
        
            
                
            
        

    HER COUNTRY STAR COWBOY FIRST LOVE

SOLID GOLD SUMMERVILLE RANCH BILLIONAIRE ROMANCES




TAYLOR HART



CONTENTS
Copyright
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Sneak Peak Her Country Star Cowboy Second Chance
Also by Taylor Hart
About the Author




COPYRIGHT
All rights reserved.
© 2020 ArchStone Ink
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior permission of the publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed reviews. The reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form whether electronic, mechanical or other means, known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written consent of the publisher and/or author. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. This edition is published by ArchStone Ink LLC.
First eBook Edition: 2020
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the creation of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.




CHAPTER 1
“Son, you’re not going to like this next job.”
Shay Summerville’s hackles rose, as they always did when his father told him that he wouldn’t like a job. For the most part, Shay didn’t like what he had to do at the auto body shop. He would rather be writing his songs, but the songs didn’t pay the bills yet.
“Oh, because he likes all the other jobs?” His sister, Shar, shoved a clipboard into their father’s hands, scrunching her face at Shay. “I think he only likes the job of trying to call country star, Texas Waters, to see if we can open for him.”
“True.” Shay scrunched his face back at her. “I don’t see you trying to fix cars, do I?”
“Hush now,” their father said, signing the paperwork and handing it back to Shar. She managed the office with his mother and Leah and Kira, so Shay could only imagine what this paperwork entailed.
The Summervilles were a big family, nine kids strong and the work was endless. At twenty-three, Shay and his twin brother, Liam, were the second oldest, but they were still around, making music with most of their siblings. The only sibling that was gone was Jack, their oldest brother and twenty-five, was a Navy SEAL and hadn’t been home in a long time. There was also Noah and Shar, the second set of twins, were twenty-one. James and Leah were also twins, age nineteen. At that point, his mother had claimed she was done having kids, but things hadn’t worked out that way, and they’d ended up having Mason, who was now eighteen, and Kira, who was fifteen.
Shar didn’t let it go, pushing Shay in the shoulder. “If you’d just let Leah release all of our songs indie style, we’d be out of this body shop in no time. You wouldn’t have to worry about trying to get ahold of Texas Waters—he’d be calling us.”
He rolled his eyes. “That would be nice.” For the past five years, he and his very talented siblings had tried everything they could do to get noticed: traveled to every county fair, and sent their songs to big record labels, since he and Liam had turned twenty-one, they’d played at a number of bars—all to no avail. They needed their big break. Some of his family was pushing to just start releasing it all on the internet, but he was hesitant to do that. He’d seen some of the songs get taken by bigger names, and he didn’t want to be finished before they had a chance. “Yeah, I agree with Dad. Let’s not talk about this right now.”
“You never want to talk about it.” Shar shook her head. “Your ex-girlfriend left cinnamon rolls for you again. It’s just weird that Kristie still does that.”
His father sucked in a slow breath. “Oh dear.”
Shay squared his shoulders as if to shrug off his unrest. Kristie hadn’t taken the breakup six months ago easily, and he’d had to block her phone number. Recently, she’d been leaving little gifts in different places. “I don’t know what to do about Kristie.”
His father clapped a hand down his shoulder. “I’m lucky I got your momma.”
Shay laughed; he couldn’t agree more. For instance, his mother not only managed their ranch and helped part-time with the auto body shop; she also kept a tight ship and made sure everyone was busy. With one last chuckle, Shay pushed the hood closed on the 2005 Hyundai Elantra. “She’s done. What do you need?”
“You checked all of the ten points?” His father patted the top of the hood and lifted his eyebrows.
Shay resisted the urge to glare at the old man. “And double-checked. What am I not going to like?”
The side of his father’s lip tugged up. “Apparently, the Senator’s daughter is stranded on the side of the road near Eagle Lake.”
Shay wrinkled his nose as he thought about the McCades—a rich, snobby family that had been coming to Rutherford since he could remember. He remembered meeting Duke, the senator’s son that was his age, the summer he’d turned thirteen. They’d been friends until Duke had messed it all up. Last summer, he’d almost gotten into a fist fight with Duke.
“I need you to take the tow truck out there and pick up the girl, then take her to the manor and haul the car back in here.”
Every part of Shay tensed. His father had been right: he didn’t like picking up tows. The stranded drivers were usually already angry because their car was broken down. Then they spent the whole time on the phone calling everyone and their dog to relate the whole sad story and explain that they were riding in a stinky tow truck. Did they think he didn’t know it stank? Did they think he wanted to listen to their pathetic, sad lives? Nobody cared about their story. He certainly didn’t. He tried to remember who the Senator’s daughter was, but he couldn’t think of her name or face. He knew Duke had a younger sister.
His father moved past him and dropped the keys into his hand. “From the look on your face, I can see how much this errand appeals to you.” He winked. “You might think about those community college classes. They might be a way out of this town.”
Irritation poured through Shay. “I’m not giving up on the music,” Shay said, heading toward Bertha. He flung open the yellow, smelly tow truck and tried not to notice the way the seat let out a puff of musty dust. When he turned the key, the engine revved hard and loud. He patted the dash and put her into gear. “Yep, it’s been a while, baby, but here we go.” The truck jerked out of the parking lot, and he gunned it and laughed as he pulled past his father, who gave him an annoyed look. That was the only good thing about working at the shop: he could totally tick off his dad, and his dad would put up with him.
Shay slowed on Rutherford’s Main Street. He’d gotten a ticket two weeks ago. The Rutherford police force prided themselves on keeping the speed limit in check on Main Street. Little did it matter that there were plenty of people smoking it up by the underpass. Chief Wyborn cared more about his precious voters obeying the law as they traveled through town.
Shay searched the small-town shops. Old Man Simpson was out putting rakes in front of the hardware store. Eva Lynn, the prettiest Italian older lady in town, was opening her flower shop. She saw Shay and her lips lifted into a real smile, which he returned with a wave.
The bakery sat diagonally across the street from the flower shop. There had been no time for breakfast that morning, and Shay’s stomach rumbled when he thought of Sue Wilson’s eclairs.
He should have been more focused on the road than on the eclairs. Then again, that wouldn’t have changed the fact that in a blur of motion, a woman carelessly darted into the street.
Shay slammed his foot on the brake. “What the—?”
Cindy Irvine, his ex girlfriend’s best friend, stood in front of the truck. Her glorious halter top summer dress and pump heels perfectly matched her red, outraged lips.
“Crap,” Shay muttered. He hadn’t hit her, but her face would tell another story.
Her black, spider-like eyes narrowed. She stomped and rushed around to the driver’s side of the tow truck, leaning into his window. “It’s not enough that you break my best friend’s heart—now you have to run me over?”
The insult was ineffective. Cindy had been a drama queen since the third grade, when the ball had accidentally hit her near the basketball court on the playground. She had never quite recovered.
Shay squinted at her and tried to look sincere. “Sorry.”
Her purse pounded against the side of the truck. “Whatever. Why don’t you try telling Kristie you’re sorry?”
He didn’t dignify that with a response. He pushed slowly on the gas, wishing he was somewhere else. Out of this town.
Kristie. Ugh. He thought of the look on her face at Christmas when she’d asked if he was going to finally propose, and he’d told her it was over. She hadn’t taken the news well, accusing him of leading him on for two years. She was right—he should have broken it off way before that. It wasn’t that he didn’t love her; it was that she hated his music. She thought it was a waste of time, and he couldn’t have that.
Shay slowed down as he noticed the group of toked-up kids under the overpass. Unable to stop himself from looking for his brother, Mason, he swerved off the road and leaned out the window. Mason had left home a month ago, declaring that he had a right to do drugs if he wanted—at least pot. His mother and father didn’t agree with him, so they’d parted ways. It had been hard for all of them to have Mason gone, especially their youngest sister, Kira.
There he was. It was difficult to see into the tunnel, but Mason’s dreadlocks were visible. Shay yelled out, “Hey, Mason, come here!”
His brother emerged from the darkness, with his overly pierced girlfriend Kelly by his side. Shay didn’t know how to tell her that the dozen or so earrings, nose rings, and lip rings were really not as attractive as she thought.
Mason didn’t look much better; his oversized black pants and baggy T-shirt made his skinny, white body and ultra-dyed black hair stand out. He swaggered over to the truck, a smile cracking his face. “Bro, this really isn’t your scene.”
Shay could smell him before he even got within range. He reached for his wallet. “When was the last time you ate anything?”
Mason let out a low, rough laugh. “I told you not to worry about it last week.”
“Come here.” Shay leaned out the window.
Mason left his girlfriend’s side and closed the remaining distance. “Dude.” His voice was annoyed, but Shay knew he needed the money. Apparently, they had money for drugs but not for food.
Shay pulled one twenty from his wallet and put it into Mason’s hand. “Dude,” he parroted, mimicking Mason’s tone. He then seized Mason by the collar, surprising himself. “Come home Sunday for dinner and get a shower; Mom and Dad wouldn’t care.”
A look of embarrassment washed over Mason. He exhaled, and the rank smell of smoker breath made Shay want to gag. “Naw, but thanks for the cash.”
Shay let him go. “Will you please buy food with it?”
“Sure.”
It was a lie. Shay wished there was something he could say that would get his brother to see reason. “What about the solid gold Summerville eight? What about that?” The solid gold Summerville Eight was supposed to be their band name when they all became famous for their music.
“I think that ship sailed for me a long time ago, don’t you?” Mason asked with a grunt. The phrase was something their sister, Shar, had constantly repeated to all of them if they were having a hard time.
Shay nodded and drove off. The tow truck wasn’t easy to turn, but he curved her wide around the underpass and headed back onto the road.
His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he whipped it out. “Yup,” he said by way of greeting.
“Are you there yet?” his father asked.
He passed the ten-mile sign to Eagle Lake. “Almost.”
“Why are you dinking around? The girl just called again.”
The lower pit of his gut clenched. “I checked in on Mason.”
“Oh.” There was a hitch in the voice at the other end of the phone. “How is he?”
“He’s … alive.”
His father exhaled. “Thanks for checking on him.”
Shay swallowed the lump in his throat. “I’ll pick up the rich girl in just a sec, okay?”
“That’s fine.”
Shay swerved onto the road that signaled he would be there soon. “I’m almost there. I’ll call you when I retrieve the princess.” He ended the call and rolled his eyes. The last thing he wanted to do was deal with some rich, prissy girl.
He turned the switch on the radio and tried to tune in to the rock station he liked. He cranked up the volume and watched the thick trees give way to the prairie grass of the lake. It didn’t look like much on this side of the lake, just a bunch of lilies and grass. A couple of boats were floating out on the lake. It was early June, and summer was about to be in full swing. In his younger years, he’d spent more days out on the lake with his friend, Butch. Maybe he’d go all the way around the lake on the way home and see if Butch was out there.
Something moved in his peripheral vision, and he yanked his attention back to the road. Then, for the second time that day, he swore as he almost hit someone.




