note, not one of these items is healthy, and I don’t care. There’s a time and place for comfort food, and this is it.” 
“You’re apologizing with food?” Hannah still couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Not just the food but Shelby. She was back, standing in Hannah’s kitchen, when Hannah had been certain she would never see the woman again. 
“I am. I’m so sorry, Hannah. I didn’t handle the Madison news the right way at all. That’s an understatement, obviously. It reinforced my greatest fear.”
“Children?” Hannah guessed, feeling lost and knowing that wasn’t the correct answer.
“Being abandoned,” Shelby corrected, the pain evident beneath her words. “I had tunnel vision, remembering my parents, and Liam’s father. I didn’t hear what you were saying. I only saw my fear. The ironic part is I abandoned you when you needed me. I don’t expect your forgiveness right away. Maybe not ever, but I’m hoping someday—” 
Shelby was interrupted by the patio door opening. “Hannah!” 
Liam charged forward, dripping water everywhere. 
Hannah leaned down, scooping the child into her arms right before he wiped out on the slick tile. “Careful, little dude.” Hannah held on tightly, not caring she was getting soaked. 
“I told Mommy to say sorry, like with Janie. Did she?” 
Hannah shifted Liam to her hip. “I’m not quite sure who Janie is, but we were just talking about that.” 
“Liam!” Brooke rushed inside. “Look at the mess. You’re going to get me fired.” She laughed, mouthing sorry to Hannah. 
Madison also came inside. “I’m going to put my suit on.” 
“I thought you wanted sleep.” Hannah gave her daughter a suspicious look. “Were all of you in on this?” 
“In on what?” Liam squirmed in Hannah’s arms, wanting down. “Pancake me.” 
“Please,” Shelby corrected. 
“Pancake, please.” Liam held up his little hand. After getting it, he said, “Let’s go swimming!” 
Brooke took him by the hand. “You have to eat your pancake outside first.” 
The door closed, and Madison disappeared from view. 
Hannah stared at Shelby. 
“Do you forgive me?” Shelby asked. 
“Brooke’s moved into the guest house,” Hannah answered, her brain refusing to form words that made sense. 
“I know. Do you forgive me?” 
“I still don’t have a chef for the tour.” More nonsense spilled from her lips.
“You’re still not answering me.” 
“Oh, Shelby.” Hannah let out a laugh that shook her from shoulders to feet, dispelling all the tension and anxiety that had built up inside of her since they’d parted in Savannah. “You had my forgiveness as soon as I spied that peach cobbler.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
   
“O ne more story.” Liam snuggled up on the big bed at the back of the bus, in the room that had once been Hannah’s but which she and Shelby now shared.  
“Don’t give me those eyes.” Hannah shielded her own with a palm as she lay on one side of the little boy, with Shelby curled up on the other to create a Liam sandwich. 
“What eyes?” Liam batted his lashes, showcasing his tired baby blues. 
“You fell asleep twice during the last one.” Shelby got to her feet, steadying herself with a hand as the floor swayed gently beneath her feet. “Despite already having been through more cities than I can remember, it’s taking some time to get my bus legs back.” 
Hannah stood with considerably more ease. “Come on, little dude. It’s time for you to go to your own bed.” 
Liam didn’t respond, already fast asleep. 
“He’s such a ham.” Hannah eased the boy into her arms, carrying him to his bunk. 
Shelby kissed his forehead before stepping away. “Are you going to put me to bed now?” 
“Which bunk is yours?” Hannah spoke quietly, not wanting to wake Brooke. 
“I don’t have a bunk anymore.” Shelby took Hannah’s hand, leading her to the back of the bus. “But you might find yourself sleeping in a bunk if you keep up that wise-guy routine.
“You have that kind of power?” 
Shelby kissed Hannah. “Are you going to behave?” 
“I don’t know. I might need more coaxing.” Hannah recaptured Shelby’s lips. 
Time seemed to stand still as they stood there, kissing like they never thought they would again. Shelby’s heart beat faster, the desire between them growing stronger with each passing second. 
Sometimes it felt like a miracle that they’d found their way back to each other after all the harsh words and misunderstandings. Shelby shuddered at the full realization of how close she’d come to losing Hannah. She ran her fingers through Hannah’s hair, pulling her even closer.
Hannah responded with a moan.
There was no rush, though. The bus would keep rolling, no matter what they did in their own little nook. They could take their time, savoring each other’s kisses and exploring each other’s bodies as the miles of road passed beneath them. Just as they’d done so many nights since leaving Nashville again.
“Where are we headed?” Shelby asked during a brief moment when they came up for air.
“No idea,” Hannah answered, pulling Shelby in for another kiss.
It had been like this since Shelby had returned, their kisses full of passion and unspoken promises. To always being together and never allowing fears to pull them apart again.
With mounting excitement, their mouths moved together in perfect harmony. They stayed like that for what felt like an eternity before finally pulling away, savoring the moment of anticipation, the calm before the storm that was to come. 
After a few moments of silence, Shelby finally spoke. “I hope this isn’t a dream,” she said breathlessly. 
Hannah smiled gently. “No, it’s not a dream.” She then intertwined her fingers with Shelby’s and whispered, “This is real.” In the soft light of a single lamp that was mounted above the bed, their eyes locked with a sudden intensity. Neither of them dared to break away. Every cell in their bodies seemed to be screaming for them to move closer.
And they did.
The bus lurched, and Hannah reached out to steady herself with one hand, cradling Shelby with the other. 
“We’re in for a bumpy ride, I think,” Hannah said.
Shelby laughed. “Promises, promises.”
“Oh, I’ll definitely deliver,” Hannah teased.
“You always do.”
Their bodies collapsed onto the bed together as if they were one. The air around them seemed to crackle with electricity.
Or perhaps it was static from the clothing they still, somewhat inexplicably, wore.
“We always forget to get naked first.” Hannah laughed. 
“Sex on a bus isn’t for the fainthearted.” 
Hannah shifted to help Shelby discard her clothing. This part was becoming somewhat choreographed since they started the second leg of the tour. Although usually they were pressed for time, trying to fit in a brief moment of intimacy before the buzz and rush of performing gave way to utter exhaustion.
But not tonight. Hannah hadn’t been on stage this evening, one of the scheduled nights off that allowed them to travel longer distances between cities. Shelby loved those nights the best. 
As much as Hannah loved being on stage, Shelby sensed that more and more, Hannah seemed to look forward to their quiet family moments. Like reading stories to Liam until it was well past bedtime.
