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    Chapter One


    “Billy Hardy?”


    As his eyes adjusted to the dim room, Billy sniffed and perked up. One of the greatest inventions was the scent of fresh-ground coffee, and the cool air was a welcome change to the mugginess outside. To his right was a long, dark bar, and on the opposite end of the room, an empty, dark stage. But what caught his attention was the life-size poster of him with the words Grand Opening with Billy Hardy: July 1st - 4th.


    He squinted down at a girl in a tight T-shirt that said Lacey’s Cafe, short jean skirt, and cute cowgirl boots, and swallowed against his rolling stomach. Was he actually nervous? “Coffee. Black.”


    The girl scowled. “You’re late.”


    He almost apologized to the waitress, but Chip, his manager, shoved in front of him. “He’s sorry, Lacey. Actually, it was my fault. I’m sorry.”


    Damn, is this girl the owner?


    Lacey aimed a glare at Chip. “Get him on the stage. I’ll let my sound guy know we’re ready.”


    Across the room, someone screamed his name and pointed. He waved and grinned, and the familiar feeling of being recognized flooded him. Ten years off stage and away from the spotlight hadn’t erased the memory of fame, and even though this café probably held no more than a hundred people max, tonight was his chance to shine. A small stepping-stone on his way back into Nashville’s good graces.


    He swallowed back the bitter resentment he’d held against his ex for what she’d stolen from him. He would not let her deceit ruin this chance. Inhaling deeply, he focused on the future. Play well, act polite, and book gigs that mattered. Chip thrust something toward him, and his fingers reflexively gripped the guitar shoved into his gut. He saw Lacey squeeze into a sound booth in the back corner. The guy in the booth grinned at her and flipped open a wall panel, jabbing at some switches.


    Chip made some kind of wild hand gesture at him, and Billy heard the silence of the whole room. Well, hot damn. No introduction. No band. Just a fading round of applause. He tapped the microphone. The familiar thump-thump grounded him. A live mic he could handle. Simple and safe. He licked his lips, took a long, slow blink, and when he opened his eyes, he knew he owed his manager a major thanks for sticking with him. This was what he needed. A shot of adrenaline to jack up his faded career.


    …


    Lacey stared at the stage with the single spotlight on the lone man. He hitched the guitar strap over his broad shoulder and slunk down onto the bar stool. One hand glided over the strings, the length of his fingers catching her attention, and a tingling hit her in the stomach. He cleared his throat.


    And then her knees went weak as his deep baritone danced through the speakers.


    “Good evening.” Applause followed by cat-whistles. “It’s great to be in South Beach with you tonight.”


    Fifteen years ago, he’d opened for a heavy industry hitter playing at her college, and Lacey remembered how, back then, his voice had woven invisible strings around her twenty-year-old heart. It happened again as he patted his guitar and strummed the opening chords to one of his most popular songs about heartbreak and scraping the bottom of the barrel.


    Chills danced along her arms and neck as his husky sound poured into the room. His gaze locked briefly on hers, and for a tenth of a heartbeat, he looked vulnerable. But when he tilted the side of his mouth in a wry smile, she assumed it had been a trick of the light. She blinked, their connection broke, and all traces of nervousness vanished. As she blew out a breath, Chip slapped her on the back.


    The manager leaned on the bar. “I knew he could do this.”


    Any other musician without a brush of makeup would looked washed out under the too-bright circle of light, but even with the steel blue of his eyes hidden behind lowered lids, Lacey’s body tightened with want. His sandy hair curled a little too long, giving him just enough desperate bad boy to make her think she could fix him…and alarm bells blared in the back of her brain, screaming for her to run fast in any other direction.


    On stage, Billy shifted to another one of her favorites—about not holding back when at the edge of destiny. His long fingers caressed the strings, and as he sang, something intense flared through his gaze toward the crowd. No question, his deep twang-tinted voice wove a spell on her, but even though he was her college crush, she was a business owner, and he was her temporary headliner. She had no time for silly fantasies.


    …


    At the end of his first set, Billy followed Lacey off stage and into the dressing room for a ten-minute break.


    “Holy moly! What a crowd!” Her light eyes, the color of a good beer on tap, assessed him.


    He laughed at that. “Sure feels good to be back onstage, even if it is a coffee shop.” He shrugged out of his chambray shirt, leaving on his black V-neck. Then he collapsed onto the sofa, finding it surprisingly comfy.


    “I’m still shocked the Billy Hardy agreed to headline for my grand opening. You know, since it’s not a honky-tonk bar.”


    It was nice to know she thought he could help her little coffeehouse succeed. But in terms of country music, he might as well be on the moon. Not that he had many other offers. Or any other offer. But wasn’t that why he was here—to drum up interest and maybe start writing again? He hadn’t written a single word in ten years. Dang writer’s block.


    “I haven’t played in a honky tonk in a decade.” He shoved off the sofa. “In case you haven’t noticed, I haven’t been that guy in a long time.” When the color drained from her face, he toned down his defenses. “I’m just looking for a fresh start, so thanks.”


    “That’s what Chip said.” She hesitated. “Look, Billy, I’m just grateful you’re here for my grand opening. We all have a past, even if yours is a little more colorful.”


    He scoffed. “Yeah, women and booze kinda came with the game the first time around.”


    She squirmed and shoved her hands in the rear pockets of her jean skirt. “I think everyone deserves a second chance. This is mine.” She gestured around the room. “And because I believe in you, I guess this is your second chance, too.”


    Now that was a hell of an answer, and an interesting one, too. He made a mental note to find out why she needed a second chance, but focused on the last part of the answer. “You believe in a washed-up country singer?” he quoted one particularly nasty tabloid.


    She scoffed as if he was crazy, and that attracted him more than anything else she could’ve done. “I knew you’d attract attention. All my customers? They’re here because of you.”


    He remembered that part of being almost famous. The fans fawning over him. Unlike Lacey. Hell, as soon as he’d entered, she’d scowled at him and called him out on being late. And damn if he didn’t like that about her. He stepped well into her personal space. She shivered and her lips parted, and he caught the faintest scent of espresso. He wanted to kiss her, but he had to remember this was only a temporary gig in his return to a real country stage.


    His mouth gave a half smile as he redirected his thoughts. “You never did deliver my coffee, black, like I requested.”


    …


    Damn him for his eyes being so blue. But no way would she mix business with pleasure. Billy Hardy was out of her league. If he slept with even half of the women the tabloids claimed… She cringed. Those magazines lied all the time. Still, she was a lowly café owner, and he clearly saw her as nothing more than someone to bring him coffee.


    She cleared her throat. “Stay here while I—”


    “—get that coffee?” He sounded hopeful, not patronizing.


    “Find Chip. I need to check on things.”


    She exited the room and dug out her cell. She had two missed calls from her bank manager. Odd that he would call after bank hours, but maybe it was to check on her grand opening. She shoved the cell in her back pocket. She hoped to report promising numbers, but as she stepped from the wing upstage, her heart plummeted. The café had emptied considerably.


    Then she caught sight of Chip. He was by the sound booth and had given the college kid she’d hired a CD to play. With an hour until closing, Lacey wanted to get Billy back onstage before everyone left. Maybe it had been a mistake to open on a Monday.


    Then the entrance door opened, and though it was dark outside, the lights from the street haloed around his head, and the most important man in her universe entered her coffeehouse.


    Blood whooshed to her face, and Lacey swore her hands went numb. He’d actually come to her grand opening. Simon Dimistar, the head of Dimistar Enterprises, was here. In her coffeehouse. In the same room as her. A billionaire. His sharp gaze scanned the room, appraising her domain. Then he frowned and reached into his sleek jacket pocket, retrieving a cell phone. He pressed it to his ear, bent his dark head forward, cupped his other ear. Realization dawned. He couldn’t hear the caller.


    Cold panic propelled Lacey forward as Simon turned to leave. Though the rational part of her brain realized he probably intended to step outside for a brief instant, the caffeinated side of her anxiously weaved through the crowd. He was two steps from the door, and she was two steps from him. She stretched her arm to touch his back, to get his attention, to let him know she knew he was here.


    Just as her fingers brushed the edge of his jacket, a customer slammed into her from behind. She jerked forward, saving herself by shoving Simon with both hands. Unprepared as he was, he stumbled and his cell phone shot out of his hands and smashed quite loudly on the edge of the bar.


    The air whooshed from her lungs as she stared in horror at what she’d done. He whirled on her with annoyance clear in his eyes, and she made several attempts at apologizing.


    “Simon, Mr. Dimistar, I am so sorry—”


    He cut her off with a raised hand. She stopped talking. He bent to retrieve his phone, checked the device, and without one word, stepped outside.


    Lacey groaned. Half-empty café, run-in with her potential investor, and two missed calls from the bank. So far, her evening was not going according to plan.


    She didn’t know how long she stood there, rooted to the spot, but surprise didn’t even encompass what she felt when he reentered. He shot her a disapproving look as he passed her, pausing only to glance at the promotional poster of Billy. She pivoted and followed his movement as he strode to the bar.


    Frozen with indecision, she literally squeaked when she caught sight of Billy in her peripheral vision. He moved toward her with purpose, and having shucked his plaid shirt, she thought he looked a little less country and a whole lot of rock and roll in the black V-neck. The fabric hugged his biceps and chest, and his fitted shirt hinted at washboard abs underneath. A little corner of her brain gave a subtle sigh.


    “Lacey,” he drawled, just loud enough to attract Simon’s attention.


    She cringed. Damn the man for using her name. If only the ground could open up and swallow her whole. Simon’s stoic gaze zeroed on her, and his expression revealed his shock at realizing the woman who’d crashed into him was the same one pleading for his money.


    “Billy,” she said through gritted teeth.


    Billy directed his attention to Simon. “I must apologize profusely, sir. I’m always stumbling in my boots, and tonight’s no different. Lacey, I’m sorry for bumping into you like that, but I just wanted to know when you wanted me back onstage?”


    Bless his late, low-down, sexy-ass heart. Billy Hardy just made himself the fall guy for her stupid clumsiness. At that moment, Lacey would have kissed him if her whole world didn’t hinge on Simon and his potentially unwritten check.


    “Uh…um,” she stammered. What had he asked?


    “Lacey Durant.” Simon gave a curt nod as she swiped her sweaty palm on the side of her jean skirt and shook his outstretched hand.


    “Simon. Mr. Dimistar.” Damn, she hated being flustered. He was probably no more than ten years her senior, didn’t look a day over forty, and she didn’t know how to address him.


    “Simon is fine.” His gaze scanned the room as he extended the same hand to Billy. “Billy, did I miss the show?”


    Lacey cringed at the implication that her café was almost empty.


    Billy pumped Simon’s hand once and then grimaced. “I’ve got one more set.”


    Lacey waved to a waitress and offered Simon the choice of a long-necked beer or shot of espresso. “Yeah, it was pretty full in here a little bit ago.” She slammed her mouth shut. Then, before she could figure out what to say without sounding awkward, she caught sight of her lawyer weaving her way toward them. “Beth!”


    Beth tossed her blond curls over her shoulder, a smile pinned on her face as she greeted Simon. “Simon, I’m so glad your assistant received our invitation. Is Tish here?”


    “I believe she mentioned stopping by tomorrow afternoon.”


    Billy touched Lacey’s shoulder, and shots of awareness tingled up her arm. In his sexy baritone, he told her, “I’m going to start my final set.” He turned to Simon. “Simon, great to meet you, and I apologize again about your phone.”


    “No harm, no foul.” Simon inclined his head in an almost regal way before turning his attention to Beth. “You must be the lawyer Tish met at the spa.”


    Beth cracked a sly smile. “You must be the guy about to make my friend’s dreams a reality.”


    Simon cleared his throat. “That remains to be seen.”


    Lacey wanted to cry. Simon had shown up at the least opportune time. Even after Lacey miraculously managed to secure the loan for the coffeehouse, Beth never gave up researching opportunities, and Dimistar Enterprises was known for helping local businesses thrive in South Beach.


    Lacey tried to think of something impressive to say, but when she opened her mouth, she blurted, “I can’t believe you came.” Alone. She had a billionaire standing in her café, giving her lawyer his full attention. At nine o’clock on a Monday night.


    “I was on my way home from work,” he explained smoothly.


    “Oh.” Which served as a reminder that if she wanted to succeed, she should expect twenty-hour days.


    On stage, Billy adjusted his strap, ran a hand through his hair, and hitched his booted heel on the rung of the stool. With the guitar balanced on his thigh, he shot one heated glance around the room and opened his mouth.


    And once again, Lacey’s throat clogged and tingles crept up her neck. If she planned to prove she was a solid investment, she needed to put thoughts of her college crush on the back burner. And sleeping with Billy would only make her another notch in his shiny belt buckle.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    “Welcome to Lacey’s Café.” Lacey smiled first at Billy, then at Chip. “Not that I’m unhappy to see you boys, but have you seen this?” She slapped the newspaper—an actual paper newspaper—next to Billy’s silverware, and he blinked out of his sleep-deprived stupor.


    He picked up the paper and frowned. “Crooning for coffee.”


    Lacey slid into the booth in the back corner of her café. “If only your crooning is what made the headlines. How will my lawyer explain to my potential investor that I’m a reputable business owner? That my café is a solid investment?”


    Chip snatched the paper from him. “Don’t read trash. I knew we should have eaten breakfast at the hotel. Remind me again why you dragged me here? I could be enjoying eggs Benedict by the pool right about now.”


    Billy shook his head and breathed in the dark roast. “No. I don’t think I slept at all last night, and I’m not chancing another encounter.”


    “Why not?” Lacey asked. “What encounter?”


    “Cheerleaders,” Chip said. “Really loud cheerleaders.”


    Billy swallowed the burning liquid. “Practicing in the hallways all night long.”


    Chip smiled. “Front desk said it was some college cheerleading camp.”


    Billy spread cream cheese on a bagel. “And when I tried to order a coffee this morning at the restaurant, some of the girls recognized me. I guess they were here last night. Caught some of my performance.”


    Lacey’s face brightened. “That’s wonderful!”


    He took a huge bite and chewed, sending the you-tell-her look to his manager.


    Chip corrected her. “They hit on him in a major way. Didn’t even know him as Billy Hardy, just knew he played here last night.”


    He swallowed. “So right now I’m a little desperate for some peace and quiet. Which is why we’re here.”


    “I hope it doesn’t stay quiet,” Lacey grumbled. She held the paper in the air and read, “Trendy new café and strategic move to book Nashville country singer Billy Hardy might pay off for local owner Lacey Durant.” She looked up. “That’s not bad. Sounds good, right?”


    “Might.” Billy shook his head and stifled a yawn. “I thought the place seemed pretty packed.” He glanced around the café. Not quite as crowded as his hotel restaurant had been, which was why he’d demanded his manager snag them a cab to the café for breakfast. “For a Monday night. What’s so bad about that?”


    Lacey nodded. “Nothing. I had solid numbers. But I hadn’t counted on them comparing my café to Bare Bones.”


    Billy blanched. “Shit.” He knew the place. Recalled it with fuzzy clarity. It really shouldn’t have surprised him that the local media wouldn’t leave his past in the past.


    She slammed her palms on the table. “It’s a topless bar, Billy, and if I’m not mistaken, it’s a topless bar in Tennessee!” She closed her eyes. When she opened them, she said, “Yeah. They basically compared me to some place you played at back when you were in some dark downward spiral, and”— she jabbed the paper— “Lacey’s move to book Nashville’s black sheep is either strategic or stupid.”


    Chip snatched the paper from Lacey and scoffed. “Lacey. Sure, they mention your name. As if I had nothing to do with this. If it weren’t for me, Billy wouldn’t even be here. I contacted you.” He motioned from him to Lacey in a dramatic gesture that showed just where he thought credit was due. “Of course it was strategic. And it’s going to work. Hell, it’s already working, judging by the cheerleaders.”


    Billy swallowed a thick piece of bagel. He hated this part of performing. The negative energy. The bad reviews. The people gleefully aiming to bring him down, or in this case, stop him from climbing back up. “Not exactly the comeback I planned.”


    Chip glared at him. “You didn’t have a plan.”


    “I did. Write another album and hit the recording studio.” Damn if he could do that on limited sleep and with no quiet place to reflect.


    Lacey asked, “Have you written anything?”


    Billy squinted at the empty stage. It had felt too good to admit defeat. One night. He’d been back for one night. “Not yet. But I will.”


    “Which is exactly why we’re here,” Chip reminded him.


    He almost agreed. Except that a small part of him had hoped that Chip would find a local venue, a place where studio executives likely drank before dinner or stopped by on their way to another event. Somewhere in Nashville, not South Beach. “The chances of someone discovering me here are slim to none, Chip.”


    His manager forked a sausage into his mouth. “That’s not why we’re here.”


    “I’m not playing to get rediscovered?”


    “No. You’re here to get back your writing groove. Besides, Nashville wouldn’t touch you with a ten-foot pole. Not after the stunt you pulled with Marvin. You’re lucky you weren’t blacklisted.”


    Damn. His manager had a point. But he still argued, “Chip, I’ve been out of the game for a decade. If that’s not blacklisted, it sure as hell feels like it. And this article didn’t do me any favors. Like they’re not sure I’m good enough to be here for her grand opening.”


    Chip smiled. “Not all publicity is bad.”


    He opened his mouth to argue, but Lacey cut him off. “Billy, I owe you a thank-you for helping me out with Simon last night.”


    “No problem.” He was too tired to keep arguing anyway.


    “That was so embarrassing. But this,” she stabbed the paper again, “might ruin my chances.”


    “He’s your only investor?”


    She nodded. “I really need to impress him.” Then, she glanced at Chip. “I did my homework before hiring him, but what did you mean about Nashville not touching him with a ten-foot pole? What stunt?”


    Chip waved it off. “It’s nothing. He’s making a comeback now. Nothing to worry about.”


    “I’m not talking about now. Obviously it’s something that happened back then. What stunt?” She persisted, “What happened, Billy? I thought you had a breakdown after your ex cheated on you. I mean, that’s what all the tabloids claimed, and I thought that’s why you stopped performing.”


    “A breakdown?” Billy snorted. “I had a brawl was more like it.”


    The manager set his coffee mug on the table. “You really think a breakdown stalled his career? Nah. A cheating ex endeared him to fans. What destroyed him? What stopped him from getting another gig was when he punched the recording producer in the face and threatened to break both his arms.”


    The color drained from Lacey’s face. “How on earth did you keep something like that out of the press?”


    Chip shrugged. “Luckily it happened behind closed doors, and the producer chalked it up to some sporting event, but he basically shut all the doors of opportunity for Billy.”


    “Which is why we’re here,” Billy said wearily. He wondered if she’d let him nap in her dressing room.


    Lacey slid to her feet. “Well, I should check on things.” She motioned toward the kitchen.


    “Thanks for the breakfast,” Billy said. “Everything tastes awesome.”


    “Yeah, it’s perfect,” Chip agreed.


    She swiped her hands down the sides of her skirt. “Well, let me know if I can bring you anything else.”


    As she turned to leave, a woman, dragging a young girl, approached the table. “Excuse me? Billy Hardy? I’m Veronica Stone. My daughter and I heard you sing here last night. You’re wonderful.”


    Immediately, he turned on the charm and flashed a wicked grin. “Why thank you, ma’am.”


    The girl tugged on her mother’s hand. Veronica shot a warning to her daughter and asked, “Would you please sign something for me?”


    He looked around, snatched a paper napkin from the neighboring table, unrolled the silverware, and held out his hand. Chip produced a Sharpie, and Billy asked, “Veronica?”


    “Yes.” The woman smiled.


    He shot a grin at the girl, clearly trying to lead her mother away. “What’s your name, darlin’?”


    “Misty,” the girl answered. “My mom played me some of your songs before last night, and your lyrics are almost as good as Taylor Swift’s.”


    Had the tween just compared him to a pop-country girl?


    Chip laughed. “He’s here through the Fourth.”


    Billy handed Veronica the napkin. To Misty, he said, “That’s what my baby sister told me just last month, so now I’ll just have to keep working on my lyrics, then.”


    The mother took the pass. “Thank you. This is a great place, so I’m sure we’ll be regulars, and we’ll definitely make it back for Thursday, before the Fourth of July fireworks.”


    Misty looked at the napkin. “I want to be a country star one day. I’ve almost finished my first song.”


    “Well, you take your time with that,” he advised.


    The mother smoothed the girl’s hair, pride in her voice. “Misty sings Taylor Swift songs, but I think she’s going to learn some new lyrics this afternoon. I dug out all my old CDs.” Her mother swallowed and a sad expression flitted over her face. “Misty sings at the hospital in the afternoon. Her younger brother has heart disease,” she said, almost apologetically.


    Chip perked up. “Hospital? Mercy General Medical Center?”


    Billy blanched.


    Veronica’s face brightened. “Yes.”


    Chip said, “Billy’s scheduled to make an appearance there in,” he made a show of checking his large-faced watch, “two hours. Noon to one. Meet and greet before heading to the café.”


    Veronica nodded. “Great. So we’ll see you there.”


    Billy stood and shook her hand and then Misty’s. “See you soon.”


    When his phone buzzed, he glanced at the caller and then waved the phone at Chip. “Let me get this. Be right back.”


    He stepped outside into the blazing sun and engaged the caller, listening for about two minutes too long before ending the call with an aggravated snap. Imagine his lying, cheating ex-girlfriend calling him the day after he returned to the stage! Shawna was a menace, and if she thought she could waltz back into his life, well, she could think again. No way would he ever be ready to make nice with her. Especially after hearing her breathy plans for a reunion. Hell no would he welcome her back into his life, let alone tell her the name of his hotel.


    Shawna had lied right up until the end. Hell, she was still lying, claiming the notebook she stole from him were songs she’d written. As if she could string a decent-sounding phrase together. The one song she’d written on her own had tanked.


    But this wasn’t about Shawna.


    It was about him. He needed to prove he could do this on his own. That he could be back on stage, back on the charts. He scrubbed a hand down his face.


    A different face flashed in his mind’s eye. Lacey, with her maple-syrup-colored eyes and light brown hair, was the exact opposite of Shawna. And unlike Shawna, Lacey actually wanted Billy to succeed. Had hired him when he was down on his luck.


    He shoved his phone in his back pocket and flung open the doors to the café. Shawna wanted his hotel’s name, which meant she might come looking for him. Classic move on her part. He thought about his room’s view of the pool, the noise from the kids squealing, and the teens blasting their own brand of music. That would completely ruin his concentration. The cheerleaders had whistled at him that morning, so what would it be like when he returned that evening? He cringed. What if they practiced all night long again?


    Most girls he’d known only wanted to sink their hooks into him, to use him for one thing or another. Granted, when they’d wanted to use his body, he hadn’t exactly put up a fight, but then they had been bedding the Billy Hardy, the guy on the stage they’d thought they knew or whose voice they’d sang along with on the radio. That kind of sex had lost its appeal years ago.


    He stomped back to the booth and collapsed, happy to see a fresh cup of coffee at least.


    Maybe Chip could get his room upgraded to an ocean view. Something calming to take his mind off charity gigs involving hospitals. He cringed at the dark memory of his sister fighting for her life after the same accident that had killed their parents ten years ago. And then she’d caught some virus while in the hospital. She’d survived, but kids and hospitals made his stomach churn.


    A crowd of soccer kids entered, their cleats clicking on the floor snapped him back to the present. They ordered noisily, and Billy wondered if he’d ever get his groove back.


    Closing his eyes, he pictured his apartment. The thumping from the bar music below had done little to inspire him. “Chip, I need to find a quiet place to write.”


    “I know. Why not back at the hotel? I’m sure it’s quiet during the day.”


    “I can’t concentrate. I’ll never write anything there. My room overlooks the pool.” He tilted his head back. If he couldn’t write, then why the hell was he even trying to return?


    “What do you suggest?” Chip picked up a muffin and sliced it open.


    “I need somewhere where it’s quiet and I won’t be disturbed.”


    Chip exhaled. “Maybe Lacey can book a different hotel. We negotiated the room and board into the contract.”


    “Let’s find her.” His gaze swept the dining room, passing over the darkened stage. He’d plead his case to her face.


    “The hospital?” Chip reminded him. “Maybe we can ask her after your gig.”


    “We have time now.” He had to shake the damn writer’s block and steer clear of his lying ex-girlfriend, and he couldn’t do that in a noisy hotel.


    The soccer team left, taking their drinks and noise with them. The café returned to blessedly quiet, and an image of the dressing room with the narrow sofa hit his weary mind. Hell, he’d stayed in worse. And it would offer him privacy.


    “Let’s find her. She must be in the back,” he barked at Chip. “I’ve got a plan.”


    …


    Lacey blinked. “You want to move in where?”


    “Here,” Billy said.


    Was he serious? She glanced passed him to Chip. “What’s wrong with the hotel?”


    “Too noisy,” Chip answered. “But I plan to keep my room there.”


    They’d shuffled her into her tiny office. She’d been awake since five that morning, so perhaps she wasn’t hearing him correctly, but…


    Billy cleared his throat. “The dressing room had a bathroom and sofa. It’s perfect.”


    She cringed. It needed a major renovation. “You can’t stay in the dressing room.”


    “I can’t stay at the hotel.” His lips parted to reveal a charming grin. “Please.”


    The idea of Billy Hardy staying in her café floored her. She blurted, “I have a guest room upstairs.”

    His whole expression shifted from pleading to relief. “You do?”


    “Uh, yeah.” Had she just invited him to stay with her?


    Chip clapped his hands. “Perfect.”


    She frowned. “But I’m not sure—”


    Billy grabbed her hand. “Come on, Lacey.”


    She looked down at where his fingers held hers, and tingles danced up her arms. She shook her head. “It’s not a good idea.” Not with the way she wanted to resurrect those college fantasies.


    He released his hold on her. “I just need peace and quiet. You won’t even know I’m there.”


    He was probably right. Since a month before opening, she’d barely set foot in her apartment above the café. Her every waking moment revolved around making her new business a success.


    He rocked back on his heels. He expected her to decline. But he also looked prepared to argue.


    She sighed. What risk would there be having him on the premises? She had already taken the biggest risk of her life opening this café. She caved. “Okay.”


    Chip blew out a breath. “Great. Now that that’s settled, can we please go so we’re not late?”


    “Late? Where are you going?” she asked.


    Billy grimaced. “Chip booked me for this charity gig at Mercy General.”


    Chip opened the office door. “And we need to call a cab to get us there on time.”


    She grabbed some discount cards from her desk and followed them to the front of the house. She would give the cards to the hospital staff as a goodwill gesture and to spread her name. Business was manageable for a Tuesday, and with her assistant manager handling the afternoon customers, she made a snap decision. “I’ll drive you.”


    She led the men out the back and into her sedan, still barely believing she would have the Billy Hardy staying in her apartment.


    Halfway to the hospital, Billy drawled, “Thanks for letting me stay with you. We’ll get my stuff after the gig.”


    Her stomached flipped at his lopsided grin and deep country twang. Funny, she noticed his accent was a lot thicker when he turned on the charm. If he only knew how many fantasies he’d starred in during her twenties.