CHAPTER 2
J aycee McCade watched placidly as the truck barreled toward her at lightning speed. She could have avoided it by standing on the side of the road instead of the middle. She might have cared if her mother hadn’t died three months ago. She might have cared if she hadn’t just discovered that her father had a mistress he’d been waiting to bring into the light for the last ten years. By this point, it was hard to care about anything, least of all herself.
She closed her eyes and hoped that it would be a clean hit.
It wasn’t. Her ears were assaulted by the screech of tires and the crunch of metal as the truck smashed into her father’s Mustang convertible. He stored that convertible at the airport in Rutherford for summer vacations, and he would be very upset that it was crumpling under the huge tow truck.
Finally, all of the crunching and swerving and tires on gravel stopped. Rock music thundered out at a decibel level that no human should be able to withstand. The collision would have been impressive if it were shown on some reality television show that focused on huge trucks crushing beautiful, pristine cars.
Jaycee didn’t move from the middle of the road.
A door slammed, and a very angry, very muscular guy in a black tank top stormed toward her. His dark hair jutted out just below his ears and fell in waves around his face. His skin was already tan, suggesting that he’d spent a lot of time at the lake. “What the heck was that?”
His anger flipped a switch inside of Jaycee, smothering all the melancholy and numbness of the last three months. “What?” she asked defiantly, in the same tone she wished she could talk to her father.
The man grabbed her arm and pulled her to the side of the road. “You just stood there. In the middle of the road,” he accused. “You didn’t try to jump out of the way or even look afraid. You just stood there like a stupid deer in the headlights. What kind of crap is that?”
Usually, Jaycee might be described as “temperamental,” “stuck up,” or even “aloof”—that last one was from the therapist as he’d told her father over the phone that the trip to Rutherford was a bad idea this summer. She needed more care, the therapist had said. Maybe she should be checked into the facility and given more time. Good thing she hadn’t even told anyone about the terrifying dreams she’d been having; dreams her mother had told her about before she’d passed.
Jaycee suddenly laughed. Hard. It wasn’t a ha-ha laugh; if her therapist could hear it, he might put her straight back into an evaluation. This was the kind of high-pitched, psychotic giggle that bubbled inside teenage girls when they saw a cute boy. Granted, Jaycee was twenty-one and had just finished her junior year at Harvard, but it didn’t matter, she was going certifiably crazy.
“Hey.” The guy snapped his fingers in her face, looking pissed. “Knock it off, princess, and answer my question. Why didn’t you get out of the way?”
As if the stars had aligned, the sound of a Harley Davidson rumbled down the highway toward them. She turned and recognized her older brother, Duke, with his insanely blond hair blowing back without a helmet. He would be pissed with her; that was a given. If he’d been sent by their father, he’d be even more pissed. For a pothead, he had a bad temper—or at least that had been the case when she’d last seen him at her mother’s funeral.
All of her giggles dissolved into the hollowness that dwelled in the pit of her gut seven days a week, twenty-four hours a day. The emptiness was so profound, it had been the original cause why her father had sent her to that stupid psych hospital to have her checked out before okaying that she could spend the summer here. He just didn’t realize that she’d been deserted, not only by her mother, but by her tentative sanity.
“I’ll tell my father it was my fault. Don’t worry,” she mumbled to the tow truck guy. Her best friend, Tauni, would find this whole story amusing, down to the hot tow truck guy.
The bike rumbled to a stop and Duke dismounted, his carefree white tank top showing off the tan he’d already gotten from lots of rock climbing time. He turned to her, and the side of his lip curled up. Then he shook his head and let out a sigh. “A damsel in distress. Not your usual part.”
Jaycee threw her best glare at him. She’d practiced that glare in the mirror for years, and she’d been told it could kill a man. “Do. Not. Even. Talk. To. Me.”
Duke paused, sizing up the tow truck guy. “Shay Summerville.”
The tow truck guy glowered back. “Not gonna lie, you haven’t been missed around here. Why don’t you take your drug money and go somewhere else?”
Jaycee hesitated, noting the tension between her brother and the tow truck guy. Things had just gotten interesting.
“Right, like it matters what you think, Summerville.” He walked over to the car, letting out a low whistle as he opened the trunk. “Nice job, Jaycee. Always getting yourself in the middle of some mess. Get what you need, sis, and we’ll have him bring the rest over later.” He glanced back at the tow truck guy. “You’re going to pay for this, you know that? Your truck hit the car. You’re at fault.”
“Uh, no.” The tow truck guy pointed at her. “If your sister hadn’t been standing in the middle of the road and acting like she wanted me to hit her, this never would have happened, but I witnessed some little psychotic break.”
Duke lifted a shoulder and tossed a glance his way. “You don’t know the half of what psychotic break looks like.”
Anger burned into her. “Shut up!” Jaycee glared at her brother. How dare he say that! Was he talking about her mother or her … or both?
Duke stared at her for an awkward moment, like he had no idea who she was.
Jaycee moved to the back of the trunk and grabbed her backpack. “Whatever.”
The tow truck guy was already whipping his truck into position, hooking his tow to the front of the car.
With a huff, Duke swung himself on his bike. “C’mon, Jaycee. I have some people I’m meeting up with. Get the lead out.”
Jaycee was taken back to summers past, all the way to grade school. This is what her brother had always done—ditch her. She grimaced. Out of nowhere, dizziness and nausea hit her, making her want to barf and triggering her gag reflex. Her head pounded and she flashed hot and cold. “Oh my gosh.” She moved forward and held onto the tow truck.
“Jaycee, what’s wrong with you?” Duke called out. “Get on the bike.” His words were unsympathetic. In fact, she hadn’t sensed one ounce of compassion from her brother since the time she’d fallen out of the tree house and broken her leg because he’d pushed her. What was that—ten years ago?
“Are you okay?” Tow truck guy asked.
The feeling of being lost and dizzy quickly passed, and she inhaled deeply, actually trying to do what the stupid therapist had told her to do in these situations—smile and breathe. “I’ll be fine.”
Tow truck guy frowned, yanking off his sunglasses.
Even though she wasn’t at a place in her life to notice, he was not bad-looking. The sides of his black hair were shaven, but the top was long. He tossed his head to the side and his hair flicked over his eyebrows, making something inside of her feel alive again, the way she used to feel before the funeral.
He stared at her, looking all tough in his dark jeans, with grease spots on his arms and a larger smudge across his cheek. It all matched perfectly with the five-o’clock shadow that had taken up residence on his jaw. He grinned at her like he suddenly got her. There was something else in his eyes. Something that made them look mischievous.
“What?” she demanded, straightening. “What are you smirking about?”
His face got all-innocent. “That was not a smirk.”
Her brother now cleared his throat—overly loud and snarky, as with all things Duke—and revved his motorcycle. “Really, I don’t have time for you to play suck face with the mechanic. Get on the bike; you’re already in a heap of trouble with Dad. It’s going to be in more when he hears you’re responsible for wrecking the side of the car.”
At the mention of her dad, she wanted to run, scream, slap somebody. The mention of sucking face with this guy didn’t help. How dare Duke taunt her? How dare he sit on that bike and act all bothered their father had obviously dispatched him for her? It wasn’t like his trust fund put a whole lot of pressure on Duke to be anywhere else. “Just shut up, Duke.”
Duke leaned forward on the bike and threw his hands into the air. “Seriously, get on the bike. It’s not that hard!”
Jaycee made a choice then. She didn’t have to think about it that long, after all—the therapist had told her she was broken, and she shouldn’t be surprised when she acted out. It was just part of dealing with everything. “Daddy can go to hell,” she said, and she sauntered over to the grease monkey tow truck guy with the hot glasses and the good hair flicked over the side of his head. He was probably about six feet tall, the same size as her brother.
She noted the tow truck guy had beautiful sky-blue eyes, the kind one might see in a movie.
He pointed back to the car. “So you’ll tell your father this was all your fault, right?”
“Right,” she said, and everything seemed to slow down around her. “My father won’t be surprised, you see, because I ruin everything. That’s what he tells me.” She felt a twinge of naughtiness as she got closer to him. She turned back and winked at Duke.
“Jaycee!” Duke shouted.
“Are you okay?” the tow truck guy asked.
Jaycee invaded his personal space. She wasn’t as tall as him, obviously, but she was in the five-foot-nine range. She could smell grease and sweat and something spicy, like a cologne he’d probably put on before getting straight to work this morning. “Do you like to have fun, tow truck guy?”
A dimple made an appearance in his left cheek. “Oh yeah.”
“Knock it off, Jaycee.” Duke’s voice was not as cordial nor as patient, and the longer she stood in front of the guy, the more impatient he got. He revved the engine louder. “Jaycee!”
Jaycee swung her arms over the tow truck guy’s shoulders and then fiercely stared into his eyes. The surprise she saw there felt like a warm pull as he wrapped his arms around her.
She flashed her brother a wicked smile, knowing that he would be even more pissed now. “Thanks for this,” she told the tow truck guy, and she pressed her lips against his.
A jolt of heat ripped through her. Not heat, fire! The flames felt like they were licking at her heels. She felt locked in place and time, like the whole world shifted. His fingers tugged at her hair and she lunged closer to him, his mouth suddenly a life force like cool, quenching water that renewed her.
“Stop!” Duke yelled.
Jaycee heard him cut the engine, and she saw him approaching in her peripheral vision. She couldn’t care less, because she was still lip-locked, mixing her lips with those of the tow truck guy in ways she’d never imagined.
Duke pushed them apart and frowned at Jaycee. “You know better than to do that.”
There was nothing but electric air between her and the tow truck guy. They stared at each other, and as if on cue, both erupted into laughter—not crazy this time, but embarrassed.
“You’ll pay for this, Summerville,” Duke growled.
The tow truck guy laughed harder. “I think it might be worth it, Duke.”
Jaycee turned and gestured to the bike. “Let’s go.”
Duke fixed his eyes on the tow truck guy. “You shouldn’t have done that, Jaycee.”
“Well, I did.” Jaycee couldn’t forget the cool, fresh feeling that had rushed through her with the kiss, extinguishing all the burning in her feet. She got on the back of Duke’s bike, barely noticing as Duke took off.
The tow truck guy shook his head, a grin on his face. He waved.
She waved back, longing to kiss him again. “See ya around, tow truck guy.”




CHAPTER 3
“What the heck is this about you kissing Jaycee McCade?” his father asked a week later.
Shay tried to keep his focus on his work. He was lying underneath the beat-up old Chevy that had been brought in earlier; it needed a major oil change and a transmission flush and a hundred other things. For the past week, he’d only been able to think about that kiss. It was like something inside of her had reached inside of him, sifting through all the other stuff and uncovering the piece of his soul that was reserved for song writing and his innermost thoughts.
A stray thought wandered into his mind: in the summers, he used to go over to his grandmother’s old house, and she’d be putting up jam—strawberry, peach, and apricot. He closed his eyes and realized that Jaycee smelled like strawberry jam. He’d been trying to pin down that scent over the past week.
His obsession with the woman was ridiculous. He hadn’t been able to get her out of his brain. He’d worked on that red Mustang for a long time before finally handing it over to a team of guys who’d been able to expedite its repairs according to “the Senator’s” orders. Now he just needed to return it to its owner.
“She kissed me,” Shay said, sliding out from beneath the truck.
His father looked doubtful, but his lip tugged up. “I got two reports, one from the brother and one from her, which said it was her choice to kiss you and that the crash was her fault because she wouldn’t move out of the way.”
He scoffed. “At least she told the truth.”
“Though I wouldn’t have you just kissing girls you pick up.”
Shay nodded and stood, wiping his hands on the rag hooked to his pocket. “Right. Listen, I’m going to enlist in some summer classes. I have to get to the college.”
His father let out a surprised noise. “Really?”
“Yep.” Shay headed over to his old, beaten pickup, which he’d inherited from the ranch.
“’Bout time.”
After hopping into the truck, Shay rolled down the window so he wouldn’t suffocate.
“You’re taking the car out to the McCade place tomorrow morning at ten. The girl requested you drop it off.”
Shay started his car and pulled out, confused. He turned onto Main Street and sped toward the community college. The girl requested him? That kiss filled his mind again. He knew that, more than anything, she’d done it to tick her brother off. Yet he couldn’t dismiss the memory of a fruity smell so solid he could almost taste it.
Yes, he would take the car out to her tomorrow. While he was there, he’d make it clear that she couldn’t just use him as a pawn in a game with her brother.
    
