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To Danielle, for reminding me daily that music is the soul’s best therapy. 
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I wanted to take a brief moment to THANK YOU. Yes, you, the person holding their Kindle, Nook, or paperback in their cute, little hands right now. Because without you, my words would merely be unread writing, scribbled on paper, but instead you give them life by inviting them into your home and hearts. 

I feel extremely lucky and humbled that you’ve taken a chance on one of my books. And although I may never top the charts or even sell a thousand copies, that’s okay by me, because I know why I write and it’s for no other reason than to touch lives. So as you prepare to take a journey into Colby and Hensley’s lives, know that I write for you, like a singer sings for his or her audience. You are my muse. 

I hope after reading this, you find that my book mattered and if it did, or even if it didn’t and you think it’s a giant hunk of garbage, I’d love to hear from you. Your songs of praise or words of criticism help me grow as an author. So I ask that you please leave a review on Amazon or Barnes and Noble. It doesn’t have to be long, but your words matter – just as much as the lyrics in a song.

Hearts,

Nacole 
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“NO, YOU LISTEN to me, Son, and you listen good. Your mother and I have bitten our tongues for far too long. This here music, you think you can do that forever? You think singing at these podunk bars is going to pay your rent? You better take a real good look around this farm. This is where you belong. Working like a real man should, providing for his family, not on some rickety-ass stage trying to make a buck, never knowing where you’re going to lay your head at night.”

Clenching my hands at my sides, I am doing everything in my power not to ram my fist into my father’s face. He knows what he is doing, and by my fuming facial expression, I’m sure he can tell it’s working. 

“Say what you want, Pops. I’ve made my mind up and I’ve already been accepted to a college near Nashville. At the end of the summer, I’m leaving, so you better get your ducks in a row and hire another farm hand. God knows you’ll need it.” My eyes dart to the half empty bottle in his hand. “Seeing how your drinking has increased.” 

He takes a step towards me, bottle in one hand and bridle in the other. The mare it belongs to is already in her stall. I can smell the liquor on his breath as he stands only inches away from my face. As he drops the bridle to the ground, a cloud of dust flies into the air from its impact. He doesn’t drop the bottle; the contents mean too much to him. The creaking sound of a door opening causes me to break eye contact with him. Turning my head slightly, I look towards the house just as Momma steps onto the porch. Her once-white apron is a dingy, rusty color, and the creases on her forehead tell me she knows what’s about to happen. 

“Look me in the eyes, Son, and tell me you don’t want this life.”

My father’s eyes are filled with nothing but sadness and self-pity. I know he blames himself for the accident, and he attempts to drink away the anger he harbors from that day with cheap whiskey. But he is the reason I don’t want to live this life. The farm is falling apart, the workers hate him – hell, even I hate him. Staring into his eyes, eyes that used to be so gentle and full of life, I know for certain my decision is made, and I know it is for the best. I can’t – I won’t – sit here and watch everything our family has worked so hard to build fall apart. I wish I could take my mom with me, but she is as loyal as loyal can be, and she would never desert my father. Even at his worst, she stands by his side, which is something I cannot do any longer. I feel like this place, the farm, my father, have all been slowly suffocating me. Remembering my promise to my little brother that I would make him proud, I vowed to myself I would keep good on my end, and it’s a promise I intend to keep. 

“I don’t want this life. Hell, Pops, I can’t even believe you want to live this life. Look around – the crops are dying, we’ve slaughtered all the cows and have no more funds to buy new ones. Eddie is overworked and underpaid, the roof needs fixin’, and the tractor still isn’t running. I mean, come on, when are you going to face the facts and throw in the towel? You and I both know when Levi died, the loving family we once were and the ‘family’ business we ran died with him.”

Without hesitation, my father brings his bottle up to his mouth and takes a long swig. He doesn’t say anything, and I can hear my mother gasp in the background, as my words not only sting him, but her as well. I knew that would push him over the edge, but I said it anyway. It was time someone had the balls to say it to his face. I watch as he takes a drink and swallows it. He lowers the bottle to the ground, careful not to waste a drop, then stands back up. His shoulders slouch due to his bad back and the alcohol running through his veins. When our eyes meet, I swear I am staring at someone other than my father. His are black, full of hate, and directed right at me. 

“You motherfucker!” he shouts as his hand flies up, and he sticks his callused index and middle fingers in the center of my chest. The force is enough to cause my body to sway. I plant my boots firmly on the ground, trying not to lose my balance. Looking over his shoulder, I see my momma throwing her apron off and running down the front steps barefoot, towards us. 

“Larry, you stop it right now!” she hollers as she nears, but he doesn’t listen. His fingers continue to press harder into my chest.

The thin cloth of my navy shirt does nothing to cushion their pressure on my skin. He may be old, but he is still stout. The years he’s spent hauling hay and herding cattle have kept him in shape, but I’m stronger and younger. Reaching up, I hastily grab his hand and push him away from me. One of his leather-covered feet kicks the bottle resting on the ground, and his eyes widen in horror. You would think it was the end of the world as we both watch it topple over and spill. Before I have time to raise my eyes from the ground, he charges at me, full force. Our bodies collide as I wrestle to gain the upper hand. He is fast though, and before I know it, his fist smashes into my jaw. I don’t feel my skin break, and I hope his impact doesn’t leave a mark. My mother cries in the background as his hand keeps up a steady line of blows to my face. This isn’t the first time this has happened; honestly, after Levi died, we all kind of lost it, but Pops really went off the deep end. 

Enough is enough. A jolt of adrenaline and blast of rage rush through me. I lean forward and grasp his body. As I am holding him and his arms in place, he tries to break from my embrace, but fails. 

From the corner of my eye I see Eddie, our farm hand, barreling towards us. “Now y’all both stop. Come on now.”

Tightening my grip on my father, I hear Eddie shouting at us, but I don’t dare let go. Who knows if the old man has had enough, and I for sure don’t want another broken nose. Nobody wants to see a country singer up on stage with a busted up face.

“Colby, come on, let him go, man.” Eddie’s pleas echo off the aluminum barn doors. 

This fight has been building up for a while. Well, at least since the last time we got into it, which was only a few weeks ago. It was when I first mentioned I applied for a transfer to another college for my sophomore year. I had control of the situation then and walked away without a scratch. Pops was too drunk to do any real damage, although he thought he was sober enough to kick my ass. He was sadly mistaken. 

Deciding the gravel below my back and the dirt that is stuck to my biceps from rolling around in the driveway isn’t comfortable anymore, I attempt to stand up. My hands are still holding him tightly around his chest, but he has stopped fighting back. I don’t know if that is a good sign or not. Eddie walks over to my momma and lowers his cowboy hat. Living in Texas my whole life, I understand this silent gesture. They have both been putting up with Pops and me fighting for far too long. 

I make it to my feet and plant them on the ground. Our faces are so close I can see tiny beads of sweat lingering above his upper lip. 

“You done?” I question him through clenched teeth as I prepare to unlock my hands and let him go. He doesn’t respond, but I let go anyway. Taking a small step away from him, I move my fingers up and down in a stretching motion in an attempt to loosen up my joints that are now sore from being clasped for so long. 

We are all standing in the middle of the driveway as the sun sets behind the meadow. The crickets and horses are the only things making any noise that is louder than our erratic breathing. 

“Now that’s enough, boys. Why don’t y’all get cleaned up and then come down for dinner? Eddie, make sure the lights are off in the stables and get changed too, please.” My mother gives her instructions before turning on her bare heels and heading back towards the house. 

No one else moves. He isn’t done, and Eddie and I both know it. 

I watch as my father turns towards my mother’s back. He wants to make sure she is far enough away before he does something stupid, again. I brace myself knowing he just can’t leave well enough alone. As soon as her first foot hits the bottom step he turns around in a hasty motion, but before his fist is even in the air, mine connects with the side of his face. He stumbles backwards and uses one hand to catch himself as he hits the gravel. The other he holds against his busted lip. Dark crimson blood escapes through the creases in his fingers. 

Eddie moves to stand in between us as my father starts to run his mouth again, “That was a cheap shot and you know it. If you’re planning on leaving at the summer’s end, why don’t you just get your shit and get out now?” 

He’s right. Nothing is stopping me. I’ve already made plans to room with someone. My college here contacted the campus there and found some dude named Dusty who needed a roommate. Even my bags have been packed for a while. The only thing that worries me about leaving is leaving my momma here with no one to fend for her when he goes on these drunken rants. Glancing over at Eddie, he nods. I know he knows what I am thinking, and if there’s anyone left in this world I trust, it’s him. He’s been like an older brother to me, even though he’s old enough to be my dad. Knowing he didn’t sign up to play referee for our family makes me sad. But I’m glad he’s here to help. 

“All right. I’ll go.” Leaning down, I kneel in front of my father so we are face to face. “But I swear to God, if you lay one finger on her, I will come back and I will bury you so far down in this earth no one will find you. And since no one will be missin’ you, it won’t really matter.” I pause to catch my breath, “You can drink yourself to death, you can lose this whole farm for all I care, but don’t you ever take your anger out on her. Do you hear me?”

His lips part as the familiar stale smell of whiskey rolls off his tongue, “What, you think you call the shots around here? You think you’re famous, boy? You’re not shit, and you ain’t ever gonna be shit. So remember that when you’re driving up to Tennessee.”

“I mean it, Larry. Don’t fucking touch her.” I don’t remember the last time I called my father “Dad.” If anything, the closest I’ll get is calling him “Pops.” He hasn’t acted like a father should for a while now, so why address him as one? Standing back up, I look at Eddie and then turn around and walk towards the house. As I approach I can hear my momma’s muffled sobs. It kills me to hear her cry, though that’s all she seems to do these days. 

“Momma, stop crying. I’ll be okay and one day I’ll be able to afford to buy you a one-way ticket away from here, away from that sorry ass man you call a husband.”

“Now you know your daddy ain’t gonna let me go and you know darn well why I can’t leave this farm. His memory. That’s all we have left of Levi, you know that, Colby. Don’t make me choose because I’d much rather be living here, in my own personal hell, than move away and leave his memories behind.”

My heart aches as her words drudge up feelings I’ve tried so hard to bury. 

“You can move, that don’t mean you’re forgetting about him, or love him any less. Just listen to me, once I get to Nashville things are going to change. I promise you that. Just have a little faith in me, okay?”

She reaches her hand out to touch my swollen jawline. “I trust you, baby. Now go get cleaned up, and get ready for dinner. Whether you decide to leave tonight or not, you will get a full belly first.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I nod and walk up the wooden steps to the house, a place where I’ve been laying my head for twenty years, but not a home.
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AFTER DINNER, I loaded up my old pickup truck with a few bags and my most valued possession – my guitar, and then kissed my momma goodbye. The tears that fell from her face made my chest ache, but I know this is something I have to do. I made sure the horses were fed their evening feeding and that everything was set and ready for the morning, since Pops passed out on the couch after his last bite. Eddie could probably run this farm alone, if he ever had to, so I’m not worried about things too much. But nonetheless, he doesn’t deserve to have to do everything. After all he is hired help and this farm is my father’s. He inherited it from his father, and it will all be mine one day – that’s to say if it doesn’t go under before then.

Climbing into my truck, I turn on my headlights and take one last look around the farm before heading towards the highway. Rolling down the windows, I feel like I can finally breathe for the first time in a long, long while. 
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“IF THIS DAMN song plays on the radio again, I swear I’m going to scream.” I cringe as my hands grip the steering wheel. 

“Oh hush, girl. This is my jam!” Dusty fumbles with the knob, and turns up the volume. I instantaneously feel bile rising in my throat. This song royally sucks. Just listening to the lyrics irks me, but leave it to my Dusty to love a song about broken-hearted cowboys. The thought alone makes me laugh out loud. 

“Come on, girl, live a little. Let that guard down and let some love in for once,” he says while making an incredibly stupid face and batting his long eyelashes while bobbing his head to the tune. 

“Love’s for losers,” I snicker under my breath. 

“Hell, even losers need love, baby girl. But seriously, maybe, just maybe, you’ll meet your prince charming tonight. I sure hope I do.” He wiggles his eyebrows as we both burst out laughing.

“You’re a complete mess, Dusty, but that is why I loooove you.” He knows he is the only man other than my daddy who’s ever heard those words, and most likely ever will. 

Ignoring the song on the radio, my mind roams as I hold my hand out the driver’s side window and allow the summer sun to beat down on it. Love’s for losers. It’s not that I don’t like the idea of liking someone, and I can’t lie and say I’ve never entertained the thought of being in a relationship, but that is where I draw the line, at a thought. I can’t ever allow myself to lose focus, and if I’m using that energy crushing on a boy, I might miss my chance to get out of this God-forsaken town. That’s my dream, and there is no way in hell I’m letting some fling, crush, or whatever, get in the way of making it come true. 

“I know you meant to add the word hot to that sentence, but because you’re so damn cute, I’ll let it slide.” He winks as he rolls his window down and welcomes the breeze in with open arms. 

Dusty and I have been best friends since as long as I can remember. I was the poor girl growing up in a town full of snobs. I didn’t have a pot to piss in, and he was the resident gay, so our matching social statuses as outcasts grounded us and allowed for a friendship to bloom. Since then we have been inseparable, doing mostly everything together, including studying, singing, and sleeping. 

“Take the next left and we can set up shop on the corner. I’ve seen Ronnie pack a good-sized crowd several times. I know if he can attract a crowd by singing rock on a corner in Nashville, we can too.”

“We can and we will, baby.” I shoot him a playful wink.

With downtown Nashville on the horizon, Dusty continues to lecture me about my nonexistent love life. 

“Right there, pull over,” he instructs, before I turn the wheel slightly and prepare to pull the car over. I do my best at parallel parking and pop the trunk before getting out. 

“That’s too heavy. Let me get it for you.” His lame attempt to act manly makes me laugh. He grabs my guitar and throws the strap over his shoulder and then picks up his keyboard by the handle on its leather bag. Slamming the trunk closed, I grab onto his arm. 

Dusty raises his hand pointing a few yards away to a saloon with a neon sign hanging out in front of it. “See that bar over there?” I nod my head and he continues, “They just got a new mechanical bull. I ran into some girl last week at the café who was in my English lit class last semester and she told me. I know it’ll get packed tonight. And when they leave, guess who will be playing?” He stops to wiggle his eyebrows. “Us. Hopefully we can make a few hundred. My rent is due soon and my new roommate isn’t expected to move to town until the end of the summer, so it’s up to me to come up with it all. And you’re still saving up to get your dad that riding lawnmower. Speaking of Mr. Bradley, how is he? I haven’t heard you talk about him lately.”

“There isn’t much else to say. Mom’s been picking up more shifts at the hospital. And Dad? Well, he’s been on the bottle more than ever. I just want to be able to help them. Anyways, yeah it looks like tonight will be a big turnout. Look, they already have a line forming and it’s only six o’clock.” 

I’m numb to the topic and never-ending questions about my dying father. Yes, we’re making ends meet, and yes, we’re still struggling.

“Well, come on. Let’s set up and show them we’re the best duo this town has ever seen.”

The mere fact that he truly believes we are the best Nashville has ever seen makes me smile from ear to ear. 

We walk a few more feet until we reach a small area on the corner of a busy street where there are a few benches lined up. Choosing the one closest to the street to sit on, he hands me my case – my mom’s case she used when she was my age. It’s old and worn, but it means a lot to me. Opening it, I remove my trusty guitar then push the empty case towards the sidewalk. Pedestrians are already starting to crowd around us and we haven’t even played the first note yet. That’s a good sign. I really need some fast cash, and I am hoping to get that tonight. 

This is what we do; this is who we are. Entertainers. The sucky part is the income isn’t as steady as we’d like, and in order to make ends meet we both have to keep shitty jobs. Well, not the riding center. That’s a decent place to work and I love being able to work with Logan – when he isn’t being a total lame-ass and pining for me – and the kids, but it’s only during the summer and a few days a week. I also waitress and Dusty works in the kitchen at a rundown restaurant. Thank goodness we were both scheduled off tonight. The beginning of summer means more people will be out and about, trying to get in as many hoorahs before the next semester starts come August. 

The orange and purple streaked sky is an indication the sun is close to setting. It’s only half visible from behind the strip of buildings where we are sitting. Instead of having an announcer introduce our duet, I strum my guitar allowing the soft sound to make our introduction. Dusty pulls his baseball cap out of his back pocket and places it on his head. It does nothing to mask his charming looks. He has actually been confused with Lenny Kravitz a time or two, but to me, he puts Lenny to shame. Who would have ever guessed he’d end up following in ole Lenny’s footsteps as a musician? It’s lucky for him that things have worked out that way, although his situation hasn’t really been all bad. For the most part people in our small town, on the outskirts of the music capital, have had more to worry about than some strange kid being gay and marching to the beat of his own drum.

People in our town are more worried about how they are going to feed their families. The recession took us by surprise and cut us at the knees with no means to run. So we’ve been sitting, waiting for things to change, while watching the big leaguers that have corporate jobs in the city and their preppy bitch daughters who attended my high school bathe in cash. While the remaining blue-collar population was struggling to keep the electricity on, Brittani and her posse were nose deep in designer bags and heated debates about who was hotter. Frankly, they’re all ugly, soulless bitches, but I have bigger things to worry about. 

Daddy got diagnosed with lung cancer, when he’d never puffed on a cigarette in his life, and then he got laid off. My mom almost had a mental breakdown trying to figure out how we were going to stay afloat. Between the doctor bills that were rolling in and my tuition, I felt like I was in a sand pit that was slowly swallowing me whole. The only things that help, my only real escapes from life, are my music, Dusty, and my dream of leaving this town and never looking back. I guess that’s a lie…I’d come back to make sure my parents were okay, or I’d drag them across the county line with me.

My fingers rotate the silver knobs on my guitar, tuning it just right. Sensing someone’s eyes on me, I glance up and instantly feel my pulse start to race. For a few peculiar seconds, time stands still as I look into the crowd at his face, one I don’t recognize. It’s not hard to memorize the faces you see all the time, whether it’s on campus, at the restaurant, or from playing so many nights out here on the streets. I’ve become oddly familiar with a lot of them around here, but not his. He is wearing tight Wrangler jeans – I don’t need to see the label. I’d bet every dollar tossed into my open guitar case on that one. Every cowboy wanna-be within a five-mile radius is sporting them tonight. He is tall and his frame is built. Like most men around here, his body seems accustomed to our country lifestyle. My eyes graze over his size and stature, and when they land on his face he turns away in a mad attempt to act like he wasn’t staring, checking me out too. I’m not dumb, but whatever. Rolling my eyes, I shake off the strange encounter. Pushing it away, I turn my head in Dusty’s direction, and nod. 

That’s his cue. 

“How y’all doin’ tonight?” His twang is apparent as he shouts to the small crowd now standing in a circle around us. Amidst the sounds of a few men whistling, a couple of women calling out, and the rowdy bunch of females standing very close to Dusty, I see him again. Still staring, still sticking out like he isn’t quite sure what is about to happen, but this time when we make eye contact, I feel something different. Anxiety? Why on earth would I be nervous? 

He doesn’t clap. He doesn’t shout or hoot, like the people standing next to him. Instead he bows his head and nods. Holy shit, stop the clock. He is a real fucking cowboy, and raising his head back up he is watching me like no one has ever done before. The look in his eyes, the fire that’s burning in his pupils is visible from a few feet away. My cheeks instantly redden, but I don’t dare move and break the lock our eyes are holding on one another. No one has ever beheld me like this. His eyes are talking as his mouth stands still, closed and mute. Normally men look at me as if they want to gobble me up like a Thanksgiving turkey. Trust me, the thought alone sends chills down my spine, and not in a good way. They just see my body and my curves, but not me, not the real Hensley – the girl who would sell her soul to the devil to get out of this town, the girl who never batted an eye in an attempt to get things she wanted, unlike most girls she graduated with from high school. People only see what their eyes show them, and looks can be deceiving. 

Tossing aside the staring match, I do my best to stow my need to steal another glance at him. Looking to my right, I see Dusty gawking at me. We briefly make eye contact, and then he turns his head forward and scans the crowd. I know he’s looking for the reason I am sitting dumbstruck and flushed. He’s never seen that look on me before. Truthfully, I’ve never seen that look on myself. I’m half-tempted to grab my purse and pull my compact out, just to catch a glimpse of my rosy-cheeked self. 

Dusty’s voice interrupts my stupor as he starts to introduce us once again, “Hens…” His words fall flat as he hops up off the bench without warning and reads a text message on his phone. He always turns his phone off, so this behavior is unexpected. The crowd looks confused by his sudden retreat and I’m sure my expression does too. What is he doing? I watch as he moves his keyboard stand over and then strolls towards the crowd. His movement is casual, like he doesn’t have a care in the world, or isn’t bothered in the slightest that we were just about to start our performance and make some cash. There isn’t much my best friend loves more than making music and making money, so whatever, or whomever, he is headed to see must be important. 

Narrowing my eyes as I sit, not moving, I watch him as he grabs the dude that was mind-fucking my soul, and pulls him into one of those sideways man hugs. I wonder how they know each other. It’s a rare occurrence that Dusty knows someone I don’t, and I know for certain that if Dusty finally found himself a boy-toy, there would be no way in hell he would be able to contain his excitement, so I scratch that off my list first. Oh shit. They’re both walking back over in my direction. 

“Baby girl, I want you to meet someone.” Dusty extends his hand to me. I take it as he pulls me forward. Standing up on my feet, I steady myself and find I’m face to face with the stranger who was glaring holes into my head. “Hensley, this is Colby.”

My brain tries frantically to recall him ever mentioning a Colby. “I’m sorry, but am I supposed to know who Colby is?” Nothing comes to mind as I bite the inside of my cheek. Something I do when I’m tense. Picking up on it, Dusty trails his hand around my waist. His touch calms me. 

“My new roommate, baby girl. This is Colby…you know, Colby Grant? Turns out he didn’t have much keeping him down south anymore, so he decided to come up a month before he was supposed to.”

To say I’m shocked is an understatement. This is his new roommate? My throat feels dry. I swallow all the spit in my mouth in an attempt to coat it enough so I don’t hack up a lung right here. This is the amazingly talented man from Texas he mentioned a few weeks ago? The man who looked at me and for a split second, with a few exchanged glances, made me feel like the love songs I write and sing about aren’t just meaningless words... like caring about someone is actually…what the heck am I talking about? Who am I? I’m not going to be one of those puppy-love girls who gets knocked up and never leaves this town. That’s who I’m not going to be. Taking a deep breath I try my best to keep the bitchy tone out of my voice, “I’m Hensley.”

His lips part, illuminating his straight, white smile, and the sight of his dimples takes my breath away. Really? He had to have adorable, sexy dimples to add to his already alluring stature?

He clears his throat and then speaks in a deep, Southern voice that sounds like he smoked too many cartons of cigarettes, but is oddly sexy at the same time. “Yeah, I know who you are. Dusty’s filled me in quite a bit.” 

I can feel Dusty pinching me. His arm is still wrapped around my side, and I know it’s his way of asking me to play nice. I hold my hand out in front of me, attempting to look somewhat polite, if only for Dusty’s sake. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” I say, as he pulls his hand out of his pocket and reaches out to me.

“Trust me, the pleasure’s all mine, Sunshine,” he whispers as we shake, causing a shiver to run down my spine. 
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WHEN DUSTY TOLD me Hensley was his best friend, he seemed to have left out the part about her being undeniably stunning. And I don’t mean adorable, cute, or even sexy. She is pick-your-bottom-jaw-up-off-the-ground gorgeous. There’s no comparison to the women that are standing around me in denim shorts and calf-length cowboy boots. No, these women don’t come close to Hensley’s natural beauty. Even in her casual outfit of worn jeans, a maroon tank top that dips low enough that I can see the outline of her plump breasts, scuffed up boots, and a brown leather belt with a big buckle, she is an absolute beauty. And her hair – I’ve never really paid much attention to a woman’s hairstyle before, but the way her brunette waves cascade down her shoulders makes her even more breathtaking. I catch myself staring at her mouth, watching her tongue glide across her lower lip, wetting it right before it parts. 

“Don’t call me Sunshine again. You’d do well to remember that, Colby.” Her threat tells me she is feistier than the sweet and innocent charm she wears on her sleeve. I smirk, but don’t retaliate. Lord knows I don’t want to upset my roommate’s best friend on my first night in town. 

“Yes, ma’am.” I nod as a tall blonde accidentally bumps into me and then leans on my side to steady herself. I can smell the familiar aroma of alcohol on her breath before she even opens her red, glossy lips to speak. 

“Oops,” she slurs while holding a small, silver flask that confirms my suspicions. She’s lit. There is no doubt about it. 

Grabbing on to the back of her arm right above her elbow, I try to help her stand upright. “You all right there?” 

Giggling through small hiccups, she tries to speak, “I am now, cowboy.”

The blonde is attractive, like any tall, tan blonde would be. But her looks are nothing compared to the beauty Hensley portrays. She takes one more gulp from her flask before handing it off to another chick behind her. I hear her entourage laugh as they pass it around. 

“I’m Brittani, and you must be…?” 

“New in town,” I finish her sentence with a smirk on my face. Momma always said if a woman throws herself at you, she isn’t wife material. That I’d be able to tell the difference between a piece of ass and a piece of my future. I know she’s right, but damn, I am a man with nothing but pure testosterone running through my veins. Brittani is good looking, and I am sure she’s a real sweetheart, but more than anything she is flaunting her shit around, just begging for the D. That’s not really my style. Clearing my throat, I know she is in no shape to drive home, and I’m not in a position to drive her. I just got here; I haven’t even been to my apartment yet. Then there’s the fact that I just met the most gorgeous girl who’s ever walked this earth. A girl who isn’t shimmying her chest in my face, a sure sign she’s a keeper.

“Brittani, I think you are far past wasted. Who’s driving you home, darlin’?”

“I’d love for you to – what did you say your name was?”

“Colby,” I huff, now annoyed by her drunken presence. 

“I’d love if you would take me home, Colby.” Her voice is low and seductive. The guys back home would think I was an utter moron to turn down this one, but for some reason my gut is telling me to steer clear. Like tuck my tail and run away from her without a second glance back. She seems like trouble, and trouble is the last thing I came here for. Over the purrs of want coming out of Brittani’s parted lips, I hear the voice of an angel. The sound cuts through me like glass as my eyes dart back toward the sidewalk where the noise is coming from. I hadn’t even noticed that she and Dusty walked away. The blonde bimbo had my attention. 

Penis, one. Colby, zero. 

Hensley’s voice is raspy and low, but sounds so sweet. My eyes stay glued on her as my feet move me forward through the crowd. I can faintly hear Brittani shouting my name as I leave her standing behind me. Yeah, she’s a looker, but like I said, she isn’t the type of woman I would ever bring home to the farm, so why waste my time? Hensley is…well, she seems to be just my type. A little jaded around the edges, yes, but what’s something worth if you don’t have to work to get it? 

As I near, she and Dusty break out into the song’s chorus. I can tell this is an original piece just from the way she closes her eyes and feels the music. It’s like how I feel when I sing. The lyrics, the sound coming from my guitar as my hands work to make it possible, it’s all a part of me, of my soul. It’s something that only musicians experience, a feeling we all share. We know what it’s like to be in that moment, belting out that tune, giving our audience a little glimpse into our minds, our lives, our worlds. It makes me wish Dusty was out of the picture and I was up there with her. In this moment, in her element, I would give my left nut to be strumming my guitar as she sang to my beat. 

 

“I don’t wanna hurt any more,

I don’t wanna shed another tear, 

My soul was crushed, 

The night you broke me and left me standing there…” 

 

Her arm rises as her eyes close again. But standing here, watching her, listening to the lyrics escaping from her mouth leaves me wondering who left her shattered and broken. 

Dusty continues to play on the keyboard sitting next to her, backing her up. I shift my eyes back to Hensley who, much to my amazement, is looking back at me. Her eyes are hooded and glossy. Why does she look so unhappy? I want to be the person to make her happy and fill her life with sunshine again. But I know all too well that sometimes what we want and what we need are two extremely different things. My aspiring career is why I came here, but she just might be the reason why I stay. 
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WHO IS THIS man, and more importantly, why do I care? Do not lose sight of your dreams, Hensley. You’ve found a way out of this town, and your voice is gonna be your golden ticket. Trying to control the pitch of my voice, I shut out thoughts of Colby and concentrate on playing our next five songs. His eyes never leave mine though. Even after we finish our set, he watches and seems oddly content standing alone long after the crowd has disappeared. 

Dusty reaches for the open guitar case and pulls it towards us. The damn thing is full. I didn’t even see that many people throw money in there, but the bottom of the case is covered in green bills. I look over at my best friend as he winks at me with an I-told-you-so look on his face. He knew this would happen. Remind me to have more faith in him. He said this was a good spot, and boy, was he right. I am beaming from ear to ear when I feel his presence draw closer. 

Walking up to us, he shakes Dusty’s hand in one of those bromance handshake thingies, then faces me. “That was quite a performance. Hensley, you sound amazing. Have you been singing long?”

Who does he think he is just waltzing into my town unannounced and asking personal questions? “A while,” I shrug, annoyed. 

He mumbles something, but I ignore it as I start to pack up my stuff. It doesn’t take long to lay my guitar in its case. Looking up, I see him still standing in front of me. 

“Well, I don’t want to be a bother, but I don’t really know where we live, Dusty. You mind if I follow you?” His emphasis on the word “we” makes me feel like an ass. Of course he is waiting on Dusty. 

“Yeah, no doubt. Do you mind stopping and grabbing a bite with us? I’m starved,” Dusty asks rubbing his stomach. 

“Actually I’m pretty hungry myself. It was a long drive and Momma only packed so many PB&J’s.”

My eyes cut to Dusty’s as I silently beg him not to do this to me. I don’t know why I am so hesitant to be around Colby, but for some reason he makes me feel strange. Like a good strange, which is a bad sign. I may hide behind my sharp tongue and hard exterior, but inside I’m still a woman. A woman whose heart started pounding profusely against her chest the first time I laid eyes on him. And because of that, I know being around him is a bad idea – a very, very bad idea. Making a mental note to steer clear of him at all costs, I plaster on a fake smile knowing there is nothing I can do to change our dinner plans. After all, he is Dusty’s roommate. Next time I need to see a picture of all the applicants prior to them just showing up in the beginning of a set, unannounced, and way before their scheduled arrival. 

“Well, what are we waiting for? I could eat a horse,” I say as I stand up reluctantly. 

“A woman after my own heart.” His voice and closeness to my body sets a flutter through my stomach. Not that his statement was romantic in the slightest, but his tone is so masculine and Southern. It is the sexiest voice I’ve ever heard in my entire life. Oh, no. I’m in trouble. Deep, deep, trouble. I feel Dusty wrap his arm around my waist as he bends down to grab my case and swings it over his opposite shoulder. Out of the corner of my eye I see Colby glance at Dusty’s hand. If he is going to be tagging along everywhere, it’s best if he learns how close Dusty and I are the hard way. Taking advantage of his wandering eyes, I lean into my best friend’s embrace and turn to whisper into his ear, “You smell like B.O.” Dusty’s laughter causes Colby to tilt his head. His movement resembles a puppy who doesn’t quite understand what his master is saying to him.

For all he knows I am whispering sweet nothings in Dusty’s ear, which obviously couldn’t be further from the truth. The reality is we’re just affectionate friends. I’m safe in his arms and there is never any lingering doubt if he’s into me. I sneak another peek over my shoulder, but he catches me in the act. He knows what I’m doing, and I just lost at my own game. A small grin spreads across his plump lips and he winks at me. Why oh why does he have to be so handsome? 

The three of us walk for a few blocks until we reach my car. Betsy the beater, I call her. It’s the best my parents could do, and well, it was either Betsy or turfin’ it to school every day. As you can see, I made a wise decision, and Betsy has become my only female friend. She doesn’t gossip, whine, or complain, so she quickly won my loyalty. 

Dusty opens the trunk and puts our equipment in and then turns towards Colby and asks, “Do you want us to drive you to your vehicle and you can just follow us back into town?”

Colby shrugs like he doesn’t have a care in the world. “Sounds good to me.”

Opening the driver’s side door, I slide the seat up and gesture Colby in, “Excuse the mess.” 

He bends forward to climb in, and when he does, his shirt rises up just a tad in the back exposing his hard, tanned body. I think I am literally drooling. Doing everything in my power to look away, I fumble with my purse and pull my keys out. I never lock Betsy. I know she won’t try and run away from me, and I know no one wants to steal her. It’s a real shame. She may look old and beaten on the outside, but she rides as smooth as a plane on the inside. I climb into the car as Dusty does the same. The radio blares as I put the key in the ignition, startling me. But I refrain from turning down the knob, scared that the sound of my pounding heart may be heard over the music. 

I can feel the closeness of Colby’s hands as he holds my headrest and pulls himself forward so his face is in between Dusty and me. He smells like spearmint gum and a mix of cologne and sweat. Knowing he’d said he had been driving all day, I take that into consideration and breathe him in, reminding myself that the rugged, manly smell will fade with a quick shower. 

Not in my twenty years have I ever felt so…I don’t know…drawn to a complete stranger, and all of a sudden, I am sniffing one. What is wrong with me? I blame Dusty. Bottom line. He invited him here. He needed a roommate, not me, and here I am suffering, fighting the urge to turn around and kiss a stranger. But I won’t. I can’t. I have got to keep my head on straight and remember men are off limits. Colby is off limits. I saw the way Brittani sauntered over and was groping his arm. I’m not stupid, and he doesn’t look like the type to be fooled either, but she’s there and available. Unlike me. Shaking my head, I know I need to fight these feelings that have crept into me within a matter of hours. 

He finally leans back and rests against the nylon material that is Betsy’s backseat. “So what’s good around here?”

“There’s this good Mexican place close by the apartment. They’re open late. Sound good, baby girl?” Dusty’s voice brings me back from la-la land and puts me at ease. He would never knowingly put me in an uncomfortable situation. He wants out of this hellhole town as much as I do. 

“Nacho Palace it is,” I mumble under my breath. 

We drop Colby off at his truck and then head to the restaurant as he follows behind us. Dusty is leaning back against the headrest while his fingertip traces small circles on my knuckle. I remember when we were younger, people used to claim we were secret lovers. We’ve never been anything more than best friends, but I can totally see where one would think otherwise. No one has to understand, or even accept, what we are. The thing is, I accept Dusty and his lifestyle one hundred percent, and he accepts my desire to escape. What we have is perfect, and we wouldn’t expect anyone to understand, nor do we need anyone’s approval.

As much as I want to yell at Dusty for inviting Colby out to dinner with us, I know he has good intentions. Colby is probably starving from the ride here, and well, Dusty just likes to eat. You would never know it by his appearance, but then again he loves working out almost as much as he loves music. I guess they go hand in hand. No one wants to be in the public eye feeling lousy about their own image. 

“Don’t forget to turn, baby girl,” Dusty says, breaking the silence lingering between us. “What’s going on in that pretty little head of yours? I thought you’d be way more excited. We made a killing tonight. Seventy-five dollars a piece, girl!”

I give him a weary smile, because after all I am excited. That’s the best we’ve done in a long time. “I’m plenty excited.” 

He fake coughs, “Bullshit.”

“Bullshit to what?”

“I’m calling your bluff, Hensley Elaine Bradley.”

Huffing, I start to deny his accusation, “Whatever, I don’t even know what that means.” 

“Why do I get the feeling that you’re annoyed or wait…” Turning my head slightly while still keeping my eyes on the road, I see Dusty rubbing his chin like Dr. Evil. “You look like you’re in love. Wait, who has you crushing on ‘em?” I shake my head, and try to hide the smile that stretches on my face. “I knew it. Ahh, I’m a genius. I knew you would meet someone tonight. My little girl is growing up so fast.”

Rolling my eyes, I focus on staying in between the yellow and white lines painted on the pavement. 

“Who is he? Did I see him? Oh wait, he was the tall guy with the goatee, wasn’t he?” His teasing continues.

“You seriously need to slow your roll, D, and hell no, it wasn’t that weirdo. What leads you to believe I’m crushing on anyone, anyhow? I didn’t leave your side all night. Plus I could just be tired, did you ever consider that?” 

Turning his head a tad, his green eyes meet mine and remind me that they see what others don’t. Like always, Dusty knows what I’m feeling, sometimes even before I do. He says it’s kind of like spidy-sense, except he calls it BFF-sense. 

“Miss Bradley,” he says in a deep Southern drawl, “I do believe I’ve seen this same smitten look on your pretty little face before.”

“Seriously, D, we were what, nine?” 

“We were thirteen, thank you very much, and his name was Preston.” My eyes widen. Seriously, how does he remember my one measly little crush? “You can’t tell me you didn’t like him, because we both know you did. Remember when you cried for three whole weeks after he and his ‘rents moved? That’s right, act all coy and shit, baby girl, but yes, I’ve seen this same glow in your eyes before. Deny it all you want, but someone got to you tonight.” He reaches across the console and pats my hand. “You know where to find me when you’re ready to tell me who sparked your interest. And please make it fast, because he’s got to be awful intriguing to interest you, Miss I-don’t-believe-in-love.”

Fighting the urge to tell him it’s his new roommate who lit a flame in me I didn’t even know existed, I bite the inside of my cheek in a dire attempt to keep my mouth shut. Okay, who am I kidding? I can’t – scratch that – won’t ever keep anything from him. We made a pact. Here goes nothing. “Okay, you win, but don’t make a big deal about it. Because trust me, it doesn’t mean anything. You know I don’t date, don’t wanna date, and I don’t foresee me changing my mind anytime soon, okay?”

He doesn’t say anything. I count to five, but before I can open my mouth to say his name, Dusty whispers, “Colby.”

Nodding shamelessly, I wonder how he knew. 

“You forget I know you like the back of my hand, sista. Now let’s get some dinner. This should be an interesting rest of the summer, don’t you think?”

I don’t have to answer out loud. We both know it’s going to be an interesting two months until our sophomore year starts. 

I put the car in park and give myself a mental pep talk to open the driver’s side door. Colby pulls in a few seconds later with a smile on his face. I knew it the moment our eyes locked, and he listened as I sang. Not just to my voice, but to my soul. Colby Grant is going to be hard to keep at a distance, especially as he walks towards me, his pearly white teeth glistening in the moonlight and his perfect brown hair – hair that begs to be tousled. Oh shit, not again. He isn’t worth it. He isn’t worth it. He is not worth being stuck in this town. No man is worth that. Holding on to my dream of blowing this popsicle stand one day, I turn and walk towards the restaurant leaving Dusty and Colby in my wake. 
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DINNER WAS AWKWARD, to put it mildly, and it wasn’t the third wheel status that hung around my neck like a dog tag that made me feel like an outcast. It was Hensley and her standoffish behavior. I don’t know what it is about her, but she seems a tad bit unsociable. I’m new in town; you’d think she would be warm and welcoming. At least that’s how it is in Texas. But nope, she is as cold as they come. Dusty is pretty cool though and made sure to include me in their conversation.

She, on the other hand, put a damper on the night. I sensed that she didn’t want me there and she made that crystal clear by ignoring me the entire dinner. The only time we exchanged any sort of communication was when I asked her to pass me the salt for my napkin. I hate when my drink gets stuck to it, so I sprinkle a little salt on it. A few baskets of chips and a quesadilla later, we piled back in our vehicles to go home. I offered to drive Dusty so Hensley didn’t have to waste her gas, and almost immediately I regretted it. Both of their necks snapped around to look at me, both faces wearing a blank expression. 

“No, bro, I’m good riding with Hensley,” he paused and looked a little nervous about finishing his sentence. “She’s, umm…well, you’ll see her around the apartment a lot. She’s sort of like my built-in roommate except she doesn’t actually pay any rent. Got any problems with that?” 

I almost felt like it was a test. I guess I passed because as soon as I shrugged my shoulders and shook my head, he patted the hood of my truck and left me standing, staring at the back of his head as he opened the passenger side door and climbed into her car. 

The apartment complex was only a few minutes from the restaurant, which was about thirty minutes outside of Nashville. The town is small, but that is nothing new compared to my hometown. Comparing it to home makes me think about my momma. Lord, I hope she is okay. My old man is a loose cannon. You never know when he is going to go off. Normally he would take his aggression and heartache out on me, but now with me not being there, I can only pray that she doesn’t get the brunt of his hatred. Things weren’t always bad though. Well, not this bad. I had a good childhood. Growing up on the farm helped me in many ways; it instilled responsibility and taught me to work with my hands. It wasn’t until the accident that my life started spiraling out of control. That night all of our lives changed. After my little brother, Levi, died, it was like the glue that had held the Grant family together and kept us connected vanished with him. Hell, we might as well have raised our hands and said farewell to the once-happy lives we lived, if I’m being honest. 

My father will never be able to forgive himself for that night. The night God called Levi home, the night I promised myself, no matter what, I would strive to reach my goal. I love to sing and entertain people, don’t get me wrong, but I’m here because I promised my brother I would make something of myself. I would be somebody. I remember seeing him sitting in front of the television watching the Country Music Awards, his small body swaying to the music as he sat Indian-style on the floor with his favorite red cowboy boots on. This move is about me fulfilling the dream he had for me. My only desire is to become someone, for Levi. He might not have known what a big impact he made in our lives during the eight short years he was with us, but his joy for life despite his disability was enough to make us all strive to be our best. 

“You comin’ in? Or are you going to stare off into space like some blitzed cowboy?” Hensley’s voice interrupts my stupor as she approaches my driver’s side window that has been rolled down the entire ride. 

Tilting my head to the side, I crinkle my forehead and put my gearshift into park. “Blitzed cowboy?”

“Oh shit, Dusty, he really is country,” she sneers. “Blitzed as in stoned?” I can’t tell if she is asking a question from her facial expression. 

Yup, she thinks I’m an idiot. 

“Just forget it.” Great, annoyed Hensley is back. “Are you coming or not? It might get cold sleeping in this truck.”

“So you’re worried about me now, Sunshine?” I tease, sensing that somewhere under her cold exterior there really is a girl with a heart somewhere in there. 

“Maybe I didn’t make myself clear earlier, but I’m not into nicknames or any form of endearment from strangers, and I’m sure as hell not into your lame attempts to woo me. So let’s just get a few things straight right now,” she pauses, I assume waiting to see if she gets a rise out of me, which she won’t. I’m no fool. I know she’s attracted to me. After all this isn’t my first rodeo. And as bad as she’s trying to fight it, I actually find her attempts at masking her blushing cheeks a little cute. She really needs to work on her badass look, because right now she looks like she wants to fall on her knees in front of me. As drawn as I am to her, for whatever reason, I know she isn’t the type to fall easily. She seems more like the type you have to chase. Good thing for her I’m a fast runner. 

“Listen, Hensley…” I interrupt her. “I really don’t want to get off on the wrong foot here. It seems you and Dusty are real close. Kind of weird where I come from seeing a man and a woman so close without having, ya know, relations. But, that ain’t really my business either. But we both know there is a mutual attraction here. Let’s just see how long it takes you to realize it too. Now excuse me, ma’am. I have a lot of bags to carry in.” 

Our eyes don’t break contact as I move my right hand across my body, towards her. Turning her head slightly to the side, she looks as if she is in a trance or she thinks I’m going to reach out the open window and grab her face. She is dead wrong. My hand fumbles with the black knob as I pull it up and unlock my driver’s side door. Glancing up, I know that is exactly what she thought I was going to do; her mouth is hanging open. I’m not sure if it’s because she is shocked I didn’t do it, or more shocked that she wanted me to. Either way, I know I got to her. 

“Didn’t your momma ever tell you if you keep your mouth hung open like that a bird’s liable to fly by and shit on your tongue?” She doesn’t answer. Instead she snaps her mouth shut and scowls. She’d resemble one of those cartoons characters I used to watch with Levi on Saturday mornings, if she wasn’t so damn cute; you know, the one that has steam blowing out its ears. 

“Nice. That’s real nice, Colby,” she mutters under her breath before walking away without a second glance. Getting out of my truck, I grab my bags and sit them on the pavement. My eyes drift to the steps that Hensley is climbing. 

Dusty’s voice suspends my thoughts, “She’s feisty, isn’t she?”

Sarcastically I ask, “Feisty is putting it mildly, don’t ya think?” 

“She has her reasons. We all do.” He shrugs his shoulders like I should know what he is talking about.

I guess we all have our own demons, and reasons for being who we are today. I know I do. But what I can’t understand is why I have a sudden fascination with discovering what she’s all about. 

“Yeah, I guess we do. You wanna help with these bags? I’m beat.”

“Sure thing, man.” He bends and picks up my black duffle bag. As he slings the nylon strap over his shoulder he says, “We might want to hurry in there before she gets to the shower first and uses all the hot water.”

Hensley in the shower would be a sight for sore eyes. 

Shaking my head, I nod in his direction as he leads the way up the concrete steps to my new home. 
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THE LOUD SOUND of someone pounding on the bathroom door reminds me why I still live at home. Having roommates isn’t something I would like. Yet here I am showering in someone else’s shower. Can’t a girl have some privacy? 

“Dusty, I’ll be right out!” I holler, annoyed that I’ve only been in here a few minutes. He knows I like to take long, hot showers. 

“It’s Colby, and I have to pee. Can you hurry up?”

“Yeah…umm…give me five.” The sound of my voice stuttering is unmistakable. I just pray that he didn’t hear it. A shower, a few solid minutes of alone time to think is all I need. 

A few minutes later I turn off the shower and slide the curtain over just enough so I can lean forward and reach my towel.

“Holy shit, Dusty!” I screech as my hand touches a man’s flesh. 

“Shit. It’s not Dusty. It’s me.” He doesn’t have to say his name; I know who “me” is. 

Colby looks in the mirror with horror in his eyes, like his presence in the steamy bathroom and his closeness to my naked body scare him. My hands dart to cover up my lady parts. Even though they are hidden behind the shower curtain, I still feel exposed. He wiggles his ass as he stands in front of the toilet, attempting to stop the flow as he’s emptying his bladder in front of me. 

“Sorry,” he belts out. “I honestly thought I could sneak in and piss without you knowing.” He frowns as his hands fumble with the soap dispenser on the counter. “Really, this is…well, this is weird. I would never intrude on a lady in the shower; I just had to pee, and Dusty was in his bathroom. It was either in here or outside. And I doubt the residents below us would vote for that option. Please don’t think I’m some sicko.” He rushes as he washes his hands and then dries them on my towel lying next to the sink. Swallowing, I fight the urge to laugh. I mean, it was rude of him to barge in here, and yes, he did startle me, but it’s not like he just committed a crime or anything. 

“Apology accepted. Now if you’ll please go, I’m naked and freezing if you couldn’t tell. Wait,” I stop him from leaving. Taking his hand off the wooden door he turns back around to face me. “Could you at least hand me my towel?”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

As soon as he walks out of the bathroom, I rush out of the tiled shower and lock the door. I’ve never had a reason to before. Dusty has a half-bath in the master bedroom, so he’s never needed to come in while I was in here. I should have realized it wasn’t Dusty in the first place. Stupid girl. Although his demeanor was funny, like he just got caught with his hand in the cookie jar, I’ll have to remember Dusty and I aren’t alone here anymore. 

Drying off, I wrap the towel around my chest, careful to hold it at its ends. We don’t need it falling down as I’m walking down the hallway and mistakenly flashing Colby for what could possibly be the second time tonight. Rounding the corner, I open Dusty’s bedroom door and step in. He is sitting with his laptop on his lap and a grin on his face. 

“What’s so funny?”

The coyness in the air is tangible. “Oh, nothing.”

Walking over to the queen bed Dusty is resting on, I sit down and wait for him to tell me what he’s laughing at. I know him like the back of my hand, and I know he won’t be able to keep whatever has him laughing to himself for long. 

A few seconds pass before he speaks up, just like I knew he would. “Want to see what Brittani posted on her Facebook wall?”

“Not really. Is there a reason why I need to see it?” Who knows what that little priss has done or said this time. I wouldn’t put anything past her bimbo ass. 

“You don’t need to…but I think you’d want to, considering Colby is going to be living here. He might want to see it too.” Without hesitation, Dusty jumps off the bed and lays his computer down on his flannel comforter before stepping out into the hallway. Scared that he might bring Colby back with him, I get up and throw on a pair of Dusty’s sweatpants. I slide on my sports bra and plain white T-shirt from the bottom drawer of his dresser. 

I open the nightstand on my side of his bed and pull out my brush. As I’m running it through my wet hair, the door opens, and in steps Dusty with Colby close behind. Colby’s eyes glance around the room as he takes another step towards the edge of the bed. 

“Wow, this is a big bedroom.”

“Yeah, I know. If you wanna trade, we can, but your rent will go up,” Dusty teases. 

“Does she come with the room?” My eyes widen as he and Dusty burst out in laughter. I don’t know what was funny about that. It was a rather obnoxious question if you ask me. 

Interrupting them, I grab ahold of the laptop and am rendered speechless as my eyes take in the words on the screen. Looking up, I see Dusty leaning against his dresser. His arms are folded over his chest. All I can do is shake my head. It’s Colby who should be worried, not me. 

Without saying a word, I get up and hand him the computer. He looks lost and oblivious to the fact that our town’s slut has already claimed him. “New boy in town bitches!” I read out loud with disgust oozing out of my mouth, lacing my words. “You might want to steer clear of Barbie. Well, unless she’s your type. If that’s the case, I’d say she’s a sure thing.” Turning on my heels, I walk out of the bedroom. Feeling aggravated, I march towards the front door. I need fresh air. 
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THE SOUND OF footsteps on the pavement tells me someone is coming up behind me. The noise grabs my attention away from my roaming thoughts. We live in a safe, small town, don’t get me wrong, but there are psychos all over the world. Turning my head to the side, I see my best friend wearing nothing but a pair of jeans tucked in his boots and I feel a sense of relief wash over me. 

Playing with a small pebble, I smile. “Well, hey there, country bumpkin’.” He strolls closer and sits beside me on the curb out front of the apartment complex. Dusty is never quiet; something has to be wrong. “Are you okay?” I probe, looking for a reason for his lowness. 

“Are you okay?” 

The funny part is I don’t even have to tell him I’m not. He knows, and he always knows where to find me. “I’m fine,” I lie. 

“You’re lying is what you’re doing. Now ‘fess up, what’s got you walking out of the room in such a hurry?”

Feeling stupid, the truth is I did feel a hint of jealousy. Brittani is beautiful. I’m not gonna lie. And although she is a raging bitch most of the time, she has everything I don’t. Money, blonde hair, and a pack of friends following her around like her shit don’t stink, including Logan. Don’t get me wrong, I adore Dusty, but he’s all I have, other than Logan. They make up my inner circle, and to have to share Logan’s friendship with Queen B sucks. I know it’s my fault for pushing everyone away, but at least I know I have those two on my side, regardless if Logan is Mr. Popularity too. 

For once I wish I could just be like Brittani and not have to worry about how the hell I am going to get out of this town. She could leave and never look back; her family has the resources, and mine doesn’t. The only way I’m going to make it out of here is by having no connections to keep me tied here. Sometimes the realization of my dreams of fleeing and my dreams of being a normal college student weigh heavily on my shoulders. 

“You like him?” 

“I don’t know him, Dusty. Come on now. How dumb does that sound?” My tone sounds bitchier than it should. Dusty hasn’t done anything wrong, but…I don’t know, maybe I am being a bit harsh. 

“It doesn’t have to make sense, ya know. Everything doesn’t come with a rhyme or reason. You know that, Hensley You just don’t want to believe it. I don’t know why you can’t see how amazing you are.” He raises his hand and tucks a piece of hair behind my ear. “Just because you’re attracted to someone doesn’t mean the end of the world is coming. It means you’re normal, human. Wait, you are human, right?” His hands grip around my belly, pulling me closer to his body, and then he starts tickling me. Laughter erupts from my mouth. “Okay, you’re ticklish, you’re human. But really, Hensley, you have got to let someone in, other than me. Maybe Colby is the one to break through the hellishly tall wall you’ve built around your heart.” 

Maybe he’s right. After all Colby is attractive and nice; I guess I can cut him some slack. I mean, we did just meet today, and I’ve been acting like Cruella Deville.

Standing up, Dusty wipes the palms of his hands on his jeans and then holds one out to me. “Come on, sweets. We don’t want to leave our new roommate waiting. Let’s go set some ground rules.” 

Taking his hand, I pull myself up. 

“Listen, you think he’s hot, so what? Just be yourself and a little bit nicer to him than you’ve been today,” he pleads. I didn’t know my behavior was that obvious. 

“Okay, okay, but this Brittani shit is crazy. She will never be allowed over here. I swear, D. I don’t care if he’s paying rent, and they start dating or something. You know how much I hate her.”

“That broad doesn’t have anything on you, baby girl. Come on.”

The next hour passes without notice. It’s nearly midnight so I assume Colby is in his room unpacking and organizing his things, and then I hear the strumming of a guitar. I could spot that sound from anywhere. Trying to be discreet, I tiptoe into the hallway and make my way to his door, where the music is coming from. Putting my head against it, the sound abruptly stops. The door swings open and startles me, causing me to stagger backwards. I’m desperate to get back to Dusty’s room, but get caught looking like a deer in the headlights. 

“Hensley, are you okay? You look like you just saw a ghost.” He looks concerned and a tad bit bemused. 

“Yeah, I’m totally fine. Ugh, I was actually coming to get you.” I fib. “Dusty wanted us to go ahead and have our ‘meeting’ so we could all get to bed.”

“Sounds good, let me just throw on a shirt.” 

Holy shit, stop the clock. How did I not notice he wasn’t wearing one when he almost came barreling into me? His abs are the most defined I’ve ever seen in real life. My eyes take a mental picture of the scrumptious man in front of me. Crapola. 

“Umm, yeah, sounds good.” I quickly turn on my heels and head towards the living room. Dusty is watching TV, so I grab a blanket off the top of the recliner and snuggle up next to him. Colby walks in and assesses the seating arrangement then sits on the floor directly in front of us. 

“Dude, we can move over or you can have the recliner. You don’t have to sit on the floor.”

“I’m good. So what’s this meeting about?” He seems curious. 

Dusty’s arm snakes around my waist as he begins to talk. “It’s nothing formal. Just wanted to welcome you…”

I interrupt him, “Actually, this is more of an informational meeting. As you can see, I am here a lot. While I can’t stop you from bringing women around, there is one that is not invited. Ever.”

He smirks, “Let me guess – Brittani?”

My smile answers his question. “Whatever you two do or don’t do is your business, but she isn’t welcome here. And another thing, the sorbet is mine. Don’t touch it.” My side stings as Dusty’s fingers pinch my skin. “Please. I mean, please, don’t touch my ice cream or my groceries. You’ll know what items are mine because I write my name on them.”

“Got it. Any other rules I should know about, Dusty?” I pay careful attention to how he doesn’t address me. Good. Maybe if he really does think I’m a bitch he will avoid me, and it will make this little living arrangement a hell of a lot easier. On second thought, he lives here now. I’m going to see his handsome face every day and hear his music. Maybe I should stay at my own house for the next few months. 

“Nope, man, she about summed it up.” He laughs. “But really dude, my only rule is to put the seat down. I loathe walking into the bathroom and the seat’s up. Call me a pussy. I don’t care. It’s gross.” 

I nudge Dusty in his side. 

He growls, “Ouch, brat.”

“Thanks for throwing me under the bus, and then backing up and driving over me,” I snarl. 

Colby’s voice interrupts our banter. “Uh, guys? I’m still sitting here.” 

“Sorry, man. Told you she was feisty.” Dusty reaches over and grabs my face like my grandma used to do at Christmas. It’s annoying.

“What do you mean, you told him I was feisty? When? And I’m not feisty!” I whine. 

“Hensley, sorry to break it to ya, Sunshine, but you’re totally feisty.” Colby laughs while pushing himself up off the floor. Rolling my eyes, I attempt to say fuck you without actually speaking the words. “And on that note, I’m going to bed. See ya both in the morning.”