    She nodded but remained quiet as she drove to Mercy General Medical Center.


    


    Once in the parking lot, Billy paused and sighed heavily, but Chip rambled about positive publicity that would be good for his image. Lacey was pretty sure Billy only marched inside to shut Chip up.


    Spacious and bright, the reception area was definitely welcoming.


    Chip greeted the woman behind the gray-and-glass desk. “Good afternoon. I’m Chip Mortenson with Billy Hardy. We’re here to meet Emma Henderson in Cardiology.”


    The receptionist beamed. “Oh yes!” She stood and shook Chip’s hand. “I’ll let her know you’re here.”


    Chip grinned over his shoulder at Billy. “This is going to be great.”


    “One hour,” Billy mumbled.


    Lacey noticed a fine sheen across the top of Billy’s forehead. His fingers flexed around the guitar case’s handle, making his knuckles white. “Hey.” She touched his arm. “Are you okay?”


    With shallow breaths, he nodded. “Fine.”


    She turned to say something to Chip, but a woman in penguin scrubs appeared. “So glad you made it. I’m Nurse Emma. The children are over the moon about your visit.”


    Lacey swore she heard Billy swallow. What on earth? The tension rolling off his body hinted at a phobia toward hospitals. She followed in silence as Emma and Chip chatted as they made their way down the long, vividly colored hallway. They stopped in front of a window where she could see about ten children playing inside, and on the far end of the room, adults seated in folding chairs formed a semicircle around a lone chair, probably where Billy would sit.


    She reached for the door at the same time she noticed Billy’s frozen feet. He’d stopped all forward momentum, and instinct had her slipping her fingers through his and giving them a squeeze. She ignored the surge of heat that enveloped her when she leaned into him to whisper, “You can do this.”


    He released her hand, but it took several moments before his empty eyes finally focused on her upturned face. With a hollow smile, he whispered, “Thanks.”


    “Billy!” Misty rushed up to him.


    “Hey, kid.” Billy smiled down at her, but Lacey could tell he was still a little dazed.


    She recognized Veronica Stone and waved, assuming the other adults were either the parents of the children or the hospital staff.


    “…so without wasting any more of our precious hour, I’d like to thank all the parents for their support, and I’d like to thank country singer Billy Hardy!” Emma started the applause, but the children bounced and smiled and pointed at his boots and wide-eyed his guitar.


    Billy coughed, cleared his throat, and looked to Lacey. She tried to offer him a glittery smile, one that said she had faith in him and everything would be okay, but she didn’t know what his issues were with the place, and some part of her wanted nothing more than to drag him away and yell at Chip for making Billy uncomfortable. The look he shot her reminded her of the fleeting moment on stage last night when he looked vulnerable. Exposed.


    And stupidly, Lacey wanted nothing more than to protect him.


    …


    They checked Billy out of the hotel in record time, and on the ride back to the café, Lacey thanked the high heavens for the mountain of patience she seemed to find from deep in her gut.


    Chip blabbed from the backseat. “Man, I couldn’t tell who liked you more, the adults or the kids.”


    Billy had played four songs, let each of the children touch his guitar, and barely managed to relax enough to breathe. But his manager seemed oblivious to his client’s phobia, and Lacey had no doubt that was what Billy had where hospitals were concerned.


    When her phone rang, she had no choice but to use the car’s feature to answer. “This is Lacey.”


    “Lacey?” Her friend’s cheerful voice filled the car.


    “Hi, Viv!”


    “Guess what? I’m not working at the bar tonight and can come hear Billy Hardy.”


    “Awesome!” Lacey glanced at Billy to see his reaction to her friend’s news.


    “So, what time should Beth and I get there?”


    “Billy starts his set at seven.”


    “Hey, we were wondering if you still have that poster of—”


    Lacey clicked the button and silenced Vivien midsentence. Her friend would understand. She knew the poster Viv referred to, and the end of that question would do nothing but put more lusty thoughts into her head. Shirtless, wide-brimmed cowboy hat, barefoot, and worn jeans, that image on the poster had held a special place on her dorm-room wall fifteen years ago.


    Billy slid down the seat, and his knees touched the dashboard. He smirked and gave a deep chuckle. “Poster, huh?”


    Heat shot up Lacey’s neck. “It’s not like that.”


    “It better not be like that,” Chip warned. “Billy needs a squeaky-clean image if he wants back into Nashville. Reformed and all that.”


    “Nothing to worry about,” Lacey said. She would not make another bad decision based on hormones. And he’d be gone in less than a week.


    Dear Lord, could she really handle this?

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Billy wished he’d thought to pack a cowboy hat. He always felt more authentic when he wore his. But he’d left it–one of several–in the room above the bar in Nashville where he’d been staying when Chip had grabbed him for the gig. As it was, he had one duffel bag and a whole lot of regrets, and right at that moment, the way Lacey’s knuckles whitened as she gripped the steering wheel, he had a real dry mouth, too.


    Couldn’t sing with a dry throat, now could he?


    “I need a drink.”


    Her eyebrows raced up her forehead. “You don’t need a drink.”


    “I could do with a drink,” he reiterated, just to get her goat. He’d meant water or warm tea, but she’d obviously thought the worst about him, and it rankled him more than he wanted to admit.


    Billy grinned when her lips tightened into a frown, but she kept her mouth shut. He liked her spunk, and he almost made another quip to rile her, but traffic crowded around them, so instead of antagonizing her further, he raised the volume on the radio.


    “… Billy Hardy. If you missed his debut performance at Lacey’s Café, make sure you get on down there for tonight’s encore. I’m DJ Carl Spin, and you’re listening to W-H-A-W-T.”


    He blew out a low whistle. “I think I just heard my name on a Miami radio station.”


    Chip clapped him on the back. “You did. Place will be packed tonight.”


    Blood whooshed in Billy’s ears. Almost like the old days, but without the liquor and women. While Chip rubbed his hands together villain-style, Lacey’s smile spread across her whole face. “I hope so.” She jerked the car into the left lane and sped up considerably. “But we have to hurry.”


    Billy sat a little straighter. “Easy there, speed racer.”


    Lacey shot a quick glance in the rearview. “We have to get to the coffeehouse. I shouldn’t have been gone this long.” She sounded excited and her chest rose and fell rapidly as she swung into the middle lane and again into the far right this time, exiting with purpose. “I hope we get a lot of repeat customers.”


    Billy rubbed his hands on his jeans. His palms moistened, and his fingers felt a little stiff. Out of habit, he flexed them and stretched them. What if more people showed tonight than last night? Same customers as last night?


    “I need new songs,” he blurted. Panic constricted his chest. He’d exhausted his limited playlist the previous evening. Like an amateur, he’d belted all his hits and crooned all his ballads and had given the audience all of him. Even during his final set, with half a crowd, he’d left nothing back. He’d bared it all on the stage. “I can’t sing the same songs.” Damn Chip for booking him for four shows when he’d never before played back-to-back in any one place. “I don’t have enough material for four shows.”


    The seat belt choked him, and he unclipped it. He coughed, willing the scratchiness in his throat to go away. He swallowed hard, several times.


    Lacey’s eyes widened and her voice sounded like a growl. “Do not freak out on me, Billy Hardy. Do not.”


    He inhaled. “I’ll be fine. I’ll be—”


    Lacey’s face reddened and her voice rose. “You better be fine. It’s my second night in business. They just announced your show on the radio!”


    “Billy,” Chip reminded him in that calming tone, “you have plenty of hit songs. You did great last night. You’ll do great tonight. Fans love the familiar. But if you really need something new, sing something not on the album. You have at least a dozen other songs.”


    Had. If only he had his notebook. But Shawna stole it, created her own melodies, and ruined his from-the-heart lyrics.


    And he hadn’t written anything in years. He hadn’t worked on new material since the breakup. “There’s nothing else.”


    Lacey lowered her voice. “You’ll be fine. It will be fine.”


    He heard the anxiety under the calm, and even though she came across as tough as nails, he saw the flash of panic in her eyes. But he would not ruin this gig by playing the same songs two nights in a row and boring the crowd. Fans could be fickle. His three or four hit songs, yes, those he could play every damn night. But the crowd would expect something new, too. Jeez, people didn’t see the same movie twice in a row.


    Billy fumed. He wanted to kick something. Damn Shawna for messing up his life. He had a plan and a goal, and she stole it from him. Dang, in the end, right before his fist connected with the record executive’s jaw, he’d been out of control. He hadn’t even cared if everything was about to blow up in his face. He hadn’t fought to keep any of it, and by the time he surfaced for air, the tabloids and the fans had turned on him. Everyone had disappeared. Except Chip.


    And now, moments before he was about to right a serious wrong, he had Lacey breathing down his neck. Pushing him when he just needed one damn day…


    And just like that he heard the lyrics again. Silent since the day he punched the record exec in the jaw and was tossed in jail for assault. The phrases flew around his brain in random order making sense to no one but him.


    “Paper,” he demanded. “I need paper.”


    Lacey narrowed her eyes at him. “Why?”


    “I have,” he glanced at the dashboard, “five hours before I’m due on stage, and I just told you I wasn’t singing all the same songs from last night. So give me paper so I can write something new.”


    She looked skeptical, but she also looked impressed. Like he was a superhero and not the villain. “Just like that?”


    Chip handed him a pad of paper and a pen.


    “Just be quiet.”


    He scribbled the first phrase and hummed a tune. Too low for an opening line. He rearranged it in his head and then hummed again. Better. When he focused, he could block out an earthquake, but Lacey’s soft, almost resigned sigh snuck through his concentration. “Thank you, Billy.”


    …


    How the hell had Billy Hardy managed to strum a new song from nothing but a car ride back from the hospital?


    Lacey crossed her arms over her chest and refused to look him straight in the eye. On stage, his grin just two notches down from cocky, he charmed the audience with a shy, almost apologetic tone to his most recent masterpiece.


    “I’m sure y’all have felt it…”


    Women leaned forward as his voice lowered.


    “…a time or two…”


    Lacey felt something, all right. Frustration. At herself. His signature chambray shirt with the cuffs rolled highlighted his naked forearms, and she thought they were sexy as hell. Oh so not good.


    “…that tug of war in your peace of mind…”


    He had that right. She’d begged her parents to help her with the loan. They’d taken a chance on her. She couldn’t fail. And even though Stephen dumped her with a pile of debt, she hadn’t suffocated under it. Instead, she’d clawed her way up for air, and now she could almost breathe again.


    “…splitting you in two…”


    If she’d never seen his vulnerable side, if she’d come to the café and not gone with them to the hospital, she might have been able to keep her emotions in check. But she knew his onstage swagger was a cover up for his softer side. Her girlie parts tightened as she remembered how she’d squeezed his hand. She groaned and retreated into the kitchen.


    After a quick chat with her kitchen staff, Lacey peeked out and caught sight of some women from the hospital, including Veronica Stone. She waved as she walked toward them, and after they were seated, she returned to the kitchen to plate a tray for them.


    As the night wore on, her tension eased, but it wasn’t until the last note faded that Lacey screamed and jumped for joy with how successful her second night in business ended.


    Billy stood, grinned, and thanked the crowd. He strutted down the stairs and several women approached him for autographs, reminding Lacey she wanted to ask him about displaying some headshots.


    He slid onto a barstool and downed a glass of water the barista handed him.


    The café slowly emptied, with customers smiling and waving as they exited. When only her staff remained, wiping down tables and mopping the floor, Lacey slipped behind the bar to take her own glass of water.


    “That new song was amazing.”


    He coughed and set his glass on the bar. “Thanks. Honestly, I’m still kinda shocked I was able to write something. Total mind-freeze.”


    “Well, the audience loved it.”


    “It was kinda an adrenaline rush.”


    “The women from the hospital came. They said the kids loved your visit.”


    He stiffened. “That’s good, but I’m glad I won’t have to do that again.”


    “You won’t make another visit?”


    He rubbed a hand on the back of his neck. “I have my reasons.”


    “Something bad with hospitals?” she guessed.


    “It’s late. I’m tired.”


    It hurt that he didn’t want to share what was bothering him, but what had she expected? He was Billy Hardy, almost famous country singer, and she was…ordinary. “Okay. I get the hint.”


    As he slid from the stool, he said, “I’ll have Chip send over some toy guitars.”


    His spur-of-the-moment donation impressed Lacey, and she blurted, “That’s really nice of you.”


    “Every kid deserves a guitar.”


    “How old were you? When you first got one?”


    His cheek lifted in a semismile. “Five. Five years old sitting on the back porch, listening to my dad hum and strum a guitar.” He touched the guitar hanging diagonally across his back. “Take me home.”


    His words burned into Lacey’s brain. The intensity with which he made that statement intimidated her, but it also excited her. Home. As in the place the two of them would go. She’d hoped to keep this new arrangement on the down low, but there was little chance her employees who were closing wouldn’t notice them hauling his stuff up to her place.


    She led him through the kitchen. No reason to delay getting him upstairs and settled. “Let’s get your bag from the office.”


    He slung the duffel over his shoulder, and she studied his profile. Quite stunning. Sandy brown hair, tanned skin, straight nose. The scruff along his jaw roughed up his otherwise-smooth features, and for a brief moment, she ached to feel his stubble on her face.


    They reentered the café’s kitchen. Her assistant manager’s eyebrow curved, but other than the smirk and the, “You kids have fun,” she continued loading the dishwasher. Lacey’s face flamed, but she unlocked the door leading to the stairs. Flicking on the light switch, she gave a quick “night” and climbed to the second floor landing in silence. Billy entered the apartment close on her heels, and when she glanced over her shoulder, she noticed him taking in the open concept, her kitchen and living room evenly centered between two doors leading to two separate bedrooms and bathrooms. Yeah, it was small, but practical.


    Without pausing to gauge his reaction—she liked her place, but he’d been almost a megastar once, so who knew what he thought of her temporary digs—she hightailed it to the refrigerator. Tossing her keys on the low counter, she opened the fridge and snagged two beers. When she spun back around, Billy was there. Towering over her, his broad shoulders taking up too much space and reminding her—as if she could forget—that a wickedly handsome man was alone with her. Short of melting in a hormone-soaked puddle at his feet, she offered him a long neck.


    His eyebrow arched.


    She wiggled the bottle.


    His hand tightened around it, and hers, for a moment before she released the bottle and swiped her hand down her jean skirt. He easily twisted the top and dropped it on the counter, and as he tilted his head back and swallowed half the beer in one fluid, lingering gulp, she pictured tearing open his shirt and running her palms over his chest.


    He swiped the back of his hand across his wet lips. “Are you nervous?”


    Instead of meeting his gaze, she opened a drawer and withdrew a bottle opener. He might be able to twist off the cap, but she needed the proper utensil. Her cap clattered on the counter and she took a quick swig. “Should I be?”


    “I’m not sure.” He set down his empty beer bottle. “You did me a favor by letting me stay here, but somehow, remembering I need to be a gentleman, it doesn’t feel like it.”


    She licked her lips. Had she remembered to turn on the air? Felt like eighty degrees in the kitchen. If someone had predicted, way back a decade ago, that she would have the Billy Hardy in her kitchen, she would have bought sexier lingerie. As it was, she couldn’t even remember if her bra matched her panties. Derailing those thoughts, she gulped more beer. “Um, so, that was real sweet of you. Offering to buy guitars for the kids.”


    He advanced toward her, closing the distance in four long strides. “Sweet?”


    “Generous.” She took another sip and clanked her bottle in the sink.


    He leaned his hip against the counter. “Sweet and generous.”


    Her brain sputtered and stalled. She had to gain control. Couldn’t let him get the upper hand. Even if she wanted to find out where this could go. “You must be tired. Let me show you your room.” She brushed by him and led him across the living room.


    When she turned, he was right there. His eyes laughed at her. “What if I’m not tired?”


    He was so…male. Everything about him captivated her. Clouded her otherwise steady mind with girlie hormones. Damn those wet lips and twinkling eyes staring down at her.


    His steel-blue gaze studied her for a long moment before he invaded her personal space. Her breath caught in her throat, as his fingers slid into her hair. He tugged her face toward his.


    He wrapped his other arm around her back, and she strained onto the balls of her feet to meet his mouth with her own. Her body relaxed for the first time all evening, and instead of trying to push him away, she pulled him close. In the distant quadrant of her brain, she might have realized this was a distraction tactic, but with the heat cloaking her entire body, she welcomed the weight of desire as it settled in her stomach.


    “Billy.”


    …


    Even if she’d yelled or screamed or cried, he couldn’t have released her, and that thought should have scared the hell out of him. But she’d said his name in a whisper. A plea. He heard a hundred different intonations in his name on her lips, and a faint succession of single tones formed a melody in his mind. She was his muse, the reason he heard music again after silence for so long.


    He knew he’d write a song about this moment. This indecision about letting someone in, letting someone sneak by the armor and the shields and the protective wall built to keep intruders away. Was Lacey his intruder?


    His resolve crumbled. Hell, maybe he never had any to begin with.


    He reached around her and turned the knob to his temporary guest room. She pushed the door wide, the light from the main room spilling into the dark one. He searched her gaze, but found only hot desire. Shoving further into the room, they reached the bed, and instinct had him dragging her on top of him as he fell backward. She straddled his hips, her skirt hiking up her thighs. The room smelled like summer, citrus, and fresh breezes. He groaned into her mouth when she kissed him.


    Her hair fell forward, shielding her face, and he tucked it behind one ear. She stared down at him with a small smile on her lips before dipping down to kiss him again. His brain fired shots of excitement and anticipation straight to his groin, and he groaned when she pressed into him.


    “Mmmmm,” she purred, leaning up enough to look at him.


    “Come back here,” he commanded, and he wrapped an arm around her back, locking her over him.


    Her breathing hitched as their mouths collided with hungry force, and he wanted to devour her whole. Her noises turned him on, and the weight and heat of her straddling him had him ready to fast-forward to his release. But he wasn’t an animal, and he wanted to enjoy the moment. The tiny speck still firing reason in his brain pleaded with him to slow down. To make it last. To drag out the pleasure for both of them.


    But it seemed Lacey had other plans, because she sat up and lifted her top over her head. With her breasts barely covered in lace, she leaned over him again, kissing his jaw, his nose, his lips. Their tongues tangled, and he dragged the flat of his palms over her bare back until his fingers reached the clasp. Even out of practice, in mere seconds, he had her topless with her breasts freed.


    Her squeak turned into a low moan as he took one nipple in his mouth. She arched her back and ground her hips into his jeans, and he lifted up to press into her. When he slipped his hands under her skirt, he skimmed her panties and then felt her hot wetness. He couldn’t wait to enter her.


    He mumbled into her second breast, “Do you have protection in here?”


    Her hands stilled in his hair. “No.” The dazed expression left her eyes, and she lifted off him, crossing her arms over her chest. “What am I doing?” She slid to the side and stood by the bed, grabbing her bra and turning away from him.


    Dang. Was she really going to change her mind?


    She touched her fingers to her mouth. “This is a sign. It’s a bad idea. It’s not meant to be.” She covered herself and yanked the T-shirt over her head.


    “Let me go get some,” he offered, sitting up. “I’ll be right back.”


    She shook her head, straightening her skirt. “It’s late.”


    Ten thirty on a Tuesday night did not equal late in his playbook. In fact, he could hear strains of music coming from the bars just now coming to life. Seemed South Beach was a never-ending party. Getting condoms wouldn’t be a problem.


    “Come on.” He stood and took her hand in his. “You’ll show me where to go. We’ll walk.”


    She looked uncertain, so he pulled her close for another kiss. Maybe they wouldn’t wind up in bed, but with his body rock hard and aching for her, he knew it would be a long time before he could settle into sleep anyway. Judging by her hardened nipples, even through her bra and T-shirt, and the moistness he’d felt in her panties, she wouldn’t be ready for sleeping any time soon either.


    “Darlin’, just a walk. I won’t pounce on you, unless you ask.”


    Hesitantly, she stared out the window. “Where?”


    He wasn’t in the mood to bar hop, but he didn’t know the area well enough to suggest anything beyond a drugstore to buy condoms. Then, it struck him that for being in South Beach, he hadn’t set eyes on the Atlantic Ocean. Might make for interesting material. Moonlit walk. A few more stolen kisses. “The beach.”


    Her face lit with pleasure. “I love the beach at night.”


    He gave a shrug. “Maybe I’ll love it, too.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    As they passed Palace, with the car-stopping performance of Ocean Drive’s notorious drag queens, Billy twined his fingers with Lacey’s and leaned close to her ear. “Not your typical bar.”


    “Nope. But it’s the first and only gay bar on Ocean Drive.”


    They crossed the street and stepped onto the path running parallel to the beach, where Billy noticed the shadowy shapes of other people with the same idea.


    He inhaled deeply. “Smells like a party.”


    She tipped her face toward the darkened sky and closed her eyes. “I never get tired of this.”


    He etched her profile into his brain. She looked so at peace with the world, even with the chaos around them. The local flavor of South Beach surrounded them. The bright moon and the ocean air mixed with thumping rhythms of bars competing for customers. The fried food encouraged drinking and the muggy air promoted skimpy clothes. He could hear the mumbled sounds of other people chatting or making out.


    As they continued to walk, he asked, “Did you grow up here?”


    She shook her head. “Chatlem Grove. About twenty minutes north, but I waited tables here through college.”


    He linked his fingers through hers, and they strolled on the path, occasionally passing an entrance to the sandy beach. His boots wouldn’t stand a chance against the sinking sand, but he made a note to find some flip-flops for their next evening walk.


    “I didn’t go to college.” He cleared his throat. She squeezed his hand, just like she had at the hospital. Dang woman probably didn’t even realize how much that meant to him.


    Lacey shrugged. “It’s not for everyone. I got caught up with the wrong crowd.”


    “Ah, that second chance you mentioned. Drugs, alcohol, rock and roll?” He was only half teasing.


    She nodded. “Close enough. Bad ex. But at the time, I thought he was the one. I hate talking about it.”


    “Got it.” He knew something about bad exes. They had that in common. Maybe one day she’d share with him. He scanned the darkened night. Noisy and quiet at the same time. “It wasn’t that I didn’t want to go to college.”


    “You did?”


    He looked down at their fingers. “I don’t know. I missed a lot of my sophomore year in high school.”


    She looked up at him. “I’m so sorry to hear that. I remember reading…” She stopped talking.


    Those dang tabloids. “Yeah, we were coming back from a family vacation, and there was this accident.” He didn’t know what it was about her, but he wanted to share his version of what he went through. “My mom died, but my dad and sister were stuck in a coma. I was fine. The other guy was fine.”


    “I’m so sorry.”


    He tugged her hand and continued walking. “I spent every day after school in that hospital. I would’ve skipped school all together if my aunt hadn’t stayed with me and made me go.” It hurt to say it because for two decades he’d held in the truth. He was mad as hell about what happened.


    “You were only fifteen. It must have been tough.”


    “It was hell.” He gritted his teeth and admitted, “I hated having to spend every day after school in the hospital. It was like everything was frozen in time. Nothing changed for the longest time. Same thing every day. No improvement. My sister in a coma. My dad in a coma. Hell, I felt like I was in a coma.”


    She stopped walking and faced him. “No wonder you hate hospitals.”


    He stared over her head. “That’s the thing. I don’t hate hospitals. But I feel so helpless when I’m in one.”


    “You’re not. You’re helping those children forget for a moment that they are sick.”


    “You’re so full of life.” He touched the ends of her hair. “I don’t even know why I told you that.”


    “I’m glad you did.” She wrapped her arms around him and gave him a hug.


    “You bring out the words in me,” he admitted, kissing the top of her head. “I haven’t had that in a long while.”


    She snuggled a little closer. “That’s a good thing?”


    “It’s amazing.”


    When she peeked up at him, he kissed her upturned face, and she sighed. “Being here with you feels like a dream.”


    Corny as it sounded, he stroked her cheek and said, “Don’t wake me.”


    …


    He sliced another X through the page and cursed. But damn it felt good. After pounding out the song yesterday and pouring half of his heart to Lacey last night, Billy vowed to write as much as he could between now and when he left.


    “I can’t believe I’m witnessing a genius at work.” Lacey tiptoed out of her bedroom.


    He could’ve blocked her out. He had killer concentration. But he wanted to talk to her. Drain his brain of the past and focus on the future. He recalled an answer from one of his better interviews. “Back in the day I could slam out an entire album in one weekend.”


    She laughed. “I remember reading that. With a bottle of Patrón, a notebook, and a pen.”


    That she could quote him impressed the hell out of him. He hadn’t considered she might have been that big of a fan. “Yeah, I didn’t even need my guitar for most of the songs since I hear the chords in my head.”


    Turning to a fresh page, he scribbled, “Temporary Guest” at the top of the page for the fourth time. Fourteenth time. Hell, he wasn’t keeping track. All he knew was that his dilemma came at the price of his pride.


    “I don’t want to bother you.” She backed away. “Just wanted to say good morning.”


    “Thanks.” He glanced up to see her by the door.


    “You know where to find me.”


    He smiled. “I really do appreciate this.” He wasn’t sure if he meant the place to stay or the job, but she nodded and left.


    He hated how he doubted himself. Staring at the title, he wondered just who was supposed to be the temporary guest in his scenario? Him to Lacey, or Lacey to his heart? His greatest success rose from the hard edge he gave to country twang—soft with indecision did little to gain the confidence of an audience. Where had his rowdy youth disappeared to?


    Where did it go? Late morning.


    More crossing out. More cussing.


    He tossed the notebook on the bed and roamed the apartment. He liked the place. It was neat and orderly. The two bedrooms on either end of the apartment sandwiched a living room and a kitchen with a breakfast bar.


    Lacey trusted him in her domain. Alone. Of course, at any moment, she could show up. It wasn’t like she was more than a stairway away. In the kitchen, he opened the fridge and perused the contents. Beers. Yogurt. A tomato. He scratched the back of his neck. Knowing he could get food downstairs but not really anxious to leave the quiet of her apartment, he checked to make sure the yogurt hadn’t expired.


    His phone buzzed, and he checked the screen. Chip.


    “Yeah?”


    His manager launched into an excited ramble. “Have you seen YouTube? I can’t effing believe you! An overnight success! My phone hasn’t stopped ringing since midnight!”


    Billy could hear the sound of water and rap music. “What the hell are you talking about? Where are you?”


    “Hotel pool. Get on your iPad.”


    Billy hated that thing. He wouldn’t even have one if his sister didn’t insist they Skype every week. That and e-mail. He hated e-mail. He pulled the tablet out of his bag and placed it on the bed. Then he powered it up, entered his password, and let the thing come alive. “Okay, what now?”


    “Just open YouTube and check out who’s trending.”


    He clicked and clicked again. Trending.


    “Well?” He could hear the impatience in Chip’s tone.


    “It’s thinking. Why are you so impatient?” The site loaded, and Billy’s image appeared. Trending. Holy hell. He was trending. On YouTube. “Shit.”


    “Yeah!” The excitement in his manager’s voice amped up several notches. “Yeah!”


    “I’m trending?”


    “Billy, you’re all over the Internet with that song!”