And then grown-up time, when everyone was asleep. Everyone but them.
Shelby wrapped her now bare legs around Hannah’s waist, her hips pressing against Hannah’s with a delicious friction. It didn’t take long for Shelby’s breath to come out in short, ragged gasps as their mouths moved together, exploring and tasting. 
Hannah moved her hands up Shelby’s body, her fingertips tracing the contours of Shelby’s curves with exquisite softness. She moved slowly, building the tension between them with every caress. Shelby bit her lip to keep from crying out as Hannah’s hands moved closer to the part that screamed for her touch. 
Shelby felt like she was going to fly apart any second. She was dizzy with desire, her heart pounding against her chest, and her breathing coming in short, ragged gasps. She clung to Hannah, desperate for some sort of anchor amid the maelstrom of emotions.
Hannah’s hands lowered, exploring the sensitive areas of Shelby’s body. She moved slowly, taking her time to savor every moment, until Shelby’s breathing grew more ragged, and her body shook with pleasure.
Shelby moaned in delight as Hannah kissed and caressed her. Shelby gasped for air, her body trembling with pleasure until she was overwhelmed by a shuddering wave that shook her to her core. The intensity of the sensation filled every part of her, until she felt consumed by an all-encompassing bliss. 
Hannah separated Shelby’s legs, sliding a hand between them, and began to expertly tease and please Shelby until she could no longer contain herself. She gasped in pleasure as a wave of pure elation swept through her body, leaving her trembling in its wake. 
The intensity of the moment was too much to bear. With a soft cry of pleasure, Shelby lost herself in Hannah’s touch until her body shook with the force of an orgasm with an intensity that rivaled the bumpiest road.
Hannah held her close, her lips pressing against Shelby’s neck as the pleasure washed over her. She murmured soft words of love and devotion as Shelby recovered, their shared pleasure evident in the post-orgasmic glow that surrounded them.
Afterward, they lay there in each other’s arms, content and exhausted from their love making. They didn’t need words; all that mattered was that they were together, here in this moment, against all odds. 
Finally, Hannah pulled away slightly and looked into Shelby’s eyes with so much love it made Shelby’s heart swell more than the love making. 
“I can’t ever live without you,” Hannah whispered softly before pressing a gentle kiss to Shelby’s lips. 
Shelby smiled against Hannah’s mouth before pulling back slightly and replied in kind, “I love you, and I’m never leaving your side. Except tomorrow morning to make breakfast.”
“Pancakes?” Hannah asked, her hopefulness making Shelby laugh.
“Oh, why not? Just this once.” As much as Shelby valued honesty, her answer was a lie of sorts. She’d give Hannah whatever she wanted. All Hannah ever had to do was ask.
    
“IT’S CHRISTMAS!” Liam jumped up and down on the bed, making the mattress swoop and sway even though Shelby was positive the tour was done, and they were back on solid ground once more. 
Beside Shelby, Hannah’s head popped up from her pillow, her hair adorably disheveled. “What time is it?” 
“Christmastime! Let’s go see what Santa brought us.” Liam pulled on Shelby’s arm with one hand and Hannah’s arm with the other. 
“Go get Madison,” Shelby said, in hopes the teen would want to hit Liam’s snooze button for another hour or so. 
“He already did.” Madison stood in her robe and slippers, looking as excited as Liam. 
“Mads was my first stop.” Liam leaped off the bed, his arms and legs flailing about, but somehow, he landed on his feet. “Come on!” 
He ran out of the bedroom, leaving Shelby to poke around for her slippers in the faint light of dawn. Had she remembered to set the timer on the coffee pot?
If not, she sure hoped Santa had done it for her, because she was going to need all the caffeine she could get to keep up with her energetic kids. If even Madison was perky and awake at this hour, they were in trouble. There would be no stopping the kids from taking over the whole house.
“What’s going on?” Val called out from the hallway. Since Brooke lived full-time in the guest house, Val and Cricket had both been given rooms inside the main house when they’d driven in from Waynesboro.
Val looked like she could use some coffee, too. 
“It’s Christmas!” Liam squealed. 
“Coffee. Need coffee.” That voice had to belong to Cricket. 
“I’ll wake Brooke.” Madison left Hannah and Shelby to get as put together as they were going to get. Which wasn’t much, considering they were in their pajamas and had just been woken up by a hyperactive child on Christmas morning. 
“What time is it?” Hannah rubbed one eye and shuffled toward the door. 
Shelby checked her phone. “It’s five-thirty. Liam is clearly impervious to jet lag.”  
“I think you mean bus lag,” Hannah corrected. “When I agreed to do the final show two days before Christmas, I was not counting on a five-year-old with more energy than a sugar-high hamster on a turbo-charged wheel.”
“You and me both.” Shelby shoved one arm through her robe. “If I had known Liam would wake up this early, I would have set up a coffee IV drip last night.”
Hannah chuckled. “Yeah, I don’t think Santa brought that in his sleigh. But I’m sure he left some presents for us to open.”
“Oh yeah?” Shelby asked in a teasing tone. “That sounds promising.”
“I know I keep saying this,” Hannah commented as they shuffled down the hallway toward the stairs, “but is there a way to bottle his energy? I could use it for the next tour.” 
“We just got home,” Shelby said with a pout. “You’re not already missing being on the road, are you?” 
Hannah pulled Shelby close. “Nope. I love being home, and I can’t wait to get back into the studio. I have an idea for a new song and can’t rest until I get it all down as soon as the holidays are through. But I might deploy Liam as my daily wake-up call. He’s very effective.” 
As the various adults in the house stumbled their way into the kitchen, the tantalizing aroma of freshly brewed coffee wafted over to them, and they all breathed a collective sigh of relief.
“Do you know what time it is?” Brooke was in the kitchen, standing with an empty mug as she waited for the last drops to brew. 
“Santa time!” Liam ran circles around everyone, like a demented puppy, before dashing into the living room where the tree stood with all the presents. 
“The kid has a point.” Madison grinned, followed by vroom, vroom sounds. 
Shelby locked eyes with Hannah. 
“Shouldn’t you make reindeer sounds?” Hannah joked, avoiding Shelby’s stare. “We’ve talked about this. No car until you go to college.” 
“What if I don’t want to go to college?” Madison quipped, a mischievous glint in her eye. 
“No car until you get a job, then,” Hannah said with as much sternness as she could muster, considering it was Christmas morning.
“I can work part-time,” Madison persisted.