WHEN SHAY ARRIVED at the McCade manor the next day, he was nervous. He walked slowly up to the front door, taking stock of his surroundings.
The manor was official-looking, with stark white-painted walls and black shutters. Flower boxes were perched below each window, rosebushes were lined up in front, and large trees framed the building. From the wraparound porch, Shay was treated to a striking view of the lake.
Shay couldn’t say he cared for any of it. He remembered working the summer charity parties every summer for his friend’s mother’s catering business all through high school, walking around in a tux and sweating his butt off. For hours, he’d dealt with boring music, tiki torches, and huge white tents. It’d just been a huge reminder of how the townsfolk were nothing to these kinds of people.
He lifted his hand to knock on the door, but he paused when he heard someone singing. The music was … good. The voice was clear. He tentatively followed the wraparound porch to the side of the house. A huge garage squatted in the back, and through the open door came the song.
“There aren’t words inside my soul to let you know.
The time has gone too fast, and I can’t even ask.
Why did you leave me?
Why did you leave me?”
The music was enchanting, drawing Shay in like some ancient siren. It was the kind of music that he wanted to play, too. He edged toward the garage, appreciating the melody of the accompanying guitar.
“The first time I kissed you, on the side of the road, the only thing that led me to you was that look in your eyes. The look that you knew me, the look that you didn’t care. The look of pain from something I could not know.”
He paused, finding himself vulnerable all of a sudden.
“It was fire when we touched, nearly all at your feet. It was fire when we touched, and I know that you felt it. You had to have felt it.”
Unable to stop himself, he walked into the garage.
Jaycee was sitting with her back to him. She was gorgeous, with her red hair cascading over her shoulders. On her head perched a band patterned with pretty pink flowers. As she strummed out the chords, he longed to take the guitar and add to the melody.
She continued playing.
His heart thumped. Dang, she was good.
She hummed for a moment, then sang, “It was fire when we touched, nearly all at your feet. It was fire when we touched, and I know you felt it. You have to have felt it.” She paused, letting the last chord hang in the air. “And I won’t forget it.”
If it was true what they said about first love, that you fell hard and fast … Well, he was already there, and that was as far as it would go. Love couldn’t be possible, not with this girl. He cleared his throat.
She spun to face him, surging to her feet and holding the guitar close. Accusation darkened her face. “How dare you walk in on me? How dare you?”
He found himself putting his hands up, surrendering. “Heeeey.” He jingled the keys in his palm. “Only here to give back the car.”
She glared at him, and the deep green of her eyes was a striking contrast against the dark red of her hair. “Get out of here.”
“You’re good,” he blurted, not knowing why he was taking the time for this. “Really good, and I know good.” It was stupid, but he wanted to grab her, pull her into him, and prove to her that he was sincere. He also had this vision of kissing her again, but … He turned on his heels and rushed out of the garage. “Fine. Who do I give the keys to, then? Your brother?”
“Wait.”
He kept walking, bee lining it for the house. “No, you told me to go.”
She jogged to catch up to him as he got to the wraparound porch. “I said to wait, tow truck boy.” She added and snatched the key from his hand.
“I do have a name, princess.”
She breezed past him, opening the side door. “Come in.”
He paused.
To his surprise, she took his hand and yanked him into the house. They passed a clean black-and-red staircase and stepped into a room decorated in white, punctuated with sprouting green plants that climbed the walls and opened up below large, open windows. “What do you think, Tow Truck Boy?” She leaned up and into him.
Before he could think better of it, his lips were again pressed against hers. The power between them couldn’t merely be described as gentle or loving or anything so trite. Their lips needed each other’s. There was a pull between them, like some magnet out of a sci-fi movie drew them together.
Shay put his hands on her hips. Her fingers combed through his hair, intensifying this driving need to get closer to her. The jam smell fogged his senses and he couldn’t clear his mind—at all.
“Jaycee.” A voice thundered down the hall into the room they were in.
The impending voice was enough to separate them, even left time for Shay to wipe his face and wonder what crazy thing he’d gotten himself into.
A large man with tall, bushy grey hair walked in. Wearing a slimming grey suit, he looked like a professor about to give a lecture. He did have a smile on his face, until he saw Shay. Then his eyes turned narrow, distrusting. “Well, a Summerville boy. How nice.” His words dripped with distasteful snobbery.
Shay suddenly recognized the man’s face. “You’re the Senator.” He felt stupid, just putting the connection together.
“Yes, I am.” The man cocked an eyebrow.
Jaycee glared at her father. “Yes, right, sorry not to introduce you to the Senator.” She whipped her head back to Shay and said, “This my father. A father who just happened to helicopter in this morning and doesn’t want to talk about the mistress I met a couple weeks ago back in Boston when I went home to find a picture and instead found her.”
“Jaycee!” her father said. “You have no right to talk to me like that.”
Shay shuffled from one foot to the other, uncomfortable. He didn’t know if he should stay or not, but it would be really awkward to back out right then.
She threw a hand into the air. “What, Daddy? What? You thought you could keep it hidden from me forever?”
The edges of her father’s lips turned down. “No. In fact, I’m bringing her to the summer charity event in three weeks. I’m bringing Kurt for you, too. He will have some free time, and I thought you two could spend a couple of days together.”
Jaycee’s eyes widened, and Shay thought she would strike her father with a bolt of lightning if she could. “I hate Kurt!”
Shay took a step back. “Excuse me …”
Jaycee glanced at him. “You think you’re going somewhere?”
“I was just here to give you the key to the car.” He wasn’t sure why he was caught in the middle of all of this.
The crease between her father’s eyes deepened. “Then where is it?”
Feeling put on the spot, he pointed to Jaycee. “I gave it to her.”
His father gave a wave of dismissal, dismissing him like he was a peasant. “Then go.”
She grabbed Shay’s hand. “He’s not going. I want to go on a walk with him.”
For a moment, father and daughter glared at each other. She’d taken a step away from her father, and a tear streaked down her face.
Her father stepped forward, reaching out to her. “Jaycee.” His voice was softer than before. “Listen—”
“Don’t tell me to listen.” She tightened her grip on Shay’s hand and turned toward the side door where they’d entered. “I’m going to take him down to the lake for a little bit.”
“Jaycee,” her father called out, making her stop. He held his hand out expectantly. “Give me the keys, please.”
A blush burned her face. “But it’s my car. You gave it to me.”
“The title is in my name, Jaycee Sue. Give me the keys.” He snapped his fingers. “Oh yeah, and Harvard is paid for by me—and your apartment, your phone … pretty much everything comes from me. You could have a bit more respect, young lady.”
Jaycee took the key to the car from her shirt pocket and dropped it in his hand. “Fine. I don’t want the stupid car anyway.”
Her father looked between them, then focused on her. “You may go for an hour, but I need you back. I leave tonight and I have some things to go over with you.”
“Fine!” She didn’t look Shay in the eyes as she pulled him with her.




CHAPTER 4
I t didn’t take long for them to descend the long, endless string of steps that led from the manor to the pier at the dock. When Jaycee had taken Shay Summerville by the hand, she’d wanted someone to anchor her to reality. She had to get away from her father and the silence about his mistress, away from her brother’s taunts and sullen attitude, and definitely away from all the memories of her mother that felt tangible in the air around her.
At the manor, they’d never had a typical family time—the kind where parents insist there’s no electronics and the family had to do stuff together. No, that didn’t suit her family. None of them could count on her father’s time; he might have to be picked up and whizzed away in some helicopter at the drop of a hat. Her mother had insisted that her constitution could no longer let her withstand the elements, and she’d left Jaycee and Duke to fend for themselves most of the time. That had been a fine system, until Duke got to an age where he would simply ditch her for girls.
It didn’t matter anyway.
“Where are we going?”
Abruptly, she stopped at the shore of the lake and dropped his hand. Her temper was settling, and guilt rushed in to replace it. The fire burning at her feet when they’d kissed had been … interesting.
“What?” The side of his lip tugged up, and butterflies erupted into her stomach as she noticed the dimple in his left cheek. He wore the same kind of dark jeans, but his shirt wasn’t ripped and he wasn’t all greasy. His hair was perfectly styled.
“What do you want me to say?” she challenged.
He blew out a breath and raked a hand through his gorgeous hair. “I thought my family drama was bad but that was intense.”
With a scoff, she bent, picked up a rock, and tossed it out into the lake. “Nah, it’s just my father, really. I just didn’t realize how truly horrible he was until recently.”
Again, silence descended on them.
Up until her father had helicoptered in this morning, she’d thought of nothing else but that kiss. It had been the best distraction ever. She’d relived it over and over again since last week. Sure, she’d kissed a bunch of guys—including Kurt, because her father had insisted she go on endless dates with him—but nothing had prepared her for this guy.
Shay picked up a rock and cocked his arm back, throwing it so that it skipped across the surface five times. “Want to talk about it?”
“Wow.” She pointed to the lake. “That’s an impressive rock skipping.”
“What can I say? I’ve always had a talent for it.”
Her heart thrummed, and she tried to push out all the pitter-patter stuff. She couldn’t deny the smell of his cool mint cologne, though, and she really liked it.
He snapped his fingers in her face. “Come back to me.”
She jerked back to reality and shook her head. “Don’t snap at me. It’s rude. Hasn’t anyone ever taught you any manners?”
A soft laugh escaped him. He exhaled loudly. “Look, I—I don’t need this right now. I don’t know what that kiss was the other day or today, I just …”
Jaycee didn’t apologize; she simply stared at the lake. “The truth is that my life has sucked lately.” She glanced at him, reminding herself that she didn’t know much about him. He might be dangerous, as Duke had kept telling her the past couple of days when he would periodically chew her out for being so petulant. “Never mind.”
For a long moment, there was silence between them.
“Want to go cliff jumping with me?” he asked out of the blue.
“What?” Delicious mischievousness bubbled inside of her.
“Cliff jumping. Now.”
It sounded wonderful and terrifying and completely against anything her father would want her to do. “I can’t.”
“Why? Because your father said you can’t?” He sputtered out. “How old are you anyway?” He was clearly disgusted that she was kowtowing to her father.
She scowled. “I’m twenty-one, and you don’t get it.”
“That you’re tied to Daddy’s purse strings? I get it.”
“You’re right.” Jaycee deflated, giving in to the same hollowness from before she’d met Shay, kissed him, thought obsessively about him. She pushed past him toward the house. “Go ahead and leave. That’s what everyone else does.”
Before she could get very far, his hand closed around her wrist. “You don’t get to do that.”
“Let go of me,” she said quietly.
He let go of her hand, but he pressed both hands onto her shoulders. The sky blue in his eyes turned dark and thunderous. “You don’t get to kiss me to tick your brother off or kiss me to prove something to your father or bring me for a walk with you to the lake because … I don’t know.” He squeezed her shoulders. “You don’t get to treat me like some servant boy or something.”
It had never occurred to her that he would feel this way. Instantly, she felt horrible and everything stilled inside of her.
“Why do you do this? Why are you so, so … scorned or something?”
Jaycee was bristling under the pressure. Without thinking, she leaned forward to kiss him.
He stopped her, pushing her away and dropping his hands. His eyes widened and he clenched one hand into a fist. “ Why do you that?”
“Do what?”
He turned in a circle and threw his hands up in the air. “Kiss me when you haven’t asked.”
The way he walked so uptight, with his hand running through his hair, made her want to kiss him again. She refrained. “Don’t you want to kiss me?”
He stopped, staring at her with reckless eyes. His jaw clenched, and his gaze drifted toward the lake. “That’s not the point.”
It wasn’t like she’d planned this. She hadn’t even considered how this would affect him or what he would be feeling. He had woken her up to how horrible she was being to him. She reached for his hand. “You’re right, I’m awful and I’ve been treating you badly. I’m sorry.”
Shay grinned slowly, and his dimple reappeared, but he dropped her hand. “It’s not okay.”
“What?” Reflexively, she pushed him. “I can’t hold your hand either?”
His hands went up, like he was surrendering. “Seriously, you trail off to Never Never Land or something, then you get in my face a second later. What is your deal?
“I don’t trail off.” She denied.
He nodded. “Yeah, you do. You did it the other day when I asked why you were standing in the middle of the road. What is up with you?”
Jaycee wanted to give him her “kill a man” glare. Yet somehow, the truth came out of her mouth. “There’s so many reasons I might ‘trail off’ as you call it, but did you know when I kiss you, I see fire.”
He squinted and cocked his head to the side with a look of disbelief. “Okay, like in a good way, or in a weird psychic way?”
“Yeah, that’s right. How do you like the truth now? Still want to kiss me, bring me the keys to the car, walk with me for a love tryst at the lake? Huh? Huh?” She pushed her face closer to his.
He gave her a confused look. “Love tryst? Is that what you think this is? You brought me, so this is your plan, not mine. Plus, you requested that I bring you the car.”
She sighed, turning to face the lake. Her thoughts were whirling in more than her usual confusion. She was a freak. “Sorry, you can …” She was going to send him away, but he’d made it clear that he didn’t like her treating him that way. “Do whatever you want, but I did like kissing you.” She wouldn’t deny it. “ It doesn’t take a therapist to tell me that the reason I see fire is because … my mother died in a fire,” she breathed out the confession, feeling her chest tighten.
For a while, he didn’t respond; then he blew out a breath. “You’re different than I thought you’d be, Jaycee McCade, senator’s daughter.”
She scoffed. “I’m less snobby and princess-y than you thought, right?”
“No comment on that yet.” He nudged her. “Just to be clear, I get to choose the next time we kiss. You don’t get to just plant it on me and be all manic.”
“Whatever. So we’re kissing again?” The question sounded a bit too desperate.
The edges of his lips turned up. “I didn’t say that.” He wagged a finger at her. “About this fire … it’s a psychic thing?”
She didn’t want to talk about it. “I don’t know.”
He frowned. “If you’re psychic, then what am I thinking?”
She mimicked his stance. “It’s not like that.”
“Of course it’s not. Let’s see, my mother watches all these types of shows. You need a letter—let’s say P. What are you sensing?”
Now her hands balled into fists. This was the exact reason she never told anyone. “Just forget it.”
He stepped in her path as she tried to leave. “I told you, you don’t get to dismiss me.”
“I wasn’t dismissing you; I was leaving.” He was as arrogant as he was good at kissing. She struggled to fortify herself against his cool mint scent. “Tow truck boy!”
He cocked an eyebrow. “So, tow truck boy? That’s what you’ve been calling me in your mind the past week?”
“Hey, admit it,” she accused. “You called me something in your mind.”
He laughed in return. “Okay, princess worked.”
She rolled her eyes. “That’s not inventive.”
He tilted his head. “Tow truck boy is?”
She laughed, then let the conversation peter out to silence.
Finally, she shrugged and put out her hand for him to shake. “Fine. Officially, I’m Jaycee. Jaycee McCade.”
“Really? I didn’t catch the McCade part or anything.” He glanced at the manor.
She shook her head. “I caught who you are. My brother told me all about you and how horrible you are, Shay Summerville.”
The side of his lip tugged up. “I’m sure he told you some silly story about me wanting to beat the crap out of him last summer when I caught him stoned out of his mind with my little brother.”
She hesitated. “He didn’t tell me that.”
“Of course he didn’t.”
Neither of them spoke for several seconds.
“I hate the drugs,” she admitted.
“Me, too.” He took her hand. “Maybe we should try this whole kissing thing again.”
Her heart sped up. “You want to kiss me now?”
“If that’s okay.”
She wanted to laugh, but the look on his face told him he was serious. Her heart raced and she couldn’t wait to tell her best friend, Tauni, all about this moment.
He bent, and their lips met.
Fire. Heat. Burning. The corners of Jaycee’s vision were hazy, and she couldn’t quite get a handle on where she was. Frantically, she looked back and forth. The room had tan walls, but they weren’t like real walls. They were like the outside walls, stucco. Falling off in different places.
“What is happening?” Shay held her.
This time, she didn’t get angry. She fell into him, all of her strength sapped.
He fumbled to improve his hold on her, then cushioned her against his chest. “It’s okay. It’s okay.”
Tears stung her eyes.
“What was that?” he demanded, even as he stroked her hair.
His comforting was the best thing she’d felt in a long, long time. Because he clearly didn’t believe in what she was, and because she didn’t want to think about it, she said, “Did you really go to jail?”
A derisive, low laugh came out of him. “You’ve been checking up on Tow Truck Boy, huh? This is great.” He turned and began hurrying down the path back to the house.
“Wait.” She found herself chasing him again.
He was fast, lifting and lowering a hand in dismissal.
She burst into a jog. “Wait!” By the time she caught up to him, he was already coming out of the path and moving down her driveway. “How are you getting back to town?”
He still kept walking, but this time he turned back, glaring at her. “It doesn’t concern you, princess, so don’t worry about it.”
She watched him go, kicking herself for blowing it with this guy. Simultaneously, she wanted to follow him and demand to know why she felt fire when she kissed him. But she didn’t move—not while she could feel her father’s eyes on her from his position on the deck.
“Come on back, Jaycee! We need to talk!” her father called out.
She tried to ignore him, but her indifference was tested when Duke pulled up on his motorcycle. She didn’t want to stand there and talk to him.
Duke ripped his helmet off. “Saw your boyfriend leaving.” He snickered. “You know, I saw him at the bar the other night, singing. He’s actually not half bad for a convict.”
Her mind whirled with the new information. Even though she wanted to punch her brother in the face because he was such a frigging jerk all the time, she also wanted to know about Shay. “Where does he play?”
Her brother sneered. He glanced up at their father, grimacing. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”
“Duke, I’m glad you’re here, too. I wanted to chat with you and Jaycee,” her father said, walking toward them.
It wasn’t like they had a choice. When the Senator wanted to talk, you talked. When the Senator was ready for dinner, you ate dinner. This had been how it was while growing up. It had been drilled into them. If you didn’t comply, you got privileges taken away. Right now, the only privilege Jaycee really cared about was the key in her father’s hand. She wanted to follow Shay and give him a ride, and she wanted to find out about this bar he played at.
He’d said that she was good, and that he would know. Did he sing?
It was hard for her to focus as her father straightened himself, smoothing down his shirt. “Listen,” he said, looking between them. “As you both know, I … have someone.”
“Your mistress,” Jaycee said, unable to stop the quip. Defiant tears streamed down her face.
Her father hesitated, focusing on Duke. “I loved your mother very much.”
Her brother bristled. “You could never keep it in your pants, could you, Pops?” He jolted away from her and toward the garage.
“Duke, come back here!” Her father ran a hand through his hair in exasperation. He flung back to her, his finger in the air. “Jaycee, I have to leave in a second, and Millie is in charge of you both for two weeks. I get why you’re upset.”
Upset? That didn’t even begin to cover it. She was frozen, paralyzed, barely able to breathe. The man in front of her was more than a farce; he was a traitor to the one person she loved. “I hate you,” she muttered, meaning it.
Her father blinked hard, looking very tired. “I understand that.” He held the keys out for her car. “You’d better get over it if you want your car—and your phone, and your tuition paid, and your trust fund, and all the things you enjoy but you don’t seem to realize where they come from.”
Her father had never thrown money in her face before. He’d never had to. Jaycee would have liked nothing more than to flip him off and leave, but her reasonable side stayed her hand. She knew that she didn’t have anything, and she wanted her car to stay where it was.
“I did love your mother,” her father said, “but she was sick, and I thought it was better not to leave her and do that to the family.”
“You mean to expose yourself as the cheater you are to the press.” She wanted to say that she would expose him, but she was weak. What would exposing him mean?
The sound of the helicopter gearing up to leave filled the air.
Her father dropped the keys in her hand. “Millie is in charge. Kurt is coming with me for the party, he likes you, give him a chance.”
She glared at her father.
He held the keys out.
She took them.
He dashed away. “I love you, Jaycee.”
She watched him hop into the helicopter without even turning to wave. All she knew was that she had to figure out a way to see Shay Summerville. She had to.