    “Which song?” The new one he’d written or a fan favorite?


    “Click the effing button and listen. You didn’t name it, you shit, so that’s the beauty of it. No one knows what to call it!”


    He clicked and watched. Him, leaning on a bar stool. Guitar balanced on one thigh. “I’m not sure what to call this one, but I know you’ll know what I mean, when I say it’s like I’m torn in two.”


    “Yeah, that’s the one, and Billy?”


    He stared at the screen. A grainy YouTube video was trending. And it was him. Playing in a coffeehouse in South Beach. Un-freakin-believable. “Yeah?”


    “We have a recording offer.”


    So engrossed with watching himself, he almost missed Chip’s announcement. Billy’s brain played back his manager’s words. He choked. “We do?”


    “Can you believe it? Only two nights and you’re already on the rise!”


    “I…that’s…amazing. I’m writing like crazy.” This was it. This was why he’d agreed to take this gig. To start over fresh and build back his career. He just hadn’t expected it to happen over two nights. Over one song!


    “Hold up. Meyers just offered to record the one new song. So you better name it.”


    One song? That wasn’t the same as a record deal. But it would hit airwaves, and that would generate more interest, which would lead to a record deal. Eventually. “I’m in.”


    “I’m already working on booking studio time.”


    “Billy! I brought lunch!”


    “Chip, it’s Lacey. I’ll see you tonight.” He emerged from his room. “I polished off your last yogurt.”


    She shook a bag. “So you don’t want this coffee and sandwich?”


    “Woman, you know the way to my heart.”


    She dropped the goodies on the kitchen counter and after grabbing two plates, scraped back a barstool. He mimicked her, and they sat side by side sipping their coffee. She’d dumped a ton of cream in hers, and he’d kept his black.


    He stared into the dark liquid. “You finally brought me coffee black.”


    She laughed. “Yeah, how about that.”


    They ate in silence and sipped their coffee, and when only crumbs remained, he brushed his hands over his plate and said, “I want to write a song about you.”


    She snorted. “My whole life’s a country song.”


    “Really?” He perked up.


    She shrugged. “We covered some of this last night. Pretty wild teen, somehow made it to college, duped by a bad ex. Lying, cheating, backstabbing.”


    “Bad ex? I can definitely relate.”


    “Imagine that.” She dumped the dishes into the sink. “Mountain of debt from your ex?”


    It made him sad to think of Lacey with debt. “Nah. I lucked out in that department. Thanks to Chip.”


    “Wish I had a Chip in my life.” She gestured to the café below them. “That down there is my rise back from the bottom of the barrel.”


    “Bottom of the barrel, huh? This does sound like a country song.”


    She scoffed. “That’s because I can relate to every country song you’ve ever written.”


    He’d written some doozies. “You can? I wrote some pretty hard stuff.”


    “Tell me about it.” She leaned against the counter, and he thought she zoned him out when she murmured, “I thought my whole world was ending when Stephen cheated on me. My heart might have even stopped beating for a second or two. Right before all the red-hot anger and plots of revenge took hold.”


    She’d basically quoted one of his songs, and he was more resolved than before. “You need a song just for you. About you.”


    …


    “My very own country song? No, thank you.” She shuddered to think of her failures on display for the world to hear.


    He closed the distance between them and pinned her with his proximity against the counter. He didn’t touch her, but his heat was right there. Her body swayed toward him, and even if she wanted him, she didn’t want to connect with him. His contract would expire and he’d leave her with a brilliant country song and nothing more. She would not let him touch her heart.


    He gave a noncommittal shrug. “Maybe I won’t.”


    Angling away from him, she scooted to the center of the kitchen. Most days she could forget what she’d suffered. But no way did she want that out there in the form of a song. It would ruin her image as a reliable, dependable, savvy business owner. “Really, you shouldn’t write a song about me.” When he flinched, she realized her words might have sounded harsher than she intended. “Just please, don’t do it. I have to get back downstairs.”


    He reached out and stroked a hand down her arm. “Hey, it’s okay. Maybe too much caffeine?”


    Even though she knew he was probably joking—hoped he was joking—his nonchalance grated on her nerves. Maybe it was because she wanted to dive in for a long, lingering kiss, but she couldn’t afford that luxury. She had to get away from him. Away from temptation. “It’s not the caffeine. I just don’t want you broadcasting what I shared.”


    He stepped back, his eyes regarding her with unreadable scrutiny. “Do you have to control everything?”


    A shiver of fear slid in her stomach. She was a private person. She didn’t want the whole world to know how close she’d come to failure. “Just promise me.”


    Flashing her a sardonic smile, he drawled, “Honey, I don’t make promises I can’t keep.”


    Her hands fisted at her sides. “You are so insensitive! For just once in your life, why can’t you be reliable and make a promise and keep it?”


    Her eyes widened as she realized what she’d said.


    He advanced forward, and she shuffled back until her back hit the refrigerator, even though nothing but the ferocity of his gaze pinned her in place. “Honey, in country, in order for a song to be good, it has to be honest. This is me being honest.”


    “I didn’t mean—”


    “I know what you meant.”


    He touched the side of her face, and the heat from his fingertips burned into her flesh. Her emotions rioted in a frenzied swirl of lust and anger and humiliation. How could she want the man capable of exposing her hard life to the world? And yet, her whole body ached for him. When he slipped his hand into her hair and covered his mouth over hers, she forgot everything but the wickedly delicious taste of desire on his tongue.


    “Lacey.” He wrapped his other arm around her lower back.


    They were making out in her kitchen, and in the back of her mind she pictured leading him to her bedroom and ripping off his clothes. Her mind warred with her body, and she reached up to grab his neck, leaning back as he towered over her. Her head smacked the freezer with a loud thump, and he pulled away, an apologetic expression on his face.


    “Are you okay?” He touched the back of her head.


    She grimaced and laughed. “Yeah, I think it sounded worse than it was.”


    He kissed her forehead. “That was amazing.”


    “I really do need to get downstairs.”


    “Running away?”


    “Being responsible.”


    He wrapped her in a tight embrace. “One more before you go.” He dipped his head and expertly molded his mouth to hers. He parted her lips with his tongue, and she sagged into him, hot sparks of awareness tingling over her skin.


    Her phone buzzed, and she groaned. “You’re distracting me from my job.”


    He didn’t even look guilty as he let her go, but he did follow her to the door.


    “One more?” he asked with a hopeful look.


    “No.” She laughed.


    “For motivation?”


    She would have given him a quick peck on the cheek, but he insisted on another full-body, knee-weakening embrace. It was a wonder she didn’t trip as she twisted away from him and jogged down the stairs.


    She entered the kitchen and flew out the back door to greet the delivery guy as he unloaded four crates of beans. “Where do you want these?”


    She took the clipboard from the delivery guy and inspected the order before signing the invoice. Then, she returned to her office to find her friend Kira sitting in a chair browsing yesterday’s paper.


    “Great headline, right?” Kira commented, looking up and grinning. “‘Crooning for Coffee’!”


    “I know!” Lacey agreed and collapsed into her rolling chair. She leaned back. “I wonder how Dean Anderson will do tonight.” She’d booked a local guy from five to seven before Billy’s set.


    “The indie rocker? I’m sure it’ll be fine.” Kira tossed the newspaper on the desk and tucked a leg under her. “Now tell me about your first night with Billy.”


    Lacey laughed. “It wasn’t like that.”


    Kira arched a brow. “Admit it. You’ve wanted him since college!”


    Lacey closed her eyes. She saw Billy onstage, steel gaze and sincerity in his songs. She saw him sweating in the hospital, laughing in the moonlight on the beach, and panting her name in her kitchen. “I don’t want to want him.”


    “Why not? He’s hot and available. You’re both adults.”


    “I don’t want to get hurt.”


    “Then don’t sleep with him.” Kira grinned and her eyes narrowed. “Or sleep with him knowing it’s a one-night stand. You know? Get him out of your system.”


    She couldn’t listen to Kira. Her friend advised her to do exactly what she needed to avoid. If she slept with him, it wouldn’t mean anything to him, and she’d be just one in a long string of women. Rather than ponder her desire to pounce on him, she needed to focus on solidifying the success of her café. Clicking open her web browser, she redirected her attention. “I have to order the other supplies now.”


    “Okay. That’s a good excuse.” Kira chuckled and stood.


    Lacey waited until Kira left the office before she dropped her head into her hands. Damn. She did like him, but what the hell did she think would happen? She had to face facts. He was only temporary. And she gave up one-night stands in college.


    Her phone buzzed. “This is Lacey.”


    “It’s Beth. Are you sitting down?”


    “Yes.”


    “We have a meeting.”


    Lacey pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it. There was only one kind of meeting Beth could possibly mean. “No! With Simon?”


    “Apparently Simon’s business manager, James, stopped in last night with Tish. He was impressed.”


    Lacey hopped up from the chair and silently screamed. “Really? That’s fantastic!”


    “It’s for tomorrow morning. Are you going to be okay?”


    “Oh my gawd! I’ve got this.” She had no idea what to wear. “Wait. The Fourth of July?”


    “Yes. Nine a.m. My office.”


    “I’ll be there at eight thirty.”


    Beth laughed. “If you’re coming that early, bring coffee.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Lacey danced around her office. Simon agreed to meet her. His business manager liked the café. This was her shot. Her second chance. And she wouldn’t let anything ruin it.


    At some point, Chip showed up and she led him upstairs to where Billy camped out on her sofa, scribbling in his notebook. Dean arrived—on time—set up on stage, and played his first set. Patrons filtered in, ordered, and left. No one complained, but it became quite clear to her that the success of her previous two nights was rooted in Billy’s presence. Billy had the customers staying and ordering second rounds and third plates of appetizers.


    Even though Dean had talent, he was just a kid and didn’t have the added allure to hold the random passersby. From five to seven she was competing with the restaurants offering early bird specials and bars with happy hour, and even though she knew she couldn’t keep Billy forever, she needed him now.


    But rather than face him, she dialed his cell. He answered on the second ring. “Billy here.”


    “I know it’s early, but I need you to come downstairs. There’s no one here.” She felt like a failure to admit she couldn’t succeed without him, but this was her baby, her dream, and she’d sacrifice a little bit of her pride if it landed her on the good side of profit for the night.


    “What do you mean no one’s there? Your guy didn’t show up? I can hear someone.”


    “No.” She swallowed and peeked out the blinds to the front of the house. “I mean the customers. They’re not staying. He’s good, but they’re just not staying.” She closed her eyes and admitted, “He’s not you. Could you please come down here?” Damn, could she sound any more desperate?


    “You want me to play? I can’t just kick the guy off stage.”


    Damn. Dean had an hour of stage time left. But… “Then just sit at the bar. That will be enough.”


    She swore she heard him scoff. “What’s that going to do?”


    Cradling the phone between her ear and her shoulder, she moved to the other side of the room and sank into her chair. “People don’t come to listen to you play.”


    “That’s insulting.”


    He still hadn’t said no. She pressed, “They come to see you.”


    “Me just showing up is not going to bring you customers.”


    “I think it will. Please.” People used celebrities all the time to draw the public’s interest. If her customers saw Billy sitting at the bar, they might be inclined to wander in and stay longer.


    “You want me to just sit at the bar?”


    She smiled. He’d do it. He was thinking about it. She could hear him moving around, and Chip in the background asking what was going on. “Um, yeah. Just sit at the bar.”


    “Okay.”


    The pounding tension switched to a thumping excitement. “Great. Great!” She was only excited that he agreed to her plan, not that she would get to see him again.


    His warm voice seduced her ears, even as he issued one final comment. “But Lacey? I’m only showing up on one condition.”


    “Anything.”


    “Have dinner with me.”


    …


    He heard her sharp intake of breath and then a faint, “Okay.”


    “Be right there.” He hung up the phone and slipped it into the back pocket of his jeans.


    Whatever prompted him to ask her to dinner propelled him into motion. He whipped on his plaid, short-sleeved, button-down shirt and dragged both hands through his hair. He’d been writing the whole day, and he’d managed to scratch out another song, but he still wasn’t happy with “Temporary Guest.” It needed more, and he’d been frustrated for the last three hours. Getting out of the apartment would do him some good.


    “Where are you going?” Chip closed the lid to his laptop and stood. “You’ve got an hour before showtime.”


    “Downstairs. Lacey wants me to sit at the bar.”


    He slipped into his boots, but without his guitar, he felt nearly naked as he tromped down the stairs. Chip followed but slipped out the back door with an, “I’ve got to take this call.”


    Billy hadn’t even heard the phone ring. He reworked some lyrics in his head as he wandered through the kitchen.


    The assistant manager nodded her…what? Approval?


    He scrubbed a hand over his face and glanced around for Lacey, and as she emerged from her office, he noted the anxiety across her face. “Thanks for coming down early. Is Chip still up there?”


    “He took a call outside.”


    She ushered him to the front of the house. “Just sit here. What can I get you?”


    She placed him on the end bar stool closest to the open doors.


    “Coffee, black,” he requested, only half jesting.


    This time, instead of the icy stare, she actually smiled. “Should have known.”


    She moved past Timmy, her barista, and disappeared into the kitchen. No sooner had she left him alone than two women almost passed him before pausing.


    One of them approached him. “We thought you weren’t playing until later.”


    He confirmed, “I’m not. Just a customer for now.”


    The second one stepped forward. “Well, if you’d like to go for a drink somewhere—”


    He could guess where that sentence was heading. “I think I’m good right here.”


    The two women pouted. “Could we at least have a picture with you?”


    He grinned. “Sure thing.”


    Lacey emerged with his coffee. “I’ll take it,” she offered. “Would you mind e-mailing it to me? I’d like to make a wall of photos.” She gestured to a blank wall with a border like a movie reel.


    The first woman gushed, “You’re going to put our picture there?”


    She nodded. “I wish I thought of it sooner. I’d like to fill the space with photos of my customers and the performers.” She handed the woman a card. “Please e-mail it to me.”


    “Absolutely! We better find a table for the show.”


    The women moved to a booth, and Lacey punched him in the arm. “It’s working!” Then, she disappeared again.


    Billy sipped on his coffee. The kid on stage had a nice vocal quality, but Billy didn’t recognize any of the songs. If they were originals, he had some work to smooth out the lyrics. A waitress brought him an appetizer platter. “These are from Lacey. Just let me know if you need more.”


    “Thanks…” He recognized her from the first night but didn’t know her name.


    “Carly.”


    He nodded. “Carly.”


    She moved toward another table, and he swiveled sideways and studied the offerings. But before he could try the barbecue chicken pieces, in his peripheral vision, he saw an arm stretch out and a finger point. “See! I told you!”


    Five women entered and approached him. “Can you sign something for us?”


    He grinned. “Sure can.”


    One of the women held out her arm. “We missed you last night. Are you going to play that song tonight?”


    He scrawled his name across her skin. “In about an hour. I’m just hanging out for now.”


    “So the tweet was right.”


    First YouTube and now Twitter. Considering he hated the Internet, barely posted any status updates, he might owe it an apology for helping relaunch his career. “Tweet?”


    “Yeah, someone tweeted you were chilling at the bar.”


    The second woman reiterated, “Alone.” She sidled up next to him. “So does that mean this seat is taken?” Without waiting for an answer, she climbed up, her skirt slithering dangerously high.


    The first woman showed him the tweet on her phone.


    Holy hotness! Billy Hardy is sitting at the bar at Lacey’s Café. Ladies, he looks lonely. #BillyHardy


    He didn’t know @imaginenobox, but he certainly owed her a huge thanks.


    The other three crowded around him, and he guessed they were in their late thirties. He’d learned South Beach had two types. Easygoing and high maintenance. While Lacey’s Café hinted at easy going, these women wore typical South Beach theatrics. Tiny dresses, fake tits, and high heels. They’d dressed to show off their expensive bodies, and in a previous life, he might have shown his appreciation. But he couldn’t afford to give them the wrong impression, and his number-one priority was his squeaky-clean image.


    Another group of women entered and waved at Billy before taking a seat. Several couples also slid into the empty tables along the wall. With the end of each song, the applause increased in volume, and Billy chatted but remained professional with each person who approached him.


    They laughed at his jokes, clapped for Dean, and ordered the priciest dainty desserts and bottled water. Lacey wandered by with a huge grin on her face.


    One brunette clung to his arm. “Let’s dance.”


    He frowned. The one person he wanted to dance with was Lacey, and she looked pretty busy conversing with customers, so instead he gave his best apologetic grin and said, “I wish I could, but my manager insists I not embarrass myself in public.”


    As if on cue, Chip entered and sidled up to Billy. “We have to talk.”


    Immediately the pouts and pleading came from all directions, but eventually the women relented and formed a loose huddle to dance with each other. Billy nodded to Chip and suggested, “Dressing room?”


    Before the Shawna fiasco, the record deal, and the rise to almost fame, he’d never quite acclimated to the groupies. But these women differentiated themselves from the others he’d known. These ladies didn’t focus solely on him. He liked that. He felt comfortable with that.


    When he passed Lacey, he leaned into her ear. “Do you tweet?”


    “Of course I eat!”


    He grinned and pulled her closer. With his nose buried in her hair, he caught the sweet scent of sugar and coconuts. “Tweet! As in Twitter?”


    Her eyes crinkled at the corners. “No. But Megan does. I should. To promote business.”


    Megan. The assistant manager. “I think she’s already promoting for you.”


    Lacey’s eyebrows rose, and Billy pulled up the tweet on his phone. Lacey squinted into the backlit screen and then squealed, clapping her hands in front of her mouth. “I need to give that girl a raise!”


    “So I guess your plan worked,” he admitted.


    She bobbed her head. “I know! This is fabulous! I owe you big time.”


    She crushed him in a hug, and he almost lost his balance. She squeezed her arms around his torso, pinning his arms to his sides. He felt her breast flatten against his biceps, and he realized the unfairness of the situation. He couldn’t hit on Lacey in the café in front of her customers. But once they got home…


    He swore under his breath and calculated his chances of sneaking out to buy condoms.


    …


    Lacey closed her office door and gave a fist pump. Three nights in a row closing at her intended benchmark. She had complete and utter confidence going into her meeting with Dimistar Enterprises tomorrow, especially with the solid numbers. She wanted to celebrate.


    Her gaze slid over the brown paper bag Kira had slipped into her office with the words, “Just in case.” Lacey kept thinking how they’d almost done it, and she hated fighting her indecision about how to act.


    She’d dreamed about sex with him since college, only then it hadn’t even been a possibility. She might not trust men, but that didn’t mean she shouldn’t enjoy him while he was here. And if her heart sped up a little at the thought of his deep baritones grunting her name, well, she didn’t deny her femininity.


    Her decision made, she grabbed the bag but dropped it when Chip entered her office. “Where’s Billy?”


    “He’s not out there?” She peeked through the window to the front of the darkened house. The last of her staff finished wiping down the tables. “Is everything all right?”


    She couldn’t mistake Chip’s excitement when he yelled, “All right? Everything is fucking fantastic! I need to find him! He can’t pass up this opportunity!”


    “What opportunity?”


    “He didn’t tell you?” Chip looked as surprised as she felt. The manager’s voice softened, but his eyes bulged with excitement. “Lacey, he’s interested a high-profile producer. This guy Meyers wants to get Billy in a recording studio and on the airwaves.”


    Something clammy crawled along her bare arms. Billy was going to leave her. Instinct had her thinking the worst kind of betrayal, and she closed her eyes and asked, “Is he breaking contract?” She opened her eyes and caught sight of her binder of bills. Her tongue thickened in her mouth.


    It couldn’t happen that quickly. Executives took time. They planned meetings. They scheduled discussions. They did not just contact the singer’s manager and whisk him out from under her nose. Anger knotted in her gut. She hadn’t even slept with him.


    Mentally smacking her forehead at that errant thought, she listened as Chip evaded answering her question. “It’s difficult to book studio time, Lacey. We were lucky there was an opening. Another artist canceled for tomorrow. I have to get him on a plane.”


    She shook her head. “No. He signed a contract.” Tomorrow was the Fourth of July. She needed him here. She had a whole Independence Day celebration planned.


    “I’ll buy him out of it.”


    A flicker of anxiety coursed over her. She’d never find someone so soon and at such a cut rate. Her meeting was tomorrow. Her investor wouldn’t want her. She was screwed.


    Panic froze her. Trapped in her office, there was no escape. She needed to confront him. Right now. But first she had to find him.


    “Chip, I have to go.”


    “Lacey, I already called a cab. I need to find him before I go back to the hotel. He doesn’t know about the urgency of the deal. I need him on a plane first thing tomorrow morning.”


    “No. Call him later.”


    She dashed out of the office. Then she smoothed down her hair and took the side hall to the dressing room.


    She entered without knocking and found him on the sofa, the guitar in his lap.


    He shot her a cocky grin. “Full house tonight.”


    She read his body language. He thought he was amazing. He thought she owed him since he’d been the magnet to attract the crowd. Maybe he was right. Maybe she did owe him. All he’d asked for was dinner, but if he left, they’d never go on their date. Emotions rioted inside of her. She had so much to say.


    She felt so sad for what they’d never have. “You.”


    He placed a hand over his heart. “Me.”


    She gestured toward the discarded phone. “Chip.”


    He cocked his head. “Chip?”


    All the frustration and anxiety about opening a café slammed into her. Fear clogged her throat, and she blinked at the odious sting of unwanted tears. Her mood must have finally penetrated his thick skull, because he set aside his guitar before regarding her warily.


    After several deep huffs, she managed to swallow back her heartache and pin him with an accusatory glare. “You’re leaving.”


    The shock on his face didn’t help her. She wanted to wring his neck. How dare he give her a false sense of security? How dare he waltz into her coffeehouse, sing in that sexy voice, and make her want him? She squeezed her eyes tight. She wanted to scream.


    He stood. “Who told you that?”


    “Chip.”


    Billy closed the distance between them in two long strides and towered over her. “What? When?”


    She backed up until the door hit her in the back. “Just now. He said you had to get into the recording studio.”


    And a small part of her understood why he should go. This was his opportunity. This was what Chip meant when he’d pleaded Billy’s case to hire him for this gig.


    Billy touched her bare arm. “And I will, but it doesn’t mean I’m leaving.”


    “Chip said it was pretty urgent to get you up there.”


    Billy’s phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen and shoved it in his back pocket.


    “Chip?” She asked.


    He nodded.


    She shook her head. “You better take it.” Better for him to get it over with now.


    He studied her face for a moment and then said, “Okay.”


    She returned to her office and eyed the brown bag with the condoms and knew she wouldn’t go through with anything tonight. It hurt to think about him leaving, and they hadn’t done anything more than kiss. And she expected him to go. To take the opportunity. She just wished it didn’t feel like a betrayal.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “We’ve got this.” Beth squeezed Lacey’s hand and then stood as the door opened.


    The two men who entered wore power suits and confident expressions. A deep flush darkened Beth’s neck, and Lacey wondered if she should be worried despite her friend’s comforting words. Beth licked her lips and tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear, revealing a nice-sized diamond stud and reminding Lacey that Beth was rather successful at her profession.


    “Good morning, gentlemen.” Beth greeted them with a practiced mixture of polite reservation. “So nice to see you again, Simon.”


    “Beth. Lacey.” Simon gave a curt nod, and despite their friendly chat at the café’s grand opening, Lacey could tell Simon was all business in the boardroom. “My business manager, James Davis. We appreciate you meeting on a holiday, but I’m due on a plane tomorrow and will be out of town for the rest of the month.”


    “Ms. Johnson.” James’s voice fit him perfectly. Lacey thought the man looked like an uptight number cruncher, and the deep sharpness of his tone matched his charcoal suit. “Ms. Durant.”


    When James spent a second longer assessing Beth, Lacey rushed to fill the awkward silence. “Thank you so much for meeting with us.”


    After they settled into the deep leather chairs, Simon said, “I have some reservations regarding the reputation of the café. It used to be a bar, and without a serious remodel, I think customers will be confused as to what they are getting when they enter your café.” His gaze slid to Beth before returning to Lacey’s face. “That’s where James fits in.”


    James gave a curt nod. “While I find the coffeehouse model interesting, I’m concerned about the name. The branding.”


    Lacey glanced at Beth. Why the meeting if they didn’t like her place? They raised her hopes, and then they told her they had concerns. Remodeling and branding. Was there anything they did like? Or did they plan to take over and make a ton of changes. Maybe this wasn’t the best idea. Maybe she should stick to her bank loan and struggle through the first three years, like most small businesses.


    Beth, in full lawyer mode, slid open her tablet. “Your concerns are understandable, but I know we can work through them. I’m assuming you called this meeting with a proposal in place?”


    One of James’s dark brows arched, and he directed his hawk-like gaze in Beth’s direction. Though the flush remained on Beth’s neck, she met James’ dark stare with one equally as challenging.


    He blinked and said, “Yes. You received a copy of our standard contract?”


    Beth tapped the tablet. “I reviewed it last night.”


    James nodded. “Good. Let’s address the renovations first.”


    Lacey shifted in her seat. Renovations?


    Beth waved a dismissive hand in the air. “Not an issue. My client is eager to embrace the community and run a positive, respectable establishment.”


    The business manager shot a glance at Simon. “So you’re comfortable replacing the dark bar with a lighter counter?”


    Lacey stared at the men. “You want to take out the bar?”


    Simon shook his head. “You only have a beer-and-wine license, not the liquor license needed to sell distilled spirits, and that bar you have implies a certain type of service. We’re just not sure that’s the direction we’d like your café to take, should we invest.”


    She looked at Beth. Beth looked at James.


    James placed both hands on the table. “Your business plan proposes your desire to showcase young, local talent. We’re thinking college-age, and a bar might give the wrong impression. You want them focused on the music and the trendiness of your café.”


    Simon clarified, “We’re focused on branding, and if you want to operate a family-oriented, PG-rated establishment, we need to demolish the bar and get a designer to give the place a trendier feel. Either it’s a bar or a coffee shop, but marketing shows it won’t thrive with an identity crisis.”


    Lacey gaped at the men. Their ideas made sense. “I see what you mean. I don’t want to run a bar. My friend works in one, and the stories she could tell.” She shivered. Three a.m. drunkenness did not appeal to her.


    James scooted back from the table and crossed one ankle over his knee. “Honestly, if we invest, you’ll gain a higher profile, and a family-friendly café will do what your mission statement says,” he read the applicable section, “Become a productive member of the community by fostering friendships and featuring local talent. We know the media will latch onto that.”


    Beth tapped her notes into her tablet, and Lacey nodded in agreement.


    James steepled his fingers and addressed Beth. “Great. Next item. We feel the way the customers perceive Lacey’s needs to be distinguished. I’m not comfortable with Lacey’s Café. It doesn’t lend itself to a particular niche.”


    That sounded reasonable. Lacey’s pulse slowed. She liked how even though James was probably a multimillionaire, he still spoke to Beth with a shrewd intelligence instead of treating her like the blond Barbie she resembled. Beth typed something into her tablet and surprised Lacey when she agreed with James. “I understand completely. I’d love for Lacey’s to be known as the go-to place for discovering fresh talent, but I agree her café needs to match the music inside.”