Mission accomplished. 

Dusty is silent as he sits beside me shaking his head.

“What?” 

“You remind me of an eight-year-old little boy. Teasing the girl you have a crush on during recess.” 

Not funny. “Har-har! You’re hilarious.” 

I get up and walk down the hallway to Dusty’s room. He can watch TV by himself. 
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AFTER OUR IMPROMPTU meeting, I went back to my room to finish unpacking, and Dusty and Hensley went to theirs. It’s still a little strange to me that they sleep in the same bed, but who am I to judge? It’s apparent she doesn’t want anything to do with me. Why would she? I’m a complete stranger to her. But that doesn’t stop the nagging feeling in my gut that there could be, or there already is something else between us. I can feel it, although she is doing a damn good job at trying to push me away. I know her brashness is all a front. One day she’ll let me in. I just have to get to know her, and learn why she’s so guarded. And trust me, I will. 

Settling into bed, I am reminded that I’m not at home on the farm anymore. Long gone are the sounds of pots and pans being rummaged through in the kitchen as Pops tries to find his bottles of alcohol, the ones he hides in an attempt to act like he doesn’t drink. It’s a useless endeavor because we all know about his drinking habits. The peacefulness in my ten by ten bedroom is golden, but I can’t shake the sense that something awful is going to happen. I guess old feelings die hard. Reminding myself that I’m not in Texas and that I don’t have to be on edge all the time, I’m finally able to convince myself to fall asleep. 
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THE SOUNDS OF clanging metal alert my eyes to open. As I jump up in bed, my left hand swings over towards my nightstand to grab my alarm clock, but it isn’t there. Rubbing my eyes, I glance around the room and realize where I am. I’m in my new room, and my alarm clock is safely packed away in a large duffle bag two feet away from me. Taking in my surroundings, I squint as I try to locate my cell phone to check the time. I’m not used to sleeping in, at least not at home. There is always an animal that needs feedin’ at the crack of dawn or a field that needs to be plowed. I guess the years of five a.m. mornings really took their toll on me as I peer at the time on my cell phone. Nine a.m. Damn, I did oversleep. 

The mouthwatering aroma of bacon frying jars my senses. My stomach tells my brain I’m starving and urges my legs to move from their spot under my blanket to the floor. Bending to grab a pair of pants, my morning wood gets in the way. Opting out of the thin black pants I had in mind, I walk over to my dresser and pull out a thicker, grey pair. Sliding them on, I know I can’t walk out of this room with a raging boner. Normally it goes down on its own – maybe knowing Hensley is lying in the next room unconsciously made it a little harder. Opening my bedroom door I quietly walk into the bathroom to take a leak, secretly praying that draining it will help it go down. Doubt it. A few minutes and thoughts of randomness later, I’m able to adjust myself comfortably in my pants and walk down the small hallway to the kitchen. 

Much to my surprise, I see Hensley wearing jeans, a tank top, and boots, holding a spatula in one hand and a bowl of some sort of white mixture in the other. She must have noticed the smile that spread on my face when I saw her, because she starts to glare in my direction. 

“It’s a breakfast truce,” she mumbles while trying not to make eye contact with me. 

Taking a seat on one of the wooden bar stools in front of the small island on wheels, I grab one of the two empty cups sitting on the counter and fill it with orange juice from the pitcher sitting next to them. After gulping down my first cup, I pour another. 

“Thirsty much?” Her voice breaks the silence. 

Short and to the point I whisper, “Yes, ma’am,” with a small nod of my head. She made it bluntly clear yesterday she isn’t interested in getting to know me, and as much as I want to get to know her, I know there are some boundaries I won’t cross. Pushing or forcing her to talk to me is one of them. So I sit quietly enjoying my fresh juice. 

“Look, Colby, this…” she waves her only free hand around the small area around her in the air. “This is my way of apologizing for being a wench yesterday. I don’t know much about you or where you come from, but I do know that I was out of line. So I hope you enjoy your bacon-covered pancakes and can forgive me. After all, it doesn’t look like either one of us is going anywhere.” She rolls her eyes as she finishes her sentence. It irks me. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Her tan shoulders shrug. We both know it was a cheap jab, and I know exactly what it means. She’s hoping I’ll be intimidated and leave. Well, she is dead wrong. As much as I enjoy her little mood swings…not… and groveling behavior this morning, I’m not going anywhere for a while. 

Choosing to ignore her comment, I hope to make a point that I’m not falling victim to her games. Maybe she is one of those play-hard-to-get type girls. I’m not sure, but nonetheless while she is attractive and sings like an angel, I didn’t come here to find love. I came here to make my dreams come true. On the other hand, I did wake up with a stiffy just from the idea that she was sleeping in such close proximity. My head silently spins from the competing thoughts running rampant in my brain as she leans over the counter and places a plate stacked high with pancakes in front of me. My nostrils flare as I take a deep breath. I don’t know if it’s the scent of her glossy lips or the syrup that smells sweeter. 

A few strands of hair fall over her eye, blocking her line of vision. She reaches to brush them away as the sight of a silver ring grabs my attention. It’s a purity ring. I recognize it immediately because a lot of girls back home have them. While most of them only wear them to appease their families, I doubt Hensley is a fake. A fake virgin – how lame does that sound? My throat feels dry. Hensley is a virgin. So far she hasn’t let off anything that would make me think that. She is snarky and foul mouthed, at least that’s what I’ve gathered from the time I’ve known her. Which hasn’t even been twenty-four hours yet. But a virgin? I’m shocked, to say the least. After all, if it’s not her looks that would entice a man, it’d be her standoffish attitude. I mean, everyone wants what they can’t have, but yet there seems to be something more to her. Something deeper.

Hensley is like a jigsaw puzzle. Just from looking at the box on the outside, it appears easy. You think, “I could put this together in no time,” when really, once you open the box and take a glance inside, there are so many tiny pieces. The reality is the little project you thought would take a mere hour to complete is way more complex than you realized. The only problem is I’m normally not a patient person, but with Hensley I could see myself sitting for hours, maneuvering her pieces, until they fit in place and the picture is complete. Her being a virgin is just a small piece of the puzzle. It’s the bigger picture I just don’t see yet, the reasons behind her decision to stay pure. Not that I’m not ecstatic. It’s every man’s dream to be with a virgin. Not in the sexual innuendos way, but in the way that she saved herself for so long and is giving you that gift. I want to be the one to unwrap her gift. I want her to give it to me, and yet I barely even know her.

She doesn’t notice my sudden change in demeanor as I tilt my body to adjust myself in my pants. I’m only a man – a Southern man with a beautiful Southern woman standing in front of me, a gorgeous, talented one at that. Come on, you can’t blame my wandering mind for that one. 

“I’m not trying to be rude. I know why you came here. My dream’s to make it big someday too. I’ll try to lighten up on you.” 

“Yeah, sounds good.” My voice sounds like I’m a thirteen-year old boy who just hit puberty as it cracks from me trying to talk and swallow the news of her purity all at once. 

“Eat up before your breakfast gets cold. I don’t know if you’ll like ‘em, but they’re pancakes with bits of fresh bacon sprinkled in the batter. They’re my favorite breakfast food.” She is putting forth an effort and seems less bitchy today. I sure hope so because her mood swings were starting to give me whiplash. 

We both eat in a comfortable silence, and strangely her weird pancake concoction wins me over. Who would have ever thought of bacon in the batter? The softness of the pancake mixed with the salty bacon is like heaven dancing on my tongue. 

“I’m going to pick up this mess and then head to the stables if you want to come. I mean, I know you’re probably busy with unpacking and all, but I figured I’d ask since Dusty will be gone the majority of the day.”

“Oh, I didn’t even notice he wasn’t here.” Of course I didn’t. Hensley’s had my full attention, well, since I got up. “Where’d he run off to so early?”

“He tutors some local kids at the Boys and Girls Club in town.” A smile crosses her face, and I know she is deeply proud of her best friend.

“That’s awesome. I’d actually like to get in on that if they need more volunteers.”

Looking shocked, Hensley’s eyes widen, “You would? I didn’t picture you as the type. I mean most real cowboys around here are too busy preparing for the summer’s big rodeo.” 

My ears perk up. “Whoa, whoa, wait a minute. Y’all have a local rodeo?”

“Yup. Mostly it’s some dumb kids we went to high school with farting around. I mean, no one has even held on longer than eight seconds, ever. So it’s not a real rodeo. Just something we put on at the county fair. Why, you interested?” 

“I may be, but I want to learn more about this volunteer thing. I have a soft spot for children.” I don’t explain myself. She isn’t ready to hear my sad story, and I’m even less ready to tell it. 

“Really, cowboy? Well, how about you help me clean up this mess and tag along with me today. I’ve got something for you to see.”

“Sounds good.” Standing up, I stack our plates on top of one another and place them in the sink. “You wash, I’ll dry?”

Nodding, Hensley takes a step closer to me. Her tanned arm brushes mine as she reaches to turn on the nozzle. Steam and water from the faucet run out of the spout and onto my hands that are carefully placing the dirty dishes into the sink. 

Laughing, Hensley moves the faucet head over to my side of the divided sink. “You might want to wash and I’ll dry.” Her smile stays set on her perfectly plump lips, instead of drooping into a frown. It’s nice and seems genuine. Maybe she really has turned over a new leaf. 

Once we finish putting the dishes away, Hensley looks me up and down, not even trying to hide her glance. “Do you like what you see?” I taunt. I couldn’t help it, by her facial expression she looked like she wanted to eat me. 

“Actually I don’t, if we’re being honest. Where we’re going you’re going to need to be in something a little more durable than a pair of sweats. You might wanna change.” 

After agreeing that I wouldn’t be going anywhere in my gym clothes, I go back to my room and change. Something more durable…throwing on a pair of Wrangler jeans, a white cotton T-shirt, a baseball cap, and my trusty Ariat boots, I’m ready in under three minutes. On the way out of my room I stop in front of my dresser, rub a stick of deodorant under each of my arms and spray a squirt of cologne across my chest. 

I walk back into the living room and see Hensley standing in front of a mirror applying some sort of lip balm. Her lips are so full, you’d think they could have been injected, but nope...they aren’t. I can tell she isn’t one of those prissy girls. Not like Brittani…I wouldn’t put it past her to have fake lips, or fake everything. 

Giving me a demure smile in the mirror, it seems as if the mean girl I met only yesterday has disappeared and has been replaced with a pleasanter version of herself. I don’t know what happened or why she’s had a sudden attitude change, but I’m starting to like this side of her better. I think it’s the real Hensley, the girl without the mask, the girl that I’m slowly starting to enjoy being around. But it’s only day two, and a lot can change in a summer’s time. 
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I’M NOT TOO proud to admit I was acting like a pompous ass yesterday. I actually had a whole speech prepared about how sorry I was, hoping he could forgive me for being crazy and we could move forward. But as soon as I caught a glimpse of him walking down that damn hallway with messy hair and a giant smile spread across his perfect face, I became annoyed with him again. What is it about those damn dimples that renders me speechless and irritates me? I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s like being around him brings out the giddy schoolgirl in me at the same time as the raging bitch that hides in my soul. She’s just lurking around the depths of my cold heart, waiting to come out and pounce. And what do ya know? She shows her ugly, little head every time he is around. 

Truthfully, I think it’s my way of pushing him away. For some reason, yesterday, before we even had our formal introductions, there was something about him. The stranger staring at me from amongst the crowd, he grabbed my attention, and since that moment, he’s had it. I think it’s like the mind’s mechanism of protecting itself, but it’s more myself watching out for my heart. Maybe my brain knows something I don’t yet, or maybe I know it and just refuse to admit it. Not falling for Colby Grant is going to be my biggest fight yet. One moment I feel like it’s one I wouldn’t mind losing, and the next I’m reminded that he would be just another person tying me to this town and I can’t let that happen. I won’t get stuck here. 

We eat and then I fill him in on Dusty’s whereabouts. The strange part is he actually seems interested in what Dusty is doing and even asks if they need anyone else as a volunteer. I’ve never known a man to look so intense and overjoyed about helping others. I can’t lie, my heart did one of those annoying little fluttering thingies. Dammit. He even agreed to come with me today, before I even explained where we were going, so now we’re climbing into Betsy and heading towards the farm. 

 

[image: ]

 

“ARE YOU SURE you want to drive? I mean, I honestly don’t mind to.” He thumbs backwards towards his truck before he reluctantly shuts the passenger side door of my car. 

The sound of Betsy rattling on her hinges makes me chuckle and reminds me I need to have Dad put some WD40 on her. I love my car, rattling and all. “No, it’s fine. You’ve been driving for days, and you don’t know where we’re going, and I am super bad with directions. Plus your keys are inside and we’re already sitting.” Am I honestly rambling? What has gotten into me? Wait, don’t answer. I already know what and he’s sitting like six inches away. 

“You don’t seem like the kind of gal that’s bad at anything.” 

There goes that damn fluttering again. Clearing my throat, I mumble, “Trust me, the more you get to know me, the more things you’ll learn I’m bad at.”

“Name one.” He smirks. What does he think – I’m not bad at anything? And who is he to make those kinds of assumptions about me anyhow? 

“Well, for starters, I can’t fish,” I tell him, which isn’t a lie. Dusty and my dad have taken me on one of their little trips several times. For some reason I always come back empty-handed. It’s like I’m cursed or something. 

“Wow. Now that is horrible. We might be able to rectify that situation this summer. I’m actually an expert fisherman, if I do say so myself.” 

“I’m sure ya are.” I can tell he doesn’t know what to think of my statement. Frankly, neither do I. He probably is a great fisherman, but…why are my thoughts so jumbled up when he is near? 

“Anyways, we’re here.” Turning on my right turn signal, the steady sound of Betsy’s clicking signal fills the awkward air that lingers between us. Small talk has never been something I’ve needed to be good at. Since Dusty is one of my only friends, we talk all the time. There’s never much silence when we’re around each other, so this is new territory for me. Colby and I are complete strangers; hell, I couldn’t even tell you his middle name. I foresee a lot of small talk in our future. Great. 

“You’re taking me to a farm? Do you have some point to prove? I’m a real cowboy. I’ll admit it.” He grins, but it’s fake, like he is only doing it to seem like a gentleman. I don’t speak, instead I continue to press the accelerator and drive forward. “Do you want me to rope some cattle or something? I mean, I will…if that’s what you want. But if it’s just because you don’t think I can, I won’t do it. So what’s it going to be, Sunshine?” 

Bringing him here isn’t really about him at all. I do find it funny that he assumes it’s because I don’t think he can ride a flipping horse. Putting the car into park, I point at a meadow with horses and three children all standing around wearing helmets and protective vests, and the biggest smiles I’ve ever seen. “Shut up already and look.”

Colby looks into the field and then back at me. His expression is muddled at first, like he doesn’t quite believe where we are or that places like this exist. And then he looks…depressed? I notice his eyes gloss over before he abruptly turns his head back towards the window. 

“Welcome to Whispering Hills Therapeutic Riding Center. I work here.”

“I thought you worked with Dusty at that burger place?”

Unbuckling my seatbelt, I answer him, “I do, but during the summers I also work here part-time.”

“You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?” His voice is low and unyielding, not like his normal charismatic tone. He doesn’t turn back around to face me. Instead his eyes stay locked looking out the window. I can see his reflection in the glass. He doesn’t look as cheerful as I would have hoped. I wonder why. 

We both exit the car. “Look, if this is too much, just tell me. I have a three-hour shift today, but you can take my car and I’ll grab a ride from Logan. I just figured since you are all country and shit, you might enjoy being on a farm. It might remind ya of home or something.”

“That’s the problem. It does remind me of home.”

Digging my boot into the gravel, my hands fidget. Not knowing what to say isn’t something I’m used to. Very seldom do I feel at a loss for words. 

“You know, Hensley,” he reaches and grabs my hand, his body now closing the distance between us. As much as I want to pull away, I don’t. “I really appreciate you being so thoughtful. This might actually be what I needed. Thank you.” 

Looking down at our interlaced fingers, my mind is yelling at me to let go, but my heart is telling me to grip his hand more tightly. Why do I feel like I’m stuck between a rock and a hard place? Like the thought of actually letting loose and being carefree, or having a little…a very tiny, innocent crush, means I’m damned to this town. There are so many things I’ve never allowed myself to experience – homecoming dances, college parties, all of the fun, normal stuff that people my age are doing. And I’m missing all that for what? A hope that one day some big time producer is going to waltz into my itty-bitty town and whisk me away right into the limelight? It hasn’t happened yet, and it may never happen, so maybe I need to think of the alternative for once. Maybe I’ll be just like my mother, stuck in this town when her heart is somewhere else. 

“Yeah, umm, you’re welcome.” Swallowing, I choose to follow this unfamiliar feeling in my gut for once and grasp his hand more tightly. 

We walk hand in hand into the building and I suddenly regret my decision to bring him here with me. Mrs. Blair is staring at Colby like he just jumped straight off the pages of a magazine. He is attractive with his American boy good looks, don’t get me wrong, but geez, she’s acting like she’s never seen a boy with dimples before. 

Approaching the big, wooden desk in the middle of the room I open my mouth to make formal introductions, “Mrs. Blair, this is Colby; Colby, this is Mrs. Blair. She and her husband own this fancy establishment, and their son, Logan, is out there with today’s kids already. You might have seen him when we drove in.”

Colby holds out his hand in front of him, “Good morning, Mrs. Blair, this is a nice place you have here. I really appreciate you letting me tag along with Hensley today.”

Her cheeks redden before he is even done with his sentence. “Well, honey, the pleasure is all mine. We really wish Hensley all the best, and well, by the looks of it, she’s found it in you.”

Are you fucking kidding me? 

“How long have y’all been an item? I haven’t heard anything, so this is big news to me,” Mrs. Blair probes. 

In unison we both blurt, “We’re not dating.” 

She looks lost, and I feel like a fool. 

“I appreciate your compliments, ma’am. Will you excuse me while I find the restroom?”

“Go straight down that hallway and take a left. The men’s room is the first door on the right, darlin’.”

Once Colby is far enough away, I open my mouth to scold Mrs. Blair, but her hand flies up in front of my face before my lips even have time to part. “Now don’t you go pushin’ this one away, you hear me, Hensley Bradley? I don’t care what you do or don’t claim, but I saw that sparkle in your eye, so don’t play me for a fool, young lady. I saw y’all holding hands. He seems like a real nice man, and that’s just what the doctor ordered for ya. Make sure he has on steel toe boots and get out there; Logan’s waiting to start. And if he gives you any trouble, make sure you let me know. I’ve told that boy time and time again, you don’t feel the same way ‘bout him.”

Knowing there is no arguing with her, I am secretly relieved Colby had to go to the bathroom. It feels like it’s been nothing but awkward between us, and the last thing I want to do is add to the ever growing list of weirdness. Mrs. Blair salivating at the mouth like a starved animal, yeah, that’s pretty weird. And her assumptions about us dating, yeah, that’s way off too. Shaking my head, I give her a wink, letting her know I’m fine and then walk the few feet to the back door of the building. Colby is grown, and I have no doubt she’ll help him find his way out here if he gets lost. The thought makes me cringe but he is amazingly handsome. I guess it’s normal.
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NEEDING A MOMENT to regain my composure, I excuse myself to the restroom. Once inside, my hand fumbles with the lock until it latches, and I lean against the wood paneled wall. Feeling a surge of sadness rush through me, I run my hands through my hair and try to shake it off.

There is an oval mirror hanging above the sink. Looking up, I see my reflection. My face looks pale as if I’ve seen a ghost, but I don’t know why I feel so dismayed. It’s not like she knows about me or my brother. Honestly, I’m sad more than anything. I wish we would have known about this place when Levi was with us. He would have loved it. Yes, we did our best to involve him as much as possible on our farm, but we didn’t have the tools to make him completely comfortable like it seems this place could have done. I miss him every second of every day.

Realizing I’ve been gone for a while, I toss my wet paper towel in the garbage and walk back down the hall. Much to my surprise, Hensley is nowhere in sight. 

“She went ahead outside to get the class going, honey.” Mrs. Blair points to a door in the back of the room. She winks at me, causing an eerie chill to run down my spine. 

Opening the door, I take a few steps down and walk out to an open field. About three yards away I see Hensley jump on some dude’s back. It looks like he is tickling her, and she is laughing. My ears start to burn as my temper ignites. I know I’m a fool. I have no grounds to be angry, but I thought, I don’t know…I thought maybe she was a little into me too. After all we did hold hands; she had to have felt the connection – it was palpable. This girl is making me crazy and we’ve only just met. 

As I approach the group of three small children, the dude helps guide Hensley’s body back down his back. She turns around to see me staring. Attempting to hide my anger, I look away and break eye contact with her. She notices. 

“Glad you could finally join us, Colby. Everyone,” she holds her hands out in front of her and points to me. “This is my friend and he is going to be joining us today. Is that okay?” Only one child speaks up. He looks about six. The other two simply shake their heads. 

“I’m Joshua!” the small boy says enthusiastically as he waves at me. 

Bending down so we can be at eye level, I hold my hand out in front of me. “Nice to meet you, partner.” His smile melts my heart and makes me think of Levi. God, how I wish it were his hand I was holding and his pure eyes I was looking into. 

“Well, now that everyone knows who our guest is, let’s get in a single file line,” Hensley instructs. 

Joshua runs in front of the other two children.

“Me, me, Logan! I wanna go first.” 

Logan? Isn’t that who Hensley said could bring her home if I decided to leave? I don’t want him driving her anywhere, especially with what I just saw. 

“Didn’t you go first last time?” the dude questions Joshua. He isn’t much bigger than me, in build that is, but he is shorter, about a head or so. His hair is dark and matches his tan complexion. I bet he is part Indian or something. 

“Yes, sir,” Joshua sulks while looking down towards the grass. 

“All right, you get to go first again, but this is the last time, and then it’s Leslie’s turn to go first, okay?”

“K, Logan.”

I watch as the dude I now know as Logan helps Joshua up and onto a salt-and-pepper colored horse. As soon as he sets him in the saddle, Joshua’s white helmet falls to the ground, startling the horse. It’s like everything goes into slow motion, and before I know it, the horse rears back and Joshua slides off of him. My eyes register him falling, as if in slow motion, and he lands on his butt with a thump. In a matter of seconds, Joshua is crying, the horse is bolting, and Hensley is standing, still and in shock. Immediately I push the other two children behind my back. If just the noise of the helmet hitting the ground startled the horse, I don’t want them to get hurt next. Joshua’s cries grow louder as Logan tries to control the wild mare. 

“Oh my God! Code white!” I hear Hensley shriek into a walkie-talkie she has hooked on her belt. Bending down, I start to examine Joshua. There doesn’t appear to be any serious damage, just a scratch on his forearm and a few tiny droplets of blood from the scrape caused by the impact. He looks frightened as he peers into my eyes. Leaning down, I scoop him up into my arms, also grabbing one of the other kid’s hands. 

“Joshua, I need you to hold tight around my neck, okay?” He nods. When he does, I take a second to take the smaller child’s hand and raise it up, intertwining her hand with my belt loop. “All right, come on, guys, let’s go get Joshua cleaned up.” The two kids follow me step by step as I hold one’s hand, and the other holds onto my jeans belt loop. Holding Joshua up with one arm isn’t a problem; he’s pretty light. His arms grip around my neck as his small body bounces on my arm from my movement. 

I don’t look back. I’m sure Logan can tame the horse, and Hensley, well, she looked stunned to say the least. I know children with disabilities all too well, and I know I needed to get all three of them out of that environment. Sometimes kids with special needs get frightened easily, and let’s face it, they all looked pretty shaken up. 

We reach the stairs as Mrs. Blair is opening the door with a wet rag and an ice pack. Holding her arms out, she reaches for Joshua.

“It’s okay, ma’am. I’ve got him.” 

She opens the door wider so I can move past her and go inside. Walking into the same open room we were in earlier, I place Joshua on the sofa, and pick up the two other kids, and sit them next to him. They don’t talk. “Now would it be okay if I looked at your arm, Joshua?” He doesn’t say anything. He must be really upset. Not talking is something I’m used to. Levi would sometimes go days without speaking. We just had to come up with other ways of communication. Holding my thumb in the air, I silently ask for his permission. He mimics my hand gesture and I know it’s okay to look at his arm. “There’s just a little scrape here,” I point to the area, and his eyes follow. 

“Where did you learn how to communicate with children like Joshua?” Mrs. Blair asks, choosing her words carefully. 

Looking around, I see that we are the only adults in here. Hensley must be outside still trying to tame the horse with Logan, so I feel safe saying, “My little brother had Asperger’s syndrome.” 

I can tell when people notice I use the word “had” and not “has.”

“I’m sorry for your loss.” She frowns as she moves in front of me and starts her own assessment of Joshua’s injuries. 

“Joshua!” Logan howls as he rushes through the back door. His face falls flat when he sees me kneeling in front of Joshua, doing his job. The one he failed to do. 

“We, um, got this, Colby. Thanks for bringing him in,” Logan mumbles as he reaches us. He looks pissed when he sits down next to Joshua on the couch. Joshua’s body stiffens and I know he is uncomfortable. Looking over towards me, his eyes silently beg me to sit next to him and not Logan. 

Mrs. Blair pats my hand that is resting on Joshua’s knee. “I think I saw Hensley taking the horse into the stables; you’re welcome to go meet her out there.” Getting up, I tousle Joshua’s hair, and turn on my heels heading towards the door. “Thank you for helping us today. We appreciate it, and I know little Joshua here does too.”

“No problem, ma’am. I’m glad it wasn’t worse.”

“Me too,” I hear her whisper before I shut the door behind me. 

Walking towards the only stables I see, I can hear the soft sounds of a girl crying. As I stroll nearer, I see Hensley bent down sitting on a bale of hay. Her hands are covering her face muffling the noise, but I know she’s crying. The sound is burned into my memory from my mother. Not speaking, I walk up in front of her, but she doesn’t move her hands. Bending down, I kneel and reach up to grab her hands. Lowering them, I can see her cheeks are wet and stained with mascara. Silently scooting closer to her, I raise the cloth of my T-shirt on my shoulder and start to wipe away the wetness from her cheeks. 

“I’m sorry. I’m a mess. You don’t have to do that. Please stop, I don’t want to ruin your shirt,” she hiccups through her sobs. 

“You’re not ruining anything, Hensley.” 

Once her face is clean and the tears have stopped, she opens her mouth to talk. Quickly moving my hand in front of her face, I place my index finger on her lips. She looks surprised by my touch, but whatever excuse she’s about to give me, I don’t want to hear it. 

“Shh, Sunshine. You don’t have to explain what’s got you so upset. It doesn’t matter, all that matters is that you stop crying. He’s okay, just a few little scratches on his arm and a sore bottom. Nothing major.”

Her eyes are half-lidded, glossed over, and glued on mine. As we hold one another’s gaze, she reminds me of a child pouting. Even her lower lip is slightly puckered out. There’s so much that this moment says about her. She’s vulnerable. Joshua brought that out today. This proves that there are more layers to this woman than she lets on. I want to peel them back, slowly, and reveal the real girl underneath. On the other hand, I want to know why she’s so guarded. Why she feels like crying is a sign of weakness. Using this moment, I collect a small piece of her puzzle. 

“Yeah, but it could have been worse…much, much worse.” She turns her head away as if she’s ashamed. 

Moving my hand up again, I place my index finger under her chin, and hold it in place with my thumb, gently tilting her head so she’s forced to look into my eyes. I know it’s a bold move, but it’s a chance I’m willing to take. “And the sun could have not come up this morning, and Dusty could have forgotten to pay the electricity bill and instead of eating your amazing pancakes we would have had to tragically run through a fast food joint. Things could always be much, much worse, but they’re not.”

Her voice cracks, “Because you were there. I didn’t know what to do. That’s never happened before. We’ve never, not once, had a horse get spooked like that. I was there, but I wasn’t. I was stuck in shock. I could hear myself yelling to help him, but I couldn’t move. And then I saw you. You swooped in.”

“Well, then you ought to be happy you invited me this morning.” I wink, trying to lighten the mood. 

“I’m happy I invited you and that you’re here with me. That’s why I’m crying.” Her words shock me. She’s crying over me and my presence, not Joshua being thrown off the horse? I’m so confused. Looking down, she starts to play with her fingernails. 

Her beauty captivates me, and I feel like I am fighting a losing battle. I might as well admit that since the moment our eyes met, from the moment she opened her sweet mouth and sang, I surrendered. “You’re crying because of me?” I question her. Why on earth would she be crying because of me? Slowly she tilts her head back and shakes her head. Like I should know the answer to the question, but I don’t. A few stray pieces of hair fall out of her headband and cascade around her face. 

Our eyes lock as soon as they are level with one another again, and my heart skips a beat. The look in them is calling out to me, like she is the master of my soul and I am her servant. I’d happily fall at her feet if it meant I got to keep this sweet and incredibly sexy Hensley instead of the ill-mannered girl that sometimes appears without warning. 

Nodding her head yes, she swallows and then does something I for sure don’t expect. Licking her lips, she inhales a deep breath and then leans forward and kisses me. It’s quick, and when her lips leave mine, I do everything in my power to fight the urge to yank her into my arms and kiss her again and again. 

Pulling away, she doesn’t open her eyes. She sits still and motionless for a few seconds. I imagine she’s allowing this, whatever this lingering feeling is between us, to process. Much like I am, but I’m too selfish to keep my eyes closed. When our lips parted, I opened them. I was hungry to steal as many tiny glances as I could get. After a few brief seconds, she opens her eyes. She looks flushed as she grimaces. 

“I’m so sorry. I never meant for that to happen.” Standing up, she all but runs out of the stables, leaving me to wonder what just happened.

“But I’m glad that it did,” I whisper knowing that no one is around to hear me. 
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WHAT WAS I thinking kissing him like that? Fan-fucking-tastic! I’m sure he thinks I need to be locked up in a padded room. One second I’m acting like a lunatic, the next I’m pleading at his feet, begging for forgiveness, and then I’m crying in the corner like some weirdo before attacking him and kissing him. I have got to get myself under control, or figure out what it is about him that makes me feel like I’m losing control. 

Stalking out of the stables, I run straight towards my car even though I have two and a half hours left in my shift. Today has been hell, and I just need a few minutes to myself. Opening the driver’s side door, I hop inside and pull my phone out of my back pocket. Scrolling through my recent contacts, my index finger hovers over Dusty’s name. 

I’m an idiot. 

I type and then hit send before I talk myself out of confessing. A few seconds later he responds. 

Oh no, what’d ya do, baby girl? 

I glance at Dusty’s words and then back at the barn where I can see Colby emerging from the open door. He looks lost. Actually he is. This is the second time today I’ve run off and left him to fend for himself. 

My fingers dance over my phone’s keypad in a hurry. 

I kissed your roommate. 

He doesn’t text me back, which I find odd. He never, repeat, never doesn’t immediately return my text messages. I sit and reread my message several times, not noticing someone walking up beside me. 

“Where’s your boyfriend?” Logan taunts me as he walks up to the driver’s side door. His hands rest on the frame as he leans forward into the window and into my face, smelling of expensive cologne, the strong odor jars my senses. He is handsome, in an old-fashioned way and comes from money; regardless of all of that, he’s nothing more than a friend. For as long as I can remember, he’s tried to woo me with nice cards and gifts, all of which I’ve returned to his mom. The feeling isn’t reciprocated, trust me, but I’ve grown fond of the friendship we’ve made. We have an unspoken agreement – we can hang out and enjoy our playful banter, without a title hanging over us, other than friends. Well, he wants a title, and I would rather drink murky water than ever give him one. 

Besides Dusty, he’s the only person I can be myself around. I’ve been working for his parents since I was old enough to drive, so we’ve spent a lot of time together at the farm and school. It’s an odd thing that hangs between us, and although he should be smart and just cherish our friendship, he’s always pushing me to my breaking point, like right now. Dusty and he have never understood one another. Where D is calm and was probably a hippy in his former life, Logan is high strung and thinks Dusty’s alternative lifestyle is a bit much. I’m the only thing that connects them, and they both hate it. Logan also hates the fact that D is my number one. Always has been, always will be. I think a lot of the anger he tosses Dusty’s way has to do with that fact, even though it’s me he should be mad at. 

Feeling defensive I snarl, “He’s not my boyfriend. He’s Dusty’s roommate.” 

“Oh yeah, where’s that little nut lover?” He sneers down at me from the doorframe. His words make me slither in my seat. He knows that’s the only button he can really push. I see red, and then I open my mouth and spit in Logan’s face. In this moment I don’t care that he’s my bosses’ son or my friend, all I care about is defending my best friend’s honor, and no one gets to talk shit about him, not even Logan.

“Are you kidding me, Hensley? You’re going to act like a little bitch, just like him, and do something like that?” he yells as his hand flies up. I flinch and prepare to lean out of his reach, but Colby grabs his hand mid-air and holds it firmly in place. 

“I don’t think I need to remind you that a man should never talk to a woman like that, and a man should know better than to ever raise his hand to one either. That’s if you’re a real man, Logan, which I see that you’re not. So excuse me while I drive Hensley home, she’s had a rough day.” Colby doesn’t say another word as he lets go of Logan’s arm and braces his hands on his shoulders, moving him to the side. Then he holds his hand out in front of me. Grabbing it, I let him pull me out of the car and guide me around to the passenger side. He pauses to throw one last look in Logan’s direction and then opens the door and helps me in.

By the time I look back to the driver’s seat, Logan is gone, and after this little incident, I don’t think our friendship will even be salvageable. It’s always been me trying to keep the waters calm, and I knew what would happen if the boat rocked a little too much. Today it sank. 

Deciding it was for the best, Mrs. Blair canceled the afternoon classes and shut down the center early. She reassured me that it was fine if we headed home and that Logan would tend to the nightly feeding. 

The ride home is quiet. I’m sure that Colby has a million questions running through his mind. And after that kiss, I’m sure to as well. No words are spoken until about halfway through the ride when Colby asks, confirming my suspicions, “What’s up with you and Logan? Is he your jealous ex-boyfriend or something?”

I knew he was curious. Frankly, I would be too after stumbling upon our fight. “Honestly, we’re just friends, nothing more, nothing less. I’ve worked for his parents for a really long time. Trust me, I know our friendship is shocking. He’s popular, and I’m not. But he’s never treated me differently because of our social statuses.” 

Looking forward, Colby’s jaw clenches. “Friends don’t hit friends. At least not where I’m from.” 

I hate to seem like I’m sticking up for Logan. Raising his hand to me wasn’t right, but I don’t think he would have done anything. Yes, I was scared for a split second, but that’s just Logan. He has a temper. I’ve learned to deal with it. “He’s like a giant bear. Harmless until you provoke him. Your presence provoked him,” I reservedly confess. 

I can tell Colby isn’t satisfied with my answer, but he doesn’t pry anymore. As soon as we pull up to Dusty’s apartment complex, I feel a sense of relief wash over me. All I want to do is run inside and into my best friend’s arms and cry. I want to cry for being such an idiot this morning and not paying closer attention to the strap on Joshua’s helmet. I want to cry for acting crazy in front of Colby for two days straight, and more than anything, I want to cry because I can feel myself starting to like him. Although I don’t know him any better than I know Joe down at the 7-Eleven, I feel like I’ve known him for years. When he’s around, even though it’s only been two days, I feel a sense of calm. It’s something about his smile, his confidence, his Southern upbringing, and maybe a little bit of his masculine sex appeal, but whatever it is makes me feel content. What if I actually start to like him, then what? I’ll be breaking every rule I’ve ever had and in the end who knows what will happen. 

My mind races as Betsy’s ripped seat makes a sound that resembles a fart. A smile spreads across my face. Glancing over at Colby, I see he looks mortified. 

“I swear that wasn’t me,” he blushes. It looks cute on him. Cute? What are you twelve? “You should really get some seat covers so people don’t get a complex from sitting in this beater,” he teases. 

“Hey, Betsy is a good car and she’s been there for me through a lot!” 

He snickers under his breath, “Maybe a lot of unneeded oil changes.”

“Oh, whatever, she got us home, right?” He doesn’t answer. “Exactly! So leave my poor, innocent car out of this little noise scandal you’re trying to cover up.”

Colby casually reaches across the small space between us, and pulls down the visor in front of me. The mood suddenly shifts from playful to serious. “Look at that smile.” 

Glancing up into the small, rectangular mirror, I see my face. My cheeks are red from laughing at him and have a faint black line on each of them, stained from my crying fit earlier. Raising my hand, I go to shut the visor, but Colby catches it, covering it with his own. 

“Don’t shut it. I want you to see how beautiful your smile is. That is when it actually graces us with its presence. I want you to see what the world sees. What I see.”

My heart rate picks up and I can feel it pounding in my chest, like I just ran a marathon. “Oh yeah, and what exactly does the world see?” 

“Fishing for compliments, Sunshine?’

“No!” Oh my God, how embarrassing. He actually thinks I’m that type of girl. Oh, good Lord. He thinks I’m Brittani! 

He slowly taps his forehead with the hand that isn’t holding mine. “If you remember, I said I was an expert fisherman. Good thing, huh?” I nod my head, speechless. “Maybe you haven’t been told enough how beautiful you are.” He reaches up and brushes a strand of dark hair off of my cheek. “Or how special you are, but trust me, Hensley, the world sees it, even if you don’t.”

God must have spent a little more time on him, or they train their boys right in Texas. If I weren’t sitting, I know my knees would fail me. Without warning, he leans forward and kisses me. It’s a slow, sensual kiss, the one that little girls dream about. My mind doesn’t have time to react as one of his hands holds the side of my face and the other snakes around my neck. It’s like a kiss you see on TV. Where the alpha male is in charge of the situation and the inexperienced woman allows him to lead. It’s exactly how it is on TV, and strangely I don’t mind. Letting myself feel anything is foreign to me. I’ve kept up a wall so high no one could scale it and make me feel things, make me feel like this. But as his tongue parts my lips and enters, the warmth, the caring caresses of his hands in my hair, all of it makes me want to rent a bull dozer from Home Depot and tear down the damn wall myself. The reality is no one has ever tried to climb it. No one has ever stuck around and stood with their fingers crossed behind their backs, hoping that one day maybe I’d let my guard down. But Colby did just that. He’s called me out, given me hell right back, and now he’s basically standing there with his sledgehammer and an accomplished smile on his face. 

As I kiss him back, I lose the part of me that’s been scared to feel anything. Because surely if his kisses do this, make me feel like it’s okay to actually feel anything at all, the crumbled stone surrounding my feet is worth it. 

When his lips leave mine, I feel like I’ve just made the biggest decision of my life. I, Hensley Elaine Bradley, am going to live for today and not fear what tomorrow brings. Even if that means I’ll be stuck in this town, I find comfort in knowing that Colby will be here too. At least for the next two years as we both finish up our college education. I guess we’ll see what happens then. 
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WE WALK TOWARDS the apartment door in silence, but I can see a small grin spreading on Hensley’s lips. It makes my heart beat a little faster knowing that I put it there. I don’t know what it is about this girl that draws me to her. Even before I knew she had a barrier taller than the Great Wall of China is long around her heart, I still felt like there was something else there. It wasn’t even the whole ‘you want what you can’t have’ thing, because I felt attracted to her way before I knew she was extremely guarded. 

It was in the moment that I saw her on the street corner, guitar perched on her lap, eyes so hungry with need to please her crowd. I knew then, in that very moment, that I had to have her despite the cost. Maybe it’s knowing that there is a woman out there that has my same ambitions, who shares my same dreams, or maybe it was her voice that sang out and touched me like no one’s voice ever has. Now that I am getting to know her, and from the little bits of information Dusty has told me, I know she wants out of this town. What I don’t know is why, and truthfully, after that kiss, I want to be the reason she stays. I don’t know how long I’ll be here. Hopefully I’ll get some record label to notice me, but until then, she’s the only one I want noticing me. 

Before we make it to the door, it swings open. Standing with his hands on his hips, Dusty gloats, “Well, I’m glad to see that you two are getting along better.” 

“Me too,” I whisper as I slide by him in the doorframe. Turning around discreetly, I see him stick his arm out, blocking Hensley’s way in. Deciding it’s best not to stick around and look like the nosy new roommate, I walk into my room and grab my shower stuff then head to the bathroom. 

Reaching, I turn on the faucet, and then bend to take off my boots and undress. Steam slowly starts to fill the small room as I push back the shower curtain and step inside. Running my hands through my hair under the hot water, my mind starts to race, and I think about our kiss. Not the first one, but the second, in her car. I could have held her face and kissed her sweet lips for hours, but I didn’t want to scare her. Knowing she is a virgin puts me at a slight disadvantage. I don’t want her to feel like I just strolled into her life and into her pants. I like her. Crazier things have happened in this world, than liking a total stranger. I think. 

Dusty told me she doesn’t let many people in. So when he texted me and told me where she was after she ran away crying, I knew he trusted me. Not that I feel the need to win him over, but still he is my roommate and her best friend. Having him like me is just a perk. Running my soapy washcloth over my body I hear the faint sound of the door opening on its hinges. 

“Colby,” Hensley’s voice softly calls out as my body stiffens from the cool air the door allows in. 

“Uh, yeah?” 

A few seconds pass before she says anything and I start having déjà vu of last night when I walked in on her in the shower. Honestly, to be fair, I thought I could just slide in and out, but I was caught and rendered speechless just like she is right now. 

“I just wanted to let you know that Mrs. Blair just called and Joshua is fine. He was actually looking for you to introduce you to his parents. He said you saved his life.” 

Smiling, I know Joshua is exaggerating, but if he wants to paint me as a hero, I’m surely not going to stop him. He reminds me a lot of my brother, innocent and adoring. “That’s awesome. I would have liked to have met them.” I say over the water’s noise as it beats down on my naked chest. 

“Well, you could always come back, like, tomorrow. Mrs. Blair is really upset at Logan for how he acted towards me in the car.”

Puzzled, I ask, “How did she know?”

“She said she was standing in the window and watched it all happen. After he walked away, he punched the side of his truck. He broke his knuckle.” She giggles.

“Karma’s a bitch, huh?” 

“Yeah, it is. So anyways we need someone else to help me with the morning classes. Just until summer’s over. I only work there on break.” 

“Let me think about it, ya know, while I’m showering.” The room goes silent. Thinking that she walked away leaving the door open, I peek out from behind the closed curtain. “Hensley, you there?” I ask before I see her leaning against the wall staring at the window. 

“Wow. I’m actually…I’m good. I just realized I barged in here, just like you did yesterday. I’m an ass, you’ll get used to it.”

“Yeah, you are an ass sometimes, and I am getting used to it. Either shut that door and join me, or carry on, Sunshine. I’m freezing.” 

“You’re nuts! I am not joining you.” 

Laughing, she pushes off the wall and exits the room, leaving the door open on purpose. 
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AFTER MY SHOWER, the night goes without notice. We eat carryout Chinese food and watch re-runs of Duck Dynasty until the moon comes up. It reminds me of a normal Friday night at my house. Growing up, Levi was always there, in my shadow. We’d spend hours together, just watching TV, laughing until we were in tears. It’s moments like these, when all is right in the world, when my heart aches due to his absence. 

“Dusty, thanks for hooking me up with Mr. Jones.” I say out of the blue. “He did a phone interview and needed someone early tomorrow. I guess I am the proud owner of an apron with Burger Heaven embroidered on it,” I say, yawning with amusement in my voice

Dusty opens his mouth and puts his finger in it, acting like he is going to puke. 

“Brother, I take it you don’t care too much for your day job?” I ask, wondering why he acted like he was gagging. 

“I’d take it you were right,” he grimaces and then turns to Hensley, who’s lying on the floor staring up at the blades of the ceiling fan. “What time do you work tomorrow, baby girl?”

My body cringes as he calls her that. I know they’re friends, but friends with pet names, come on. 

“I think I’m scheduled to be there for the night shift. Around eight or so. Actually, that reminds me – I need to call and check.”

“Damn, girl. Well, I guess I’ll stop by for dinner and see you then. Colby, wanna come?” 

“Sounds good, man. Well, as long as I don’t hate the job and quit. It might be weird if I showed back up to eat then.” I hang my head back and laugh. 

“All right. Night, y’all. And you two be good out here.” Dusty winks and then makes his way down the dark hallway. 

When the last episode ends, I look down at the floor to see Hensley sleeping. She looks so peaceful and content. What I really want to do is crawl down beside her and hold her in my arms. I bet that’s what Dusty does in there, in his room. He’s a lucky dude, that’s for sure. Instead, I get up off the couch and bend down and pick her up. I’m careful not to wake her as I cradle her body in my arms like a small child. Moving in front of the couch, I lay her down and cover her up with the small throw blanket that I was using. It’s actually one my grandma Lynn made me before she passed away. It was Levi’s favorite blankie when he was younger. 

Taking the remote from the coffee table, I turn off the TV and then take one last glimpse at the sleeping beauty on the couch. I hit the switch on the lamp and the room goes black.

I hear her voice whisper in the darkness, “Colby?”

Turning around, I answer her, “Yes, Sunshine.” 

“Why do you call me that?”

Without hesitation I confess, “Because my world was dark for a long, long time. When I first laid eyes on you, things seemed brighter for once. You didn’t know it, but I watched you as you prepared for your set, and you seemed so peaceful, like a ray of sunshine as it beams down on the world.”

“That’s extremely cheesy,” she snorts.

“I know, but it’s the truth,” I admit. And it is, even if she doesn’t realize it or thinks I’m kidding. Maybe she thinks I’m a fraud and I’m only talking sweet to her to get in her pants. 

“I like the truth,” she says so matter-of-factly. 

“Me too. Goodnight, Hensley.” 

I start to walk away but hear her get up from the sofa, and I swear I hear her mumble, “Ouch.” Within seconds, I feel her small hands grab ahold of my arm as she whispers, “Wait.”

Looking down, although it’s dark, I can see the outline of her face. I consider raising my hand and tracing every line, committing them all to memory, but instead we stay staring at one another for a few seconds, and I keep my hand at my side. The only noise that surrounds us is that of the ceiling fan and our breathing. It feels like hours pass before she reaches up and kisses me. Slow at first, but then she picks up her pace. Last time it was me who pursued her. My tongue was doing the exploring. This time it is all her. Her hands slowly drag themselves up my arms and across my chest. They hover a little longer there, before they rest themselves on my pecs. I can feel them and their warmth through the thin cloth of my T-shirt. I don’t want to break the moment, so I don’t move. Instead I let her lead me and stay in control. 

She seems nervous, and since I saw her ring, I’m not sure if she’s ever done this before or not. I’d like to assume she’s at least kissed someone in her lifetime. I mean she is twenty, but who knows about her upbringing or how strict her parents were. Seeing how she basically lives here, with a gay man, I’m sure they weren’t all that hard on her when she was growing up, but what do I know? That reminds me. She’s never talked about them, neither has Dusty. I assume they’re alive. Making a mental note to follow up on that, I do my best to stay completely still. 

“Touch me,” she purrs into my mouth as her lips part and allow her words to exit. 

“Hensley…” 

“Shh…don’t talk. Just feel. That’s what I’m doing, Colby. I just want to feel; for once in my life I don’t want to think about what-if, or tomorrow. I just want this, whatever this is, to just be.” 

The last bit of self-control I had disintegrates at my feet as her words call out to me. My mouth presses harder onto hers as she inhales, filling her lungs with air from mine, filling her body with my soul. 

We stand in the dark kissing like wild teenagers for what seems like forever. Our roaming hands explore one another, but we are careful not to cross any boundaries. My mouth starts to get dry and my chapped lips burn from being wet for so long. There’s no doubt that she is feeling the same. Once our lips break, things have changed. I know she feels it too, because this time she doesn’t run away scared, she leans forward on her tiptoes and gently kisses my cheek and then whispers, “Thank you for moving in.”

Her words are packed with more meaning than Webster’s dictionary, and the fact that I’m the only person in the world that knows their significance means I can go to sleep a very happy man.
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CRAWLING INTO BED, for the first time in…well, ever…for the first time ever, I feel strange about sleeping in Dusty’s arms. Turning on my side, facing away from him, my mind does a recap of today’s events. I should really call my mom. I know she’d be able to put things in better perspective for me. On the other hand, I’ve always listened to her, and this might be the first time I don’t want to. “Don’t fall for none of these fellas ‘round here, baby. You know they’re all no good,” she’d say over and over again, until finally I just believed that she was right. None of the guys I went to high school with were any good. Other than Dusty, who doesn’t count.

I sat back for four years and watched them run through the girls in our school and even when they’d dated all of them, they’d start back and go through them again. The girls just laughed; they thought they actually meant something and they believed their lies and stories about how they couldn’t live without them. It made me want to barf, and it was then that I knew my momma was right. There was no way in hell I was going to let one of them trick me into dating them or sleeping with them. I remember she’d say, “You’re so talented, baby, you don’t want to go and get yourself in no trouble and be stuck here, do ya?” I know why she pushed me and my talent so much. It’s not that she doesn’t believe in me and my music, because she does. But more importantly she knows it is my way out of here – unlike her. 

Hearing Colby’s door shut, I wonder what he is thinking about as he lays in bed. My heart hopes it’s me, but my head is pulling me in another direction. I wish things were easier. Maybe if he would have moved here in high school, if we could have grown up together the way Dusty and I did, things would be different. He’d understand my reasons for wanting to flee. He’d see that it’s not so much my dream, but my mom’s. I single-handedly changed her life. While she tries to appease me and tell me she wanted me all along, I know I was a surprise, a fork in the road, one that led her away from her dream of singing in front of millions to a kitchen making bottles and preparing meals. 

Dusty’s warm hand wraps around my arm and pulls me towards his chest. Closing my eyes, I pretend it’s Colby’s arms holding me and his breath breathing down my neck. I know it’s all kinds of wrong to want him, but I can’t help it. I tried so hard to keep these feelings at bay. I don’t know him all that well, or at all really, but what I do know I like. Oh my God. I like Colby. The realization hits me like a ton of bricks. I’ve never allowed myself to be in ‘like’ with someone, ever. Sure, I’ve been attracted to guys, but that’s been it. Colby’s my first of many things. First kiss, first real crush, first time I felt like I wanted to rip someone’s clothes off and have my wicked way with them. Although it’s dark and the middle of the night, I feel my cheeks redden as I drift off into a peaceful slumber, dreaming about the boy who’s steeling my heart, lying across the hall. 
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THE DAYS GET hotter as July approaches, marking the two-week mark since Colby came into my life and unexpectedly turned my world upside down. While we’ve gone without any other kissing incidents, it’s hard to keep my wandering eyes to myself when he’s been shirtless on the farm nearly every day. I’ve even caught Mrs. Blair fanning herself a few times. It’s weird because since we kissed that one day, we’ve both acted like nothing happened. Maybe it was a fluke or something. Or maybe he’s just into leading girls on?

We’ve all sort of fallen into a routine, and he and Dusty seem to be getting along really well too. They’ve started recording some music together, and I have to admit they sound pretty good, but need a female voice. So I agreed to play with them. I figure why not, we all three have a passion for country music, and it will do us all good to use the time practicing and improving our skills. This is my first time playing with anyone other than Dusty, and I know I’ve been giving Colby a tough time, but he’s good. Like really good – which is really bad, because it only makes me that much more attracted to him. 

Joshua’s even taken a liking to Colby since he’s been coming with me to my shifts at the riding center. It pisses Logan off knowing that another man’s teaching his kids, on his own farm, I’m sure. Really he despises Colby, and he doesn’t attempt to hide it. I can’t blame him. I mean, not only is Colby better looking than he is, but he’s better with the kids, and that’s what matters. I’ve known Logan since I was big enough to reach the stirrups on a saddle, so I can read him like a book. 

Logan was the football team’s star quarterback, and if you know anything about small town USA, you know the team’s quarterback is like the president. Everyone loves him and fears him. He and Brittani ruled our high school, but unlike the devil in Prada, Logan took up for me. Mrs. Blair said it’s ‘cause he’s always had a thing for me. I trust him, though, despite him being a walking douchebag most of the time. He’s still one of my only two friends. Which is why I chose to forgive him when he called me begging. 

I hope I don’t regret it. 
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“YEAH, DUDE, I won’t be able to make it. Stevie has me mopping floors,” I huff into the receiver of my cell phone, annoyed that I had to take this job. The plus side is Dusty and Hensley both work here. So in reality it’s not that bad, despite the fact that I smell like a walking French fry when I leave every night. Not many people can say they work with their friends. 

I hold my phone up with my shoulder so I can use both hands to push the mop, as Dusty says, “Just come out when you’re done. I’ll ride with Hensley. No biggie.”

“All right, sounds good. I wanna shower first so I don’t smell like this damn place.” Sniffing the air around me, it smells of hamburgers and dirty mop water. The mix isn’t a pleasant one, trust me on that. 

“All right, dude, see ya…”

“Wait,” I stop him before he has a chance to hang up. “Would you mind telling Hensley I’m gonna be late?” We’ve been in kind of a strange place lately. Not that I have to check in with her or let her know I’m coming, but I want to. 

He laughs. “Yeah, I’ll tell her. But, dude?” 

Grasping the phone with my hand to steady it against my ear, I say, “What’s up?”

“This isn’t really her scene, you know? I mean, these people, they’re all Logan and Brittani’s friends. We didn’t hang out with most of them in high school.”

“As long as they’re cool people, I’m down with whatever,” I shrug.

“What I mean is just cut Hensley some slack. She might not be comfortable being there, and she might not act like herself because of it.” He pauses. “Okay, I’m just gonna come out and say it. She’s most likely going to be a bitch. She doesn’t want to be there, but is going because I want to go. Since it’s on Logan’s parents’ farm, she knows Brittani and her posse will most likely be there, and well, from what you’ve heard, she hates Brittani. No, actually ‘hate’ isn’t a strong enough word.”

“Sounds like she’s some wing-woman,” I joke, trying to make light of the sudden seriousness. 

“All right, see ya tonight. Just holler if you need directions. Oh, wait. You know where it is. Don’t turn on the road that leads you to the center, but go about a mile down and you’ll see an old beat up red truck. Turn there and follow the road until it ends. You’ll see us,” he instructs.

“All right,” I disconnect the line and finish mopping. 
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AN HOUR AND a half later, I clock out and leave. Hopping in my truck, I drive home to get a quick shower. The house is dark and quiet with no one here. Using the silence as an opportunity, I dial my parents’ phone number, but it goes to voicemail. Momma’s probably cleaning and Pop’s probably passed out. I throw on my baseball cap and am out the door in about thirty minutes. 

A short drive later, and as promised, there’s a red beater parked at the end of a road. Turning onto it, I follow the path until I see a group of people. Music is blaring from the speakers of diesel trucks all parked in a circle. In the middle of the circle there is a group of girls, all blonde. Steering clear of that crowd, I pull my truck over towards where Hensley’s car is and put it in park. Getting out, I do a once over and see if I can find either her or Dusty. 

My eyes are immediately drawn to her. She’s sitting in a fold up chair with her guitar on her lap. I’ve only seen her in shorts a handful of times, but tonight she looks stunning. From where I’m standing the fire’s flame casts a nice glow on her exposed legs. She’s sitting with her legs crossed, supporting her guitar, and wearing cowboy boots. Not the ones Brittani wears that you can tell just came out of a box. No, Hensley’s are real and very much worn. It makes her look all the better knowing that she’s a real cowgirl and not some wanna-be poser. There are about five people all huddled around her, listening to her as she sings. Slowly I walk up beside her and kneel down in the grass. I don’t want to disturb her or cause her to lose focus. Not that the sight of me would make her sing off-key, but I know it would me. 

“My days seem a little brighter, my dreams a little sweeter…” she sings as she hits the song’s chorus. 

The small crowd starts to clap their hands as she finishes the last word and sets her guitar down. 

“That a girl,” I whisper into her ear as I lean over the back of the chair. A smile creeps its way across her face. It makes my heart beat a little faster knowing that I am the reason she is jubilant. 