“That’s not an option,” Shelby said with mock sternness of her own. “Your job is school.” 
“I’m not a Ken doll.” Madison rolled her eyes in epic teenager fashion, referencing the movie she’d been watching on an endless loop since the start of winter break. 
“His job is beach. Which right now, doesn’t sound bad.” Hannah rubbed her hands together in the cold morning air. “I’m going to turn the fireplace on.” 
The living room was decked with Christmas decorations that twinkled a warm, gentle glow. Liam danced around the tree like an elf, his face beaming with joy. Shelby could not help but feel a swell of happiness in her chest as she surveyed the family she could never have imagined being lucky enough to have.
She watched as Hannah walked over to the fireplace and flicked the switch, the warmth and glow of the fire filling the room and casting a cozy shadow over everyone there. For a moment, they all stood in silence, taking in the magical atmosphere of the morning. 
But it was short-lived, as Liam could no longer contain his excitement and plopped onto the floor, shaking all the gifts, even ones without his name. 
Shelby smiled, taking note of the boy’s excitement. It was as if nothing would ever go wrong in his life. Madison swanned in, collapsing onto the couch. Even if she was disappointed about not getting a car, her face lit up when Liam plopped a gift into her lap. 
“Are you going to be Santa’s helper this morning?” Hannah asked, sitting on the floor next to him. 
“How will you read the tags?” Shelby asked gently when he nodded.
“Cricket taught me everyone’s names.” The boy beamed with pride.
“That’s so cool.” Hannah ruffled the top of Liam’s head. “You’re pretty much the coolest.” 
“What about me?” Madison shook the box. 
“We’re both cool.” Liam raised his hands in the air. “We’re the cool family.” 
Hannah’s eyes swept the room, seeing Val, Cricket, Brooke, Madison, Liam, and Shelby. “I think he’s right. We really are.”
Shelby couldn’t agree more.
As the family exchanged gifts, laughter filled the room. Shelby couldn’t help but feel grateful for being a part of it all. As the morning wore on, the family dispersed to their own activities. Shelby found herself drawn to the fireplace, staring at the flames as they danced and flickered. Hannah came in quietly and sat beside her, her gaze fixed on the fire as well.
“You know,” Hannah began softly, “I never thought I’d have a family like this. It’s all so… perfect.”
Shelby nodded in agreement. “It really is. I can’t believe how lucky we both are.”
Hannah looked over at Shelby, a small smile curling her lips. “I think we’re more than lucky. I think we’re blessed to have each other.”
Shelby’s heart skipped a beat at the words. So many things in her life had conspired to wear her down and test her faith, but here she was, safely on the other side. It was almost too amazing to be true.
Snuggling close to Hannah, she rested her head against the woman’s shoulder and closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of the fire and the love of her family surrounding her.
“We really are,” she whispered, sighing as Hannah pressed a tender kiss to her forehead. “We really are.”





EPILOGUE
   
“A nd the Grammy for Song of the Year goes to Hannah Taylor for ‘Dandelion.’”
While Shelby jumped out of her chair, hopping up and down and clapping her hands, Hannah stayed seated, frozen. 
She stared at the stage with wide eyes, like she was waiting for the real winner to rush up there and claim the prize. No way could it have been her name they announced.
This was all a dream.
How was she going to stop the tears from falling? Never had she imagined she’d actually have to get up on that stage and accept the award. Not for the song that meant so damn much to her. 
Her eyes already tingled in the corners. Any second, the dam would burst. It had been bad enough crying during the interview about Madison two years ago. 
But this? 
No, Hannah couldn’t possibly have won.
By now there was murmuring in the crowd, and several people had turned to stare at her with confused expressions. The announcer cleared his throat, and she heard him call out her name once again.
Shelby laughed, yanking on Hannah’s arms. “You can do this. Remember, you’re brave like a dandelion.” 
That brought a smile to Hannah’s face. 
She was a fucking dandelion! She was the weed that her mother never managed to kill, the one who wreaked havoc on the sedate rose gardens of the world.
Oh, God. That made absolutely no fucking sense. She should have prepared a speech. She was going to get up there and start ranting about gardening until they yanked her off the stage.
Almost against her will, Hannah got to her feet, putting one in front of the other.
Before she knew it, she stood in front of the mic, holding the Grammy in her hands. 
Every person in the room was out of their chairs, giving Hannah a standing ovation. 
Hannah had to adjust her eyes to find Shelby. There was no way Hannah would make it through her speech without her lodestar. Just like on stage, singing to the one person in the crowd, Shelby was her person. Finally spying Shelby, Hannah opened her mouth. 
“I can’t believe this is happening. I—this song poured out of me, after years of bubbling under the surface. I couldn’t have written it, though, without the love and support of my wife, Shelby, our daughter, Madison, and son, Liam, and all the ones we keep close. I love all of you so much.” Hannah’s voice wobbled. “I wrote it for all of those people who’ve ever felt they never fit in. Weren’t wanted. All of you are beautiful. Don’t let anyone tell you differently.”
Hannah hoisted the gold gramophone into the air before being whisked off the stage. Just in time. She’d pretty much used up all the words she could remember. Another two seconds and she would have started droning on about the evils of commercial pesticides.
The next hour was all a blur. Hundreds of congrats. Interview questions. Photos. 
Hannah wanted to savor it, but her entire body was numb. It felt like she was visiting another planet, but one where everything was all kittens and rainbows. 
Though she hesitated to even think it, to tempt fate, she couldn’t stop herself.
Her life was perfect. 
At least, it would be once she escaped the glitz and glamor of a week in LA and made it back home to Nashville. 
It was funny how the house she’d hated when she first moved in was now the place she always wanted to be the most. Bustling with the sound of her children’s laughter and the comfortable chaos of daily life, it was the one place where she could just be herself. 
As Hannah settled into the back of the black SUV that was waiting for them at the end of the red carpet, Gramophone nestled in her lap, she felt Shelby’s hand squeeze hers. 
“Congratulations, baby,” Shelby said, leaning in to kiss her wife’s lips, far too briefly for Hannah’s preference. “I’m so proud of you.”
“Yeah? Show me.” Hannah swooped in for another kiss, but Shelby pulled back with a scolding look.
“Not now, naughty girl. I know you don’t want to go, but Carla made me promise you’d stop by one of the after-parties.” 
“Shelby.” Hannah stomped a foot on the carpeted floor.