    James inclined his head. “Yes, and the word café is highly interchangeable, telling the clientele nothing as to the entertainment they will encounter inside.”


    Beth pursed her lips, tapped something on the keyboard, and then said, “We continue to use the word café, but in conjunction with a better adjective.”


    Simon passed Beth a single sheet of paper.


    Beth read it.


    Lacey squinted to read it.


    Finally Beth passed the paper to her.


    Lacey’s Concert Café.


    Black letters swirled with muted pink highlights and a white spotlight drawn on the L-side shone over the letters. It was simply amazing and eye-catching, and her breath hitched in her throat to see her name literally in the spotlight. Her chest constricted, and she looked at Simon, then James. Could these men really make her dreams a reality?


    “Concert.” Simple and elegant.


    “Exactly.” James looked a little smug. “Lacey, your name is unique and will be associated with talent scouting. That is the model you’re aiming at, correct?”


    He had a point, but still… “My name will do that?” She studied the script and swirl of her name and wondered how he’d chosen her exact favorite colors of black and pink.


    When she remained silent, Simon elaborated, “People will associate your café with your name. Lacey’s. Our marketing team liked that. But Concert sets it apart from the other cafés. It announces the café’s intentions.”


    James leaned back in his chair. “Hey, let’s go to Lacey’s.” He nodded. “Sounds like the perfect place, right?” He held up one finger. “Or, hey, let’s go to that concert café.”


    Simon nodded. “Both work.”


    She actually liked the idea. Nothing to argue about on that point. She flashed him a smile. “I like it.”


    Beth rapidly typed into her tablet. “So you agree to the renaming of the coffeehouse.”


    Lacey bobbed her head in compliance. “Yes.”


    She couldn’t wait to share her news with Billy. And that thought gave her pause. He wasn’t a permanent fixture in her life. In fact, he’d spent hours after midnight arguing with Chip. The manager finally agreed it would hurt Billy’s image to leave early, given the holiday and the expectations of the local fans.


    But come Friday morning, he’d be gone. Right on schedule. So why would he care that she was securing the finances to fix up the coffeehouse? Maybe he could come back and make a guest appearance or a surprise performance or be a judge if she managed to host a local talent competition.


    She stalled that train of thought. She needed to focus. She needed her head in the game and not in la-la land. She needed to stay detached.


    Beth closed her tablet. “Lacey, you don’t have to make any decisions right now, but if you agree to the adjusted percentages and the other points mentioned, then we’ll move to the next step.”


    The next step to achieving her goal.


    Simon wanted to remodel to a trendier, more urban feel, rather than run-down former bar, and James wanted the signage out front to reflect the new name. Both men wanted a higher percent in terms of entertainment choices, and while it pained Lacey to give up complete control, she would hold seventy-percent operating ownership and control all staffing decisions.


    “I agree.” Her pulse hammered in her ears. This was really happening. “I can’t thank you enough for believing in me. In my café.”


    Beth hugged the tablet to her chest. “I’m going to print out this revised contract, and then we’ll get your signatures in place.” She quickly strode out of the room, and Lacey could hear her talking to her assistant.


    She looked at the two men. “So that’s it? We’re partners now?”


    She bit the inside of her cheek, surprised at how anxious she felt. This was it. This was her partnering with Simon Dimistar and giving him a percentage in her dream, and she had not trusted a man since Stephen crushed her competence.


    James tapped a finger on the table. “One final issue before we part.”


    Her voice squeaked. “Yes?”


    He sounded sincere and, dare she hope, a bit excited? “One of the reasons we wanted more control over the entertainment is because we have something more in mind.”


    “More?”


    “Yes.” Simon pushed out of his chair and stood, towering over her. “I’ve several celebrities I’d like to bring in.”


    Beth returned then and proudly placed the freshly printed contract on the table. “Exciting stuff, right?”


    “Celebrities?” Lacey blinked. Her café had a maximum of one hundred.


    “Disney up-and-comers, a couple of pop stars, some classically trained instrumentalists.” One of James’s dark brows arched and a small smile played at the left corner of his mouth. “Would you care to sign on the dotted line?”


    The terms were sound. Beth agreed. This was why she’d sought out Dimistar Enterprises. For money. For business acumen. For clout.


    James’s amber eyes twinkled. “Yes. I’ll need you to be prepared for their visits. Stock up on supplies. Don’t worry about security. They’ll have their own. We’re partners, once you sign, and we intend to launch your new name in style. The new signage won’t be ready for tonight, but we have a guest appearance lined up if you’re ready to make it official.”


    “For tonight?” It was the Fourth of July. But she shouldn’t be surprised they’d know someone on such short notice and on the off chance she signed. “Who?”


    “Dina Suarez.” Simon chuckled. “This afternoon. Two to four. Just enough to create a little buzz.”


    Little buzz. Dear Lord. She’d already had her grand opening. Her palms moistened at the thought of a celebrity entering her humble café. If Billy filled the place, she couldn’t imagine what an A-lister would do. She’d have a line outside.


    “I’m ready.” Lacey held out her hand for a pen, Beth pointed to the first X marks the spot, and Lacey swirled her name with a flourish.


    …


    The entourage entered first. A massive movement of beautiful people filing into the coffeehouse and immediately assembling several tables to make one large sitting area. At first Billy thought they would approach him for an autograph, especially after he spied at least three Sharpie markers.


    But after several minutes, she entered.


    Strode through the entrance like she owned the place. Settled into one of the chairs. Looked around until someone handed her a bottle of water.


    Following her, Billy recognized Simon. The other man in the suit must be his business partner that Lacey had told him about. They strode to the opposite side of the room and settled into chairs with their backs against the wall.


    The noise level increased, even though the girls on the stage had stopped singing, and suddenly, the markers made sense.


    All eyes veered toward her, the triple-threat Latin pop star, movie actress, and fashionista. She stole the show, and minutes passed as the entire room gawked at her—Billy included. What the hell was she doing in Lacey’s café? Did Lacey even know she’d attracted such an entertainment icon to her humble abode?


    Billy ran a hand down his face and frowned. Was she planning on staying for his set? He hopped off the stool and entered the kitchen, looking for Lacey. He found her in conversation with her staff, and he listened for several moments before he heard the magic words.


    “…should be here tonight, and I can’t believe this is happening. They assigned me a financial manager, Harmony, to help me sort the books, and they said they wanted more of a draw for the nights when we have no headliner.”


    Billy hitched the thumb over his shoulder. “I think more just walked in.”


    They turned toward him. “Huh?”


    “Simon. He’s here, and I think he brought more with him.”


    Before Lacey could respond, the waitress rushed into the kitchen, her eyes bright with excitement. She waved the menu in front of her face. “Oh my gawd! You guys! You will never, not in a million years, believe who just ordered everything on the menu!”


    Lacey grinned. “I told you to be prepared!”


    “Dina Suarez!” the girl screamed, not waiting for anyone to guess.


    “Dina. Right.” Lacey nodded. “We’re ready for her.” She took a step in one direction, paused, and then turned in the opposite direction.


    Billy touched Lacey’s back. “Maybe you should go out there and say hi to your investors and then greet your celebrity guest and then get the girls on the stage to start singing?”


    Lacey’s eyes widened. “They stopped?” Since it was a holiday, she’d hired local groups to play through the afternoon before Billy took the stage.


    “The whole world kinda stopped when she walked in.” He grinned at his response and made a mental note to use that line in another song. Dang, Lacey really was his muse.


    Lacey disappeared.


    Billy watched the kitchen staff as they bustled around the area, and when a tray of crab cakes passed in front of him, he snatched two and popped them in his mouth. The waitress gawked at him, and he shrugged. “Sorry, but I’m starving.”


    She blew the bangs off her forehead and grinned. “Grab yourself a plate and take it to the bar. Plenty of women are going to want their chance to flirt with you.”


    He took a plate with assorted appetizers on it and stepped out of the kitchen. The place had doubled in occupancy. Dina’s security guys stood on either side of the door, and at this point, they were turning people away. He swiped his brow with the back of his hand. Damn but he felt low. The Latina vocalist showed him what real fame was, and while he’d never really acclimated to that kind of spotlight, there were times—like now—when he missed it.


    Lacey chatted with Simon and some other hotshot in a suit, and his gut tightened when she smiled at the two men, but he refused to acknowledge the feeling as jealousy. Hunger pains were more acceptable to him. So, with Lacey distracted, he decided he deserved a break, and after he polished off the plate of appetizers, he gave a nod to the security guys and headed out of the café. Checking his phone, he calculated he had a good two hours before Chip showed up and it was his turn onstage.


    The street was ablaze with music and Independence Day partiers. Open bars and restaurants with sidewalk tables hosted an eclectic mix of tourists and locals. The sun hung low over the glistening waters of the Atlantic, and Billy rephrased several lyrics from Lacey’s song in his head.


    He walked down one end of the street, crossed, and started back up the other side. Across from Lacey’s, he entered a relatively quiet rock bar with a nice mix of recorded music from the top of the charts. But no one followed him, not one patron asked for his autograph, and he sure as hell didn’t have an entourage.


    He plunked down on a barstool facing the road, he ordered tequila and glared at the open doors of Lacey’s Café. He slammed back the shot and stared into the street. Chip thought recording one song would be enough to break back into Nashville, but Billy needed more than one song to land another album or even a concert. Stars like Dina reminded him how far down the ladder he’d fallen, and right at that moment, he wondered if he had the talent to make the climb.


    A scrawny kid behind the bar approached him. “Want another?”


    He shook his head. “Nah. But could you pass me some more napkins?”


    Maybe an hour later, after he’d scribbled two dozen or more phrases on the bar napkins, he was finally pleased with the way Lacey’s song sounded in his head. Surely she hadn’t been serious about him not writing it. It was his ode to her. His love song to remain long after they went their separate ways. Girls killed for songs like that.


    A busty woman claimed the seat next to him. “Are you all alone?” The throaty implication in the question did nothing for Billy. He had his muse, and she was in the coffeehouse across the street.


    With a polite smile, he said, “I’m just leaving.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Billy squinted across the street at where Lacey, Dina, the two suits, and the entourage gushed out of the café and onto the sidewalk. Like a force of nature, the mass moved and spread. The Latina’s obligation must be up. Her time had run out, and now she was free to party at some other place.


    The woman next to him sighed, but since arriving in South Beach, he’d focused on his music and revamping his image. More than ever he wanted to impress the one woman who took a chance on him, and she stood across the street waving farewell to her new investors and Dina Suarez. Once the commotion died down and the street cleared of her fans, he crossed the street and stood outside the coffeehouse.


    A couple women exited, and when they saw him, they asked for his picture. He obliged before he entered the café and found Chip on his laptop in a booth. He slid across from his manager. “Any luck?”


    “We could get Friday evening, but the engineer I want isn’t available.”


    “We did the right thing by staying, Chip.”


    His manager shut the laptop. “I hope so. Just go get ready for your set.”


    With Dina and her entourage gone, the space they vacated freed up room for other customers. Billy jogged upstairs for a quick shower and change, but as he squirted Lacey’s shampoo onto his head, he couldn’t keep the melancholy about leaving from his mind. Damn, he’d miss it here. Hell, he’d miss Lacey.


    He hopped out of the shower and checked his cell phone, swearing as he deleted four messages from Shawna. What the hell was that girl thinking? Like he’d spend two minutes thinking about her. Call her back? Hell would freeze over first. He didn’t have time to deal with her bullshit. He had three songs he needed to focus on before taking the stage and a fourth he wanted to jot down quickly.


    Billy shut off his phone and tossed it on the bed. He grabbed his notebook and guitar and moved to the living room. As he cradled the guitar in his lap, he thought about the song he’d written and would dedicate to Lacey.


    Lost in his own world, Billy didn’t notice the time, and when Lacey entered, he realized it was twenty minutes until show time.


    He met her questioning gaze with an apologetic smile. “I’ve got twenty minutes.”


    Her hands circled in a hurry up motion. “Have you had dinner?”


    “No.”


    “So let’s go. You probably won’t have a chance to eat until after the fireworks.”


    Placing his pick on the coffee table, he nodded. “Okay.” Her thoughtfulness hit him in the gut.


    He unhooked his guitar strap and went to find his boots. Lacey followed him into the bedroom and leaned against the door frame.


    “You had an exciting day.” He grabbed a chambray shirt and poked his arms through the short sleeves.


    “I know! And with your promotional poster outside, the place filled up even after Dina left. We have a lot of walk-ins.”


    Anchoring her shoulders under his palms, he lowered his head to steal a kiss. She tasted like sugar and espresso, and he grabbed a handful of her hair and inhaled. He kissed the side of her neck, the side of her cheek, and back to her lips again.


    Her fingers squeezed on his biceps. “Billy.”


    “You always smell so good,” he mumbled into her mouth. “And you taste delicious.”


    She stared at him with wide-eyed shock. “Where did that come from?”


    He released his hold on her. “Just a thank-you.”


    She laughed. “Feel free to thank me any time.”


    When he leaned in for another kiss, she pressed her palm to his chest. “As tempting as this is, we don’t have time right now. Let’s get you fed and on stage.”


    “I’d rather keep kissing you.” After all, he was leaving tomorrow. When would they have time if not now?


    “It’s the Fourth of July,” she stated as if speaking to a kindergartner. “You’re the headliner.”


    He shoved his hands in his front pocket and shrugged. “Babe, I’m just the flavor of the week.”


    It was her turn to roll her eyes at him, but she didn’t respond. She grabbed his hand and yanked him from the room. They made their way out of the apartment and entered the kitchen of the coffeehouse. Her staff greeted him like they’d known him his whole life, and he wondered what it would be like to have friends like them instead of back stabbers like Shawna.


    But that thought fled from him as he pushed through the door to the front of the house. He stalled midstep and backed back into the kitchen.


    “Damn, Lacey, full house.” Chip was no longer in the back booth, and not that Billy shied away from large crowds, but when had his life made such a radical incline when he wasn’t looking? All the tables were completely booked, and it was standing-room only, two deep at the bar. The noise coming from the front of the house betrayed exactly how crowded the room really was. And if he could believe it, they’d all come to hear him.


    She shoved a bottle of water at his chest. “Impressive, right? Standing-room only. For you. Or maybe it’s for my panini sandwiches or my lettuce wraps, but somehow I doubt that.”


    Her grin brightened the whole room, and Billy couldn’t believe that she’d taken such a huge chance on him and that it was actually paying off in spades. She offered him a weighted paper bag and suggested, “Why don’t you take this back to the dressing room? You have about fifteen minutes. I’ll come get you when it’s time for your first set.”


    He opened the bag and his stomach rumbled at the scent of toasted sandwiches. Nodding, he was just about to enter the front of the house when she yanked his arm and tsked. “There’s a side hallway, unless you want to get mobbed early and not have time to enjoy your dinner.”


    The way she took care of him made him wonder if he’d ever want to leave. He could stay as a big fish in her small pond and find happiness. He didn’t know how much of her cared about him or just wanted the college fantasy, and with his own goal so close, he didn’t have time to wonder.


    Shooting a questioning glance at Lacey, he asked, “Show me?”


    He followed her out the side door and down a narrow hallway, up to the wings of the stage, and back to the tiny dressing room where he first thought about kissing her. What a hell of a thought to have, at the worst possible time in his life, when neither one of them had a moment to spare beyond what they’d already shared. The realization that the two of them had boarded separate trains with separate destinations going in separate directions had him snapping open the notepad on his phone and texting the ideas for his follow-up song to the one he’d written for Lacey that he titled “On the Ledge.”


    By the time he finished typing, he had two verses drafted. Satisfied, he glanced up, but Lacey had already disappeared. He was on the last bite of his sandwich when Chip blasted into the room.


    “Don’t listen to her,” Chip insisted, shooting a scowl over his shoulder.


    Just as Billy’s gaze landed on her, Shawna brushed by Chip and shot Billy a pleading look he remembered well. Dusty-blonde hair floating right above her shoulders, and hazel eyes wide with darkened eyelashes, no one could argue her wholesome good looks. In the ten years since they’d parted ways, she hadn’t changed much, but his attitude toward her sure had.


    “We need to talk.” Shawna placed a strategic hand on his upper arm, and he noticed her lacquered nails. Always a deep red.


    Chip yanked her hand from Billy’s shoulder. “Shawna, he needs to focus. You need to leave him alone and let him do his thing.”


    Shawna’s face contorted in anger. “You don’t own him, Chip.”


    Chips nostrils flared. “Neither do you, Shawna.”


    “He needs to listen to me.” Shawna blew out a long, slow breath and sent a soulful glance in Billy’s direction. “Billy, please.”


    “He doesn’t need you distracting him right now.” Chip wedged himself between Shawna and Billy.


    Ducking his head under the guitar strap, Billy held up his hands. “You,” he pointed at Chip, “I’ll deal with later.” He angled by the two of them and exited the already tiny room made suffocating with the three of them.


    Shawna’s bewildered voice wafted behind him as they followed him to the wing of the stage. “What about me?”


    He shot her a look of disdain but refused to answer.


    She scoffed at him. “You can’t ignore me forever. You’ll have to answer me some time.”


    Chip wrapped his fingers around Shawna’s upper arm. “Come on, Shawna, he really doesn’t have time for this now.”


    The two of them passed Lacey as they shuffled in the dim lighting back to the café. Billy noticed Lacey do a double take, and he finally noticed how outrageously Shawna was dressed. Her skirt wasn’t just a mini, it was a micro. Of course, his ex wore her signature four-inch heels, and the shirt—well, he couldn’t see the front—but the back was a deep V down to the top of her bottom, revealing her naked back and her braless state.


    Lacey approached him with a sly smile. “How did someone like Chip get someone like her?” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she slapped her hands over her lips. Billy loved how Lacey’s eyes widened, as if she couldn’t believe she’d just said that out loud.


    He scratched the side of his jaw and realized he hadn’t shaved. “Not that I want to get into it now, but she thought Chip knew the right people, and she’s that kind of girl.”


    Lacey’s hands fell limply to her side. “Shawna. I should’ve recognized her, but seeing your ex-girlfriend here is so out of context.” She gave a sharp nod. “Oh no, I hope she doesn’t cause a disturbance.”


    He saw the vulnerability in her face, and he wanted to comfort her, but a part of him resented the fact that she still associated him with trouble. He knew what it was like to be on the cusp of something huge. One foot firmly rooted in reality, still struggling to make ends meet, but the other foot slightly crossing the line into the surreal. He balanced her chin between his thumb and index finger and dropped a quick kiss on her lips. “Don’t worry about Shawna. Chip will handle her.” Besides, he was pretty sure Shawna wouldn’t make a scene—not while there was still a chance for reconciliation.


    Lacey took a step back and broke their contact. “She wants you back, right?”


    From the control panel in back of the bar, Timmy dimmed the house lights and the prerecorded country music faded to silence. He ran a hand through his hair. “Don’t worry about that now.”


    “Okay. Okay.” He hated to hear the defeat voice. “Just focus and go out there and give them what they came to hear.”


    He gave her a small nod, touched the side of her face, and strode into the spotlight. The sound of applause erupted all around him, and unlike the first night when he’d been frozen with indecision, this night he had a game plan. But knowing Shawna was in the audience, he hesitated to play the song he’d written for Lacey, instead starting with his signature sound and one the audience knew well, “Been Low.”


    …


    Lacey moved to the back of the bar, but no sooner had she poured herself a double espresso than Chip and Shawna approached her.


    “We need to talk,” Chip stated.


    She ignored Shawna and sent Chip her best glare. He had balls showing up with the ex in tow. But she couldn’t risk a scene, so she said, “My office.”


    When Shawna made a move to join them, Lacey froze. “We, Chip, as in you and me. Not her.”


    Shawna’s mouth opened to protest, but Chip cupped her hand in his. “It’s fine, Shawna. I’ve got this.”


    Shawna repositioned herself on the stool, perching with her long legs crossed, her micro-miniskirt dangerously high. Chip traced a finger along her bare skin, and Lacey cringed. Chip and Shawna were lovers. Did Billy care that his manager was screwing his ex?


    Shrugging off that concern, she led Chip into her office and motioned for him to take a chair. She leaned against the wall by the only window looking out into the café.


    Chip sank into the swivel chair and steepled his fingers in front of his face. “You’re holding Billy back. I can’t let you ruin his opportunity.”


    Through the whirl and pop of the kitchen and the sizzle and grinding of the bar, Lacey could still hear the melodic twang of her latest crush. Okay, maybe it was lust, or—heaven help her—more than lust, but either way, in her experience, crushes and lust never lasted. But what exactly did Chip mean? “I’m not holding him back. He’s leaving with you tomorrow.”


    Chip snapped upright in the chair. “But why didn’t he return to Nashville this morning? We had the studio, we had the staff.” His arm shot out in the general direction of the stage. “What’s he doing on that stage?” When she remained silent, he continued, “Help me out here, Lacey. People don’t get second chances like this in show biz. He needed to come home. I need to know this won’t be an issue once we’re gone.”


    Second chances. Yeah, she knew about those. This coffeehouse was her shot at showing the world she wasn’t a screw up. Which meant it would be better once Billy left and stopped destroying her concentration. She would hate to do something remarkably stupid like fall for him. “It won’t be. I’ll probably never see him again.”


    Chip took a long moment to inhale and exhale, and when he spoke, even though his voice sounded strained, it also sounded rational. “I don’t know what he told you, but this is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. He has a whole team of music professionals bidding against each other for the chance to have him on their label. If his one single hits the charts, then he’ll be in the studio finishing a new album in record time.”


    “I get it, Chip.” He didn’t need to drill it into her head. Once Billy left, that would be it. She shouldn’t expect anything more.


    He stared at her. “I hope you do. That dinky cell-phone YouTube video proved he’s going to be a sensation. I can’t wait to get him in a real studio. This is not a bad thing for you, Lacey.”


    “I don’t understand why you’re telling me this. You’re leaving tomorrow.” She swiped her moist palms down the sides of her jean skirt. Bidding against each other. That sounded like an amazing opportunity.


    “I just don’t want to see you get hurt or expect more from him than he can give, no matter what he says. He needs to focus on his career now, and even though he might be grateful to you for this opportunity, it’s just that. An opportunity.”


    Lacey processed the words and finally understood where Chip was taking this conversation. He was worried Billy might want more, not that she did. She cracked open the blinds and gazed across the crowded room to the stage. He would leave. Worse, a part of her wanted him to go. To succeed. “It’s my opportunity too, Chip. This café is my dream, and I won’t let anyone distract me from making it a success.”


    Chip stood to stand next to her. “Don’t sound so sad about it. This is what you wanted. You wanted a coffeehouse where you could launch careers. Billy’s success isn’t going to hurt you. Every young talent is going to want to book your café to jump-start their career.”


    She had noticed an increase in calls asking how to audition for her café. She’d trusted Billy with her livelihood, to help her open this dream café, and he’d done that. He’d given her his name and his talent, and now she had investors. Dimistar Enterprises had plans for her café’s future and their ideas weren’t capped by money or even the sky.


    She gritted her teeth. Hearts didn’t matter in business. “I know.”


    “He deserves this. More than you know. But for some reason, I think he’s scared.”


    She couldn’t imagine Billy scared of anything, but then she remembered the vulnerable look that had passed over his face the first night he took to her stage. It had been fleeting, but she hadn’t imagined it. Nor had she imagined his sweaty palm at the hospital. “Scared of what?”


    “Getting hurt.”


    Her gaze shot through the window and passed over Shawna, surrounded by men, preening on her barstool. Lacey shut the blinds. “Why did you stay with him? Weren’t you the manager for both of them?”


    Chip returned to the chair. “Guilt.”


    She hadn’t expected him to be honest with her. “You stayed with Billy out of guilt?”


    “Back then I cared only about the money.” Chip’s cheeks reddened. In embarrassment or anger? Lacey didn’t know. But he looked more genuine than he had since she’d met him. “I thought introducing Shawna to Marvin would help my career.”


    Marvin. The sixty-year-old billionaire record executive.


    “And you’re sleeping with her?” It was a pointed question, and none of her business, but Billy trusted his manager, and if his manager had double-crossed him once, what would stop him from doing it again? Protective feelings roared in her heart, and she hated to admit she’d rather hold Billy back then risk him getting hurt again.


    Chip grimaced. “I have no excuse. I didn’t know she’d leave me for that sleazy manager who trashed her career.”


    Lacey bit her cheek, thinking Chip was equally as sleazy. But it made sense. Once Shawna left both of them, Chip had nothing to lose by staying by Billy’s side. “And now you’re going to let him fall into her trap again?” She gestured through the wall.


    “Look, Lacey, what I did was wrong, but I had nothing to do with Shawna showing up here. She did that on her own.”


    She fisted her hands on her hips. “You two seem to be on good terms still.”


    He shrugged. “I like to keep my enemies close.”


    “I don’t trust you.”


    “You don’t have to.”


    “What if I tell Billy?”


    “He already knows.”


    “Then why did he keep you?”


    “Probably the same reason I stayed with him. Guilt. Look, Lacey, Billy wasn’t a saint. Back then, we had heaven in the palms of our hands. Took advantage, played hardball, and lost a whole lot of time. I’m trying to make that right with him now.”


    She’d known Billy was temporary. She’d protected herself by adopting a cavalier attitude toward men. But getting to know Billy had been a dream come true, and it wasn’t the hotshot or the washed-up bad boy. It was the man who’d faced his phobia and entered a hospital to play for sick children.


    Her conversation with Chip cleared up one key fact. Tonight would be her last night with Billy, and after tonight, she might never see him again. They hadn’t discussed beyond tomorrow, and even though she knew she had to focus on her café, a part of her couldn’t help but realize she’d never meet another guy like Billy for as long as she lived.


    She blinked back a tear, hating how she could almost hear her heart crack. Over a kiss and a couple of songs.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “Time for the fireworks,” Billy announced into the microphone.


    As the café cleared out, he met Lacey by the door and followed her into the street. But instead of moving with the crowd to the beach to watch the night’s display, he stalled her with a hand to her arm.


    “Hold up. Is Chip around?”


    She wrinkled her nose. “He took Shawna to a club on Ocean Drive.”


    “Good.” He draped an arm over her shoulders. “I want you all to myself tonight.”


    She shivered but leaned into him. Bursts of color filled the sky, and she tilted her head back to admire the view. He looked down into her face, and he watched the fireworks through the sparkle in her eyes.


    She touched his strong jaw. “You were great tonight.”


    “Was I?” He kissed her temple.


    “As if you couldn’t tell with the deafening applause and room full of women screaming your name.”


    “Here, I’m a nice-sized fish in a little pond.”


    She exhaled. “Big fish with lots of fans. Don’t think I haven’t noticed how the people crowd around you. You’re very good to your fans.”


    “It is nice to talk with them, to interact. I was never able to do that before.”


    “When you were an untouchable country star?”


    He scoffed. “I don’t know about that. But it did feel like there was this invisible wall. I never wrote my songs for the charts or the critics. I wrote them for every person who ever struggled through anything in life.”