“Hey! What are you doing here?” She turns in her chair and looks surprised to see me. 

“My shift was over so I decided to make an appearance. That’s okay, isn’t it?”

“Absolutely…I mean, yeah, sure. At least now there’s at least someone here I like, other than Dusty, and Lord knows where he ran off to.” 

“So you like me, do ya?” I wiggle my eyebrows in a playful manner. 

“You wish. You know what I mean,” she laughs and the sound is so pure and innocent, I commit it to memory. 

Turning my head, I take a quick glance at the people here. Most look like college kids, around our age, and they all look a little, I don’t know, too preppy. Sort of like their parents buy them camo, but they’ve never actually picked up a bow and shot anything before, if you catch my drift. “Yeah, I know what you mean. Well, don’t let them ruin your night. Let’s have fun.” She gives a wary smile. “Come on, I have something to show you.” I hold my hand out to her. She is hesitant at first, but she grabs it as she catches a glance of my best pouty face. It sucks, but she buys it. Pulling her up from the chair, I lead her towards a small pond I noticed as I was driving in. My hand twitches to reach out and grab her as I keep it clenched at my side. We’re still walking a fine line, and I don’t want to overstep my boundaries. It’s a hard thing to balance when your mind and heart are pulling you in two separate directions, especially when you don’t know how the girl you’re diggin’ is feeling. 

It only takes a few minutes to get to the tiny secluded pond, and when we do, the little walk is worth it. There is a picnic table perched on the edge of the water right before it drops off into a swampy cat-tailed area. You can tell the trees have all been cleared out around it recently and you can see the moon clearly as it hangs over the night’s sky. This is what first dates should be made of, except this isn’t a date, but if it were, you better believe I’d get an A plus for it. The only thing more beautiful is the sight standing beside me. 

“It’s beautiful,” she whispers as she bends to take a seat on the old picnic table. I notice her shorts rise up a little bit to accommodate her movement. 

Looking up into her eyes, I say, “Yeah, it is.” My words have more than one meaning. Honestly, Hensley is the most striking woman I’ve ever met. Now that we’ve been around one another longer than a few days, I can see the real Hensley. And I know her badass attitude is all a front. It’s like she uses it as a mask to keep people away. She’s scared of getting close to anyone, well, anyone except for Dusty and the waste of air that is Logan. I feel her acting that way towards me. At first she was a royal brat, to put it mildly, but now I can see her fighting those feelings. Sometimes I can tell she wants to pop off and start throwing rude comments around, but she’s stopped for the most part. Refraining from doing so means more to me than I can even explain. It means she’s slowly stopped trying to push me away. Hopefully she’ll realize how much I like her, and hopefully soon she’ll realize she harbors those same feelings towards me. 

“Thanks for coming out tonight. I really do appreciate it. Dusty is…” she looks back to the crowd of people huddled around the fire’s flames. “Well, honestly, like I said before, I have no clue where he is,” she giggles and the sweet sound makes my heart skip a beat. 

Scooting down next to her on the bench, I reach my arm around her back. It’s a bold move. I know that, I just can’t help myself any longer. I need to be near her. “You’re welcome, Sunshine.”

Reminding me she can go from sweet to salty in a nanosecond, she snaps, “It’s dark outside.”

Ignoring her rude remark, I smile, “My life is always bright when you’re around.”

“There you go, being all goofy and cheesy all the darn time. Do you even have a serious bone in your sexy body?” As soon as she realizes the words that left her mouth, I can tell she let them slip. Her face reddens under the moon’s light and she looks away. Her embarrassment gives me a little insight into her. If she doesn’t like me, at least I know she thinks I look good. 

“I’m always serious. You bring out the goofy in me.” She does. I can feel myself letting go of the pain I’ve harbored since losing my brother. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll never forget about him, but slowly Hensley is healing me. Whether she knows it or not, her presence is helping. She keeps my mind occupied, leaving only time to think about the future, not dwell on the past. 

“Colby, I have something I need to tell you. I…” She turns towards me in a sensual slow movement that causes every hair on my body to rise. If I had a magic remote to freeze time, you could bet your bottom dollar I’d be pressing that pause button right now. There’s something about the genuine look on her face as she turns towards me, or maybe it’s the feeling that my heart is literally begging to be hers, but I feel…I don’t know, maybe she feels the same way towards me. Her eyes are talking; I just don’t clearly understand what they’re trying to say. 

The sounds of grass crunching under the feet of someone approaching stop Hensley mid-sentence. “Colby! There you are!” Brittani’s screeching voice interrupts her. Huffing, I shake my head and glance backwards, only to see Brittani sauntering towards the picnic table in nothing but a little bikini, brown riding chaps, and boots. Leave it to her to think she can rock it, when in reality, no one should ever wear that. She doesn’t look sexy; she looks like a girl who’s begging to get laid – which is not even remotely attractive. Maybe it is to some of the dudes down at the party, but not me. 

I can feel Hensley move away from my embrace, and as soon as she does, I ache for her touch. She leans in close and quietly says, “I can, umm, see that you have someone eager to have your attention. I’m gonna grab a drink.” 

Grabbing her arm, I attempt to hold her just long enough to plead, “Wait,” but she wiggles out of my grasp and then walks away, leaving me angry at Brittani for disturbing us. 

I wonder what she was going to say. 

Brittani must have noticed my facial expression as she walks closer to me. My mouth opens to tell her to please go…I’d love to tell her to go to hell, but my momma would have a cow if she ever heard me talk to a lady like that. 

“Stop. Don’t say a word. This is important. Just listen,” she rambles grabbing my attention. What could be so important that she just pranced all the way out here and interrupted Hensley and me? 

Nothing. 

“If you’re sad about her leaving, let me fill that void, baby.” She takes a step closer and before I have time to react she straddles my lap. Her small top barely covers her nipples. Noticing it a second too late, she runs her chest against mine. Taking her hand, she grabs my face and tilts my head to the side. I can feel her hot breath on my earlobe as she whispers, “She’s just a girl, Colby, and I’m all woman. Trust me. You’d enjoy this much more than that. Rumor has it, she’s a virgin. I know how to please you, so let me please you. Plus her mom is a skank. I’m obviously the better choice here.”

My head jerks around quickly as I grab her sides and prepare to pick her up off of my lap. As soon as I start to inch her body off of mine, she hastily leans forward and fills my mouth with her tongue. 

I’d never willingly be disrespectful to a lady, but Brittani isn’t a lady. Pushing her off of my lap, she almost falls on her ass. “What the fuck was that?” I shout as my hands fly up to my wet lips and wipe them off, making sure there is no evidence of her presence on my mouth.

“Don’t lie to yourself; you want me just as much as I want you. It’s that fucking little piece of trash that has you blinded. You’ll see it one day, and I’ll be here, with open arms, waiting.” She stands up and dusts herself off and then places her manicured hand on my chest. “Because that was just a sample of what I can do with my tongue!” 
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I TOLD MYSELF tonight was the night. We couldn’t keep dancing around one another, fighting these feelings we both have. At first I chalked it up to him being a gentleman, opening doors for me, the innocent way he held his hand at the small of my back as he ushered me to walk in front of him. Dusty would give me a sly wink, but I refused to listen to my heart. The more time that we spent around each other, the more I felt myself starting to crave being around him. I’ve never believed in that whole love at first sight, mushy type stuff, but whatever is going on between us started when our eyes locked that first night a few weeks ago. 

My mom would be furious; I can picture her face now scolding me for letting my guard down, for letting someone in. But I’m so sick of denying myself a happy life. I’m slowly suffocating from the loneliness that has been my existence. I want someone, other than Dusty, to hold me at night. I want to feel cherished and beautiful. The strange part is that Colby’s made me feel all of those things from day one. I was just too blind to see it isn’t a front, that he is actually a good guy. Gradually, I’ve started to fall. So tonight I decided I would tell him how I felt. Maybe once I say it out loud, the feeling in my gut won’t scare me so much. 

The last I heard, he wasn’t going to make it, and then Dusty told me he was going to try like hell. I knew then I wouldn’t let anything stop me from telling him I like him, but leave it to Brittani to ruin the moment. Doing what I do best, I avoided the confrontation. Arguing with her is like arguing with a child. You never win. As much as I love trying to put that bitch in her place…

Casually, I get up and try to act like I’m thirsty. As I walk away I do everything in my power to hold in the vomit that begins to rise in my throat. The burning sensation that accompanies it almost gags me as my feet carry me forward. For some fucking reason, I turn around, regretting it almost immediately. The sight of Brittani’s mouth colliding with his will forever be burned into my mind. Tears beg to be released, but I won’t do it, holding them at bay. I refuse to cry for someone I never had. He’s never been mine, as much as I’ve dreamt about him calling me his girlfriend, he never did and he never will. Maybe this is God’s way of proving to me I shouldn’t be with him, that I should be alone and focus on myself and my career. 

Marching back towards the crowd, I see Logan sitting on the back of his truck, beer in one hand, some barely clothed female in the other. I’ve never been to a party, before tonight, so I might as well live it up while the night is young and he’s just the guy to help me. Knowing that it will piss Colby off doesn’t hurt either. I’ve never been so into someone, and had to deal with all of these emotions, especially jealous ones. And it had to be Brittani of all people he was kissing. 

“Logan, I need a beer!” I holler as I near him. Needing something to take the edge off, I turn to alcohol, just like my father. He glances up and smiles a wicked smile. He must see that I’m on a mission. If he means a mission to get drunk for the first time in my life, then yeah, I’m on a mission for sure. I know nothing good will come out of this – I’m not naïve – but I can’t help but want to drown out the image of that bitch sitting on top of him. 

“Wild Hensley has made her presence, friends. This party just got real. Welcome to the real world, Hens!” Smirking, he bends and opens a small red and white cooler, and brings out a cold beer. Popping the cap, he reaches out and hands it to me. Taking it from him, I glance at the girl at his side. I’ve never seen her before. 

“Hensley, this is Marcy. Marcy, this is my friend, Hensley.” The chick I now know as Marcy stands up on her tiptoes and kisses Logan on his cheek. She is no doubt marking her territory. Little does she know Logan doesn’t pique my interest at all. No one does anymore. 

“Marcy, why don’t you give me and my friend some alone time?” He lets go of her waist and shoos her away with his hand. Taking a sip of my beer, the taste is the foulest, most disgusting taste in the entire world, but I swallow knowing it will help blur these edges, and this is probably all he has in his cooler. 

The girl whines, but walks away, leaving me and Logan alone. He reaches for my hand and pulls me up on the tailgate with him. 

“I’m really glad you decided to come out. I wanted to apologize for how I acted before. I was just, I don’t know, a little jealous of Colby. You know how I feel about you, and sometimes I just lose my cool. I wouldn’t have hit you, ya know? I couldn’t ever lay a finger on something as precious as you. And I can see now that Colby has his hands full,” he says, catching my attention. I follow his eyeline and see Brittani and Colby standing up talking by the picnic table, their bodies too close for comfort, and I take another draw from my bottle.

 

[image: ]

 

SIX BEERS AND a handful of flirty touches later, I’m up dancing in front of Logan. The bonfire’s flames let off enough light and warmth to keep my goosebumps from the night’s air at bay. Realizing I should have paced myself better, my eyesight seems to be off, the beer doing its duty. What’s that rule? Drink a beer, drink a water. Yup, I so ignored that one and chugged myself right through a six pack. I still don’t know where Dusty is, and I haven’t seen Colby since I ran away from him like a coward. If I’d been feeling half as good as I feel now, I would have planted my feet and told that blonde bimbo where to stick it. I can’t believe I’ve never drank before – the feeling of being carefree is amazing. It definitely beats sober living. My head feels light as I twirl my body around and around in front of Logan. 

He stands up and saunters over to me with a hungry look in his eyes, a slow song blasting from the speakers in his truck. Gripping my hips from behind, he leans over my shoulder; the music is so loud I can’t even hear what he is saying, but it doesn’t matter. We start to sway to our own beat, our bodies rubbing like we’re in a rap video. In the moment, I lose myself, surrendering to the alcohol that is pumping through my veins. Feeling brave, I turn around, close my eyes, and grab Logan’s face and kiss him. I know he wants me; he’s wanted me for forever now. He’s just a pawn, though. I’d never really care about him, but he’s here and I’m drunk, so I part my lips and welcome him in with a giant sign that says ‘I’m easy and shallow.’ 

Small grunts of need come from his lips as he holds me close. Walking backwards he guides my body, positioning me between his legs as he leans back against the side of his pickup truck. His hands cup my ass cheeks, and he pulls me closer to him. My body thrusts against his. Logan isn’t someone I could ever picture losing my virginity to, but after seeing Colby making out with Brittani, I know he isn’t either. Thoughts of them kissing fuel my lips to open wider for Logan’s tongue. As our mouths dance making sweet revenge, I feel empty. Say I’m pathetic, I don’t care. All I care about is filling this gaping void in my heart, and if meaningless sex with a meaningless man will fill it, who are you to judge me? 

Logan breaks our kiss long enough to ask, “Do you wanna get in the back of my truck?” 

I know I’ll regret this in the morning, so I opt for another beer, hoping that another drink will drown out my conscience. Reaching around Logan’s body, my hand touches someone’s arm. “Sorry, I just need another,” I apologize to the person who has clearly taken up residence in front of the cooler. 

“It’s time to go, baby girl.”

My mind recognizes Dusty’s voice. Where has he been all night? Nowhere to be found, and now he’s here bossing me around like I’m a child. He grabs my arm and pulls me out of Logan’s embrace. 

“What the fuck, dude?” Logan shouts as he turns around to see Dusty. They each have one of my arms, pulling me like I’m a rope in a tug-of-war match. “Oh, it’s you.”

Dusty huffs, “And what’s that supposed to mean, preppy boy?”

“Oh, you wanna name call, do ya? Trust me, that’s a battle you’ll lose,” Logan taunts Dusty. 

Suddenly, I’m shoved out of the way. I don’t know who did it, but I’m glad they did. Staggering backwards, I rub my eyes in an attempt to focus on what is going on in front of me. 
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AS SOON AS Brittani’s lips leave mine, I’m thankful that Hensley walked away. There is no way I would want her to witness that. Not that I wanted it, or much less enjoyed it, but I wouldn’t ever want her to see it. That would be like me watching her kiss some dude. I’m not normally the jealous type, but with her I’m as greedy as they come. Brittani got the hint after I had to lay it out for her. I give her credit though, she is persistent. Walking back to the bonfire, I see Hensley sitting with Logan on the back of his tailgate, drinking. I didn’t peg her as the drinking type, but then again I don’t really know her. 

Grabbing a bottle of water from someone’s cooler, I walk back to my truck. Pulling the tailgate down, I sit and watch. Keeping an eye on them, I study her as she moves against him. It makes me physically ill, but on what grounds do I have to stop her from dancing with someone else? So I sit, watching from a distance, making sure Logan doesn’t do anything stupid. It doesn’t take long for my temper to rekindle. The dancing went from PG to borderline R, and that’s where I draw the line. Standing up, my jaw clenches and I turn my baseball hat around, and then I see Dusty walking towards me. 

“Calm down, bro,” he begs, reading my mind. “You’ll only push her away. Just let her go. She’s drunk and we both know she isn’t leaving here with that tool.” 

Removing my hat, I take a deep breath and then run my hands through my hair vigorously wondering what the fuck got into her. 

Alcohol. 

“You got it bad, huh?” he inquires, and I nod my head. “Listen, I saw Brittani kiss you.” I open my mouth to talk, but he shuts me up. “Just listen, dude. I know she kissed you. I saw her, and I also saw you throw her off of you, but she’s still a snake. She would do anything in her power to ruin Hensley’s life.”

Confused, I push for answers. “Why? Why does she hate her that much? Have they had a beef in the past?”

“Not necessarily them per se, but their parents did. The only reason I’m telling you this is because I can see how much you care about her, and I know she likes you too.”

“I mean, I appreciate you being honest with me, but I don’t get it. If she likes me, if even you notice she likes me, why won’t she just tell me? Why won’t she be honest and open up and tell me these things? I don’t know what else to do to let her know I’m interested. One minute I think she’s into me, and the next she’s giving me the cold shoulder,” I mutter in defeat. 

“Are you blind, man? She knows you’re interested, and she is too. Trust me. I’ve never once, like in my entire life, seen her so happy. It’s just…” he looks around, like he is seeing if anyone is close enough to hear him. “Okay, I’m just going to lay it all out there. Hensley’s mom is an incredible musician. She could have been a millionaire or something, touring and the whole nine yards, but she gave it all up to raise Hensley.” 

Remembering Hensley talking about wanting to flee this town, I put two and two together and realize it’s because her mom is pushing her. She was stuck here taking care of her responsibilities and she doesn’t want her daughter doing the same thing. It all makes sense. How she’s never been close to anyone, male or female, other than Dusty. He’s different because he’s a musician too; he wants to leave this town as badly as she does. They share the same ambitions, therefore getting close to him doesn’t scare her, because as much as she wants to leave, he does too. I feel a sting of guilt wash over me. Knowing why she’s so eager to stay unattached, I almost regret liking her. Almost. 

“So basically her mom gave up her dream?” I inquire, already knowing the answer. 

“Not necessarily. She just found a new one – raising her daughter.” 

“Dammit!” I roar, angry at myself for falling so fast for a woman who has no interest in returning the feelings. “No wonder she’s so guarded. This is a sick joke.”

“It doesn’t change things, Colby. She likes you. Who knows where music is going to take any of us? What we do know is you’re both here, single, and like each other. Don’t give up, man. I think you two could be great. Don’t let the threat of the unknown scare you.” Who knew Dusty had so much insight into life? “I think things with Logan have escalated a little too far for my likin’. Let’s go get our girl.” He leans off of my truck bed and starts to walk towards Logan’s truck. The pissed expression on his face makes me happier than it should. 

“Hold up, man.” I shut my tailgate and then jog to meet him. “So where have you been all night?”

He points to a blonde dude sitting in a fold up chair. There’s a girl sitting on his lap, but you can tell that he isn’t interested in her. “He’s captain of the swim team, and he’s also single.” 

“Is that the same dude you’ve been talking about lately?”

His nod confirms my question. Who am I to judge anyone? If you like someone, you like ‘em. Sometimes you can’t help who it is. 

As we walk the short distance to Logan’s truck, anger washes over me, pulling me into its wrath. I’ve watched her dance with him, and now kiss him. As soon as her body relaxes into his arms, my fists clench at my sides. Dusty holds his hand up, stopping me from walking any closer to Logan’s vehicle. I watch as he nears them, and then he and Logan exchange words. Things escalate fast and then get physical. Realizing that Hensley is in the middle of the ordeal, I walk up beside her and gently push her out of the way. As angry as I am at her for acting like a drunken brat, I don’t want her to get clobbered by one of these two. 

“You motherfucker! I will end you,” Dusty yells as his fist flies up and connects with Logan’s jaw. 

That’s my boy. 

It doesn’t stop there. Logan comes back at him, and before I know it they’re rolling around in the grass, inching dangerously close to the fire pit. Bending down, I grab Logan by the collar of his shirt. He resists the movement and tugs at the hem of his shirt. He’s strong, but no match for me. About that time I see the swim captain come charging in our direction. 

“Dusty, dude, get the fuck up. He ain’t worth it,” he bellows as he approaches us. 

Looking over my shoulder, I see Hensley swaying. I know she needs to get home and get some much needed water into her system before she dehydrates. “Logan, I suggest you get outta here. You’ve done enough damage for one night.” 

“Who the fuck do you think you are? Walking up in here at my bonfire like your shit don’t stink? You’re at my house, on my land, and you think it’s cool to boss me around? You’ve got to be out of your fucking mind if you think that’s how things are gonna go down,” Logan slurs. The liquor must be doin’ its job. 

Ignoring his taunts, I ask, “Dusty, you cool man?” 

He nods, “Yeah, I’m cool.” His head turns as he faces his ‘friend,’ “Can you give me a ride home later? I’m going to need some more beer.” 

The swimmer nods, Logan scowls, and I walk over to Hensley. Bending to pick her up, I throw her over my shoulder and walk towards my truck.

“This ain’t over, you little bitch!” Logan’s voice grows distant as I walk away. 

Bending, I sit Hensley down on the ground. Her legs fold underneath her as her drunken lids fight to stay open. I don’t have to turn around to know whose hands are on me, but as soon as I do, I almost regret coming tonight. Knowing there’s only so much you can do or say when you’re arguing with a drunk person, it reminds me of my father. I physically feel like puking, and I haven’t even had a drop. 

“This is over, right now, it’s over. I suggest you turn around and go back to your little clique, because you’re not welcome around me or Hensley.”

His shoulders broaden. 

“Hensley isn’t going to fall for you. Trust me, Colby. She doesn’t like anyone, and if you think for one second she’s going to change her mind over you, you’re mistaken. If anything she’s going to realize it’s me who loves her, who wants to be with her. Not some wanna-be, washed up, road gypsy who just strolled into her life.” 

I inch closer to Logan. Our faces are so close I can smell the booze on his breath. I can handle drunk; I’ve had years of practice.

“Listen, I know I’m at your house, brother, and I honestly didn’t come here tryin’ to cause a scene. But I will not tolerate another word from you. I swear to God if you open your mouth again, you’re going to get your ass beat – on your turf, in front of your so-called friends. I suggest you turn around and go back to your party. Who knows, you may even score with Brittani. I heard she’s good with her tongue.”

Parting his mouth, Logan hesitates before he grunts in defeat, “This isn’t over.” He turns and walks away like the little chump I knew he was. 

He’s nothing but a little, rich boy, whose parents handed him everything on a silver platter. I’m surprised too. Mrs. Blair doesn’t seem like the type of woman to allow such behavior from her child. I guess he must have missed hitting the nice stick on the way down the tree. 

Walking the few steps over to where Hensley is lying in the grass, I bend to pick her up and throw her back over my shoulder like a bag of feed. 

“Put me down! I’m not going anywhere with you. I hate you!” Hensley screams at the top of her lungs. I know she’s drunk, but her words still sting. Electing not to respond to her either, I unlock my truck and set her in the passenger seat. It’s not an easy task, trust me on that one. She struggles and reminds me of a child. “Here drink this, now.” I toss my half-empty bottle of water on her lap.

Huffing, she fumbles with the lid, and then tilts her head back on the seat and gulps down the water. Turning up the radio, I put the truck in reverse and head home. Dust from the gravel beneath my tires flies in the air in a cloud as I squeal the tires. It may be dumb and kind of lame, but I want Logan to know I’m leaving – with my girl.

The drive is quick, and when we arrive at the apartment complex Hensley is asleep. Deciding on carrying her in instead of her walking makes me nervous, like the slightest movement will wake the beast, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take if it means she won’t get up and cause another childish scene. Cradling her in my arms, I walk up the steps and into the apartment. As soon as my hand hits the light switch in the living room, Hensley’s eyes spring open.

Dammit, we were so close. 

“Let me down, please,” she hisses through gritted teeth. 

Setting her down on her feet, she takes a quick step away from me. What did I do? 

“I’d appreciate it if you found another place to stay. I can’t handle seeing you here every day, knowing you’re with her. It will kill me.” 

What is she talking about ‘with her’? She must have seen Brittani kiss me. Reaching out, my hand brushes her cheek before she turns her head and takes another step away from me. Disgust is written on her face. 

She fumes, “I’m serious, Colby.”

“You’re drunk. We’ll talk in the morning. You don’t know what you saw, I can promise you that.”

“You don’t know what I saw, do you? No, you don’t, because your mouth was pressed so close to hers you probably couldn’t even see! I watched you. I know what I saw, and what I see now is a different person than the one I thought I knew. So if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll go vomit. And it’s not from the beer. It’s from the sight of you. You make me sick.” 

I’m shaken and offended. I know she doesn’t know what really happened. She couldn’t have seen me push Brittani away. If she did, she wouldn’t be acting like this. Anger fills my soul and the normally pleasant version of myself is gone. If that’s what it takes to get through to her, then so be it. 

“Fucking listen to me!” I shout as her words cut me like a knife. “I pushed her away, Hensley. Did you see that? Did you see me shove her off of me? No, you didn’t. You couldn’t have. So don’t stand here with your hands on your hips acting all high and mighty. Because while she kissed me, you kissed him.” She frowns. 

That’s right, you should be ashamed of yourself. 

“Oh, cat got your tongue? How about how I feel? Do you think I enjoyed watching you dance all over Logan, shaking your ass like some cheerleader?”

Her voice breaks, “You saw that?”

“Yeah, I saw the whole thing.”

She gulps, “I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry you did it, or you’re sorry I saw you?”

Hanging her head in shame, she whispers, “Both.”
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THIS CONVERSATION IS a total buzz kill, but I know we need to hash things out. We can’t keep up this little charade of hiding our true feelings. It’s not good for either one of us, and I know it’s bound to happen sooner or later, so we might as well get this conversation over with now. At least I have alcohol in my system, making me brave. Taking a deep breath, I feel like I’ve been bitch slapped in the face, and knowing that I intentionally got drunk and led Logan on makes me feel like I’m two inches tall. What’s worse is admitting it to someone I really care about. 

Colby moves towards me and I fight the urge to walk away. He hurt me – or I thought he hurt me, but if he’s telling the truth, then really, I hurt him. I was so selfish – only thinking about ridding my mind of thoughts of him. It didn’t help. While I was kissing Logan, I pictured it was him the entire time. That kiss made everything worse. Dusty punched someone, for the first time in his life, and it’s my fault. Deciding to go to the stupid bonfire was a bad idea. 

“Hensley,” his voice sounds pained as he reaches out and places his hands on both of my forearms. “I can get over you kissing him, but I can’t get over you denying your feelings for me anymore. I know you like me. You have to, because these feelings I have for you are real. You have to feel it too. Tell me, am I making it up? Is it all in my head?”

We’re standing face to face, our breaths matching one another’s. 

“No.” I don’t know what else to say. It’s not in his head. I feel it too. “I was, umm…I was going to tell you I liked you, but then she came over and messed everything up.” Admitting my feelings was supposed to feel good. It doesn’t. Not after I’ve acted like a giant asshat tonight. This wasn’t how things were supposed to go. That’s life though. It sucks. 

“Then why did you kiss him? To get back at me?” 

I hiccup and ashamedly admit, “Yes. I was so mad. You have to understand where I’m coming from.” My pleas might mean nothing to him, but it’s worth a shot. “I just wanted to forget about you, and he was there. He’s always been there, waiting for me. He’s liked me since forever, so I knew he’d want me. I just wanted someone to want me, since you made it clear you didn’t.”

“Shit, Hensley. That’s really what you think? What do I have to do to prove it? I want you. I’ve wanted you since day one. Since I saw you on that damn corner, I’ve wanted you. I go to bed aching for your touch and wake up dying for you to quench my thirst. Do you ever wonder why I stare at you all the time? I’m taking you in, drinking you up.” 

“I like you.” I choke on my words as I acknowledge how I really feel. Turning away, my cheeks redden and my palms feel clammy like I just gave a valedictory speech. 

He pulls me close and the feeling of his strong arms embracing me feels like the moment you come home from school and take your hair down and your bra off – it’s the best feeling in the world. Then he leads me to the couch, sits down, and pulls me down on top of him so I am straddling his lap. “You’re the only one I want here, sitting here, like this. It’s only you. If it takes me reminding you every five seconds how much I like you, I’ll do it. Challenge accepted.”

Leaning forward I kiss him, but he doesn’t kiss me back. “See? You don’t want me.” 

“What I don’t want is Logan’s sloppy seconds. I want the first with you, the first of everything. Let me be your first boyfriend, first love, and the one you give yourself to for the first time. I want to be there for all of those things, all of the moments that matter. I want to be the guy holding your hand when they happen. I’ve been basically begging you to let me be him for the past two weeks, Hensley. Let me in.” He holds his hand over my heart. 

“I want it too. I’m just afraid. God, Colby, I’ve never done this. Ever. It’s all new territory for me, and I’m scared to death.”

Cupping my face with his hand, he says, “What is it that you’re scared of?” He sounds like he’s really interested in the answer. 

“I’m scared…” I stutter. “What if I fall in love with you? What if this, us, works? Then what? I’ve built my entire life on running as fast as possible out of this town, but now what? You’re here, and I like you. By admitting that, I’m accepting that I might never leave here. I have to leave here. I have to get out.” 

It’s as if the clouds part and opera singers around the world unite in a joyous song. That’s what I’m scared of, and the truth of the matter is, it’s not just the thought of being in like with someone, it’s the thought of having someone or something here. He’s a reason I’d stay. Even when I’ve been dreaming of fleeing, he’s my reason for staying and it makes me feel like vomiting.

“There’s nothing to be scared of, Sunshine. Do you know why?” 

I shake my head.

“Because when something is mine, I own it and protect it. Hensley, I want your mind, body, and soul. Let me have it, and I promise there will be nothing to be scared of ever again. You want to sing, I want you to. You want to serve tables forever, I want you to. I will not, ever, stop you from living your dream. I just want to be a part of it.” 

Tears fill my eyelids as he speaks. I’m afraid I’m going to wake up and this is all going to be a hallucination. I just yelled at him and told him I hated him, but here he is confessing his feelings for me. What did I do in this world to deserve him, this perfect man that sits before me? There comes a time in one’s life where you have to make a life changing decision. Some people choose where to attend college or whether or not to move out of state for a job, but right here, right now, choosing Colby is my life changing decision. 

“Own me, Colby,” I whisper, deciding that it’s him that I choose. He doesn’t say a word; he stands with me still in his arms. Walking towards the bathroom he opens the door with his foot and then carries me in. He hits the light switch and then sets me on the sink.

“Brush your teeth and take a shower. I don’t want to smell Logan on you ever again. Then come sleep with me. I want to hold you in my arms all night and wake up with my Sunshine beside me.”

The moment seems too intense for me to open my big mouth, when what I really want to do is demand him to shower too and wash that skank off of him! Refraining, I smile as he leans forward and kisses my forehead and then shuts the bathroom door behind him. 

In a frantic hurry I jump off of the counter. The sudden movement causes me to feel dizzy. I wish I didn’t take that first sip tonight, and I pray like hell I don’t have a hangover in the morning. Brushing my teeth, I strip off my clothes and take a quick shower, washing away Logan’s scent and my anger all at once. I believe Colby pushed Brittani off of him; I believe him with all I have. I just wish it was Logan who kissed me, so I could say I pushed him off me. Remorse isn’t a good feeling. 
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THAT NIGHT I crawled into a man’s bed, one that I had romantic feelings for, for the first time in my life. He kissed me a few times before pulling me to his chest and holding me tightly. I think we were both a little fearful of what was happening between us. At least I know I was. I’ve never had a boyfriend before, and he, well, I’m sure he’s had girlfriends. I mean, look at him. He is handsome and attractive. Where he is rugged and all man on the outside, his heart is pure and affectionate. What’s not to like? 

Colby held me tight as we talked about everything under the sun, from what his hometown is like to when he learned to play the guitar. It was oddly relaxing, and I found myself opening up to him too. 

Waking up, I glance around the room, forgetting momentarily where I am and whose arms I am in. Looking to my left, I see a sleeping Colby. He looks so peaceful, I almost don’t want to move and break this moment. But I have to pee, and my mouth tastes like someone just took a poop in it. Slowly, I lift his arm up off of my chest and slide off of the queen-size bed. He doesn’t stir. Tiptoeing to the door, I open it and quietly slide out. I feel like one of those sluts in the movies who take the walk of shame. Thank goodness it’s early; I doubt Dusty is even up. Opening his door, I get a rude awakening. Not only is he home, he has a guest with him, in his bed, on my side. My breathing increases as I hold back laughter. I’m not laughing at him per se, it’s just funny because I’ve never seen him with anyone, let alone like them enough to bring them back for the night. Go figure the night I sleep in Colby’s room, Dusty has a visitor in ours. The door creaks on its hinges and makes a loud noise. Dusty looks up from the neck he was nuzzled against. 

He slowly crawls out of bed, and much to my surprise, he is butt naked. As he bends, I get a glimpse of his full moon as he slides on a pair of pajama bottoms. He makes his way over to the doorframe where I’m standing and guides me out. 

“Shh…” he puts his finger to his lips. We softly walk down the hallway and into the kitchen. 

“Coffee?” he asks and I nod. 

Unable to hide my curiosity, I pry, “So who is he?” 

“Oh, Trevor. He’s captain of the swim and debate teams.” 

“And why is this the first time I’m hearing about your friend, correction, your good friend, Trevor?”

“Why is this the first time I’m hearing about you and Colby? That’s right, baby girl, you weren’t in my bed when we got home and you weren’t on the sofa. That only leaves one place.” He smirks and I feel like a child who was just caught doing something by her parents. 

Stuttering, I admit, “We just slept.” 

“Uh huh. Can you get the creamer?”

We fill our mugs with coffee and sit in our PJ’s talking about our nights. Filling Dusty in on my crazy outburst, his eyes scold me for being so hard on Colby. Mine do the same, only I scold him for not telling me about his crush on Trevor. He divulges that he’s had his eye on him for a while. I’ve been so caught up in trying to not like Colby for the past few weeks, I didn’t realize how distant I had become with Dusty. Making a silent vow to never let that happen again, I get up and kiss him on the cheek. 

“I think for the first time ever, we’re both in relationships,” I laugh at my own realization. 

Taking a sip from his mug, he clears his throat, “I think you’re right, baby girl. Just promise me you’ll give him a chance though. Give this a solid effort and don’t let your momma talk you out of it either. He likes you, you like him. It’s a match made in heaven.”

“Oh, Lord. I didn’t even think about what she’s gonna say. I can hear her now. Ugh. My head’s starting to hurt just thinkin’ about it,” I whine. 

“Baby, your head’s hurting because you drank like a fish last night. I’m honestly surprised you even remember anything.”

I wince. “Touché. Lesson learned on that one.”

Colby’s voice interrupts us. “Morning, y’all.” His voice drawls closer and then I feel his arms wrap around my waist. He’s standing behind me as I sit on the stool at the counter. 

Breathing him in, I hum. “Good morning to you too.” This is the first touchy feely kind of thing he’s done like this. Oddly it feels good not to be pushing him away all the time. 

“Mornin’,” Dusty says as he grabs another mug from the cabinet and hands it to Colby. “Well, now that you’re up, I’m getting back to…my friend.”

Giggling erupts from my lungs as Dusty does a little dance in the kitchen and then walks towards the hallway. 

“What was that about? Wait a minute, is Trevor here?”

I turn around in my seat to face him with a stunned expression on my face. “Seriously, how do you know about Trevor?” 

“Dusty’s been talking about him for weeks now. I didn’t just meet him until recently though, and it was really brief.” He shrugs casually. Like him knowing something that I don’t know isn’t a big deal. Newsflash, it’s a huge deal to me. Poor Dusty. I’ve been focusing so much energy on not liking Colby, I’ve forgotten to focus on the most important man in my life. Well, now one of the most important. I guess I really have had Colby on the brain this whole time. 

“More coffee, Sunshine?” His voice breaks the sudden silence. I nod as he tops off my cup. “So what do you want to do today?” 

Noticing that he is only wearing his flannel pajama bottoms, I feel like I’m having a mini stroke. I can’t talk, like my mouth literally won’t move to form a word and I know if I tried, my mumbling wouldn’t even form full sentences. He is so handsome in a rugged, hardworking, manly way. Where his face is flawless, his hands are rough from working on the farm, and his body is lean and muscular. He’s the type of guy my mom warned me about. Not in the sense that he’s a bad boy biker dude or anything crazy like that, but he’s the type to steal your heart. I just hope that now that I’ve willingly given it to him, he keeps it safe and doesn’t break it. 

“Cuddle.” My answer makes him smile from ear to ear. Those darn dimples. “Seriously. Don’t make fun! I’ve always wanted to just lie in bed all day and spoon. I’ve just been waiting for the right man to come along and do it with me.” Really, I’ve been waiting for the right man to come along with a chisel in hand and knock down the wall of stone around me. But we all know he conquered that shit a long time ago. 

Wiggling his eyebrows, he says, “Oh, we can do it all right.” 

I know he is kidding, wait, is he? My eyes widen, “Oh my god, you know that’s not what I meant. Let’s just relax all day.” 

“Your wish is my command.” 

We sit, sipping on our coffee for a few more minutes. The lingering silence would normally make me uncomfortable, but for once in my life I feel content. He makes me feel like a country song, all mushy and hopeful for my own happy ending. 
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WE SPEND THE rest of the day lounging in our pajamas, watching movies and eating greasy pizza. Dusty and Trevor join us, until Dusty has to get ready for his shift. Colby was scheduled off, and I decide to call in. I’d much rather be lying in his arms than serving college kids who don’t know the meaning of leaving a tip. Assholes. Sharing a few more innocent kisses, we fall into comfortableness that I can’t explain. It feels good to be in someone’s arms – in his arms.

“Do you want to go on a date with me?” he asks from the opposite end of the couch. 

Looking puzzled, I ask, “Like right now?”

“No, not right now, but this weekend or tomorrow…maybe right now.”

Smiling, I nudge him with my foot. “What do you have in mind?”

“Well, I guess if you wanted to go on a date with me right now…” he rubs his chin. “Wait, go into my room and sit for like twenty minutes. Play on your phone, practice that new riff, or something. Just stay in there, okay?”

“Should I be scared?”

Sitting up he grabs my hands and then pulls me up to a sitting position too. Bracing himself with one hand behind his back he puts the other over my mouth. “Shut your pretty little face. I told you there was no more being scared. Now do what I said, dammit!” He hoots at his own attempt to sound bossy. It’s not a bad look on him. What a joke – the inexperienced virgin begging for bossy? 

We untangle ourselves from the blankets, and then he walks me to his room and shuts the door, leaving me wondering what he is up to. 

Twenty minutes later he opens the door and covers my eyes. He doesn’t ask me to put on any shoes or anything so I assume we’re staying here, until he leads me out the front door. The concrete is cold under my bare feet. 

“Open,” he instructs. 

“Seriously?” I ask in shock as my eyes take in the surprise in front of me. 

“Happy first date,” grabbing my hand he walks me the few extra feet to our own personal picnic. There’s an abundance of food from leftover pizza, chips and cookies, and two Mason jar glasses that sit on his guitar case, filled to the rim with Coca-Cola. “Sit and enjoy.” He winks and for the first time in my adult life I know what it’s like to want something so bad it hurts. I want this, our relationship, to work and I’m ready to do anything in my power to make sure it does. I mean, come on, the man threw together a little homemade picnic. What else could a girl want? 

Sitting on the small blanket, he hands me my drink and then pulls his guitar from its case. “I thought we’d end the night on a good note.” 

Tears perch themselves on my eyelids. Since when did I become such a sap? 

“Will you sing with me?” 

I nod yes, when in reality I want to scream that I’d do anything he asked. The chorus to a song breaks out in my head, because yes, I have it bad. 

We sing a few of the songs that we’ve written with Dusty and then he does something I only thought happened on TV, since that’s the only place I’ve seen anything even slightly romantic. 

“Will you dance with me?” 

“You’re kidding?” I ask bemused. 

Standing up, he kicks off his shoes and reaches down and grabs my hand. “Why would I be joking about this? Look up,” he glances at the sky. “Haven’t you ever wanted to dance under the stars?”

“I’ve wanted to do a lot of things that I haven’t.”

Now he looks bemused. “What do you mean, Hensley? If there’s something you want out of life, take it. Life’s short, you don’t want to miss your opportunity to be happy.”

Suddenly it feels like he is talking about something bigger. He’s always so philosophical. I feel like everything he says has a double meaning, but I don’t want to miss this opportunity, so I grab his hand. He pulls me up and places a small kiss on my knuckles.

“What I want is to dance with my boyfriend under the stars.” 

“Boyfriend, huh?”

Wrapping one of my hands around the nape of his neck, I joke, “Well, if you’d rather I called someone else my boyfriend, just let me know.” 

“If you called someone else your boyfriend, Sunshine, I’d have to beat his ass, and I’m more of a lover than a fighter. So, boyfriend works for me.” 

Normally the thought of a title would scare me, but strangely it doesn’t. I have to admit that at first I was a little hesitant. You can’t blame me, but it’s nearly impossible to push someone like Colby away. I can’t even pinpoint what I like about him so much, or what draws me to him. I think that’s why he has me so intrigued, because he just got me. There were no fancy gimmicks or extravagant dates he used to try and woo me. He was just Colby, charming and thoughtful. Once I was able to admit my feelings, I was a goner, and now he’s just along for the ride. 

Moving his hands to my waist, we dance under the moonlit sky in a comfortable silence. 
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IF PEOPLE IN Texas think August is hot, they’ve probably never been to Nashville. There have been heat advisories almost every day, and we’ve had to cancel three classes at Whispering Hills now. They say time flies when you’re having fun. I say time flies when you’re falling in love. And sometimes summer love turns into something more, like fall relationships. Looking back to when I got here, I never would have imagined I would be uttering those words to anyone. Don’t worry, I haven’t said them yet, but I’m on the verge. Knowing it might scare her off is the only reason I’ve kept them in for this long. Two months isn’t long enough to feel those feelings some would claim. But when you know, you know. Hensley is everything I’ve ever wanted in a girlfriend, a partner. Where she is a little rough around the edges still, I know under her hard exterior lies a heart of gold. One day soon, I plan on doing something romantic and telling her how I feel. I hope she’s ready to hear it.

“Sunshine, please. Please…I’m actually begging you, let me drive my truck.” I bring my hands up so it looks like I am praying. Well, I am. Her car is falling apart. We might as well saddle a horse and ride it. We’d get to the university a lot faster. 

“Colby!” she screeches as she pats her hand on the steering wheel repeatedly. “You’re going to hurt her feelings. Now we’re already in here, so stop your griping and shut the door.” 

There is no arguing with Hensley Bradley. Trust me, I’ve learned that the hard way. Nodding I say, “Yes, ma’am.”
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I STILL CAN’T believe two months have already passed since I got to town. Though I admit, we sort of jumped into this relationship a little fast, we’ve been able to learn a lot about one another. Living in such close proximity will do that to a couple. Yeah, we’re sleeping together, technically, but without the sex. I’m not complaining. I want to know everything about her, the good, bad, and the ugly. There was one weekend she went home to stay at her parents’ house. She didn’t invite me to come or to even stop by and meet them. Yeah, it hurt, but I didn’t want to push her. Or make her feel obligated to introduce us. I want her to do it when she feels ready, and not just because I whined like a baby and forced her into it. Hence the reason I’m waiting to tell her how crazy I am about her. 

I’ve talked to my momma a handful of times since I’ve been gone. She said things were going well, but there was a distance in her voice, and I know that could only mean one thing – Pop’s drinking has increased. We agreed I’d come home for Thanksgiving break. Her words broke my heart when she said, “That’d be good, baby. I wouldn’t want to go visit your brother without you.” The accident happened on Black Friday. Imagine that, the day after the most thankful holiday in the world. We now dread Thanksgiving and the days that follow it. 

After Hensley’s solo visit with her parents, I was in a funk. Days sort of went by rather slowly for me. Levi was all I could think about after that conversation with my momma, and Hensley was starting to pick up on my distance. Long gone was our playful banter, and that’s when we had our first big heart to heart since we decided to both let our guards down and dive into this, whatever this is, head first. 

“Come sit by me.” She pats the sofa beside her, and I do as she asks. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

It’s crazy how much she already knows me. 

“I just got a lot on my mind,” I sigh.

“Care to elaborate?” A few minutes pass before either of us says anything. She sits silent and patient, waiting for my answer. 

“He’s not easy for me to talk about.” I know men don’t typically cry, especially where I’m from in the South, where it’s frowned upon and seen as a sign of weakness or something. But I’d never be ashamed for missing my brother, and in that moment, just the mention of him brings tears to my eyes. She lifts her hand and wipes them away, like it’s her duty to help me and in that moment, that is the only way she knows how. Not once does she say she’s sorry, knowing that that isn’t what anyone who’s lost someone wants to hear. There is no pity in her eyes as she holds me in place with one simple glance – it is pure desire to know more. She wants to know what happened, even if she doesn’t explicitly ask, her eyes beg for me to open up to her. And so I do. 

My voice cracks as I part my lips and begin with that tragic morning.

“My brother, Levi…” I swallow after saying his name. This would be the first time I’ve ever told anyone about him, about the accident – other than a therapist my mother made me go to for several weeks afterwards. 

“Baby, you don’t have to…you don’t have to tell me. I can see how much you’re hurting. We can put in a movie or go get something to eat. You don’t have to do this, Colby.” Her pleas only make me want to tell her more, to get this off my chest. His death has been burdening me for so long. I already know Hensley is the one for me, my final girlfriend. Don’t ask me how I know, but I do. And I know I want to open up to her and share a part of me that only she could claim to own. I want us to share that – this moment. 

“Levi was three when he was diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome. He was special all right, but it wasn’t his disability that defined him. He was special because, well, because he was Levi, my sweet but wacky little brother. Living on a farm really helped him. He could run for miles without reaching another house, and it really taught him a lot. Instead of reading picture books about animals, we’d take him out back and show him the chickens. He loved it and we loved him unconditionally.” I stop to find Hensley with a single tear running down her cheek. She doesn’t move to wipe it away, and she doesn’t try to wipe mine away as they fall from my eyes this time. Our tears are our proof that this is real, that his memory is still in my heart and now hers. While Levi isn’t here with us anymore, we are here, in this moment, very much alive. 

“He was so amazing. Any challenge he faced he overcame. Yes, there were difficult times. He couldn’t communicate with us sometimes and that posed a certain challenge, but he overcame them. We overcame them, as a family. My pops was different back then. It wasn’t until after the funeral that he took his first drink, and I don’t mean just that day. That’s the first time he drank in his entire life. I truly believe a part of him died when that bottle pressed against his lips for the first time.” Hanging my head, I think about the first time he laid his hands on me. The first time that turned into the first of many nights we laid in the front yard with skinned elbows and bloody lips. She doesn’t need to hear that though; putting this on her is enough. I’m not a violent person, but if it’s either getting my ass handed to me on a silver platter or fighting back, you can bet your sweet ass I’ll fight back. 

“What…what…umm…” she stutters, but I know what she is trying to ask. 

“It was five a.m. on Black Friday. I was in bed still, but Pops told Levi he would take him into town for the deals. Levi loved Christmas. What eight-year-old doesn’t? He’d almost rather give people gifts than receive them. The giant smile he wore on his face when one of us opened up his bag was priceless. He’d clap his hands and squeal with delight. Yeah, most of the time he’d only gotten us a pair of Christmas socks or something else silly – his gifts meant the world to us and the smile on his face meant more. Anyways, they were ready to go, but Pops forgot his coffee mug inside. He went in for a split second. One second, Hensley…” Stopping to regain my composure, I bury my face in my hands. Streams of tears falling from my eyes make it impossible to see. My brain reliving the sight in front me, the day my world changed. My gut twists as I fight back the sobs that I eventually succumb to as Hensley wraps her arms around me. My body sways with hers as she rocks me while holding my head on her chest. 

“Shh. Baby, it’s okay. It’s all okay. He’s in Heaven now. It’s okay,” she repeats over and over. 

Looking up, I kiss her. I don’t know where it comes from, but I am so numb in that moment that I need to feel something. She makes me feel alive, so I crush my lips on hers – hard. My eager hands lift her off of the couch and onto my lap. Fumbling with the clothes that keep us apart, we strip naked in a frantic hurry and just sit, baring everything. My eyes roam her body with need. I need to see her, all of her. Surprisingly, she doesn’t hold back either as purrs of want escape both of our mouths. In an instant we’re naked, our bodies lay in line with one another’s. Positioning my hands on her hips, I place her core directly over me. My dick silently begs me to take her, right here, right now. She’s so close, and this is as emotional as a situation can get. I just don’t know if she’s ready. I don’t want her to feel like I’m only telling her about him, about Levi, so she’ll feel sorry for me and screw me. Ignoring my hard-on, I drape a blanket over us and I finish my story. Our bodies burning, skin on skin – soul on soul. 

“It only took one second for Levi to jump in the front seat of my Pop’s truck. He accidentally kicked the gearshift in reverse. The investigator said that he must have reached for the door that was still open, and when he did, he fell out. It was a freak accident. The truck tire rolled right over his chest, crushing his ribs. It punctured his lungs, and well, the list of internal injuries was longer than I can even remember. Pops ran out of the house like a mad man. His screams woke us up. We followed the ambulance to the hospital and waited and waited. There was just too much damage. He made it through the surgery, but that was it. Later that night he was gone.” No tears come as I say those last words. He’s gone, and no amount of tears will ever bring him home. 

“I’m…so…” she murmurs as her chest rises and falls against mine. 

“Shh, don’t say it, Sunshine. Please, just don’t say it,” I beg, and she listens. Instead she continues to cry as I run my fingers through her long brunette hair. We fall asleep and wake up with the dawn in the same position, huddled close underneath the blanket. That was the first of many nights we slept naked in each other’s arms. It sort of became our thing. 
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HOLDING HANDS, WE take the short drive to the university to register for our fall classes. 

“Are you sure your college in Texas sent your transcripts over?” she asks as she pulls into the student parking section and backs into a spot. 

“Yes, for the hundredth time. Quit worrying. You’re going to get grey hair.” I wink before reaching for the door handle. Getting out she walks over to me and places her hand on my chest. Standing between her car and a yellow Jeep she kisses me, and in the moment I don’t care who is watching or much less that we are standing on a campus full of people. A few dudes whistle and hoot as they walk by us. 

“Is that how a grey-haired woman kisses?” She sticks her tongue out. She needs to watch that. I’ve told her countless times a bird’s going to fly by and shit on it one of these days. 

“I don’t know; let me go find one and test the waters!” Not laughing her hand flies up and punches me in the gut. “Ouch.” 

“Next time you think about kissing someone else, remember how that felt,” she snarls.

Tilting my head back, I laugh, “Domestic abuse is never the answer.” 

“Shut up,” she giggles. “Let’s go get this over with.”

A few hours later and we are both registered for our sophomore year of college. The strange part is we are both business majors. While Hensley dreams of leaving this town and singing for a living, I dream of Hensley. Don’t get me wrong, I still want to live my life entertaining, but nothing’s come out of it yet. I’ve been playing sets with her and Dusty almost every weekend, and we’ve been noticed by some local bars, but that’s been it. I promised my brother I’d become someone he would be proud of, and I’ve thought a lot over the past two months about what that means. Would he still be proud of me if I just had an environmental science degree with an associate’s in business management? The reality is, if no big shot producer ever comes scouting me, I might need to think of a second career. One day the farm will be mine. Who knows if it will stay afloat long enough? But if it does, and if I’m just plain, old Colby with no record deal, I want to be able to manage it properly. 




 

[image: ]

 

AFTER WE GOT our classes handled we walked to the bookstore and got our books for this semester. Leave it to Colby to be a charmer and carry my books. We dropped them off at my car, so he didn’t break his back, and then we decided to walk around campus. This was his first time here, and I wanted to give him the lay of the land. 

“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the talk of the town, and his friend, whose name doesn’t matter.” Brittani’s annoying voice pierces through me like a dagger. 

“Brittani, just keep walking,” Colby says sternly as he grips my hand more tightly in his and shoos her with his other. 

Attempting to keep my own mouth shut, I bite the inside of my cheek. I can actually feel my blood boiling when she is around. Like there is some bitch alert that goes off in my brain. Just the mere sight of her riles me up. 

“That ain’t any way to treat a lady, now is it? And we both know you know how to treat them.” Her cackle makes me want to puke. My throat feels like it’s on fire, like I literally just swallowed battery acid – I might enjoy that better than being around her. “What, Hensley, does he talk for you now too?”

“She’s just trying to provoke you. Don’t let her get to you. I don’t,” Colby whispers as we stroll forward towards the cafeteria. 

Brittani doesn’t get the hint and follows us step for step. 

There’s only so much self-control a person can have before they explode. Mine is dwindling. Fast. “Brittani, just go away! Nobody cares about you. Nobody wants you around them, much less walking so close to them. I mean, I’m basically gagging on your perfume.” 

I hear her grimace before she reacts, “Colby wants me close to him. He may not now because you’re filling that void. But he did at the bonfire. He kissed me and he liked it. You’re just a temporary fix. But now that he knows what it’s like to kiss a real woman, he’ll get tired of you. Just like your…”

My head snaps around as I stop dead in my tracks. “I suggest you shut your fucking mouth if you know what’s good for you.” She doesn’t blink. Good, glad I got her attention. “And for the record, Dusty saw you kiss Colby and he also saw him throw your filthy ass off of him. So don’t feed me those bullshit lies. No one’s falling for them. Now excuse us, we’re hungry.” 

Grabbing Colby’s hand in mine I pull slightly urging him forward. I hear Brittani running her mouth behind me. Turning around, I see Logan walk up behind her and put his arm around her shoulder. They both make me want to barf. He’s only cool and normal when he isn’t around his stick-up-the-ass friends, which is…umm…only at the center. 

“Hey, Grant,” Logan yells from behind us, referring to Colby by his last name. 

“Don’t do this here; please, not on campus. I don’t want you getting expelled before classes even start,” I beg. 

Huffing, Colby acts like the bigger man of the two and doesn’t respond. We just walk off, ignoring the two idiots behind us. 

When we’re far enough away, Colby asks, “Do you have a black belt?” Is he serious?

“Umm, no, why?” I look confused.

“Because I was scared you were going to rip her extensions out, and people with black belts go to jail for that shit,” he winks. 

Leave it to him to bring me back to reality and put a smile on my face. We make it to the cafeteria and eat lunch and then meet up with Dusty to catch a movie. Luckily, there is a small theater on campus. They don’t play new releases, but the movies are still pretty much newer and the tickets are only a dollar. As Colby and Dusty laugh their asses off, my mind is elsewhere. Why does she have to bring him up every time we argue? Okay, maybe she didn’t say it, but I know where she was going. It’s the same spiel every time we exchange words. What happened between our parents is in the past. She better leave it there if she knows what’s good for her. I may not be a black belt, but I can surely kick her ass. 
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BRITTANI IS LIKE the Evil Queen and Lord Voldemort all wrapped into one, except instead of a magic mirror or just magic in general, she has the power of bitchiness. Trust me, it’s more of a curse, but I’m sure she deems otherwise. Honestly, I didn’t even know someone could be so cruel to others, and it doesn’t matter who you are. If you’re not in her inner circle, she is a furious bitch. Thinking she would ever change would be like wishing for pigs to fly. Face it – it’s never going to happen.

I, on the other hand, am like a mix between Snow White and Harry Potter. She’s my arch-nemesis in every way, shape, and form. It’s been that way since we were kids – since my stupid father made the biggest mistake of his life, which in return caused a royal kink in mine. 

We were nine, and we were best friends, more like sisters. Our parents weren’t that close, but they made sure to do barbecues and little get-togethers occasionally so we could hang out more. I remember she even had a My Little Pony toothbrush at my house. 

My mom has always resented the fact that she got knocked up when she was in college. She’s resented him, my dad, for their irresponsibility. Because if they never had me, she’d probably have her face plastered on some billboard in Times Square as we speak. She’s more than good; her voice is perfection. The pitch and tone that comes naturally to her is something artists strive for every day. Her dream was crushed because I was born. Living with that, harboring those feelings without an outlet, wasn’t a good idea. My parents fought a lot when I was younger, and one day I guess my dad couldn’t handle it anymore. He found his solace in Brittani’s mom. 

Their affair went on for about six months, until one day Brittani caught them. She tattled what she saw to her father, and since then, she’s hated me. Holding a grudge the size of Mt. Rushmore for something I had no control over, I swear she made a pact with herself to make my life a living hell. And she did for a while – until Dusty moved to town. At first she would tease him too. I mean, even when we were younger you could tell he was different, a little gentler than the other boys on the playground. We made the perfect pair. Our little outcast group was founded, and since then, we’ve been inseparable. Bound by something awful, our friendship blossomed, and I can honestly say I am thankful for her deserting me. If she never pushed me out of her life, I’m scared to say I might be just like her. Could you imagine that? I sure as hell can’t. Just the thought makes me want to hurl. 