CHAPTER 5
T  wo Days Later
The Bird Lounge wasn’t the place Shay had imagined himself playing the rest of his life, but a gig was a gig. He and his brother Liam prepared for the show by tuning their guitars backstage and doing some vocal warm ups. They could both sing lead vocal or back up so they usually alternated in different songs.
Skinny, the owner, ushered them on. “You have the next hour. Get the crowd moving, will you? It’s depressing in here tonight.”
“You bet,” Shay agreed. Maybe he wasn’t entirely glad to be here, but he was grateful that Skinny had kept the gig going, even if nothing else with the music felt like it was working out.
“We’ll burn it up,” Liam agreed, swinging his long blond surfer hair out of his face. Liam was so much more carefree in life. Not that he wasn’t driven with the music and intrinsic to running the ranch, but it always felt like he didn’t take things so seriously. “What’s wrong with you?” he asked Shay. “You’ve been distracted the past couple days.”
He thought of the Jaycee and the wild way she’d held him after they’d kissed. Lightning in a bottle, that’s what she was. Intoxicating. “I’m fine.”
Skinny stalked away.
“What’s got his panties all bunched up?” Shar asked, with her hair all frizzed out and a black collar-like necklace around her neck. As the drummer, she liked to look like the whole Bon Jovi approach, including thick eyeliner around the eyes.
“I’m fine,” Shay muttered, strumming the chords and making sure he had the right tune.
“Who’s what?” his brother Noah asked, moving to Liam’s side, holding his keyboard and stand in his hands. He winced as the band onstage ended their last song with a whimper. “Why does Skinny book these guys?”
Shay wondered the same thing. Were they this bad? Was that why their music had never taken off?
The past year, his sister Leah had tried to get their music out hard on the indie scene, all over social media. Her twin, James, had tried to help, even setting up a recording studio in one section of the barn. They’d pushed and pushed and written and written more songs.
Shay had spent so many hours writing. He’d even bring his notebook to the mechanic shop, and he’d stop and jot lyrics down whenever they occurred to him. It still felt like they were at a standstill.
The other band slunk out of the spotlight, and the Summervilles moved out onstage. Noah started playing chords, and Shar started the beat. Shay adjusted the guitar into the perfect position and let himself release all of the angst of the day. He moved to the mic and closed his eyes. Dang, he loved this song. It was the perfect song to describe his day.
“Summer love isn’t perfect.
No, it isn’t even close.
But you can’t stop it.
And you feel it getting hold.
That day when I first saw you, the fire in your eyes.
That day when you first kissed me, I knew we were flying in the sky.”




CHAPTER 6
Driving in circles around this town wasn’t Jaycee’s ideal Friday night. Not that she had any Friday night plans. When she’d gotten older, and Duke had become such a jerk, summers had turned into mother/daughter time. Now, as she drove through this town, all she could think about was all the memories that she couldn’t push away. The little mani-pedi place she and her mom would go to. The ice cream parlor. The grocery store where they would always pick up picnic stuff to take back to the lake. Before her mother lay in bed. Before all the sadness. Had her mother found out about the mistress? Was that what had put her mother into bed full time?
Jaycee pulled up in front of The Bird Lounge. She finished off her coconut ice cream, which she’d picked up at the ice cream parlor. She’d asked the workers there if they knew where Shay played. Of course they had. This was a small town, and everyone knew everything.
She popped down the mirror and checked out her face and hair. It didn’t look that great. She wiped away the eyeliner beneath her eyes, and she retrieved her red lipstick and gloss from the glove compartment for a quick touch-up. Good. She was passable.
Her nerves increased and she pressed facetime call to her best friend.
Tauni’s face instantly popped up. “What’s up, girlie?”
Her friend was incessantly optimistic. Even before she’d been nervous about coming to Rutherford for the summer and all Tauni would say was ‘Things happen for a reason’ or ‘it will all work out.’ The funny thing was, that Tauni was from Rutherford, just a couple of years older than Jaycee. They’d met at Harvard. Tauni was getting her master’s degree in Journalism “How’s my hometown?” She flashed a smile.
Jaycee could tell that she was still at the stupid newspaper, she could see the offices behind her. “It’s fine.”
Tauni turned her full attention on Jaycee, even pulled off her glasses. “That bad, huh?”
Nervous butterflies filled her and she filled Tauni in on all that had happened in regards to kissing Shay and him dropping the car off and … everything with her father.
Tauni was never one to answer quickly, she pursed her lips together, then flashed another smile. “I can’t believe you hooked up with Shay Summerville.” She sighed.
“What?” Jaycee didn’t know if that sigh was a good or bad thing. “We haven’t hooked up at all, he’s…truthfully, the man’s infuriating.”
Tauni let out a light laugh. “All Summerville’s are. The family…” she trailed.
Jaycee snapped. “Wait a sec. Is this the Summerville family….the Jack Summerville family that you talk about?”
Tauni nodded. “Yep.” Her eyes glazed over for a brief moment. “But that was a long time ago. Six years ago for me.”
Jaycee’s heart raced, she’d known that Tauni didn’t have a desire to come back to Summerville, she’d been really clear about that, she didn’t realize it might have to do with some heart ache. “Because of Jack?”
Tauni seemed to freeze. She was staring off a bit then turned to face her, her eyes were sad. “Almost married the guy.” She drummed the desk in front of her.
“What?” asked Jaycee.
Tauni shook her head. “Nope, not talking about that. This isn’t my story, it’s yours, so go enjoy it.” A grin filled Tauni’s face. “You’re at the Bird, aren’t you?”
She laughed. “Yes, I…they’re playing here.”
Another slow breath from Tauni, who seemed to slow down. “Then go do what you have to do, this could be the most important summer of your life, Jaycee, do you know that?”
Something triggered inside of her. Like…warm chills rushed through her and she inherently knew that what Tauni said was true. “Why would you say that?”
Tauni hesitated.
At the same time, Kurt tried to facetime call.
“What’s going one?” asked Tauni.
Frustrated, Tauni ignored the call. “Nothing.”
“It was Kurt, wasn’t it?”
Jaycee didn’t respond.
“You tell Kurt to leave you alone,” Tauni said, her hands on her hips and she looked all mother hen-ish.
Jaycee grinned at her. “I have told him, but I have the little problem of my father trying to push us together every second.”
Tauni sighed, she’d been with Jaycee on this whole rollercoaster with her family the past couple of years. “Go have some fun in Rutherford. Enjoy a Summerville boy.”
It was strange to Jaycee that everyone seemed to know the Summervilles’, except her. She stared at the bar, trying to decide if she should go in or not.
Tauni grinned. “Be brave, have fun, you deserve it.” She flashed another grin. “I have work to do, gotta get this thesis cleaned up and then focus on Oxford for next year.”
It made Jaycee happy that her friend had gotten into the PHD program at Oxford, but sad she wouldn’t see her that much. She pushed her bottom lip out, dramatically. “Fine. Miss you.”
“Miss you, too. You got this. Go!”
Jaycee stepped out of the car and pushed End on her phone. She walked up to the bar. She didn’t go to bars. She and her sorority sisters would go clubbing sometimes, sure, but she’d actually never entered a small dive bar. Who would they even meet in bars? Stinky, drunk old men?
When she turned to see the band onstage, she jolted to a stop. The man on that stage wasn’t old or stinky; he was glorious. His hand was gripping the microphone, and his guitar rested patiently on his back. It was a slow song, and he was pouring his heart into it. His dark hair obscured his face, but she would know that voice anywhere. Shay.
She couldn’t stop the attraction that pulsed through her. Maybe she was so drawn to him because she’d tasted his lips, she’d smelled him, she’d felt him pressed against her, reaching for her. Even though the vision of the fire had shaken her, she couldn’t stop herself from wanting to kiss him again.
“It’s fire and ice. And it burns me! But I don’t how to let go, care about you, when the moon is shining like it does. When the sun is coming up each day. I don’t know how to let you go, when all I do is seem to fade away. Time goes by, and all I see is you.
But I don’t know how to let you go, care about you, when the moon is rising, when the sun is setting. I just, just don’t know how to let you go.”
The song ended, and she realized she was still in the same spot she’d been in. The drummer tapped the drums to an upbeat, and they started into the next song. Shay turned his back to the audience.
The guitarist next to him stepped up for his turn at the vocals. “This is for all you angry women out there,” he said, prompting the audience to clap and laugh.
Jaycee skirted along the edges of the room and approached the bar.
“What can I get you?” the bartender asked. This was the kind of guy she would expect to meet in a bar: a big grungy-looking one. His eyes swept up and down her in a leering way.
“Umm, seltzer water.” Her heart nervously thumped.
“Nah.” The guy leaned back and pulled out a rag, rubbing the bar counter. “You’re in my bar; you drink something with alcohol. I can even do frou-frou drinks. Want a margarita or a daiquiri?”
She didn’t want any of it, but she nodded. “Okay.”
“Which one?”
The other guy onstage was rocking the song, but she suddenly heard Shay’s voice too. “And you think she’s gonna cry all night, you’d better think again. You think she’s gonna cry all night, you’d better think again.”
The backbeat filled in, and the other guy started into a rocking guitar solo.
The bartender plunked a drink in front of her. “You chose a margarita, Eight bucks.”
Out of sorts, she tugged a card from her back pocket and handed it to him.
“The night was long, waiting for you to come back, but I held the bat in my hand and I knew you’d never be the same.”
Jaycee perked up, realizing that he was singing the girl’s part.
“Before she knew it, he was there, and he was out of the car and the rain came down.”
An upbeat took over. The other guy onstage joined him. “When the bat came down on that Chevy ’69, the shards of glass came fast.”
Shay sang. “He grabbed her way too fast, before she even broke the other one. He grabbed her way too fast, and he threw her to the ground.”
The other guy chimed in. “He picked up that bat and he held it high above. The lightning hit so fast, it must have been God’s own reply.”
“And it was fire,” they sang together. “A lot of fire.”
Jaycee’s heart was doing a crazy pitter-patter, bringing her back to the moment when she’d first kissed Shay. The heat had licked at her feet, and she remembered that dream. It was like that dream was trying to tell her something.
But all of it faded from her mind when their eyes met.