    Her voice was low when she said, “I wish you didn’t have to go.”


    He whispered, “I know. Me too.”


    “But you have to.” She twisted in his arms and faced him. Sparkles and booming from the fireworks drowned out the rest of the night. “You need to strike while the iron is hot.”


    “It’s one song. I could change my flight. I could…” He gazed over her head. He’d known from day one that his return flight was for Friday. Tomorrow was Friday. It was time to go home. But still, he said, “I could record it and come back.”


    It shocked him to suggest it, but she killed that idea with a shake of her head. “I can’t ask you to return. You have a career to launch, and I have my café.”


    He refused to believe this attraction was one-sided. “Chip hasn’t even confirmed my studio time. It might be as late as next week.”


    “Are you serious?” She gazed at him with doubt in her eyes. Like she couldn’t understand what he was getting at.


    It scared the hell out of him, but a part of him finally understood what his dad had been thinking when he gave up touring to be with his mom. Now, Billy had this thing that might develop with Lacey, and Shawna hounding him only served as a reminder of what he’d left behind, and truthfully, he wasn’t even sure he missed it all that much. “Waiting one week is not going to make a difference.” Except it would give him more time to figure out what the hell was going on between the two of them. And it would prove to the industry that he wasn’t panting at their feet.


    “I can’t hold you back. I can’t keep you here. I would feel guilty.”


    Hold you back. He needed to write another song and title it “Hold You Back” and dedicate it to Lacey. His mind whirled through a thousand different melodies, but short of ending their conversation, he knew his creativity would have to wait. After he left, would the music still flow through his brain so freely as it did when he was around her? He couldn’t leave just yet. He needed to finish the album. “Feel what you want, babe, but until Chip books the studio or you kick me out, I’m not leaving.”


    She crossed her arms over her chest, and his gaze immediately zeroed in on her tempting cleavage. “I don’t know what to say to that. No, I do. Why would you stay?”


    “I’m writing again. I’m in the zone, and I need to find out how my latest song ends.”


    She studied him for a long moment. What did she see? He knew her opinion of him when he first arrived, but had that changed? “Tell me about Shawna.”


    Definitely a topic he did not want to discuss. “Do we have to? What’s there to know?”


    She sounded like she didn’t want to hear the answer when she asked, “Do you still have feelings for her?”


    “Yeah.” He knew he shouldn’t mess with her, but what did she expect him to say? Too bad he felt guilty the moment he saw her face fall.


    “Oh.” He heard the disappointment in her voice and hated how he’d inadvertently hurt her.


    Cupping her chin, he forced her to look at him as he grinned. “The kind of feelings where if she were stranded on the side of the road, I’d be happy. I’m not proud of it, and I might even call a tow, but I wouldn’t offer her a ride in my truck.”


    Her face brightened immediately, despite the fact he’d just called himself out as a first-class jerk. “You have a truck?”


    “Are we done talking about my boring ex?” The fireworks increased in pace, and he moved her in front of him and rested his hands on her shoulders.


    “She wants you back.”


    He kissed the top of her head. “She wants a lot of things she can’t have. Can we please focus on what I want?”


    They watched the fireworks in silence, and when the finale faded, he and Lacey slipped back into the empty café.


    “I’ve got to clean up,” she said, and he nodded. She disappeared into the kitchen, and he slid into a booth.


    She exited and regarded him warily. “I’m surprised you’re still here.”


    He flipped a grin. “I thought I’d walk you home.”


    She licked her lips and cocked her head to the side. “Give me thirty minutes. I need to straighten up out here.”


    He watched her spray the chairs and tables. Grabbing a cloth, he followed her around the room, wiping the tops. “What made you decide to open a coffeehouse?”


    She tilted the chairs upside down on the tables. “My friend, Vivien, works in a bar, and I didn’t want the hours or the horror stories.”


    He chuckled. “One of the first investments Chip convinced me to make was in a run-down bar in Nashville.”


    She disappeared into the kitchen, and he continued to upturn the chairs. When she returned, she asked, “You own a bar?”


    “One half of a half of a percent of a run-down bar. Me and a dozen other guys.”


    “Imagine that. Billy the businessman.”


    “That bar helped support me this past decade.”


    She rolled out a bucket and mop and wiped down the stage. “Wow, sounds like Chip did you a favor.”


    “He made sure I put money aside. I think I might own stock in Harley and Coke.” He took the mop from her and dragged it across the stage.


    She stood in the center of the room, her chin tilted up as she gazed at him. “Why are you telling me this?”


    He finished mopping the stage and handed her back the mop. “So you know I’m not some washed-up guy.”


    “I never thought that.”


    “Look, Lacey, my dad gave up music for my mom. But when he had me, it was like he had a second chance to make it in the music industry. Then, right when I was about to really make a name for myself…”


    “Shawna cheated on you.”


    He froze and looked up. “What? No. He died in that car accident.”


    She paused what she was doing and looked at him. “I’m so sorry.”


    “I was fifteen, and with my dad’s persistence, I’d gotten noticed by some producer when I was playing at one of the street festivals. But then that accident happened and the year in a coma and then…yeah.” He shook his head and sank onto the edge of the stage. “I already told you this.”


    She didn’t say anything, but she nodded to him, a silent peace developing between them. She disappeared back into the kitchen with the mop and bucket while he stretched on his back, his arms behind his head, his legs bent over the edge of the stage. Dim lighting from the edge of the room cast shadows, and he closed his eyes.


    The sound of Lacey’s cowgirl boots clicking toward him made his pulse increase.


    “Is it hard being here?” Her voice was quiet and thoughtful. “Being so close to finally living your dad’s dream?”


    Yeah, but how would she know? Without moving, he asked, “Why do you ask?”


    “Because it’s a coffeehouse, and compared with the Grand Ole Opry where you were going to perform, this must seem so small. And because even though dozens of women ask for your autograph, I saw how you looked at Dina and her entourage. Do you miss the fame?”


    She was perceptive. He liked that about her. Hell, he liked a lot about her. Why else was he offering to return? Why else would he consider trying to find a way to keep her in his life? “I’m fine. I don’t want to be the person I was when I had what I had. But I want my songs to be heard.”


    “And they will be. Chip will make sure of it.”


    He felt her sit next to him, but he wasn’t expecting to feel her palm on his thigh. The heat seared through his jeans and pulled on his cock. Did she even realize how her touch affected him? He swallowed back the moan and said, “Well, at least you got what you wanted.”


    “Did I?”


    He clarified, “The suits and their superstar sure brought you plenty of Benjamins tonight.”


    She laughed, and he liked the sound of her voice. “Do people even say Benjamins anymore?”


    “I just did.”


    She stared down at him. He reached up and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. He wanted to savor their time together. Gently, he cupped the back of her neck. Her heat seared him, and when he tugged her down toward him, she followed. She twisted her torso, braced her hands on either side of his head, and then covered his mouth with hers. He tasted coffee and sugar and victory.


    His other arm lifted her over him and crushed her to him, and it was only the afterthought that, holy hell, they were making out on a stage that had him pushing her to stand on the floor while he balanced on the ledge. Her eyes flamed with intention, and he quickly reversed their positions, lifting her onto the stage to sit in front of where he stood. Tonight she wore a cotton skirt, and he spread her legs to stand in the V of her thighs. The stage made the perfect height, and his cock strained against his zipper.


    She dug her hands through his hair and he felt her ankles lock around him. From her pocket, she withdrew a condom, and if ever that was a yes, he heard it loud and clear.


    Brushing back her hair and exposing her neck, he licked and sucked his way to her collarbone and then the scoop of the tank top. He gripped her hem and he met her gaze. She nodded and he lifted, stretching the fabric over her head. Then he stared in awe at how beautiful she looked with her breasts cupped in pink lace.


    His palms covered them and his thumbs stroked over the nipples, and behind the bra he felt them harden. She moaned, and all thoughts of slow and savoring flew from his lust-clouded mind. Then she was grabbing him and kissing him and fumbling with the buttons on his shirt, and his chest was exposed and her bra straps were shoved down and his mouth couldn’t decide which nipple it wanted to lick, so he pressed them together and flicked his tongue over one and then the other, and he registered how right he’d been that her breasts were real and warm and pliable, and he wanted more of her.


    He grabbed her bare thighs and dragged his rough palms up her legs, exposing her panties. She pressed a hand over his cock before wrenching on his belt buckle, but he stopped her, grabbing her wrists and placing both her hands on his shoulders. She shot him an irritated smile, but she kept them there while he hitched his fingers on either side of her panties. She wiggled to help him slide them over her ass and had to close her legs for the briefest of moments while he slid the offending object to the floor. But then she was exposed, her bare ass on the fabric of her miniskirt, the front bunched up to her stomach.


    He pressed open her legs and swirled his fingers around her slick moisture. When she arched back, nails digging into his shoulders, he bent his head to capture her breast. While he licked, he also used his fingers to caress her into a moaning frenzy. She squirmed and wrapped her hands in his hair and then with a shockingly loud gasp, she whispered, “Coming.”


    He felt her explode and a liquid heat rushed and convulsed around his fingers. He kept tugging and sucking and swirling until the last of the pleasure rippled over her. She sagged against him, her cheek on his shoulder. His own cock ached to be free.


    “Oh my,” she murmured, and slowly lifted her head to meet his gaze with a dazed one of her own. Then, she smiled and reached for his buckle. “Your turn,” she teased. The zipper opened with ease, and the jeans crashed down, along with his boxers. His cock jerked free.


    He quickly rolled down the condom and without giving her a moment, he nudged the tip into her. So hot and wet. He pushed her back to lean on her arms, and he dragged a hand down from her neck, between her breasts, across her stomach, to the tip of her core. As he buried himself inside of her, he touched her sensitive flesh. She squeezed her thighs around his hips and bit her lower lip and watched as he entered her again and again.


    …


    They were having sex onstage, and Lacey’s mind kept repeating how good it felt and how size did matter. She’d always been slow to orgasm, but given how she’d just exploded from his touch, she knew it wasn’t her fault. That thought had her blissfully happy and feeling fully alive, and she couldn’t stop staring as Billy’s cock stretched her repeatedly. It fit perfectly, and if he didn’t stop rubbing her, she was going to come again. She’d always wondered if multiple orgasms existed.


    She wanted more of Billy, and she arched as his fingers whispered gently in teasing circles. When he swirled his tongue over her nipples, an electric current jolted through her, and he played her body well, igniting all her sensitive spots. He set a leisurely rhythm of gliding into her, holding, and sliding out. Her muscles tightened with each stroke. She wiggled, hoping he’d get the silent message and speed up.


    Instead, he kept at the maddeningly slow pace, and she nearly screamed in frustration. She could feel the edge of nirvana, if only he’d speed up. Between his fingers, his cock, and his mouth, he managed to drive her insane with need, and it impressed her that he’d taken her first orgasm so quickly. She was afraid she’d lose the second one if he didn’t move things along.


    As if sensing her desperation, he paused. A groan tore from her throat, but then he palmed her hips and increased his speed, and the pleasure mounted and washed over her whole body. As the final waves receded, she expected him to slow down, but instead of stopping, he increased his pace, plunging into her, rubbing her with more force, bending over to suck harder on her breasts. He hit all her sensitized areas, and when she felt the building ache again, she grabbed onto him and let him take another orgasm from her.


    But even before the spasms stopped, he hiked her ankles over his shoulders and stared down at her from between her legs. That should have been it. They should have been done. He should have been spent. But he continued, leaning over her, spreading her wider until she bucked under his relentless frenzy of grabbing and tugging. He lowered her legs but didn’t stop the pounding pace. With his mouth pulling on her breasts and his hand rubbing over her core, she felt him jerk and shudder at the same time her body arched and her release sent stars behind her closed lids.


    She collapsed in a heap on the stage, staring at the darkened overhead lights. She didn’t know what to say. She’d never had so many orgasms in her life, and she’d never had completely silent sex before.


    Thank you thank you thank you ran through her mind.


    Still inside her, he bent over with one hand on either side of her head and kissed her lips and her cheeks. Meeting her dazed gaze, he whispered, “That was amazing.”


    She nodded her agreement.


    He rested his head on her stomach for a moment, and then he slid out of her and stood. “Be right back.” With one hand holding his jeans half up his thighs, he disappeared into the bathroom. Lacey didn’t want to move, and when Billy emerged, she was still a limp puddle sprawled on the stage.


    “Thank you.” Her voice was a shallow mumble.


    “We should continue this upstairs.” Where he could bend her over the ottoman. Or take her in a bed. They’d barely touched the surface of their sexual explorations.


    She opened her eyes. “Okay.”


    He helped her off the stage and handed her the discarded panties. Heat flamed up her neck and cheeks, and she cast a final glance at where they’d done the deed. Great. She’d never be able to look at the stage again without thinking about how Billy unraveled her whole outlook on sex.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Lacey stretched out her hand and welcomed Billy into her bedroom. He scooped her up in his arms and pushed through the door, playfully tossing her on the bed.


    She wasn’t just his boss, an entrepreneur, or his ticket back to the big time. She was also the best sex he’d ever had, no lie, and that scared the crap out of him.


    She smiled then, her gaze glancing quickly to the side. “We still have condoms.”


    He licked his lips. He fully intended to use as many as possible during the course of the night.


    She sighed and in a dazed voice he well recognized, she marveled, “I can’t believe I’m sleeping with Billy Hardy.”


    He froze for a split second, wondering if she realized what she’d said. “It’s a little late for that, don’t you think?”


    Confusion clouded her eyes. “For what?”


    “Groupie sex.”


    He meant it as a joke, but there was no denying the humiliated horror that filled her amber eyes. “Billy.”


    He shook his head. “Forget I said that.” What the hell was wrong with him? He hadn’t meant to say that.


    She scooted away from him, until her back hit the headboard, and then she tucked her knees to her chest, dragging the sheet up to her chin. She blinked, tilting her head back and groaning. “Damn, damn, damn.”


    He choked on his own stupidity. “Lacey, I’m sorry. I don’t know—I wasn’t thinking.”


    She clenched her jaw. “No, Billy, you’re right. I’m the one who should be sorry.”


    His eyes narrowed, and even though he probably didn’t want to hear the answer, he asked, “What do you mean?”


    She hugged a pillow to her chest. “In college. I had the biggest crush on you. Had your poster on my wall. Went to the first concert of yours I could afford.”


    Something swelled in his chest. Her stark confession touched him. And it didn’t sound like she had any reason to apologize. This moment could go one of two ways. He could feel hurt and used and like he was just a conquest to her. But he could also appreciate her honesty and admit he was attracted to her in ways he didn’t fully understand.


    In an attempt to lighten the mood, he yanked the sheet, tossed aside the pillow, and when she squeaked, he dragged her into his arms.


    “Lacey, really? One concert? One poster? You’re the worst groupie ever.”


    Her brows furrowed but a smile tugged on the corners of her mouth. “I don’t want to be one in a long line.”


    “Darlin’, there hasn’t been a line in years.”


    She crawled onto her hands and knees and kissed him fiercely, and one more piece of him melted into her. When he left, would she remember tonight as something special or just the fulfillment of a college crush?


    …


    Lacey woke with a pain in her stomach, and it took her a hundred heartbeats to realize it was Billy’s heavy arm draped across her torso. She ached in places she didn’t think she had muscles, and when she tried to stretch, a cramp immediately tightened in her calf. She bolted upright and grabbed the muscle, kneading the spasms with her fingers.


    Her muffled curse woke her bedmate, and despite the pain in her leg, she thought he looked absolutely adorable. His hair was mussed and a thick lock draped over one sandy eyebrow. The sheets were wrapped around the lower half of his body, and Lacey’s fingers itched to snatch the covers from him.


    “Babe?” He grumbled.


    She snorted. No one had ever called her babe before, and she wasn’t sure she liked it now. But coming from his half-awake mouth, she did think it was slightly endearing. “Cramp,” she huffed. “Leg cramp.”


    He rolled to his side and grabbed her calf. “Oh, Charlie horses, I hate those.” He vigorously rubbed at her calf muscle with both hands.


    The muscle tightened and contracted for several long seconds before she felt like she could breathe again. As the pain subsided, his stroking lengthened to above her knee and down to the arch of her foot. She closed her hands over his and their gazes locked. It had been years since she’d woken with a man in her bed, and she hadn’t had morning sex in half a decade. Even with the sheet draped seductively across his midsection, she could see the telltale sign of his morning wood, and it fascinated her.


    He must’ve read the intention in her gaze, because he wasted no time hauling her off the mattress, grabbing a condom from the table, and planting her in the shower.


    She squealed when the cold spray first hit her skin, but then he pressed up against her from behind, his large hands lathering her shower gel and dragging the suds over her breasts and stomach. She leaned back against him and moaned when his fingered dipped between her thighs, but when she stretched her arm behind her to touch him, he caught her hand and growled, “No.”


    His cock pulsed against her ass, and she guessed from last night that he’d want her to come first before entering her.


    “But I want to touch you,” she pleaded, the allure of his hardness too tempting.


    “And I want to make you scream,” he countered.


    When she laughed and tried again to touch him, he took both her hands and placed them flat on the wall in front of her face. “Stay,” he commanded.


    She wiggled her bottom. “Or what?”


    He snaked his hand between her thighs and cupped her in his palm. “Or this will be over way too soon for my liking.”


    Over her shoulder, she pouted, “Not fair.”


    He shoved her hair to the side, and his mouth sucked on the back of her neck at the same time his fingers dipped into her. “I promise I’ll make it worth it.”


    With a pulse-pounding certainty, she knew he was right. She struggled to maintain her equilibrium, but with every brush of his thumb and every flick of his tongue, a piece of her fell deeper under his spell, until she cried out his name.


    Before the euphoria faded, he spun her around and pressed her back against the wall. He tore into the foil, expertly rolled the protection in place, and then lifted her onto him. She gripped his shoulders and wrapped her legs around his waist, closing her eyes and wishing she could remember this moment forever.


    …


    An hour later Lacey towel dried her hair for the second time. “Thank you.”


    He slid his belt buckle into place and dragged a hand through his still-damp hair. “Actually, I think you have it backward. I’m the one who should be thanking you.”


    Though it was only a quarter to seven, Lacey yanked on a tank top and cursed. “I can’t believe the time.”


    As if on cue, Billy’s cell phone rang at the same time they both heard the kitchen door below jingle open.


    “And my assistant manager is here,” she announced. “I’ve got to get downstairs.”


    He checked the display and breathed a heavy sigh. “Chip. I guess I need to take this.”


    They’d resolved nothing except how great they were in bed. In bed, on stage, in the shower. Lacey dug through a drawer for a pair of panties and only half listened to Billy’s side of the conversation. When she heard Billy say he didn’t want to leave until they’d booked the studio, her ears perked up. Billy was backtracking, saying how he wanted the recording contract, but he needed to finish writing a few more songs so he could feel comfortable by the time he entered the recording studio. And he wasn’t going to settle for one song. They either invested in him and a whole album or not at all.


    She could hear Chip’s voice but couldn’t tell the tone or comprehend the words. Billy paced through the apartment as he ended the call, agreeing to meet Chip for breakfast.


    She paused midstride. “You’re not leaving?”


    Billy scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah, well, we need to talk.”


    “Nothing’s changed.” She wanted to believe herself, but she also wanted to hope. She wouldn’t ask him to stay. Not with her. The timing couldn’t be worse. They both had futures to secure. And his success would put her café even more on the map. She had to believe the universe messed with her for a reason. Still, she asked, “Has it?”


    He kissed the tip of her nose, but a sadness tinged his answer. “No.”


    “Will I see you? After your breakfast with Chip?”


    “I told you I’m not leaving until he confirms the studio space.”


    She sighed and collapsed on the edge of the bed. “Do you think that’s wise? I mean, shouldn’t you be there for when they’re ready?”


    “Let me worry about that.”


    She heard the whirl of the machines come to life. Torn between Billy and her business, she stood. “I’ve got to get downstairs.”


    “Me, too. Chip was on his way.”


    “Oh, you’re having breakfast here?”


    “Do you know of a better place?”


    “Nope. I hope he comes alone.”


    …


    Chip dumped four packets of Splenda into his coffee and grinned. “It’s booked. Pack your bags.”


    The bagel caught in Billy’s throat. “It is?”


    “Yeah, turns out they’ve got a junior sound tech and he’s learning the ropes, but he’s worked with the engineer for a good six months now. We’re good to go.” Chip gulped down the liquid and made a satisfied noise. “Great coffee.”


    Billy agreed about the coffee but still processed the studio news. “Junior guy? Are you sure that’s a good idea? I mean, we can wait for the engineer.”


    “Billy, this is happening tomorrow morning. The guy is solid. We’ve got a flight in three hours.”


    That explained why his manager was up so early. It also explained why he’d come alone. Shawna was not a morning person, which was a good thing, because if Chip had shown up with Shawna in tow, Billy wouldn’t have wasted his time.


    But it also meant he had to leave. He nodded his consent, even though part of him protested the unfairness of it all. The offer. The girl. Realistically, he knew if he blew this, he might not get another chance to record a single, let alone an album. But where would he find someone like Lacey if he left? He wouldn’t.


    She exited the kitchen carrying a tray of muffins. She placed them on the bar and opened the display case.


    Chip jerked his head in her direction. “Think she’ll be okay?”


    “Lacey?” Billy snorted. “She’ll be fine.” She had focus and determination, and she was living her dream. He, on the other hand, grimly faced building a new life for himself, one that was still uncertain despite the promising early results.


    Chip slid out of the booth. “You coming?”


    “Right now?” He wasn’t ready. He needed to pack. He needed to figure out a way to say good-bye without it meaning good-bye.


    “Kind of why I came here to get you.” Chip slapped some money on the table.


    “I need to pack.” He pointed to the ceiling.


    Chip sank back into the booth. “I’ll wait.”


    “Why don’t I just meet you at the hotel?”


    “Because we’ll be late, and I brought my suitcase.” Chip gestured under the table where his suitcase rested. Interesting. He’d snuck out on Shawna.


    Billy moved toward the bar. “You said three hours.”


    “We need to be there in two.” Chip followed him.


    He approached Lacey. “I’m leaving.”


    She looked up. “I heard.”


    “Help me pack?” he asked.


    She shrugged. “Sure, why not?”


    Chip crossed his arms. “I’ll wait right here.”


    …


    Billy raced up the stairs after Lacey and dragged her into his arms the moment the door shut behind them. “This isn’t good-bye.”


    “I don’t want to talk about it.” She twisted out of his arms and motioned toward the sofa.


    He followed her to the cushions, sinking next to her. He squeezed her thigh and dragged her skirt a little higher. She didn’t stop him as his palms flattened and roamed over the curve of her hip. When she leaned into him, he claimed her mouth with his, and it took all of his restraint not to climb over her. Instead, he lingered over her full lips and playful tongue, tasting every bit of her as she allowed.


    She wiggled closer to him, and he loved how her body responded to his touch. When she toyed with the back of his neck, he shifted their position until she lay over him. He stretched out his legs and lifted her to straddle him. Her low moan vibrated against his lips, and she pressed into him. His hands roamed over her ass, and under her skirt.


    “Billy.”


    He pulled away enough to see her devilish grin.


    “We have time for a quickie.” He wiggled his brows.


    She licked her lips and slid down his body, touching the thick length of him straining behind his zipper. “Quickie? Didn’t you say three hours?”


    As she unbuttoned his shirt, he tried to reciprocate, but she stalled him by grabbing his wrists and yanking his arms above his head. “Stay.”


    He chuckled but played along, clasping his fingers behind his head. He was a visual kind of guy, and if she wanted him to keep his hands to himself while she undressed him, who was he to argue? But he hoped she gave him the same compliance when it was his turn. He watched her unbutton and spread his shirt open, and he sure liked the way she admired his chest, lightly grazing his skin with her nails. She bit her lower lip seconds before her mouth dropped to whisper kisses from his throat to his navel.


    His hips ground up into her, and she gave him a scolding look. Pressing the flat of her palm over his erection, she commanded, “Stay.”


    He lifted against her hand in direct violation of her command, and when she squeezed him, he wondered how much of her teasing he could take. He ached to rip off her clothes and jam into her, but she seemed to want it slow. Like so slow they almost moved in reverse.


    “You’re killing me,” he confessed.


    …


    Lacey loved the powerful feeling of turning Billy on. Oh, there was plenty she still wanted to discuss, but he was leaving and they were out of time, so she slid down his chest until she reached the floor, grabbing a throw pillow to cushion her knees. She at least wanted one more memory.


    He inhaled sharply as his zipper scraped open. When she gave a tug, his mouth curved and he lifted his hips to help her slide his jeans to his thighs. She faced his cock with a smirk of her own. Instead of wrapping her hand around him, she used the tip of her tongue to taste the thick ridge of the head. He groaned and dug his hands into her hair, but she refused to speed up her enjoyment of their final morning together.


    With butterfly light strokes of her tongue, she licked her way to the base and back to the tip. He squirmed and his stomach rose and fell with his accelerated breathing, and by the time she actually swallowed the head and sucked him to the back of her throat, he cursed and hauled her up, twisting so she landed with her back on the sofa.


    She laughed at the unexpected turn of events. “No fair. I just got started.”


    “And if you want it finished, you could have kept at it, but woman, you drive me wild, and it’s time I returned the favor.”


    Her eyes hazed over at Billy’s eagerness to undress her. The flimsy scoop neck had no fight against his fingers as he ripped it over her head. He shoved the bra straps over her shoulders and pushed the offending object to her stomach, exposing her breasts. She’d never known a burning need to be dominated by a man, but with Billy, she craved the way he took charge. He planted hot licks and suction over her sensitive nipples, and the ache between her legs intensified. She dug her fingers in his hair and swore she would come if he continued.


    “I can’t believe I’m already close. I’m so close,” she warned.


    He paused only long enough to sear her with a wicked glint in his gaze. “Good. Come,” he demanded.


    He pushed up her skirt, and his palm pressed against her. One of his fingers tapped against her core and then switched to short, little strokes, igniting an excruciatingly hot burn inside her. She bucked against his hand, and he shoved aside the fabric to slip his finger where she felt the empty ache. His strokes increased, and she threw back her head and reveled in the building pressure. With each swirl the intensity tightened until she couldn’t focus, couldn’t breathe, and all she could do was abandon herself to the delicious release.


    “Coming,” she announced, losing herself in the vortex of pleasure.


    When the earthquake subsided, she opened one eye and peeked at Billy. He stared down at her with an awed expression.


    “What?” She suddenly felt shy and completely exposed.


    He dropped a gentle kiss on one nipple, sending a shiver through her system. “You’re gorgeous when you come.”


    She could think of nothing to counter that response, so instead, she tried to unwrap her legs from around him, but he kept her thighs open with one firm hand. “No. I like you like this.”


    “Wet?” she guessed. “Messy?”


    His finger swirled slowly over her core and she shivered. “Vulnerable.”


    “Oh.” She felt vulnerable all right. Spread open, dazed from the orgasm, and scorched from the inside out. He flicked her sensitive bud, and she jerked with surprise at the electric current that danced to her limbs.