My mom ended up taking my dad back. She couldn’t raise me alone, being a single parent with no prior work history. Both of her parents were already dead and Dad made the money, which she needed for food and rent. It was either forgive him for his faults, or…I don’t even want to think about the alternative. I was too young to know better, or really grasp what was going on. As I grew, they fell back in love and Mom acted like it never happened. She went back to college and got her nursing degree. Looking back, I wonder if she only went back to school so she wouldn’t have to rely on him anymore, but it’s like she just blocked out what happened. I wish it were that easy for me too. Instead I was reminded in the hallways nearly every day. Even at our high school graduation Brittani made sure to rub it in my face. So I’d be damned if she was about to out me in front of Colby. I mean, honestly I don’t care if he knows, and eventually I plan on telling him. It’s more the fact that she’s willing to go to that extreme just to embarrass me. 

Evil bitch. 
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FRIDAY NIGHTS HAVE become my favorite time of the week. Thankfully the three of us were scheduled off work so we could play at a little bar in downtown Nashville. We’ve been practicing a lot so when a dude I met in my agriculture class said his uncle owned a bar, we were pumped to get an opportunity to play together. He told him about us, and he called the next day and invited us to play a few sets that following Friday. Leaving out the part that none of us were twenty-one yet, we didn’t get carded because we were the entertainment. 

“Hey, is Mitch here?” I ask the bartender as Hensley and Dusty stand behind me holding their equipment. 

“He sure is, sugar. And can I ask what you need to see him for?” she asks with an inviting smile. Taking a peek at Hensley, I can see her glower in my direction. Let’s just say she is a little jealous. 

“We’re here to play.” 

“Ohmigod,” she squeaks in a full sentence without taking a breath. “I didn’t realize. Y’all follow me to the green room. It isn’t much, but Mitch likes to make sure everyone is comfortable. The bar is fully stocked and if there’s anything else ya need just holler and I’ll get it.” She ushers us into a small room with a loveseat, coffee table, and small dry bar in the corner. “Make yourselves comfortable.” Before she shuts the door, she says, “What did you say your name was again?” Her eyes lock with mine and I know she’s not only asking me, but also flaunting her shit around. 

Realizing I never said my name, I make the introductions. “I’m Colby and this is Hensley, my girlfriend,” just to make that clear, “and Dusty.”

Giving a demure smile, she doesn’t bother to introduce herself. Instead she whispers, “Hmm, it’s a shame,” and then shuts the door. Before I have time to turn around Hensley is making herself a drink. 

Holding her hands up in the air, she says, “What? She said it was a stocked bar. Who am I to pass up an opportunity like that?” 

“Seriously?” I ask in a scolding tone. Sometimes I just want to shake her. She knows alcohol doesn’t cure anything. For two kids with fathers who like to tip back the bottle a little too much, you’d think she would see that drinking is never the solution to anything. 

“I’m about to kill a bitch, so yeah, seriously.” 

Dusty chimes in, “You two fight like an old married couple, and it’s only been a few months. Just think about the rest of your lives. You’re going to be miserable if you don’t nip this shit in the bud now.”

Hensley and I both burst into laughter. We know it’s all in good fun; we’re not actually bickering. Okay, we are, but it’s harmless. Hensley kicking the woman’s ass isn’t, but us mouthing off to one another is. 

“What’s so funny? Oh, wait. It’s because the makeup sex is worth it, huh?” We don’t answer him. “Yup, you’re just like a married couple. I’ll leave you be for a few.” Then he turns on his heels and leaves us standing staring at the door he exited from. 

The couch is coarse against my skin as I sit down and stretch my arms out along the back. My bare arms feel like they were just mauled by a bear.

“Come here, Sunshine.” 

“No,” she mopes. “Just let me be mad and jealous for a minute.”

Standing up, I lean forward in the small room and grab her waist and then pull her to me. She falls onto my lap as my ass hits the cushion in one swift motion. My lips find the exposed skin on her neck, and I kiss it. Knowing it will drive her wild, I do it to try and relax her. I don’t know what’s got her wound so tight. 

“Colby, stop! Your redheaded slut might come barging back in here and see you with me,” she calls out as her body stiffens in my arms. 

And there lies the root of the problem. Not in a million years would I have guessed how insecure Hensley really is, but she is as doubtful as they come. I hate thinking that she questions my feelings or even loyalty to her. She’s been hurt in the past. 

“Put your hands down and look at me,” I whisper into her ear. She turns her head, but her facial expression isn’t genuine. She doesn’t want to hear what I have to say, but damn if she isn’t going to listen. “You know darn well that I don’t give a rat’s ass about that bartender. Who’s sitting on my lap? Who sleeps next to me in my bed?” She doesn’t blink. “You do. Not that chick who’s flaunting her shit around like she’s Betty Boop or someone special. What do I have to do to prove to you how much you mean to me?” It’s either now or never. I love her. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve been planning on telling her, but if those three simple words that are packed with so much meaning get her out of this funk – I’m going to say them. 

“Do you know the first thing that I noticed about you?”

She shakes her head no. 

“It was your confidence. I had just gotten to town and was going to grab a bite to eat and then call Dusty, but I saw this girl sitting on the street corner.”

“I felt like you were staring holes in my head,” she says softly. 

“Truthfully, I was. Anyway, once you started to sing…it was like…ya know when your favorite song comes on the radio and you’re jammin’, listening to every word, your heads bobbin’, and you’re just feeling the music, but then your phone rings and you know it’s a call you can’t miss? There’s a split second where you debate on pressing forward to voicemail so you can finish the song, but you’ve been waiting for this call, so you turn down the radio knowing you’ll miss your favorite part just to answer it. It was like you were my favorite song, and I was forwarding my calls to voicemail. In that moment, I didn’t care who was standing around me. All I was worried about was tuning in to you, listening to your voice.”

“I love you.” Those three simple words are spoken, and much to my amazement it’s Hensley that says them first. 

Clutching her face hard in my hands, I kiss her. I kiss her for being so darn dumb and insecure, for acting like a jealous girl, and more importantly, for loving me through it all. Our panting becomes louder as we fight for air, not wanting to break this moment. Pulling back, I look into my girlfriend’s eyes and say, “There is no one in this entire world I want sitting here, in my lap or beside me on stage. I love you, Hensley Elaine Bradley. Don’t ever doubt that again. Okay, Sunshine?”

She beams, “Say it again.”

“I love you. I’ll say it a hundred times a day, if that’s what will make you happy, woman.” 

Leaning in, she nudges my nose with hers. “You’re what makes me happy, Colby. Just you. It’s just…you know…I have daddy issues.” 

“What?” I ask knowing that I sort of know what she is talking about from what Dusty’s told me.

“Nothing…I just have trust issues, okay?”

Kissing her briefly, I reassure her there isn’t a reason not to trust me. She hasn’t come out and completely explained her trust issues yet, but I know why they’re there, and I do my best to respect her because of it. She doesn’t have anything to worry about. I’d never hurt her like her dad hurt her mom.
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THIRTY MINUTES LATER, Dusty comes back to the green room – more like closet – and greets us with Mitch by his side. He’s a pretty cool fella for an older man. You can tell he lives and breathes this place. He’s invested in his business, and that makes us that much more eager to give him and his patrons a good show. This isn’t the first time the three of us have played together. We’ve been practicing for weeks in the apartment. The good part is Hensley’s almost as good on her acoustic as I am, and we were able to blend our style of bluegrass with Dusty’s modern touch. 

“So what’s the name of your group?” he asks as we follow him down a narrow hallway towards the stage. 

We all three freeze. We’ve never talked about it before. Making music together has all been for fun; we’ve never actually considered being a group or anything. 

“What about something with strings?” I say out loud. 

Mitch laughs, “So you mean to tell me you don’t even have a name for yourselves yet?” 

“That’s what we’re telling ya,” Hensley says as she reaches forward and grabs my hand. 

Giving her a squeeze, I ask, “How about Chasing Strings? We’re all chasing music and…”

“It’s badass,” Dusty chimes in. 

As we near the back steps of the stage, we all agree on our name and confirm it with Mitch. He shakes his head at us, most likely thinking we’re a bunch of amateurs without a lick of talent. 

Climbing onto the dimly lit stage, he introduces us. “I want y’all to raise your glasses and give a hearty welcome to Chasing Strings!” 

The small crowd erupts into applause and I’m reminded why I love to play. These people, these complete strangers get a glimpse into my soul, and for a little while, I’m not just some dude sitting on a stage; I’m some dude that makes them feel something real. Provoking that kind of emotion out of someone with my voice and my guitar, that’s magic, and that’s why I do this. 

Hensley and I sing and Dusty plays behind us. I’m amazed at how good we actually sound. It just goes to show how much practicing really pays off. Sometimes I wonder how these big entertainers get their big breaks. Some were overnight sensations, some busted their asses for years playing in hole-in-the-wall bars, and some simply gain recognition getting hits on their web sites. Whatever the reason, hard work and perseverance are behind it, there’s no doubt about that. And it takes a village to make a living as an artist. Yes, you make the music. It’s your voice that plays on the radio, but there’s so much more behind the scenes. You have your band, your agent, your label, your recording studio folks, all of those people standing behind you make up your family. Standing here, singing beside mine, makes me feel complete, like we can tackle this industry. It’s not just me anymore. I want Hensley and Dusty to succeed just as much as I want this dream for myself. Who knows? We might get our big break together as Chasing Strings. 

We play six original songs and then announce that we’re taking a break. The small bar has filled up since we got here a little over two hours ago. I spot two men, older, both wearing business suits. They stick out like a couple of sore thumbs here in a downtown honky-tonk bar where everyone is decked out in jeans, boots, and the occasional cowboy hat. One nods in my direction as Hensley grabs my hand and leads me to the bar. Nodding back, I look away and forget them. 

“Great set, baby,” the redhead shouts from behind the bar and over the jukebox that’s playing an old Willie Nelson song. Trying to ignore her, I grab Hensley by the sides and pull her in front of me. If I have to dry hump her to prove I’m taken, I’ll happily oblige. 

Mitch should sure be happy tonight. This place is packed. Hensley’s body starts to move as she dances to the music. There’s nowhere else for her to rub, other than right against me. I’m not complaining. There is nothing sexier than a woman getting lost in the music, but a woman getting lost while her ass is grinding on me, yeah…that’s pretty sexy. Especially when the woman is mine. 

Willie’s song ends and ‘Boot Scootin’ Boogie’ by Brooks and Dunn comes on next. 

“I love this song. Come on.” Hensley beams as she turns to stroll towards the small, wooden dance floor. Following her lead, I interlace our fingers so we don’t get lost in the crowd. She stops and turns around, so we are merely inches apart. I don’t know what has gotten into her tonight, maybe it’s the hint of jealousy that’s making her stake her claim over me. Whatever it is, I like it. She holds her hand in the air, and makes a come-hither gesture.

“Come here, cowboy,” she giggles, while trying to remain serious and sexy. She doesn’t have to try hard. 

Inching towards her, she reaches up and holds the palms of her hands on my chest. I can feel them through the thin cloth of my white T-shirt, burning me with desire. Licking my lips, I try to lean in and kiss her but she stops me by turning her cheek. Shot down. Instead she takes a step back, lifts up her hand and blows me a kiss. I’d do anything to be that hand, so close to her lips right now. This whole little encounter seems to have been slower than pond water, but the reality is, we’ve been lost in our own little world for a few minutes. Three minutes and eighteen seconds to be exact. I know this because the song changes once again. I’ve studied that song a million times, and its length has been burned into my brain. 

Luke Bryan’s panty-wetting voice blares over the speakers hung around the bar as ‘Country Girl Shake It for Me’ comes on. I watch as Hensley becomes a temptress and brings her hands up her sides. They slowly drag up her torso, inching her shirt up on their way. I can see a little slit of skin on her stomach. 

She has to know what she’s doing. It’s like I’m a pawn in her little game and she knows it. A smile spreads across her face as I basically stand here, drooling over the erotic princess that stands before me, shaking her hips like a belly dancer. I’m half tempted to toss her over my shoulder, hop in my pick-up, and have my wicked way with her. The thought alone drives me wild, but she’ll tell me when she’s ready. 
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COLBY’S BREATHING PICKS up and his eyes stay glued to my hips. I can’t hear him, but I can see his chest rising and falling at an alarming rate. As he watches my every move, I watch him as he falls apart little by little. It’s intriguing, seeing him so worked up like this. He’s the picture perfect boyfriend at all times. When we kiss, it’s never truly making out or anything erotic. When we cuddle, it’s never truly spooning. It’s innocent, and I know he holds back because he’s scared. I’m a virgin, not a nun. And while I’m not really experienced, I still want to feel admired. I want him to want me so badly it physically hurts, and when the pain is too tough to stay away, I want him to succumb to what his body needs. I don’t know how much I can possibly take. After all, I’ve had twenty years for these feelings to accumulate. I know he’s been with a few other girls before, but he’s the one for me. I want to give him this part of me. Something no one else can ever lay claim to. It’s just getting him there to a point where he can accept that I want this and I’m ready. He isn’t pressuring me; I’m ready to have sex. 

Using my body to persuade him, I dance like I was born to do this. My hands wave around spontaneously in the air, and then run through my hair and down my cheeks, hovering right over my breasts. I’ve got his attention now. 

In a quick motion, he reaches out and grabs me. Pulling me close to his body, we come up with our own rhythm. Our jeans rub against one another’s as our bodies become wet with sweat and raw hunger. I know he wants me. I can feel how much through the bulge in his pants. As the song ends, he grabs my arm and turns me around, and he kisses me. It’s an urgent, needy kiss, and when his lips part mine, I forget that we’re standing in a room full of people. My wanting hands roam his muscular body in a dire attempt to get closer to him. Hearing his small groans only excites me more. It’s then that I know how badly he wants me too, and it’s only a matter of time before he gives in to what his body and heart want. It’s his stupid, smart brain that won’t let him have it. There’s an oxymoron for ya. 

He pulls away slightly and then grabs a fistful of my hair. Tugging it, my neck bends backwards so I am looking up at him. His eyes are burning with a thirst and yearning that I know only I can quench for him. He claims he stares at me, drinking me up; well, I stare at him plotting ways to get him to deflower me. 

“I want to cuddle you so hard, Sunshine.”

My voice is raspy when I say, “I want to make you so hard that you shred my clothes just trying to get them off of me.” 

“Fuck,” he mutters under his breath. 

“Yeah, that’s what I want to be doing with you right now.” I smile while crinkling my nose, knowing that I’ve gotten to him. It seems like those girls at work were right. 

“You don’t know what you’re doing.” His hold on my hair tightens. It hurts, I’m not going to lie, but if it means I get to feel this, whatever is happening with us right now, I’ll welcome the pain. 

“I know exactly what I’m doing.” And I do. Tonia and Angela told me – two girls from the restaurant. We all know they get around. Their mouths open just as quickly as their legs, so I knew they’d be able to point me in the right direction of how to lure a man in. I cornered them at work and asked them to tell me how to seduce a man. At first they thought I was joking. I obviously wasn’t. 

The music changes again and drunken people bump into us a few times, but we don’t move. 

“Once you give that gift to me, there’s no going back, Hensley. Because once I’ve tasted you, felt you, there’s no way in hell I’d let another man ever come close to you – close to what’s mine.”

It’s amazing how much sex can bind a person. My momma always said that once I’d had sex she would know. She’d joke and say it was a motherly power that all moms had. I think she’s wrong. One time about my junior year in high school she finally sat me down and gave me the birds and the bees talk. It was really a waste of time, considering I attended public school and most kids my age had already had multiple partners, but nonetheless she gave it to me. Most of the time when people have sex, they’d instantly feel more comfortable around one another, but we’ve never had sex, and I feel as close to Colby as I do to Dusty, and while we’ve never had sex either, he’s been the only man I’d ever let hold me. Really, he’s been the only man I’d let in my heart. So I think having sex with Colby won’t change much, except maybe it will make me adore him more. Now if my mom was right and she does have that motherly instinct and knows, I’ll be in some deep shit, but it will be worth it. 

“I want you to taste me,” I purr, as a hand wraps it way around my waist from behind. My eyes dart to Colby’s, but he doesn’t look mad. It can only mean one thing. “Dusty?” I ask. Colby nods and Dusty continues to dance behind me. 

“Y’all go ahead and enjoy this one. I’m going to sit outside. It’s a little,” Colby coughs, “hot in here.” 

I smile as he turns and walks towards one of the two exit signs. 

Spinning around, Dusty eyes me and then asks, “What’s got his panties in a bunch?”

“I told him I wanted to have sex, well, kinda.” I shrug casually. 

He acts like he is fake coughing. “Damn, baby girl. That was blunt.” 

Blunt is putting it mildly. That was the most outrageous thing I’ve ever told someone, and it was worth every second of my self-doubt to see the look on Colby’s face when those naughty words left my mouth. A slow Western song comes on and Dusty pulls my body close to his. Colby is still outside, not that it matters. He wouldn’t care that we are dancing, even though I’d much rather be dancing with him. 

Dusty’s mouth hovers above my ear as our bodies sway to the song’s slow tempo. “You like him, don’t ya? Like…like him like him, huh?”

“I told him I loved him,” I admit. 

The hairs on my neck blow as Dusty smirks while letting out a long breath. “Well, damn, girl. I knew you fell, but I didn’t know how hard.” 

“It’s my fault. I’m sorry, D. I really am.” Giving his body a squeeze I continue, “At first I was so caught up in hating him and then in acting like I didn’t like him and trying not to, I think I kind of got preoccupied. I’m a horrible friend. It’s okay; you can tell me.” 

He stops moving and grabs my face in his. Glancing around the room, I can see a few pairs of eyes watching us. “You’re not a bad friend. I mean, hell, yeah, it sucks that we don’t get to kick it like we used to, but you have Colby and I have Trevor. One day we were bound to go our separate ways, either when we graduate or chase after our dream. Look at it like this – we’re both focusing more energy on people we like, but it doesn’t mean we care about one another any less.”

He’s right, but it still sucks. 

“Stop frowning. You’re too beautiful to look sad, and you haven’t looked that way since we met him. That’s how I know it’s real. Well, that and he told me so.” 

Stop the clock, what the heck, they’ve talked about me? 
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I’M HANGING ON by a thread. Air. I need air. And space. What is this girl doing? She’s begging for me to claim her. I thought she wanted to move slowly? Other than a couple of times when our roaming hands got the better of us, she’s never even indicated that she wanted more. My body, okay not my body, but my dick is throbbing. I either need to get home and take a cold shower or…fuck, what am I thinking? I’m not going to go home and screw her. She deserves something nicer than a quickie after dry humping in a bar all night. She deserves flowers and wine and everything sweet that I can muster up. Knowing she is in good hands, I allow myself a few extra minutes to clear my head. 

My mind wanders to Dusty’s and my conversation this morning. It started when he asked me if I wanted to go to the gym with him. I’ve never really had a membership anywhere; I’ve always used the farm and its advantages to help keep me in shape, but he insisted we have some man time, so I went along. 

“Dude, are you going to spot me or stand there texting Hensley all morning?” Dusty barked as he sat on a black, leather weight bench. 

“My bad. Here.” Walking over to him, I stand behind him and slowly lower the bar. He lifts it a few times and then stands up. Sitting down in his spot, he lowers it for me and we do the same routine for several minutes. 

“So I feel like the dad in this situation, but we might need to talk about our girl Hensley and your intentions.” 

I laugh. “Okay, shoot.” 

“I know you’ve been getting closer, which can only mean she’s finally let that giant ass guard down and let you in, but she’s still fragile. She’s like a statue. From a distance it looks hard and unbreakable, but if you knock that puppy over, it’s liable to break into a million pieces.” 

“Seriously, how old are you? Hensley’s not going to get broken. I know that’s what you’re trying to insinuate. I like her. Scratch that, I love her. I am head over heels in love with her, man,” I say as I swallow. It sounds strange saying those three words out loud. 

“If you break her heart,” he shakes his head. “I don’t think you’re the type of man to play any dumb shit, but dude, if you do, I’m just warning you. I love her like she’s my sister, and no one messes with my family.” 

His words seem like a threat, but I know he’s just watching out for his best friend. I don’t blame him, and I also know where I stand in this little trio. They were best friends long before I came into the picture. 

“Dusty, listen, brother to brother, you have nothing to worry about. I don’t want to lay it all out there and sound like a pussy-whipped, little bitch, but it’s like I’m high on her. Her sweet perfume, her touch, her kisses, they’re all intoxicating, and I’ve never done a drug in my entire life, but damn if I’m not addicted to her. I’m not going to play her or break her heart. You’ve got to trust me, dude. She does, so cut me some slack.” I nudge him with my shoulder. Raising his hand he grabs mine and we shake. Nothing else is said. It doesn’t need to be. 
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THE NIGHT’S COOL air brings me back to reality and dulls my lustful thoughts, and I open the door to go inside. Deciding to get us three some drinks, I walk towards the bar, but someone stops me. 

“Excuse me, fella.” Turning, I see two men who are decked out in their Sunday finest – the same men who nodded at me earlier. 

My feet stop in their tracks in front of them wondering who they are. “Yes, sir?” I answer. 

“I’m Michael Shannon and this is Robert Hampton. We’re from Smashtown Records. Do you have a moment to chat?”

“Absolutely,” I say enthusiastically as I wonder what two people from a label are doing here.

“We were in town for a meeting, and decided to stop by Mitch’s before heading out. I’m glad we did after what we just heard.”

“Where are y’all from?”

The man I was introduced to as Robert says, “Our label is located in Los Angeles.”

Michael interrupts, “You’ve got raw talent, kid. We’re always pleased with the gigs Mitch has at his place, but tonight I’m really impressed. Don’t get me wrong…that little trio you have is good too, but you…you’re what this industry needs right now. Have you been contacted by anyone yet?”

Opening my mouth to speak, I’m surprised that no words come out. I’m what this industry needs right now. “No, sir,” I finally say softly. 

“Lucky for us then, huh?” he pauses, “We’d love to hear more from you. Talk a little more about what you want out of your career. How about you take my card? Do a little thinking about whether music is something you really want to pursue, and then give me a buzz.” 

He pulls his card out of his pocket and hands it to me. We shake hands and then they walk away, leaving me with a million questions. Is music something I want to pursue? Hell yeah, it is! It’s why I moved here, and this, this is what I dream about. Someone noticing me, giving me a chance. Only it isn’t just me anymore. Hensley is a part of me; she’s taken up permanent residence in my heart. 

Shoving the card into my back pocket, I try and hide my excitement as I approach the bar. 

“And he’s back. You just couldn’t get enough of me, could ya?” 

I smile politely back at the redheaded bartender. 

“So I see ole Michael and Robert took a likin’ to ya. They’re big time, ya know,” she says with her hand on her hip. 

Looking over my shoulder, I spot Dusty and Hensley. They’re still dancing. I try to hide my excitement. “Yeah. I guess so. They gave me their card.”

“Well, if that don’t deserve a shot, I don’t know what in the hell does. This one’s on me, baby!” 

Turning around, I see her grab a bottle of tequila and pour it to the rim of a clear shot glass, and then she fills up a second one. 

“One for you and one for me.” She smiles and has a seductive beam in her eye. 

Picking up the glass, I clink mine with hers and gently set it back down on the counter. 

“I don’t drink, but thanks for celebrating.”

Walking away from the counter, it’s not that I’m trying to hide anything from Dusty or Hensley, but today’s been so great. I don’t want jealousy to mess things up. And I mean more than jealousy in a relationship. They’ve both been working towards the same goal too; we all three want the same thing – for someone to approach one of us and stuff their record label’s card in our pocket. 

With the lingering excitement of our performance running through our veins, we pack up our equipment and load up Hensley’s car. My mind is occupied with thoughts about telling them what happened, but I’m scared if I do, things will change between us. I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about Hensley. She owns my heart now, especially after I told her all of my secrets. The bond we share is like nothing I’ve ever experienced. Yes, music is my passion. It’s been my goal to be a professional performer since I can remember, but things change. Hensley is my passion now. Deciding to keep quiet about it, I reach over to the center console and grab Hensley’s hand. Her genuine smile means more to me than any card right now anyways. 
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I LOVE COLBY Skylar Grant. Sometimes I think, no, I know, that people throw those three words around like a Frisbee nowadays. It’s like people are just looking for someone to say them to, when in all actuality they should be looking for someone that makes them feel like love is real. Like they can’t breathe without them. That’s how I know. Losing him would be the end of me. I’m giving him my heart and soul wrapped in a little bow. The only thing left I have to give is my virginity. But tonight I’m content with the headway we made. He knows I want him, so the ball’s now in his court. We all ride home in a comfortable silence, unload our stuff, and get ready for bed. There’s a weird vibe between Colby and I as we lay down for bed, and he kisses me goodnight. The sexual tension is unmistakable, and the ache in my core is growing day by day. Tonight’s obviously not the night. Colby tells me without words as he rolls over in bed and faces the wall. It better happen soon, or I might spontaneously combust from horniness. 
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MY MOM HAD a cow when I told her about him. I had already prepared myself to get the wrath, so I knew it was coming, it doesn’t make it easier to hear though. Knowing I didn’t want to jump the gun, I waited until I was sure things were real between us. I knew in that moment at Mitch’s that the feelings I felt for him were genuine, and they were something more than like. But doubts about our relationship crept in and filled my head as my mom spoke, all I kept thinking about was how happy he makes me. How I laugh more, and feel alive for once. She said, “I knew it. I knew it from the moment that Logan’s momma called me. She told me ‘bout this fella and I denied her, ignoring her, saying that my baby girl knew that dating just wasn’t in the cards for her. Then you waltz in here, beaming from ear to ear and paint me out like a fool.” 

That wasn’t even the worst of it. Reminding me of what she gave up to raise me, she only made me resent her. Singing is a passion of mine, but it’s not my life. It doesn’t define me. Yes, getting signed somewhere would be a blessing. It’d sure help out with the bills and my dad’s medication to fight his cancer, but it wouldn’t love me back. Colby does. 

Deciding it is best to give her some time to digest my newfound relationship, I plan to stay at Dusty’s for a few days. I’m still pretty much there all the time, so it’s not a big deal. It was at first when I wasn’t sure what was going on between Colby and I. Being in the apartment so close to him when I was trying to fight my feelings towards him was really confusing. It was like him telling me about his brother just signified how much he cared about me, trusted me. Things have been great from that point forward, other than my mom trying to tempt me to break up with him at every turn. It’s a shame I can’t even invite my boyfriend over for dinner with my parents because I’m scared of what she will say. 
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“ALRIGHT, YOU GOT it,” Colby says as he nods his head listening to me sing. “Okay, wait, your pitch is off slightly right there.” Sitting Indian-style in front of him on the floor, he leans over his guitar that’s resting in his lap and puts one of his hands on top of my stomach, and the other he wraps around me and presses into my back. “You have to make sure your posture and diaphragm are right. Now in unison, A-E-I-O-U.” 

“Ugh! I sound all nasally.” I frown. “Babe, I don’t know what’s going on. It’s like all of a sudden I suck. What if I have nodes?” 

“Sunshine, you don’t have nodes. Come on. You just have to work at it more. You’re naturally talented, but even the best need practice. The voice is an instrument inside your body. You just have to know how to use it. Control it. Become it.”

I snicker under my breath, “Okay, ole wise one. Let’s practice.” 

“Again, A-E-I-O-U.” Closing my eyes, I open my mouth and repeat after him. 

“Did your jaw close on the vowels?” 

Rolling my eyes, I’ve had enough for today. Maybe I’m just not cut out for this. Music and singing is a passion, but practicing for five hours a day is not. 

“Screw the vowels. I’m tired and hungry.” I lean backwards on the floor and rest my body weight on my elbows. “Feed me,” I demand. 

Since that night at the bar we’ve been a little more carefree around one another. I even moved my stuff from Dusty’s room over to his. We sleep together every night anyways, so it just made sense. Plus Trevor has been staying over more, and I don’t want to intrude on them. After all it is November, we’ve all had long enough to get to know one another, and I can tell Dusty likes him. It’s so strange to think that this is our lives now. It’s just been Dusty and I against the world, and now it’s the fantastic four. Having a boyfriend is great, but having a boyfriend who is like another one of your best friends is heaven. 

Colby gets up and walks into the kitchen. “What do you want, the usual?”

“Yes, please!” I laugh. He knows how much I love grilled cheese with pickles on it. Dusty was making it for me one day after work, and Colby busted my chops for days saying how gross that combination is. Until one day I scolded him for knocking it before trying it. He took a little bite of mine, and fell in love. Since then whenever he makes himself one, he’ll make me one too. 

“So I was thinking,” he says as he bends into the refrigerator and grabs the tub of butter. “Fall break is right around the corner, and my parents want me to come home. I know we haven’t really talked much about the holidays, but it would mean a lot to me if you could come with me.”

You’d think he was proposing by the look on his face, like he just asked me the most important question in the world. I guess to him it is. Bringing someone home to meet your parents is always a big deal, but bringing someone home to meet your deceased little brother is a bigger deal. My mom and I haven’t really been speaking much. She’s mad that I have a boyfriend, and I’d rather just ignore her than suffer staying under the same roof and listening to her mouth all the time. My ultimate goal is still to become a singer, she just doesn’t see that and thinks I’ve been blinded by love. Yes, I adore Colby and what we have, but I still aspire to accomplish the same things. So I doubt she would even miss me this Thanksgiving. And Dad, well, he’s probably going to be drowning out Mom with alcohol. 

“Really? Are you sure?” I ask while pouring a soda into my glass. 

“What do you mean am I sure? I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t sure. I think it’s time for us to take the next step. After all, we are kind of working backwards. Ya know, the whole living together before even dating thing.” 

He has a point. 

“All right. I’ll go, but only if you promise it’s okay. I know how important this holiday is for you and your family. The last thing I want to do is bother anyone.”

“Shut up and come here and kiss me. You just made me the happiest man alive!” 

Walking over towards the stove where Colby is standing, he wraps his arms around the tops of my shoulders. Our faces are directly in front of one anothers and I feel his nose brush against mine. 

“I love you, Hensley,” he whispers in that low seductive tone that he’s recently mastered. 

I don’t have time to say it back before his mouth collides with mine. We’ve become expert kissers, since that is basically all we do. I don’t know if I need to beg him to have sex with me or what, but my patience is wearing thin. Dusty told me that Colby was scared that he was pushing me into it. I don’t know what ever gave him that impression. I’m practically sitting day and night with a ‘Fuck Me’ sign on my chest. Whatever the reason he feels that way, I know I have to take this into my own hands. I love him, he loves me. There’s no reason we shouldn’t be having jaw-dropping, heart-pounding, amazing sex every day. 

Moving my hand up, I hold my finger in front of his mouth. 

“My grilled cheese is burning.” 

“Shit fire!” he says with a twang that makes my stomach flutter. My cowboy’s a real charmer.
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“ARE YOU SURE you feel comfortable going, baby girl?” Dusty asks while sitting on the corner of my bed. His hands fiddle with the edge of my purple comforter. 

Shrugging my shoulders, I turn around and walk towards my closet for the millionth time today. My fingers graze the tops of a few of my sweaters. I don’t really know what we have planned, other than eating Thanksgiving dinner and visiting Levi’s grave. That thought alone sends a shiver down my spine. Should I wear black? Is that too over the top?

“Hensley, not answering me makes me feel a little uneasy about this trip.” 

“I know. I didn’t mean to. My brain is sort of mush right now,” I admit. 

“If you have reservations, you shouldn’t go.” I glower as he speaks. “I’m not kidding. Whatever has you so nervous is obviously weighing heavy on your shoulders. It’s a lot to swallow – his brother and his alcoholic dad. I know it hits close to home.” 

Turning back around, I continue to pull items out of my closet. My arms are full as I walk over to my bed and drop the pile of shirts into my open suitcase. 

“Stop it, and sit down.” His voice seems concerned. 

Crawling on my twin bed, I sit down beside him. Reaching over to me, he pulls me close to him so we are side by side, and the floodgates open. I’m not crying because I’m scared of going; I’m crying because this is just another notch, another reason why we are perfect for one another. He trusts me enough to bring me home to meet his family, and yet I’ve still not invited him home to meet mine and we live in the same town. I’m not ashamed of Colby, but I’m nervous how my mom would act around him. Who knows if she would be kind or be an ass in an attempt to scare him off. 

“Don’t cry. It’s okay, Hens.” He wipes stray tears off of my soaking cheeks. “Now talk to me. I know we’ve both been a little preoccupied with school and our men, but I’m still your best friend. This is killing me seeing you so upset and not knowing why. Did he hurt you?” 

I wince from his statement, “God, no!”

His eyebrows raise, and I know he isn’t going to give up until he knows why I’m crying. 

“I love him and it scares me. Things have been great, but we’ve also only been in the safety of our homes and school. There have been no outside factors. No drama, well, other than Brittani and Logan, but they’re nothing we can’t handle. But this trip is real. Meeting his parents is real. Meeting his brother, that’s real. I’m just scared that once we take this step, this leap together, I’ll be done for.” Dusty pats my hand that’s resting on my leg. I continue, “I love music, you know that, but Colby makes me think about things differently. You have to see how serious he is all the time. Okay….” Stop beating around the bush. “I’m effing scared that I’m going to lose myself. I’m in her boots.” I don’t have to say whose, because Dusty already knows. She and my dad aren’t home, so I don’t have to whisper, but the words leaving my mouth still make me feel sick. “She loved my dad, had sex with him and had me. I ruined her life and stopped her from living her dreams. I don’t want this, my love for Colby, to ruin me. To prevent me from what I want to do, who I want to be. But right now, I’d give it up. If he asked me, I would. I’d choose him and…ahh, I’m a mess!” 

“Shh.” Dusty grabs me, his hands wrapping around me as he rocks me back and forth. “You know I’ve never seen you like this. Not once have I ever had to give you this speech, but I want you to listen to me. Just because you’re in love doesn’t mean that love is going to keep you from living your dreams. While your dreams may change a little, they’re still there. You are an amazing musician, friend, girlfriend, and person. I changed my mind. I think you should go on this trip. Because you’re right, you need to get out of our town and spend some time together. I have nothing but faith in my man. Colby is a good dude who really cares about you. Stop worrying so much.” 

“This is why you’re my best friend, D. You always know the right thing to say.” 

Feeling better about my decision to go, I finish packing an assortment of clothes and shoes. Dusty leaves and my parents finally get home. My mom doesn’t talk to me. Whatever. I’m an adult, and I don’t need her permission to go, but it’d be nice to have it. 
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“NOW BOARDING FLIGHT 6324 to Galveston, Texas. Boarding group number one, please step forward with your boarding pass,” the flight attendant’s voice says over the loud speaker. 

“We’re in three. Let’s go ahead and get in line.” Colby smiles, standing up and throwing his backpack over one of his shoulders. “You ready, Sunshine?” he asks as he holds his hand out to me. Nodding my head yes, I grab his hand and we walk to the boarding group three line. 

After a couple of minutes, it’s our turn to board the plane. My palms are sweaty as I hand the attendant my pass. She scans it and then smiles at me like she doesn’t have a care in the world. I do, and it’s the giant heap of metal that we’re about to walk on to. 

“Don’t be scared. It was either this or driving, and we’d waste at least a solid two days that route.” Holding my body close to his, we walk towards the plane. My body shivers, but it isn’t from the forty-degree temperature outside; it’s my nerves. How have I never flown before? 

“This is ridiculous. I shouldn’t be scared, Colby, but I feel like I’m going to barf.” 

“They make special bags for that. Now come on.” Urging me forward he touches my lower back and guides me in front of him. His soothing touch normally calms me, but not today. I’m a nervous wreck and haven’t had a drink since that night over the summer, but a glass of wine or something sounds nice. 

We sit down and go over the evacuation plan. Colby laughs, but there is nothing amusing about this situation. 

“So, umm, what did your parents say when you asked if I could come home with you?” Feeling like a little girl, I’m curious and can’t help but ask. 

“My Pops…well, he didn’t really have much to say. Just ignore him, that’s what I do, but my momma is thrilled. It’s been a long time, Hensley…”

Curiosity overwhelms me again. “A long time for what?” I probe. 

“Since I brought a girl home.” My face scrunches up. I knew it. I shouldn’t have asked. “Come on, you can’t get mad. You’ve known I’ve had a few serious relationships. None close to this, so stop pouting; it’s going to give you wrinkles. It’s just that, well…I told you about my father. He isn’t the nicest man in the world. So bringing people around, sometimes it isn’t pleasant. Let’s just leave it at that,” he admits. 

Dropping the subject, I say, “So what is there to do at your farm? Do we get to like deliver baby cows and stuff?” 

“Seriously? I thought you were raised on a farm.”

I smirk and say, “I was raised in the country, not on a farm. The only farm I’ve been on has been the center, Logan’s farm.” Ugh, just saying his name leaves a nasty taste in my mouth. Colby told me about that night at the bonfire and the awful things that Logan said. I’ve tried to steer clear of him as much as possible at work, but we’re bound to have the same shift again. After all it’s his farm. 

“All right, good point. I don’t know, I mean, of course I’ll help with the feedings and stuff while I’m there. You’re more than welcome to join, but it’s early, and I know you’re not much of a morning person.” 

“You caught me.” I yawn. 

A few minutes pass and the plane starts to shake. My clammy hand grips the shared armrest between Colby and I. Colby explains it’s something called turbulence, but I don’t care what the technical name is, it’s scary as shit. 

“Can you tell me a story?” 

Pushing up the armrest that divides our seats, he scoots closer to me. “There was a princess named…umm…her name was Danielle, and she lived in a faraway land…” His words fade out as I close my eyes and drift off to sleep, imagining my own fairytale. One filled with a house with a big barn and kids running and playing in the meadows, and me and my husband, sitting on the porch watching the lives we created together running aimlessly around. 
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SHE LOOKS SO peaceful I almost don’t want to wake her. Nudging her arm, she doesn’t stir. I lean down and brush a stray piece of hair off of her forehead, and kiss her softly – still no movement. “Hensley, come on, wake up. We’re here.” 

Her eyes spring open. “We are?” she shouts. 

“Shh.” I laugh at her while holding my finger over my mouth. 

“Oh, crap. Sorry, everyone.” She slouches down into her seat, trying to hide from the other passengers. 

“I just texted my momma. She’s outside waiting in the pick-up now.” 

We get off the plane and go to baggage claim to get Hensley’s suitcase and our guitars. We’re only staying the weekend, but she said she needed farm clothes and a few nice outfits, so I didn’t argue. Hensley dolled up is a sight to see. 

“Are you excited?” I ask, wrapping my arm around her shoulders as we walk side by side. She’s carrying a small bag and pulling her suitcase. 

“Nervous,” she admits. 

Tightening my grip, I give her a reassuring squeeze and lead her to the glass doors. Once outside I spot my parents’ truck, and walk towards it. 

“Oh, baby!” my momma says as we near. Her hand is covering her mouth and tears are falling down her cheeks. “I’ve missed you so much. So very much, my son.” Embracing me in her arms, she hugs me like she hasn’t seen me in years. 

Letting go of me, she takes one look at Hensley. “Aren’t you just breathtaking, young lady? No wonder my son here is so smitten.” She smiles and then leans forward and hugs Hensley. 

“Thank you, ma’am,” Hensley says quietly. Knowing that she’s never had to be introduced to a boyfriend’s parents before, I let her change in character slide. I’ve never once seen her act so shy before. It’s strange, but I know she’s nervous and for good reason. She’s about to meet my old man. 

“Now come on, y’all. I got dinner to fix.”

I load up the cab with our bags and guitar cases, and we climb into the truck. The ride takes about thirty minutes from the airport back to the farm. It feels so good to be home; having my girl sitting next to me is just a bonus. Who would have thought this day would ever come? Not me, that’s for sure, but for the first time, I feel like I can breathe. Like facing my father and this dreaded holiday won’t be so hard for once. And it’s all because of the gorgeous brunette that sang out to me and stole my heart. Worried about how my momma will react, I refrain from rubbing Hensley’s thigh. Instead, I grab her hand and hold it in mine. She smiles as she stares out of the passenger side window. I wish I knew what she was thinking about. 

A few minutes later we pull up to the gates of our house. They’re nothing grand, just some run down old-as-dirt wooden poles. Our family crest is printed on a small sign that hangs off of it, “Grant Grounds, Stables and Cattle.” 

“Home sweet home,” Momma says as she turns left and we drive up our narrow driveway. 

The first thing I notice is Eddie waving his arms in the air. His smile is wider than a football field. 

Putting the truck into park, we get out of it and stretch. Nothing like sitting in a plane for hours and then taking a long ride in a crammed truck to make you feel like you’re pushing sixty. 

“Welcome home.” Eddie gleams with excitement as he grabs me and hugs me. “Who’s this girl here?” he asks while looking at Hensley, a little too hard I might add. 

Pulling her by the waist, I hold her. “Eddie, meet Hensley; Hensley, meet Eddie. He’s my Pop’s right hand man, and a damn good one at that.” 

“It’s very nice to meet you, ma’am.” Eddie tilts the rim of his hat, and Hensley smiles. 

“Well, come on in and meet Larry. He’s watching the football game.” Momma reaches to grab Hensley’s hand and I follow them inside. 

As soon as my foot steps in the door, I regret bringing Hensley. Pops is resting in his recliner with a bottle sitting by his side. I don’t know what I was thinking. Maybe I thought for one fucking day he would have enough decency to hide his drinking. Especially knowing I was bringing her home with me. Nope. I should have known better than to think he would change, for me or anyone else. 

“Pops,” I call to him. He turns his head to the side, but his expression is blank. “This is my girlfriend, Hensley Bradley.” 

Turning my head towards Hensley, I notice she looks anxious. Honestly I am too. 

“Hi, sir. Thank you and Mrs. Grant for allowing me to visit with Colby. Your farm is beautiful.” 

He doesn’t respond. We stand in the middle of the doorway watching him take another self-destructive drink from his whiskey bottle. 

“Are y’all just gonna fucking stand there letting the cold air in or ya gonna shut the fucking door?” he asks, his eyes never leaving the TV screen. 

My momma reaches behind us and shuts the door quietly. She’s scared to make too much noise and anger Pops. I’m not stupid. “Colby, go on and show Hensley to her room. I’ve turned the guest bedroom’s blankets down, and then Miss Hensley, I wouldn’t mind some help in the kitchen.”

“Yes, Mrs. Grant, I’d love to help in any way I can.” 

Grabbing Hensley’s hand, I shift my bag back up on top of my shoulder and use my free hand to pick up her suitcase. She follows my lead around the sofa and up the staircase. Opening the bedroom door across from Levi’s old room, I’m reminded why we came back. Swallowing, I say, “This is where you’ll be sleeping.” We walk into the small room that is painted a light shade of yellow and has a handmade quilt draped over the twin mattress that is pressed against the wall. “Momma won’t let us stay together, but once they’re asleep there’s no way in hell I’m not sneaking in here.” I smile. 

“I love you so much,” she declares. There’s a hidden message in her words. I tried to warn her about my father and his outbursts. I didn’t want her to be taken off guard when he had one of his little fits, but I guess she witnessed the first one and feels sorry for me, which is something I hate. He was never like this, until the accident. We’ve all just sat back and watched him slowly die from the inside out. One day, it’s bound to really happen. I’m sure his liver can’t take much more of the toxins he drowns his body with. 

“Come here, Sunshine.” I walk over to the bed and sit down. It dips down from my weight. “Sit down.” She sits next to me with her hands in her lap. “I don’t want you to think for one minute that his foul behavior has anything to do with you or you being here. I wanted you here with me, momma wanted to meet you, and Pops, he can go straight to hell for all I care. Just don’t…let him get to you. Okay?”

“I promise. I’m just…I don’t know. I feel like I’ve overstepped my boundaries. If this was a normal holiday it might be different. But it’s not. I know how important family time is, with you know…” I know she means with the anniversary of my brother’s death right around the corner. “I just want to make you happy, and if me being here helps any, then I’ll be here for as long as you need me.” 

Without saying a word, I lean forward and kiss her. We still haven’t had sex, but it’s times like these, when we’re both baring ourselves that I feel like if we were alone we could easily lose ourselves in one another. I would do anything to be buried inside her. I am only a male with pure testosterone running though my veins, and she is so sexy she doesn’t even know what it does to me. 

“You better stop it! I don’t want to get kicked out on the first night. Now you heard your momma, she needs help in the kitchen. I’ll be back after that.” Getting up, she ruffles my hair.

My hand grabs hers as she starts to walk away. “You don’t have to help her. You could stay up here and lay in my arms…I wouldn’t mind that.”

“There is no way in hell I’m not going to help! I just got here and want to make a good impression.” She smiles and then walks out of the room. I can’t help but stare at the door after she’s gone. 

I hear the pitter-patter of her feet as she runs back up the stairs.

“I almost forgot,” as she leaps from the floor into my arms on the bed. “Tonight, when you’re sneaking into my room, I want to cuddle.” 

Snickering under my breath, I kiss her soft lips again. Lips that were made for my mouth to own. “I’ll do whatever you want, as hard as you want. Just make the call, Sunshine.” 

“What? Are you kidding me? I’ve been waiting…I’ve been torturing myself for this long, and all you wanted is for me to tell you I was ready?”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

Seriousness washes over her face as I stare into her eyes. 

“I was ready when I said I loved you. I’ve been ready.” She smiles, “She raised you right. You know that, don’t you?” 

I swallow before I nod. She raised me to be like my father, the old version of him – strong and hard-working, but kind and caring. 

“Okay, I’m going to kitchen duty. I love you, boyfriend.”

It never gets old hearing that. 
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“YOU SEE THAT bottom cabinet?” Mrs. Grant points with her left hand as she stirs the noodles on the stove with her right. 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“Get out that tan strainer and set it in the sink for me, honey. You don’t want to overcook these noodles. Colby likes them with a little chew to ‘em.” 

Moving towards the kitchen sink, I look out the window to see him and Eddie sitting on the metal railings of a large pen. A few horses are grazing in the enclosed meadow. 

“He’s handsome, isn’t he?” his momma catches me staring and asks. 

“You raised a very good man. I’m truly blessed to have him in my life.” 

“I like you, Hensley. You seem well-mannered, and you’re more beautiful than those models on TV. I think he’s just as blessed to have you.” Her face is a little wrinklier than other women I know that are around the same age. My heart hurts as she smiles, because I know why the wrinkles are there. She’s been through a lot; they all have. 

Flying in on a national holiday wasn’t ideal, but the tickets were cheaper and it allowed us to fly straight through. My eyes are heavy as we finish preparing the Thanksgiving meal and then settle into the small dining room. There’s a giant turkey, stuffing, mashed potatoes, green bean casserole, and several other dishes sitting in front of us. My stomach growls as the home-cooked feast laid out in front of me calls my name. My mom makes a killer meal, but this…this is enough food to feed a small village. At my house it’s always just been the three of us, but here there are seven hungry mouths sitting around the table, and one empty seat. Mr. Grant is seated at the head of the table with Mrs. Grant, who insisted I call her Anna, beside him. Directly opposite from her is Eddie, his wife and their son, and then Colby, me, and an empty chair next to me, for Levi. 

“Well, what’s everyone waiting for?” Mr. Grant growls. 

“Oh you hush, Larry. How about we go around the table and say something we’re thankful for. We haven’t done that…in a very long time,” Anna beams. I feel Colby grab my hand under the table. 

“That sounds like a mighty idea. ‘Cuz, oh boy, am I thankful for so many glorious things,” Eddie’s wife sings out. The pure happiness and sweet Southern belle voice that becomes her makes me want to raise my hand in the air and shout hallelujah. 

“I’ll go first,” I interrupt. “I’m thankful for meeting your son, and I’m thankful that he invited me here to meet all of you.” It’s a lame speech, but it’s the truth. After being so nervous to come with him, I’m glad I did. Actually, I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else in the entire world other than with him today. 

“Cheers,” everyone says in unison as they raise their glasses in the air, everyone except Larry. 

We make it around the table, Larry skips his turn, and Colby opens his mouth to speak. “I’m thankful for yet another day to be alive and living my dream, to have this amazing lady beside me, and all of you.” 

“You just had to bring him up, didn’t you? Ain’t it possible to go one damn year without dredging up those damn feelins? We’re all sitting here, shouting off all the fuckin’ things we’re thankful for, when there’s an empty chair staring back at us,” Larry fumes and the room goes silent. My body stiffens, but Colby clears his throat, and I somewhat relax. 

I don’t think Colby was intentionally bringing him up, he was simply saying he was thankful to be alive. Maybe it wasn’t the best timing, but he isn’t to blame. I’ve only been here a few hours, and I’ve already borne witness to Larry flying off the handle twice now. 

Anna’s voice is soft when she says, “Come on, y’all, dig in. I don’t want things getting cold on us.” 

Bowls and plates are passed around, their noises the only sounds that break the awkward silence that has overcome the room. We eat, and I attempt to hide my groans of pleasure. Anna is a good cook. 

After everyone’s stomachs are stuffed, Anna and Eddie’s wife, Maxine, pick up their spouse’s plates for them. I guess it’s rude if I don’t cater to Colby, so I pick his up too. A wide smirk appears on his face and makes me feel all giddy inside. 

Walking into the crowded kitchen, I see there are leftovers sprawled out all over the counters. “I’ll wash, you dry,” Anna instructs as she turns on the faucet. Standing next to her, I wait for her to hand me the first clean dish as the sound of a glass breaking startles us both. 

“Oh, no,” Maxine says as she peeks around the corner of the wall into the dining room where we were seated moments before. “That sound was your granny’s china breaking.” 

“Hensley, please excuse me, and do not let anything that is said from my husband’s mouth affect you. I promise you, his comments aren’t directed at you. He’s just upset about...well, I’m sure you know.” 

I nod and she walks away. Maxine steps in and starts washing the dishes, but the voices of Colby and his father yelling pierce through me. Maxine tries to make small talk, but it doesn’t work. I can hear them hollering at one another, their words clear as day. 

“Why’d you even come back here? You know damn well your presence isn’t wanted. Then you go hootin’ and hollerin’ about how you’re so happy to be alive. It’s sickening. If I didn’t make myself clear before, I damn sure will today,” Larry screams through the commotion. And then I hear Eddie and Anna trying to talk over everyone. Maxine’s son comes running into the kitchen and grabs a hold of her hand. Everyone’s scared. I feel better knowing it isn’t just me. 

“Fuck you!” Colby screams, and then the sound of another dish breaking. 

I can picture Larry throwing it at him. I want to go in there so badly, to protect him, but I know it will make things worse. Larry’s made it clear that he doesn’t want me around. “Just because I’m happy to be alive doesn’t mean I care about him any less! I’m here, ain’t I? I flew all this way to be with my family, and him tomorrow, to what? Be treated like yesterday’s garbage?” 

Time seems to stand still as the obscenities and threats get thrown around like the footballs on the TV were when we came in earlier today. Eventually the yelling stops, Larry slams the door, and Maxine and Eddie leave. I finish the dishes and wrap up all of the leftovers before Anna comes back to the kitchen. 

“Oh, honey,” she sighs as she approaches me and takes me in her arms. “I am so sorry you had to be here for that. Please, don’t think any less of Colby. He doesn’t mean to yell back, but as I’m sure you probably heard, his daddy just provokes that kind of behavior from him.” 

Hugging her back, tears that have begged to be shed since I walked into this house, threaten to slide down my cheeks. My voice sounds shaky as I do my best at keeping them at bay. “I don’t, ma’am. I couldn’t, ever. He means the world to me.” I’m sad for them, all of them. Levi’s death shook them to their core, and unfortunately they just haven’t put their family back together yet. I can tell he was the thread that kept them together, and now that it’s missing, they’re falling apart at the seams. 

Raising her hand, she wipes the wetness from my cheek. The gesture is innocent, but it’s her kindness that catches me off guard. My own mother probably wouldn’t do that if I was looking her in the eyes and crying. Anna is wonderful. Colby’s lucky to have a mother like her, even if his dad is a piece of shit. 

“I’m gonna make us a pot of coffee. You do like coffee, don’t ya?” Anna spins around me and walks towards the pantry. 

“Yes, ma’am.”

After a few mugs and some much appreciated insight into their family dynamics, I stand up and straighten out my dress. I figured since we were having a nice family dinner, I’d look a little more presentable than wearing the jeans and boots I wore on the plane here. I didn’t foresee it turning into a war. “I’m going to go find Colby. I’m sure he needs someone to talk to.” 

Anna gives me a reassuring smile, “He’s most likely in the barn.” Turning on my heels, I head towards the back door. “Hensley.” I turn back around. “You ought to bring your guitar. Music is his therapy; I would bet a million dollars he’s out there playing.” 

I quietly walk upstairs and grab my guitar. I’m careful not to wake Larry as he lays asleep and snoring on the couch. Opening the back door, I walk towards the only barn that has a light on in it. The moon shines down, guiding my path, and strangely it isn’t freezing like it probably is at home. I guess that’s another perk of living in the South. 

The sounds of his acoustic lead me to him. His eyes are closed as his guitar rests on his lap. I don’t want to break the moment, or his rhythm, so I tiptoe closer. This sort of reminds me of that day at the center, when I was a sobbing mess. The tables are reversed now. He may not be visibly crying, but I know he is a mess inside. 

“That was lovely,” I whisper. 

“I’ve been writing it since I met you.”

“Can you teach me?”

He scoots over on the small bench and allows me to sit next to him. He doesn’t talk about what happened or what I heard; he only instructs me how to play. It’s a hard melody to grasp and I become frustrated quickly.

“Quit overthinking it. Just feel it. Listen to me play it. Listen to the tune and then mimic me.” Closing his eyes, he opens his mouth to sing as his hands work the strings on the neck of his instrument.

 

“Your eyes, your eyes they made me realize. 

Your lips, your lips they rendered me speechless. 

Your heart, your heart it gives me the beat, it carries me forward, and makes me believe.” 

 

I lied. This is just like the moment in the barn before. I’m a crying mess again. The raw emotion that pours out of his mouth as his lips sing those beautiful lyrics is moving. 

As soon as the song ends he says, “Now it’s your turn.” 

“I can’t do it.” I protest. “It’s too hard. I can’t just pick this up as easily as you can.” 

“Stop doubting yourself. You got this. Now watch me.” He plays the song a few more times. It’s still a little rough when I play it back to him, but he doesn’t care. 

Music is therapy; we’re living proof of it. The feelings that we have, the bad days and the good, we pour it all into our music. In that moment when we open our mouths and belt out a song, it heals us. Just like the song on your MP3 player you listen to on repeat over and over. You do it because it does something to you. It provokes emotions, sometimes that are hidden, and others that are right on the surface. But either way it heals you in ways that no one ever thought possible. Right now, in this moment, he’s healing, so I keep on playing in hopes that my efforts help him cope. I’m not foolish, I know he’s hurting, but the smile that spreads on his face when I finally get it right makes this moment worth it. 

The noises of crickets chirping and the yawns of exhaustion coming from us tell us it’s time to go to bed. The lights are all off when we near the house other than a small lamp in the kitchen. Colby shows me to the bathroom, where I wash my face and brush my teeth. Making my way back to my bedroom, I hurry into my night clothes and crawl into bed. A few minutes later, I hear the door opening and see Colby standing in the frame. 

“You up?” he whispers. I don’t talk as I lift up the covers. He notices and walks towards the bed. We don’t kiss or speak. We just lay in one another’s arms, tangling ourselves as much as possible. 

“I’m thankful you invited me to come,” I finally say as his hands brush through my hair. 

“I’m the thankful one. You could have said no, but you didn’t. It means the world to me.” 

I feel horrible for having second thoughts about coming. “Why does he act like that?” My mouth opens to speak before my brain warns me to keep it shut. 