The car had yet to start moving, which meant there was still time to tell the driver to take them back to their swanky hotel with a view of the Los Angeles skyline. It wasn’t home, but it was the next best thing under the circumstances. At least Shelby would be there, along with a bottle of champagne, and a lot less clothing. The night had possibilities. 
“I do love it when you act less mature than either of the kids.”
“Situations like this call for it,” Hannah pouted.  
“Is that right?” 
Hannah puffed out her bottom lip, to no avail. 
“I’ll make it worth your while. After. But if I’m completely honest, I want to go to the party.”
“You do?” Hannah couldn’t hide her surprise. Shelby wasn’t one to enjoy large social events. 
“Yes, I do. It’s not often we get to be surrounded by people who appreciate your work like this. You deserve to revel in it.” 
“Okay, who are you? And what have you done with my wife?” Hannah joked. “I know you hate these things as much as I do.”
“Confession time. I’m hoping to corner Patty Kearns. I heard she’s looking for a chef when she’s recording in Nashville, but she’s impossible to get a hold of. Landing a client like that could push my new bespoke meal delivery service to the next level.” 
“I see how it is.” Hannah crooked her arm. “Let’s get you to the ball, Cinderella. To expand your cooking empire.”  
“It’s not an empire yet.” Shelby threaded her arm through Hannah’s. “But it will be.” 
When the driver stopped the car in front of the venue, they stepped outside into the warm LA night. 
“You know what your dress reminds me of?” Hannah nodded to some people screaming her name as they made their way to the entrance of the party. 
“Peach cobbler?” 
“Now that you mention that, yes, but I was thinking of our wedding last year on that Hawaiian beach.” 
“That was Madison’s idea.” Shelby laughed. “I think she wants her job to be beach.”
“Liam did plenty of begging. He’s only in the first grade, but the kid’s going to run the world with that smile of his.” 
When they were through the door and out of the glare of the paparazzi, Shelby rested her head against Hannah’s shoulder. “What was better? Our wedding or winning tonight?” 
“Our wedding. No question. Now you’re legally required to stay.” Hannah threaded her fingers through Shelby’s, running her thumb across the warm metal band on her wife’s left hand. 
Shelby kissed Hannah lightly on the lips, a tame gesture suitable for a public place, but the type that promised so much for the night and their lives. 
“Thirty minutes. An hour tops at this party. Then I’m taking you back to the hotel to have my way with you.” 
“Why, Ms. Taylor, I do declare.” Shelby fanned her face like a southern belle. 
“That’s Mrs. Don’t ever forget it.”
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A PREVIEW OF THE AM SHOW



CHAPTER ONE
Amanda scanned the neat rows of white, folded place cards, searching for her own last name amid the alphabetized sea of scrolling calligraphy. Marsh, Mitchell, O’Toole. Her brow crinkled as she read them again. The name Morgan was conspicuously absent.
“It’s that one, there.” Coming up beside her, Jason picked up a card and handed it to her.
“Jorgan?” Amanda shot the groom’s father an incredulous look.
Jason gave a don’t shoot the messenger shrug. “According to Jen, there was a typo on the final guest list when it went to the printer.”
“Uh-huh.” Amanda could’ve added bullshit but held her tongue.
An honest mistake? Please. This was just the latest insult in a steady stream of slights her ex-wife, Jen, had been dishing her way since the day Zach and Valerie had first announced their engagement. But there was no point spoiling the day for everyone around her by whining. She’d keep her mouth shut, for Zach’s sake.
“It was a nice ceremony, didn’t you think?” Jason shifted his weight from one foot to another, clearly struggling to make small talk. Amanda could hardly blame him. The only thing they had in common was they’d both married and divorced the same woman. “Zach made a helluva groom.”
Correction. She and Jason had two things in common. A ghost of a smile teased Amanda’s lips at the mention of her stepson. “Our little boy’s all grown-up.”
Pinning a boutonniere of red rosebuds to the lapel of his tuxedo that morning had been the highlight of Amanda’s life. Jen was probably beside herself with jealousy, but the fact Zach had reserved that special task for her made Amanda swell with pride. She’d loved that boy from the moment she’d met him, an awkward and gangly twelve-year-old wearing a Little League uniform and a crooked grin. When Jen had divorced her, Amanda had been terrified she’d lose Zach, too.
Was that why Amanda had offered to help pay for the wedding? Probably. She’d needed Zach to know she loved him like he was her own son and always would. But she’d underestimated how much Jen would resent her for it—and how many spiteful ways there were to exact revenge. There was nothing quite so humbling as shelling out more than fifty-grand, only to be treated like a platter of three-day-old sushi by an ex who was moving at lightning speed to leave every remnant of their years together in the rearview mirror.
“What table are you?” Jason asked, oblivious to the ache in Amanda’s heart as she pressed the misspelled card into her palm. Then again, as Zach’s biological father, his position in the boy’s life was assured.
Amanda checked the card, gritting her teeth as she did her best to overlook the alleged typo. “Looks like I’m at Merlot, whatever that means.”
“Same as me. Must be the family table. Sit together?”
“No plus one tonight?” That was unusual. In all the years she’d known him, Jason had rarely flown solo.
“I’m between wives at the moment and was told it would be inappropriate to bring, and I quote, some rando, to Zach’s wedding.” Jason jerked his head to the side with a faint look of disgust. “Too bad Jen didn’t take her own advice.”
Amanda’s eyes panned the tables under the tent, zeroing in on the willowy brunette she’d once been certain her whole world revolved around, a woman who now stood beside a plump, middle-aged man with thick white whiskers and absurdly unruly eyebrows. Considering Nick was Jen’s new husband, it wasn’t quite the same as bringing a Tinder date to the wedding. Still, Amanda couldn’t argue with Jason’s assessment that this rebound-fling-turned-spouse was the very definition of random. To make matters worse, the ink had barely dried on the divorce decree when the two of them had eloped to Vegas.
Jason leaned closer. “Is it just me, or does that guy look like an out-of-shape mall Santa?”
Amanda snorted. Decades in the public eye had trained her not to verbalize petty personal observations, which is why it was such a relief when someone else did her the favor of pointing out what she was thinking.
“When Jen started dating you, I kinda understood,” Jason confessed. “I mean, you were a famous morning show host on national television. I really couldn’t compete with that.”
Amanda gave him a quick up and down. “You’d never be able to pull off the high heels.”