    “You’re so responsive.” He slipped one finger inside her, then pulled it out and held up two. She bit her lip as he glided in both fingers, and with an increasing force, he played her like an easy instrument.


    He stopped and frowned. “I hope you don’t like this underwear.”


    She couldn’t remember what she wore, but his cryptic comment made sense as the elastic bit into her flesh. He ripped the panties from her and flung the purple lace over his shoulder. Then, he hooked her legs over his shoulders and blew on her sensitive nub.


    Never in her wildest fantasies had she ever pictured herself so spread and so open and so willing to let a man probe her and lick her. When his wicked tongue swirled on her core, he stretched up to massage her breasts and tweak her nipples.


    She arched and squeezed her legs and tried to stop the overwhelming flood of need as she drowned in painstaking pleasure, but he was relentless in his suction and she flew over the edge again and again.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    Billy couldn’t believe she’d replaced him so easily. But then again, she hadn’t. He’d been scheduled to leave, but it still rankled that one of her investors, James Davis, had booked an up-and-coming Disney star to keep the café’s momentum going. Apparently the guy was from Washington, D.C. and he had connections. Not quite as high scale as Dina, but Trixie was certainly known in the younger-college circuit. She’d attract the fans and help the other local talent gain a fan base.


    He ignored Chip as they boarded the plane. When they arrived in Nashville, Chip dropped Billy at his apartment with an offer to drive Billy to the studio in the morning. Billy declined, promising to get there on his own, and then he hunkered in his bed with his guitar and notebook. He had four songs, but an album had at least eight—ten preferred. Which meant he needed to use this alone time to draft more lyrics.


    He flipped to a fresh page. And stared at it.


    The noise from the bar below distracted him. It was some ear-bleeding karaoke. Hopping off the bed, he rummaged through the junk drawer in his kitchen until he found the noise-canceling earphones.


    Silence.


    And a blank page.


    He cracked his neck and cleared his throat. He shook his shoulders. He could do this. He was Billy Hardy.


    He closed his eyes and replayed last night and that morning with Lacey. She’d been amazed that they were having sex. Because he used to be a celebrity of sorts. She’d admitted to being a fan. In college. So what attracted her to him now? The idea of what he was, or the man he had become?


    He rolled the pen between his fingers.


    Fangirl.


    His mind blanked. He had no idea what to write. He had no words. Heard no melodies.


    Not even the idea of recording in the studio tomorrow could motivate him.


    So instead of writing a fifth song, he flipped on the TV and scanned the channels until he woke with the remote stuck in his hand and sunlight streaming through the blinds.


    His phone blinked with messages—all texts from Shawna ranting about flying back without him—but all thoughts of his cheating ex-girlfriend fled from his mind as he caught sight of the time and threw himself in the shower.


    He arrived at the studio with two minutes to spare, and as he passed through the glass doors, he waved to his manager flirting with the Barbie doll blonde behind the reception desk area.


    Chip glanced up at the sound of Billy’s boots scraping across the floor. He cut off his sentence and clapped a hand on Billy’s shoulder. “Feels good? To be back.”


    His entire body ached to be back in the studio, but until they actually cut another record—an entire album—he would reserve judgment. One song now, ten more—if he could write them—once this one hit the airwaves. And all he could think about was Lacey’s warm breath on his cheek when she kissed him good-bye and thanked him for…she hadn’t said. She’d left the thank you open-ended.


    The receptionist stood and gestured for them to follow her, but before they were two steps away from the counter, the entrance doors slammed open and Shawna strolled in.


    She tossed the ends of her hair over her shoulder and her gaze bit into Billy’s. Guess he had his answer. She’d made it back in time to harass him. Her voice echoed across the spacious lobby. She wore a ridiculously short dress, and even though he scanned her legs, he couldn’t help but compare her stick-thin pipes to Lacey’s more muscular curves.


    “Billy, you didn’t think you were going to do this without me.” Her icy stare shifted to Chip. “Did you?”


    Chip cleared his throat and moved to step between Billy and Shawna. “What are you doing here, darlin’?”


    Shawna placed her hands on her hips and cocked her head to the side. “What do you think?”


    Chip’s eyes narrowed. “I think you’re confused.”


    Shawna’s upper lip curled in a way Billy remembered well. She was pissed. “No, you are, if you think you’re recording one song without me.”


    That shocked Billy like a punch to the gut. What the hell was his ex blabbing about? “Oh, no. No. No way in hell am I…” He held up his hands. “I am not entering the studio with her.”


    Chip wheeled Billy away from Shawna and whispered under his breath, “Of course not. I would never. Hadn’t even crossed my mind.”


    Shawna followed them. “That’s not what you said two nights ago.”


    Chip whirled on Shawna, but before the manager could retort, the side door opened and a guy no taller than Shawna greeted them. “Hello. I’m Damien Mullen, record executive managing assistant for Mr. Meyers.”


    Billy swallowed his sarcasm at the little guy’s puffed chest and self-important title. When Damien extended his hand, Chip shook it, and Billy used the opportunity to sink back. But his efforts were stalled short when Shawna vise-gripped his biceps.


    She hissed into his ear. “I need you to forgive me.”


    He yanked away from her, but her claws dug into his flesh. Through gritted teeth, he fought hard to remember he was a gentleman. “I need you to let go of me.”


    He wanted to stomp away from her. He didn’t need this crap moments before returning to the biggest game-changer of his career. Or maybe he did need it as a reminder of how crazy his life had been back then. Did he really think it could be about only the music? It was never only the music. It was the image, the groupies, the fame, the money. It wasn’t connecting with fans on a personal level. It wasn’t about forming close relationships and teaching guitar to children and stealing backstage kisses.


    Shawna scraped her nails down his arm and finally released her grip on him. “Look, Billy, we both know I made a mistake.”


    He snorted. She’d made a ton of mistakes—cheating on him, stealing his notebook, thinking he’d take her back—but he’d made the biggest one of all. “I made the mistake of trusting you.”


    Anger flared in her eyes, but she surprised him by tempering her tone. “You know your best songs were always duets.”


    He licked his lips and gazed over her head. At one time he might have believed her, but not anymore. Not since Lacey let him into her café, into her bed, and back into the spotlight. “Yeah, you might think that, but see here, here’s the thing. You always thought your voice sounded better solo.”


    She blinked and sure enough, a glistening tear appeared at the corner of her eye. It no longer constricted his chest. It surprised him to learn that the one trick he’d always fallen for no longer worked.


    Chip clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Are we going to do this?”


    With a fleeting glance at the liquid drop that meant to guilt him, he followed Damien into the studio and let Chip handle his ex.


    …


    Lacey shoved back from her desk and growled in frustration. How many times was she going to rewatch the stupid YouTube video of Billy Hardy playing a song that didn’t even have a name? The number of views was already in the hundreds of thousands, and she wouldn’t be surprised if thousands of hits came solely from her.


    She had to get a grip. She had a business to run. She had a new star and a new promotional poster, and with Trixie being a friend or distant relation to James, she had no doubt the business manager would show up.


    Her stomach growled at the same time her phone buzzed in her pocket. Her heart hammered when she noticed the text message was from Billy.


    Just left studio. Miss you.


    What the hell? What did that even mean? And why was he sending her a text message?


    With shaking fingers she stood and slid her phone into the rear pocket of her skirt. If she had to remind herself every day that they lived thousands of miles apart, she would. Besides, it was time for lunch, she was hungry, and she had a café to run. Not a good time for romantic entanglements with a country singer sexy as sin. Now was not her time to go down in flames. She needed a cool head, not a hot affair.


    Her phone pinged again, and even while she scolded herself, she glanced at the display.


    I’m coming back.


    That text needed a response. Using only one finger, she slowly tapped out, why?


    His response was immediate. Chip booked another visit to hospital. Flight lands on Sunday at ten a.m.


    He already had a flight. He was really coming back. Not for her. She shouldn’t care. She didn’t have time to care. She cared. Okay.


    How are you?


    Did he really want to have a conversation with her via text messages? I’m fine.


    Do you miss me? I miss you.


    She giggled. She couldn’t help it. What were they? Ten-year-olds? Maybe.


    Her phone hummed. She stared at the display and realized she really should delete the naked picture she’d taken of him. Anyone could see him sprawled on her bed when he called.


    With a glance at her closed office door, she clicked the green button. “Hello, Billy.”


    “Hello, Lacey.”


    Two words and her pulse shot into overdrive. She didn’t have time for emotions. “Why are you calling me?”


    “I wanted to hear your voice.”


    “What are you doing?” Besides messing with her head. She couldn’t keep daydreaming about a fantasy man miles away.


    His low tone was serious. “I’m trying to make this work.”


    “Make what work?” That morning an article had appeared in the local newspaper announcing her café as Dimistar’s latest investment. She’d been pegged as the new up-and-comer to watch, and that meant she had to keep her focus on making her café a success. She didn’t have time for affairs, and she really didn’t have time for the heartache.


    “Us.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I don’t think we’re done.”


    The intensity of his deep voice shot shivers through her body. No one could deny their compatibility in bed. But she figured once he was gone, he was gone. She didn’t want him to say things he would later regret. She didn’t want him to feel obligated to her. She didn’t want him to hurt her when he moved on. “Billy, I don’t have time for relationships.”


    He sighed into the phone. “I’m not asking you to have relationships. Just one. With me.”


    She peeked out the blinds into the café. “Long-distance never works.”


    His voice softened to a charming drawl. “Have you had so many?”


    “No.”


    “Well, then, babe, stop arguing with me and let’s give this a go. Unless…”


    A wave of apprehension landed in her stomach. For all her protests, she wanted him to want her. But it was so hard to believe. She swallowed back her fear of rejection. “What?”


    “Well, unless you’re not interested.”


    “Why would you think that?”


    “Well, maybe you were just using me.”


    “You’re joking, right?” Was that a smile she heard in his voice? This was why she hated long-distance anything. She couldn’t carry on a conversation over the phone. Couldn’t gage the other person’s reaction.


    “I don’t know. You’re the one not willing to try.”


    “I…” Just how did he envision this working? She wouldn’t leave South Beach. He belonged in Nashville. If she didn’t want to jeopardize her financial backer, she needed to prove her café came first and her personal life…well, she didn’t have time for one. His success depended on his public persona. They weren’t compatible in any way. Except in bed. But sex did not make a relationship. She closed her eyes as images of them in her shower whizzed through her memories. She didn’t want to break up with a fight or read about him with some other woman in the tabloids. She also didn’t want a long, drawn-out effort where they lost sight of the good times. Their last moment together should be the laughing, panting after-sex glow she held clear in her head. She opened her eyes and inhaled a lungful of fear. “I’m sorry, Billy, but I can’t.”


    She quietly clicked the end-call button and stared at her phone for several seconds longer. He didn’t text. He didn’t call. And she hated how that shredded her heart into a thousand strands.


    …


    When his phone buzzed in his hand, Billy grinned. No way had Lacey hung up on him. “Just let me love you,” he sang.


    “That’s what I’ve been trying to do,” Shawna purred, her voice grating on Billy’s nerves.


    He yanked open the door to his truck and hauled himself into the cab. He should hang up. But as his sister constantly reminded him, he was a gentleman. Sometimes being polite sucked. “Shawna, you know I thought you were someone else.”


    “I don’t care. Let’s meet.”


    The last thing on his agenda was meeting his cheating ex. His gaze swept the immediate area just to be sure she wasn’t within sight. He wouldn’t put it past her to have stayed in the lot after Chip had her banned from the recording room. He didn’t know what she drove these days, so he really couldn’t tell. She could have been across the street or right next to him. After revving the engine, Billy backed out of his parking space and gunned it out of the studio lot. “I’m not interested.”


    “I already apologized.” He heard the exasperation in her voice.


    Yeah, it probably burned her gut that he wasn’t falling all over his feet trying to get back in her bed. Well, screw her. And screw her mind games. One thing he loved about Lacey… Holy shit! Now was the worst time possible for him to realize he loved anything about Lacey. Not with his single poised to hit airwaves.


    Clearing his throat, he said, “Fine, Shawna. I accept your apology. Now leave me alone.”


    She sniffled. “I can’t believe you’re being so cruel to me.”


    “Me. Cruel to you?” He needed to end this conversation so he could make plans to return to South Beach. He had to convince Lacey that they had a future. But first he needed to make sure Shawna understood they were over. He didn’t need any more baggage following him when he approached Lacey.


    Shawna’s voice cut into his daydream. “I want you back.”


    “Not gonna happen.” Only one reason why she wanted him back, and it wasn’t for the sex. She made it clear she could get that anywhere. “I will never sing another song with you again.”


    She switched from sniffles to whining. “I miss you, Billy, not your songs. I want you in my bed.”


    “No.” Crazy woman. They’d been barely tolerable in bed. After the blaze he and Lacey created, Billy wondered how he ever thought sex with Shawna was satisfying. He couldn’t even compare the two, because with Lacey it wasn’t sex. She was a mixture of strength and generosity and give and take, making it so much more, and yes, he knew that sounded corny, but damn if she wasn’t his better half.


    Shawna’s whining morphed to anger. “Just like that? You’re going to give up everything we had for a slutty barista?”


    “She’s an entrepreneur, and I wasn’t the one who gave up on us, and if you ever call her slutty or another bad word ever again, I’ll…” Damn it all to hell with the gentlemanly manners. “Find a way to burn all your boots.”


    She gasped. He smirked. Leave it to her to think that threat was real. She pleaded, “I told you I made a mistake.”


    He pulled up to a stop sign, glanced in both directions, and pulled onto 4th Ave North. “Sick of hearing the same old song and dance.”


    “Meet me.”


    “I already said no. This is getting old, and I’m a gentleman, so I’ll warn you that I am about to end this conversation.”


    “Billy!”


    “Good-bye, Shawna.”


    “I’ll send our pictures to the tabloids.”


    His finger froze, hovering over the end-call button. She’d do it, too. He knew she had a mean streak in her a mile long. He just hadn’t known it at the time. Funny thing was that two weeks ago, he wouldn’t have cared. But now, with Lacey on the receiving end of his affections, no way in hell would he do anything to jeopardize their budding romance. Now, more than ever, he wanted to maintain a decent image. And not for the potential record deal. He wanted to erase the bad-boy reputation for Lacey.


    He knew she’d come around eventually. He didn’t have it all figured out, but sitting in the recording studio, listening to the producer discuss with his manager the potential for other songs, Billy knew he owed it all to Lacey. He knew she was the reason his heart could hear the music again.


    He sighed. “I’m grabbing some lunch. Meet me at Tonk’s.”


    “I’ll be there. Don’t blow me off.”


    He cut the line and cursed. Damn it all to hell on a Harley. Yeah, he’d been a rowdy guy when the fame first hit. There’d been some wild nights. But he knew those photos would shock the hell out of Lacey. He didn’t want Lacey to see him that way. Sure, Shawna might have a thing for kinky sex, but that wasn’t him. That was some shadow of a guy not knowing what a real relationship was. He firmly believed a relationship involved two people, and right now he wanted to make damn sure those two people were him and Lacey.


    He entered Tonk’s and plunked down in a booth by the window. The diner had been there forever, and after waiting for twenty minutes, he ordered a sandwich and fries. Shawna rolled into the parking lot as he was polishing off his second slice of apple pie.


    She’d gone all out in her County duds. Pink cowboy boots with the rhinestones up the sides. Mini-jean skirt with more rhinestones around the hem. Pink tank top painted over her fake tits, and a whole lot of bracelets on her wrists that jangled as she sauntered toward him. He noticed other guys doing a double take, and it reminded him of the days when he flaunted her on his arm. What the hell had he been thinking?


    She strutted to his side of the table and bent at the hips to kiss his cheek. He leaned away and pointed to the opposite seat.


    “I’m almost done, so make it quick.”


    She pouted. “Now, is that any way to treat your lover?”


    “Ex-lover.”


    “Come on, Billy. You can’t stay mad at me forever.”


    She was trying to flirt with him, and her desperation actually disgusted him. How could she think she still had the power to manipulate him? “I’m not going to hash this out with you again and again.”


    Shawna’s eyes widened. “I will woo you back to me.”


    Even in her everyday speech, Shawna’s lines sounded lame. No wonder she couldn’t write a song worth a damn.


    Before he could toss some money and leave, Chip entered. He searched the customers until he spotted Billy, and with a cheesy smile in place, Chip joined Shawna’s side of the booth.


    His manager’s face was red and his eyes blazed with excitement. “Did you tell him?”


    “I just got here.”


    “You two are in cahoots now?” Hadn’t Chip just kicked Shawna out of their recording session?


    Chip flagged down a waitress, and she passed him a water and took his order of a grilled chicken sandwich. “Dustin contacted me right after you left.”


    “And I care because?”


    He guzzled the water and huffed after he swallowed half the liquid. “Two words, my cash cow.”


    Cash cow. Nice. His manager just referred to him as bovine. He waited with mild interest. Shawna grinned and Billy swore he saw dollar signs flash in her eyes. Chip rubbed his hands together and leaned forward.


    “Ryman Auditorium.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Billy swallowed back his disbelief. “Concert venue?”


    Chip grinned. “Decker Conroy broke his arm, and Fishbowl Entertainment Group agreed to let you take his slot.” He slurped his soda. “Shawna got four songs, two big names have ten each, and a handful of other solo artists have been invited to perform one song each.”


    “Dustin’s the best.” Shawna’s sugary smile changed when Chip glared at her. “At some things.”


    “You can’t pass this up, Billy,” Chip insisted. “They’ve booked the Feder Orchestra for the solo artists, so we don’t even need to worry about you going acoustic-only like in Lacey’s.”


    “I don’t care if it’s career suicide. I’m not sharing the stage with her.” He hated that even while he was being presented with a dream opportunity, he wasn’t sure if it was still his dream. He had made good investments. Had a decent savings. He might have been washed up, but he’d never been broke. And right now, Simon was making Lacey’s dream come true while he argued with Chip over a two-song performance.


    “You wouldn’t have to. You’d sing your own songs by yourself. Two of them.”


    Shawna dramatically rolled her eyes skyward. “You’d think you’d be a little more excited. It’s not like I should have to twist your arm. A lot of guys would welcome this opportunity.”


    “And I’m sure a lot of guys wouldn’t mind paying your price.”


    “No price.”


    He didn’t trust her. She might say her offer was for free, but she also said she wanted him back in her bed. He wasn’t sure that she wouldn’t try to pull some stunt in front of twenty-five hundred fans. Then there was the whole, “show up here or I’m posting sex photos on the web.” Yeah, she really was a piece of work.


    Chip’s food arrived, and he shoveled fries into his mouth. “Why do you even have to think about this? It’s a no-brainer. Just do the damn concert and be grateful. I practically sold a kidney to Dustin for getting you in.”


    “You worked this out with Dustin? Not Shawna.”


    “Yes, Billy,” Chip said on a sigh. “Manager to manager, but you should know I wouldn’t have known about the opportunity without Shawna mentioning it.”


    That changed things slightly. It didn’t sound like it was solely a favor to Shawna. If Chip had to finagle with Dustin, the offer might be on the up-and-up.


    “Okay. I’m in.”


    Shawna opened her mouth, but Chip’s well-placed finger waggling in the air must have been enough to still her tongue.


    Billy’s curiosity got the better of him. “What? What were you going to say?”


    Shawna slid a sidelong glance toward Chip. He responded with his mouth full of chicken. “Nothing,” he mumbled. “She wasn’t going to say anything.”


    Billy seriously doubted that, but now that the idea of a concert venue had sunk into his brain, adrenaline seeped through his system. “Two songs?”


    This time Chip didn’t stop Shawna from responding. “Unless you want to sing ‘Better Days’ with me?“


    “Nope.” Though he did love that song. He’d written it as a duet for a couple falling out of love. At the time it reflected his nostalgia at the end of his relationship with her. But those better days seemed a million miles away, and even if he could get them back, he didn’t want them. He wasn’t even sure he wanted this.


    “So what two are you going to sing?” Chip chomped down the last of his fries.


    Billy rubbed his palms on the thighs of his jeans, and could barely believe he had this option so soon after making his comeback. He thought about Lacey and how she’d admitted she’d had a crush on him in college. If he did this—if he could prove to her that he was still someone that women loved—then he could… His brain stalled. Could what? Go be with her?


    “I’m not sure,” he admitted.


    Shawna cocked her head to the side and narrowed her eyes at him. “You’ve really changed. Ohmygawd, would you look at you?” She cackled at him. “You look nervous.”


    Her flippant attitude aggravated him, but it also hardened his resolve. Let her think it was nervousness and not indecision about his future with Lacey. “I for damn sure won’t sing a single lyric from the old album.”


    Shawna shrugged. “Shoot yourself in the foot for all I care.”


    Her tune certainly changed from wooing him back to arguing with him. Good, because the last thing he needed was fending off her unwanted advances.


    Chip pointed a greasy finger at him. “That YouTube song, you got a name for it yet?”


    “Yeah.” He’d named it and reconstructed it nine times over. “’Torn in Two.’”


    Chip nodded his approval. “And what about the other one you sang this morning?”


    Damien had asked Billy if he had any other tracks he could lay down, and Billy had sang “Temporary Guest,” his first song for Lacey. He still had “On the Ledge,” but that one was private. More personal.


    “Temporary Guest.” He leaned back in the booth. Yeah, that was a great song. One he knew was a winner. A seed of an idea planted in his brain. “So okay, ‘Torn in Two’ and ‘Temporary Guest.’ Those are my two.”


    Chip clapped his hands and then rubbed them greedily. “Excellent.”


    Billy scratched the side of his jaw. “When do I have to be ready for this thing?”


    His manager’s gaze shifted to the side when he answered, “Tomorrow night. You hit the stage at about eight o’clock.”


    Shit. No way would that work. Chip knew he planned to be out of town, but he reminded him anyway. “I’ll be in South Beach tomorrow.”


    “Nope. I rescheduled your hospital visit. You’ll be at the Ryman Auditorium.”


    Shawna’s upper lip curled. “And unless you want to back out of the biggest thing to happen to your career in years, you’ll be at sound check at one p.m.”


    …


    “That’s the best idea I’ve heard in a long time.” Lacey smiled at James.


    He had shown up unexpectedly at the café and asked to speak with her in private. With his dark good looks and three and a half decades under his belt, her business manager certainly managed to surprise her early on in their business partnership. He gave her a shallow smile, his eyes devoid of emotion, and her mind wandered to his personal life. Certainly handsome and rich enough to have women clamoring for his attention, he seemed oblivious to the sideways glances he’d received the other night. No ring, no tan line, not even a hint of a woman in his life since he’d been in South Beach.


    He spoke in that no-nonsense clipped tone she associated with business. “I appreciate your discretion in this instance. I did wonder how you’d feel.”


    “I’m speechless.” First Billy wanting a long-distance relationship, and now James wanting to ask Beth on a date. Well, she’d already turned down one offer from Billy today. No way would she be dumb enough to nix James’s proposal, too. “And excited for her. For you.”


    James stood. “Right. Okay. Thank you.”


    “When are you going to ask her?”


    He shot her a shark of a smile. “Soon.”


    Soon. Her breath hitched in her throat. “Well, good luck. I know she’ll say yes.”


    James reached for the doorknob. “I’m sure she’ll call you either way.” His phone buzzed and he looked at the screen. “Simon.” He returned to his seat. “I’m with her now.”


    Lacey listened to the one-sided conversation, but her mind kept forwarding to the coming weeks. Her cheeks hurt from smiling so much, but the cynical side of her wondered when the dream would disappear.


    James slid the phone into his pocket. “Harmony has the final numbers from your bank, and once she finalizes those loan documents, we’ll schedule an appointment with your loan officer to settle that debt. You’ll need to be there to sign the paperwork.”


    “This is really happening.”


    Staring into his clear gaze, she realized he didn’t display a whole lot of emotion. James Davis’s clean-cut suit and level manners seemed mild. Stuffed shirt. Automaton when it came to business and probably relationships. No wonder he showed interest in Beth. On the outside, Beth probably fit his ideal mate perfectly. And that had Lacey laughing inside, because Beth was anything but tame.


    She hid her smirk. “Should I let Beth know about the paperwork?”


    “I’ll have Harmony contact your lawyer to keep her informed.”


    Before she could censor her actions, she stepped into his personal space and gave him a brief hug. “Thank you, James. This is better than I hoped for.”


    He tugged on his collar and cleared his throat. He stood and moved to the door, but turned to face her, one hand stretching toward the knob. “Simon’s already out of town, but I plan to bring some business associates tonight.”


    “Business? On a Saturday night!” He really was a workaholic. Of course, so was she.


    “Yes. So save us a table?”


    “Of course. I think you should have a permanent reservation!”


    He flung open the door, but paused and said, “Lacey, relax. This is really happening. Just keep doing what you’ve been doing. You have a brilliant idea, and you would have succeeded without us. It just would’ve taken a little longer.”


    “Thanks for believing in me.”


    They exited the office to find Kira scrolling furiously through her phone. Lacey waited until James left before approaching her.


    “What’s going on?”


    Kira chewed her lower lip. “Nothing.”


    Lacey glared at Kira, and as she expected, her best friend relinquished her phone. Lacey turned it and stared at online photos of Shawna and Billy in what looked to be a three-way. This was none of her concern, but her blood boiled over how he’d texted her and raised her hopes with his whole I miss you texts. Why she ever thought they could continue the long-distance discussion when he arrived on Sunday was beyond her. A jagged tear ripped through her heart at the thought that he might show up with Shawna in tow. Or worse, not show up at all.


    “It doesn’t matter.” She shut off the screen and placed the phone facedown on the table.


    “He’s pond scum,” Kira snarled. “Doesn’t deserve the love of a good woman.”


    Lacey’s eyes widened. “I never loved him.”


    Kira tsked. “You could have.”


    “I’m fine,” Lacey whispered. “I’m fine.” The fact that Kira was absolutely right rocked her to her core. Love. As in…love. She choked on her own breath.


    Kira passed her a plate with miniature croissants. “I’m here for you.”


    Lacey inhaled deeply. These emotions were why she couldn’t allow a man to disrupt her focus. She folded her hands and stared at the discarded phone. “I hope we get a customer soon.”


    “It has been slow today.” Kira folded and unfolded a napkin. “Maybe once Trixie gets here.”


    “Yes. I need to focus on work. Not look at gossip sites.”


    Kira nibbled on the croissant. “I’m going to hate returning to the classroom at the end of the summer.”


    Lacey gaped. “You love kindergarten. You only agreed to help me out during the summer as a favor.”


    Kira agreed, “Yes, but this is way more exciting right now!”


    Lacey squeezed Kira’s hand. “So work here part-time after school. Grade in my office.”


    “I’m actually considering going back to grad school.”


    “Really?”


    Kira nodded. “I think it’s time I get my master’s. You’ve motivated me to go for my dream.”