“He’s just, I don’t know, still upset over losing him. I wish he was better and that he didn’t turn to alcohol, but he did and there’s nothing we can do about it.”

Sensing that he doesn’t want to talk about his father anymore, I tell him about my family. “My dad drinks too. It’s the only way he can cope with the fact that his cancer has spread. He’s done the whole chemo thing, but nothing has helped. So instead of fighting, or seeking help, he drinks.” 

Colby doesn’t say anything in response. He just kisses me, and makes me forget about the fact that we both have fucked up fathers. 

 

[image: ]

 

“ARE YOU SURE you don’t want to do this alone?” I query as he puts his truck into park. We sit in silence for a few moments outside of the cemetery. While most of America is out shopping and trying to find the latest deals, we’re sitting in our rain jackets and boots preparing to go talk to Levi. 

“This is why I brought you all the way here. I want you to meet my brother, Hensley.” His voice breaks as he fights the tears that I know are forming. “I’d love nothing more than you to meet him. Come on.” 

Opening my door, I step out and am thankful that Anna let me borrow her rain gear. The sky is dark and cloudy, and the wetness from the rain beating against the hood of the jacket makes my teeth chatter. We walk hand in hand, our feet splashing in the puddles as we approach the edge of another small walkway. “There’s a Grant family section just up this hill. He’s buried beside my grandparents.” 

Taking his hand, I walk in front of him, prepared to lead him and be the support system he needs me to be. 

“Can you…” he pauses. “Would you give me just a few minutes alone with him?” 

The rain hides the tears that are already falling from my face. No one should ever have to go through this. It pains me that he wants to do this alone, when he doesn’t have to. But like he told me this morning, he likes coming alone. He said that his mom always tries to come, but he’d rather be here with his brother, and no one else. So him inviting me, it means the world, but I realize that giving him a few moments without me hovering over him is okay, even if I just want to be here for support. “Yes, take all the time you need.” 

There’s a little gazebo nearby. I walk towards it in an attempt to get out of the rain. Sitting down, there’s nothing to look at other than Colby kneeling by his brother’s tombstone. The sight breaks my heart in two.
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BENDING DOWN, I run my hand along the granite stone in front of me. The grooves and outline of his name remind me that this is real. This is my reality – he’s gone and he’s never coming back. Trying to hold the tears back is a lost cause. 

“Happy Thanksgiving, man. I brought someone I want you to meet. It’s my girlfriend; her name’s Hensley. She sings like an angel. It’s so beautiful, just like her. She works at a farm; it’s a riding center for kids just like you. God, I wish I could bring you back with me. They have this boy there, his name’s Joshua, and he’s so sweet and full of energy. He reminds me of you. I’d do anything to see you guys play together and run with the animals there. Anyways, little bro, she wanted to meet you…I wanted her to meet you. I hope that’s okay.” 

What I wouldn’t do to hear him answer me.

“I hope you’re being good in heaven and not giving God a hard time. Remember what I said, you always treat adults with respect. No matter who they are, okay? I can’t wait to see you again…” Choking on my sobs, I hold my hand over my mouth and lose myself to the emotions that I’ve been trying so hard to keep under lock and key. It’s only been a year since I was here last, talking to him, but it feels like ages since he’s been gone. I was a freshman in high school when it happened. He never got to see me play varsity football, or graduate high school, not in person anyway. 

“Colby, can I come over there?” 

When I turn to look at her, she looks scared to come any closer. I nod and quickly wipe my eyes and then murmur, “I love you, Levi.”

Her smile is infectious. This isn’t a happy moment, but she’s smiling. Like always, she knows exactly what I need, just like she did last night. Sitting, playing that song with her, it helped me more than she knows. I wouldn’t put it past my momma to have told her where I went. She knows me well too. 

“I, umm…you’ve been up here a while. I thought maybe I could talk to him too?”

She kneels down beside me, reaches up, and runs her soft hands down his wet tombstone. “Hey there, Levi, I’m Hensley. I appreciate your brother bringing me here to finally meet you. He talks about you all the time, so it’s nice to spend this moment with him. I promise you I’ll take good care of him, and make all his dreams come true. Like music. He told me you were his biggest influence and he wants to make you proud. I know he loves and misses you, Levi, and there isn’t a day that your memory doesn’t affect him.” I reach over and grab her hand. Her being here, talking to him, I know it’s genuine and it makes me care about her more. It brings how I feel about her to a whole other level, I can’t even explain it. “Tell my dog, Rosie, that I love her, will ya?” 

Grabbing her hand, I stand up and then pull her up with me. 

“Bye, brother, I love you,” I whisper. 

Hensley wipes a tear from under her eyelid, “It was nice to meet you, Levi. Thank you for giving us your blessing.” 

Perplexed, I ask. “His blessing? What do you mean?” 

She shrugs her shoulders. 

“Hensley, tell me.”

“I just feel like we have his blessing. I don’t know why, okay? It’s just a feeling. I feel content, that he understands how much I love you and adore you. That’s all.” 

Taking one last look at my brother’s final resting spot, I turn towards the small pathway. The walk is only a few feet to my truck, and as we stroll in a comfortable silence a strange sense of need washes over me. Maybe it’s the emotional encounter of being here, or the mere fact that she did so great sitting in the rain talking to him or maybe it’s the fact that since she’s been here she’s seen my father freak out and she hasn’t gone running for the hills yet. The combination of all of those things should make my heart flutter, but if we’re being honest, it makes me want to make love to her – raw, passionate, out of this world love. There’s only so much a man can take. I’ve been fighting these urges, waiting for the right time, but…fuck, I love this girl. If there was ever a lingering feeling that maybe she wasn’t the one for me, it’s gone now. The vulnerability of this moment has disappeared and is replaced with a lust so pure it’s almost palpable. 

Stopping dead in my tracks, I pick Hensley up and toss her over my shoulder. Squeals and giggles escape her mouth as she hits my back lightly. The ground is wet, but I don’t care as I walk as fast as I can towards my truck. I can’t take it. Pulling my keys out of my pocket, I unlock the driver’s side door and then stand Hensley back up. 

“What has gotten into you?” she chuckles. The sweet sound renders me speechless. 

Gripping Hensley, I pull her towards me, causing her to lose her footing and stumble onto the wet, muddy ground. Kneeling down in front of her, I hold up her hand and brush away the wet leaves that are stuck to her palm. Making sure she’s okay from the fall, I look into her eyes and push a damp piece of brunette hair off her cheek. Lunging forward she grabs me. Her hold is firm around my shoulders, and her face is nuzzled into the nook of my neck. She holds me like she’s never letting go, and I hold her knowing that after hearing her talk to him, I’m never, ever, letting her go. 

The rain stops, and the sun slowly starts to come back as the cloud that was hiding it moves. I’m not really a big believer in the supernatural or anything like that, but I do feel a sense of calm. Like Levi is telling me, solidifying, what I already know – she’s the one, for always. And then it strikes me, this is the blessing she mentioned. 

I don’t know what comes over me, but I have an urge to be inside her. This isn’t the time or place to be ripping her clothes off, I know that. But I cherish her, and I want her now, more than ever. She’s perfect for me and now there is nothing else that she doesn’t know about me. My Pops has acted crazy, and she’s met my deceased brother, there’s no going back. Our bond is deep, it’s unbreakable. There’s only moving forward, and she’s already made it clear that she wants me. She gave me the okay that night at Mitch’s. I should have taken her V-card then, but I couldn’t stomach it. Not then, not when we were both so full of lust, and her of alcohol. It would have been meaningless sex then, but not today. Today a different kind of lust hangs between us. It’s a need. I need to feel her around me. I need to see her come undone by my doing. 

Moving my head to the side, I kiss her. It’s an urgent, hungry, soul-quenching kiss. I don’t care that we’re both muddy and wet, or that we’re in a cemetery. All I care about is making her mine, fully. This is the last way I know how to. This is all kinds of wrong to be feeling this way, especially after bawling my eyes out just seconds ago, but I need this. I need her to be close to me, as close as humanly possible. 

I think she feels the same way and her hands start to roam my rain-soaked body. “I love you, baby,” she hums through panted breaths. 

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” I demand, as I lead her body up with my own. Our lips never part. The moment never breaks, until we hear someone laughing. Shit. Her cheeks redden as we look the other way and pretend we weren’t just caught red-handed. No words are spoken. Not from us at least. I’m sure the parents whose child was laughing at us making out in the middle of the cemetery are pissed, I’m certain they’d have a few choice words for us, but we’re not sticking around long enough to hear them. We both jump in the truck. My foot slams on the gas pedal, causing the tires to squeal on the wet pavement. Hensley is sitting in the middle of the bench seat. Her lips are kissing my neck, and then my earlobe. Holy fuck, that feels good. It’s like I can’t get home fast enough. I’ve never been so turned on in my entire life, and it’s awful. It’s horrible. Oh, it feels amazing. I hope Levi didn’t witness what just happened. 

Hensley’s hand starts to rub my inner thigh. It’s been a long time since anyone touched me there. Trying to focus my attention on the road, I turn on the windshield wipers to clear the rain that’s begun to fall on them again. Who would have guessed that she would know how to do this, know what to do, to turn me on? I wouldn’t have, that’s for sure. This is the last time I will ever doubt her again. We turn onto my driveway, and I’m half-tempted to take her here in my truck. Shaking away those thoughts, I open my door and jump out. Thunder sounds in the distance and droplets of rain soak my shirt. I open her door, and before she has a chance to step down, I pick her up in my arms so she is cradled like a baby, and we run inside. Moving my hand to open the door, a piece of paper stops me. Hensley reaches up and grabs it, and holds it in front of me. 

 

Honey, we’re going to see Levi and run some errands. Be back tonight. Leftovers are in the fridge.

-Mom

 

They’re not home? Could we be any luckier? God must want me to get laid. Opening the door, I kick off my boots and take off up the steps. As soon as my foot hits the top step, the power goes out. The bathroom light that was shining, guiding a path up the steps, goes black. I don’t care. Pushing open my bedroom door, I walk inside and rush over to the bed. Laying Hensley down, I look into her big, round eyes. She leans up on her elbows, her hair is a wet mess and is sticking to her cheeks, but she is breathtaking in this moment. If I wasn’t fighting so hard to keep my composure, I’d probably faint from being out of breath. 

“Hensley, I love you. You calm me, you own me. I need this right now. But if you say no, if you’re not ready, tell me.”

“Shh…” she whispers into the darkness as she leans up and moves. Dangling her legs off of my bed, she pulls me by my belt loops, directly in front of her. Leaning forward I can feel her hot breath on my stomach. Her small hands are cold as they move to lift up the hem of my shirt. Slowly she raises it, until her arms are all the way in the air, unable to pull it up any further. I raise my arms and lift the cloth over the top of my head and toss it to the floor. Her eyes look me over, from my head to my stomach. It’s like she is memorizing every part of my flesh. The brightness of lightning outside of my bedroom window showers us with light, illuminating our faces for a few seconds. 

Bending down in front of Hensley, I sit on my knees so we are eye level. Raising my right hand, I grab her by the back of her head, my fingers tangling themselves in her hair as I pull her face forward. Using my other hand, I trace the outline of her lips. They’re now puffy and swollen from kissing, but they’re still perfect. “These lips were made for me.” 

Her body trembles, “I was made for you.” 

Easing her down onto the mattress, I climb on top of her. She scoots back, and lies on the bed. I feel like a lion, and she is my prey as I crawl above her body. We lay, kissing, our bodies still wet from the rainstorm we were caught in twice. I’ve been thinking about this moment, envisioning it with candles and rose petals laid around everywhere. I wanted it to be perfect for her. The truth is all I needed to make this moment perfect was her. She doesn’t need all those cliché things we see in the movies. When she looks back and remembers her first time, I want her to get goosebumps. I want her palms to get sticky as her mind recalls this very moment, me lying on top of her. Kissing her soft skin in places no man has ever kissed her. The small moans that escape her sweet mouth, as I expose her breast and how it feels to have my mouth blowing hot air on her nipples. This moment will be what we make of it. It will be perfect, in our own special way, because that’s what this moment is – special. As my desperate mouth is eager to kiss and taste every inch of her body, she is just as hungry for me. 

Her voice is almost so low I can barely hear her when she says, “I want to taste you too.”

My mouth stops licking and my hands stop palming her breast as I tilt my head up to see her face. She starts to sit up, so I roll over. Now I’m the prey and she is the one doing the kissing. She doesn’t lie down on top of me like I did her though; she stays sitting up, shirtless with her hair cascading down her naked chest. Bringing one of my hands up to her mouth, she kisses my fist and then opens my hand and places small pecks on each of my fingers. I feel like I’m going to come undone at any minute. My dick twitches in my jeans, and the throbbing is almost too much to handle, but we’re doing this on her terms. If there’s no romantic music, and everything else I wanted to plan for her first time, then the least I can do is allow her to be in control. 

She’s the master; I’m just the puppet along for the ride now and she is holding the strings. 
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A PLACE I never knew was possible to ache so desperately does. I lean up and take his hand in mine, fingers that I want so badly to be buried in me, and then I kiss them, one by one. But this is a once in a lifetime moment and I know I’ll regret moving too fast, not cherishing it. I want to savor every moment, so I lower his hand and move my body to straddle his. His hair is messy from being wet earlier and looks adorable as it curls at the ends. His eyes are glued to mine and I feel as if we’re singing our own secret anthem, though we haven’t uttered a sound. He’s telling me it’s okay and silently urging me to take charge of the situation. 

Leaning forward, my swollen buds brush against his bare chest, and cause me to squirm. The feeling is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. It’s amazing. The closeness of our bodies turns me on. My lips find his and I kiss him slowly and lightly, and then I move to his neck, running my tongue around on his bare skin. Leaving a trail of kisses from his neck to his collarbone, I place both of my hands on each of his arms, and push myself towards the opposite side of the bed. Parting my mouth, I place small kisses on his abs. His stomach is lean and sexy. I want to lick each defined muscle, memorizing its shape. My mouth hovers over the button on his jeans, I look up and his eyes are closed. I can feel myself getting more turned on by the minute as I desperately try to silence my heavy breathing. 

I may be a virgin, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know what it feels like to be turned on. My fingers work on unbuttoning the button on his jeans, and when they slide the little piece of metal from the loop, I hear him clear his throat. 

He knows what I’m about to do, so he raises his hips and allows me to gently tug on his jeans, lowering them to his ankles. Positioning myself back in front of him, I take my index and middle finger and slowly trace an imaginary line from the inside of his ankle all the way up to his thigh, stopping right before I touch the material on his tight boxers. His hips move, and so does the bulge in his pants. 

Closing my eyes, I envision what’s underneath, waiting for me to find it. I’ve seen his penis almost every night, but suddenly I freeze. He notices. 

“Hensley, come here,” he demands in a low tone. 

Crawling back up his body, I rest my head on his chest. He doesn’t say anything as his hand touches my back and he draws small circles on my exposed skin. My hair is matted to my face, and my breathing is still uncontrollable. It’s hard to explain how I’m really feeling, because I’ve never felt it. I want this more than anything, but I’m scared I won’t be any good at it. He’s got stuff to compare this to; I have nothing. 

“It’s okay if you’re not ready, I’ll wait forever. It won’t be easy – as you can tell, I’m super horny – but I’ll manage. We don’t have to do this.” His words sting. For some reason I feel like he doesn’t want me. He keeps trying to talk me out of this, of having sex, and I don’t know why. 

I try to hide the hurt in my voice. “Do you not want me, Colby?” I ask, curious if it’s just me that feels like I could explode from need at any given moment. I mean, I see him, hard and ready, but does he really want me, all of me?

“Look how hard I am for you, Hensley. That’s how you make me feel. Sunshine, I’ve wanted you from the moment I saw you.”

If he wants me so badly, why does it seem like he’s trying to talk me out of this? “Why do you always stop us then? We’ve been close, dangerously close a few times now, and you always stop us. If you want me so bad, I don’t get it.” I can’t see his face, but I can feel him huff as his chest rises and falls beneath my face resting on it. 

“I’m only concerned about you. I’ve only ever been concerned about you. Once we do this, there will be no one else, ever. I love you and I want to have sex with you. It sounds stupid and lame to say, but I want it almost as much as I want the next beat of my heart to come. I just want you to be ready. And you being a virgin scares me. How do I know you want this? That you won’t regret this in the morning?

He’s scared that I’m not ready? 

“Colby, I was waiting for you. For this moment. Now please, less talking, and more of this. I’m begging you.” He nods and I silently do a dance of victory in my head. Placing a small kiss in the middle of his chest, I slowly make my way back down his stomach again. I’m thankful that my eyes are already adjusted to the darkness as I lift my hand and tug at the top of his boxers. His thick penis springs up as the material that was holding it down lowers. Oh. My. God. Lowering my head, I kiss the top of him. His skin is warm on my lips. Opening my mouth, I put a little bit in and close it. 

“That’s it,” he says through a small grunt of pleasure. It’s enough reassurance to tell me that I’m doing something good. “Sunshine, that feels so good.”

Colby’s hand holds me from behind my neck and he slightly pushes my head down. My mouth accommodates to his length as I prepare to suck his most prized possession like it’s my job. Thoughts of him kissing me, touching me in my most sacred place excite me and urge me to please him in hopes that he will do the same to me. 

No words are spoken as his hand covers mine and he holds my hand around his erection. When I slide my lips towards the top of him, our hands come up. When I lower them, our hands slide down his shaft. We keep this up until I can tell he is coming undone. The salty taste of some foreign liquid on my tongue confuses my taste buds, but not my brain. He’s on the brink of coming, from my doing. I feel like I should get up and do a dance from excitement, but instead I use my tongue to lick the warmth of his skin around his head. I’m needy to have my fill of him. 

“Not like this, Hensley. If I go now, I won’t be much fun later. It’s your turn.” 

Without notice, he lets go of my hand and moves both of his to my arms, and then he pulls me up. Before I know what is going on he has me lying on my back and he is positioned between my legs. His warm hands are now undoing the button on my jeans in a frantic hurry. My legs shiver from his touch and his hot breath on my cotton panties as he hovers over me. Tossing my jeans on the floor, he kisses my leg. It’s like his lips are following a hidden map. I don’t want to push my legs together, it will be too obvious, but I’m scared of the wetness…it’s embarrassing. 

“Stop it. Don’t be ashamed that you’re turned on. I love it. I want you wet and ready for me. Knowing that I have that kind of pull over you and that your body reacts that way to my touch, it fucking drives me crazy.” 

“Since when did you get such a dirty mouth?” I snicker. I’ve never heard him sound more serious. It’s so different from his normal casual self; the change is noticeable, but I like it. Does that make me a whore? 

“I’m still me – still the Colby you fell in love with. I just can’t stand not being inside you for another day, another minute, hell, if another second passes…”

If it’s okay for him to talk dirty, I will too. Here goes nothing, “Colby, I love you. Now claim me, make me believe how much you can’t stand not being inside me for one more second.”

His hand slides up my leg, causing every hair on my body to stand up, excluding my cleanly shaven area where his mouth is now kissing. A girl can dream right? I took care of that business a long time ago. Small kisses, and then small licks, and then he spreads my opening and pushes a finger inside me slowly. Once my body adjusts to his finger, the wetness builds again from the pleasure of his hand, and the sound fills the air, but I know he told me not to be embarrassed. As his finger moves inside me and then pulls out, my hips rock to meet his palm. I’ve never felt so…I don’t know what I’m feeling, but it’s amazing. I can’t believe I’ve waited so long to do this. 

“Are you sure?” he pants while looking up. All that is visible is the top of his head and eyes. 

“Yes, oh my God, yes!” I shout as his finger moves around in my opening. 

Time stands still, or moves really fast. I don’t know, because in a matter of seconds we both fly up in the bed. The mattress sinks down as we both kneel in the middle of it. We’re kissing, and rubbing, and palming one another, and doing everything but thinking – we’re just feeling. Our bodies are sweaty and wet, as one of his hands rests on my lower back and he lowers me to the bed. He kisses me a few times, and nips at my bottom lip. As he tugs it, I lean my hips up in the air. His penis touches my core. I don’t have the guts to reach down and guide it into me, but I wish I did. 

It’s like he reads my mind as his hand does just that. Taking his penis in his hand, he rubs it along my open slit. I want so badly to push against it, but I’m not stupid and I know he isn’t either. Leaning over the side of the bed, he opens a drawer and grabs a condom and then he leans backwards on his heels. The sight in front of me is breathtaking. The sight of his large cock is frightening, but I know he’ll take it slow. I watch as he rolls on the condom, and then the moment I’ve been waiting for, the moment I’ve been dreaming about for months, happens.

As he enters me, I hold my breath and thank my lucky stars that this man, this wonderful, talented man is mine, and I am fully, in every imaginable way, his. 
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WAKING UP, I feel like I’m still sleeping. I’d have to be, because there is no way this is real, that this beautiful woman in my arms is mine and this is my life. How did I get so lucky? The sound of birds chirping and Hensley snoring beside me is euphoric. She’s so peaceful. Closing my eyes, I try to fall back asleep, but it’s impossible with the morning wood that’s standing up like a flagpole between my legs. As I’m debating going to the bathroom and jerking off, Hensley’s hands graze my stomach, follow my happy trail, and I don’t know if she’s awake or dreaming. If it’s the latter, I wish I were too. 

“Again?” she whispers with her eyes still closed. 

What can I say? I crave her and I had to satisfy my craving over and over again last night until we heard the garage door open, notifying us that my parents were home. 

Running my hands through her messy but adorable hair, I whisper, “I want more than anything to be buried deep inside you, but I know you have to be sore, and my parents are home.” 

Rolling over, she turns on her back and pulls the sheet over her chest. “I am, but it’s so worth it.” Pausing, she bites her lower lip. “Last night was amazing; it was perfect. Thank you.”

We lie holding one another for a few minutes, cherishing the bond that we share, that we built together last night. 

“I should, umm…shower.” Hensley’s face turns a bright shade of red. I know she is embarrassed. To be honest, there’s nothing sexy about waking up with crimson-stained legs and sheets. I guess I should have planned having some towels on hand, especially knowing what would happen her first time. But last night was sort of in the heat of the moment; I barely had time to think, much less stop by the bathroom and grab towels. 

Lifting her face with my hand, I kiss her forehead. “Don’t be ashamed. Let me run some water, and we can shower together. Is that okay?” I don’t want to push her or rush things, but we just spent the night exploring one another’s bodies in ways even I’ve never done before. Showering together should be no biggie. 

“We just have to be quiet so no one knows.”

She nods, and I get up off of the bed. Laughter erupts from her lungs as she catches a glimpse of me in all my glory. The sound is like music to my ears. 
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AFTER SHOWERING WE go downstairs and are welcomed by my momma and a full spread of breakfast. Hensley seems happier today and it’s infectious. Even Momma seems to be affected by the vibes. She’s smiling, which isn’t something I’ve seen in quite a while. We feed the horses and then take a trip around town. I show Hensley where I went to high school and the field I helped win our state championship on. It’s nice for her to be on my turf. It’s nice for her to be here with me period. 

Rolling down her window, her brunette hair flies around her face. “This is the best day ever!” she screams and holds her hands out. “Seriously, it feels like it’s still summer. Is it always this nice?”

“Yup, until about January. That’s when it starts getting really cold.”

We ride around town for a little while longer. Glancing over, I see Hensley lean her head against the headrest and yawn. This trip has no doubt been a lot to put on someone, but she’s taken it like a champ. Just like I had hoped she would. On the way home, I stop by the corner market and pick Momma up some fresh flowers. It’s something Levi and I used to do for her. I know it’s a gesture she won’t expect, but will cherish. Unable to fight her sleep any longer, Hensley dozes off. Running into the shop, I decide to leave her be. But when I come back, she isn’t where I left her. Looking to my left, I see her bending down in an open meadow smelling the flowers. If I had a camera, I would take a million pictures of this moment, but I don’t, so I stand, flowers in one hand, taking in the sight in front of me. She looks like an angel in her long flowing white sweater, brown hair blowing in the light wind, and a giant smile on her face. It’s the simple things that impress her and it’s one of the many reasons why I am so attracted to her. There’s not a need to wine and dine her, when she’s perfectly content standing on the side of the highway, smelling flowers. Don’t get me wrong, she deserves to be wined and dined, but it’s the point that she isn’t one of those prissy girls. She’s as down to earth as a woman could possibly be, and she’s all mine. 
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SAYING GOODBYE WAS the hardest part. Colby’s family, well, his mother, was so welcoming. It made me a little sad, wishing my own mom would accept him the way she does me, but it was still nice. I’ll never forget this trip for as long as I live. He said he wanted to be the first of many things with me, and he’s done just that. My first time away from home, my first time meeting my boyfriend’s family, and my first time giving myself to a man. He owns me — there’s no doubt about it anymore, not that there ever was. 

“Let’s get home, Sunshine. I bet Dusty misses you,” he teases. 

Shaking my head, I think he has it twisted. “You mean he misses you! I’ve been replaced, mister.” 

“Okay, I admit it, he probably misses us both. Come on, let’s go. They’re calling our flight.” Taking my hand in his, he pulls me up and guides me to the stewardess. 

Boarding the plane, I feel a sense of calm wash over me. I’m not nearly as nervous as I was on the flight here, and I can’t help but feel like he has something to do with it. I’ve never once felt so content with my life. I’ve never felt like I was truly living. Just existing, getting by, day by day. Colby’s made me whole. He’s made me feel things that I never allowed myself the chance to feel, and he’s made me love him more and more with each passing day. 

I know my mother’s probably not going to come around, and she is most likely going to try and pry us apart, but I truly feel like he is my soul mate and that’s something that she is just going to have to learn to accept. 
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DUSTY WELCOMED US at the airport with a giant hug that felt like home. We stopped by Burger Heaven and got some supper and then headed back to the apartment. Deciding not to go home to my parents on purpose, I spend the night wrapped in Colby’s arms, legs, and sheets. I don’t think that will ever get old, because with each time he caresses my body, it gets better. It’s a feeling I’ve never felt before, being worshipped, and he does it in every way. From the softness of his touch to the little way he nips at my bottom lip, he makes me want to lie naked in his arms all the time. The thought isn’t half bad. 
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“DUDE, THIS STAGE is huge!” Dusty beams as he holds the red curtain back far enough so he can see the crowd of college kids that have quickly filled the rows of seating. “Seriously, man, how did you book this venue?”

I haven’t told him or Hensley about Smashtown Records yet, but when I got a call about a week or so ago, I knew that this was Chasing String’s chance. Maybe to hit the big time, so I agreed for the three of us to meet here tonight and perform. Hopefully we’re what they want. We’ve been busting our asses for months practicing and playing smaller gigs at Mitch’s. This could be the big break we’ve all been looking for. Not to mention that Smashtown formally invited us to play. That means they’re interested, hopefully in more than just me, but us as a group. 

“I got a call from some dude Mitch knows,” which isn’t a total lie. “They invited us and I told them we’d be here. So here we are,” as I hold my arms out. 

“I hear ya, brother. Come on, we should start running a sound check.” Dusty moves over to the array of equipment and starts messing around with the knobs. 

“There’s my girl,” I say as the sight of Hensley walking towards me with her guitar strap hung over her shoulder takes my breath away. You’d think after a few months of dating, I wouldn’t be so excited to see her. But that’s as far from the truth as it can get. Every time I see her, it’s like the very first. 

She smiles as she walks closer to me. “I like the sound of that.” 

Setting her acoustic down, I wrap my arms around her. Kissing her softly on her temple, I feel a sting of guilt wash over me. I’m doing this for us, all of us, I repeat over and over in my mind as her body molds itself to my touch. For some reason the words that were spoken only a few months ago echo in my head, “You’re what this industry needs right now.” I’ve found comfort in knowing that Hensley and Dusty are both just as talented as I am, but it doesn’t drown out the fact that neither Michael nor Robert mentioned them being what the industry needs or what they wanted. This is our time to prove that we’re a trio, and a damn talented one at that. 

“Hensley, how does this sound over there?” Dusty hollers from his bent position in front of an amp. 

“Great.” Her hand grips my shoulder as she leans up and kisses me. I cherish her kisses, her touch. “It sounds good, but there’s some static coming from somewhere.” 

“Go fix it, Sunshine.” I kiss her forehead. 

Music is her life. I knew that from the first time I laid eyes on her, I just didn’t realize then how invested she really is. I know now, and I’d do anything to support her aspirations. This gig is really important. It could mean us, as a group, getting noticed. I know that they singled me out, and while I’m excited to finally get noticed after years of playing, I’m saddened that they didn’t seem to notice the talent that D and Hensley have. 
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SOUND CHECK WAS flawless, and within a matter of minutes we go through one last run through, get changed, and are now sitting on stage behind a giant curtain. My palms are sweating. I’m not blind – I know this is our one chance to prove ourselves…to people who matter at least. Knowing that this one performance matters that much makes me feel like a lot is at stake. Seeing my girl and my brother sitting next to me, I know this is our defining moment. We will either sink or swim. This is it. 

“Hey, y’all! We really appreciate you coming down and seeing us tonight,” I holler into the microphone and the crowd cheers. “My name’s Colby, and this is my beautiful talented girlfriend, Hensley, and our kick ass friend, Dusty, over there on the keyboard, and we’re Chasing Strings!” 

Hensley strums her guitar, and the sound fills the air around us. The audience goes silent. Glancing around the room, I see the faces of many of our peers from campus and a few new people. All of which are standing, waiting for her voice to make its presence. 

“I never knew,” she pauses. 

“I never knew… how much I could love you. 

You held me in place, marking me, without a second glance. 

You claimed me. You made me yours, and I never knew…how much I could possibly love you,” Hensley sings with her eyes shut, sitting on the corner of a stool, guitar resting on her lap. Dusty starts to play in the background, and opens me up for my solo. 

“You say you didn’t know…you claim you were taken off guard. 

I beg to differ, because I’ve never fallen so hard. 

Baby, you knew. You’ve known all along. 

You were made for me and I was made for you.” 

Hensley starts to play as I walk closer to her. We take turns singing into the microphone that rests between us. There’s no doubt that our performance showcases our love, our chemistry, the seemingly innocent ways our hands brush against one another’s, stealing and savoring the feeling. It’s all real, and the best part is knowing it myself and then making the crowd believe it. That’s what making music is to me – the power of being able to evoke an emotion out of someone with nothing but your voice. It’s like the first time you hear a song, it can be a happy one, or a gut wrenching one. No matter what type of ballad it is, it’s the moment when you become part of it, when the little hairs on the back of your neck stand up, or the way that you relate the lyrics to your life or situation in that moment. Regardless of how you feel, it affects you. Music has a way of opening us up to feelings that we don’t normally have, express, or believe. Music isn’t just about sound, pitch, or tone; it’s therapy. 

That’s what this moment is like. Striving to convey the message to the crowd, Hensley’s voice calls to me because I never knew it was possible to love someone as much as I love her. It’s unmistakable and I know the crowd gets our message. We hit the last verse, and Hensley and I sing into the microphone in unison, “I always knew. I always knew that I loved you. From the first glance, from the first look. That was all it took.” As the song comes to an end, Dusty pounds on the keys on his keyboard and my mouth collides with Hensley’s. In the moment, I don’t care that we’re on stage in front of a hundred people, or that we’re technically working. It doesn’t matter. Showing my girl what she means to me and how proud I am of her performance is all that crosses my mind as my arm snakes around her waist and pulls her to me. Pushing the message that this is real, that our song is the story of us, I mark her with my lips.

Women start to scream, “Chasing Strings!” 

Looking into the crowd, I see Michael and Robert holding up their glasses. I pray that they’re interested in us as a group and not just me this time. 

We play a few more original songs before we start up on some covers. Those are a little more fun, since we know how people will react to them. The curtain closes, and we’re all ready for a break. Dusty grabs us three waters, and we chug them in silence. 

“That was amazing!” Hensley smiles from ear to ear. “Like more than amazing. Did you see how they reacted? Oh my God, I can’t believe this!” The excitement in her voice is clear as day, and I realize I’ve never seen her this happy, ever. 

“This spot is the shit. I mean, look how many people came out, dude!” Dusty raises his hand to shake mine as Michael and Robert approach us. 

“What a performance! We knew you’d deliver, Colby-boy, but this way exceeded our expectations. Mitch was right, there’s something special about you. And these two,” he nods towards Hensley and Dusty, “we didn’t see this kind of chemistry the last time we saw you play together at the bar.”

Where is he going with this?

“We can tell you’ve been putting in a lot of practice time. Are we too late? Tell me if you’ve already been picked up, Mr. Grant. It’d sure be a shame, but it’d be our fault for losing you,” Michael says before taking a swig of his drink. The cocky expression on his face tells me he knows no one else has picked me up, and they’re only interested in me and not my friends. 

I silently beg that Dusty or Hensley can’t hear our conversation, although I’m sure they heard the Mitch bit. I’ll have some explaining to do later, that’s for sure. 

“Yes, sir, we’ve been practicing a lot at home.” I make sure to emphasize the “we,” hoping they catch on. “I’m glad you were both able to come out tonight and that you liked what you heard. Speaking for the three of us, we’re all really interested in being represented by your company.” There isn’t another way around this, unless I was to come out and say, “We’re a package deal.” I don’t know how Dusty and Hensley would feel about me saying that considering it’s a big fat lie, but right now that’s the only way I know how to handle this situation. Especially knowing that Smashtown is interested in me, not Chasing Strings. I was hoping this performance would show them what a great trio we really are, that we’re a sure bet and what country music needs. 

Michael steps away to take a phone call and Robert excuses himself to the bar, and I take a deep breath.

Dusty looks jumbled as he warily asks, “So, is there something you wanna tell us, bro?”

“Oh, no, dude. I just…”

Dusty interrupts me, “You just what, randomly met people from a label and didn’t tell us?”

Before I have time to answer him, Brittani saunters up to us. She’s drunk, again. When does this girl not drink? 

“Cole,” she shortens my name. “I’ve been missin’ you!” she chuckles. Reaching her hand out to brace herself, I move my shoulder with lightning speed, dodging her touch. There’s no way in hell she’s using me to get to Hensley, and I know that’s her goal. It always is. Rolling her eyes, she makes a snotty face and says, “Whatever. Looky, I was just comin’ to say y’all sounded good. But I can see ya don’t care, so buh-bye!” 

Silently thanking our lucky stars, we ignore her as she makes her exit, straight for the bar. 

“Anyways, she’s right. We played a hell of a set!” I hold my fist up for Dusty to pound, but he doesn’t. “What’s wrong, dude?”

He looks pissed. 

“Nothing, bro. I can hide shit too.” Walking away he heads towards the bar and stands by Brittani and her annoying posse. 

“That smile looks good on you,” I wrap my arms around Hensley’s body as I near her. 

Beaming she says, “Thank you for putting it there. I don’t know what you did or who you had to pay to invite us here tonight, but it’s been amazing. It’s been…real. Like we’re actually musicians that people paid to come see, to come listen to. It’s pretty freakin’ cool.” 

Taking a deep breath, I say, “Yeah, it’s pretty freakin’ cool.”

“So who were those guys and how do you know them?”

I know I have to tell her. I wouldn’t ever blatantly lie to her face. 

Softly I say, “Music producers.” And her eyes widen. I don’t know if she’s going to haul off and punch me or she’s just in shock. Moving my eyes to her waist, her hands stay below her belt and I know it’s the shock that leaves her speechless. 

“What do you mean? How do you know them? Holy shit, stop the clock, Colby! I feel like a baseball player and the major league scouts just watched me throw a perfect game. What if they sign us?”

Regret, guilt, and douchery wash over me. It pains me to know that they weren’t interested in either of my closest friends last time, but even though it’s not looking good so far, I have hope that after tonight they’ll want us all. I need them to want us all, because after the summer we’ve had, the memories and things we’ve shared, her meeting my brother and my mother who adores her, I can’t leave her. I’d turn Michael and Robert down without a second thought. I just don’t know how to tell her all of this without her thinking I’ve been keeping something. Which I have, but it sucks royally admitting it to her. 

Swallowing the giant egg in my throat feels impossible. “Let’s not get too excited, Sunshine.”

“How can I not get excited? Wait, why aren’t you more excited? And what did Dusty mean, do you already know them?”

Shit.

“No, Sunshine. Not personally. Listen, you’re right, they did seem pretty stoked. Let’s just calm down though, wait and see what they say. Come over here and give me some love, that’s what I wanna worry about.” 

Holding Hensley close to me, we walk towards a small booth and sit down, as remorse takes its presence in my heart, blocking out the boyfriend-of-the-year award I just lost by lying. She’s still feeling the high from the show; her hands won’t stop moving and her foot is kicking knots on my ankle as it dangles beside me. Attempting to chill, we sit and people-watch from afar for a while. It’s amazing the things you observe when you’re one of the only sober people in a room. Not that I’m on a high horse or anything, but seeing how my Pops loves the bottle probably more than he loves me, it’s not something I want to or would ever resort to. Either to drown out my fucked up life or to have a good time. I don’t need booze; all I need is this sweet thing beside me. 

A roar draws my attention and then the sight of two dudes fighting makes me jump up. Hensley stands behind me as we catch a glimpse of Dusty wrestling on the floor with Logan. What the fuck? I didn’t even know he was here. Why would he come out and watch us in the first place? Hensley is the only explanation I can muster up. He sweats her big time and it makes me sick. I actually feel ill, because I’m scared if I catch him staring at her with that stomach-turning look one more time I might kill him. That is if Dusty doesn’t do it first. 

Turning around, I grab Hensley’s face with both of my hands. “Stay here. I’m not kidding, Hens. I know you get all high and mighty like you can do anything a man can do, but not tonight, Sunshine. Please, just sit down and stay away from them. They’re both crazy!” I kiss her gently and then sternly stare at her until she backs up and her ass hits the booth. Rushing through the crowd of people, I see Logan sitting on Dusty’s chest. Blow after blow, Logan’s fist is attacking his jaw. 

“Move the fuck out of my way!” I holler as I elbow people, trying to break through them and get closer. “That’s enough, boys,” I bellow, grabbing Logan’s wrist. I squeeze tightly. Dusty’s mouth is bloody and there’s a big gash above his eyebrow. The class ring on Logan’s hand sure did its job. 

“I don’t know what you two idiots are fighting about, but this isn’t the place or time. Logan get the fuck up, and you,” I grab the first female I see, “Take him to the bar and get some ice on his hand. If he ever wants to play football again, he’s going to regret not icing the son of a bitch.” She nods, but he doesn’t stand up. “Do I look like I’m kidding?” Dusty groans as Logan puts pressure on his chest to push himself up with one hand. “Morons, I swear,” I mumble under my breath. The girl holds onto Logan and they walk towards the bar. Bending down, I help my dumbass best friend to his feet. He doesn’t say a word as his feet shuffle forward. 

“Oh my gosh, look at your face!” Hensley whines as we near the booth. I’m please she listened and stayed put. If one of these jerks had hit her by accident instead of each other, I don’t care which one it was, I’d beat the shit out of them. 

Dusty bends down and sits on the wooden bench. 

“Dude, what’s up? What was all that about?” I question him. 

He doesn’t answer, but sits shaking his head. Something’s going on. The way he tested me earlier and was acting grumpy and now this. “It’s fucking Logan, dude. He’s a chump. He told Trevor that I’ve been messing with someone else. So he didn’t come. I can’t find him anywhere, but I found Logan. So I hit him, and then he hit me a few more times.”

“Yeah, well, looks like you’re going to need a few stitches. Hensley, why don’t you take the car and Dusty to that little urgent care place? I’ll tell Mitch that we had to leave for an emergency. He shouldn’t mind. I’m pretty sure he said he had another gig lined up to play after us anyways. I’ll pack all this equipment up. Just swing by and scoop me up on the way home.” 

“Okay.” Standing up, she hugs me. “Stay out of trouble, babe. Logan’s not worth Dusty or you getting in trouble with the law for.” 

“I know. Go on. He needs to be seen ASAP.”

 

[image: ]

 

PICKING HENSLEY’S GUITAR up and placing it in her case, I hear Michael’s voice from behind me. “We went ahead and had the studio fax over some documents, Colby.”

Turning, I bark, “What documents?”

“Seriously, son? What do we have to do? Tell us, because we want you. Smashtown wants you.”

My dream is being handed to me on a silver platter, Levi’s dream. And for a split second after the words leave Michael’s mouth all I can think about is telling Hensley. The look on her face when I tell her I got signed and she didn’t. It would devastate her, and honestly, while I’d like to believe our love would keep us together and help her broken heart mend, I don’t know if it would. I can’t leave her. I don’t want to. Ever. 

Emotions dance across my face, as my mind and my heart battle. 

“Listen, Colby, before you turn us down…” Michael walks closer to me and puts his hand on my shoulder. “Young love is something we’ve all been through. That kiss on stage told me you were in deep, but this is your career. What you’ve always wanted…it’s happening. Sign this form, and let us turn you into the biggest country star out there. Smashtown wants you, and you need us. It’s a win-win. And in the end, if your relationship lasts, that will just be a bonus.”

My ears ring as his mouth moves. These are the words I’ve been waiting to hear, praying to hear for years now, but I can’t shake the feeling in my gut. I love music, it defines me from the inside out, but I love Hensley more. And I know with certainty that Levi would love her too. 

“With all due respect, sir…” 

Robert interrupts me, “Mr. Grant,” he says as he opens the left side of his blazer and pulls out an envelope. “There’s a check inside with your name on it. Take a look at it before you say another word.” 

Handing me the envelope, I take it and walk away. My feet feel like boulders as I lift my legs and climb the wooden steps to the stage. The place has been closed for a while now, so it’s just the workers and us three here. Fumbling with the sealed paper, I rip it open and stare at a number that makes me want to vomit. In the memo section it says, “Sign-on Bonus.” 

$150,000.00 is a hell of a bonus. 

My brain rushes through the things that could be done with that money, and it keeps replaying images of the farm, the one that’s going under faster than we thought. This money would help, it would more than help. It’d save us. Maybe then my Pops would stop drinking. If he saw the light at the end of the tunnel and things got better, maybe it would help him realize good things can still happen for him. But my heart is twisting in my chest, and I actually feel short of breath. 

What are the signs of a heart attack?

“So, do you want this pen?”

Without hesitation I bark, “No, sir,” and rip the check in half. “I’m honored, blessed, and honestly fucking amazed that you see that kind of talent in me. Smashtown is huge. I’m not a fool, but I’m also not one of those jewel-jean wearing singers y’all represent either.” Their faces turn cold. “I did my homework after the last time we met. I can’t guarantee this is a smart decision, turning down money like that, but I don’t want this industry to change me or what I know is right. And right now, this is what’s right for me.” 

“If playing on this stage that looks like it’s about to rot is right for you, then so be it, son.” He statement reminds me of the words my father said not too long ago when I left home. “But…you’re making a very big mistake for your career.” Michael’s voice sounds cold and distant as he scolds me for my decision. “There are millions of kids your age that would die to be offered this opportunity, some you may even know. I’d hate to see you with a broken heart and no record label.”

I nod. Not because I agree, but because I am at a loss for words. This is an amazing opportunity. I’m not blind, but I’m in love and I can’t leave my girl. Not now after she told me she loves me. 

Robert bends and picks up the shredded check, and then they both walk away leaving me feeling like a giant idiot and the best boyfriend all at the same time. But for some outlandish reason, I feel like Michael was threatening me. His words ring in my head, “I’d hate to see you with a broken heart and no record label.”

His ego must be wounded. I’m sure he doesn’t get turned down a lot. 
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HITTING COLBY’S NAME on the screen, I turn onto the freeway. Urgent care was closed so we had to go to the hospital. Three stitches later and here we are. Looking over my shoulder, I switch lanes as the phone rings. 

“Hello,” Colby says, his voice sounds hoarse. 

“Hey, babe, you okay?”

“Just a li’l tired, that’s all. I was just about to call you. Trevor’s here. He’s helping me load everything up now. We’ll meet y’all at the apartment.” 

Trevor’s there?

“What’s he doin’ there?” I yap. 

“Word gets around fast. I guess someone told him what happened and he rushed here to check on Dusty, but y’all were already gone when he got here. So he stayed around waiting, helping me clean things up a bit.”

Okay, that was nice of him. 

“All right, well, we’re about to be at the apartment. See ya in a few. I love you.” 

“I love you more than anything in this world, Sunshine,” he says before we both disconnect the line. 

That was a strange conversation, but I shake it off knowing that the night was sort of bizarre after the whole fighting ordeal. I’m thankful that they waited until the end at least. 

We pull up to the apartment and Dusty limps inside, leaving me to collect his bandages and everything else the nurse sent him home with from the front seat floorboards. 

Just like a man. 

“Excuse me, are you Hensley Bradley?” a man asks as he and another approach the passenger side door where I am standing. Holding my key like a makeshift shank, I prepare for the worst. I know if I scream, Dusty will hear me. He may not be much help in his current state, but I know he’d give both of these old men a run for their money. 

“Put down the weapon, Ms. Bradley. We’re not here to hurt you.” 

Their faces appear familiar as the light from the street lamp shines down on them. 

“Wait, didn’t I meet y’all tonight?” I ask confused as to why they would be creeping outside of the apartment complex. 

“You have a good memory amongst other things, like your voice,” one of them says, grabbing my attention. 

Trying to hide the smile from my face, I sternly say, “I’m intrigued. Carry on.” 

“Well, to be blunt, we’re interested in you. Our label, Smashtown Records, would like to offer you a spot on our team. Don’t get me wrong, it’s going to take a lot of work, but you have a raw knack and we think you’d be a great addition to our music family.”

Stop the mother-fucking clock. 

“You wanna, like, I don’t know, sign me? Like for tours and all that?” 

“Yeah, we wanna, like, sign you,” the other man says. 

“As soon I saw you up on that stage, pouring your heart into your music, I knew you’d be right for us.”

I squeal, “Okay!” 

“Okay? That’s it? You don’t want to know the terms and all the fine details?”

My brain freezes. Fine details? I would be an utter idiot to turn down anyone from any record label. How did they find me? Why me? Are they also interested in Colby and Dusty? 

“Well, of course, but this is my dream. I would be foolish to turn it down.”

Their faces look confused. 

“I’m Michael and this is Robert, first of all. Secondly, this is my card. Call me in the morning and we can set up a time to finalize all of this. My assistant, Emiko, will be in contact with you also. We’ll want to fly you out to California as soon as possible. Like I said, this will be a lot of work. Are you sure you’re fully committed?”

“Michael, you have my word. This is a dream come true. Thank you.” 

“It’s a shame that little boyfriend of yours doesn’t have much sense,” says Michael. 

“I’m sorry, what? Wait, what do you mean, any sense? Is he getting an offer too? That would be such a blessing. Colby and my best friend, Dusty, they’re both extremely talented too.” 

“You have a real talent, Ms. Bradley. Singing up there beside someone like Mr. Grant, you shone beside him, but did you hear all those women screaming his name. It’s just a shame that he didn’t let you lead more in your performance, that’s all.” 

I don’t want to argue with him, but he’s dead wrong. Colby would never try and overshadow me. It’s weird for someone to say that, especially about him of all people. He wants all of us to have our big moments during our gigs. Shrugging it off, they leave me with their card, and tear-stained cheeks. 

I cannot believe this. I told Colby they liked us. 

Running inside, I find Dusty sleeping on the sofa. I cover him up and then dial my parents’ number. I know it’s late, but my mom is going to die when she hears the news. 
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COLBY WALKS THROUGH the door an hour later with Trevor at his side. 

Lifting Dusty’s legs off my lap, I jump up and run to Colby. “Where have you been, babe? I’ve got something major to tell you. You might want to sit down.” 

“Are you on drugs?” He bends to sit on the recliner. 

“Umm, no, but I am…wait for it…” My cheesy grin would make a child cry. I probably look like a hot mess right now. 

“Sunshine, are you pregnant?” he whispers and looks over, making eye contact with Trevor. 

“No, again, and that’s just…why would you go there? I don’t care. Listen, Smashtown freaking Records came here tonight. And guess what? They signed me! Well, not yet, but they will. Tomorrow, Emiko, I think that’s how you say her name…she’s going to contact me and get me all the paperwork. Those men that you talked to tonight and told we’ve been practicing, I told you they liked us. They want to move me out to Cali and start as soon as possible. Babe…Colby, what’s wrong? Why aren’t you smiling?” 

“Please slow down. Michael and Robert were here?” The distance in his voice scares me. Why would he care they were here, and why did he say their names like he knows them personally? 

“Yes, they were, and now they’re gone and you’re here, but I’m wondering why you’re not more excited that they want to sign me. This is it, babe – my dream. What I’ve been waiting my whole life for. It’s happening. I knew it.” I continue to ramble without stopping to catch a breath. 

Trevor chimes in, “That’s awesome, girl. I’m proud of you,”

Standing up, Colby grabs his phone and marches out the front door. A sudden rush of emotions runs through me. Why isn’t he happy about this? 

“Come here, honey.” Trevor reaches for me. “Don’t cry. You have to understand you just dropped a bomb on his lap. He’s probably thrilled and proud of you, but you getting signed means you’ll be leaving him and he’s only just got you. Give it a few minutes. He’ll come back.”

He’s right. I can’t imagine how I would react if he walked through the door and then told me he was leaving, that his dreams were coming true and mine weren’t. If the roles were reversed, I’d be a sobbing mess. So I hug Trevor back and allow Colby a little bit to sort through his thoughts, alone. 
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THERE ARE NO rational thoughts that come to mind as I stand outside in the freezing cold and pace back and forth. Smashtown signed Hensley. Those no good bastards did this. They knew if I wouldn’t go they’d make me regret it and take the only reason I was staying – Hensley. Clenching my fists at my sides, I debate punching something. Anything, I don’t care. I just need to release some of this anger. But I don’t, instead I sit on the curb and blankly stare at cars as they pass by. 

I want more than anything to be mad at Michael and Robert, but my anger keeps getting pointed at Hensley. 

She said yes. 

She signed.

She’s leaving. 

Bile swooshes around in my empty stomach as my mouth starts to water. Fighting the urge to puke is a lost cause. I physically feel like I could die. Leaning over, I surrender to my body’s reaction to the news and empty my stomach on the concrete. How did I not see this coming? The realization that the two of them are snakes makes my already queasy stomach churn, and now she works for them. Wiping my mouth with my jacket, I know I have to go inside and face this, face her. But what is there to say? Congratulations? 

I’m proud – she’s talented – but I can’t lie either. I’m angry, pissed, hurt, and more than anything I feel a sense of betrayal. Not that she did me wrong or even knows that she took my spot, my offer, but she’s leaving me when I chose to stay here with her. Or wait, does she know that I turned them down? 

Answers. I need them. Now. 

Pushing myself up, I walk the short distance back to the stairs. Opening the door, I see that she is sitting on the couch, staring off into space. Dusty isn’t lying there anymore, and I know Trevor hasn’t left, so I assume they’re in his room talking things out. I take a seat next to her…well, one cushion over. There’s enough room in between us so we’re not touching. 

“I’m sorry. I just needed a second to comprehend what you were saying,” I admit. 

She nods in silence beside me. 

Turning towards her, I swallow my need for answers. Her face is wet from crying, and suddenly, I don’t care if she knows. Honestly, I just want her to be happy and if leaving and following this dream does it, it’s enough for me. It’ll have to be. “I’m just gonna miss ya, that’s all,” I confess. 

It’s like the flood gates open as she turns to face me and our eyes lock. Tears start to stream down her face as she says, “It’s okay. We’re not breaking up. We’re going to make this work. I love you, and this won’t come between us. We’ll make it work. Like Tim and Faith. Look at all the singers who stray and divorce or let fame change them, but not those two. They’ve conquered the music industry and remained happily married while doing it. Let me be your Faith and you be my Tim.”

The sincerity of her plea cuts me deep. It’s not that she thinks we can make it through this – that’s admirable. It’s more the fact that she’s leaving. She didn’t even second guess her decision. She just made it, without so much as a discussion with me. Yeah, I turned them down without telling her, but the difference is she’s leaving, I’m not. I have no words. No emotions. I feel like I’ve been punched in the stomach. Honestly, I wish someone would punch me. Then I’d have an excuse to go ape-shit and let out some of this rage that’s inside me, but no one’s here to do that. So I do the next best thing. I attack Hensley, with my mouth. Her lips open welcoming me in. Pushing her back against the couch, I climb on top of her, but hold my weight up with my hands. 

We’ve never really fucked; there’s been no need to be rough, or controlling, when we’ve both been content with being slow and enjoying every second. But not now, right now I need to explode, I need to pound into her as hard as I can. Maybe it will help me feel better knowing how sore my dick is going to make her. Maybe she’ll remember this time when she’s out on the road singing on a different stage every night. I want her to close her eyes when she thinks of me, and I want her nipples to harden and her core to ache. Then I want her to remember exactly what it felt like in this moment. As my hands roughly grip her body and grind her slowly against the bulge in my pants. Because I’m not letting up, and for once there’s not going to be a sweet and gentle Colby. 

Grunts of need escape my mouth as my cock throbs, begging to be buried deep within her sweet opening. The warmth that I know is coming as soon as I get inside her makes me want to strip her bare and have my way with her, but she’s still my girl, and we don’t need Dusty or Trevor walking out here and seeing the things I want to do to her. So I lean up, wrap my arms around her and stand up off the couch. Walking towards my bedroom, her lips explore my neck, sucking and nipping. 

Sitting down on my bed, I pull Hensley down so she is sitting on me, straddling me. She doesn’t talk as she lifts up her shirt and tosses it to the floor. My eyes examine her flawless body. Unhooking her bra she slides the straps down her arms, one by one, leaving her chest exposed. Leaning my head down, my mouth finds her swollen buds. The pleasure from the warmth of my mouth closed around her causes her body to arch backwards as she pushes her breasts further towards my face. 

“Move over here,” I instruct as I gently push her off of me and I scoot over. She’s lying against the mattress and without instruction she unbuttons her jeans and slides them off. The vision in front of me is breathtaking, but it would be even more mouthwatering if the thin tan fabric of her panties wasn’t blocking the view in between her legs. My lips quiver as they beg to taste her. Resting on my stomach, I army crawl towards her, kissing her smooth legs as I go. Normally, I please her first. I want her to come as many times as possible before I get my fix, but not tonight. As much as I want to, I know I need this time to be for me – at least for the first time. 

“Take off your panties,” I say as my lips kiss her stomach. 

As she slides them off, I sit up and remove my shirt and then unbutton my pants. Biting her lower lip, she looks up at me. She is so beautiful and sexy lying there naked in front of me. Why the hell did those morons have to offer her a contract? Anger floods my mind again and reminds me that I wanted this to be about me and my release, not pleasing her. 

Jumping off the bed, I slide down my jeans and remove my socks and then hit the lights. The darkness will make hiding her gorgeous body easier. Hopefully then I can focus on releasing this ire and not have her innocence and pure sexiness slap me in the face. 

“Are you wet?” I’m sure she is mortified by my question, another reason why I’m glad the lights are off. 

“Yes,” she shrills. 

“I love you, Hensley Bradley, but right now I don’t need to make love. I need to feel you, be inside you. You’re like a glove. You fit just right over me. Let me fuck you into tomorrow, because honestly I don’t know what it holds, and it’s the uncertainty that scares me.”

With an intake of breath, she utters, “Whatever you need, I need. Let it all out and let’s not worry about tomorrow. Just worry about right now.” 

Before she has a chance to say another word, I lean down and use my left hand to rub her opening. Using two fingers in a circular motion, I move the wetness around making sure that she is good and wet before I extend my legs and hover over her body. Rolling on a condom, I bend towards her core, and she gasps as I enter her without warning. My pace is slow at first, as she adjusts to my size. 

“Ahh…yeah, babe,” she moans out loud. Her words encourage me to speed up my pace. 

Groans of pleasure escape me as I pound into her, over and over. 