CHAPTER 7
Shay’s attention was drawn to Jaycee like she was illuminated by a spotlight. Her thick red hair and bright green eyes were so vivid, he wondered if he was seeing a mirage. She wore tight black pants and a yellow top that hugged her in all the right places. The memory of kissing her that first time pierced his heart like a knife. He stopped singing.
Good thing Liam was already going to sing the last song by himself.
The audience exploded into applause and shouts, but all Shay saw was Jaycee’s broadening smile. He didn’t tell his brothers or sister that he would be leaving. He didn’t say any final words to the audience. He just put down his guitar and stepped offstage, walking to her.
Previously, he’d daydreamed that she would be here tonight. He had to touch her, feel her, smell her to make sure she wasn’t part of his imagination.
As he approached, she stared at him, as perplexed as he was.
“You’re here?” he reached out, taking her lotion-soft hand.
Jaycee glanced down at their hands. “I drove around for hours, wondering where to go. Then I stopped at the ice cream place my mother used to take me to, and I asked the kid where you sing, and he told me.” She reached out and touched his face.
Shay couldn’t stop this magnetic pull between them; he snaked an arm around her waist. “It seems we can’t quit this kissing thing we have going on.”
“Kiss me at your own risk,” she said, but she was grinning.
This woman was different from any he’d ever met before.
As his lips touched hers, he already knew he was in love with her. How he knew, he still wasn’t sure.
Both of her hands cupped his face.
He deepened the kiss, and she pushed herself further against him. Everything around them melted away. She pushed a hand through his hair, and all he wanted was this heat forever.
“Excuse me.”
Jaycee pulled away from him, turning to see who had interrupted them.
Shay knew who it was. “Liam,” he said, “Meet Jaycee. Jaycee, Liam. My twin brother.”
Her brows creased and she looked back and forth between them. She covered her mouth and laughed. “Wow.”
Shay smiled uncertainly. Was that a good wow, or a “your brother is far better-looking” wow?
Liam nudged him. “This is the girl you hit?”
Shay wagged a finger. “This is the girl who didn’t get out of the way.”
Jaycee grinned at Shay. “Sure, you tell the story your way.”
Shay laughed, all he wanted to do was kiss her, again.
Liam cleared his throat. “Well, nice to meet you.” He stretched out his hand to shake hers.
Released from their connection, she turned to Liam. “So nice to meet you.” She tilted her head toward the stage. “You were so good.”
Liam winked at Shay, then turned back to Jaycee, acting as if she’d come for him. “Thank you. Thank you for coming and appreciating Summerville Entertainment. My sister and other brother would be just as flattered, I’m sure. If you could use your family connections to help us meet Texas Waters and get signed with his new record label, we’d really appreciate it.”
She froze.
Shay smacked Liam’s shoulder. “Pay no mind to him.”
Liam gave him an accusing gaze. “Right, like you don’t try to call Texas Waters every day and somehow get us working with him.”
Shay waved a hand through the air, dismissing his very annoying twin brother. “Are you done yet?”
Liam glared at him, then flashed Jaycee a smile. “Nice to meet you, Jaycee. I’ll just put this out there: if you get tired of my brother, and you want the blond good-looking brother, call me.”
Shay glared at him, then grinned. “Alright, alright.” He flicked his fingers. “Off with you.”
Jaycee’s lips pinched into a straight line, and with visible effort, she plastered on a polished smile for Liam. “Okay, thanks for the offer.”
Liam scrunched his face and moved back to the stage.
Shay took her hand, loving the feel of it.
Her eyes met his and he thought about the last time he’d seen her at the lake, how he’d caught her singing and how the tune had been rolling around in his mind the past couple of days. “I missed you.” He found himself saying.
She blinked, then a grin filled her face. “Me, too.”
Time dropped away and it was just them. Her hand inside of his.
Her fire red hair that smelled like jam. He wanted to reach in and untangle it all, he wanted to kiss her again, he wanted to hear her sing and harmonize with her.
This girl…was pure quicksand, that’s what his mother would say if she knew how he felt in this moment.
Suddenly, he could see how this story ended: They fall in love, the summer ends, they part ways, and one day, he’s sitting in his family room, watching the news, and her face flashes onto the television, and she’s marrying some other politician. The Kurt her father was talking about. The thought angered him.
Jaycee glanced at Shay. “Are you okay?”
That jerked him back to the here and now. “Yeah. Fine.” Even though their worlds were so different, and they couldn’t possibly end up together.
“So are we going cliff jumping or not?” she asked.
Shay stared at her, wondering at her sudden interest in him.
His sudden interest in her.
It was like he was in some movie and he’d entered this alternative universe.
“I’ve never been cliff jumping,” she sputtered out. “The truth is I’m utterly terrified.” She tightened her grip on his hand.
“I want to go.” Liam’s smile brightened hopefully as he sauntered back to them.
Shay ignored Liam, moving to the stage.
His brother, Noah, and sister, Shar, were already gone. He passed his guitar to Liam. “Will you take this with you?”
Liam laughed. “Oh fine, don’t have too much fun without me.”




CHAPTER 8
J aycee and Shay stood at the cliffside, their hands linked together. After leaving the bar, she’d driven back to her house and grabbed her swimsuit and towels, telling Millie that they were going swimming. Duke hadn’t been home, thankfully.
Now Shay was explaining how when they jumped, she needed to put her hands right by her thighs so she didn’t get hurt. “Jump on three. Sound good?”
Her heart hammered in her chest. “I’m scared,” she admitted. “I can’t believe I’ve never done this before.”
He laughed and the wind whipped his hair. “It’s fun.” His body was visible in the moonlight; she’d known that he was ripped, but now his muscles looked glorious. “Ready?”
She nodded.
He grinned, the dimple making an appearance. “On three.” He lifted his other hand and counted down. “One, two …”
This moment had been destiny, fate, the best part of life—unpredictable, thrilling, fun. She gripped his hand harder.
“Three!”
They jumped. Their hands stayed together until right before they hit the water; then they clapped their hands to their side—as he had instructed.
Completely immersed, she expelled water from her nose and then held her breath. The water was warmer than she thought it would be. She waited to touch the bottom of the lake but never got there. Her body began floating to the surface, and she thrashed her arms and legs to expedite the process. She pushed and kicked, growing worried that she wouldn’t get to the top before she would need to gulp for air. Her head began to get light. Then she burst through the surface and sucked in some precious air.
“’Bout time,” Shay said, with the same stupid, lovable grin on his face. His wet hair reflected the moon’s rays. “What do you think?” He lifted his eyebrows.
A giggle bubbled up and out of her. She splashed him. “Let’s do it again.”
He let out a whoop. “That’s right!”
When they made it to the side of the beach, she called out. “Wait.”
He turned and took her hand.
More butterflies filled her and she wanted to reach up and kiss him, but she didn’t.
“What are you thinking, psychic girl? Did you have another vision?” He wasn’t saying it in a taunting way, but it was still weird to hear.
“I’ve never told anyone about that. Did you know that?”
He frowned, stroking her hair. “About your visions?”
“Well, Mother knew. But no one else. And … never mind.” She didn’t want to think about everything with her mother right now.
He didn’t speak for a long moment. “That must have been hard to lose her,” he eventually said.
The fact was that Shay didn’t know the half of what had happened with her mother, no one did. Her father had carefully kept the truth well hidden. She nodded, then searched his face. “How come it feels like I’ve known you a long time?”
His face turned studious. “I don’t know, but I feel the same about you.”
Unable to stop herself she asked, “Can I kiss you?” she murmured, her eyes settling on his mouth.
The side of his lip turned up. “You’re asking now?”
She leaned in, pressing her lips to his. “You said you didn’t like it when I treated you like a servant boy.”
He chuckled, but didn’t say yes or no, he trailed a hand down her arm.
Chills set off through her.
“I want to kiss you, I just … kinda want to take things slow with you.”
This surprised her. “What do you mean?”
He grunted and held her hand. “I mean, I really like you and I don’t want to just rush things.”
She thought about the fact that Shay Summerville was a good-looking guy. Plus, he was a lead singer in a band. His twin brother was lead, too. The twin brother that didn’t look like him at all, but … she was getting off track. She focused on the amazingly, gorgeous guy in front of her and decided to tell him another of her secrets. “I made up my mind a long time ago to save myself until marriage.”
He froze, his eyebrows shot up. “Did you?”
She nodded. “My…” her mother’s face flashed into her mind. “It was important to my mom and it became important to me.” She shrugged. “Not that I ever found anyone I wanted to …” she trailed, feeling kind of stupid.
The side of Shay’s lip tugged up and he leaned into her, gently kissing her cheek, then whispering, “I’ve waited too, Jaycee. It’s been important to me.”
This took her by surprise. She didn’t know why, it was just he was Duke’s age, so twenty-three. “Really?” She challenged.
He laughed and grabbed her hand, moving back to the trail that lead up the side of the cliff. “Let’s jump again.”
She laughed, moving to his side. “But we can kiss, right?”
He grunted. “Could I stop you from kissing me?” Abruptly, he stopped walking and pulled her into him.
His bare chest was so…intoxicating.
He leaned in and kissed her cheek, again, then kissed down her neck.
“You’re going to kiss my lips too, right?” she asked, her heart racing.
He grunted and pulled back, a huge smile on his face. “Easy now.”
“I guess you could give me Liam’s number if kissing me is too much work for you,” she teased.
His face contorted to disbelief. “You’re tough, girl.”
She let out a giggle. “Kidding.”
“Not funny.” He trailed his hand down her face and her arm. “I’ve never felt like this.”
He moved to almost kissing her lips, then paused.
She thought her chest would explode. “Shay,” she whispered,” kiss me.” She put her hands on his face.
He waited, then slowly lowered his lips to hers.
Fire, light, passion washed through her and she moved her hands to his back, pulling him closer.
He pulled back, a smile on his lips. “I like kissing you.”
She laughed, feeling overwhelmed by this amazing guy. So different than any of the fraternity guys she’d dated at Harvard who could only seem to talk to her about partying or what job they wanted or who her father was. “I like kissing you too.”
He searched her eyes and the whole world seemed to stop.
Was she already falling for him? She’d never felt like this before.
He kissed her again, more fully and deeply this time. She ran her hands up his back and then to his hair.
He let her go but held her close. “It’s different with us, Jaycee, can you feel it?”
She let out a light laugh. “Yeah, I can feel it.”
“I’m not just…going crazy?” He let her go and ran a hand through his hair, sucking in a breath.
“No,” she said, taking his hand. “You’re not going crazy.”
He looked worried. “I’ve never felt this … intensity and it scares me.”
She liked the fact he was scared too. “Then we’re both scared.”
“It appears so.”
She squeezed his hand and thought about a question she’d been wanting to ask him. “Do you really try to call Texas Waters every day?”
He lifted and lowered one shoulder. “Gotta keep trying if you want to get your dream. Never stop, right?”
    