“True. My calves have never been my best feature.” Jason glanced in Nick’s direction again. “Seriously, though. This joker? It’s a gut punch, and I’ve been out of that woman’s sphere for a while. It must be a real blow to know Jen’s crawling into the sleigh bed with jolly old St. Nick instead of you.”
Amanda didn’t answer, but yeah. It hurt like hell. Anyone who tried to claim it doesn’t smart at least a little when an ex chooses to leave you and marry someone else—and then has the audacity to seem blissfully happy with the decision—is probably trying to sell something.
Amanda crossed her arms, giving Jason a dubious look. “I don’t remember you being so zen about the whole situation when Jen and I first got together.”
“That was three divorces ago.” Jason shrugged. “Water under the bridge. I can’t imagine what she sees in him, though. Maybe he’s good in bed.”
“With that beard?” Amanda shuddered. “It would be like taking a Brillo pad to your thighs.
“I guess he’s successful, anyway.”
“I think the word you’re looking for is pretentious.” Considering how many politicians and business tycoons she’d interviewed over the years, Amanda had met her share of self-important braggarts, but Nick brought it to a whole new level. “There hasn’t been a single time I’ve spoken to him when he didn’t mention being head sommelier and buyer for the largest restaurant and hospitality group in Oregon. Like anyone cares.”
Okay, maybe she was being a little harsh on the guy, but she couldn’t help it. Nick was older than she was, not as physically attractive, had less money, and didn’t seem so hot in the personality department. Exactly how bad a spouse must Amanda have been that he’d still seemed like the better option? Sometimes Amanda woke up in a cold sweat, fearful that every bad thing Jen had ever said about her—a list at least as long as the one Santa kept on naughty children—was entirely true.
To add salt to the wound, apparently Amanda’s love life was so completely pathetic that Jen, who had spared no effort harping on her about nearly every other aspect of her participation in this wedding, hadn’t even bothered to warn her not to bring a date. Like the chances were so remote it couldn’t possibly have been an issue worth considering. It made Amanda spitting mad to have to admit Jen was right. For two years, memories of her ex-wife’s criticism, and a twenty-pound gray cat with a serious attitude problem, had been her only bed companions. It was impossible to say which of the two held her more in disdain.
“Is it true that Nick’s love of wine was the only reason the kids chose this vineyard for the wedding?” Jason asked, dragging Amanda away from the ledge of self-recrimination just in time to avoid falling over the edge.
“It was also the only venue that could do it on three months’ notice.” Amanda pressed her lips together. Now was not the time to let spill exactly what she thought of her son’s hasty marriage. Like it or not, he was an adult, and if that was what he wanted, all Amanda could do was support his decision in public and pray for the best in private. “But yes, the owner gave them a great rate on their package in hopes that Nick would feature their brand as a house wine in his restaurants. It was a hard offer to pass up.”
Incidentally, that discount had been Nick and Jen’s sole contribution to the wedding expenses. Sure, her ex had raised hell with absurd accusations that Amanda was trying to buy Zach’s affection and turn him against his real mother, but when it came to writing the checks, suddenly she’d gone quiet. Not that Amanda wouldn’t give Zach the moon if he wanted it. But as the invoices stacked up, it sometimes felt like Jen saw her as nothing more than a convenient piggy bank. In other words, married or divorced, little had changed.
“Does Zach even like wine?” Jason’s nose wrinkled. “I’m more of a craft beer man, myself.”
Amanda wished she had a snarky response, but when it came to beer versus wine, she and Jason were on the same team. Which was annoying. She’d found herself agreeing with her ex’s ex a few too many times for comfort already today. Another opinion or two in common and they’d end up best friends. How awkward would that be?
As Amanda turned to the easel with the seating diagram on it to locate the table named Merlot, a harried young man in a blue blazer with rolled-up sleeves nearly ran over Jason. The expensive camera around his neck offered a big clue that he was the photographer. “Are you the groom’s dad?”
“Sure am.” Jason puffed out his chest, a privilege Amanda supposed he’d earned. Whatever his faults, he’d done a solid job where parenting was concerned.
“Thank God I finally found you.” The photographer clapped him on the back, keeping his hand there to help maneuver Jason away from the seating chart. “We need the immediate family for a group photo.”
Amanda moved to join them, but the photographer shook his head.
“Just parents, ma’am.”
Was he serious? Amanda drew a deep breath, but before she could chew him out or remind him who would be signing his check that night, Zach rushed over. “No, Bill. That’s my stepmom. She’s absolutely needed for the photo.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry.” At least the photographer had the decency to look embarrassed, which took some of the sting out of being brushed off and treated like she didn’t belong. Unlike the hundred times her ex-wife had done it, this guy had no reason to know better and hadn’t meant anything by it.
Valerie and her mom and dad were already arranged along one side of the gazebo that overlooked the lush rows of vines with a view of Mt. Hood in the distance. There was an empty space next to the bride for Zach, with Nick and Jen flanking the other side. It was all very balanced. What was wrong with Valerie’s parents that they didn’t have a few ex-spouses thrown into the mix?
Actually, that brought up all sorts of questions about Valerie’s very conservative family and traditional upbringing. When it came to how they’d been raised, Zach and Valerie were as different as night and day. Who got married after dating only six months, unless there was a baby on the way? Zach had assured Amanda there wasn’t, though she had still spent most of the ceremony trying to discern any sign of a telltale bump beneath the bride’s lacy dress. Despite how much she wanted to support her son, she feared the marriage would never last.
But that wasn’t what was bothering her right now. No, what concerned her was the photo looking lopsided. The photographer must have been thinking the same thing, because he squinted and motioned for both Amanda and Jason to squeeze in. “A little closer, okay?”
The man snapped a few photos, checking his screen and then saying, “Come on, you two. You can get closer than that. Set a good example for the newlyweds, and act like you love each other.”
Amanda almost swallowed her tongue when she realized the photographer had mistaken Jason and her as a married couple. She supposed it was an honest mistake. Zach had referred to Amanda as his stepmom, and she had been standing next to his father at the time.
But, still.
Gross.
Zach, bless his heart, attempted to explain the situation, but the photographer was too busy framing the picture to pay any attention. Her stepson shot Amanda a smile brimming with apology, but she waved away his concern. This was his wedding day, and there was no way she was going to make a fuss or take a single moment away from his happiness.
Just grin and bear it, America’s Sweetheart.
Scooting in as close as she could tolerate, Amanda flashed her made for television smile. The photographer’s eyes lit up. “Yes. Like that! Good. Good.”