Pulling out of her I order her to flip over. She turns to lie on her stomach as I slide my dick back into her, and I keep up a steady tempo until my calves ache and my toes curl as I find my release. Not asking if Hensley gets off, I move to lay on the mattress, exhausted. 

The pleased look in her glossy eyes tells me that she’s satisfied as well. 
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WAKING UP WITH Hensley in my arms, thoughts of yesterday no longer matter. All that matters is this girl. If she leaves…when she leaves, I’ll have to learn to accept it and cope with her not being around all the time. I’m pissed over feeling like those two went behind my back. It’s as if they’re punishing me for turning them down. And the mere fact that she didn’t hesitate to jump on board with them, she didn’t say she needed some time to consider her options, she didn’t turn them down…for me. That’s what hurts the most. But who am I to stop her or hold her back from living her dream? Yes, she’s my girlfriend, but she isn’t my wife. As much as I want to think I have some sort of claim over her, she can do whatever she pleases. Knowing she’s going to leave hurts. It’s not like I had time to prepare myself. I’ve been blindsided. 

“What are you thinking about?” she yawns as she asks what seems to be a normal question, but considering our circumstances, it isn’t today. 

Holding her closer, I whisper in her ear, “I’m thinking that I would love to have some of your famous bacon pancakes for breakfast and then I’d like to come back in here and eat you for dessert.” 

The smirk on her face makes me laugh. 

“One order of pancakes coming right up!” Untangling her body from mine, she sits up and stretches. 

As soon as she shuts the door, I reach for my phone and scroll through my contacts. Hovering over Michael’s name, the stored contact I had created when we first met, I hit create email and type as fast as my fingers allow. 

I do appreciate you giving me a chance, but only because I thought you were a genuine man at the time. I was dead wrong. I’m only going to say this once. I know what you and Robert are doing. And I swear to you, you better not let this fucked up industry hurt her or break her down. If you do, if she comes home broken from touring or from the exhaustion that’s about to become her reality, I will find you and when I do you’re going to wish you never offered her a contract. Before you save this email, or show your fancy lawyers, remember this isn’t a threat. It’s a promise. 

Swallowing, I hit send. 
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BREAKFAST WAS DELICIOUS, but it was what happened after that was better. Colby is amazing. The way he treasures my body, always making sure I’m satisfied. He’s the definition of husband material. I’ve never once considered marriage as an option for me, but since he’s come along, nothing but good things have been happening. His presence has made me reconsider everything I once knew or valued, and other than music, he’s at the top of my priority list. 

Yesterday was one of the best days of my life. Not only did we have a kick ass performance, but I was introduced to the guys from Smashtown. This is a dream come true. The only drawback is leaving Dusty and Colby behind.

Dusty was so happy this morning when I told him the news. Other than the massive hangover and bruises on his face, he was beaming with excitement from ear to ear. It was Colby who I felt was taken aback by the news. Last night he seemed, I don’t know, upset? Storming out of the room, he left me feeling an array of mixed emotions. None of which I could understand. I thought for sure he’d be happy for me. From the moment we got together he knew this was my goal and now it’s a reality. I’m just not so sure how he truly feels about it. All day we’ve been beating around the bush, dodging the topic. Until Emiko called. 

“Hello,” I squeal into the phone. 

“Hi, this is Emiko. I’m calling from Smashtown Records. Is this Miss Hensley Bradley?” 

Anticipation washes over me. “Yes. Yes, this is she.”

“Good. I’m sure you know why I’m calling. First, congratulations. Michael and Robert are some of the toughest men in this business and the fact that they saw something in you speaks volumes. I’m sure you’re great, and I can’t wait to meet you in person. Speaking of that, I’ve already prepared your flight out here. All I really need is some personal information, and then we can get you on that plane.” 

Wow, this is fast – faster than I expected all of this to happen. After all it’s been less than twenty-four hours. “Emiko, I’m sorry to interrupt, but you said you prepared my flight. When am I leaving?” 

She laughs a devious laugh. “Tonight. You’re plane is scheduled to take off at six-thirty this evening.” 

My stomach hits the floor. Tonight? Like in less than eight hours? 

“Hello, are you still there, Hensley?” her voice inquires as I try and regain my composure and stow my shock. 

“Yeah, I’m here,” I stutter. 

“Okay, good. So I will email your boarding pass, and a driver will pick you up from the airport and bring you to the office. From there I will personally see that you get to your apartment and show you around a little. Are you ready for all of this?” 

Should I lie? 

“Honestly, no. I’m not, but I will be.” 

Emiko breathes deeply into the phone. “This is an opportunity of a lifetime, Hensley. Have safe travels and save my number.”

We disconnect the line, and I feel frozen in place, scared to move. This is really happening. I’m about to pack all of my clothes and board a plane, headed to California, where I know no one – all for a dream, one that is still all kinds of uncertain. 

“Dusty!” I holler. “I need to borrow your suitcase!” 

Things I need to do before I leave cloud my mind in the split second after I hang up the phone. Emiko said she would forward me the contract to read, and sign, and then email back to her before I board the plane. I guess maybe they’re thinking I won’t sign it. Truthfully, they’d be fools to think that. 
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MY PARENTS ARE thrilled, obviously my mother more so than my father. He wants me to stay and finish college and then pursue music. I tell him it just isn’t in the cards for me. He doesn’t agree, but I know he loves me and still wants me to succeed in whatever I do. My mom gushes and keeps saying she knew I was talented and can’t believe this is happening. I feel a sting of guilt, knowing I am leaving her behind to pay my college debts for something I wouldn’t even be finishing. She doesn’t care though and says she’d happily pay for it knowing that I’d be living my dream. Really, she means I’ll be living out her dream, but who’s to argue, especially when I’ve come to say goodbye? 

Dad’s cancer has been about the same, but I make it clear that if there are any changes for him to call me and I’ll come home immediately. 

Dusty is the most excited about me leaving out of everyone. I don’t know if I should be more sad that he wants me gone or happy that he supports my desire to go. After he helps me pack, we lie in his bed and talk about everything under the sun. I can’t help it, but my side of the conversation keeps going back to Colby. Dusty swears he will watch out for him and make sure that he and Logan don’t rip one another’s heads off. Finding comfort in that, I feel better about leaving, but still my chest feels tight just thinking about the moment I’ll have to hug Colby one last time and say goodbye. 

After I am packed, Colby takes me out to lunch but it doesn’t feel like a date. He seems detached, or more like he doesn’t want to be here with me. I try to ignore his absence in the conversation. I know he’s probably unhappy that I’m leaving, but to spend our last meal moping is baffling to me. 

When we get back to the apartment, I go straight to his room. A few minutes pass before he comes in. 

“Are you taking a nap? I know you’re probably exhausted from packing and rushing around running errands.”

Covering my face with my arm, I close my eyes. “No, I’m not sleepy. I’m too excited to sleep.” 

I can feel the bed dip down as Colby sits beside me. We don’t touch though. 

“I’m really sorry, Sunshine. I want to be happy. I really do, and I am, somewhat. I’m just sad that you’re leaving. I know this is your dream, and I want you to have it. I want you to go there and live it, but it doesn’t make this pain in my chest hurt any less. This ache that’s building is so small compared to the void that will take residence in my heart when you leave. It’s scary thinking about it, knowing what I have to look forward to.” 

Sitting up, I crawl over to him, and take his face in my palms. 

“I have no doubt that we can make it through anything. I love you. You were my first of everything, and you’re my last. I mean it, okay?”

Our lips crush together and he takes me to a place that only he’s taken me to, and I enjoy every minute of it, knowing that in just a few short hours he’ll be driving me to the airport.
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“THIS IS IT. Security won’t let me go any further without a ticket.” Colby smiles, but I see through it to the pain in his eyes. 

I physically feel sick, knowing that I’m hurting him. This is hurting me too though. I’m going to miss him too. 

“All right. Thank you for driving me,” I whisper. 

Grabbing my wrist, Colby stops me in my tracks. “You’re thanking me for driving my girlfriend to the airport? Don’t do that. Don’t thank me for that. Do you thank me for driving you to school? No, you don’t. This isn’t any different. And we’re not going to say goodbye, because you’ll be back or I’ll come there and pursue music after I finish school. Maybe someone will come along and offer me a record deal, who knows? But what I do know is you’re not going to thank me for giving you a measly ride to the airport. Got it?”

I nod. 

The voice of a female standing at a small podium in front of me hollers “Next,” waiting to scan my license and ticket and usher me through the security line. 

“I guess she means me.” 

Dropping my bag to the floor, Colby’s arms wrap around me. My senses are in overdrive as I take in this moment, saving to memory how he smells, how his soft skin feels against mine, the way he interlocks his fingers behind my back. I don’t want to forget this moment. I know I’ll be clinging to it while I’m gone. 

“I love you, Hensley Elaine Bradley, and I know you’re going to get out there and be amazing. Just promise me one thing?” 

“Anything,” my voice cracks. 

“Don’t lose yourself out there. You’re one of the strongest women I know. You’re fierce. Don’t let anyone take that from you.” 

“Why do I feel like you’re saying goodbye?” I ask as I bite my lip, trying to hold back tears. 

Nonchalantly he tightens his brow as his eyes grow wide, “Because I am, Sunshine.”

I hate that I feel like this goodbye means more than a simple “I’ll see ya later.” I’m flying across the country for an extended period of time and leaving my boyfriend behind. God knows that distance is never good on relationships; I just pray that we can be the couple to prove the universe wrong. I pray more than anything that we can make it through this. 

“I have to go, babe, or this lady’s liable to bust a vein staring at us. I love you, Colby. Don’t give up on me and what we have. I’ll be back before you know it.” 

Pulling me closer to him, he kisses me briefly, and then tilts my head towards the ground and kisses me on the temple and then whispers into my ear, “Don’t become a member of the mile high club, little lady.” 

A warm smile spreads across his dimpled face, and I know with certainty we can make it through anything. 
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I FEEL LIKE a part of me is leaving as Hensley looks back one last time before she passes through security and is out of sight. Who am I kidding? A part of me is leaving. She’s the puzzle piece I was missing. 

Spending the last few hours together acting like an immature little chump probably wasn’t the best idea, but I didn’t know how to act. Those morons from Smashtown just took my muse away. Kissing her goodbye…that shit was hard. 

Walking out of the terminal without her by my side is a sour moment. Walking into an empty apartment and not seeing her on the couch eating a bowl of her favorite sorbet was agony. But it was nothing compared to lying down for bed that first time without her in my arms. That was pure torture.

Just like when tragedy strikes, you move on. You pick up the pieces of the wreckage that has become your life, and you start to clean up. It’s not easy at first, and the memories that accompany the possessions that the storm’s left behind dredge up old feelings, ones you thought you had buried. But just like before, when my world came crashing down as we laid my baby brother to rest, I’ll move on. My heart will heal from her absence, just like it will from his. 
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MY PHONE RINGS, and just like every other time for the past three months, I run like a mad man towards the sound of the persistent buzzing. 

Out of breath I answer the line. “Hey, Sunshine.” 

“Babe, are you okay? Wait, are you exercising?” Hensley chuckles and for a brief moment it feels like all is right in the world again.

“Um, no. I couldn’t find the dang phone, but speaking of exercising, I really should hit the gym.”

“You’d lose your head if it wasn’t attached, Colby!” 

She’s right, I would. 

“It’s because you’re not here keeping me in line.” I try to keep the despair out of my voice. 

“Come on, not again. This is killing me too. At least you’re sleeping in a bed and not on this cramped tour bus. It’s April and it feels like August. The stupid driver keeps it hotter than Hades. One day when I make it big and I’m on my own tour and not opening for people, my bus is going to be huge, with a stellar AC unit. I want the mack-daddy of tour buses. A girl can dream.” 

“Look, you’re already living your dream. So the tour bus sucks, big deal. Put in your time, and one day you’ll have a killer bus.” 

Things have been really hard on Hensley. I don’t think she was prepared for the life she was rushed into. As soon as she stepped off the plane, people were there and to this day they’ve never left. They’re always following her around, primping her, taking pictures for marketing. With every phone call, we’re bound to get interrupted at least five times. Although she isn’t the main attraction yet, they still treat her like she is some huge megastar in all things but her tour bus. 

There’s someone talking to her, distracting her from our conversation. I’ve just learned to accept that when we do have the rare chance to talk to one another, she’s not really there. I bet she’d still be chatting it up with whatever doofus is next to her. In all honesty it’s really Michael and Robert I’m jealous of. One of them is always around my girl, spending time with her like I wish I was. 

“Hold on a second. Can’t you see I’m on the phone?” Her voice sounds aggravated. Just like it always does. 

Beating her to the goodbye, I make up an excuse to get off the phone. “Hey, Sunshine, I gotta get to the center. Call me whenever you can, okay?” 

“Oh, Colby. I didn’t realize. I’m sorry. I love you. Goodbye.” 

Hanging up the line, I slide on my boots and grab my cap. 

Dusty stops me before I open the front door. “Was that our girl?” 

“Yes, sir, it was,” My voice sounds monotone as I try and hide my melancholy. 

“Was she short again?” he asks, but we both know the answer. 

“My oh my, you are right again,” I bark, my anger not directed at him, but since he’s here he gets the brunt of it. 

“Easy, killer. Well, where ya headed?” 

“Logan’s on spring break and Mr. Blair needs some help around the farm. You busy?”

Dusty shakes his head no. 

“Good, because I could sure use some help.” 
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WE SPEND THE afternoon hauling hay, feeding the horses, and cleaning stalls. It’s not my favorite pastime, but it keeps me busy. At least my fingers have been getting their exercise because I haven’t been playing much. Actually, the last time I looked at my guitar, it had a thin layer of dust on it. I have a feeling that if I picked it up and tried to write something, it’d be a dark grungy tune. I wasn’t lying when I said my muse left. 

Other than working at the farm and volunteering as a Big Brother, my life has been uneventful. There’s not much to do in a small town without a girl, and Dusty has been so wrapped up with Trevor and this new modeling gig he’s picked up. I’ve pretty much been alone, just like I assumed I would be. 

Moving the horses back into their stalls, I hit the lights, run up to the house to say goodbye to Mrs. Blair, and then we head towards my truck. 

The ride home is fairly quiet until Dusty asks, “Are you still thinking about going out there?”

It’s been on my mind for a while now. Three months without seeing each other is a long time. But the resources just aren’t there. I know Hensley got her sign-on bonus, but she hasn’t offered to fly me out, and I would rather eat a plate full of sand than ask my girlfriend for money. 

“I mean, I’ve considered it, but how’d I get out there? My looks?” I grin. “On second thought, I am pretty handsome.” 

“Barf!” Dusty jokes. 

We’ve gotten a lot closer over the past few months. He’s all I have here, and well, he doesn’t have many close friends either. Other than Trevor, who’s always around. It’s nice because it gives me time to sulk without anyone noticing it. While they’re out to dinner or the movies, I sit in my room and think. I wonder what she’s doing, if she’s happy, if she misses me as much as I miss her. I know it isn’t healthy, but what else is there to do?

“Change of subject. Trevor and I are going bowling tonight if you wanted to join us.”

“I’m good. Thanks for the invite, but I think I’m going to tinker around the apartment. Maybe pick up my guitar or something.” 

Turning on my signal, I switch lanes. 

“That’s a bald-faced lie. We both know damn well you haven’t played since she left. Now I’m not asking. I’m telling you you’re coming bowling with us. You need some fresh air and a little fun in your life”

He’s right. I haven’t done anything since she left. I’ve been too lonely and have been keeping myself hidden having a pity party for one. I did confide in Dusty about it a few weeks ago. I had to get it off my chest and talk to someone. 

He took it surprisingly well, but he was pissed that I turned down my dream to be with Hensley. I remember him rubbing his face and telling me how bad I have it for her. The truth is apparent. I do have it bad, but the worst part is me having it bad and being alone. It’s like I’m loving her from afar now, and she doesn’t even know what I did to keep us together. She ripped us apart, not knowing. 

“Okay, dude. I’ll come,” I surrender knowing that me sitting alone in our apartment sulking isn’t going to bring her home. 

A few hours later, Dusty is dragging me practically kicking and screaming from the apartment. I know I agreed to go, but agreeing to do something and actually doing it are two very different things. It’s not that I like sitting, alone, in the apartment. It’s just that I feel like my other half is missing. Why go out and do things that we used to do together? What’s the point in revisiting those places and reminding myself that she’s not here to experience them with anymore?

“I’ll drive. You drink.” He knows I don’t drink. He doesn’t know why, but he’s aware that drinking isn’t something I do. 

“I’m good. You can still drive though. We don’t have to drink to have a good time,” I say, and then he shrugs his shoulders before he leans down and climbs into the driver’s side seat. We pick up Trevor and then head towards the town’s bowling alley. There’s no parking when we get there so we have to park a couple of blocks away and then walk. Who would have thought it was so cool to go bowling on a Saturday night these days?

Walking into the alley, there are clusters of college kids. 

“Hi, Colby.” A girl from my accounting class waves at me. 

Nodding my head, we walk by her and her friends to the counter. 

“Mr. Popular has made his presence,” Dusty laughs and then orders his and Trevor’s shoes. 

“Shut up, dude. I have a class with her, that’s all.”

Seriousness claims him. “Look, you don’t have to explain to me. Just because you’re dating my bestie doesn’t mean that you’re not still a man. Just as long as you remember to look and not touch, we’ll be A-Okay.”

Shaking my head, I order my shoes and pay the cashier for my game. 

A few strikes and spares later, Dusty smirks as he bowls a near perfect game. My score should make a grown man hide from embarrassment, but I told him I wasn’t any good. 

“It’s all good. So bowling isn’t your thing, who gives a shit?” Trevor smiles. His attempt at cheering me up doesn’t work. 

“I barely got over a hundred.” Pouting, I sit on the corner of a chair and take off the ass smelling shoes they made us rent. “I’m glad you had so much fun, Dusty.”

Smirking, he high-fives Trevor and then plants a small kiss on his lips. 

“Well, if you’ll looky there at you two love birds,” the sound of a familiar voice says from behind me. Brittani’s standing with her clique, holding a beer.

Standing up, I turn and face her, my scowl apparent as I scold her, “Not tonight, Brittani. It’s late and you’re drunk. You should probably get going home, don’t ya think?” 

Rolling her eyes like the immature girl she is, Dusty stares holes into her bleached blonde head. 

“I think it’s time for us to go anyways.” Grabbing my cell phone off of the table, it rings in my hand. Hensley’s name appears on the screen in bright letters and for a split second I feel pure joy. 

“It’s Hensley, D. Do you mind returning my shoes and I’ll meet ya at the car?”

He nods, and I hand him my bowling shoes and slide the answer button. “Hey, how’s my girl?” 

Dusty and Trevor walk off, followed by Brittani’s friends, leaving her and me alone. 

Holding the phone to my ear, I can barely hear what Hensley’s saying. The music from the speakers blaring overhead doesn’t help. 

“What are you doing?” I shout into the receiver. Bits and pieces of a mumbled sentence leave me guessing what she is saying as my eyes stare at Brittani’s lips, trying to make out what she is whispering. I realize it’s “Just hang up.” 

“Hensley? Are you there? You keep going out. I love you.” Though I make sure to drive that point home, Brittani ignores my one-sided conversation with Hensley and places her hand on my chest. Standing directly in front of me, our faces are so close I can smell the bubblegum and booze oozing from her mouth. 

Rushing off the phone, I bark, “I have to go.”

Hitting the end-call button, I gently push Brittani away from me. “I have a girlfriend who I love. We both know that, so please leave me alone. Desperation isn’t cute.” 

“Do you think I give a shit about Hensley or your relationship with her? Wait, don’t even answer that, because I don’t. There are two facts I do know for certain though.” 

Creasing my forehead, I ask with an irritated tone, “Which are?”

“She’s not here, and I am.” 

“And on that note, I’m going home. Be careful, and for the love of God, do not drive drunk. The next time I see you, I’d rather it not be at your funeral.” Picking up my sweatshirt from the back of a chair, I start to walk away. 

Brittani’s small, soft hand grips my forearm and stops me in my tracks. It’s the first time in months a woman other than my Sunshine has touched me. I don’t push Brittani’s hand away, and for some unknown reason I stop and stare at her. Maybe it’s because I’ve been super lonely or maybe it’s because her thumb is rubbing small circles on my skin, the way Hensley used to do. Either way, my shoes stay planted in the same spot on the checkered carpet. 

“The next time I see you, I want to be lying underneath you.” 

Her statement makes me gulp as my pulse picks up. Dusty’s words ring in my head, “Look, but don’t touch.” I wouldn’t ever touch Brittani in any sexual way, but dammit, I am a man. 

What the hell? 

Leaning down so my mouth is level with her ear, I whisper, “The only thing that’s going to be lying underneath me is my mattress.” And then I turn and walk away wondering why she continues to throw herself at me like some cheap tramp.

This is like the third time that I’ve run into Brittani. I don’t know if it’s fate’s way of telling me I need to haul ass out of town and go see my girl, or if it’s fate’s way of telling me that I need to move on. How can I do that when I’m still so deeply in love?

“What did she want this time?” Dusty pries as I walk out of the bowling alley. 

“Me. Like always.” 

Trevor huffs, “Will she ever get the hint that you’re taken?” 

“I don’t know, bro. But what I do know is I need to see my girl. Dusty, do you think I can borrow some money?” I ask fully aware that he busts his ass at the restaurant just to make ends meet. But hopefully with my savings and his put together it’ll be enough to go see her. I need to see her, because as much as I love her, I’m lonely here without her and I don’t want to be a sorry excuse for a man and do something I’ll regret one day. 
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“BABE, IS THIS a joke?” I ask as I hold my cell phone up to my ear in shock. 

Colby laughs on the other end, “No, it’s not a joke. I’m at the airport. You can either come pick me up or I’ll take a cab to your place.” 

I’m the luckiest girl in the world. 

“I’ll come there,” I screech while trying to slide on my shoes and hold my phone up at the same time. “Give me like thirty minutes. Traffic is a bitch at this hour.” 

Disconnecting the line, I shove my cell phone into my back pocket and head out the door. I have a car, or rather the label has a car. They just let me use it. Climbing in, I buckle my seat belt and head towards the highway. 

A short while later, I’m pulling up to the curb in the arrivals lane. Putting the car into park, I all but run inside to find my man. Dialing his number in my phone, I stand, out of breath and as excited as a girl can be. 

“Sunshine?” a male voice calls out from behind me. 

Turning around, my eyes widen. “Colby!” I scream and jump into his arms. We stagger a little bit before he gets his footing planted firmly, and then he holds me more tightly than he’s ever held me before. His arms feel like home wrapped around my body. 

“I’ve missed you so much.” I start to kiss him, his mouth, his cheeks, and his neck. 

“Whoa…I’ve missed you too. You have no idea how much.” 

People stop and stare as they pass us, muttering things like, “Young love,” and “How sweet,” as they walk by us. 

Kissing Colby one last time, I climb out of his arms and take his hand in mine. Holding it tightly, I don’t ever want to let go. 

“How? When? Why?” I ramble.

“Dusty helped. I decided I needed to see you last night, because you’re my Sunshine and you know how much I hate the darkness.” 

If it were possible to fall head over heels as I’m standing in place, that’s what would be happening to me at this very moment. He is amazing – more than amazing, really. He’s everything and he’s mine and he’s here with me. 

Carrying his backpack, we walk hand in hand back to my car. 

“This is your ride?” he asks as we get closer to the black Jaguar.

“Yes,” I laugh. “Why?”

He walks closer to the car and opens his hand, running his palm along the spoiler. 

“It’s nice.” 

Biting my lip, I try to play it off like I know what I’m talking about, when in reality, I know nothing about cars. “Yes, it is. It’s also my label’s, so be gentle,” I tease. 

We get into the car and drive out of the airport. Our hands touch the entire ride, unless I’m pointing at places as I tell him a little bit about town. I don’t know much, other than what others have told me, but it’s pretty cool to see some of these famous sights. Pulling into my parking spot, I put the car in park, and turn off the engine. Turning to face Colby, I say, “I still can’t believe you’re here. I’m scared if I blink, you’ll be gone.” 

“Don’t be scared. I’ll be here for two days. Let’s make them count and live in the moment, okay?”

Whispering, “Okay,” we get out of the car and head inside. 

As soon as his bag hits the floor, I attack him like a hungry animal. I’ve missed his touch so much. I want to feel him all over me, surrounding me with his delicious smell. My lips part his, and he tastes of watermelon gum. 

“I love you,” I hum through panted breaths. “I need you, babe. I need you inside me. Show me that this is real, that you’re here, and I’m not dreaming.” 

“You’re not dreaming, and I love you too.” 

Picking me up, he carries me into my bedroom and makes love to me. It’s as slow and romantic as it was our very first time. His hands glide over my body like I’m a breakable porcelain doll, and his lips gently roam my naked body. I’ve missed this…I’ve missed him. 

When I wake up, my sore legs are an indication this wasn’t a dream – that and the fact that this perfect man is still lying next to me. Quietly, I get up and walk into the kitchen. My pants are on the living room floor, just where I took them off. 

Sliding my cell phone out of my pocket, I email Emiko. 

Hey! Can you please tell Michael and Robert that I have a surprise guest and I won’t be at the studio this weekend? Thanks! 

Hitting send, I decide to whip up some pancakes. There’s no other way I know to celebrate than with my famous concoction. I sure hope he’s hungry when he gets up. 
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AFTER OUR MID-DAY lunch of pancakes and pink lemonade, Colby wants to see LA. Climbing back into the car, we drive around sightseeing. He keeps snapping pictures of me with his cell phone, and has random strangers take photos of us standing in front of buildings. 

“It’s crazy knowing how many singers have walked these same streets,” he exclaims.

“I know, right? It’s weird to think about it and realize they had our same ambitions.” 

Changing the subject, I ask him how Dusty is and the farm. He tells me that things are going well with both and that the only thing that has changed is my presence. 

“I don’t want to talk about home anymore. I don’t really want to talk at all…but I didn’t come here just to fuck you all day. So let’s do something fun. Let’s make this trip worth it and let’s do something that we’ll remember. Let’s get matching tattoos!” he yells in excitement. 

I’ve never once thought about marking my body permanently before, but if that’s what he wants to do, I’ll do it. I’ll do anything for him, to see him as happy as he is right now. 

We walk back to the car, and type in places to get tattoos in the search engine on my phone. Within seconds we’re staring at a list of possible places. Closing his eyes, he puts his finger on the screen and picks one. 

“That’s it.”

“Okay.” I give him a thumbs up and put the car into drive. 

A short drive later and we arrive at a small tattoo studio in a strip mall. My palms are sweaty as I exit the car, but I know with Colby by my side I can do this. I’ve never been fond of needles, but who is? Walking through the door, we’re greeted by loud music and a handful of men with colors as bright as the sky on their arms. 

“You got an appointment?” one of them asks. 

“No…sir,” I stutter. 

“No, we don’t, but we’re interested in two tattoos,” Colby tells the bald guy who looks like he just got out of the penitentiary. 

He seems to have gotten through to him, as he fumbles in a drawer and hands us some papers. After completing the forms and making copies of our IDs, he gestures us into a small room towards the back of the building. Preparing his workstation only takes moments as the guy explains he’s been doing this for over fifteen years. Colby goes first and doesn’t flinch as the gun pierces his skin. Afterwards the bald guy excuses himself to grab a quick smoke break. 

“Let me see.” 

Raising the hem of the side of his shirt, he shows me the treble clef that’s etched in his skin. It looks beautiful. Just like he said it would. He brings my hand to his lips and kisses it. It’s a silent gesture, but it means he understands how nervous I really am. 

“All right, are you ready?” the bald man says as he walks back into the room. 

Nodding my head, I twist my hair up into a high bun and lay down on the table. 

As soon as the buzzing starts up, my stomach’s little butterflies start to swarm again. 

“It’s okay, Sunshine. I’m right here. We’re doin’ this together and next time you miss me, just touch your tattoo, and you’ll remember this moment and how much I love you.” 

His words help ease my fears, but do nothing to dull the pain. The needles sting as they run back and forth on the skin behind my ear. 

After it’s done, he sprays some sort of ointment on it and wipes off the excess ink with a paper towel. Standing up, I walk over to a long mirror on the wall. Tilting my head slightly, the same tattoo that appears on Colby’s side appears behind my left ear. It looks just as beautiful as his does, and I’m really happy he wanted to do this. We share yet again another first. 

It’s dark outside when we leave the tattoo shop, but instead of going home, Colby wants to see the studio. I don’t want to deny him, but I did tell Emiko I wouldn’t be in. If Michael and Robert are there, I don’t want it to dredge up negative feelings for Colby. Not that I think he would be upset, but he might harbor anger towards them, since they chose me instead of him. 

“Are you sure, babe? It’s nothing fancy, just some equipment and a sound booth.” 

He turns his head and looks at me in shock. 

“Just some equipment? Since when has it been just some equipment? You’ve been dreaming of this your whole life. I want to see where the magic happens. I want to see where you spend your days. I’m not going to be here long, ya know. Just tomorrow, so show me what you do, Sunshine.” 

Leaning over the armrest in the car, I kiss him on the cheek and then start the car. 

“To the studio,” I say.
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“SO THIS IS IT.” I wave around the empty studio, thanking God that no one is here. 

“It looks just like I thought it would. Do you like it?” 

Confused I answer, “Sure. It’s nice.” 

“I mean, do you like being here, making music?”

Do I tell him that I love it more than anything in this world? That being here has been amazing so far? That being away from him doesn’t matter, because I’m here doing what I love? To tell him those things would break his heart, so I tell him a half truth. “I do. It’s been awesome coming here, into the studio, and singing. It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced knowing that someone, the label, believes in me.”

The sound of the door opening draws both of our eyes to its frame. “I do believe in you,” Michael says as he walks into the small studio. “Mr. Grant, it’s nice to see you again.”
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IT’S LIKE A flashback as Michael stands before me telling Hensley that he believes in her. His words make me want to puke as he feeds her what she wants to hear. I know I didn’t come here to argue or fight, but hearing him talk makes my blood boil. 

“It’s nice, huh, Colby?” Michael asks. 

“Yup,” I quickly say not sparing another ounce of energy to talk to his ass. 

Hensley nudges my side, “Don’t be rude, babe.” 

“Why don’t you go in the booth, son? Get a feel for it. You never know, Smashtown might need another male singer in the future.” 

Is this dude for real? He’s going to do this, right here, right now? 

“I’m good, man. I think we were just about to head home. We’ve had a long day.” I grab Hensley’s hand. 

“Oh, don’t be a baby. This might be your only opportunity. Show me that I wasn’t making a mistake offering you a contract,” he smirks. 

The room goes silent and my anger flares. Who does he think he is mentioning that in front of Hensley? Did he just assume that I told her, that she was his second choice? I would never fucking do that to her, and I’ll be damned if he is going to run his mouth about it right now. 

“Shut the fuck up, man,” I shout as I lurch towards him. 

“Colby!” Hensley yells, but it doesn’t stop me. Even if she tried, I doubt she’d be able to right now.

Pushing Michael into the wall of the studio, I feel like I could rip his head off. “You sorry motherfucker, you better shut your damn mouth if you know what’s good for you.”

Opening his mouth, he fights for air as my hands press harder against his chest.

“You didn’t tell her, did you?” he probes with a cocky grin on his face, one that says he knows exactly what he is doing. 

I see red. 

“Colby, what didn’t you tell me? What contract is he talking about?” Hensley demands with questions I never thought I’d have to answer, because she would have never known about his lame ass offer. 

My teeth clench together as I try to control my anger. I flew out here to be with my girlfriend, not to beat an old man up. “Please leave,” I politely demand under my breath. “I’m asking nicely so I can patch up the damage you undoubtedly just caused. Just walk out the door, and don’t look back.”

I take a deep breath and then let up on the pressure I have on his chest. His jaw clenches as he looks past my shoulder towards Hensley, and then he takes a step towards the door. And he doesn’t look back. 

Reaching out and grabbing my arms, Hensley hugs me, but I don’t move. I can’t. I’m scared if I do, this life we’ve created, this relationship, will crumble. Because once I tell her the truth about Smashtown, I’m scared she’ll hate me for keeping it from her. 

“I want to know what he meant, please,” she begs. 

Grabbing her hand, I turn off the light switch and usher her out the door. “I don’t want to do this in this fucking studio. Let’s go back to your place, and we’ll talk.” 

The silence that lingers between us as we drive through traffic makes me wish I would’ve never even flown out here. If I would’ve just stayed back in Nashville, we wouldn’t be about to have this conversation. 

Parking the car, we walk inside and before the door shuts, Hensley says, “Speak and don’t leave out any details.” Her tone sounds madder than it did in the studio. 

Not sparing any, I tell her the truth, from the beginning. My palms sweat as I admit that Smashtown offered me a contract to join their label, but I turned it down. 

“So what you’re saying is you gave your contract up to be with me?” 

I’m glad that’s the part she heard. Maybe she’ll forget the part where I blatantly lied to her about it. Hopefully, she’ll see that I did it for us. 

“Yes, and I’d do it again to be with you.” 

Coughing she tries to act like she isn’t sniffling, but I hear her loud and clear, “I was second best. That night, they were there for you, weren’t they?”

Confessing, I nod my head and confirm her question. “Yes, but I didn’t know it was just for me. I swear. I tried my best to showcase how good we all were. We were an amazing trio. You know that just as well as I do. I tried to tell them, but they wouldn’t listen. They offered me a spot with their label and I turned it down. Before I knew it, you were rushing in telling me that they signed you. Hensley, you should have seen the look in your eyes. You were so fucking excited. How could I burst your bubble and tell you you were their second pick? I couldn’t, so I didn’t, and if I had to rewind time, I still wouldn’t tell you. Look around, look at this condo, the car you’re driving, the music you’re making. You love it, and I love you enough to be stuck back in Nashville, just so you can be here.” 

“The thing is, Colby, we weren’t a trio. Yes, for a little bit we were making music together, but this was my dream, long before you came into the picture. We weren’t ever a package deal, but if I would have known that you turned them down for me, I might have considered it too. I might not have just agreed to sign with them, had I known. Now I’ve been sitting here for three entire months beating myself up about boarding that plane. You think that it didn’t hurt me to leave you? It killed me, it still kills me, but knowing that you lied hurts worse. I decided to leave when I didn’t have all the details. You decided to lie, when you did.”

Tears stream down her face as she bends to sit on the corner of the couch. 

“Hensley, listen to me. I love you so much. I flew all the way out here to be with you, not to make you cry. I’m sorry, okay? Is that what you want to hear? Michael is a tool. He’s a sneaky, little bitch, but he isn’t going to ruin us. The distance hasn’t, the time apart hasn’t, and he isn’t going to be the one thing that drives a wedge between us. Don’t let him be.” 

“Colby, I love you too, and I’m glad you came. But I think you should leave.” 

I feel like all of the air in my lungs has been sucked out of me.

“You want me to leave? Are you kidding? I’m pouring my soul out to you. I’m telling you the truth and you want me to leave?” 

I’ve seen Hensley angry one time. One time we screamed at one another like children, but this, this argument is much, much worse. 

“You lied to me. Not once have I ever lied or kept anything from you. I appreciate it, okay? I’m thanking my fucking stars that gave up your record deal so I can be here. I get what you did was the most selfless gesture one could make, just so we could be together, but look around, Colby. We’re not together. I haven’t seen you in three months, we barely have time to talk, and I’m lonely all the time. And it’s all because you lied. Maybe you should have… maybe you should have taken their offer and left.” 

I don’t understand where all of this is coming from, or why she is so upset. It seems as if she’s mad that she’s here, that she took the deal, but I don’t know why. 

“Sunshine, don’t do this. Remember we’re like Tim and Faith. You said it yourself. We can make it through anything.” 

Sighing, she takes her phone out of her pocket and dials a number. “I’ll need a cab please…” 

Rambling off her address, my heart breaks in two. She’s kicking me out? Dropping to my knees, I beg her not to do this, through the sobs that escape my mouth and the tears that freely fall down my cheeks. I beg like a fucking, little bitch in hopes that she will see how sorry I am. In the hope that she’ll put down the phone and pretend this never happened. 

“Hensley Elaine, I get that you’re mad. Let’s just sleep on this. We can talk in the morning. Please don’t do this. Don’t do this to us. It’s not worth it. Michael and this label aren’t worth losing us over.” 

“I think we lost us the moment I left. I had so much faith that we could make it through anything, but not when you’ve been lying this entire time. I can’t face that fact. What if you took their offer? You’d be here and I’d be at home. I know this doesn’t make sense. I’m just….I’m so confused. I don’t know what’s real or how I should feel. And I know I’m selfish for taking their offer without any reservations. Maybe that’s the real issue. Maybe I’m too disgusted with myself. I don’t deserve someone who did something so selfless. I failed us. It’s my fault, and I’ll accept that blame. But I can’t do it with you sleeping by me. I can’t do it with you in my home or in my life. I don’t deserve you.” 

I crawl on my knees the rest of the way towards her and kneel in front of her. Reaching up, I grab her face with my hand. “This is real. Our love, it’s real. Because I turned down Smashtown, you’re here, and that’s real. But pushing me away isn’t going to help. You’re still going to be sitting here, thinking, questioning yourself, wishing we would’ve handled this argument differently. Once I leave, if you kick me out, I won’t be here when you realize you made a mistake. You’re angry, I get that. You feel guilty you took them up on their contract, I get that too. I almost did, but the difference between the two of us, the only difference was I thought we were a package deal. It’s Colby and Hensley against the world, remember? Now please call them back and cancel the cab.” 

The sound of someone knocking on the door feels like someone gripping my heart and squeezing it. 

“Please, just go. I just need some time to think through all of this. I can’t…I can’t think clearly with you around. I can’t look into those eyes and see the reflection of myself right now.” 

I tilt her head to the side and kiss the top of her head and then grab my bag and walk out the door.

Fuck you, Michael! 
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I DON’T KNOW what came over me that night, but I wish I could go back and change it. Change things I said, how I acted. Things could have been different. I should have listened to him and cooled down before making such an important decision. It was the last time that I talked to Colby, the last time that I felt alive from someone’s touch. Since that night things haven’t been the same for me. I get up and do my daily routines, but I’m not really here. A small part of me died the day he walked out the door. The door I opened. 

Dusty has been my only real outlet, but even he seems distant. Colby had to have filled him in on our little situation, but it’s weird to see him pick sides. Especially when it isn’t my side he chooses. It’s strange because there was no actual break-up conversation, no more conversation at all. We both just kind of went our separate ways. The stupid part is I have a thousand unanswered questions roaming my mind. If I would have just calmed down, I could have asked them then. Instead I acted like a complete bitch and lost my boyfriend in the process. I was just so ashamed of myself, and pissed off for making such a rash decision and not even caring about his feelings, that I pushed him away. 

The weeks since he left have been awful and the label has been on my ass to pull myself together. So tonight I’m here, pulling myself back together and doing what I love, what I chose over the real thing. 

“I’d like to thank y’all for coming out tonight and allowing me to perform for you! It’s been a roller-coaster of fun since I was asked to open for Broken Roads, but like all good things, tonight must come to an end. So I’ve got one more song for ya and then I’d like to welcome my friends from BR!” 

The sound of hundreds of screaming fans in the crowd never gets old. So they paid to see someone else perform, it’s still a sweet sound. Closing my eyes, the music starts. The tempo is slow and then picks up after the first verse. 

The beauty of being signed with someone is that I never have to make any decisions. That’s also the downfall. The songs I sing aren’t songs I’ve written. Hell, most of the time, I don’t even know the person behind the lyrics. Some stranger from Ohio wrote them for all I know. It’s annoying, and frankly, I’ve grown to have a love-hate relationship with Smashtown Records. 

I’m still me – the girl from a small town in Tennessee, the girl who loves to sit and write songs for hours on end. I told Robert that when it’s my turn to be in the limelight, there’s no freaking way I’m going to be singing songs someone else wrote. His response was, “Yeah, okay. We’ll see what we can work out.” That’s always what people from the label are saying. 

As the song comes to an end, the crowd cheers, and I am ushered off stage. Will, Broken Roads’ lead singer, tells the crowd what a pleasure it has been working with me, and then introduces his band members. Most of the time I don’t stick around and listen, but tonight I have nothing else to do. So instead of sitting on the stinky bus waiting to head back to California, I watch Will entertain his crowd. I had never heard of a gay, male country singer, other than Dusty. It was refreshing to meet Will and his band. He’s been very welcoming, and has taught me a lot of valuable lessons. 

A burly arm comes up from behind me and wraps around my waist. Startled, I turn. “Just like the first night we met, you were about to shank me,” Robert jokes reminding me of that night. 

“I would have, you know?” 

“I have no doubt, crazy girl. Listen, I was trying to find you, but you weren’t on the bus. Do you have some time to come meet with me? There are some important decisions that need to be made.” 

Important decisions?

“Yeah, of course I have time. Do you mind if I go change and then I’ll meet you?”

“Oh, yeah. Will and I will come find you after he’s done.” A security officer ushers him backstage. 

Heading back to the bus, I change out of my imitation faded denim jeans and into my jeans from home. Throwing on a tank top and my boots, I feel more comfortable as I walk down the steps. Dialing my parents’ number, I press call. My mom answers and I’m excited to talk to her. I tell her about tonight’s show, and how there were actual fans that wanted my autograph. 

“That’s wonderful, baby,” she says, and I can almost picture her face as she beams from my words.

“How’s Dad doing?” I wait nervously for her response.

“Hanging in there, Hens,” she admits, and it makes me wary.

“Can I talk to him?” 

A few seconds later, I hear some shuffling on the other end of the receiver and then my dad’s voice. “How’s my girl?” he asks, his voice hoarse and so low, it’s almost hard to hear him. 

“I’m great, Daddy,” I respond. It’s been a long time since I called him Daddy. I guess since before he cheated, but I know he needs to hear it now. We don’t know how much time he has left. I might as well make the conversations we do have worth it.

I tell him everything I just told my mom until he starts to cough and Mom grabs the phone back. 

“Hey, honey. We gotta run, but call us soon, okay? Love you.” And then she hangs up. 

It’s hard being away from home. It’s like you start to forget what the people who used to be in your daily life looked like. It’s especially hard when your father is dying of cancer, but Mom’s reassured me a million times that I don’t need to come home. That my dad would rather me be out here, living my dream, than at home watching him suffer. 

Checking the time on the phone, I realize how long we’ve been talking, and when I look back up, my eyes spot Robert and Will walking towards me.

“What a show you put on!” Will grins as he and Robert near. I can tell he is excited and means it. That alone, the realness of his compliments, makes me happy. 

“Thanks, you weren’t so bad yourself,” I tease. We’ve grown to have a brother-sister relationship over the short time we’ve spent traveling the country together. He reminds me a lot of Dusty, which is one of the main reasons I feel at ease when I’m around him. 

“I wanted to talk to you both about something. Would you rather go to the hotel room or somewhere a little less private?” Robert asks, and Will and I both shrug in unison with curious expressions on our faces. 

“Here is fine,” I say as I open the door to the bus and we walk inside. 

Pulling a stack of papers out of his jacket pocket, Robert frowns, and my stomach hits the floor. 

If I would have known today would be the day my life changed drastically for the second time, I would have been able to prepare myself. Instead, as I sit and listen to Robert talk, my palms begin to sweat. Not from nervousness, but from pure excitement. 
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WHO WOULD HAVE guessed that six months later, Will and I would be in Paris and part of a different label? Thinking back, our decision to branch off with Robert was the best one we both could have made. Smashtown was going bankrupt, and Robert was recruiting people to join his new solo label. It’s like a guardian angel was sitting on my shoulder that night he pulled Will and I aside. 

His words replay in my head, “I’m just going to be frank. This is what’s going on – either you can sink with the company and Michael, or you can come with me. I know this is a tough decision, so I’ll let you both have some time to think about it. But when we get back to Cali, if you could just keep this conversation between the three of us, I would appreciate it.” 

The drive back to LA was a long one and it gave me some much-needed time to think about my future. As much as I loved Smashtown, I hated Michael. I hated him for what he did to my relationship, and I hated him for being an asshole and acting like his shit didn’t stink. The decision was easy for Will. Yes, he had his band, but they were all starting families and planning to take time off. He said to me, “If you go. I’ll go. We started this tour together, and the way I see it you’re like my little sister now. If they’re really going under, there’s no way I want to be there to see what happens. Plus Michael’s a creep; we both know that.” It was then we agreed to ditch Smashtown, ditch Broken Roads’ band, and form our own duo. 

Dusty and my mom both agreed I should leave Smashtown in hopes that Robert had my best interests in mind. So I made the best choice I knew how to at the time. Will and I left Smashtown two weeks before they closed the doors. Looking back, we know we made the right decision. I mean, who wouldn’t want to be on a stage in Paris playing in October? It’s absolutely beautiful here. 

Things weren’t easy at first and we had to make a lot of decisions. It was sort of like we were starting from the bottom. What really helped us was the fact that Will already had a huge following from being with Broken Roads. Their fans became our fans. I think that people just assume that once a big label signs you, your rise to stardom is effortless. That couldn’t be farther from the truth. Looking back several months, I was a nobody opening up for somebody. Nothing comes easy in the entertainment business and I’ve had to work my way to the top, with blood, sweat, and tears. But I’m here now, and I have my new label, Robert, and Will to thank for making my dreams come true. 

“Are you done in there?” Will pounds on the bathroom door. 

Huffing, my hairdresser rolls her eyes. “A few more minutes!” 

Laughing, I pick my phone up and scroll through the contacts. Hovering over Colby’s name, my heart skips a beat. I haven’t done that in so long. I was doing so well trying to forget him and what we once had and now I’m randomly stalking his contact in my phone. It must be pre-show jitters. 

Robert’s been great to work with and things have really taken off. Today is the first day of our overseas tour. It’s only a mini tour; I think we have a handful of shows lined up, but still it’s in Paris, of all places. It’s been a journey getting here. Basically, Robert had to start from scratch with his new label. Until now, we’ve mostly been in Will’s recording studio laying down our own tracks. Robert said that people eat up the glammed up country star, so in return for complete control over my music, Robert gained complete control of my image. 

It didn’t take long for Will and I to lay down the tracks for our first CD. After all, since I had the freedom to write my own music, I used it to help heal. Instead of harboring my feelings, I wrote them down, and they turned into lyrics. Before I knew it, Colby and my pain from losing him became my reason to sing.

I remember the day we heard our first song on the radio. Will wasn’t nearly as thrilled as I was. Having already been in a band and having a number one hit before, he was used to it. I, on the other hand, was like a girl who just won tickets to her favorite concert. I was jumping up and down and screaming like a juvenile. It was truly a bittersweet moment knowing a song about my love for Colby was what got me on the radio, and things only escalated from there. The song hit the top and was played on every country station in the nation. And now here we are, getting ready to sing during our very own tour.

My heart aches as I sit getting my hair and make-up done, knowing how my dad’s doing, how his condition has been diminishing at an alarming rate. It makes me feel guilty about being here, living my dream. My mom called two weeks ago and said that they had to hire a Hospice nurse. The doctors say he’s lucky to still be alive, and Mom says he’s tenacious as all get out. I know I need to get home and visit – it’s been a while – but we just started this tour. My very first with me as the headlining gig. If he can just hold on, the holidays are right around the corner. Robert said we will have some time off to go home and visit with our families before our schedules get chaotic and we’re on the road again. 

“You look like a Southern Belle,” Jewel, my hair dresser/make-up artist/only female friend, says with a grin. She knows how much I hate being this picture-perfect country star. It’s all a front – one she saw through the moment Robert introduced us. Jewel’s head is shaved, and her arms are covered in tattoos. I’m only envious of her because she can be herself one hundred percent of the time. Meanwhile I’ve morphed into whatever Robert and the label want me to be. That’s what sells CDs. That’s what puts money in the bank – money that covers my dad’s full-time nurse and doctor bills. 

“Bonjour!” Will says to the crowd as he climbs onto a wooden stool. 

We’re playing in a smaller venue located in the heart of Paris tonight. It’s a little more intimate than our usual crowd, but I like it. It reminds me of home. 

Grabbing my pink crystal microphone, I plaster on a smile as I shout, “Hi, y’all. How you doin’ tonight?” 

After our introductions we start to play. I’m lost in the music and the places it brings me to. It’s like my mind turns off. Long gone are thoughts of my dad’s illness, Colby, and home. All that fills my mind is the music. 

“Just like a star, you captured my gaze

Just like a bottle, you left me in a daze

Like the melody of my favorite song, you amazed me,” I belt out, as Will finds his spot and chimes in. We sway to the beat of his guitar. The crowd grows silent, and I know they’ve been moved by the song. 
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AFTER OUR SHOW, we travel back to the United States and sing in Las Vegas, Colorado, Maine, New York, and lastly in Florida. I’d never been to a place where women dress in just their bikinis to stroll the boardwalk, but I hadn’t barely been out of Tennessee either. 

Our days are filled with radio shows, pod casts, and appearances at award shows. It’s all incredible, and although I had Will, our band, and Robert by my side, it was also really lonely. In the blink of an eye, my world changed. I’m not complaining because I love singing for a living, but I miss home a lot too. I miss working at the center, and seeing Joshua all the time. I just miss home. 

Trying to make the best out of the situation, I smile – every day, every minute. I keep that damn smile plastered on my face, hiding my true feelings, when all I want to do is pick up the phone and call Colby. I’d grovel at his feet if it meant he’d forgive me. But I refrain. I don’t know if it’s my pride, or my own way of protecting him from this life. It’s not all it’s cracked up to be. 

It’s a hollow life I’ve been living, and I do my best to reel myself in and remind myself that I chose it. I could have turned down Smashtown, but I didn’t. It’s just one of those things in life I’m going to have to accept. I did this to myself. I pushed Colby away and there’s nothing I can do to change it. 

Raising my hand, I find the inked skin behind my ear and trace its imaginary lines. Not that I can even see the outline without holding a mirror up, but it’s the fact that it’s there. We loved one another so much to permanently mark ourselves. We loved one another…and I still do. There are two things I have to feel guilty about in life, and both have to do with my Southern boy. 
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JUMPING UP IN my bed, my clothes are wet with sweat and sticking to my body. Glancing at the clock, it’s only two a.m. My palms are sweaty as I pull them from underneath my covers and rub my eyes. Lately I’ve been having really bad dreams. It’s been the same one recurring almost nightly. At first I didn’t see any connection, but then it kept happening, over and over. Brushing it off as me missing home, I didn’t read into it much, but something happened in this one that hadn’t happened in the rest.

I’m standing on our county’s border line. The welcome sign only inches away, my feet move forward, trying to carry me home, but I never make it. A line of flames form in front of me, stopping me from entering town, but this time is different. I’m not the only one there. My dad is standing on the other side of the flames, reaching out to me. The fire is too big and too hot, I can’t cross it. I can’t get to him. His moans and screams of helplessness wake me up, startling me and shaking me to my core. 

Squinting into the darkness, I try to grab my phone from my nightstand. The sound of it ringing startles me as I grasp it and hit the small round button on the side to silence the noise. I know Will loves his beauty sleep, and our condo walls are so thin, the phone’s bound to wake him. God knows he’d be a crabby-patty tomorrow for our photoshoot if he doesn’t get a full eight hours. 

The time change leaves me curious as I see my mother’s picture and name appear on my cell phone. She knows how early it is here, so why would she be calling? Sliding the screen over, her voice shakes as she speaks, “Baby, you there? I’m so sorry to wake you. You know how much I love you, right?” My throat feels dry and my skin burns. 

Hoarsely I whisper into the phone, “Mom, what’s going on? Is everything okay?” 

It’s not like her to call me in the middle of the night. 

“No, honey, it’s not. Your daddy…” she chokes on her words. “Your daddy is gone, baby. The coroner just arrived. He’s dead.” Sobs overwhelm her and grief creeps its way around me, surrounding me with a black blanket of despair. 

My childhood packed with good memories races before my eyes as I climb out of bed, the phone held tightly against my wet cheeks. Sliding on a pair of pajama pants, I go to my walk-in closet and hit the light switch. 

“Calm down, Mom. It’s going to be okay,” I squeak as I attempt to calm her down. It doesn’t work. Why would it? Her husband just died. “Listen to me, you need to pull yourself together just long enough for me to get home, okay? I’ll call Dusty. He’ll come sit with you until I get there.” 

She sniffles, “What on earth would you call Dusty for, especially at a time like this?”

“Why wouldn’t I call Dusty? He’s my best friend. You and I both know he wouldn’t mind coming to sit with you.”

Sighing into the phone she pauses. As she does, I rip sweaters and jeans off of their hangers and start stuffing them into my suitcase. 

“Hensley, I know you’ve been busy, honey, but Dusty’s gone.” 

My hands stop pulling items from my drawers and my heart sinks. She just told me my father died, and now my best friend. 

“What?” I wail. 

“No, no, no, honey. He isn’t gone, gone, but he’s not here. As in he doesn’t live in town. How long has it been since y’all talked?” 

“A while,” I whisper, ashamed of myself. 

“He’s in New York, modeling.” 

Stop the clock, is this a joke? 

I’m ashamed to admit that Dusty and I have sort of lost contact. I know it’s my fault, just like pushing Colby away was, but he’s modeling? He was my best friend, my confidante for years, and I don’t even know what he’s doing with his life. It’s a tough pill to swallow, but I know now isn’t the time to reminisce on my failures as a friend. 

“Mom, I don’t have time to talk about Dusty’s whereabouts. I’m coming home. Just stay calm and I’ll be there. I love you.” I hang up before she has a chance to say it back. 

Sadness of not only losing my father, but losing my best friend, overwhelms me. How awful of a person am I? I’ve cut all connections I had to everyone I loved and that loved me. I’m still the selfish girl that pushed Colby away. Sadly, I thought it was better that way, but now look – I didn’t even know my only friend moved to another state to model. I didn’t know he was even interested in modeling in the first place. My father’s gone, and the last time I saw him was…oh my God, I don’t even remember. I think it was a few months ago, on a video chat. Tears swell in my eyelids as I recall him telling me how proud he was of me and that he loved me. That’s the last memory I have of him. I know I have to be strong for my mom. I’ll have time to mourn later, but right now I need to get home and be there for her. I need to be strong, I repeat in my mind several times. 

Thoughts of home make me think of Colby. Just the thought of seeing him makes my chest tighten. I hope he isn’t even there. If Dusty left, maybe Colby did too. Going back to town isn’t going to be easy. Maybe no one will notice I’m there. I’m praying I can slide in, take care of Mom and lay Dad to rest, and then slide out without anyone realizing I was even there. I grab my cell phone and type a message to Robert. 

My dad died. I’m going back to Tennessee. Be back soon. 

Rolling my suitcase into the living room of our condo, I go into the kitchen and write a message on our refrigerator board for Will. He’s like the overprotective brother I never had. Thoughts of Dusty swarm around my mind like a dozen crows just waiting to pick apart their meal. He might as well be dead to me too; at least that’s how I’ve been acting for the last year. Shaking my head, I throw my hair into a messy bun on top of my head, remove my pajama bottoms, and slide on a pair of jeans and a hoodie and walk out the door. 

Robert can deal with canceling the photoshoot. I need to be with my family, for once. 
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“HI, YES, I’D like to have a town car ready for me at the baggage claim in about fifteen minutes, please. We just landed. Hensley Bradley. Yes, sir, just one, thank you.” Hanging up my phone, I slide it into my back pocket and patiently wait for the flight attendant to open the doors and allow the first class flyers out, one of the benefits of being up front. 

My ass vibrates as incoming messages and voicemails buzz in my back pocket. Another benefit of flying is being able to turn off your phone without feeling guilty about it. 

Several men in business suits stand up and grab their carry-ons from the overhead compartments. I grab my purse and follow their lead out the door. Lowering my baseball cap, I look down as I walk and try to be as unnoticeable as possible. Lord knows Robert will kill me once he finds out I flew alone. 