    …


    The guitar arrived that afternoon. The delivery guy said one was for her and he had fifty more to take to the medical center. New and with a familiar brand name. Lacey took hers and placed it on the floor behind the bar. She knew he’d bail. Somehow, after seeing those photos of Billy with Shawna, she figured he’d find an excuse to finagle his way out of the hospital gig and disappoint the children. Lacey refused to admit he disappointed her as well. But the guitars would be appreciated by the tweens, even if the gesture was lost on Lacey.


    Kira tugged a manila envelope from the side of the guitar box. “Open this.”


    Lacey stared at the thick packet, pretty sure it was nothing more than the packing slips. Then she noticed the handwritten scrawl of her name in thick black Sharpie, and she figured if it had come from Billy, it would contain his excuse. She had no desire to read anything from him, including the four text messages still unopened on her phone, so she waved a dismissive hand through the air and said, “You open it.”


    From behind the bar, Lacey watched Kira’s lips move while she read from the pages in her hand, but as comprehension dawned, an echoey whooshing thumped in her ears. “Lacey, don’t be mad at me. I’m sending the guitars to the hospital, like I said I would. I am deeply sorry that I won’t be able to make it this week, but I’m rescheduling for next Sunday, and Chip already contacted the hospital.”


    “Like that makes a difference,” Lacey mumbled, though her heart sped up as Kira kept reading.


    “An opportunity to participate in a charity concert came up for Sunday night, and I’m hoping you can make it. I’m dedicating one of the songs to you.” Kira’s voice rose several octaves as she continued reading Billy’s note. “I’m attaching a plane ticket and confirmation slip for a room in the Renaissance.”


    Kira’s eyes bulged, while Lacey’s head spun. She placed her hands flat against the bar countertop. He wanted her to fly to Nashville to listen to him play in the concert. She couldn’t go. She wouldn’t be at his beck and call. She had to go. She couldn’t miss it. How could she pass up the opportunity to watch Billy Hardy playing live on a real stage? All her schoolgirl fantasies mixed with her real life experiences, and she sobered at the reality of the situation.


    “I can’t go.”


    “Are you crazy?”


    With a half smile frozen on her mouth, Lacey took in her surroundings. A couple of college kids sat in a booth by the stage, typing furiously on their laptops. An older couple sipped coffee at one of the café tables by the door. She had customers. She had bills to pay. She had a responsibility to her staff. She was in charge and couldn’t just up and fly away because someone mailed her airplane tickets.


    “I should be here. Not flying around the country for a guy.” There. She’d said it. Her greatest fear was that she would care about a guy more than her goals, and she never wanted that to happen, no matter how deep his voice or how soulful his eyes. “James is coming tonight. I need to be here.”


    “The ticket is for tomorrow morning. You’re closed on Sunday. If you don’t go, I will. If only to smack him upside the head for those pictures.”


    Those stupid tabloid photographs remained clear images in Lacey’s mind, and no matter how hard she tried to erase them, she still saw them with her eyes closed in the middle of the night. So what that he was dedicating a song to her? And what would happen if she did show up? Would they make a clean break of it, face-to-face? She repeated her earlier decision, “I can’t go.”


    Kira crossed her palms over her chest, her fingers still holding the note and ticket. “He’s dedicating a song to you.”


    She shrugged. “I’m sure I can YouTube it.” It shouldn’t be a big deal. One song. He’d told her he was going to write one about her.


    Kira opened her mouth, and after closing it, she huffed. “It’s a charity concert. With famous country singers. If you’re not going, can I have your ticket?”


    “Yeah. Of course.” Her head moved up as her brain finally processed what Kira said. “Charity?”


    Kira waved the pages. “Says so in his note.”


    Lacey swallowed. Charity concert. Damn Billy and his invite and his good intentions and his dedicated song. “I missed that.”


    “Does it make a difference?”


    “Yeah, I think it does.” Damn it, it shouldn’t matter. But he wasn’t blowing her off for any normal concert. For a better opportunity. It was for a charity. She didn’t even know which one, but he couldn’t lie about that. And he’d sent her tickets. One for the plane and one for the concert.


    “So you’re going?”


    With her heart pounding and her vision blurred, she nodded. “I think I might have to.”


    …


    Billy paced the terminal, checking the arrivals board for the hundredth time. Part of him hadn’t really believed Lacey would get on the plane. But according to her text, she was taxiing toward the gate.


    He swiped his palms down the hips of his jeans and hoped she understood why he’d chosen the concert. He’d sent the guitars. He’d dedicated a song to her.


    If being away from Lacey showed him anything, it was that he wasn’t meant to be away from her. He couldn’t write. He barely slept. He wanted her in his life, and he’d already decided this would be his final performance. His last hurrah before taking a final bow.


    Chip wasn’t ecstatic about the decision, but his manager had produced other options. Career-wise, he planned to find more stable work. Teaching. Performing locally. He didn’t know where local would be, but he hoped it would be in South Beach, and it scared the shit out of him that he still didn’t know Lacey’s feelings.


    His thoughts froze midstream as he caught sight of her striding toward him in her signature skirt and T-shirt outfit. His mouth dried as his lips parted to grab shallow breaths. His body shouldn’t have such a visceral reaction to her, but it did. Her bare legs. Her painted toenails. Her flip-flops. He’d always been a leg-and-foot guy, and hers had his groin tightening in his jeans.


    “Hi,” she whispered when she was ten steps from him.


    “Hi.” He reached out and tugged her into him.


    She placed a hand on his chest and stopped their hug. When he glanced down at what was pressed into his chest, he saw the printed pages of the press release announcing his participation in the charity concert hosted by Fishbowl Entertainment Group. He also saw the pictures that Shawna had sent to an online gossip site despite her promising not to.


    “Those were from a decade ago.” Even as the words left his mouth, he cringed, sorry that the pictures existed in the first place. “And I deeply regret them.”


    She grinned. “Yeah, that’s pretty much what Kira said. Though you don’t look much older now.”


    He released the breath he’d been holding. “I’m glad you came.”


    Her lips twitched. “I haven’t come yet.”


    All the air in his lungs whooshed out, and his jeans tightened around his crotch. Was she for real? He blinked and breathed in her fresh scent, and thanked the high heavens for the rough roads he’d traveled allowing him to fully appreciate the woman in front of him. “Dang, woman, we’d better get to the hotel.”


    “My first time in Nashville, and I don’t get a tour of the city?”


    “I have sound check in four hours. No time for a tour.”


    …


    They stumbled to the shower and stepped under the spray.


    “I still can’t believe I basically hopped on a plane for sex,” she admitted, grabbing the washcloth and lathering it. Yeah, it was hot and amazing and leg-numbing and multiorgasmic.


    He took the cloth and turned her away from him. “Gotta admit, it’s the best stress relief invented.”


    “Are you nervous?” This was his return to the big stage. He could be calm on the outside and a jumble of nerves on the inside.


    He dragged the cloth up and down her back, then kneaded her shoulders with his long fingers. Finally, he admitted, “I shouldn’t be. Not now that you’re here.”


    “Keep massaging me like that, and I’ll fly in for every performance.”


    He halted. “I don’t want it to be like that with us.”


    How did he envision their long-distance relationship? She faced him. “Weird as it may sound, I can sort of see the long-distance thing working. I may go crazy when magazines publish pics of you with other women, but I trust you.”


    She closed her eyes and tried to shut out her thousands of questions. When his hand dipped between her thighs, she sighed.


    His thickness pressed against the side of her rear, and she wrapped her fingers around the length of him. “You said you’d be back next Sunday?”


    “Yes.” He swirled his fingers in her sweet spot and nipped her shoulder. “Now, shhh.”


    With each tug, the pressure of his fingers increased at her core, and under the spray of million drops of water, she shattered with an abandon she never knew she had.


    He anchored an arm around her upper waist when she collapsed back against his chest. She continued to stroke him until he jerked free of her lazy grip and spun her around. Like a rag doll, she plopped onto the shower seat and immediately came face to head with his cock. She licked her lips. He groaned. She touched the tip. He leaned forward, palming the wall. She sucked the plump head into her mouth and reveled at his guttural groan.


    She set a languid rhythm with her hand and mouth, swirling her tongue and cupping his balls. His grunts were music to her ears, and so engrossed with her own power over his pleasure, he surprised her when he lifted her under the arms until she stood on the shower seat. He hiked one of her legs around his waist and used his fingers to explore her aroused flesh. She convulsed fiercely and collapsed into him, wrapping her legs around his waist as he shoved them both out of the shower.


    He lowered her onto the bed, and when she heard the sound of foil tearing, a stupid grin hit her lips. Now she would really get it. She couldn’t wait for him to stretch her. She loved how he played her body like an instrument, and after four or five orgasms, she was ready for the real deal. A snort escaped her, and she cracked an eye to meet his serious gaze.


    “Are you laughing at me?” He towered over her, his damp hair dripping droplets of water onto her stomach.


    “No.” She spread her legs in anticipation. He made her feel so wanton, and she wiggled for good measure. She’d never had fun sex before, and with Billy, it just felt right. Nothing else described their interaction.


    An odd look passed over his face before he said, “You can laugh. I don’t want to be the one to wipe that silly grin off your face.”


    She didn’t know what to say. He took the breath from her lungs. He said what she needed to hear, and she loved him for it.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Lacey strolled through the lobby and into The Bridge, one of the hotel’s restaurants. Billy left for sound check with the promise that Chip would be back in time to accompany her to the concert. She couldn’t wait to hear him sing live in a concert venue, and her good mood stayed with her even after Shawna pulled out a stool and joined her at the bar.


    “What are you drinking?” the blonde asked.


    Lacey offered a polite smile and didn’t bother to ask why Shawna wasn’t at sound check with Billy. “Iced tea.”


    “Boring.” To the bartender, Shawna requested, “A gin and tonic, please.”


    Lacey considered taking her sandwich to a table, but her curiosity got the better of her and she stayed to find out what Shawna wanted.


    After a long sip, Shawna sneered at her. “It’s so cute that you’re here.”


    She should probably hold her tongue, but she asked, “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    The woman shrugged. “You always know when a star is on the rise based on the number of his groupies.”


    “I’m not a groupie.”


    “A fan, then,” Shawna amended. “Every artist likes to know he has at least one in the audience. I’m sure he’s gotta be nervous.”


    “He has nothing to be nervous about.” She was glad he invited her to support him, especially if there were more poisonous people like Shawna waiting for him to fail.


    “He hasn’t been on a real stage in a decade,” Shawna pointed out.


    “I’m sure after tonight, Billy will have more than just one fan,” Lacey defended him.


    “Then maybe you can be president of his fan club.”


    The remark stung, but it wasn’t anything that Lacey didn’t wonder about as well. How many women would make a play for Billy’s attention, and would she really be able to ignore it if she agreed to a long-distance arrangement?


    She hoped her voice sounded calm when she replied, “You’re welcome to your own opinions.”


    “Well, here’s my opinion. If you really love him, like I suspect you do, then I’d set him free. He can’t fly with a weight holding him down.”


    She tried to shut out Shawna’s words, but the woman was playing to Lacey’s worst fears. She wasn’t saying anything Lacey hadn’t already thought herself. But she wouldn’t show weakness in front of Billy’s ex.


    Shawna licked her red lips. “I hear he’s singing a song about you tonight. Enjoy it while you can.”


    “About me?” That sounded different than for her, but Lacey wouldn’t take what Shawna said to heart. She trusted Billy, and she wanted to believe he wouldn’t have flown her up here just because he needed a fan.


    “You’ve known him, what? All of one week? I’ve known him fifteen years.”


    Lacey cringed inside but remained silent.


    The other woman laughed, a deep, throaty cackle. Then she stood and finished her drink. “Like I said. Cute. Don’t say I didn’t give you fair warning.”


    After Shawna left, Lacey picked up her iced tea, but her hand shook and she placed it back on the bar.


    …


    Billy swiped his palms over the hips of his jeans and tugged his cowboy hat lower over his forehead. This was it. Sound check had been smooth as melted butter. Chip did his job and kept Shawna away. Billy had met several powerhouse country stars, and he’d been more relaxed than ever, all because of Lacey.


    He hadn’t told Lacey yet, but this would be his final performance on the big stage. His way to exit the industry with his head held high. He wanted permanence and security and Lacey. He wanted to take a chance on something real. Like his dad had had. And he hoped to the high heavens Lacey wanted it too.


    But first, he had to make it through his songs. “Torn in Two” was already a hit on the radio and the original YouTube video continued to garner hits each day. He wasn’t worried about that one.


    “Temporary Guest” did well in the recording studio, and he planned to sing that one second. But “On the Ledge” had never touched the ears of man, and that one had him pacing backstage, nervous as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs. Chip had finagled three songs for him to sing, and that one was his tribute to Lacey. Since no one had heard it, and he didn’t have sheet music, he’d sing that one acoustic.


    The crowd roared as one of Billboard’s top country groups shuffled off the stage. A couple of guys patted him on the shoulder and offered words of encouragement. He grinned and ducked his head, zoning out the applause, the announcement, the lights, and even his own concerns. Nothing mattered but the music.


    …


    Lacey ran behind Chip. “I can’t believe you were late!” He’d promised to pick her up in time to make it to the venue with time to spare.


    Without slowing, he called over his shoulder, “I said I was sorry. You weren’t even ready!”


    She shot daggers into his back. “I would have been ready if you were on time.” And if she hadn’t been freaking out over Shawna’s surprise attack.


    He waved his VIP card and motioned for Lacey to enter first. “That doesn’t even make sense.”


    She threw her bag on the floor under her feet just as the lights dimmed.


    Billy stepped onto the stage and all her anger dissolved. He’d changed since that morning, and a cowboy hat covered his thick, brown hair, the rim low over his eyes. In the short-sleeved chambray shirt and snug jeans down to the worn cowboy boots, Billy made the classic country singer heartthrob. He’d transformed into the guy she’d swooned over in college, and she realized everyone else around her realized it, too. Her heart ached, knowing she couldn’t keep him. It wouldn’t be fair. Their arrangement wouldn’t work.


    And just like the first time he sang in her tiny café, as soon as the first note left his mouth she was hooked. This song, so different from the earlier ones of his career, portrayed a man who had been there, done that, left, and was back again. It made her sad to listen to the lyrics which so aptly portrayed his struggles and his lost hopes, but seeing him on the stage made her realize this was his chance to get it all back.


    He moved into “Temporary Guest,” and she recognized some of herself in that song. He’d written it on the sofa of her small apartment, and she couldn’t help but feel pride at having had a part, even a tiny one, in the song’s creation.


    But as the final notes ended, he reached up and removed his hat, and his piercing gaze scanned the crowd until they landed in the general direction reserved for family or special guests of the performers. She doubted he could see her under the blazing lights, but she felt their gazes collide, and she knew the moment he saw her in the crowd.


    He cleared his throat. “I wrote ‘On the Ledge’ for a woman who took a chance on me. Lacey Durant.” The crowd collectively ooooh-ed and aaaaah-ed and looked in the general direction of where she sat. Her cheeks tingled with embarrassment. He was dedicating his final song of the night to her. Her palms moistened as he ran a hand through his hair and then tapped his guitar.


    She couldn’t imagine what Billy would have written and dedicated to her. Excitement swelled in her chest as she remembered their shared discussions about life, love, and the pursuit of their dreams. But as the first notes mingled with the first phrase, all her insecurities came rushing back to her, and an uncomfortable heat flushed her neck.


    He sang about a girl capable of great happiness, vulnerable, taken advantage of—all the phrases she’d asked him not to sing about. Then, the song moved into how her defeat made her stronger, too strong and even cynical, and burdened by the past, the girl in the song tried to be cavalier about relationships.


    “But she was a fangirl, and when she finally met him, love snuck in.”


    She covered her mouth with her hands. Damn it. He knew she loved him, and now the whole world knew she loved him. Like all the other groupies. Just like Shawna said. He’d said he was going to do it, and he had. He’d written a song about her life. And it hurt to realize he wasn’t declaring his love. He was exposing hers.


    Something vibrated near her foot.


    In her bag.


    She’d been too rushed to shut off her phone. Bending over, she glanced at the display and saw it was James. She had to choose quickly—take the call or listen to the end of Billy’s song. With great difficulty, but without looking back, she crouched low and scooted out of the theater.


    Her phone beeped two new voice mails by the time she got outside, and flicking open her phone, her pulse sped up as she listened to James’s message. “Lacey, I hope you’re enjoying your Sunday. I’m calling to let you know we have a nine a.m. tomorrow with the bank. I know it’s short notice. Please text me back so I know you heard this. It’s James.”


    The next message caught her off guard. “Lace, it’s me.” Kira. “Carly’s thinking about quitting. She got another job at a restaurant, and she says it pays more money. Just wanted to give you a heads up. Thought you should know so you can…I don’t know…counteroffer or something. She said she’d talk with you tomorrow. Okay, well, call me when you get this. I hope you’re having fun.”


    Coming here was a mistake. She had to get back. She had a business to run. People depended on her for a salary. What had she thought? That she could run off for a quickie with Billy Hardy? Well, she’d been wrong.


    Because of the concert, plenty of cabs lined the street ready to take pages to their destination. She jumped into the first one and mumbled, “The airport.”


    “Which one, miss?”


    “Any one. The closest one.” The cabbie took off, and she sent a text to James. See you tomorrow at 9. Then, she texted Kira. On my way.


    Immediately her phone rang. “Kira, I’m in a cab on my way to the airport.”


    “What? Why aren’t you at the concert?”


    “I shouldn’t be here. My life isn’t here. It’s the café.”


    “Did something happen? Is this because of Carly? You can talk to her tomorrow.”


    “He titled the song ‘On the Ledge.’ He flew me up here to warn me about getting too attached.”


    “That’s crazy. I thought he wanted a relationship with you?”


    “That’s what he said, but…I don’t want to end up a fangirl.” She choked on the truth. She was afraid. “I can’t talk now.”


    “What? Lacey, you’re not a fangirl. You’re his girlfriend.”


    She clutched her bag to her chest. Too many emotions warred inside her. “We’ve never discussed this, and I can’t hold him back. Even if we make this work, it will ruin his shot at fame.”


    “That’s crazy! I hope someone puts it on YouTube. I want to hear it!”


    Sharp pain stabbed her chest as she realized that song, with his dedication naming her, would be played on YouTube and viewed by hundreds or thousands or millions. It really didn’t matter how many. Just the fact that even one or even the one live audience had heard it made it real.


    The cabbie pulled up to the drop-off.


    “Kira, I gotta go. I’ll see you in the morning.” She shut the phone and handled the money to the cabbie. “Thanks.”


    Forty minutes later, she boarded the plane in a rush and a daze. Her mind kept going over the three absolutes. Bank appointment in the morning. Deal with staffing issues as soon as she returned. Obsess over Billy’s song for long ride home.


    Even his song title. “On the Ledge.” What were the words? On the edge of fame. On the ledge. With you. She could interpret that pretty clearly. He had his shot at fame, and she was holding him back. He thought they’d entered into the affair commitment-free, but she’d changed the game and demanded more, and he’d been a gentleman about it and offered a long-distance thing, but his song said it all. He might be the best sex in her life, but he would never be a boyfriend. To him, she was a silly fangirl.


    With tears blinding her, she somehow made it back to South Beach with just the purse over her shoulder and the clothes on her back. She didn’t give a rat’s ass about the other stuff in the hotel, and even though a part of her knew he wouldn’t let her just take off without an explanation, at least the distance gave her time to…


    To what? She didn’t have a game plan. She didn’t know what to do. It was late Sunday night—early Monday morning. The cabbie dropped her outside the back door, but she wasn’t ready to go home, where memories of Billy would surface and choke her. She couldn’t go into the café, where the stage would remind her of their heated night. Even the beach reminded her of their late-night walk.


    She collapsed in her office, but rather than forget him, she let her mind run over all their moments together.


    “Oh my gawd, what the hell? Are you sleeping? Wake the eff up and tell me what the hell happened!”


    Lacey’s eyelids snapped open, and she stared at her best friend, legs parted, hands on hips, dumbfounded expression on her face. “Good morning, Kira.” She squinted into the light. “And Viv. Why are you here?”


    “Bar just closed, so I stopped by for coffee. Rough night?”


    Lacey sat up and squinted at her friends. “Coffee. Right.”


    “Come on.” Kira crouched and grabbed Lacey’s arm. “We open in thirty, so I’ll need the shortened version of whatever the hell happened to you.”


    Lacey ducked into the bathroom while Kira turned on the espresso machine. She emerged to find Kira and Vivien sitting at the small staff table, concerned expressions on their faces.


    “Nothing happened. I just realized I need to set my priorities, and they don’t include dating a celebrity,” she blurted. She grabbed a plate and threw some leftover pastries on it.


    Vivien dumped back the contents of her cup. “I thought he was dedicating a song to you?”


    “That song,” Lacey plopped into the chair, “was a warning to me.”


    Her friends took giant bites of their croissants and didn’t say anything. She waited for them to commiserate with her or bemoan Billy as the jerk he was, but when they remained silent, she continued her rant.


    “And why the hell did he fly me there in the first place? To hear his dumb song about how dumb I was to fall in love with him? He told me a song had to be honest to be good. And maybe it was good. And maybe it will be his next chart topper. But it hurts that he’s right. Maybe he didn’t mean it that way, but it was a warning to me, and I decided to take it.”


    She crossed her arms on the table and slammed her head down. She might even have cried if she didn’t hear her friends snort.


    Lacey looked up and sniffled. “That wasn’t exactly the support I was expecting.”


    Kira touched her arm. “Lace, hon, I love you like a sister, but you need to get some perspective.”


    “Perspective.” Her voice cracked. “He flew me there to hear him sing about how I’m naive and fell for him.”


    Kira clucked her tongue. “You’re worse than my kindergarteners. He probably didn’t mean it that way.”


    “Even if he didn’t, the lyrics were pretty clear.”


    Vivien slapped her hand on the table. “Think of the publicity for the café!”


    Lacey scoffed. “There’s no bright side to this.”


    Kira frowned. “You’re doing it.”


    “Doing what?”


    “What you warned me never to let you do.”


    “Mope?” She’d just had her heart ripped from her chest. If she wanted a moment to be sad, she should be allowed to wallow in her sadness.


    “Putting your own feelings ahead of the best interests of the business.”


    She heard what Kira said, but she didn’t have to like it. Damn Billy for changing her whole outlook on life. She closed her eyes and wrapped her head around the real world.


    Kira tapped her arm. “Go shower and get down to the bank, so you can get that loan payoff paperwork from Frank.”


    Frank, the bank manager with faith in Lacey’s Concert Café. He’d conditionally approved the loan for her, and she owed him more than her gratitude. “Would it be inappropriate to get him a small gift?”


    “He won’t be able to accept it.”


    “Lunch?”


    “If it’s at your café.”


    “Oh, good idea.”


    They heard the sounds of the other staff arriving. Lacey found her cell phone dead in her purse.


    “You don’t need me right now?”


    Kira steered her by the shoulders toward the stairs. “Go clean up.”


    “Thanks for the coffee, Lace!” Vivien called after her. “And don’t think we’re done with this conversation!”


    Her apartment still held lingering traces of Billy’s scent. She had yet to find time to change the guest-room sheets, and she entered the room now with plans to rid herself of him. She couldn’t harbor a crush on a celebrity. He’d break her heart. He’d try to make it work, but it wouldn’t. He’d resent her eventually, for holding him back, and she couldn’t just give up on her café and follow him around like a groupie.


    After yanking the sheets from the bed, she crumpled them and threw them on the floor. She stomped on them and then collapsed on top of them. Everything inside of her hurt, and she choked on her own sobs because she’d fallen in love with him.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Billy spent the entire night mulling over Lacey’s rushed departure. He went from furious to worried to angry to wanting to be indifferent. And if Shawna hadn’t cornered him and told him about what she’d said to Lacey, he might have waited a couple days before confronting Lacey.


    But it was Monday, and he’d called Chip to discuss his future. Lacey had bolted, and one phone call to her café—after she ignored one million calls to her cell—let him know she was back in South Beach. If she had wanted to embarrass him with a public display of rejection, she had chosen the perfect venue. That stung, but it didn’t stall his plans. He’d learned his lesson with Shawna, and rather than learning that women were nothing but trouble, he learned to recognize when that trouble was worth it.


    “Why bother?” Chip wanted to know, collapsing on the hotel lobby’s soft leather chair.


    Billy balanced his elbows on his thighs and pinned his manager with a sharp stare. “You said she left in the middle of the song.”


    Chip shrugged. “Yeah.”


    Billy stared at the tip of one calloused finger. “That means she didn’t hear the full version. She missed the whole ending.”


    “So?”


    He bit the inside of his cheek. He would not hit his manager. Instinct had his fingers flexing, but there was no benefit to violence, and he hadn’t had an issue with his temper in years. Ten years to be exact. “So she didn’t hear me declare my love. She wasn’t there for that part. I have to know why she left. It can’t have been all because of Shawna.”


    The way Chip frowned made Billy wonder if his manager had ever been in love. “You dedicated the song to her. She knew it was for her.”


    “Then why did she leave, Chip?”


    Chip seemed to consider this, but from the passive expression on his face, Billy wondered if his manager wasn’t just contemplating the weather. Finally, on a sigh making it sound like a fate worse than death, Chip said, “Fine. What do you need me to do?”


    “I have to get down there. Today.” He had to get there, get to South Beach as soon as possible. He had damage control to do. He had a life he needed to start living.


    “For how long?”


    “As long as it takes.”


    Chip shook his head. “Ever the dramatist.”


    Billy couldn’t feel sorry for wanting to give up fame. “We’ve had a good run.”


    “It’s not over.”


    “You knew my dad.” It wasn’t a question. Chip had held Billy’s dad’s dream over his head on more than one occasion. “Your dad would be so proud. Your dad wanted you to succeed in this biz. Your dad…”


    “He’d hate to see you quit.”


    Billy frowned. “I’m not quitting.”


    “Then what do you call it?”


    “Chip, for so long, I tried to live my dad’s dream, but I just realized his dream wasn’t for fortune and fame. He gave that up for a family. My dad wanted a wife, kids. That was his dream. And that’s mine, too.”


    “No more chasing the spotlight? You look good in bright lights.”


    “Nope.”


    “Are you firing me?”


    Interesting concept. Firing a manager. He really didn’t need Chip if she took him back. But he didn’t want to go so far as to say fire. More like drift apart. If she took him back. If she didn’t, he still planned to settle in South Beach, close to her, but he had other options. “No, but I want other options.”


    Chip waved a hand like he was swatting the bad news like a pesky fly. “I found the Global Heart Foundation. Mercy General Medical Center is one of the hospitals they contribute to.”


    He’d asked Chip to find him a cause to champion. Part of his plan to convince Lacey to take him back included getting involved in a charity. “That’s perfect. Donate all proceeds from the sale of ‘Temporary Guest’ to that foundation.”


    “And ‘On the Ledge’?”


    The song he’d dedicated to Lacey. “You think we’ll make money on that one?”


    “If we get you into a studio and record the song on the proper equipment. YouTube is not your friend in this instance. Unless you want to make a video.”


    He shook his head. “No video. How about we leave that one off the table until she actually hears the whole thing.”