The camera clicked a few hundred times. As she followed the photographer’s instructions, Amanda focused on keeping her lips parted and teeth together, but without clenching them so tightly she’d risk cracking a filling. She wondered if Jen was as uncomfortable as she was, but it was impossible to tell. Her ex didn’t so much as glance her way the whole time. Not even once.
What was that about?
Once the portraits were out of the way, Amanda went in search of her table. She prayed she wouldn’t be seated next to Jen. The waves of chilliness flowing off that woman would be enough to make her dinner freeze on the plate.
It turned out she’d had no need to worry. Once she’d sorted through all the tables with their wine-themed names like Chablis and Syrah, it turned out Merlot was not the family table, as she’d assumed. Not even close. It was about as far from the center of things as it could possibly get without being under a different tent.
The truth sliced her to the bone. She had been seated at the castoff table.
It had to be a mistake, but a second check of the table marker confirmed she had the right location. Neither Zach nor Valerie would ever have been so cruel as to humiliate Amanda in this way. No, this was Jen’s doing. Amanda was sure of it. That woman excelled at the art of killing her with a thousand cuts, putting Amanda in her place like no one else ever could. Not even Amanda’s hypercritical mother, who, thank God, was not in attendance today. Good thing Amanda was equally adept at hiding her scars, camouflaging the emotional damage they inflicted with the larger-than-life TV personality that had earned her the nickname Dragon Lady.
This seating arrangement? It was an outrage! Except, instead of lashing out as if a maître d’ had shown her to a less-than-stellar table at a trendy Manhattan restaurant, it was all Amanda could do not to cry. Even the biggest dragon can be slain if a person tries hard enough, and Jen had certainly been giving it her all.
Maybe Amanda deserved it.
After all, had she always done a great job prioritizing her marriage? Amanda wasn’t delusional. She knew the answer was no, that she’d put her career first in ways too numerous to count. But when it came to Zach, the story was different. Amanda had never missed a single game, school play, or parent-teacher meeting. Her blood pressure ticked upward as she clenched her hands into fists. Was this really the reward Jen felt Amanda deserved?
“I’m glad you could make it.”
Amanda’s entire body stiffened at the familiar sound of her ex-wife’s voice. As was so often the case, Jen’s words said one thing while her tone implied the exact opposite.
Amanda unclenched her fists, slipping into her on-air persona as she turned to face her tormentor with the same dispassion she might employ when preparing to interview an unsavory dictator. If she could make it through half an hour with Vladimir Putin at the G-8 summit without losing her cool, surely, she could show similar strength for a few minutes with her ex-wife now. “You know I wouldn’t miss this.”
Jen offered a thin-lipped smile. “Honestly, I was more worried some major news event would come up, and you’d have to take a chopper out of here in the middle of the ceremony.”
“That happened one time.” Amanda had to give Jen credit, both for her exceptional memory and for fitting in her major grievance about their marriage in her second sentence. For as much as she’d loved the lifestyle it had afforded them, Jen had always resented Amanda’s career and her dedication to it.
“For Zach’s sake,” Jen’s jaw was so rigid it was a miracle the words could escape, “I hope you can refrain from calling attention to yourself like you usually do. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have guests to greet.”
“Always a pleasure catching up,” Amanda called after her, balling her fists once more.
As if I don’t know how to fly under the radar.
Amanda would never win with that woman.
Take her dress, for instance. She had chosen it specifically in response to Jen’s outrageous concern that Amanda would somehow manage to upstage the bride. As if that could happen. Amanda knew full well there wasn’t an outfit in the world that could make a middle-aged mother shine more radiantly than a young bride in love.
Amanda plucked at the dull purple fabric of her dress with distaste. She may have gone overboard trying to prove her ex wrong with this one. It was plainer than plain. No one looking at her would think she was a television star with access to the country’s top designers. In the depths of her heart—assuming the woman still had one—Jen had to have been impressed with the result. Amanda looked like a purple cow.
Tonight’s ensemble wasn’t merely off the rack. It looked like it came from a clearance rack at a discount store. Amanda had gone easy on the makeup and hair, too. Hell, the only way to be more incognito would be to wrap herself in a trench coat and don a fedora. Sorry, but in the late June heat, there was no way to make that work. But Jen would never be satisfied or willing to believe anything was more important to Amanda than being in the limelight.
Her ex had never understood her at all.
If it wasn’t for Zach, Amanda would have relished the opportunity to toss a glass of this very expensive wine she’d paid for in Jen’s face and storm out. That would be one hell of a satisfying way to call attention to herself. Honestly, though, the last thing Amanda wanted was anyone looking at her tonight. Not while she felt like the love child of an overripe eggplant and a washed-up sea hag.
No wonder I’m all alone.
Amanda sank into her chair as all forty-seven of her years weighed on her at once. Having her son get married made her feel ancient enough, but her ugly dress was working overtime to accentuate each and every unwanted bulge. It was a cruel reminder to her that no number of hours spent in the gym could stave off middle age. She wanted to curl into a ball and have a good cry. Instead, Amanda did what she had trained herself to do from her very first live broadcast. She forced herself to sit up straight, plastering a smile on her understated pink lips.
Snap out of it, she ordered, her internal voice resembling that of a four-star general. You’ve interviewed three sitting presidents. You will not be defeated by a vindictive ex and her wine-swilling Santa Claus.
She was Amanda Fucking Morgan. She hadn’t climbed to the position of America’s number one morning show host by indulging in weakness. Too many people would love to see her break. Her ex-wife, for starters. Her mother, too, probably, considering the woman had only decided Amanda was acceptable as a daughter after she’d become famous. Not to mention dozens of newscasters around the country who salivated at the prospect of Amanda losing her edge and giving them an in to take over her job.
Well, too bad. Amanda might’ve found herself closer to the edge of the abyss tonight than she’d been in a long time, but by God, she wouldn’t give anyone the satisfaction of seeing her fall in. Not now and not ever.
    
After an announcement that dinner would soon be served, wedding guests filtered to their tables.
Jason took his seat next to Amanda with a befuddled look on his face. “Are you sure this is right?” He checked his place card for a second time, just as Amanda had done earlier.
“It’s not right at all, but I’m afraid it’s correct.” Gutted by the stricken look on the man’s face, Amanda did her best to cheer him up. “Come on. I’ve been amusing myself by trying to guess which other rejects Jen saw fit to seat us with. Wanna help?”
“Rejects?” Jason’s face turned white, and Amanda regretted her word choice. It had obviously hit too close to home.