Making my way to baggage claim, I get my suitcase and wheel it outside. Looking around I notice a small man towards the back of the line holding up a sign.

“Hello, ma’am. Where are you headed today?” 

Climbing into the back seat, I tell him my family’s address and lean my head against the headrest. 

A short trip later, the driver is nudging my arm. “Miss Bradley, we’re here. I think you must have fallen asleep. Please be careful when you get out; winter came a little bit early this year and the ground is icy.” 

“Oh, baby!” my mother’s voice calls out to me as she runs towards me in nothing but her flannel robe and house shoes. 

Wrapping her arms around me, she sobs into my neck. It’s so cold out. I didn’t really think about that when I was packing. In California, November feels like spring, so I know for certain I didn’t come prepared. That’s all right; at least I know I won’t be staying long, especially since I didn’t bring the right kind of attire. 

I pay the driver and send him on his way. “Thank you for helping me this morning, sir. Have a great holiday.” 

He nods as my mom picks up my suitcase and guides me inside. The house is warm and smells of apple pie when I walk in. If there is anything my mom loves more than my father, it’s baking. When they we’re going through their rough patch, she said she used to take baking classes. It was a way for her to focus her energy on something good instead of all the negative she was dealing with. Since then, whenever she bakes, I know something heavy is weighing on her mind. I had no doubt she would have the cabinet tops covered in fresh cakes, pastries, and pies by the time I got here today. 

“Go upstairs and get unpacked. There are some clean towels in your bathroom if you’d like to freshen up, and then come down and eat with me. We have about two hours before we have to be at the funeral home to pick out the coffin…” she inhales a deep breath, “And whatnot.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

Walking into my room, I feel like I’ve been gone forever, but everything looks the same and there isn’t a speck of dust anywhere. My posters of cowboys still hang on the walls where I left them, and even my bottle of sugarplum lotion sits on my nightstand. I open the bottle and apply a small amount to my palm. The scent jars my senses and brings me back to a simpler time in my life. A time where I’m not rushing around, on TV, singing in front of millions of people. A time when things were easy and I was just Hensley Bradley the small town girl, not the Hensley Bradley the world knows. Lying back on my bed, I close my eyes and try to remember the old me – the girl who longed to escape from her mundane life, the girl who had the world in the palms of her hands, a best friend, and an amazing boyfriend. The girl I was once wanted more, and the woman I am now, would do anything to have less, to have some stability and normalcy in her everyday life. Hell, who am I kidding? I don’t even know the definition of normal anymore. 

“Hensley Elaine, wake up! We’ve got to get going or we’re going to be late.” 

Opening my eyes, I see my mom hovering over me in bed. She’s wearing her winter jacket and is bundled up in gloves and a scarf. 

I must have fallen asleep. 

“I’m sorry.” I yawn again. “What time is it?”

Huffing, she raises the sleeve of her coat up and looks at her watch. “It’s one fifty-two, and we’ve got to be in town at two to meet with Mr. York.” 

“I really need to shower. I woke up and jumped on the plane without even washing my face. If you don’t want to be late, go ahead, and go. I’ll shower really fast and then meet you in town.” Stretching in bed, I yawn again. Traveling is awful. 

After she leaves, I shower in my old bathroom. It’s fully stocked with shampoo and soap. The same kind I used to use when I was a kid. 

Getting dressed, I blow dry my hair and apply a small amount of make-up. It’s nothing compared to the dolled up state I’m in almost every day, and oddly it feels nice. I feel like myself, not the imitation of myself that Robert’s painted me up to be. 

Mom left a note on the table telling me to drive her car into town, since she took dad’s pick-up truck. 

We still haven’t had a chance to talk about what happened, but I know the cause of it without her telling me. He’s been fighting a losing battle for some time now; his body just wasn’t strong enough to fight death away this time. 

Fuck cancer. 
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“YOU’VE GOT TO start getting your hair out of the drain! It’s disgusting and looks like a cat threw up,” I shout, annoyed that this is the hundredth time I’ve told her this. 

“Okay, Dad.” Rolling her eyes, she walks into the bathroom and brushes by me. Grabbing a handful of hair that is collected around the drain, she tosses it into the wastebasket. 

“See, it wasn’t that hard, now was it?” 

Having a roommate sucks, having Brittani as a roommate sucks even more. 

“It wasn’t hard, but I know something that I can make hard,” her voice purrs. 

“Not now, I’m going to be late. You know Mitch has been a stickler about the time clocks since Regina quit. He’s got to do payroll now, and he hates it.”

Brittani rolls her eyes and makes an ugly face. “Whatever.” 

Walking away, she shuts the door, and I lather up my face. She hates my beard. I love it. Debating on keeping it just to annoy her, I hold up my razor and glide it across the furry jungle that has become my cheek. It’s been itching like a patch of fucking poison ivy. It’s time for it to go, but it’s most definitely not because she wants me to cut it. 

Things between us are strange to put it mildly. She wants more, and she’s never going to get it, not from me at least. So she’s either a raging bitch or a slutty sex kitten begging me to bang her. Which I’d never do, not in a million years. 

“I’m headed out with the girls. See ya later,” I hear her yell from the other room, as I silently thank the lucky stars that she isn’t going to be around here today. 

This situation wasn’t by my choosing. That’s for sure. After Dusty decided to move out, I couldn’t make rent on my own. Trust me, I tried. Her parents were tired of the spoiled little girl they raised and decided it was best for her to move out and spread her wings. Somehow she flew in my direction and has been living here ever since. 

Opting for jeans, a plain V-neck black tee, and a grey beanie, I grab my jacket and head out the door. My phone rings as I climb into my truck. 

“Hello,” I say. 

Dusty’s voice laughs on the other end, and for the first time today, I feel normal, like things aren’t all fucked up in my life. 

“Hey, bro, long time no talk.” 

“For sure, man. How’s it going up north? You ain’t turned into one of those yuppie boys, have ya?” I tease. 

“Naw, man, you know that ain’t my style. How’s things on the home front?” 

If he only knew.

“They’re good. Brittani’s the same, so that should answer your question.” 

“Bro, I don’t know why you got yourself into that situation. I know it ain’t my business, but shit, I’d rather sleep in a dirty ass stall at the center than in the same apartment as Bitch-ani.” 

The funny part is I’ve thought about it. I know Mrs. Blair wouldn’t mind. I’d be closer and be able to work more for her, but knowing there isn’t clean water or a warm bed helped me scratch that off my list.

“So what’s up, D?” I ask, trying to get my rooming situation off his mind. 

“What do you mean ‘what’s up?’ Didn’t you hear? Oh shit, you haven’t, have you?” he rambles. 

“I think I’m missing something. What’s going on?” 

Clearing his throat he says, “Mr. Bradley died last night. He’s gone.” 

Mr. Bradley’s dead? The two don’t seem like they belong in the same sentence. I had known for a while he was battling cancer, but that was it. I thought that he was getting better. And now he’s gone? I wonder if Hensley knows. Should I call her? No, she’d probably rather not hear that kind of news from me. Has Dusty called her? I know from what he’s said, they don’t talk much – or ever – anymore.

I knew the music industry changed people, but she drifted away from everyone. Including her roots, from what I’ve seen in the magazines. Where her hair was a dark brunette it’s now a lighter color, her skin is tanned, and her legs are covered in designer jeans instead of her ol’ worn out ones. She is still the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen in my life, but she isn’t the Hensley I once loved. The girl that took my breath away from the moment our eyes locked – I don’t know where that girl is. She left the moment she boarded a plane for California and she hasn’t been back since. 

“Have you called her?” Waiting for his answer, I start my truck and take off down the street. Passing Hensley’s childhood home, I wonder what I should do if he hasn’t called her. I’m sure Mrs. Bradley has contacted her. Why do I feel like I should play hero in this situation? I don’t owe her anything, but I still feel a sting of guilt. At one time I was her protector, and now, I’m a stranger to her. Anger fills my soul as I think about who’s protecting her now. It’s probably that dork, Will. Yeah, I’m lame, I know. I couldn’t help myself and Googled her one day. There were pages and pages with her and him. I remember a smile crossing my face when I noticed there weren’t any of them that looked semi romantic. They’re just in the same band, I repeated to myself. And then a few weeks later there was an article about Will coming out. He said, “Hensley has been more than a friend, she’s become family. And with her daily support and encouragement I am proud to say that I am gay.” 

“Honestly, I haven’t. I know I should. I just don’t know what to say. ‘Oh, I’m sorry we lost contact because you were too wrapped up in making your dreams come true that you forgot about everyone who helped you get there, but while I have you on the phone, your dad died.’ That doesn’t sound like the best idea. What should we do?” 

I have no clue. 

Pulling up to the bar, I park behind the back entrance. “I’m not sure. I just got to work though, so I’ll call you back later. Let me think about this for a few.” 

After saying our goodbyes, I walk inside and clock in a minute early. Mitch will be proud. 

“There’s my man!” Mitch hollers as I round the corner. Sliding in behind the bar, I hold out my hand to shake his. 

Mitch’s voice sounds flat as he asks, “Did you hear the news?”

Is this what I’m going to hear all day? 

“Yeah, Dusty called to tell me,” I admit. 

“Oh yeah, how’s that little shit doin’ up north?” 

I burst out into laughter. It’s funny because that’s what I was thinking earlier. After he and Trevor broke up, he went on a little soul searching trip. His dream, much like Hensley’s, was always to get out of this town. He never thought about leaving on his own though. But that’s what he did. The end of his journey was in New York City. While he was there he met some people and one thing led to another. Deciding to stay, he dropped out of all of his classes and started modeling full time. Now he’s got a few gigs and a nice studio apartment. Music was always his dream, and as much as I bust his chops about smiling for a camera as a career, he’s doin’ something he enjoys. At least he has that. I’m bartending at Mitch’s for practically nothing while hauling hay and finishing up my education. 

“He’s good. You think we’ll be busy today? I have an accounting test I need to study for.” 

“Who knows, Colby? Who knows?” Leaving me wondering about his vague answer, he walks away. 

Lifting the lid of the bar’s cooler, I see that we’re running low on ice. Grabbing a bucket, I walk towards the back and fill it up and then start re-stocking the empty bottles behind the bar. Mitch offered me the assistant manager position when the redheaded witch quit. She was a bitch. I’m just going to say it and get it off my chest. Now I’m here cleaning up her messes on a daily basis. Things were bad for a while and there were a handful of unhappy customers, but things have been on the mend here lately. I guess people started noticing that we weren’t going to continue giving away free drinks. Lesson learned. 

Looking at the clock on the wall, it’s barely one o’clock. Grabbing my backpack, I pull out my book and folder and start studying while it’s quiet, knowing that I have a few solid hours before the afternoon crowd arrives. 
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“MOM, I HONESTLY don’t care what flowers we pick. I’m just really tired. I know Dad wouldn’t mind either, so just decide on some, please.” 

We’ve been sitting in this stuffy funeral home for hours now. The clock on Mr. York’s desk says six forty-six. Yawning, I try to seem interested in the flower debate. Really, I don’t know why this wasn’t all done and figured out sooner. Dad’s been sick for a very long time, and my mom is a nurse. You’d think she would have had all of her ducks in a row. 

“Honey, the flowers are important. You know how much your dad used to enjoy his garden.” 

What is she talking about? Dad hated his garden so he ran it over with the riding lawn mower. Deciding it isn’t the time or place to argue about unimportant things, I play along. 

“You’re right, Mom, the flowers are important. I think you should pick the assortment of lilies. They’re my favorite.” 

Patting me on the thigh, she leans forward. “Please order the lilies, Mr. York. I know it’s what he would have wanted.” 

Going through the motions, we finalize the flowers, the casket, and the announcements, and then we decide on what to dress him in. It’s nearing eight o’clock by the time we’re buttoning our jackets to leave. I’m exhausted, depressed, and cranky all at the same time. 

“Mom, why don’t you head home and get some dinner going. I’m going to make a pit stop first.” 

I bend in her driver’s side and kiss her on the cheek before I shut the door. Watching her drive away, I climb in my car and drive a couple of blocks over to Mitch’s. I need a beer or maybe something stronger. This day is on my list of shittiest days ever. Knowing alcohol won’t fix it, I do think it might help take the edge off of things right now. 

Pulling up, I put the car into park and climb out. The parking lot doesn’t appear to be busy, which is strange to me. Mitch’s used to be the ‘it’ spot. At least it was after he let us play there. College kids flocked to the doors, but I guess it is still kinda early. Walking in, I notice the crowd is a lot older than I expected too. There are a handful of old men smoking pipes as the sounds of Western music are played overhead on the speakers. There are a few stools open at the bar, so I sit down and wait for the bartender to come up. Glancing up and down, I don’t see anyone behind the counter. Taking out my phone, I scroll through my emails while I wait. There are several from Will asking if I’m okay and wondering when I’m coming back, and there’s one from Robert. I skip past that one knowing that he’s probably being his overbearing self and demanding that I come back right now. 

“What can I get ya?” the sound of a familiar voice asks. My body stiffens and my face frowns as I feel like I’ve been sent back in time. This can’t be happening.

Laying my phone down on the wooden counter, I slowly look up. This is happening. Colby is standing in front of me with a black shirt on and a white towel draped over one of his shoulders. The look on his face is anything but welcoming when he notices it’s me. 

“Hensley?” His voice sounds surprised as he says my name. I’d like to lie and say that the sound of it coming out of his lips doesn’t affect me, but we all know that isn’t true, because as soon as my name rolls off his tongue, the hairs on my arms stand up and time stands still around us. 

“Hi,” I choke as memories of our past plague my mind. He’s just as handsome as he was back then, if not more so. 

Both of his hands rise, and he places them on the bar’s counter in front of him, gripping it hard. So hard I’m scared once he let’s go of it, it’s going to crumble and fall to the floor. 

“Did you hear?” There isn’t a need to explain my question. We both know how fast word spreads around this town. He nods, and I know someone had to have told him. I just wonder who. 

“Can I please have two shots of tequila?” I ask, needing the warmth more than ever right now. 

Without a word he turns around and grabs a bottle. Within seconds he sets the two shots in front of me and quickly walks away. I down one without a chaser. I want to feel the sting and the burn. It’s a reminder that this is real. This whole day is real. My dad’s gone and Colby’s here, right in front of me, but I’m not stupid, I know what we had is long gone. Raising the second glass to my lips, I down it in an attempt to drown the memories. Checking the battery life on my phone, I see that I still have two full bars, which is good, because I can tell I’m going to need to call a cab to get back to my parents’ house. 

“Colby,” I wave him over like I own the place. He doesn’t say a word as he strolls over to me. His jaw is clenched and I can see it flexing as he bites his tongue, probably in a dire attempt to stop himself from telling me off. I abandoned him to live my dream. I deserve to be told to stick it where the sun don’t shine. But other than that little fact, what does he have to be upset about? His dad didn’t just die. “I’ll have two more, and this time I’m going to need a chaser. A beer would be great.” Reaching into my purse, I pull out my wallet and grab my credit card from inside. Holding it out in front of me, Colby hesitates to grab it. 

“Your money’s no good here, Hensley Bradley!” a voice calls out from behind me. Mitch grins as he walks up beside me, sits down on a stool, and throws his arm around my shoulders. “How the hell are you, darlin’?” 

My head jerks up to look at Colby. In the past, remarks like that from another man would get them clobbered, but he doesn’t seem to be affected by Mitch’s comment. The mere fact that he doesn’t seem bothered stings worse than the alcohol that coats my throat. 

Who are you kidding? Why should he be bothered? I’m nothing more than a thing of the past to him. I’m a complete stranger. At least the new me is. 

“I’ve been better.” 

“Well, we’re happy to have you here with us tonight. Drink and eat as much as you want. Maybe you’ll even be inclined to give us a little show.” He shrugs. 

“I don’t think I’m in any shape for that tonight, but how about before I fly out, I’ll stop by and do a few songs?” 

“That’s my girl. And I’m real sorry to hear about your father.” He leans over and gives me a small squeeze before walking off. When I turn back around, two shots, and a beer are sitting in front of me. Colby is nowhere in sight. 

My throat scorches as I drink my third shot and the sound of the stool moving beside me tells me it’s now occupied. I don’t have to turn to see who it is. I can smell his cologne. 

“When’d you start drinking like a fish?” Colby brings a beer bottle towards his mouth, his lips slowly parting before he holds the rim to his mouth and takes a sip. 

“When’d you start drinking?” I snap back remembering that he never drank before when we were together. 

“Touché.” He holds his bottle out to me. Grabbing mine, I hold it up and we clink bottles. 

There’s so much we could say, that needs to be said, but neither of us makes the first move. Instead we sit in silence. Downing my fourth shot, I know I’m drunk. Still to this day, I very rarely drink. If we’re at a function, I might have a glass of wine or something, but it’s never like this. My head is spinning as I close one eye and try to read the small letters on my cell phone screen. It’s from Dusty. Straining, I want so badly to read what it says, but my drunken brain won’t let me.

I know I don’t deserve for him to talk to me after how distant I’ve been to everyone. Giving them the cold shoulder and living my life probably wasn’t the best move, but from the moment I belted my first note, my mom’s been pressuring me to flee this town. Once the opportunity knocked on my door, I took it and didn’t look back. I wish I would have looked back. Maybe then I wouldn’t feel like such a failure to my friends. 

Colby breaks the silence, “Need some assistance?”

Giggling, I respond, “It depends. Are you drunk too?”

“Hensley, I’m working. No, I’m not drunk. But I can see you are. Here, give it to me.” He sounds annoyed as he holds out his hand, and I place my cell phone in it. My hand grazes his, and as soon as I feel his skin touch mine, my heart rate speeds up.

Trying to control my thoughts, I whisper, “It’s from Dusty.”

“Yeah, it is. It says, ‘Hang in there, baby girl. You’re strong and beautiful. Call me.’” 

My racing heart drops into my stomach. My D still cares. Despite the distance, he’s still my best friend and he still cares about me. I’d feel on top of the world if I weren’t so drunk I can’t see straight.

“Do you want me to text him back?” He spins my phone around in his hand as he sits beside me. 

Turning my head, I look Colby in the eyes, “Yes. Just type, ‘I love you.’” 

We both freeze for a few seconds as he takes in the words I just said. I don’t blink as I stare into his eyes, wishing he would understand my secret message. I love you, dummy! 

He pauses, and his hands don’t move. He just stares blankly back at me. I don’t know what he’s waiting for, but I wish I did. 

“All right.” Quickly typing the message, he presses send and hands my phone back to me. 

“I’ll have two more shots, please,” I request, knowing good and well I don’t need them. But after that little weird incident, I feel like I need to drink some more. 

He looks wary. “Are you sure? You look pretty wasted to me. How are you getting home?”

“Always so responsible and chivalrous,” I croon under my breath. “I am wasted, Colby, but trust me, no amount of alcohol is going to drown out the pain I feel right now. So please, can you bring me another two?” Getting up off the stool, he walks around me and behind the bar. Pouring another two, he grabs my phone and dials a number. 

“Hey, it’s Colby. I have a lady who needs a ride. Be here in fifteen minutes.” Hanging up, he walks away. It was sweet of him to call me a cab, but I don’t need him saving me anymore. I’m grown now. I can take care of myself. 

Grabbing a napkin from behind the bar, I scribble down a message for Mitch. It probably looks like chicken scratch. I leave my number so he can reach me about playing a small gig and fold the napkin and place my empty glass on top of it. 

“Goodbye, Colby,” I mumble. I always was an emotional drunk. Making my way out the front door, I lean against the brick wall and wait for my cab to come. I’m not drunk enough to ignore the consequences of drunk driving.

Instead, I hum a song to myself. 

“I know that song,” the same familiar voice of my past states as he nears me. The dim light of a street light highlights Colby’s face. 

“Colby,” I mumble. I don’t know what I’m going to say, but his name escapes my lips before I can stop it. 

Walking closer to me he begs, “Hensley, don’t do this.” He doesn’t have to say what he doesn’t want me to do. I already know. I can feel it. From the moment I saw his face behind the bar and heard his voice, I could feel myself slipping. “Don’t do it. Please just get in this cab and go back to wherever you came from. Don’t make it harder than it already is.”

Drunk or not, I can tell he is in pain. It may not be the gut wrenching agony of losing a loved one, but to me the pains are equivalent. Losing him was the worst kind of hurt I’ve ever experienced. But standing here, face to face with the only man I’ve ever loved, the ache in my heart is unimaginable. I want so badly to reach out and touch him, to pull him near and hug him, but I can’t. There’s a boundary I know I can’t cross. Who am I to sulk when I’m the one that inflicted this pain on us both? 

“Colby, I’m sorry.” Leaning up from the wall, I grasp my phone and check the time. The cab should be here any minute. I walk towards the road, leaving him standing near the exit sign of the bar. The lights of a car beam across my body, and the driver puts it into park and then gets out. 

“Excuse me, did either of you call a cab?” he asks. 

I nod, and he comes around to the other side of the car and opens the back door. I climb in without looking back, because I know if I do, if I see his face, I’m liable to throw all reasoning out the window and run back to him. To my safe haven, to the only real place I know I’ll feel at home, in his arms. 
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WATCHING HER DRIVE away felt worse than the first time she left me. At least then there was hope I would see her again. I had faith that we could make it through anything, but I’d been wrong. The distance and time proved too big a barrier in our relationship, but the breaking point was that night. Michael was our breaking point, not the miles that hung between us. I’m not putting all of the blame on her. It’s my fault we grew apart too. I’m no saint. As much as I’d like to think I did everything right, I know that’d be a lie. I remember sitting for days waiting for her phone calls, I’d listen to old voice messages over and over just to hear her voice. When she did call, I felt like I could breathe again, but our calls were always cut short. Dusty said I should just give her some time to get acquainted with her new lifestyle, but as time went on, nothing changed. Things only got worse when I flew there and all hell broke loose. That was an eye opener. Realizing I was second and music was her real number one hurt like shit. But I set her up for it. I failed us. If I would have just agreed to sign with Smashtown, I would have been the one to leave. I would have made sure we stayed in contact through everything, and I wouldn’t have let the attention and stardom change me. 

Who knows what I would have done? It’s just easier to play the good guy and throw the blame on her. It’s what I’ve been doing for the past eleven months. But seeing her here, tonight, the look in her eyes, she looked lost, like a woman begging for mercy without words. Holding my fists at my sides, I watch her step inside the cab knowing that I failed her too. 

“Dude, what are you doin’ out here? There are people waiting,” Mitch shouts from inside the open door. He seems irate. 

“I just needed some fresh air. Give me a sec and I’ll be good.” 

Pull yourself together, man. She isn’t the girl you fell in love with. 

Walking back inside, I serve the people standing at the bar and then walk over to where she was sitting. Picking up her trash and bottle, I notice a small paper folded under her empty glass. 

Hensley 865-452-0102

Looking left then right, no one is paying attention. Did she leave this for me? Why would she do that? Does she still care about me? No, it couldn’t be. I overheard Mitch ask her to play something. Maybe she left it for him. Or maybe she really did leave it for me. Grabbing the napkin, I stuff it into my jeans pocket. Whether it’s for me or not, I don’t want her telephone number circulating the bar. At least that’s what I tell myself. 

My shift comes to an end, so I take it upon myself to drink a much needed beer. Mitch already left for the night and all of the chairs are put up. Except one on the small stage. Grabbing my bottle, I walk through the vacant tables, and climb the stairs. My old guitar is still up here. Mitch bought it from me a while ago, claiming people who weren’t talented needed it for open mic night. The memory makes me laugh out loud. This was my baby, until Hensley came along. But still, grabbing the neck of it, my hands fit perfectly around its body, just like they did around hers. 

Dammit. Why do you keep referring everything to her? 

Sitting down on the chair, I bring the guitar to my lap and strum it. The strings are all worn out and it needs to be tuned, but no one is here to hear me so I play it anyhow. It’s strange how fast I remember the movements of my fingers and the strokes. It’s kinda like riding a bike. You can go decades without doing it, but yet once you climb onto the seat and grip the handles, your feet know just what to do to peddle you forward. 

For a few minutes, I get lost in the sound. My mind eases, and the stresses of today fade. Until I hear the sound of a door creaking. I stop playing and wait, but there’s nothing else. That’s creepy. I know the alarm system isn’t set. I normally do that when I leave, but the closed sign is up and all of the lights are off. I wonder what the heck is going on. Setting the guitar down and securing it to its stand, I stand up and look around the room. It’s empty. 

“Hello…hello, it’s just me.” 

Hensley. 

What is she doing back here, and more importantly how did she get here? Looking out the window, I can still see her parked car. At least she’s not dumb enough to drive drunk. 

I hear the sound of her boots walking on the old wood floors as her shadow appears. Jumping off the stage, I walk closer. “Did you forget something?” 

Have you ever seen one of those sappy romance movies where the woman runs into the man’s arms and kisses him? I only know from being forced by Hensley to watch them with her every Sunday for months on end. The kiss looks so sweet and romantic, but it reminds us that it’s only a movie and things like that don’t actually happen in real life. When was the last time you saw something like that happening? Right, I didn’t think you could think of one. It’s because it’s fake. The movies are fake, the songs that make you think things like those scenes happen, they’re all fake. 

Those kisses don’t really exist…but as Hensley saunters towards me, my heart stops beating. I’m standing in the middle of a rundown bar hoping that the universe is in my favor and she kisses me, like those fake movies. Her face looks like an angel’s for a split second before she trips over the mop resting against a table and falls flat on her ass. 

I stifle a laugh as I bend down. “Are you okay?”

“My ego isn’t but my butt is.” She smiles bashfully. 

Kneeling in front of her I ask, “What are you doing here?” 

She’s sitting on her ass with her legs sprawled out in front of her. Playing with her fingers like she used to do, she says, “I always said if I ever got the chance to kiss you again I wouldn’t pass it up. I know you asked me not to do this, but I’m drunk and I hope you’ll forgive me.” 

Her hand reaches up and grasps me around my neck. Begging myself not to lose my cool, I remember what her touch felt like. The feeling has been burned into my memory. My body stiffens as her lips meet mine. It’s a foreign feeling at first, but then I get used to her tongue roaming my mouth, not missing a lap. Her teeth nip at my bottom lip, just like she used to do. Knowing it drives me wild, I inhale her scent, remembering how things used to be between us. My brain must’ve shut off because I know if I was thinking clearly there is no way I’d let her stalk in here and own me like she is in this moment. Thinking with my heart and my cock, I push her backwards so she is lying on the floor. Her hair is sprawled out all around her head, and her mascaraed eyelashes are so long they’re touching her eyebrows. She is breathtakingly beautiful. She’s here, but she’s not mine. 

Emotion floods me as I recall the countless emails she didn’t answer, the messages that were ignored, and the flowers she never said thank you for. Anger replaces my need and desire to be close to her. But she’s right. At least we had one last kiss. Now we can both lay what was us to rest. 

My lips part as I pull away from her embrace. “It’s too late to call a cab, and you’re still too drunk to drive. Give me a few minutes to lock up and I’ll take you home.” 

Disappointment spreads across her flawless face. It’s a shitty feeling knowing I put it there, but it’s an even worse feeling knowing she crushed me without an explanation, a sorry, or a goodbye. She doesn’t protest though, not like the old Hensley would have, the girl with the attitude and foul mouth. Instead this version of herself stands up, dusts her clothes off, and nods with a small smile. 

Walking towards the back office, I set the alarm and grab my jacket. When I come out, she’s still standing in the same place, except her hand is covering her face. I hope to God she isn’t crying. Hearing a woman you love cry is the worst thing in the entire world. 

A woman you love? Holy shit, pull yourself together! 

“Hensley, are you ready?” I try to hide my true feelings and appear as cold and distant as possible. 

Moving her hand away from her face, she looks up and smiles. Long gone is the sad face she wore only moments ago. I wish I could pull myself together and stow my feelings as quickly as she just did. 

“Yes, I’m ready.” 

The drive to her house is a quiet one. There’s so much that could be said, but I don’t make the first move. Why should I? And why do I keep questioning myself and everything I’m feeling right now? 

“I’m glad your mom left the light on. Be careful walking in.” 

Tilting her head to the side she says, “Remember when I left, you said you’d always leave the light on for me?”

Damn her. 

“So you’d be able to find your way home…” 

Licking her lips, she sighs. “Is your porch light on, Colby?” 

Turning away from her, I look out my window to the porch light shining brightly. I don’t know how to respond. Honestly, I don’t even know if my porch light is on. Brittani says it wastes electricity and since she pays half of the bill, she doesn’t think it needs to be on all the time. Now if she’s not literally asking me, and figuratively asking, the answer would be yes. The light in my heart is on, it’s always on. Even when it dims from the pain of her absence, it’s on – burning, waiting to guide her home. 

“No, Sunshine, it’s not on.” I lie like a damn fool. “You’d better go. I don’t want your mom checking on you and you not being there. She’s been through enough…we all have.” 

Opening her door, she pauses to say something, but decides not to. I watch as she walks up her driveway and up her porch steps. Before I drive off, she turns the porch light off. 
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“BRITTANI, WHERE ARE my pants I wore on Saturday?” I shout from the bedroom. 

Turning the corner, she tosses my folded jeans onto the bed in front of me. 

“Thanks. Did you wash them?” I’m curious if she found Hensley’s number in my pocket. 

“I’m not your damn momma, but yes I did.” 

Hmm, it’s unlike her to find something so alarming in my pocket and not say anything. Trying to cover up my tracks, I feed her a small lie, “Oh, shit. Mitch gave me a number to a few artists I’m supposed to call and get booked for a gig. Did you find it in my pocket?” 

“Nope. Sorry, they were all empty. Gotta run. Bye!” Spinning on her heels, she hauls ass out of my bedroom. 

Rushing out the bedroom door, she confirms that it was in there. I’m not a fool, and she’s tried to lie and play me before. I’ve learned all of her deceitful tricks. What the hell would she do with it? As soon as I hear the apartment door shut, I walk out of my room and across the hall to hers – Dusty’s old room. 

Rummaging through her drawers, I come up empty handed and pissed.
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NURSING A HANGOVER isn’t fun. Actually, it’s hell. I mean, why on earth would someone consume something that’s going to make them feel like they have the flu and the biggest migraine of their lives all at once? Running to the bathroom for the third time this morning, I hear the buzzing of my cell phone rattling in my purse. 

Debating not answering it, I know I have some explaining to do to Robert. I just don’t know if I’m ready to yet. He’s probably all types of mad at me for leaving the day of our magazine cover shoot, but this was a family emergency. Closing my eyes, I can picture him standing in his suit looking at his expensive watch and counting down the minutes until I’m back in California. 

Opening my purse, I grab my cell phone, notice that the battery is on nine percent, crawl back to my bed, and plug it in behind the nightstand. There’s a new text message, and the number listed has my parents’ area code. 

“Mitch?” I question myself out loud. Sliding the icon over, the message appears, and my jaw drops to the floor. 

Welcome back, bitch. I don’t know why my boyfriend would have your number stuffed in his pocket, but just so we’re on the same page here, Colby is mine. You left him and I found him. So back off and consider this your only warning. 

Anger explodes in my veins like an erupting volcano. My mind races as my fingers work hard to keep up with it.

Who is this? 

I finally manage to type and then hit send. 

Several seconds later, the phone chimes in my hand. 

Brittani. 

The bile that I’ve been desperately trying to keep down all morning rises in my throat. Just the sound of saying her name out loud makes me want to puke, but even more so hearing she and Colby are dating. Why on earth would he stoop so low? Did I really leave him that broken that all he thinks he can get with is someone like her? Doesn’t he know I’m here? I still love him. I never stopped. Leaning my head over my mattress, the contents of my stomach empty out onto my wooden floor. Mom will kill me, but what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her. Jumping up, I wipe my mouth off, then grab some towels and clean up my mess.

I guess it’s true that when it rains, it pours. My dad just died, and now I learn that my ex-boyfriend, the only person I’ve ever loved, is dating a tramp. No, Brittani is a hundred times worse than a tramp. She’s so gross my mind can’t even name a word that describes her. 

Walking towards the bathroom, I stuff my puke-stained towels in the trash can and start the shower. Stepping in, the water is scalding, but does nothing to erase the image of him with her as the water beats down on my naked back. 

“Hensley,” my mother’s voice calls from behind the locked bathroom door. “Are you okay? It stinks in your room.” 

“Yeah, Mom. I’m fine,” I shout over the running water. 

“I’m going to run out for a few and stock up on some groceries. Mrs. Blair left some flowers on the porch with a note asking if you’d stop by and see her. I think she’d really appreciate it.” 

Lathering the shampoo in my hair, I yell, “Okay. Be careful.” She doesn’t say anything else, which is good. My head is still throbbing and my stomach is still turning from the news. 

After my shower, I get dressed and decide to leave my phone on the charger. The only person that would need to reach me other than Robert, whom I’m ignoring, is Mom, and as she so nicely guilted me into it, she knows where to find me. 
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MY MOM’S CAR is still parked at Mitch’s, so I decide to open the garage and see if old Betsy still runs. It’s only been a little under a year since she’s been driven, so I don’t see why she wouldn’t. She’s never failed me before. Turning her over a couple of times, the engine roars. I stop and fill her gas tank up before heading towards the farm. Keeping my head down as I pump my gas, I try and blend in as much as possible. 

Driving up the steep hill, Whispering Hills is a sight for sore eyes. Everything looks the same except the overgrown grass. Wondering where Logan is these days, I see Mrs. Blair standing on the front porch waving me towards their house instead of the center. 

Stepping out of the car, she greets me with open arms. “It’s so nice to see a friendly face around here.” 

“It’s nice to see you too, Mrs. Blair. How have you been?” 

Shrugging her shoulders she seems saddened by my question. “I’ve been here. But that’s enough about me, please come in. Oh, honey, I’m so sorry to hear about your father. He was a good man, a hard worker, and a great father. Please accept my condolences.” She reaches to grab my hand. “Now I just made a fresh pitcher of sweet tea this morning. I was hoping you’d get my flowers and decide to stop by. Come sit down in here with me.” 

Following her to the small kitchen table, I sit in the chair across from her. “Where’s Logan these days? It’s been a while since I talked to him.” 

“He’s been great. He’s actually teaching riding lessons down at the fairgrounds as we speak, and finishing up his student teaching.” A giant smile spreads across her face and I can tell she is extremely proud of her son.

“Student teaching? Wow, what an accomplishment. I remember him very rarely attending classes,” I laugh. “I guess he changed, for the better. You should be really proud of him and of what a good job you did raising him.”

“I really am. He’s grown so much and he’s really accepted his daddy’s new girlfriend. I’m blessed he didn’t let the divorce hinder his college education,” she admits. 

Stop the clock. 

“Divorce? I’m really sorry, Mrs. Blair, but this is news to me.”

Resting her hand on my knee, she inhales a deep breath. “Honey, don’t be sorry. I’m not. That cheating bastard was just a heartache waiting to happen. With him gone, I feel like I can finally breathe. It’s a shame I found him, oh, what do you kids call it these days, shacking up?” I sigh. “It’s a shame that he cheated. If he wasn’t happy he could have let me know. Instead he committed adultery and left me here to tend to this farm all alone. I’m sure you noticed it’s not quite the same place it used to be. But that’s okay. We’ll get back on our feet. If it weren’t for Colby, the horses wouldn’t even be tended to daily.” 

His name sends chills down my spine, in the best way imaginable. 

“Colby,” I choke. “He still works here?” 

“Oh yes, ma’am, he does. For free of course. He wouldn’t accept a dime from me. Trust me, I’ve tried. Instead, I make him a pitcher of sweet tea and lunch every day. Actually it’s about eleven now. He should be coming in any time. He likes to get things done in the morning, so he can work at the bar at night.” 

I’ve never done drugs in my life, but right now I feel like I’m high, solely from information. I know it’s not possible, but still, my brain is on overload and the dull headache from this morning is still lingering. 

“Mrs. Blair, I don’t mean to be rude and pry here, and please tell me if this isn’t my place, but why doesn’t Logan help you? I mean, he was always so eager to help around the center before.” 

“You’re still so naïve, aren’t ya?” she asks as her Southern twang makes its presence known. “Hensley, he was only ever around because you were here. And the same for Colby. You’re what interested them, not the center.” 

My cheeks redden. “That’s nice of you to say, but I doubt it. You know how I felt about Logan. He was a friend, but that’s it. And Colby, well, you also know how I felt about him. I think the whole town did, but that’s long gone. I guess I can stop by and see Logan later. Who knows, maybe I can convince him to come around here more often. Would you mind giving me his address before I leave?” 

“Lord knows that boy is stubborn, but if there’s anyone out there I think can get to him, I think it’d be you. Just remind me, darlin’.”

Taking a sip of my sweet tea, I hear the sound of a truck outside. Knowing she said Colby should be here any second, my stomach somersaults with nervousness. I don’t want him to think I’m stalking him. First showing up at his place of employment and now here – it’s too much of a coincidence. 

“That would be Mr. Grant. Just on time. Please excuse me while I prepare his plate.” 

What are we in the 1950s again? 

Colby’s voice echoes off of the walls as he enters the front door and says, “Something smells amazing.” As soon as he walks through the kitchen doorway, his eyes land on mine and I freeze. 

Neither of us says a word, but I can see Mrs. Blair looking back and forth between us from the corner of my eye. A bemused grin on her face makes me wonder if this was a set up. I wonder if she knew I’d come, and coincidentally she invited me on one of the same days he would be working. 

“Colby, I’m glad you came in to eat first. I invited Hensley over. Maybe we could all eat together?” Mrs. Blair asks while wiping her hands off on her apron. 

“I’d like that,” he whispers as he leans forward and places a small kiss on her cheek and then leans forward and pulls out a chair. His hair is a little longer than it used to be and is visible from under his ball cap, resting on his forehead. When I said time looked well on him, I meant every stinkin’ word. 

“So what brings you here today, Hensley?” he asks before taking a bite of his sandwich. 

My lips are too busy staring at his mouth as he eats to answer his question. I feel a small kick on my shin from under the table. Looking up, Mrs. Blair is sitting staring at me. 

“Like Mrs. Blair just said, she invited me. It’s been a long time since I’ve been here and I wanted to see her and the farm. I didn’t know you still worked here.” Boom, there you go. Unsure why I felt the urge to make clear I didn’t come here to suddenly stumble into him, he frowns. 

I don’t know why I feel like I can’t let my true feelings show. Honestly, I think it’s a way of coping with what I did. The choices I made had consequences. The extreme distance between Colby and I right now is one of them. 

“Well, it’s nice to see you still care about some things in this town. It’s been a while, and as you can see things around here have changed.” 

Why do I feel like his words have double meaning? 

“Things normally do change in time,” I spontaneously snap back at him, taking offense to his remark, but unsure why. 

“Now, now, you two. Why don’t y’all eat up and maybe if you’re nice, Colby, Hensley will stick around and help you feed the horses.” 

“With all due respect, ma’am, I don’t think Miss Hensley here is built for this lifestyle anymore. She might mess up her manicured fingernails.” Colby stuffs a mouthful of coleslaw in his mouth before I have time to protest. 

We finish our meal in silence, or at least Colby and I are silent. Mrs. Blair is a talker, just like she was before I left. It’s nice to hear someone talk so genuinely about nothing in particular. After I finish my plate, I get up and rinse it in the sink. Colby finishes after me, so I walk over towards him and grab his plate. 

As he stands and wipes his mouth off with a napkin, he asks, “Well, Hensley, are you ready to work?” 

There’s no way I’m going to say no, especially as he doubts my capabilities. Nodding yes, I pull my hair up into a high ponytail and follow him out the back door. Walking down the steps, it’s hard not to notice how this place has gone downhill. I’m mad at Mr. Blair for putting her through this. I know how it felt growing up in a broken home. Yes, my parents were able to work through their issues, but I can’t imagine how Logan feels having them go through with a divorce. 

“She’s only got two horses now. The rest either got ill or she couldn’t afford to feed them, so she sold them. Mr. Blair milked her dry and left her to clean up his mess.” 

My heart aches for her as he talks about her money troubles. Making a mental note, I’ll be sure to send her an extra special Christmas present next month. 

“Honeycomb and Erma are the only two left. Here,” he hands me a bucket full of feed. “Why don’t you take Honeycomb? He’s the good one out of the two. Erma, she’s a little aggressive.”

Feeding the horses and cleaning stalls takes up the majority of the afternoon. It’s like I didn’t skip a beat and fell back into my old routines. But Colby was right, my hands are disgusting. Kicking the dirt off my boots, I scrunch my nose up as I try and pick the mud out from under my nails.

“Told you, you left and got all high class on me.” 

“I left to make music. There isn’t anything high class about that,” I snarl. 

Raising his eyebrows, he stands with a confused look on his face. He shakes his head before saying under his breath, “Defensive and rude, just like I remember.” 

Holding my hands on my hips like a true brat, I let my anger get the best of me. “You must not have a good memory then, because I was never rude to you. I loved you and treated you kindly all the time. But maybe you don’t remember that since your brain is busy making memories with your new girlfriend.” 

His mouth shuts and his jaw clenches. Looking perplexed, he inquires, “My girlfriend? Are you still drunk from last night? You must be, because I don’t have a girlfriend.” 

Roughly grabbing the hose, he points it at me. Jumping backwards, I attempt to get as far away from the line of water as possible. 

“I’m not going to squirt you, Hensley. I need your bucket.” 

“Oh, okay.” Moving the horses’ bucket over, he pushes it closer to him with his foot. 

He silently fills it as I ponder what he said. So he doesn’t have a girlfriend? Why would Brittani text me saying they were together then? And more importantly, how did she get my number? Unless Colby kept the napkin I left for Mitch, but why would he do that? 

“You’re not dating Brittani?” I blurt out, unable to control my thoughts any longer. 

Dropping the hose, he stares at me with an intense look in his eyes. “Where did you hear that?”

I don’t answer. 

“Hensley Elaine Bradley, where the fuck did you hear that?”

“From her,” I forego any other details. 

“And when did she tell you that?” 

Rolling my eyes, I don’t answer, and play dumb. 

“Are you really going to make getting information outta you as hard as pulling teeth?” 

“She texted me, okay? She said I needed to back off because you were hers. So answer my question, or are you going to make it as hard as pullin’ teeth too?” My Southern roots get the best of me as I fire off back at him. 

“It’s complicated.” 

Tears threaten to break free as he says those two dreaded words. Everyone on this planet knows “It’s complicated” basically means yes, or it means yes, but there are some other issues going on. Taking one last look at the man I used to know, I turn and walk out of the stables. Love is hell. I don’t know why in the world people even want to be in relationships. They hurt too bad, and now look at me, I’m not even in one, and my world is still crumbling around me. 

“Hensley, wait!” he shouts, but I don’t turn around. Instead I pick up my pace. Leaves crunch below my boots as I all but run towards my car. “Sunshine, let me explain!” His voice draws closer. 

I feel his hand grab my arm as he pulls me close to his chest, stopping me dead in my tracks. I’m facing away from him, but I can feel the warmth of his breath hovering behind me. “It’s complicated, okay? No, we’re not dating. She’s not my girlfriend or anything like that, nor has she ever had that title. She’s my roommate. Does she wish she was my girlfriend? Probably. But there isn’t anything I can do about that. I needed extra cash when Dusty moved to New York. She needed a roof over her head.”

My chest tightens as I think about her living so close to him and knowing now that she calls Dusty’s apartment home. Without turning around, I softly ask, “Did you fuck her?” 

Time stands still as I wait for his answer, but his pause only confirms my worst fear. 

“Please let go of my arm.” His fingers unwrap themselves from around my forearm, and I jerk away from him, open my car door, and speed off. 
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FINISHING UP THE chores around Mrs. Blair’s house, I keep recalling her question in my mind like a broken record. Did you fuck her? Hell no, I didn’t fuck her! I could have if I wanted to. Trust me on that one, but I’d never wanted to. I couldn’t stomach doing anything more than kissing her and that was a one-time occasion, and truthfully she kissed me, not the other way around. I was a mess from losing Hensley. It’s as if one day, poof, our entire relationship didn’t matter. I was so lonely, and other than Trevor and Dusty, I had no one. School kept me busy, and then Mitch offered me a job at the bar once I turned twenty-one. It was nice to get out, but I still felt alone. At least I was until Brittani moved in. She was a female companion to talk to, to go to the movies with on Friday nights. She was there. 

One day we were driving home from somewhere, I don’t even remember now, it was late, and I was lonely. I remember she leaned over and kissed me. For a split second, I allowed it. Although it felt foreign, I allowed her tongue to roam, and I even opened my mouth wider. I hadn’t kissed anyone other than Hensley in a really long time, and it felt good for someone to want me again. And then as our mouths danced with one another’s, the song changed on the radio, and it was Hensley’s voice that blared from the speakers. Jerking away from Brittani’s embrace, I acted like an ass and scolded her for doing that. I yelled so loud she cried. When really, I was mad at myself for letting her do it. If it were any other woman it wouldn’t have been so bad. I mean, I was technically single, but it was her. Hensley would have a cow, so I made a vow not to allow such behavior from her again, and I swore to myself that I’d rather have blue balls for eternity than to betray Hensley like that again. Hate me, judge me, do whatever your little heart desires, because trust me, I’ve beat myself up more over it than you could possible dish out. 

I didn’t mean for my silence to paint me as guilty; I know that’s what Hensley thinks. It’s just I can’t grasp why she cares. All of a sudden she walks back into town and acts like the past didn’t happen. Like the distance wasn’t real. It was to me. I felt every last bit of solitude, and now she’s here demanding answers and then running away. Just like before. The hell with that. She’s going to leave and go back to where she came from, and I’m still going to be here, stuck, living in a world I had created around her. 

After laying down new hay for the horses, I jump in my truck and squeal tires leaving. I hope Mrs. Blair isn’t too mad at me for it. 

Dialing Brittani’s number, my blood boils. 

“Hey, baby,” she says innocently.

“Don’t ‘baby’ me. Ever again.” My fury is evident from my voice. 

“Rawr…what’s your problem?” 

Shaking my head, I push the phone up with my shoulder so I can hold the steering wheel with both hands. “My problem is this nonexistent relationship you’ve built in your mind and that you’re my girlfriend. You have to face the facts that you don’t mean anything to me. We’re never going to be more than roommates. It’s my fault for blurring those lines, I admit it. Allowing you to kiss me was a giant mistake. I was a moron, but nothing has happened since then and nothing’s going to happen ever again.”

My chest rises and falls as my anger flares. 

“It’s about that little cunt, isn’t it? She came back to town, and you go and get all high and mighty on me. Listen here, Colby. You weren’t saying all this shit when your tongue was shoved so far down my throat I was fighting for air, were you? No, I didn’t think so.” 

Huffing into the receiver, I ask, “Did you text her? Did you lie this morning and tell me you didn’t find someone’s number in my jeans?” 

“Yes. I texted her, okay? I fucking did it to protect you. I’m no fool. I know we’re never going to be more. I’m not some delusional bitch. Do you remember what it felt like when she left? Do you recall being so torn up about it you skipped classes for weeks? While you’re sitting here playing the nice guy card and acting like she didn’t ruin your life and break your heart, you should try remembering those things. All I was trying to do was protect you.” 

Bullshit. I’m not stupid. She was trying to trick Hensley into thinking we were together. Yeah, I fucked up, we kissed. Sue me, but it was one little, innocent kiss. I’m a fucking man. Hensley ripped my heart out and stomped on it, and Brittani helped me cope for a few minutes until I came to my senses. 

“Motherfucker!” I shout while pressing my foot on the accelerator. Speeding back to the apartment, I’m glad to see Brittani isn’t home. 

Jumping in the shower, I wash my body and then dress in my work clothes. I have another shift tonight at Mitch’s. Hopefully work will help occupy my mind so I don’t do something stupid like find Hensley and beg for forgiveness for something I never did in the first place. 
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PULLING UP TO the bar, I see two things that make me wish I had called in. Hensley’s mom’s car is still parked out front and her old beater is parked next to it. It’s like I can’t escape her. The universe keeps pulling us together for some damn reason, when it did everything in its power to pull us apart when it really mattered. 

Shoving my gear stick into park, I hop of out of my truck and slam the door. I open the back door to the bar and my eyes immediately scan my surroundings for Hensley. I see her perched on a barstool, sitting next to Jennifer, one of our regulars. 

As I near, her words cut right through me like glass. 

“It’s like he doesn’t even care he fucked a girl other than me. And he’s too cruel to admit it to my face,” she slurs before taking a sip of her beer. 

Glancing at my watch, it’s only six o’clock. I silently pray that she hasn’t picked up drinking, although it’s all I’ve seen her do the last two days. 

“Men are sometimes fuckwads. We can’t live with ‘em, we can’t live without ‘em,” Jennifer shouts before she raises the neck of her bottle to Hensley’s and they cheer. 

As I walk up to their table interrupting their roast of Colby Grant, I snarl, “I second that.”

Hensley’s eyes widen, and Jennifer gives a flirtatious grin that makes me wish she put her teeth in today. 

“Are you drunk again?” 

“I think I have a problem,” she admits while rolling her eyes.

“Dammit, Hensley. This is getting ridiculous,” I huff, aggravated that we’re reliving last night. “Hang tight while I call you a cab.” 

Holding up her hand, she stops me. “No need. Logan’s on his way to give me a ride. Wait, there he is. Logan!” she yells while waving her hands. 

Logan is wearing jeans with a button up, and some kind of blazer over it. He looks like he just walked straight out of a clothing commercial. 

“There’s my girl,” he beams as he walks towards her and then takes her drunken body in his arms and hugs her tightly. 

“Hey, Colby. Long time no talk! How’s managing the bar going for ya?” 

“It’s fucking great,” I seethe. 

“Well, thanks for keeping Hensley company while she waited for me. We’ll see you around.” 

Taking her hand in his, she steps off of the barstool and straightens out her dress, her very short dress. I’ve never even seen her wear one quite as revealing, other than on TV during those lame award shows. What’d she do – run home and change and then come to the bar? Is this her way of making me jealous? 

“Bye, Colby. Oh, and please don’t tow my cars. I’m staying the night with Logan and he promises to bring me by and get them tomorrow.” 

Then they both turn and walk away. His arm dangles over her shoulder as he turns around and winks at me. Why the hell would she call him? She thinks I screwed Brittani so she is trying to make me jealous, with Logan of all people? Doesn’t he see that she’s using him to get back at me, just like she did at that bonfire last summer? He’s just someone she falls back on. He doesn’t mean anything to her, I repeat to myself, trying to convince myself in the process. 

“If I would have known she was calling him, I would have called her a cab myself.”

Turning around to face the bar, I see Mitch standing behind it. 

“I know you got it bad. You have for a while now, but you might just need to accept that she isn’t the Hensley she once was. My point is, from the looks of it, she’s moved on. You might need to do the same.” 

Nodding my head, I acknowledge what he’s saying and then walk away towards the employee bathroom. 

Locking the door behind me, I turn on the faucet and lean forward. Cold water fills my hands, and I splash it on my face. Why did you have to come home, Hensley? Why couldn’t you have just stayed in Cali? Pulling out my phone, I send a quick message to Dusty telling him what’s been going on since she got back. He tells me to man up and tell her how I feel, or felt. Really I don’t know if it’s present or past tense because I don’t know how I feel anymore. One minute I don’t ever want to see her face again, and the next I’m wishing she was standing right in front of me. I know the only way I’m going to find closure is with the answers I’ve been longing to get for a while now. But they’ll have to wait because tomorrow is her dad’s funeral and then Thanksgiving is two days after that. 

For some reason, I have an uneasy feeling about her leaving with Logan. I know Mrs. Blair thinks her son hung the moon, but to me he’s nothing but a pile of useless horseshit. 
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LOGAN DRIVES US back to his small apartment and is a gentleman as he opens the door for me.

“Thank you.” I smile as he gestures me out of his car. 

Leading me up a set of stairs, his hand rests at the small of my back. He only moves it to unlock his apartment door. The space looks like a small loft, but it’s nice and clean. Nothing like I remember him being before. Time really did him well. 

“It’s small, but it’s home.” He walks by me and opens the refrigerator. “Would you like a beer?” 

When I nod, he hands me one and I sit on his couch. The remnants of my buzz still linger, but I pretty much sobered up from the look in Colby’s eyes when I told him I was staying with Logan. It was a low blow, I know it, but it felt good to get him back for fucking Brittani. When are you going to stop these games? You’re older now, it’s ‘bout time you grew up!

Conversation fills the room as we both talk about what’s new in our lives. 

“I just don’t understand why you wouldn’t want to be with your mom. I stopped by there today and she seems pretty lonely.” 

Sitting next to me, he extends his arms on the back of the couch. “It’s not that I don’t want to be there. I do, trust me. It’s just that she isn’t herself anymore. Once my dad left, she shut down. Since you’ve been there, I’m sure she talked your ear off about it. She stopped caring, and got really depressed. It started affecting me and my studies. I couldn’t handle being around her, so I moved out. Finished my classes and am student teaching now. I love it. The feeling of knowing you have such an impact on future generations is truly amazing.”

I say a silent prayer that my mom doesn’t get depressed and stop caring about herself. Logan must have sensed my emotion as he scoots closer to me. 

“I’m really glad you’re back, Hensley. I wish it was under different circumstances, but it’s nice to see you.” 

Thoughts of my mom in oversized clothes with a thinned body make me wish I lived closer. What happens when I go back to Cali? Will she become like Mrs. Blair? What if she starts drinking like Dad did? 

Logan’s hand brushes over my cheek. “Don’t be upset. I still go over there. I don’t help out around the farm because Colby is always there. He normally has the chores done before I’m even out of school, so there’s no need. But I am there for her. I bring movies by and watch them with her, or I try and take her out to dinner. She doesn’t like leaving the farm. Truthfully, I think she’s ashamed and doesn’t want the town to see how broken she is.”

“I was just thinking about my mom and how she’s going to react when I leave. Will you keep an eye on her? Please, for me, Logan. Make sure she’s okay, and if she isn’t, call me. I’ll leave my number with you.” 

Running the tip of his thumb over my upper lip, he says, “I’ll do anything for you.” And then he leans forward and kisses me. I’m taken off guard as his warm lips meet mine. I’m not ashamed to say I haven’t kissed anyone since I kissed Colby goodbye, and this is new for me. Having someone else’s lips on mine is strange. Closing my eyes, I try and feel it, get into the kiss by opening my mouth wider and accepting Logan’s tongue. It doesn’t work. Raising my hands, I hold his face and press his mouth harder to mine. The scruff on his chin tickles, but the closeness doesn’t excite me. 

Jerking my head away, I know I shouldn’t have come home with him. It isn’t fair to him, Colby, or myself. “Logan, I’m sorry, but I can’t do this. It was extremely selfish of me to come back here.” 

He looks me in the eyes as he wipes the wetness from our mouths off of his lips. “It’s because of him, right? Just like last time? I’m just a pawn. Did you ever consider the fact that he may not love you anymore, that maybe you being here and feeling this between us is because he’s over you?” 

“I’m really sorry,” I mutter. “Honestly, I was…I’m just in a bad place in my life, but I genuinely did want to come see you. I’m so proud that you’re student teaching.”

“He’s with Brittani, Hensley. You know that, right? They live together and probably share a bed for all I know.” He attempts to use his words to take a dig at me. Luckily, I realize what he’s doing, just like he used to do in the past. I guess he hasn’t changed as much as I hoped. 

“Logan, I’m truly sorry for tonight.” Standing up, I straighten my shirt and then attempt to walk to the door. Before I can move past the coffee table in front of the couch, he grabs my arm. 

“You’re not going anywhere. You came here for a reason. You called me, remember?”

Sitting down, I grab both of his hands in mine. “I know I called you. Like I said, I did want to talk to you, but I can see you thought I wanted more. I’m sorry, but I really think I should go.” 

Moving his hands over mine, he closes them; his grip is tight, and frankly, it scares me. For a few brief moments, we don’t move. We just sit, staring into one another’s eyes, and then in a split second, I’m being pushed backwards onto the couch.