THE NEXT DAY, after Shay was done working, he showed up at Jaycee’s house, asking if she wanted to go for a picnic.
“It’s four o’clock,” she whispered between kisses on the front porch. She hadn’t been able to stop herself from kissing him when she had flung the door open.
He laughed. “Are you hungry?”
They went back to the cliffs, but they didn’t dive in; they only ate the picnic lunch he packed, an assortment of sandwiches, cookies, waters, chips, and apple slices.
She finished her sandwich, intensely aware that their shoulders were touching. “So you’re a mechanic?” It felt odd to ask, because she knew that, but it made for some conversation.
He took another bite of his second sandwich. “Yep.”
“And a rock star.”
He paused and then lifted his shoulders. “Is this the way you do small talk?”
“What should we talk about? You told me not to kiss you when I want.”
“No, I believe I told you to quit kissing me when you were acting like it was to get back at your brother or your father, but … now you can kiss me when you want.”
“Oh yeah.” She reached up and swiped a quick kiss. “Then I’ll start doing that.”
“How come the look on your face makes me feel afraid?” he teased.
She laced her fingers with his. “I haven’t had many boyfriends. I guess I’m not good at it.”
“Oh, I’m your boyfriend?”
Her phone buzzed and she looked at it. Kurt was trying to call her. She silenced the call and focused on Shay, feeling teenager-ish. “Never mind.” She knew her cheeks would be burning red. “I’m such an idiot.”
He kissed her cheek. “I’ll take the boyfriend title.”
She got a whiff of the cool mint cologne and felt like she would melt into him.
He frowned. “ First I think we should talk about the guy your father mentioned he was bringing to the charity event for you. The one who just tried to call you.”
Annoyance rippled through her. “Kurt? No, I mean, I’ve dated him the past year but he’s not my type. He’s just trying to impress my father.”
“Hmm…” he sounded uncertain.
“What?” She met his eyes. “
“But he keeps trying to call?”
She sighed. How could she explain Kurt? “He has pressure to be something to me that Daddy wants.”
Shay’s face darkened and he stood, pushing his hands into his pockets and staring out over the water.
She stood, moving to his side. Part of her was offended. “You think I wouldn’t tell you if I liked Kurt?” She reached for his hand, pulling it from his pocket. “I don’t.”
He stared down at their hands. “I just … I don’t think your father would want you dating a guy like me.”
Her heart raced and she knew it was true. “You afraid of that?”
His eyes narrowed and he finally gripped her hand harder. “No.”
She saw the determination in his eyes and she felt soothed by it. “Good, neither am I.” And she meant it. “I’ll block Kurt from my phone right now.” She whipped out her phone and ceremoniously blocked his number. “That better?”
For a few moments neither of them spoke, then she nodded to him. “Now it’s your turn to talk about any of your exs.
He tightened his grip on her hand. “I haven’t had many girlfriends, either, but I did have one I almost asked to marry me.”
It was stupid, but hearing him say that made her heart a little heavy. “Did you love her?”
He swallowed. “I thought I did, but Kristie didn’t like the music. She thought I needed to do something more with my life.”
She was glad to hear him confess this, and the connection between them strengthened. “I don’t like her.”
Shay laughed. “Yeah, neither do my siblings, especially since she’s taken to leaving random baked goods around.”
This was weird. “O-kay. Slightly stalkerish behavior.”
He sighed. “She’s just hurt.” He looked sad.
Now she was feeling uncertain. “Do you love her still?”
He shook his head and focused on her, gently leaning in and kissing her lips. “I don’t think I ever loved her.”
Jaycee wasn’t interested in worrying about Kristie because she inherently knew that somehow—she and Shay were meant for each other.
From the moment she’d kissed him after he’d wrecked into her car, she’d felt this connection to him.
Like he grounded her.
He was her truth. All other truths paled in comparison. She knew he was hers like she knew the sun would rise in the east. She knew it like she knew that if she jumped from a building, she would fall. What they had—was gravity.
“What are you thinking?”
“Nothing,” she said, denying even to herself what she knew was true. “I’m thinking your ex-girlfriend can’t see visions like I can. I can see the vision of your future right now.”
The side of his lip turned up. “Oh yeah.”
She put her hand out. “Shay Summerville, ladies and gentlemen. Rock star.”
The center of his forehead creased. “That’s the plan, but you should probably introduce the whole family.” He flashed his white teeth. “They’ll all be there, too. They’re all good.”
She searched his face, loving every part of it. “I heard you sing. You’re amazing. You’re going to get your dream—I can feel it.”
“Stop.”
She pointed at him. “Are you blushing? Is the great Shay Summerville blushing?”
He laughed and then kissed the back of her hand.
She liked it. It felt … intimate the way he kissed it slowly, appreciatively.
“Did I mention that you’re pretty amazing, too? I heard you sing!”
“Don’t change the subject.”
He laughed, again. “Fine, you know I am a mechanic who wants to be a rock star, but … I know you’re at Harvard, what do you want to be?”
She thought of Tauni, still finishing things up for the school paper. “A journalist, even though my father say’s it’s a dying art.” She shrugged. “He thinks I should just focus on public relations, then of course, work for him.”
Shay lifted his eyebrows. “Is that what you want?”
Unrest filled her. “No, but my father doesn’t usually take into account what anyone else wants.” Again, she thought of her mother, then the mistress.
“You okay?”
She nodded, not wanting to talk about that right now. “Fine.”
“Okay.” He pulled her in, holding her. “It’s pretty, right?”
All she knew was that being in Shay Summerville’s arms was the most heavenly place she’d ever been. The strength that oozed from the muscles beneath his shirt was impressive, but … it was so much more than that.
She watched the sun just beginning to set. The sky glowed with oranges and pinks and blues. “I don’t think I’ve ever thought Rutherford was this beautiful before.”
“Really? Never before? You even live in the lake manor.” He said the words all prissily. “You have amazing views.”
She laughed and met his gaze. “I guess I haven’t really been looking at all the pretty scenery here. I’ve always been feeling …”
“Tragic,” he said, filling in for her.
She pushed him. “Lately, I guess, but I was sadder before I came here.”
He reached up and brushed her hair out of her eyes. “The first day I saw you, when I was about to hit you, it was tragic and I was furious.”
“It was a hard day,” she said quietly.
He nodded, pulling her hand back and using his other one to trace circles into her palm with his finger. “I have gathered you’ve been kinda going through some hard stuff.”
Her pulse quickened.
“Then, when I heard you singing, I was just … kind of hooked on how tragic and angry you were.”
Warmth filled her, mixed with embarrassment. “You mean when you snooped.”
He chuckled. “I guess you can call it that.”
She sighed. “I don’t sing for people. Well, except my mom. I would sing for her. It comforted her.”
“You have a beautiful voice.”
Now, she was the one blushing. For the first time in a long time, she thought of lyrics. “Tragic,” she sang out. “She was just so tragic, furious. A mess of a girl.”
Shay smiled and joined in. “Tragic, furious. Like the man I see in the mirror.”
She continued. “Tragic, furious….” she played with the melody.
“Tragic, furious,” he harmonized with her.
She sang. “I wanna go, I want to be the woman I need to be.”
He sang,“I wanna go, I want to believe I’m the man she just might need.”
“The man I might need.”
“The fierce way she looked at me, as she stood in the road …”
She laughed and sang. “The crazy way he came at me, and I thought I’d face my death.”
They sang the next part together. “Tragic, furious, the kind of love they thought they might need. Tragic, furious.”
“The kind that will always be,” he sang.
She felt a chill as the words settled into her soul. “The kind of love that’s a first love.”
“And a last love,” he sang, finishing the number.
Her heart raced. This moment was like lemonade, fireworks, the smell of cotton candy in the air, and her mother’s laughter all rolled into one.
He put his hand behind her neck, and she was already leaning in. When their lips met this time, for whatever reason, she didn’t feel the heat licking at her feet. She felt free, soaring like a bird.
He jerked back. “I felt that.”
Her heart skipped a beat. “What?”
“Like, not cliff jumping, but flying.” He pulled her close. “Is that what your psychic visions feel like?”
She was kinda freaking out. “I told you I didn’t know if they’re psychic visions or … just dreams.”
“But they’re real. They’re real.” His eyes widened, and he raked a hand through his hair. “Wow.”
She laughed and couldn’t believe that he’d actually felt it. She fell even deeper in love than she’d ever thought she could fall.




CHAPTER 9
O ver the next three days, Shay had to work at the ranch and the auto shop pretty intensely, leaving little time for anything else. Even as his hands were kept busy, his mind dwelled on the memory of flashing green eyes and strawberry jam.
One evening, Jaycee stopped by his father’s shop, asking about him. He was grateful that the only other person here was Liam.
“Someone here for you, lover boy,” Liam said, leading her to where Shay was fixing a car.
“Hey.” Shay headed over, a bit embarrassed by Liam’s comment and all of the grease covering him. Still, it didn’t matter that he looked like a grease monkey right now, and Jaycee was an Ivy League kind of girl. He just wanted to be with her.
She gave him an up-and-down look and then studied the shop. “This place is cool.”
“It pays some bills at the moment,” Shay said. The shop wasn’t very cool, but he appreciated her politeness.
Liam looked between them, then cocked an eyebrow. “Dad asked me to go to the hardware store and pick up these tools for a special souped-up car we have coming in. Do you want to take Jaycee and go do that?’
Shay was grateful that his brother was giving him a chance to be with her. “On it.”
Liam pulled out a wrinkled paper and held it up. “You might check in real quick on the little bro. Kira told me this morning that she saw him a couple of days ago and he was skinny—too skinny.”
“Got it.” Shay took the list and gestured to the door. “You up for errands, my lady?”
She laughed. “Sure.”
They headed to the parking lot, and he led her to a work truck. He opened the passenger door for her, but she paused before getting in, slipping her hands to his shoulders. “Can I kiss you?”
Shay dove into the kiss, loving the feel of her in his arms. He broke it off just long enough to say, “I thought you’d never ask.”
She giggled and kissed him again.
He let her go. “C’mon, we have to get going.”
As they took Main Street and he blasted country rock into the air, he suddenly belted out his favorite song.
She didn’t sing along, but she was grinning at him.
He took her hand. “Sing, woman! You have an amazing voice.”
“I don’t know the song.”
“You don’t know this song? It’s, like, top of the charts right now.”
“I actually don’t know a lot of pop music.” She looked embarrassed. “I’m busy all year at school and I take different classes that don’t involve contemporary music, but I listen as much as I can through streaming music. I like to write music. Which most people don’t know.”
Shay was reminded of how amazing she was and how he still didn’t know much about her. He flicked off the radio. “I want to hear all your songs.”
“What?” She scoffed. “Now? No.”
“C’mon, you heard me sing the other night, one of our songs.”
“ It was like good and amazing and …”
He squeezed her hand as the truck rolled into the hardware store parking lot. “And it started somewhere. Let’s hear your song.” He parked but didn’t get out.
“Now?” she asked, exasperated.
He nodded. “Now.”
Her eyes fluttered, and she pulled her hand back. She was gorgeous, he couldn’t believe they were just hanging out together. It felt so easy.
“C’mon, Jaycee, you must have that song you sing in the back of your mind right now. Just sing it for me.”
A small smile played at her lips.
He pointed at her. “You do.”
Her gaze dropped lower, and she shyly played with a ring on her right hand.
He didn’t know if she would acquiesce, so he started singing to encourage her. “Hopeless… drowning in the night. Hopeless … until I found the light.”
Jaycee joined in. Her voice was clear and had that “it” factor every indie rock star wanted. “You reached out, you took my hand, I never thought it was you … hopeless, until I met you.”
She was quiet for a moment, and he wondered if he should tell her again how amazing she was.
“I never thought, you’d see through my disguise.” She looked up at him. “I never thought I’d want to be lost inside those eyes. You saw me there, you didn’t care if I could burn you down. Hopeless … and now I’m found.”
Shay could no longer restrain himself. He jumped out of the truck, ran around to open her door, and pulled her to him, putting both hands on her waist and diving deep into those lips he couldn’t get out of his mind. Those lips had haunted his waking and sleeping dreams.
He hadn’t been himself lately. His brothers and sisters were teasing him about being preoccupied and out of sorts. Even that morning, he’d kept misplacing tools. That was the problem. He did feel out of place, until he was with her. He leaned in, inhaling. “Strawberry jam.”
She giggled, hooking her fingers through his jean loops. “Are you smelling me, Shay Summerville? Because I don’t know if you want me reporting that to Teen Magazine when you’re a professional rock star that you smell people. It kinda sounds creepy.”
Shay let out a derisive laugh, skeptical at the idea that he’d be a famous rock star. He took a deep, exaggerated sniff, then kissed her again. “You do smell like strawberry jam.”
She laughed harder.
“It’s your shampoo, right?”
She shrugged. “I’ll never tell.”
He tickled her beneath the chin.
She squirmed and giggled more. “We are in the hardware parking lot. We should probably act appropriately.”
He swiped one last kiss for good measure, then tugged her with him into the store. “I’ll find out the secret of that scent, let’s get these tools.”
    