“You know what I mean. I was thinking we’ll get a distant cousin who gets sloppy drunk by the second course. Or one of Nick’s business associates who will bore us all to tears talking about the finer points of wine distribution all night.”
Jason offered a half-smile in response. Amanda took it as a win, even as she cursed their coldhearted ex. When Zach and Valerie had taken Jen up on her offer to help with the seating chart, there was no way they could’ve known she would wield it as a weapon. Amanda, on the other hand, shouldn’t have been as surprised as she was. Maybe she wasn’t as cynical as she liked to let on.
As the minutes ticked by and the other six seats remained empty, another possibility came to mind. Maybe Jen considered her two ex-spouses so toxic no one else had been assigned to their table at all. When the servers started placing plates of food on tables and the other spots still remained unclaimed, all Amanda could do was shake her head.
“Is she trying to humiliate us on purpose?” Jason muttered, gesturing to the empty chairs. “People are going to think we have body odor. Or leprosy. I could’ve sworn there were other guests assigned to the table.”
“Well, they’re not here now.” Amanda ran a hand through her hair, hoping it made her look like all of this was bothering her a lot less than it did. She was spared from further comment by the clinking of a fork against a glass.
“Your attention, please,” an announcer said. “The father of the groom would like to say a few words.”
“Do you need to head up front?” Even as Amanda was asking, a storm cloud settled over Jason’s features.
“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen.” The speakers produced a high-pitched squeal as Nick held the microphone too close to his mouth. “Oops. Hold on.”
“Did you know about this?” When Jason shook his head, Amanda grasped his forearm. “Is he fucking kidding? You’re the father of the groom. He’s been in Zach’s life for, like, a year.”
As she watched in horror, a red-cheeked and glassy-eyed Nick covered his mouth, presumably because he had to burp from too much wine, but it was hard to tell for certain from all the way out in the cheap seats. “Jen and I can’t express how proud we are of our son, Zach.”
“Ten bucks he doesn’t know Zach’s middle name,” Jason grumbled.
“I doubt he knows his own at the moment. He looks like he can barely stand. I thought wine connoisseurs were supposed to swish the wine around and spit it out.”
She waited for Jason to jump on the let’s make fun of Nick train, but when their eyes met, she was shocked to find his brimming with tears. “Was I a bad father? Is this why Zach’s letting this happen?”
“No, Jason. You know Zach had nothing to do with this. Look at him up there with Valerie.” Amanda nodded toward the small sweetheart table where the bride and groom sat alone, gazing into each other’s eyes like they couldn’t see anything else. “He’s just a kid too goofy in love to pay attention to the scheming going on around him. I bet neither he nor Valerie has any idea where a single one of the guests is sitting right now.”
“Jen did this, then?” Jason’s face twisted, making Amanda fear he was going to be sick.
“Who else? She’s a control freak.” Amanda said this with the full knowledge that she was often accused of being the same. The difference was Amanda focused her energy on herself and the things that directly impacted her environment as a way to manage the out-of-control stress of her high-profile career. Jen preferred to control everyone around her merely because she could. It had taken Amanda years to recognize it and even longer to accept Jen’s cruelty wasn’t solely a result of Amanda’s behavior. Jen simply had a mean streak buried deep beneath a cunning smile.
“You don’t think I was a bad father?” The timidity in Jason’s voice told Amanda he had yet to learn not to take their ex’s catty meanness to heart.
“We’ve had our differences, but I would never say you were anything but a great father.” Amanda tightened her fingers around Jason’s arm, giving it a squeeze before letting him go. “As for that puffed-up elf she’s married to, the only thing he’s done is select a bunch of expensive wines for the reception and then try to take all the credit.”
“When you’re the one who paid for it,” Jason pointed out magnanimously. “And you know why? Because you’re a good mom.”
“You think so?” Amanda’s heart clenched. Stupid as it was, she’d needed someone, anyone, to tell her that, because she sure didn’t feel like it was true.
Jason crossed his arms. “I don’t know how this night could get worse.”
Nick continued to ramble for a few more minutes, looking increasingly tipsy, until the crowd grew uneasy enough at his wobbling that Jen stood and finished the toast. Not once did she so much as point in the direction of the two occupants of the Merlot table.
When the speech had ended, Amanda pressed her lips together. “I didn’t know Jen could be such a cold bitch.”
“Yeah, but she’s a hot bitch, too, which makes it even worse. Just look at her.” The longing in Jason’s voice was palpable. The poor guy still had it bad for his ex, and he wasn’t used to being alone. No good could come of it.
“Tell you what,” Amanda said, giving Jason a bump with her shoulder. “Why don’t we go find the bar and see if they have something other than wine in this place? It’ll take the edge off.”
What she really wanted to do was go back to her room and drink alone, or possibly break some shit. But if the tabloids got wind of either, it would be a PR nightmare, and her contract was up for negotiation soon. Amanda was a realist. At her age, and with as much money as they paid her, the suits at her network would love any excuse to paint her as a menopausal lunatic so they could replace her with someone younger and cheaper. She couldn’t provide them with the ammunition. Getting plastered with Jason was a safer, if less desirable, option that was not as likely to get her fired.
“I’ve got a better idea.” As Jason refocused on Amanda, the wild glint in his eyes was unsettling.
“Oh?” Amanda was pretty sure she didn’t want to hear it.
“I’m getting laid.” Jason slapped his palm on the tablecloth, making the water in the glasses jiggle. “You should, too. You know what they say. The best way to get over someone is to get under someone else, right?”
Was he serious? “I rescind my suggestion to go to the bar. You’ve obviously had too much to drink already.”
“Come on,” he urged. “Weddings are the perfect place to hook up. I’ve never failed. Young and hot is the ticket for tonight.”
“Spoken like a true middle-aged white dude.” Amanda raised her nearly empty glass to him. “Sometimes I resent how easy it is for all you straight people. Even if I wanted to hook up with someone tonight, statistically speaking, I’d be lucky to find more than three women on the entire guest list who would be open to the proposition.”
“And one of them is Jen’s Aunt Myrtle, if the rumors are true. Unless you’re up for a little May-December romance.”
“With Aunt Myrtle?” Amanda cringed. “No thanks. Besides, I know better than to think I’m still a May, and I pray to God I’m not a December.”
Jason gave her a thoughtful look as he stroked his chin. “Mid-October?”
“Hey! I’m not a day past September, thank you very much.”