“Now lie down and spread those pretty legs and give me what I’ve been waiting a long time for!” 

My skin crawls, like actually moves. I can feel it as he clasps my arms so tightly I can’t even wiggle underneath him. “Stop! You don’t have to do this. Please, Logan, please!” I beg him as I kick my legs and try to shove him off of me. 

“Hensley, baby, calm down. It doesn’t have to be this way. You know I’ve wanted you forever, and I know you want me too. Just relax and give yourself to me. Forget about Colby; he isn’t here. We could have been great together, but you wouldn’t ever give me a chance.” He leans forward and his close proximity to my mouth makes me nervous. “He walks into your life, and bam, it’s Colby this and Colby that. I was there too, ya know? I was waiting for you to pull yourself out of his ass and notice me. But the only times you did is when you wanted to make him jealous. Just like tonight. So what we’re going to do is fuck, and you’re going to enjoy it. And maybe when we’re done you’ll realize how good we could have been together.” 

Closing my eyes, I start to pray. Dear Lord, please don’t let him rape me. I should have never come back here with him. Why do I always get myself in the worst situations? But even worse, why isn’t he accepting I’m saying no? I don’t deserve this. No woman does. Oh, please stop touching me.

“Think again, Logan,” the voice of an angel calls out as my eyes dart up and see the outline of a man standing in the open doorframe of the apartment. 

Logan jumps up off of me and the couch, his hands clenched into fists. I scoot back and hold my legs, too scared to move. 

“How’d you know where I live?” Logan’s voice sounds startled as he eyes our new guest. 

“It doesn’t matter, but let me tell you something that does,” Colby raises his hand and points at me. “She matters, she matters a lot actually, and to walk in here and see what you were about to do makes me want to kill you. Right here, right now. But I’ll spare Hensley the sight of that, because I can tell she’s been through enough. Come on, Sunshine.” Colby holds his hand out. Nervous to move, I look between him and Logan. “Don’t be scared, he can’t hurt you anymore.” 

Standing up, I all but run into Colby’s arms. His strong arms grab me and pull me close to him. As he embraces me, he says to Logan, “I want to give you the benefit of the doubt and think that you weren’t about to do what I think you were, but I don’t think you’re the type of dude who deserves the benefit of the doubt. So I’m going to leave it up to Hensley and what she wants to do about this little situation. If she wants to press charges, we will; if she wants that face of yours to get a beating, it will.” 

Logan’s voice is low as he mumbles, “Is that a threat?” 

“It’s a promise, and you and I both know how well I cherish those, right? Just ask your momma, because the minute you abandoned her, I promised her I’d be there to fill that void.” 

Holding my arms firmly around Colby, I tremble as I say, “Logan, you told me you still help her and watch movies with her. Was that a lie? Tell me it wasn’t!”

He doesn’t answer me. 

“You’re a fucking teacher! You’re…you’re just as horrible as your father. She hates him, you know, and she’d hate you too if she knew what you were going to do!” I shout at the man I thought I knew in front of me. 

“Hens, he hasn’t seen his mom in a very long time. He might as well be dead, which isn’t a bad idea. But I’m not about to go to jail for his sorry ass. Logan, don’t you ever talk to Hensley again. If you see her at the gas station before she leaves, I want you to turn the other way. Do you understand me?” 

“Fuck you!” Logan shouts. 

In a prompt, Colby’s arms untangle themselves from around me and he is standing in front of Logan. Their faces are so close, I’m certain their noses are touching. “I will end you over her and what you were going to do to her. It’s not a threat and it’s not even a promise, it’s my word. I don’t go back on my word. I will end you, and no one on this planet will even notice.” 

Pushing backwards from Logan’s chest, Colby grabs my hand and leads me out the door. I don’t dare look back to see Logan. 

Tears fall from my eyes as we hit the bottom step of the apartment complex. 

“I’m so sorry, Sunshine.” He pulls me close. 

The air is cold as it hits my wet cheeks. 

“How did you know where I was?” I choke out through my sobs. 

“I had a really bad feeling. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because you were a little tipsy. I just…I just needed to make sure you were okay. Logan’s still the same scumbag he was. He just masks it a little better.” 

“Thank you for saving me.” 

“No need to thank me. I told you a long time ago I wouldn’t ever let anything bad happen to you, and just like I told Logan, I never go back on my word.” 

Colby opens the passenger side door for me and I climb in. It’s still warm from running on his way here. Clutching my purse in my arms, emotions overwhelm me. He doesn’t start the engine as he climbs into the driver’s side. 

“You need to think about what you’re planning on doing. If you want to report this, I think we ought to go to the station now, while everything’s fresh.” 

“No. No, I can’t do that. My label. No, I can’t cause a stir right now. Please drive me home.” Holding my hand in front of my mouth, I attempt to steady my breathing. 

“Hensley, screw your label. You were just attacked. You need to tell the police.” 

Mustering up all the strength left in me, I sternly grunt, “I said no.” 

“Okay.” He doesn’t say another word the entire ride home, but he does reach across the center of his truck and grab my hand. In this moment, it means more to me than I can even explain. 
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WAKING UP IN the morning, my chest is sore and tight from crying myself to sleep. Colby was still angry with me when he dropped me off at home. He’s right – I know going to the police is the right thing to do, but I can’t do that to my career right now. I’ve worked too hard to be where I am, just to throw it away when the media gets ahold of this story. Plus nothing happened, he didn’t do anything. Yes, he was probably going to try. He used to do crap like that all the time, pushing me, scaring me.

I was almost raped. 

Vowing to never bring it up again, I shower, and then go downstairs and meet my mom for breakfast. 

“You look tired, honey. I know this trip has been hard on you. Once we get through today, things are bound to get better. They have to,” my mom says as I enter the kitchen. 

“I was thinking that I might need to head out after the funeral. It’s paid for in full, and I went ahead and wrote you a check. It’s in your nightstand drawer. Just deposit it and pay the house off. I don’t want you to have to worry about money anymore.” 

Opening her mouth, she says, “But…” 

“But nothing, Mom. Once I leave, I don’t know how long I’ll be gone for and I don’t want to have to worry about the lights getting turned off or you not having food on the table. Just stop…let me take care of you for once. You’ve been doing it my whole life, putting me first, giving up your dreams for me. I’ve lived ‘em, Mom, and it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Once the glitz and glam fades, you’re just a normal person, living a life that is anything but normal. I have the means to take care of you now, so let me.” 

“All right, baby girl. I’ll let you, but know that you’re welcome here anytime. Day or night, I’ll always leave the light on for you.” 

At least someone will. 

“I know, Mom. I love you too. Now come on, let’s eat and get today over with. I just want to move on. It’s too hard thinking about Dad lying in a casket. That isn’t him in there. He’s in here,” I hold my hand over my heart and choke back tears. Yeah, things were rocky between my dad and I. He was a drunk who’d rather bury his face in a bottle than spend time with his only child, but he was still my dad. He still cheered me on when I first learned to ride a bike and play guitar. I still loved him despite his flaws, and this still hurts. 

We spend the morning mourning my father and the afternoon packing up some of his clothes. I already pre-arranged an appointment for the VA to come and pick things up, but due to Thanksgiving, they aren’t able to come until Friday – Black Friday. 

The funeral was nice, as nice as one can be at least. Several of my father’s friends came, and a few of our cousins from out of town. His parents weren’t able to make it due to their own health conditions, but Mom understood and agreed to have the funeral home’s director send them a memorial card with the eulogy on it. I admit I looked around the room several times searching for Colby’s face, but he never came. I guess it’s a good thing, especially with how things have been between us. 

As we laid my dad to rest, I thought a lot about what letting go actually means. You can love someone unconditionally, and they can even love you back, but like death, there are so many of life’s obstacles that keep us apart. Sometimes it’s best to know when to throw in the towel. It’s realizing that, the fight, our time in the ring, was over a long time ago – there’s no one to blame but myself. 

Riding in the car on the way back home from the funeral, I can tell my mom is emotionally drained. Her eyes are swollen from crying all week and her nose is raw from the many tissues she’s gone through. 

“Mom, I know Thanksgiving is tomorrow, and this may be short notice, but do you want to come back to California with me? My label hosts this giant party with all the fixings and I think you’d really like it. Honestly, I just don’t want you home alone on your first holiday. Please come back with me, even if it’s just for a week. Come see how I live, see the studio and all the things you missed out on because you chose to raise me.” 

Despairingly, she looks to the side and frowns, “I really don’t want to be alone, but I had already bought everything before your dad…just before. Would you consider canceling your flight and staying here, just for a little bit longer?” 

Picking up my cell phone, I dial Robert’s number and tell him that I need to cancel my flight for tonight. A small smile rests on my mom’s face as she drives the rest of the way home. It’s the least I can do, and a small part of me wants to stay, wants to see if things can ever be normal like they once were. I know this isn’t a fairytale, and I can’t possibly ever go back to how things were before, but a girl can dream. 

She decides to take a nap when we get back home. So I decide to go into the kitchen and get a head start on preparing dinner. A knock on the door startles me. Walking towards the front door, I look out of the peephole and see Colby. I thought I’d be able to slide out of town again unnoticed. 

Opening the door, my lips chatter as the cold winter air rushes in. 

“Hey.” He places both hands in his jacket pockets as he rocks back and forth on his heels. 

“Hi.” 

“Do you care if I come in for a second?” 

Moving over in the doorway, he walks in. 

“I’m sorry to just stop by unannounced, but I wanted to give you my condolences. I had an early shift at the bar and wasn’t able to get off in time for the funeral. But I wanted you to know that I stopped by and left some flowers.” 

He’s so sweet, he’s so…him. 

“That was awful thoughtful. Thank you.” 

Leaning against the closed front door, he looks nervous. “I guess that’s it then. I hope you have a good Thanksgiving. I’m about to head to the airport and go home to see my brother.” 

Words escape me as I lean forward and hug him. No one should ever have to go through what he and his family did, and as the pain in his face accompanies those words, I can’t help myself. I’ve tried to play it cool, to act like I don’t care, to hide the feelings that are still there, but I can’t. Not now, not when his words cut me like broken glass. 

Tilting my head up, he gently lowers his mouth and kisses my forehead. One would think it was an innocent gesture, but not me. I know it’s a sign that he still cares too. He has to. Look how often we’ve stumbled upon one another this past week. It can’t just be coincidence. It has to mean more. My dad’s death has to mean more. I’ve never really been a big believer in fate and all that garbage, but I was never a big believer in love and happily-ever-afters either until Colby came along. 

“Would you like a ride to the airport?” I ask quickly, and stand as still as a statue waiting for his response. 

“Actually, yeah. I’d appreciate that. I was going to leave my truck there.” 

“Where’s Brittani? Why couldn’t she drop you off?” Curiosity killed the cat and I almost regret asking, but I want to know. 

“I really want to explain that situation to you. It isn’t at all what you think. I know it looks like it, but it isn’t. I promise I will explain it, just not right now. Okay?”

I want to stop him and force him to tell me. I want to hold him and then fall to my knees and tell him I still love him, but I don’t. I refrain from doing either and simply swallow and nod. 
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THE ROLES ARE reversed as Hensley stands behind me with tears that threaten to break with each wave of goodbye. Turning around for the tenth time, I catch a glimpse of the only girl who’s ever captured my heart so easily and just as easily broke it. 

I try to picture myself in her shoes as I walk down the long hallway towards my awaiting plane. Did she feel this exact same way when she left me? Did she contemplate turning around and running back, just to see me one last time, like I am right now? Hell, I don’t even know when she’s planning on flying back to California. What if this is it and it’s the world’s way of finding closure? Her sending me off, like I sent her. 

My feet shuffle forward as my brain and heart battle in the boxing ring that’s taken residence in my head since she came back to town. I know what we had is gone, I know she crushed me and didn’t even bat an eyelash, and I know she’s some big time country music singer now. I know all of that, but what I don’t know is why I still feel drawn to her? Debating on turning back around and running towards her, I glance behind me and see a steady traffic of passengers, and I know I can’t turn back now. 
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THE PLANE RIDE was smooth and I’m greeted by my Pops at the airport. I didn’t expect him, but he said that Momma was too busy preparing our meal to leave the house. It’s a rare occurrence that he is sober enough to drive, so his presence takes me off guard. He silently walks beside me, hands in his pockets. He seems nervous as we pick up my bag and walk towards the elevator that brings us to the third floor of the parking garage. 

“Wanna take a ride with me?” he asks as I toss my bag in the bed of the truck. 

“Doesn’t look like I have an option. You’re driving me, remember?” 

Shaking his head, we both climb into his truck and drive out of the airport parking garage. 

As we drive, I think back to last Thanksgiving and how much has changed. 

“What’s on your mind, Son?” 

Since when does he call me “Son,” and when did he start caring enough to ask questions?

“Nothing, Pops,” I snarl as I jerk my head towards the window. Trees and fields of farmland pass by, and silence fills the truck. 

Minutes go by before he says, “Listen, Colby, I know I failed you as a father. I get it you hate me and might never forgive me, but I still love you. I still want to know what’s going on in your life. If something’s on your mind, I want to know. Maybe I could even lend a shoulder to ya.”

Considering we’re stuck in the truck and I have no one else to talk to, I open up to him for the first time in years. Starting from the beginning, I tell him the tale of Colby and Hensley. His eyes stay focused on the road, but I can tell he is listening, taking in every word. Which is also a weird occurrence. Normally when I greet him in passing or he happens to answer the phone, he just grunts and hands the phone to Momma. There’s never any real communication. 

“So, let me get this straight, you turned down a record deal for a girl?” 

Hanging my head in shame, I answer him. “Yes, sir.” 

“You loved her that much that you gave up the biggest opportunity of your life so you could be with her every day?” 

“I guess it doesn’t make sense when you word it like that, but yes, I did. I love her, Pops, more than anything, ever. She filled a void that Levi’s death left in my heart, and when she left, the void slowly reappeared. I know it’s dumb. Just forget I mentioned it…” 

He looks over at me and then back at the road. “It’s not dumb, Son, and if you were able to make such a decision based on your feelings then, I know it must’ve been the right one. I’m only sorry that I didn’t pay much attention to her when y’all were here together before. She must be something special to have you throwing away your only dream for.” 

“She was.” 

She is. 

“Where are we going anyhow?” Looking out the window I have no idea where we are. I didn’t realize how long we’ve been on the road. 

“I’m taking you to a place…well, you’ll see.” 

About ten minutes later we pull up to a small, brick building located in the heart of town. I’ve seen it a handful of times, but I’ve never gone in. I always figured it was a doctor’s office or a small clinic. 

We get out of the car, and I follow my Pops towards the entrance. There’s a small icon on the glass front door that reads, “12 Step Fellowship. Alcoholics Anonymous, LLC.” 

Stopping in my tracks, I reread the small white sticker on the door. Is he really sober? And if so, for how long? 

Looking up, he doesn’t meet my gaze as my eyes fall on his face. I don’t know whether he’s too embarrassed or what, but he continues to look past me. 

“Larry, is that you?” a man’s voice asks from behind my Pops. 

As he turns around so his back is to me, he nods and greets the man, who appears to be much older than he is. 

“This is my son, Colby. I figured he’d want to be here for this.” 

The older man lifts up his hand and firmly places it on my Pops’ shoulder. “I think you’re right. The more the merrier and today is a day of celebration! Come on, you better get seated so we can get started. There are some refreshments and donuts if you’re hungry.” 

Following my Pops into a large room, there are people packed in it like sardines. Rows and rows of seating face a small podium. The structure takes me back to grade school and I wonder what is going on. Several older people, both men and women, have what I assume to be their kids with them. Most of them are my age, but there are some children that are a little younger. 

The man who I was introduced to as Leon asks everyone to be seated, and then he starts to speak. “I’d like to thank each and every one of you for the courage it took to come out here tonight. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s that it’s short. Extremely short, so I won’t talk your ears off for too long.” The people surrounding me laugh. I don’t see what’s so funny, and I’m sitting wondering what is going on. “First and foremost, I think it is only fitting that we start off with the Serenity Prayer. Please say it with me: God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.”

Voices recite the prayer with him. After it’s finished, several people start to sniffle, alerting me that they’re crying. 

“I’d like to start with our six-month members. As I call your name, please stand. Let your presence be known. Show your family just how proud you are.” 

Leon starts rambling off names and people around me start to stand. Finally he says the last name. It’s the only one that grabs my attention, “Larry Grant.” 

My dad stands and accepts a small medallion from a woman who is walking around. He holds it up, examines it and then rolls it around in his hand a few times before stuffing it in his pocket. Leon goes on about what a great accomplishment it is to be sober for six months and how this token is a representation of the length of one’s sobriety. A few of the members walk up to the front of the room and speak; sometimes their kids or spouses even say something. Most of them cry and thank Leon and their sponsors for their continued support. My Pops doesn’t say a word. He sits and listens, much like me. I can’t believe that my old man is actually sober and has been for six months. Momma never mentioned it to me. I can’t imagine why she wouldn’t be happy and want to tell me, but maybe it was her way of letting him tell me as he saw fit; him inviting me here to witness this ceremony was him telling me in his own way. 

After the six-month tokens are passed out, they move on to the one-year tokens, and before I know it there isn’t a dry eye in the building, except for mine and my old man’s. The ceremony comes to an end, and instead of standing around and chit-chatting, we leave. I’m thankful that he didn’t want to stay. I’m tired from my flight and still trying to grasp the fact that he’s actually sober. 

Walking to the truck, we get in and he drives home. 

“What provoked you to stop drinking?” I ask, curious as to the real reason. 

“I did something I’m not proud of, and it made me realize how out of it I was. My reality wasn’t real anymore. I wasn’t living in the real world, and the booze was slowly suffocating me. I knew I had to make a change or I was going to die. I was going to kill myself, but your momma stopped me and I hit her…” 

I warned him, and he did it regardless. 

He continues as he peers out the front window, “The next morning, I woke up on the floor. When I found her, she was in our bedroom packing a suitcase. Her eye was blackened and her lip was cut. The sight was horrifying, but what was worse was realizing I did that. My drinking did it. That night I called up the church and told ‘em I needed help. They hooked me up with Leon from AA and I’ve been going daily for the last six months.” 

Hatred clouds my vision, “I fucking told you not to lay a hand on her!” I scream. 

“Colby, calm down. Just wait until we’re home. If you want to beat the tar outta me, I’ll let you, but not while I’m driving. You’ll get us both killed.”

My temper flares, as we drive home. As soon as he puts the truck in park, I hop of out the passenger side door. 

“Why, Pops? I want to know why you abandoned us. He died, okay. There’s no going around it. He died, but it wasn’t your fault! We all suffered because of it, and you just turned to the bottle like an escape. Don’t you think Momma and I wanted to flee our reality too? But we couldn’t because we were too worried about your drunk ass!”

Grabbing my bag from the bed of the truck, he lays it in front of me. There’s a look in his eyes I’ve never seen before. Instead of feeling sorry for him or even proud of his change in lifestyle, it enrages me more. I reach forward and grab the collar of his shirt, pulling him towards me. My words don’t form full sentences as I shout in his face. “You ruined us. This wasn’t your fault. I warned you not to hit her!” 

I’m not used to him not fighting back. This argument is different than any we’ve had before, and instead of him yelling and screaming in my face, it’s me acting like the asshole. 

“I’m not going to fight you, Son. All the fight’s gone outta me. Clobber me if it will make you feel better, but I’m not going to…”

His pleas hit me down deep. Pulling him closer to me by the collar, I let go of his shirt and wrap my arms around him. Tears escape my eyelids as he hugs me back tightly. This version of him reminds me of the father I had while growing up. The one who took me to football practices and taught me to ride a horse and was patient and kind. The man standing before me resembles that man, and the wrinkles on his face tell their own stories of heartache. Can people change? Is he really sorry? 

“Go on and go see your momma. I got to lend a hand to Eddie now.” 

Pulling away from my embrace, he shoos me. 

Throwing my backpack over my shoulder, I grab my other bag and walk towards the house. The front of my shirt is wet from the tears that flowed down my cheeks. 

“Momma?” I ask as I open the door and lean down to rest my bags on the couch. 

“In here, baby.” 

Walking towards the kitchen, the smell of baked apples makes my mouth water. 

“Oh, Colby. Come here.” She waves me towards her as soon as her eyes meet mine. 

Holding me close like she did when I was younger, she runs her hands through my hair. “I’m so sorry, baby. It’s okay now; no more crying. Things are going to change. I promise you,” she whispers. 

Leaning forward, I kiss her on the forehead and then walk to the table and sit down. There’s already a piece of pie and a glass a milk waiting for me. 

She fills me in on the happenings of that night, and my temper shows its ugly little head again. Reminding me that it’s a thing of the past, I know that sometimes things have to get harder before they get better. They’ve been as hard as possible around here for a while now; I guess we’re long due for some good in our lives. 

“I just don’t get why you stayed with him for so long. He acted like an ass…” 

Smacking my hand she cuts me off, “Watch your mouth, boy.”

“Sorry, Momma. But why did you stick with him for so long? You have the patience of a saint to have put up with him and the drinkin’ for so long. I couldn’t handle it. I had to get away.” 

Sighing, she takes a deep breath and takes a seat next to me at the table. 

“In my day and age people didn’t fall out of love and they didn’t get divorced. He’s sick and I’m his wife. I made a pledge in front of our congregation, family, and God to stick by him through sickness and health. I still love him, Colby, despite his flaws. The man I fell in love with when we were your age is still in there. He’s just been lost. I couldn’t give up hope that he’d find his way home.”

She must’ve been a counselor in a previous life because she’s right. Once you love someone and give your heart to them, they own it. Trials and triumphs come along the way, but true love can overcome all of it. At least it’s supposed to. 

Pops is still outside, so I decide to open up to my momma about Hensley. My heart and mind are in a tug-of-war match. Maybe she’ll have some wise insight into this situation as well. 

“If she loves you half as much as I know you love her, you need to be the bigger person and tell her, honey. You’ve also got to understand that music was her dream way before you came along. There’s got to be a happy medium. You can have your pie and eat it too, contrary to what people believe. It is possible, you just have to go about it right. So either you throw in the towel and decide she isn’t worth fighting for, or suck up your pride and tell her how you feel. I wasn’t ready to throw my towel in, and your father took long enough, but he came around. He chose me and you over the booze. Maybe she can’t exactly choose music or you, but you can mix the two.” 

“You’re right, thank you.” 

Kissing her on the cheek, I grab my bags from the living room and go up to my room. I’m exhausted from today and as soon as my head hits my pillow, I’m out. My dreams are filled with a brunette girl, running around a field…running towards me with open arms. 
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MY FATHER CARVES the turkey for the first time in years as my momma hums along to a Christmas carol from the radio. Dinner isn’t ready yet, so I decide to take this time to go see my brother. 

“I’m going to go see Levi for a little bit; I’ll be back in time for supper.” 

Pops hands me his truck keys and I walk outside. Noticing Eddie’s truck is gone, I remember Momma saying last night that they were going to let our family celebrate alone this year. 

The drive to the cemetery isn’t as daunting as it normally is. Putting the gearstick into park, I open my door and walk towards my brother. 

His grave is just how I remember it. Cold and lonely. Kneeling down, I tell him about Pops and how he’s been sober for six months and about Momma’s apple pie. And then I tell him about the girl who stole my heart. My eyes tear up when I tell him about her coming back to town and how badly I want to whisk her away and go somewhere. I want to start over; I want her to be mine again, even if she is the one who called it quits. For some reason, I don’t think that matters anymore, whose fault it was. Really it was mine, I know that. I lied in the first place. I set this whole ordeal into motion. I did this, and now I want her back and there’s only one way to do that. A sense of relief washes over me.

“So that’s it, bro. I’m going to tell her how I feel. I have to. She’s my other half, my soul mate. If she doesn’t want anything to do with me, at least I know I tried. That I tried like hell.” 

Leaning down, I rub my hand over the small picture of Levi’s face that is etched into the tombstone and I know with certainty what I have to do. 

Speeding home, my Pops greets me at the door. 

“Just in time, Son. Go on and get washed up, and then meet us in the dining room.” 

Running up the stairs two by two, I wash my hands and throw all of my stuff into my backpack. After dinner, I’m leaving. 

“What’s got you in such a hurry?” my old man asks as I sit down in front of him and pull my napkin over my lap. 

“I think I’m going to head out early, if that’s okay with you both?” 

Pops stops spooning the mashed potatoes onto his plate, as he and Momma both stare at me. 

“I’m going home to find my girl and tell her how I feel. You’re both right. I still love her and I’ve been too foolish to admit it. She deserves to know. At least then it will be off my chest. Whatever she wants to do with the information is on her.” 

My momma winks at me before she leans over and kisses my Pops on the cheek. If they can make it through anything, I know Hensley and I can too. I just have to get home and tell her. 
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OUR MEAL IS nice, but the sadness that fills the air around us makes the day bittersweet. Remembering the years we spent laughing and watching the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade made my heart ache. Dad would point out the funniest things during the parade, like the kid picking his nose or someone on a float acting silly. Today is the first of many holidays we’ll have without him. 

After our small feast, I help my mom clean up the kitchen and put up the leftovers. You’d think we were planning on feeding half the town with all the food that she made. I didn’t mention it though for the mere fact that I’m sure she would break down. It’s been less than a full week. She’ll have to adjust her cooking portions majorly. I pour us both a glass of wine and we sit in front of the TV watching old Christmas movies on Lifetime. 

“So tell me about what’s going on with Colby?” 

Stop the clock, why is she bringing him up?

“Huh, Mom, I’m not sure what you mean,” I ask with a baffled look on my face. 

“Now you know damn well there’s nothing getting past me. I saw him drop you off the other night.” 

My eyebrows shoot up as my eyes widen. Was she spying on me? 

“And I know what you’re thinking. I wasn’t spying on you. The sound of you shutting the car door woke me up.” 

Crap. I feel like I’ve just been caught cheating on a math test, and as I deny it, the teacher tells me she saw the answers written on my hand. 

“He was just dropping me off, no biggie.” 

Taking a sip of my wine, I pull the small blanket off of the back of the couch and drape it over my legs. 

“For some reason I find it hard to believe that it’s no biggie. You can stop lying to me and more importantly to yourself, Hensley. Why do you feel the need to hide him from me? You always have.” 

“Mom, do we really need to talk about this now? It’s Thanksgiving, let’s relax and be thankful. I don’t want to fight with you about this, not today,” I huff. 

“I’m done with all that nonsense, princess. Life is too short and I can’t take back the past, but I can fix the future. We used to be so close and then he waltzed into town,” she waves. 

Reading her mind, I say, “And stole your baby?”

Shrugging her shoulders, she lays her palm on my thigh. 

“He didn’t steal me. I wasn’t living here before he even moved to town. You were suffocating me, Mom. Pushing your dreams onto me at every turn. I just grew tired of it, so I left. Dusty’s became my safe haven where I could be myself and love music because I wanted to, not because it’s what you wanted me to love. And then Colby came to town, and I had a hard time knowing that you wouldn’t accept him. There were countless times I wanted to introduce you and Dad to him, and now I’ll never get the chance…” Sobs catch in my throat. Taking a sip of wine, I try and drown them. 

Before I have time to finish my sentence, my mom grabs me and pulls me close to her. 

“I’m so sorry,” she whispers into my ear. “I know I should have been different. I was so stinkin’ scared you would fall in love and you’d never get the chance to leave this town. I didn’t want my mistakes…not mistakes, getting pregnant was one, but having you was the biggest blessing I’ve ever had. I just didn’t want you to feel like, ten years from now, what-if. I’m truly sorry you had to flee the comfort of your own home to get away from me. I never meant to be so overbearing. Please forgive me.” 

The heartfelt sincerity in her tone pulls at my heart. I know her words are real, and I accept her apology. 

“Well, I guess while Colby is our topic…”

“I know you still love him, Hensley. I saw the look in your eyes when you were looking at that old tattered photo album in your room that you dug out from your hope chest. I know because I put it there when you left, and I know I said I don’t spy on you, and truly I don’t, but I did the other day. I was standing in the hallway. Watching you look through it, seeing the look in your eyes as you touched a picture of him, it broke my heart. I knew in that moment, that you loved him…that you still love him. If losing your father taught me anything, it’s that time is precious. If you still love him, baby, you have to tell him. The time and distance you’ve had apart don’t matter.” 

Who is this woman and where is my real mom? I can’t believe the words that are coming out of her mouth and for a split second I consider pinching myself to make sure that I’m awake. My entire life was spent thinking she despised me from birth. I was the ending to her music career, an inconvenience. Yes, she did motherly things, but I’ve always felt like I was a nuisance to her, and now Dad dies and it brings out a side of her I’ve never seen before. A side I wish I could have grown up with. The weird part is she seems like she’s rooting for Colby and I. I just don’t know if our time is over, if there’s any hope for fixing the damage that’s already been done. 

 

[image: ]

 

“I REALLY APPRECIATE you calling me.” Mitch smiles from behind the bar. 

There’s no way I would leave town and not do Mitch a solid. 

“No problem. I just can’t believe how many people signed up for open mic night.” 

“They think since you got discovered here, they all will. The only problem is, they’re not all as talented as you,” he winks. 

“Yeah, yeah. You’re flattering me. Wait, are you on my payroll?” I joke. 

“I wish!” 

“All right, I better go get ready. The last performer is going on stage now.” 

Walking behind the stage, I hear the sounds of the girl singing on stage. Some people sound good. It’s a shame there aren’t more labels out there that give young kids a chance. Mold them and teach them like they did for me. Honestly, I think more kids would stay off the streets around here if they thought they had a chance at something more. I know I’m still young, but it makes me extremely thankful to Robert for my career, even if I was his second choice. 

“Hey, Sunshine.”

Turning around, I see Colby tuning his guitar.

“Are you singing?” I ask, baffled by his presence. 

I didn’t know he still performed. Why wouldn’t he? Just because you left doesn’t mean he stopping loving music. 

“I thought I might tonight. I haven’t in a long time, but since Mitch told me you were going to be here tonight, I thought I’d stick around,” he admits. 

Walking away, I leave him to tune his guitar and make sure that I’m ready for my set. There isn’t a band, which is how I like it. Sometimes when we’re on tour, Will and I will find a small hole in the wall bar and set up. We’ll play with only our acoustics. It’s more personable and real. It’s how music used to be for me, before things blew up right in front of my eyes and I became an overnight sensation. Before I became this girl, the one I said I would never be. It’s not that I’m a bad person, it’s just that moving to Cali I promised myself I’d stay true to my country roots. Interviews even comment on my well-practiced Southern twang. There’s nothing practiced about it, it’s just my accent. There’s been a handful of times I’ve wanted to throat punch people, but Robert threatens my contract and reels me in. Keeping a smile on your face twenty-four hours a day is extremely exhausting, so I’m excited to be here tonight and play just because I want to. 

The girl on stage finishes her song and the crowd claps, but it’s the cheering and screaming that alerts my eyes to the stage after she walks off it. 

“All right, all right,” Colby says as he waves to the crowd and sits on a stool in the middle of the stage. There’s a dim light pointed towards him. No wonder all the ladies in the audience are going crazy, he looks mouthwatering with his guitar resting on his lap. 

“It’s been a while since I’ve been on this stage, so bear with me, okay?” he asks and the hooting continues. “I’ve got my reasons for stepping away. Sometimes they don’t even make sense to me, but recently my reason for making music, my muse, came back into my life and things haven’t been the same. I haven’t been the same, so this is a song I’ve been writing but was just able to finish, and I hope you like it!” 

His fingers find the strings on his guitar and he starts to strum a soft melody. 

 

“Sometimes I find myself fighting for air

I find myself looking, but you’re never there

Time does nothing to dull the ache in my chest

I know you left

You were doin’ what you thought was best

Time hasn’t been on my side

I’ve been cooped up trying to hide from…

The pain, the hurt, the sorrow that rocks me to the core

The happiness, the laughs, it hasn’t been like it was before

You left 

You fled

You shattered my heart and left me for dead

Like a dream I awoke, and I saw your familiar face 

The pain, the hurt, the sorrow left without a trace

You’re back 

You’re here

I’d do anything to make the last year disappear.”

 

He repeats the chorus and goosebumps rise all over my body. Is this song about me? It has to be. It’s our story to a T. Does this mean he still cares? 

“Thank you,” Colby nods his head one last time before he walks off the stage and down the small set of steps. Walking by me, he whispers, “Good luck,” before leaving me standing, speechless. Thankful that the words I’ve been scared to say he said in the lyrics. The song has to be about me. 

Taking a deep breath, I prepare to go on stage and play my set, eager to finish so I can go find him and tell him I feel the same. I wish these last few months filled with distance and heartache would just disappear too. 
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I’M GLAD SHE showed. Now she knows how I feel. I hope she realized that my words were directed towards her. I hope she put two and two together. Walking off the stage, I wish her good luck and then head towards the exit sign. When I get back to my apartment, it’s empty. I would think I had been robbed if Brittani hadn’t already texted me today calling me every nasty name in the book. Since Hensley came back to town, it’s been like Brittani has been on edge all the time wondering what I’m doing or where I’m at. I had to put my foot down. She didn’t like it and decided it was best to move out. I didn’t stop her obviously, and I guess that irritated her more. So much more that she decided to take everything I owned with her. 

Looking at the counter in the kitchen, there’s a note. 

Have fun sitting on the floor tonight, you son of a bitch! 

Laughing, I crumple up the note and toss it into the wastebasket – at least she left that. But, I miss and the paper lands on the floor. And what she doesn’t realize is I’d rather sit on the floor any day than have to sit next to her ever again. Grabbing a half empty bottle of water from the refrigerator, I walk towards my bedroom. Luckily she didn’t take my bed. Lying down, I put my phone on silent and set it on the nightstand, and then I close my eyes. I’m not so much tired as I am mentally exhausted. 
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THE POUNDING ON the front door startles me, causing me to jump up from a dead sleep. The light is still on which tells me I dozed off on accident. “Go away, Brittani!” I shout from the bedroom, but the knocking continues. 

Getting up, I stretch before I walk into the living room. 

“Hello?” 

Who in the hell would be pounding on the door at this hour?

Looking out the door, I see my Sunshine. Turning the lock, I open the door and she looks up at me. Her eyes are hooded and her cheeks are wet with tears. 

“Are you okay, did someone hurt you?” I ask worried as to why she would be pounding on my door, crying, unless something was going on. 

“No, I hurt someone.” 

“What? Oh, no, come here.” I pull her through the doorframe. “You hurt someone? Was there an accident?” 

“No, dummy,” she frowns with a sigh. “I hurt you and I’m so sorry. I failed us. I’ve been so wrapped up…”

My finger finds the center of her mouth as I lay it against her cold lips. “Shh, don’t say another word.” Moving my index finger out of the way, my lips crash into hers. The feeling is amazing, and her mouth feels like home. For the first time since the day she left, I feel like if I pulled away from her right now, I could actually breathe. Deciding I’d rather breathe with her as close to me as possible, I grab her and pull her towards me. Her arms instantly wrap around my neck. It makes me smile knowing she wants to be just as close to me as I do her. 

Moving my hands down, I grasp her butt and pull her up. Lifting her into the air, she wraps her legs around my waist. Our lips don’t part, as I shut the front door behind her and then push her up against the aluminum door. Moving my mouth from hers, I trail kisses down her neck. Knowing that her neck was her sweet spot, my tongue grazes her skin in an attempt to drive her wild. My head is tugged back as her hands find my hair and run through it. 

“I’ve missed you,” I mutter before her hungry mouth finds mine again. 

Between kisses she pants, “I’ve missed you so much, Colby. So incredibly much.” 

The way she purrs my name makes my dick throb in my pants. I’ve missed her and the sound of her sexy voice. 

Our needy hands roam one another’s bodies, until it’s not enough. The clothes we’re wearing are too big of a barrier between us. We’ve been apart for so long, I don’t want anything between us tonight. 

My feet fail me as I turn and attempt to run towards the bedroom. Stumbling, Hensley holds me tight around the neck and giggles. The sound is fucking sexy as hell, and all I want to do is drop her to the floor, lie on top of her and be inside of her. Moving quickly to the bedroom, I shut the door and lay her on the bed. Almost as soon as her back hits the mattress, she is sitting back up and removing her shirt like it’s on fire. Pulling mine over my head, I unbutton my jeans and kick them off. I’m standing in front of her with a throbbing cock, but all I can think about is pleasing her. I want her to feel my mouth on her core and remember how good we were together. I want her to beg for mercy as I make her come. I want her, plain, simple, and right now. 

My knees hit the top of the mattress as I unbutton her jeans and slowly slide them down. My lips plant small kisses on her exposed legs as the material slides off of them. Glancing down at her parted legs, I palm the area that my mouth waters to taste. Kneeling on the floor, I place both hands on either side of her waist and turn her so she is lying horizontal on my vertical laid bed. 

As soon as my mouth finds her opening, all bets are off. She is mine and I am hers, and there’s not another day that I’m going to let pass us by without us cherishing each other. Grunts of need fill the air, and passion stirs around me, clouding my vision and leading me down a road. I’m normally good with directions, but as I enter her warm, wet opening, I take a leap into the unknown that is Hensley Elaine Bradley for the second time. 
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THE SOFTNESS OF Colby’s skin against my naked body reminds me that last night was real. If I’d been drunk I would have thought I dreamt all of this. It would have been a lady’s wet dream, but a dream no less. The perfection that is Colby Skylar Grant makes me wonder what on earth I did to have God place him in my life. Even before all of this craziness between us happened, I still thought I wasn’t worthy enough to call him mine. Where I am sometimes potty-mouthed and uncensored, he is always calm and reserved. It’s a trait I not only adore, but admire. 

My flight leaves in less than four hours, so I know I need to get up, run home, and shower, and then have my mom drop me off at the airport. The warmth of Colby’s arms around me makes me feel a bliss that I’ve been missing for so long. Moving an inch over on the mattress at a time, I’m finally able to break free from his hold, and slide off the side of the bed. Grabbing my clothes, I slide them on and open the bedroom door. 

I didn’t notice there was no furniture last night, but the entire living room is empty. There’s nothing but a white piece of paper lying on the carpet. Picking it up, I unravel it and read it. Brittani moved out, which explains the absence of furniture. 

My heart drops to my stomach as I’ve said goodbye more times to this perfect man than he should ever hear in his lifetime. Opening my purse, I dig through it to find a pen and scribble down a message. 

 

Colby, 

Last night was unforgettable and I know without a doubt the best goodbye in the world. I left it all in that moment. The pain I’ve been harboring, the guilt I’ve felt for placing a million miles between us, and the regret for choosing music over you…I let it all go. I had to because it’s been eating me alive for a while now. I’m sorry for it all, but mostly I’m sorry for leaving you, again. I’m not asking you to wait, but once my tour is over, I’m telling my manager and label that I need a break. I lost sight of the things that mattered to me most, and I lost myself in California. Please know that as soon as I can, I’m coming home and I’ll spend eternity trying to make up for what I’ve done. I loved you since the first moment I saw you on the street corner. I’ll be back to make this right, and I hope you’ll leave the light on for me. 

Your Sunshine, 

H

 

Laying the note on the counter, I walk towards the front door and away from the man of my dreams for the second time. At least he has an option now. He knows how I feel and that I’m sorry. It’s up to him to decide what to make of it. 
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“ARE YOU SURE you have to leave, honey?” Mom asks as I towel dry my hair. 

“I’m sure. I’ve got to wrap up some stuff in LA, but I’m coming home after that. I was hoping I could stay here for a while until I find a house.”

She smirks, “You’re so mature for twenty-one. How’d I get so lucky?”

“Dad had good sperm,” I gag while laughing. 

Her amusement makes me exultant. It’s been a whirlwind of a week, but knowing that she’s slowly finding peace with my dad’s death makes me happy. 

Tugging my fingers through my hair, I blow dry it and then braid it to the side. Throwing on a baseball cap, I text Robert and Will and tell them that I’m on the way to the airport and that I’ll be turning my phone off. Of course Robert sends me a three-page message about a shoot that needs to be done for some new posters as soon as I land. I ignore it. 

Mom hands me a packed lunch and then grabs my bag and heads towards the door. The ride to the airport is filled with happiness. This is exactly what I needed today. I don’t feel horrible about leaving her or Colby behind because this time around, I know I’ll be back. No tour, label, or concert is going to keep me from the things I love ever again. 
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HENSLEY’S GONE WHEN I wake up and I feel like puking from the thought that she left without saying goodbye. I thought that we turned a new leaf last night. I had hoped that we had anyhow. Stretching, the scent from her perfume still lingers on my sheets. It’s a sweet smell, one that I wish would last all day.

Making my way to the kitchen to brew a pot of coffee, I notice Brittani’s note on the counter. 

Dammit, I hope Hensley didn’t see it. 

The letter H at the bottom of the paper catches my eyes. My hand darts to the paper and grabs it. Skimming the note, I see it’s a letter from Hensley, not Brittani. She’s saying goodbye. She’s leaving. 

No, not again. She can’t leave without knowing how you feel. 

Without hesitation, I run to my bedroom, slide on a pair of jeans, and throw on a hoodie and my hat. Sliding my wallet in my back pocket, I grab my keys from the dresser and run out the front door. 

I’ve got to get to the airport. Jumping in my truck, I slam the gearstick in drive and stomp on the gas. My tires squeal as I haul ass out of the parking lot. Turning onto the main road, I follow it, speeding while praying that she hasn’t boarded her plane yet. 

The airport is twenty minutes away, but I get there in fourteen. Parking, I run through the airport as security looks at me like I’m a crazed lunatic. Hoping that they don’t tackle me and haul my ass to jail, I try and act like I’m late for my flight. Everyone looks at me. Nearing the security line, an officer stops me and says that I’ll have to have a ticket to go any further.

Fuck. 

I didn’t consider the plan this far. Backtracking, I purchase a one-way ticket to California. I guess if her plane already took off I can always find her in Cali. I know where her apartment is from when I visited, so that gives me an advantage at locating her. 

This time security lets me through and I run like I’m being chased by a wild bull through the terminal. Rounding the corner towards a row of gates labeled by a letter and a number, I see someone who resembles Hensley from behind. Her hair is long and in a braid. This may be my only chance so I yell, “Hensley!” 

She stops in her tracks, and then turns around. Her face lights up when she sees me. Throwing my head back, I breathe in a deep breath of relief. She’s still here. 

“Colby? What are you doing here? How did you get back here?”

I just rushed here and she’s worried about how they let me back here? “Umm, I bought a ticket.” 

Rubbing her face, she asks, “You bought a ticket for what?” 

“Do I need to spell it out, Sunshine? I bought a ticket to California. If I couldn’t catch you, I figured I’d just fly there and find you. I should have the first time. Actually I shouldn’t have let you leave without me. I’m sorry. Hensley, I love you. I’m so deeply in love with you, I can’t even think straight.” 

“Slow down,” she interrupts. “I’m sorry I pushed you away. I’m sorry I asked you to leave. I was just so confused and angry. But I wasn’t mad at you. I was mad at Michael for blindsiding me, and I was mad at myself for just accepting their offer. I didn’t even talk to you about it first, and all along you gave up your dream for me.” 

“I wanted to marry you. I want to marry you. Nothing has changed for me. I know we can’t erase the past, and frankly I don’t want to. It helped me realize how empty I am without you.”

“You wanted to marry me?” she squeaks. 

“Not past tense, Sunshine. I would marry you right now if you’d agree to it.” 

A small crowd and the flashing of cameras catch my attention. I had forgotten that outside of our small town, Hensley is a well-known country artist. Grabbing her hand, I lead her towards the men’s bathroom. No one is in the big stall, so I open the door and push her in. 

“Please don’t go back. Stay here and figure this out with me. I love you. I never stopped. We’ve got a ton of shit to work through, and I can’t say it’ll be easy, but it will be worth it.” Brushing a piece of hair off her cheek, I lean forward and place a small kiss on the corner of her mouth. “I want to make music with you every day for the rest of my life.”

“What about Brittani?”

“God, you’ve got a lot of pointless questions today. Nothing happened. I wouldn’t screw her if she was the last woman on the face of this earth. I won’t lie to you, she kissed me once, but we didn’t have sex. It’s all royally messed up, but the beauty of life is we have time to sort through it all.” 

It’s as if I just killed her favorite horse, tears fall from her eyes.

“We don’t have time. My dad didn’t. He’s gone and I wish I could turn back time, and come home more often or be here when he passed, but I can’t because we’re losing time every second.” 

“You’re right. I’m sure things may have been different if you came home, you could have spent more time with him and you might have even been here when he got really sick, but you weren’t. The difference is you’re here now. So what are you going to do? Are you going to board that plane or are you going to let me take you home, strip you out of those clothes, and make sweet love to you? The rest we can figure out later.”
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“MOM, YOU BETTER run home and get your pies. The Grants are going to be here any minute.” I shoo her away from me as I stand in the kitchen cutting an onion. 

“Okay, give me ten minutes.” As she turns the corner, Colby walks through the front door of the house with three sets of flowers in his hand. One for me, my mom, and his mom, Anna. 

This month has been one that I’ll never forget. Colby made me an offer I couldn’t refuse so I canceled my flight, and rescheduled it to be on the same plane as him. We both flew to California and walked hand in hand into Robert’s office. The funny part was Robert didn’t look shocked when I told him I was breaking our contract and wanted to drop the label. He actually stood up and apologized for being such a jerk back in the day to Colby and said he was truly happy that we found our way back to one another. The conversation was strange, but I’m glad it happened. 

Robert asked Colby and I to take a seat and then he said, “Listen, Son. I know you probably think I’m a walking piece of shit, and sometimes I can be. But I never meant to break you and Hensley apart. That was all Michael. He’s vindictive and when you turned us down, he was flat out pissed. I knew as soon as we left what he was planning on doing, and I should have stopped him, but at the time he held all the power. He was a king at Smashtown, which is why he sank when it went under. I can’t go back and erase the damage we caused between you and Hensley, but I hope moving forward you can forgive me.” 

I’d never seen Robert apologize or show any kind of emotion before.

Colby gripped my hand tighter and then said, “No worries, brother. I came out here to get my girl and go home. I have no hard feelings, so you can rest easier at night.”

“It’s not like that.” Robert sounded upset, his voice deepened. “I don’t want either of you to go anywhere. Hensley has a contract with us. It’s not as easy to break as she thinks it is. I know that’s why you both came here, but in doing so it’s opened me up to…I don’t know if this is a good thing or not…hell, life’s about taking chances…”

Confused, I shook my head. “Robert, spit it out. You’re not making any sense.” 

“What if we signed you, Colby? I’m sure you’re only better than when I heard you last. I loved your sound before, and we don’t want to lose Hensley. If you’re a package deal, then we want you too.”

Colby froze and my heart skipped a beat. Robert wants to sign Colby? 

“I really appreciate it, but I’m not interested. I came here to help Hensley move back home. Why on earth would I willingly move out here and live like she does? She’s not happy, and can you blame her? You’ve…your company has turned her into a walking showgirl. She’s a musician. She wants to be known for her voice not her appearance. There’s no way I’d sign up for something that changes who I am.” Colby stood and held his hand out to me.

“Wait,” I begged him. “Robert, what if you allow us to just be us, without all the glam? If you really don’t want to lose me, you’ve got to make some leeway. I love you and this label. I love singing beside Will, but I love Colby more than any of that. I was young and stupid before, but this past week has taught me a lot about myself, love, and life. I’m not giving him up, not for a second time.”

“Mr. Grant,” he addressed Colby, “I think our lady here is right. You’ve got talent, and you got her. I can’t give you both up. So what can I do to keep you both?” 

Robert’s question opened up a door of possibilities. 
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EVERYTHING ELSE WAS simple…well, as simple as it could be. Picking up your life and moving isn’t something I’m fond of, but this time, it was worth it. The label made an announcement to the media and to my fans announcing my solo album’s title. We figured working on my own CD would give us some time to figure all the fine details out about our new venture. 

Colby signed with Robert, and so did Dusty…

We spent an extra week in LA, relaxing, talking, making love. It wasn’t until our final days that we really opened up to one another. I told him how I felt about everything and I apologized more during that conversation than I had in my entire life. He seemed to understand, and he said he was sorry for inviting Brittani to be his roommate. He told me about their kiss, and I told him the real reason why I despised her and then he held me in his arms. We made love on the beach that night, under the stars. 

In the morning when I awoke he was on the phone with Dusty. After their conversation, Colby said he’d agree to sign under a few conditions. We’d live at home in Nashville, and we’d sing together, all three of us, him, myself and Dusty. Just like it was supposed to be, before I went and ruined everything. 

Colby said that Dusty wasn’t really happy in New York. He felt like his good looks were what people wanted, they didn’t care about him personally. So he jumped at the idea to come home. I know it seems picture-perfect – isn’t it supposed to be harder than this? Aren’t I supposed to be groveling at the feet of the people I’ve hurt, begging them to accept me back into their lives? I don’t know what I did to deserve any of this love, forgiveness and happiness. 

Robert seemed pissed that Colby held all the control. He was calling the shots, and demanding things. We had the power now. Reluctantly he agreed and arranged for Dusty to fly out that evening. 

Colby helped me pack the condo and I hired a moving company to help get my belongings back to Tennessee. When we finally made it back, I decided it was best if we didn’t stay at the apartment. While it had a lot of great memories, it also had a lot of bad ones too. Instead we found a house we liked and I bought it. Since it was already vacant and I was paying cash we were able to move right in. It’s a mess and things are everywhere, but we want to celebrate this special time in our lives with the people we love the most. After all, as life has taught us, time is of the essence. 

I finally introduced Colby to my mom. She loves him, just like I knew she would. I just wish it didn’t take all of this unnecessary drama for her to realize it. It wasn’t until Colby called his mom to tell her about his recent change of address that she asked him about his Christmas plans. We decided then it would be a good idea to invite Anna and Larry to our new house. What better way to celebrate new beginnings than with everyone meeting and sharing this special time together?

Dusty has been living in our basement, and things between us are great. I’ve been so blessed to have everyone forgive me, and while they’ve easily opened their hearts back up to me, I’ll always live with the burden of what I did to them. I don’t know if the pain of hurting the only two men I have left in the world will ever go away, but I hope it fades in time. 

Robert wanted us to make a short announcement to the media. Will was really understanding, and although he was hurt that he wouldn’t be a part of our new group, he was happy for us. Broken Roads was itching to start playing again, so lucky for Robert he was now the manager of two amazing groups –Broken Roads and Chasing Strings. 

Our video was short and sweet. We addressed ourselves as Chasing Strings and I briefly told my fans how appreciative I was of their support. I reassured them that I wouldn’t stop making music. I would just do it from the comfort of my home with my boys by my side. We had a few thousand hits within the first few hours. It was an amazing feeling for all three of us. 

The best part about it have been the emails and tweets we’ve gotten from people that this announcement solidified that love is real, that happy endings do exist, that I’m not some phony country singer, and that the man I’ve been singing about missing, he’s real too. 

 

[image: ]

 

LIFE CHANGED WHEN Colby waltzed into it unannounced. He shook me up and made me believe that love was real. Life was also real and hit us dead in the face with some curveballs, but we survived. In the end that’s what matters. 

Colby walks towards me and places his hands on my shoulders. Tilting my neck to the side, he kisses me, and it’s as if the world shifts on its axis and it’s no longer Colby Grant and Hensley Bradley – it’s us, together as one. He is my home. I can make music anywhere, but I can’t live if it isn’t with him. He said it best when he said it in the lyrics – I’d do anything to make the last year disappear. The words are deep, but the meaning is simple. Everything else will sort itself out. 

“Sunshine, you look so good in the kitchen cooking.” Colby’s deep Southern voice calls out as he stands behind me. 

The little hairs on my neck stand upright as his warm breath blows on my skin. I’m tempted to push everything off the counter and have him right here and right now, but I know we won’t have time and his body is too good not to savor. 

“You better stop it. Your parents are on their way and I want to make a good second impression,” I laugh as I spin around, so we are facing one another. 

Staring into the eyes of the most handsome man on the planet, I’m reminded of the first time our eyes locked. It was then I knew I was a goner, even if I didn’t want to admit it at the time. This silly banter, his sexier-than-all-get-out twang, it all reminds me where we started, on a street corner with my guitar. 

“All right, all right, but later on, you’re all mine.” He smirks while opening the refrigerator door and grabbing a bottle of water.

“While you’re in there, can you grab the butter?”

He hands me the butter, and then turns and walks through the living room, and hits the porch light switch to on. 

“What are you doing? That wastes electricity,” I holler from my spot in the kitchen. “And it’s daylight out, goof.”

“I’m turning it on, because now that you’re home, I don’t ever want you to lose your way again.” 

My heart flutters as a giant smile spreads across my face. 

“You were always cheesy, you know that, right?

“Yeah,” he nods. “But I got the girl.”
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THINGS HAVE BEEN great since Christmas and within the past few months since we found our way back to each other; we’ve healed, grown and forgiven. We’ve also been practicing a lot, and Hensley even installed a recording studio in the basement. It’s as if nothing has changed. We’ve all fallen back into our normal routines, and even Dusty has adjusted well. I let them have a few solo friend-dates without me. I knew that they had some stuff to work on. 

Tonight we’re playing at Mitch’s. Since we were signed, I haven’t been bartending much, but it’s important to all three of us to stay true to who we are and where we came from. So I haven’t ditched the gig completely. Mitch loves it because we pack a pretty big crowd and I’m the most experienced bartender he’s ever had, well, besides old red. 

Standing on stage remembering the last time we all played up here together makes my palms sweat. Not because I’m nervous to perform, but because I’m nervous as to what she’s going to say. 

As Mitch introduces Chasing Strings, I grip my microphone tightly and interrupt him. “Hey y’all! We’re so pumped to play on our hometown stage tonight, but before we begin, I was hoping I could get your help with something.” 

Hensley glances up at me, confused. 

As if on cue the lights dim, and then Dusty hollers, “Now!” And the entire crowd holds their lighters up in their hands. 

Hensley steps down off of her stool, and sets her guitar down. “What are you two doing?” She looks royally perplexed as she looks from me to Dusty to the crowd. 

Stepping towards her, I bend on one knee. 

Dusty plays the keyboard, and a soft melody fills the air.

Grabbing her hand, she chokes. “Hensley Elaine Bradley, I’ve loved you for as long as I can remember. You lit up my life like a ray of sunshine when I was in a dark place. You helped me cope, heal, and open my heart again. I know my brother is proud of me, and it’s all because of you. You helped make my dreams a reality. You are my dream. Will you please do me the honor of calling yourself Mrs. Grant? If you say yes, Sunshine, I promise you to be the best man, husband, and hopefully one day father that I could ever be.”

“Say yes!” the crowd slowly starts to chant. 

They say when you’re about to die, your life flashes before your eyes. The good, the bad, it’s all there hanging in front of you, waiting for your body to spiral into the unknown. I’ve learned a lot about living and dying since I moved to town. But mostly, I’ve learned a lot about love. Music was my main love, but now it’s Hensley. 

“Yes!” she shouts as tears fall down her cheeks. 

Dusty extends his arm to me, and hands me a little black box. I open it and slide the ring onto her finger and then look into my future wife’s eyes. 

“I love you, Sunshine,” I say as I stand up and take her body, pulling her closer to mine. 
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It’s Your Love – Tim McGraw

Tell Me A Story – Phillip Phillips

That Song in My Head – Julianna Hough

If You Ever Get Lonely – Love and Theft

Please Come Home – Dustin Kensrue

Miss Me Baby – Chris Cagle

I’ll Be Waiting – Lenny Kravitz

Cowgirls Don’t Cry – Brooks & Dunn

Southern Girl – Tim McGraw

Long Way from Georgia – Ryan Bingham

I Love You This Big – Scotty McCreery

It Goes Like This – Thomas Rhett

Long Distance Lullaby – Martina McBride

The Story Never Ends – Aaron Lewis
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