AFTER THEY HAD RETRIEVED the tools from the list, Shay drove down Main Street. He swung by the McDonald’s drive-through. “You want anything?”
“No, I’m good.”
That was fine—there might not have been room in the truck otherwise. He bought four Big Macs, four fries, and two huge Cokes.
“Wow,” Jaycee said. “Guess you’re hungry today.”
“Not for me.” He paid and resumed their drive. At the bridge, he slowed and circled around by the underpass, looking for Mason.
“Wait, who are we checking on?”
He hedged.
“Shay?”
He sighed. “Normally, I don’t like to talk about my family’s personal life.”
“O-kay.”
He glanced at her.
She gave him a cautious smile. “No pressure.”
Reluctantly, he began. “Okay, but if I tell you a family secret, you have to swap one.”
She cocked an eyebrow. “That can be arranged.”
Dang, he liked this girl. A lot. He plunged in. “Okay, my brother, Mason. He’s into drugs, and he and my parents don’t see eye to eye on that. So he’s been out of the house for a few months.”
“Oh.” She scanned the bridge. “Wait, was he there at your gig the other night?”
“Nope.” Shay couldn’t spot Mason, and he sighed. While he kept an eye out, he gave her the rundown. “That was Noah, on keyboard and Shar, on drums. Mason has an amazing voice, but he never liked being part of the band.” He always felt guilty about Mason, like he should have been a more responsible older brother.
She nodded. “I’m sorry.”
He again scanned the people huddled beneath the bridge, and he stopped when he saw Mason. He could tell that some people around Mason were pointing at Shay. Mason headed over. His hair was long, dark, and greasy. He wore a black shirt and black jeans, and there were piercings in his nose and his lip.
Shay rolled down the window to offer what he’d grabbed from McDonald’s. “Got you lunch, bro.”
Mason’s face darkened when he saw Jaycee. He looked between them, taking the food. “Who’s that?”
Shay took her hand, suddenly protective and wondering if he’d done the right thing bringing her down here. Her very appearance reeked privilege, and people down here at the bridge preyed on her type. “This is my … girlfriend, Jaycee.” Had he really just said girlfriend? He glanced at Jaycee, who didn’t seem to have heard what he’d said—she was only staring at Mason.
Mason grunted. “I know you, you’re the senator’s kid, right? I know your brother well.” Judging by the look in his brother’s eye, Shay realized that he’d definitely made a mistake in bringing her with him.
Jaycee tensed, but didn’t respond.
“We have to go, bro,” Shay said tersely, “but I hope you enjoy the food. Eat it.” His brother already looked emaciated.
Mason swung his gaze back to his brother. “How’s Kira?”
At the mention of their littlest sister, who Mason was closest to, Shay had to tamp down the frustration building inside of him. “She’s worried about you.” He wrinkled his nose at the stench of body odor.
Mason tossed a fry into his mouth. “Tell her to come down here and see me sometime.”
“You know she can’t do that.” He glanced around. “This isn’t the place for Kira.”
A sudden break through the drug-hazed look crossed Mason’s face. “Yeah.” He stared into the food bag. “That’s true.” He picked out a fry and popped it into his mouth.
Shay didn’t want to still be here. “Gotta go, go see mom sometime at home. Take that shower.”
Mason’s brow furrowed. “Why? ’Cause mom thinks I’m trash and needs a shower?”
Shay didn’t want to do this. “I’ll catch you later, bro.” He eased off the brake, and the truck started moving.
Mason let out a loud laugh, the kind that told Shay that something wasn’t right with him. “Tell mom hi.”
Shay shook his head, disgusted.
Mason scowled. “Fine, don’t tell her I said hi. I’ll just have to tell the Senator’s brother to tell her.”
Now Shay slammed his foot on the brake. He turned back, sticking his head out the window. “What’s that supposed to mean, Mason?”
Mason looked smug, like he’d just called out checkmate. He shook his head, then stuffed more fries into his mouth. “Nothing.”
A feeling of unrest pulsed through Shay.
“What’s he talking about?” Jaycee asked, alarmed.
They didn’t have to ask what that meant, because a red motorcycle suddenly sped down the road toward them.
“Duke?” Jaycee asked, startled.
Duke screeched to a stop, ripping off his helmet. “You’re hanging out with trash again, little sis?”
Shay pushed open his truck door. “Who you calling trash, McCade?”
Duke let out a whoop of crazy laughter. “You’ll never be good enough for my sister!”




CHAPTER 10
“Stop!” Jaycee said to Shay. She threw open the truck door and rushed toward the two men, who clearly wanted to rip each other’s heads off.
She couldn’t believe her brother was coming down to the bridge where the apparent druggies hung out. Wait, of course she could. She’d just never realized it.
Duke held his ground, going toe to toe with Shay. “Dad wouldn’t be happy you’re down here, Jaycee.”
Shocked, he would call her out, she laughed. “What are you doing here, Duke?”
He looked at her, the side of his lip turning up in a snarl. “At least I’m not slumming with the tow truck guy?” He gave her a fake grin. “Kurt called, he’s been asking about you.”
Jaycee shook her head. “You’re such a big, fat liar.”
Duke grunted. “Or you are.”
Shay’s glare intensified and he took another step toward Duke. “Shut up, dude.”
Jaycee got between them. “Shut up, Duke,” she growled. “Just stop this!”
Duke turned his glare back to Shay. “How’s Kristie?”
Jaycee bit her lip. How did Duke know Kristie?
Shay didn’t respond.
Duke grunted out a laugh, like he knew something he could use to blackmail Shay. He pointed at him. “You think you have a shot with my sister?” he asked, his tone low. “Because you’re way outclassed, Summerville, way outclassed. You’ll never be good enough for her. She goes to Harvard, do you know that?”
“Shut up!” Jaycee knew her cheeks would be burning red. Her brother was such an idiot and a narcissist. “Just stop it.”
Shay only frowned at him. “Why are you buying drugs down here? Don’t you know it’s richies like you that keep this crap in business?”
Mason had sauntered over to them, still holding the food and eating fries. He looked amused by the whole situation. “That’s right,” Mason called out. “Our situation is your fault, Duke.”
Duke glanced at Mason, then back to Jaycee. “As far as Dad is concerned,” he told Jaycee, “I come down to ride here sometimes. It’s straight concrete for a couple of miles, and it’s nice, okay?”
Mason let out a guffaw. “Good one, bro.”
“Okay?” Duke growled, his focus on Jaycee. “Or the old man’s going to find out about your little side dish, and wouldn’t that be nice for you?”
“Shut up,” she repeated. Even as she did her best to keep her cool this time, she wished that Duke wasn’t her brother. She hated that her brother was there, hated his drug problem. She cursed under her breath.
Duke turned his glare to Shay. “You’ll never have a shot with her. Never.”
She turned for the truck, tugging on Shay’s hand. “Let’s go.” She didn’t need this right now.
Shay walked with her, keeping his glare on her brother. He opened the passenger’s side door for her, his lips pinched into a line. Then he walked around the truck slowly, as if Duke would attack before Shay could climb into the driver’s seat.
Duke simply crossed his arms and glared at her as they left.
They drove back to town, heading down Main Street to return to the auto body shop. Shay parked and turned to her.
“Duke’s an idiot,” Jaycee said.
He didn’t move. Didn’t say a word.
“Shay?” she asked, taking his hand.
He stared at their hands for a long moment.
“Shay?” she asked, nerves buzzing into her lower gut. “Is this about his Kurt comment? Because I seriously have not spoken to Kurt.” She hated Duke so much. “He just wants to get between us.”
“He’s right,” he said, toying with her hand. “I’m not anywhere near Harvard type, Jaycee.”
She scooted to him, placing both of her handson his face. “I don’t care.”
In that moment he looked—vulnerable.
She searched his eyes. “I hate it if you think I care about stuff like that.”
His face was sullen, but he finally nodded. “I know.” He swallowed and put his hands over hers. “Listen, I have to work the rest of the night. Big job that we need to get done, but … Want to come over for Sunday dinner tomorrow and hang out with the fam?”
Instantly, she was nervous. “To your house?”
A smile tugged at his lips. “I told you about all the sets of twins.”
“Yeah.” Her spirits lifted, even feeling nervous, she wanted to meet his family. Plus, it was a good sign that he wanted her to meet them, right?
“The Summerville Ranch is a bit crazy, but it’s fun.” Shay leaned in and kissed her, tracing her face with his fingers. “Even though your brother is right—you’re way too good for me—I just don’t think I can give you up.”
“Whatever, when you’re famous, I’ll be the one waiting for a turn to talk to you.”
His dimple deepened, and he kissed the back of her hand. “I’ll text you the address.”
She reached out, wrapping her arms around his neck. “You’re not getting out of here without some lip action.”
The side of his lip tugged up. “Oh yeah?” he leaned into her.
“Nope.” When they kissed, she let herself get lost in this moment, in the cool mint, in the tender way he kissed her, then gently tugged his fingers into her hair.
In the back of her mind she knew she would have to deal with Duke and, more importantly, their father, but … all she wanted was to kiss Shay Summerville over and over and over again.
Later that night, as she lay in bed, unable to sleep, all she could think about was Duke and the way he’d threatened her not to tell her father about his drug problem.
Like her father didn’t know. P-lease.
Anger shot through her, why didn’t her father cut him off, cut off the money, the motorcycles, the endless travel trips where Duke was always ‘finding himself?’ It mystified her that her brother was so worthless. It mystified her even more that her father clearly knew about Duke’s follies but never did anything.
Yet her father pushed her so hard. With Harvard. With the ‘right men.’ It had always been this way with her father.
Her mother had been the only buffer between them. Tears filled her eyes and she thought of the way her mother had died. The fire. The cover up.
No wonder she had the dreams she had. She blinked and wiped her tears, hating that she was crying, but she missed her mother so much. So much. Her soft hand and the vanilla lotion she used that always made her smell so amazing.
She gazed out of her big window that faced the lake. The moon was bright and, even though it was almost eleven at night, the sky was so clear and there were so many stars.
Instant tears filled her eyes and she thought about her mother. About how much her mother loved the stars here. She would always comment about how one could never really see the stars in Boston, with all the city lights around.
She wished she could just talk to her again. Tell her about Shay. The thought made her smile.
Unable to stop herself, she picked up her phone and went to his number. It was late. Really late, but … she wanted to talk to him.
‘Hey.’
Instantly, he texted back. ‘What are you doing up so late?’
She grinned. ‘Are you working still?’
‘Just got done and showered. I’m sitting in the studio just tinkering on my guitar.’
She sat up in bed, then leaned back on the pillows, thinking about how amazingly gorgeous he was. How his dark hair, longer on top, would be falling into his eyes. She grinned. ‘What do you use for your cool mint smell?’
‘Hahaha, not telling until you tell me your jam smell.’
She laughed. There was something about Shay. He was rough and the first time she met him he just seemed so fierce and tough, but … now he was like that romance hero on the front of the store. The paperback books with gorgeous guys who seemed like they were too good to be true.
‘U there still?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Want to talk?’
She thought about how emotional she was right now. ‘No, can we just text for a bit.’
‘Yup.’
Neither of them texted for a bit.
‘U still owe me a secret.’
She thought about what he’d told her about Mason.
‘What do you want to know about?’
‘What do you want to tell me?’
It was like he could sense something was wrong.
She probably shouldn’t even tell him, but she had to. Her hand trembled for a moment, then she just texted the words. ‘Not many people know this. My mother was killed in a fire, but we still don’t know who set the fire.’
Instantly, the phone rang.
She answered, “Hi.”
“Jaycee,” he said, his tone a bit breathless.
She sniffed, another round of tears falling down her face. “My father didn’t want to make it a huge deal, have a huge investigation.”
“Why not?” he demanded, sounding as angry as she felt.
She sniffed again and wiped her nose. “My mother … Shay, my mother had problems. Mental problems.”
“Jaycee, you can tell me.”
She rushed on, not knowing why she was telling him this. “She was in and out of mental facilities the past ten years and she would have … visions and dreams and …” she broke off, crying, covering her face, hating that she was even telling him all of this. “The same kind I’ve been having.”
Silence, then she heard shuffling. “I’m coming.”
“What?” She wiped her face. “No.”
“Yes. I’ll be there in ten.”
Then the phone went dead.
When he pulled up, she was waiting on the porch swing by the back of the lake with a blanket wrapped around her. She stood and whispered to him as he walked toward the house.
Instantly, he was rushing to her, his arms open.
She fell into them.
“Jaycee,” he whispered, rubbing circles into her back.
She let herself be hugged by this man. Let herself be comforted by this person she’d barely known two weeks. This person she’d never imagined meeting. Never imagined she would be falling in love with this summer.
She pulled back, then put her hands back on his face, as she had done earlier in the truck. “Have I told you that I kinda love your face so much?” she whispered.
He smiled. “No, but I can’t say I don’t like hearing it.”
He tugged her closer, his hands holding the blanket, tugging the edges of it and pulling her flush against him.
Their breath mixed. “Can I kiss you,” she asked.
He leaned down, gently swiping a kiss. “I told you to quit asking, woman.”
Then she felt herself melt into his lips and everything else was forgotten. All time. All space. All pain.
It was just Shay Summerville. Shay Summerville. Shay Summerville.
He let go of her blanket and moved his hands to her hair, brushing his hands down it, taming it, then pulling it into a ponytail. He held it up, then kissed her neck. “I love your hair so much,” he whispered between kisses.
Her heart raced and she kissed the side of his jawline, her hands roaming down to his chest. She thought of how strong the man was and so much chemistry pulsed between them.
“Jaycee,” he whispered, again, still kissing her neck, then working his way back to her lips.
It was like her lips had always had muscle memory with his.
After a bit, he laughed and pulled back, putting his hands on her hips. “Whew, I guess we’d better slow it down a bit.”
Every part of her wanted more. “No,” she blurted.
He let out a light sigh and held her tighter. “You’re not easy on a man trying to protect your virtue, are you?”
A bit perplexed, she let out a light laugh and then lay her head on his chest. “Virtue. The guy I’m falling for only cares about my virtue.”
He froze.
She looked up at him, wondering if she said something wrong. “What?”
He brushed the hair out of her face and gazed into her eyes. “You’re falling for me?”
She leaned up and briefly kissed him. “Looks like it.”
He briefly kissed her back. “You okay?”
Suddenly, she was brought back to the real reason he’d come.
She took his hand and pulled him with her to the porch swing.
It wasn’t cold, but it wasn’t warm, so he sat and she sat on his lap, putting the blanket behind his shoulders.
He wrapped the blanket around both of them, then kissed her again.
“I like this,” he said.
Dang, the man was too enticing. She fell into more kissing.
Finally, he pulled back. “Tell me about your mom. Tell me … everything.”
“You know about my father’s mistress.”
He nodded.
Her mind whirled. “It’s been occurring to me, lately, that maybe my mother had so many problems was because my father had another woman.”
Shay frowned and tinkered with a piece of her hair. “But what happened with the fire?”
She hesitated and felt confused. “I don’t know if they are connected, but no one ever found out who started the fire at the,” she cleared her throat and hated saying it, “at the mental facility that my mother was staying at.”
He pulled his hand back. “I don’t understand why your father never investigated harder to find out.”
She sighed. “No one knew about my mother and about her struggles. My father worked to cover it up.” She shuddered, thinking about how hard it had been at the end. “Honestly, my mother was really disconnected from reality at the end. She kept muttering about fires and when I would talk to her I would get afraid.” She leaned into Shay.
He stroked a hand down her back. “It’s okay.”
It felt like she was absorbing strength from Shay, like just being in his arms gave her some extra measure of bravery to deal with it. A tear ran down her cheek.
“What Jaycee? What’s wrong?”
She looked up at him. “I have the same dreams now, Shay. I dream of fire, I…sometimes I feel like I’m going to have my mother’s same fate, too.”
Shay held her tighter. “Shh, it’s okay. I’m here Jaycee, and I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”
She closed her eyes and, for the first time since her mother passed … she believed she was safe.