In her head, Amanda could almost hear the clock ticking away the last remaining seconds of her youth. Her son was a married man. Next thing she knew, she’d be a grandmother.
I’m not ready to be a grandmother.
Jason burst into laughter. “I see a couple bridesmaids who’ve wandered away from the pack. I’m not going to pass up this golden opportunity.”
“Careful.” Amanda eyed the young women in their matching red gowns. “Those two look more like Marches to me. You don’t want to end up in jail.”
“Okay, calendar girl,” Jason taunted. “I’ll ask for ID.”
With that, Jason strutted onto the dance floor with way more confidence than a man of his age deserved. The guy was pushing fifty. Meanwhile, though she’d mostly said it to be snarky, a small part of Amanda really wondered how the bridesmaids, who all looked so young from her middle age vantage point, could possibly be of legal age. At twenty-five, the groom barely was, for God’s sake. Meanwhile, while Valerie was a nice enough girl, at thirty-one years old, she was basically a cradle robber. And even she didn’t seem mature enough for this kind of commitment.
Why did my little boy jump into marriage so soon? Amanda’s heart sank. It would never last. Between their impulsiveness and their six-year age gap, the deck was stacked against them so high it was insurmountable.
Amanda sighed. “I give them seven months, tops.”
“Really? I was going to say nine.”
Amanda’s heart leapt into her throat as a woman’s voice made it clear Amanda had not kept her cynical comment inside her head as she’d intended. She turned to see who’d spoken, and even in the dim lighting, it was evident this gorgeously curvy woman, in a brilliant green dress that perfectly complimented her golden hair, easily ticked both the young and hot boxes.
Don’t forget straight, Amanda cautioned, lest she allow herself to get any naughty ideas. Zach already had both his parents and the Santa imposter likely to make fools of themselves publicly tonight. She didn’t need to add her name to the list of poor role models.
The young woman fanned herself with one hand while she rested the other on the back of the chair beside Amanda. “Mind if I sit? My table is getting rowdy, and I need a breath of fresh air.”
“Be my guest.” Amanda gestured to the empty table. “As you can see, I’ve got room to spare.”
“Is that your husband out there?” the woman asked, lowering herself into the seat and pointing at Jason. He was still on the dance floor, sandwiched between the two barely legal bridesmaids, and from their gyrations, there was a horrifying chance all three of them might end up in bed together.
“Uh, no.” Amanda couldn’t hold back a derisive chortle, adding, “Thank God.”
“Not your type?” The young woman flashed a charming smile, her teeth as straight as she no doubt was.
Amanda chuckled. “You could say that. No offense to him. Men in general aren’t really my type.”
“I’m with you on that.”
Amanda tensed, her pulse ticking faster. Had she heard that right? To hide her sudden flustered demeanor, she swiveled her head toward Jason, who had kicked his overeager mating antics into a higher gear. “It’s like watching a car crash.”
“It really is.” The woman stuck out her hand. “I’m Dakota, by the way.”
Amanda reached out her own for a shake, even as she was overcome with the worry that her palms would be as sweaty as a teenage boy. What was wrong with her? Encountering another lesbian—who wasn’t ninety-year-old Aunt Myrtle—in a social gathering of more than three hundred people was hardly unexpected. It didn’t mean she had to get all twisted up in knots about it. This was what happened when you listened to a guy like Jason and actually took him seriously. Big mistake.
The woman—Dakota, which Amanda was pretty sure hadn’t even been a legitimate name back in her day—was looking at her with an odd expression. “Do you have a name, as well?”
“Oh. Yes.” Amanda’s stomach dropped. This was the moment she always dreaded, when she told a stranger who she was, a name everyone in America knew, and she ceased to be anything but a celebrity they wanted a piece of. “It’s Amanda.”
“Nice to meet you.” Dakota studied the dance floor like she was trying to learn some new steps.
That was it?
Amanda waited a beat for the woman to make the connection, but nothing happened. She flinched as the cruel truth set in, slicing her like a knife to the gut. There was only one thing worse than being recognized, and she was experiencing it. This young, hot lesbian had absolutely no idea who the fuck Amanda was. Could this cursed night get any worse?
“Amanda Morgan.” Despite emphasizing her last name to the point she sounded like she might have missed a dose of important medication, there wasn’t so much as a flicker of recognition on the young woman’s face. Talk about a blow to the ego. Her ex getting hitched to Father Christmas was mild by comparison.
And she was still holding the woman’s hand.
Jesus Christ.
Amanda’s grip sprung open like she’d suddenly realized she was grasping a hot potato. “So, what do you do?”
“Huh?” Dakota managed to drag her attention away from the gyrating couples long enough to mumble something that Amanda could’ve sworn sounded like cock-a-doodle-do.
“Oh, that’s interesting.” Was Dakota a chicken farmer? That was absurd but made sense in a weird way. After all, it didn’t get much more hipster than raising chickens in Portland.
The woman shrugged, scoping out every single guest at the reception except Amanda. Seriously, no eye contact whatsoever. Sure, The AM Show had slipped in recent years in the eighteen to thirty-four demographic, but Amanda Fucking Morgan was a goddamned American institution.
Had it finally happened? Amanda’s chest constricted. What if she’d crossed that threshold in middle age where she’d become invisible? If that had happened, her life might as well be over.
Bitchy Jen was at the front of the reception tent, holding court with guests like this was her special day instead of her son’s. Nick, miraculously still conscious, was drinking wine straight from the bottle. The bride and groom were nowhere in sight, not that Amanda expected them to carve out extra time for her when they had hundreds of friends and family to greet.
As if to rub salt in her wounds, whatever pulsating nonsense everyone was dancing to was coming to an end, and one of the bridesmaids was pulling Jason off the dance floor by his tie. The other bridesmaid followed. The meaning of their actions was crystal clear. That son of a bitch was about to have a threesome. And Amanda was once again destined to sleep alone.
I’m becoming irrelevant.
Oh, hell no. If pudgy Jason could score two coeds at once, then she—the woman who had once sung a duet with the French president Jacques Chirac on live television in a world-exclusive interview—yes, she was going to convince this young lesbian chicken-lady to come back to her room.
What they would do when they got there, she hadn’t decided. Amanda had never been the one-night stand type, for about a million reasons. But she’d never felt this desperate before, like her entire future rested on another person finding her desirable.
A slow song replaced the throbbing electronic disco beat. Affixing her award-winning, million-dollar smile to her lips, Amanda held out her hand. “Okay, Rooster Girl. Care to dance?”
END OF SAMPLE
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