    “I don’t like it.” Chip’s whole body language screamed defiance to the idea of giving up on the cash cow that Billy Hardy could become. Hell, Billy could practically see dollar signs cha-chinging in Chip’s eyes.


    Hating to let down the one guy who didn’t laugh at him when the chips were down, Billy lost the flippant attitude and gave a serious, “I know.”


    “What else do we have?”


    “I think that covers everything.”


    “Okay.” Chip stood and stretched. “I’ll contact the foundation, let them know you’re planning a visit. It’s a nonprofit, but they have offices. They help several hospitals, not just one. And don’t forget about Sunday.”


    No more bright lights blinding him. Besides the bar, he had other investments. Thanks to Chip, Billy had a healthy savings. He might have been washed up, but he had a solid foundation financially, and he could—would—build on it.


    After Chip left, Billy packed his and Lacey’s stuff from the hotel room, and he couldn’t help the wicked grin when he thought about how’d she react when he showed up at her place. If she thought she could run out on him without an explanation, then she clearly didn’t know him at all. But if she wanted him to chase her, then he’d prove to her that she was worth the effort. He didn’t think she was that scheming, but for her, he was willing to play the game.


    …


    Billy landed at MIA and decided against confronting Lacey right away. It was early afternoon, her café was probably busy, and he needed a shower.


    On the way to his hotel in Davie, he called the program director for the Global Heart Foundation. “Hello, I’m calling for Marie Lovely. This is Billy Hardy.”


    “One moment.”


    “Billy! Chip said you’d call when you arrived.”


    “I’m here. On my way to the hotel.”


    “Well, we’re certainly excited for your visit.”


    “I should be there by four.”


    He cleaned up and flipped through the brochure from Chip, including the short bio on Marie and a list of recommended items the foundation regularly needed besides monetary donations. Mostly the area hospitals and the foundation worked together to fund research, but the foundation kept their headquarters in Mercy General.


    When his cab arrived, he climbed in, confident in his decision to relocate. The floor plan of the facilities impressed him, as did their commitment to cardiac care and keeping the treatment center child-friendly. Several glossy pages displayed the doctors featured in various magazines, and Billy’s certainty grew when he came to the cost analysis of heart transplants, research, and care.


    This time, he didn’t hesitate as he walked through the doors. This time, he had a purpose. He wasn’t fifteen. He wasn’t helpless. And he wasn’t there to wonder if today would be the day his dad would die.


    Marie greeted him with a firm handshake. “Billy, I’m so pleased you’ve chosen to work with the Global Heart Foundation.”


    “I’m here to help in any way I can.”


    She led him down a colorful hallway to her office. “The board is very interested in music integration in our program.”


    After a detailed discussion about lesson plans and schedules, Marie offered him a tour of the treatment center.


    “Thank you. I missed a visit yesterday and had to send a substitute.”


    “Then we’ll start with the head nurse of Cardiology, Emma Henderson.”


    Billy remembered Emma from his previous visit, which made entering the playroom easier. As soon as they entered, the children ran up to him and thanked him for the guitars. Apparently the Nova Southeastern guy was a success, but they were glad he was back.


    He looked at Emma. “I’ll have to organize more guest teachers.”


    The nurse smiled. “They’d enjoy that. We have a new patient you didn’t meet last time. Erin, come meet Billy Hardy. He plays the guitar.”


    “Hi. I’m twelve.” Without waiting for him to ask, she said, “I had a heart transplant when I was a baby, but I’m scheduled for a second one soon. My coronary artery is dangerously narrow.” She relayed the information to Billy with solemn brown eyes. “I like to read, and Nurse Emma doesn’t treat me like them.” She jerked her head in the direction of four-year-old Ivy and six-year-old Scott.


    “What instrument would you like to play?”


    She chewed on her lower lip. “What do you play?”


    “The guitar.”


    “We played that yesterday.”


    Erin’s open admiration tightened Billy’s chest, and he recalled how music could change a mood, fix a problem, better a life.


    Ruffling Erin’s thin blonde head, he asked, “Did you like it?”


    “Yes!” One of the other children called to her, and she marched back into the playroom. He and Marie followed Emma to her office, where the wide window afforded a view of the children playing. They discussed a schedule, expectations, and the few rules about being around the children.


    He left with a heavy heart, already crafting a song about childhood worries and wondering how his small contribution would help. He felt so helpless, and yet, even as he left, he thought about what he could do to make his next visit a success. He didn’t dread returning to the hospital because now he could make a difference.


    Life was definitely better since he met Lacey, and he even adopted her mental checklist for getting things done. Next on his list? Find Lacey. Kiss her senseless. And then find out why she left in the middle of his love song.


    …


    “You left.”


    Lacey whipped around to face Billy. “What are you doing here?” She considered her options. Slap him? Ask him to leave? She could leave. A sticky feeling of weakness crept over her skin. She didn’t want to like that he’d returned. Didn’t want to dream what it could mean.


    Carly pranced by her. Thank goodness she’d been able to offer the girl a more stable schedule. Lacey leaned into the bar for balance. On stage, Trixie giggled into her light song about having a crush on the boy next door. Life seemed so simple when Billy was a frozen poster taped to her dorm room. But the living, breathing man, staring at her with an unasked question… She didn’t know what to say.


    “You just left,” he repeated.


    Her pride prickled. “I got an important phone call.” No lie there.


    His hand stretched to touch her arm. “You should have stayed.”


    She spun on the ball of her foot and walked into the kitchen. He followed so closely the heat from his body tingled down her back. She ignored the curious looks from her staff, but waited until they were in her office to face off. “I didn’t need to stay. I got your message loud and clear.”


    He hitched his thumbs in his front pockets, and she hated how damn good he looked. How at ease he was in her tiny space. He pressed, “You left. You missed the best part of the song.”


    Resorting to sarcasm felt comfortable. A flood of accusations dripped from her mouth. She forgot to breathe. She forgot to think. She just ranted the unfairness of the situation. “The best part? What’s that supposed to mean? The part where everyone laughs at me for thinking I could ever have you? That song mocked my feelings. It made me sound like a groupie. Like a fangirl. Like I fell in love with you, and you were breaking up with me.”


    He moved closer to her and cupped his palms over her upper arms, bending his head close to her face. “The part where I say I love you.”


    Her brain stalled. The air clogged in her throat, and she gaped at him. She stepped back, out of his reach. He wasn’t serious. Surely he hadn’t… She swallowed. “Normal people just don’t blurt something like that.” No way did he mean it. It was another trick. Of course he would say that. They had great sex.


    “I’m not normal, Lacey. In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t really do things like normal people.”


    He was right about that. In the short time that she’d known him, he’d never behaved exactly as expected. But what did he mean, he loved her? How did that solve their problems? Long-distance wasn’t going to work. She wouldn’t settle for anything less than what her parents had, and he said it in his song. He was on the edge of fame. He wouldn’t give that up. Not for her.


    He raised a brow. “You still haven’t responded to my declaration.”


    Her thoughts raced in a million different directions, but they all ended up back to Billy. She didn’t want to believe him. And she certainly didn’t want to confess her own love for him. She needed time. To think. To adjust. To… “I don’t know what to say.”


    He studied her for a long moment, and then he said, “I’d like you to hear the entire song.”


    It wouldn’t change anything. It couldn’t. But when she did nothing more than nod, he took her wrist and pulled her out of the office, through the kitchen, and into the café. She stopped at the bar, but he continued walking.


    He unstrapped his guitar from his back. She hadn’t noticed he wore it until then, but cold panic set in when he reached the stairs to the stage. Dear Lord, he was planning to play right now. In front of her customers. In her coffeehouse. The air clogged in her throat as it hit her. He wasn’t in Nashville reaping the benefits of a concert well played. He was in South Beach. For her.


    The very idea rocked her soul.


    She should stop him. Protest. Tell him he could play it later for her.


    But she wanted to hear it. She knew how her body reacted to his voice. How his tone could weave a spell over her. And she wanted to be wrong about leaving. She wanted to believe him. But she was scared.


    She looked away and caught sight of Trixie at the far end of the bar. On break. Timmy noticed Billy on the stage and lowered the volume on the prerecorded music. The lights dimmed, and Lacey realized she needed to hear it. She’d either pass out or move forward. But whatever happened, she needed to put the past behind her. One week or one decade. She was a new person now. Stronger. Like the song said.


    Standing behind the safety of her bar, she tapped the button to release a double espresso into her favorite ceramic cup. Timmy flicked the final switch, and the stage lights rose, but he stopped midway and a soft glow haloed over Billy.


    The room fell silent as Billy scraped a stool stage right, directly over the spot where they first had such incredible sex. He grinned and without the spotlight, she knew he could see her perfectly from across the room. Her face flamed when eyeballs turned on her and then back to the stage. Did they know what they were about to witness? She didn’t even know, but the room vibrated with something.


    And when he sang about a girl capable of great happiness, she wondered if she’d ever be happy again.


    And when he touched on her vulnerability and being taken advantage of, she heard sorrow in his voice for the pain she’d endured.


    And when his lyrics shifted to how strong she became, and perhaps a bit cynical, she realized she had to let go of the past if she ever wanted a future.


    When the third verse revealed what she’d stupidly missed in Nashville, her chest constricted and tears blurred her vision. It wasn’t the breakup she’d imagined. He wasn’t calling her a stupid fangirl. He wasn’t telling her to let him go. He wasn’t embarrassing her in front of everyone.


    He was on the edge of fame, but that was nothing compared with standing on the ledge with her. They were on the ledge of something new and wonderful, and her faith in him made him a better man.


    Her country singer’s serenade shot straight to her heart, and she knew she’d do anything to make it work.


    She blinked. The final notes floated over a silent audience. He unhooked his guitar and set it against the stool. Then the applause erupted.


    He strode off the stage and over to her, his gaze not once leaving her face, and she could only nod with her hands covering her mouth and what must be shock in her eyes. He wrapped her in a bear hug, lifting her. She ducked her head into his shoulder as he carried her through the kitchen and into her office, the sounds of excited chatter and clapping following them.


    With their privacy ensured, she dug her fingers into his hair and dragged his head down to hers. Their lips slammed together, and she tasted the salty wetness of her tears. He frowned and swiped her cheeks with the pads of his thumbs.


    “Don’t cry. I never want to make you cry,” he whispered into her hair and kissed her temple, her forehead.


    “That was so”—she shook her head in bewilderment—”moving. Lovely. Wonderful. Billy, your songs are amazing.”


    The tension seeped from his shoulders. “You don’t know how relieved I am to hear you liked it.”


    “Liked it?” She stared at him, in awe. “Words can’t describe…”


    “So now you know.” He kissed her.


    She pulled back. “Now I know?”


    “What you missed in Nashville. Why I had to follow you back here. Why I needed you to hear the ending.” He brushed her lips again.


    “Does it change anything?”


    He gripped her upper arms. “Lacey, I told you I love you. It changes everything.”


    He was right. It did. And she believed him. The sincerity in his eyes, in his voice…


    “I don’t know how good I’ll be at long-distance.” She voiced her fear.


    His eyes clouded. “You don’t have to make any decisions right now, but I’d like you to consider a more close-distance relationship.”


    “I’ll move.” She knew that without hesitation. She could open a café in Nashville. Beg Simon and James to help her. Staring into his steel gaze, she could see herself and her future, and she wondered why she would ever choose a brick-and-mortar building over him. She had a real shot at a lasting relationship and wasn’t that what she’d wanted all along? Something permanent. It was a no-brainer.


    The corner of his mouth curled upward. “Lacey, I’m not asking you to.”


    “What do you mean? You just said more close distance than long.”


    He stared at her and waited. She heard the introduction to Trixie’s set, the light pop rock and the sped up rhythm that matched her heart. Billy watched her with a quiet calm.


    Her eyes widened. “Oh! No.” She shook her head. “No.”


    He lowered his forehead to hers. And then his lips covered hers. And then he whispered, “I want to move here.”


    Panic struck her in the gut. He couldn’t live in South Beach. His career… She couldn’t let him make that sacrifice. How could he even think about that? She turned away. She couldn’t look at him, at his intensity. “What about your career? You’re a country singer. You need to be in Nashville.”


    He spun her around. “I need to be with you.”


    “I can’t let you give up your dream for me.”


    “I’m not. I told you about my dad, right? How he loved music? I thought being famous was his dream, and he gave that up for my mom, but then I realized being famous wasn’t his dream. My mom was his dream. He chose her over fame, but he never stopped making music.”


    Tears pooled in the corners of her eyes, and she blinked them back. This couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t be getting everything she ever wanted. Not when it meant Billy sacrificing his dream.


    He gave a little laugh. “I remember him sitting on the porch, strumming the guitar, and making up lyrics. He wrote songs until his accident. For my dad, it was about the music and nothing more.”


    “But what about you?” It wasn’t fair that he should lose out on his opportunity.


    “I feel the same way. Lacey, if it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have written one new lyric. You helped me hear the music again, and honestly, I can’t make music if I’m not with you.”


    “Maybe you can record here?” She brightened as she remembered how many musicians thrived in Miami.


    He grinned. “Chip has me involved in this charity for children’s heart disease at Mercy General.”


    “Mercy General?”


    He scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah, imagine that, huh? It’s part of the Global Heart Foundation. I’m spearheading a musical therapy workshop in their children’s ward.”


    “That’s…I don’t know what to say… It’s fantastic.”


    “It is pretty exciting,” he agreed.


    “So you’re staying here for that?” She willed her heart to calm down. If he planned on returning to the hospital, then that meant he’d be in South Beach no matter what.


    “Yes.”


    “And not for me?” she asked.


    His brow furrowed but he smiled. “Would that make you feel better?”


    “It would make me feel less guilty,” she admitted. If he had another reason to set aside his career, then she wouldn’t be the one stalling his comeback. She wouldn’t be the one he blamed if, years down the road, he regretted his decision.


    “Well, too bad. I’m only here for me, and I need to be near you, and if that makes you guilty, then I hope you can learn to live with guilt.”


    Could she? She didn’t know. But staring into his steady gaze, she knew she wanted to be with him more than she wanted her next breath of air.


    …


    Billy shoved the cart through the automatic doors and grinned at Lacey. “You ready?”


    He’d invited her to his first workshop with the children, and she’d eagerly accepted. “I hope I’m more of a help than a hindrance.”


    They unloaded the guitars and stickers, picks, and straps, and Billy directed Lacey on how to help him prep the room. With the music books and crayons spread out, Billy took a moment to study Lacey as she placed some extra supplies back on the cart. He really did owe everything to her. But before he could tell her again how much he loved her, the children entered with Nurse Emma and a dozen parents. Billy grinned.


    Nurse Emma explained, “This is a new workshop, and our parents were curious given the excitement of their children.”


    He should have expected the parents would be interested to see him in action. Especially since he was a stranger coming into the hospital and interacting with their children. What parent wouldn’t be cautious or eager to learn about him? But as the room filled, the parents greeted him, thanked him for taking the time to work with their children, and spoke highly of music therapy for healing and helping. And as he realized they were grateful, not just curious, for him being there, Billy felt something he hadn’t felt in a long while.


    Worthy. These children needed him, and he was qualified to help bring a little music into their lives. To sing to them and to teach them how to play the guitar. A tightness balled in his chest as he remembered the first time his father put a guitar into his hands, and even though the memory hurt like hell, it was there and it was the reason he played now. It was the reason he loved his guitar like a security blanket.


    As he demonstrated in the front of the room, Lacey mingled with the children, helping them place their fingers on the strings and strum a chord or two. They laughed with him, their smiles contagious, and he knew he’d made the right decision.


    The session ended way too soon for both Billy and the children. When Nurse Emma apologetically announced the hour was up, the children protested, making Billy’s heart swell. They could have rejected him. But they hadn’t.


    Lacey gathered the oversized cushions and tossed them in the corner of the room. Parents shook his hand and thanked him. Asked him about the program. But one father went further than polite inquiries.


    Tall and lean, probably in his early fifties, the man shook Billy’s hand and stared him straight in the eye. “Can you tell me how long you plan to stick with this program?”


    A valid question. Billy hoped to make the program permanent but with foundations and grants, it was never a guarantee. Of course, he couldn’t tell this man he intended on staying in South Beach because of Lacey, so even if the grant ran its course, he would most likely stick around.


    He cleared his throat. “Well, sir, I’m hoping to keep it going as long as possible. I’m going to see about asking the foundation to write a grant to bring in more celebrities in different genres, but I’d like to manage the music program myself. The current grant already has an extension, so I’m confident this is a program the foundation would like to see continue.”


    The man seemed to consider this and then asked, “So this isn’t temporary? You won’t be returning to the stage or going on tour?”


    “Touring is not something I’m interested in right now.”


    “What about the stage or the studio? Given the success of the concert you just played, I’d imagine you’re eager to get back to it.”


    “Performing at that level doesn’t have the same appeal,” he slid a sideways glance to Lacey, “as it used to.” He neglected to say the stage or the studio, since he intended to play at Lacey’s whenever she let him, and she’d been right about studios in Miami. If he wanted, there was no reason he couldn’t record a song or two as he wrote them.


    The man scrutinized him for another long moment before nodding. “Well, it was nice to meet you.”


    “Who was that?” Lacey asked, wheeling the cart with supplies over to him.


    “I’m not sure.” Billy frowned and scratched at the tingle on the back of his neck.


    She smiled up at him. “So, you have plans for tonight?”


    “There’s this café I’ve been meaning to check out.” He winked at her.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Lacey tugged on Billy’s hand and stopped short at the sight of Beth and James arguing on the sidewalk. She hoped it didn’t have anything to do with the café. But before she could approach them, Chip blocked their path. He stood next to an older guy in a well-tailored suit.


    “Chip?” She greeted him cautiously but with a well-practiced smile.


    “Lacey.” He held out both his hands, and rather than snub him, she placed her hands in his and allowed him to kiss her cheek like they were old friends who hadn’t seen each other in a year rather than a week. “You’re looking wonderful, as always.” Then he clamped a hand on Billy’s shoulder. “Billy.”


    “What brings you back here?” She gave the other man a once-over. “Is this your newest client? Are you here to deliver on your promise?”


    Chip’s brows V-ed, and he frowned. Then his face cleared as he must have remembered telling Lacey he’d bring her his clients to help draw a crowd. “This is Mr. Ruthill. He’s the founder of the Global Heart Foundation.”


    Beside her, Billy stiffened.


    “Oh!” Lacey grinned and shook the man’s extended hand. “You have a wonderful foundation, Mr. Ruthill.”


    Billy shook the man’s hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Ruthill.”


    Mr. Ruthill smiled. “Please, call me Henry, and we’ve actually met.”


    Chip rocked back on his heels and looked completely satisfied.


    Lacey saw the exact moment Billy placed the man in his memory. “Oh yes, of course. Last week at the hospital. I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you.”


    Henry waved a dismissive hand through the air. “Quite fine. Out of context and all that.”


    “Shall we?” Chip gestured toward the café’s entrance, and they stepped inside, choosing the booth closest to the door.


    Lacey waited until the men settled into the booth before offering, “Would you gentlemen care for a specific coffee?”


    Henry smiled. “You should sit too, Lacey. I have a feeling you will want to hear this, and it’s my experience that the story retold through the man’s mouth is never as detailed as the female wishes it to be.”


    She chuckled and admitted, “You’re right about that, but I’d really like to offer you some refreshments. On the house.”


    One of her new hires called from behind the bar, “I’ve got you covered, boss. Be right there with a sampler tray.”


    Lacey grinned and slid next to Billy. “Thanks, Liv.”


    Henry stretched his legs sideways and crossed them at the ankles. “I think it’s marvelous that you’re volunteering at the hospital.”


    “Thank you.”


    “But I feel that volunteering is too tame for what you could be doing.”


    “I’m sorry?” His gaze shifted to Chip.


    “Billy, I’d like to offer you an individual recording contract with Starscope Records and a full-time job as the director of music integration for the foundation.”


    Lacey watched Billy’s eyes narrow and his mouth open. Her own pulse hammered as she digested the words—the incredible offer. Who was this man?


    Chip grinned like he knew what a shock that statement was.


    When Billy remained silent, Chip said, “He accepts.”


    Billy swallowed loudly. “How?”


    Henry reached into his inner pocket and withdrew two business cards. The first was the foundation. Henry Ruthill, founder. The second, Starscope Records, CEO. “I remember the scuffle with Shawna and Marvin, and at the time, I thought I let the marketing people handle it correctly. But you’ve proven me wrong, and I’d like to make it right. I’d like you back on my label’s roster.”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “I wasn’t CEO then. In fact, for the time you were with us, I was overseas expanding our international client base in Asia.”


    Lacey watched the myriad of emotions slam across Billy’s face. She figured it out faster. Chip arranged the foundation gig. One of the boys with heart disease at the hospital was the son of this man. Chip knew the boy’s father was the CEO of the recording label. Chip wasn’t willing to let Billy disappear into the night without a fight. Lacey was actually impressed with the manipulations of the manager. He was close to pulling off quite an elaborate scheme. It was too neatly packaged to be a coincidence.


    She waited until her new hire set the tray on the table and then she addressed Billy. “Chip’s given you an amazing opportunity to connect with Henry.”


    Billy nodded. “Yes. It certainly is a lot to take in.”


    Henry leaned forward. “I understand you had reservations about returning to the stage, but I’m offering you a chance to get your music recorded and keep your day job at the hospital.”


    “Too good to be true?”


    “Not in my eyes. But I will warn you, the foundation works with more than just Mercy General. I’d like to develop a program for all our partner hospitals.”


    “And the record deal? Those contracts always come with promotions and tours and time-sucking obligations.”


    “You can do as much or as little as you’d like. The record deal could be secondary, if you’re more comfortable with that. I just thought, since I’m able to offer it, I would.”


    “I appreciate your generous offer. Please don’t think that I don’t. I just—”


    Chip interrupted, “Billy! You could write songs and record them or just write them and let someone else record them. Take the offer!”


    Henry’s smile softened. “It’s a lot to consider, but Chip’s your biggest supporter and he certainly played right into my hand by bringing you on board. You have star quality, Billy, and you interested me just like you did those kids and all those YouTube viewers.”


    Lacey could tell the compliment embarrassed Billy, and she grinned with pride. Just when she thought the conversation was over, Chip pulled a new trick from his worn bag.


    “Lacey, this is a contract for Billy to play in Lacey’s Concert Café’s at least four times a year. Once a quarter for ten thousand dollars a night. If he agrees to record any new material through Starscope.”


    “Chip!” Billy growled.


    “I need to make a living,” Chip remarked, but his smile relieved Lacey of her concerns. “I mean, Billy, you’re my best client.”


    “I’ll sign,” she said without hesitation. She wiggled her fingers. “Who has a pen?”


    “Right here,” Chip said and shot Billy a seriously-you’re-hesitating? look.


    Everyone watched as Lacey initialed the bottom right of the pages and then flared her full name on the last page. Then, she looked up and Chip said, “See how easy that was?”


    He nodded to Henry, who slapped a much-thicker stack of papers onto the table.


    “Chip already combed through this, but take your time with it. This is the record deal, similar to your previous contract, and yes, the terms do include tours and public appearances. It’s all up for negotiation. The last ten pages are the foundation’s contract for you as the new director.”


    Billy slid both contracts toward him. He looked down at Lacey’s signature on the last page of the first one. Then, he scrawled his name under hers. “I’ll take this one,” he patted Henry’s packet, “home to read through it.”


    Henry nodded. “Sounds reasonable.”


    Billy stood and the others followed suit. “Thanks for this. It means so much to me.”


    “You’ll be helping a lot of people with the music program, Billy. Whether you accept or not, we still intend to hire a director.”


    “I just need some time to discuss the details with—” His gaze slid to Lacey.


    “I understand,” Henry injected and held out his hand.


    Billy shook it and asked, “Is a week from today too late?”


    “Not at all. I’ll be in touch.”


    …


    Billy blinked the world into focus. He shot Lacey a head nod in the direction of her office. She led the way.


    He shut the door and slapped the contract on the desk before he picked her up and kissed her loudly on the mouth. When he set her down, he asked, “What the hell just happened?”


    Lacey laughed, her eyes ablaze with joy. “Chip, that bastard of a manipulator, finagled himself into a potentially multimillion dollar deal!”


    He shook his head. “With me as the cash cow!”


    She gave him a playful punch on the arm. “Come on, you can’t be mad at your manager for doing his job.”


    He scratched his chin and tried to gage her reaction. “I’m sorry to put you on the spot like that.”


    “Me?” She stared at him with a silly grin. In that moment, she loved Chip. Billy’s manager had just guaranteed Lacey a four-times-a-year commitment from Billy. “I’m the one who signed first,” she reminded him. “If anything, I put you on the spot.”


    To keep from dragging her into his arms again, he shoved his hands in his back pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Well, we haven’t discussed us.” And now that he thought about it, she’d never said the three little words to him. Even after he’d said them.


    She stepped closer to him, lifted the hem of his shirt, and touched his stomach with her fingertips. She rose on her toes and managed to press her lips to his chin. “You want to discuss us?” She cupped her hand behind his neck and pulled his mouth to hers.


    His groin tightened. With the heat from her hand under his shirt distracting him, he almost forgot the question. “I want to know there is an us before I make any decisions that could change us. What about those three little words?”


    She chewed on her lower lip and lowered her fingers to hook just inside his waistband. “Sign the contract.” Though the words were serious, her tone was playful and her look was filled with intention.


    He grabbed her wrist to stop her from unbuckling his belt. “Tell me you love me.”


    A fire lit her eyes, and she licked her lower lip. “Not until you sign the contract.”


    Damn he loved her all defiant and sexy. “You really want me to sign under duress?”


    She leaned her upper body away from him and picked up a pen. “I do,” she challenged, and after placing the pen in his hand, ran her tongue over his lips.


    He opened his mouth and tasted her desire, tugging her into him, and even when she arched, he used the opportunity to bend over her and nuzzle in the deep V of her breasts. He knew the contract wasn’t the issue, but if he signed, it would lock him to her for at least four shows for one year. He wanted more.


    He dipped into her neck and licked. She shivered, and he changed tactics. “Lacey, before I sign, I just want to say that I think we should find a place to live together.”


    “We have my place.” She shot a meaningful glance at the ceiling. “We could go there now.” She bit his earlobe. “Once you sign.”


    She was killing him. He wanted to haul her over his shoulder, but not until she answered his unasked question. And not until she agreed to find someplace new with him. “Exactly. Your place. I want our place.”


    She released him and stepped back, tilting her head to the side and regarding him with what could only be wonder. “You really want to live with me? So soon?”


    He heard a faint melody form in the back of his mind as he admitted, “I don’t want to live without you.”


    Her chest rose and fell in uneven breaths. “Can we really have it all?”


    It was then he saw the slight uncertainty. Did she really still doubt his affection? His commitment to making a relationship with her work? Without letting go of her, he stretched his arm and shoved aside some papers until he found the one page that mattered most to her. After scrawling his name on the appropriate line, he tossed the pen, wrapped his arms around her, and planted a kiss to her forehead, her nose, and her lips.


    “Yes.”
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