CHAPTER 11
Shay anxiously awaited the arrival of Jaycee, staring out of the window of the ranch house. He actually hadn’t really meant to invite her to dinner the other day, the words had just tumbled out of him. Then, after going to her place last night, and kissing and talking and hearing her confession, he felt this fiercely protective thing inside of him growing in regards to her.
“I’m glad you invited her.” His mother walked into the room and patted his arm.
He took his mother’s hand and put his arm around her shoulders. “Me too.”
“I think what Liam has been telling me might be true.”
“And what is that?” he asked, frowning at his mother.
“She might be the one.”
It was crazy to hear his mother say that. In fact, it was way out of character for her. He stared into her blue eyes, the same eyes he looked at in the mirror every day. “Who are you?” In the past year, while he’d dated Kristie, his mother had insisted that he wasn’t ready yet, that he needed to wait.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this nervous for a girl to come over.” She flashed a grin. “You’ve never invited a girl over to meet the family so soon before.”
That was true. As he thought about Jaycee, he couldn’t help but smile. “She’s different, Mom. Except way too good for me.”
His mother scoffed. “Because she’s the Senator’s daughter?”
He turned to her. “What, do you agree?”
She burst out laughing. “No.”
“Then why didn’t you disagree?”
Her laughter faded, and she sighed. “I was really good friends with Jaycee’s mom when we were young.”
“What?” He had not expected to hear about her past.
She shrugged, her cheeks blushing. “We were best friends, me and Susan. But …”
He nudged her. “What?”
“Susan went away to Ivy League school, and she met the … Senator.”
“Okay.”
His mother went quiet.
“You’re kinda freaking me out, Mom.”
She met his eyes. “I married your father, and …”
Then Shay understood. It made sense why her father had asked if he was one of those Summerville boys. “Dad and Jaycee’s mom were a thing.”
“Well, I wouldn’t say a really serious thing, but they had dated a lot in high school. Of course, I always had a crush on your father, and when Susan left and married someone else, part of me was happy because …” She teared up. “I wanted your dad and I didn’t care if it hurt Susan or not.”
He hadn’t realized that all of this would affect her so much. His heart thumped. It always amazed him how crazy small towns were. How incestuous, in a way. But this … he’d never seen this coming. “Dad is so in love with you.” He thought of how his father would always grab her and dance with her.
She let out a light laugh. “Yes, we are in love, but everyone has a first love.”
“Mom.”
“Nothing. It’s the past. I have to finish dinner.” She moved out of the room.
Just then, the crunch of gravel on the driveway alerted them that someone was pulling in. He looked out the window and saw Jaycee’s fancy red convertible.
“Mom, we’ll talk later,” he called after her.
She waved a hand in dismissal.
He was reeling from what she’d told him, but he had to focus on Jaycee. He walked out the front door, with their dog, Max barking at his heels. “Hush, Max,” he said, brushing his hand across the dog’s fur to settle him.
Jaycee got out of the car, and he had to pause. She wore heels, a white skirt, and a turquoise top that contrasted with her red hair. The curls were all gelled up and lay perfectly around her shoulders. He couldn’t believe she was here.
“Hey,” she said, moving toward him and drinking in her surroundings. “I love it. I love the picket fence, the grounds, the horses …”
He wanted to add, “And me?” but he didn’t yet. He just took her hand and smelled her strawberry jam scent. “I’m glad you’re here.”
They stared into each other’s eyes, and he could see everything: his future, his own house with a white picket fence, and their recording studio. Which reminded him that he wanted to get her in the studio with him after dinner.
She leaned in. “Aren’t you going to kiss me?”
He brushed his lips against hers, using his other hand to pull her into him. All he wanted was her.
“Get a room!” someone shouted out.
He turned and laughed as his brother James strolled toward them from the recording studio that was on the side of the house. James was looking pretty confident, wearing jeans and a white T-shirt.
“That’s enough out of you,” Shay said.
James had a grin on his face. He stuck his hand out, looking Jaycee up and down. “You’re pretty.”
Tentatively, she put her hand inside of his. “Okay.”
Shay frowned at his brother. “Well, do you know your name?”
James cocked an eyebrow, still holding her hand. “I’m James, Shay’s far better-looking brother. I wouldn’t even blame you if you ditched him for me.”
“You’re being creepy, dude,” Shay said, though he was slightly amused. “Plus, Liam’s already tried.”
“Of course he has.” James pulled his hand back, then raked it through his hair. James’s hair was surfer blond like Liam’s, and he wore a shark tooth around his neck. At twelve, he’d decided he wanted to do marine biology and live on the beach. Now, he’d revised his dreams to becoming a surfer and a songwriter.
Shay patted his brother’s shoulder. Even though James was intense, Shay loved him. “James is a killer songwriter. In fact, he and I do most of the writing for Summerville Enterprises.”
Jaycee smiled and nodded. “Nice.”
James winked at him and headed for the house. “I guess I’ll let the rest of the crew loose on you.”
As they followed James toward the front door, Jaycee gave Shay a worried look. “Should I be worried?”
“I don’t think so,” Shay said, mostly to convince himself.
His nerves ratcheted higher as they walked into the kitchen dining room area, a room that had huge floor-to-ceiling windows that opened up to the scenery of the rest of the ranch. His siblings were all gathered around the island, where his mom was cooking. Even his dad was there, chopping up some vegetables.
His dad glanced up and raised his eyebrows as they came in. The other Summervilles quieted, staring at them.
“Hey, guys,” Shay offered.
James snatched a stray vegetable piece and popped it into his mouth. “She’s hot, huh?”
“Stop it,” his sister Kira said, doing a little turn as she approached them. Kira was fifteen and into ballet. She put her hand out. “I agree with James: you are pretty.” She grinned. “I’m Kira.”
A look of pure delight washed over Jaycee’s face. She shook Kira’s hand. “I loved your ballet move.”
Kira cocked an eyebrow, looking her up and down. “I bet you’ve done ballet.”
Jaycee’s smile widened. “I have, but I quit at fifteen. Not as talented as you.”
Shay opened his arms and hugged Kira, feeling protective of this little ballerina. Kira was the typical baby sister, and Shay loved her so much.
Kira glanced up at him. “Okay, you can still date her.”
Shay laughed, and Jaycee’s face turned bright red. With Kira still at his side, Shay took Jaycee’s hand as they walked over to meet up with all of his siblings.
Liam was setting the table. He held up a hand. “What’s up, Jaycee?’
She nodded. “Hey.”
Noah and Shar glanced at her but didn’t move to say anything. That was their way.
“This is Jaycee,” Shay told them. “Jaycee, Noah and Shar.”
“I loved the drumbeat the other night,” Jaycee said. “And you were amazing on the keyboard.”
That was the ticket. “I was doing something different,” Shar said, standing and pretending to play a drum. “It was like boom and da da da da. I thought it worked with the song.”
Noah stood, still looking skeptical, but Shay caught the way he gave her the once-over, too. “Shay says you have some pipes. Want to prove it and hit the studio after dinner?”
“Hey,” his mother said, “she doesn’t have to prove anything.”
Noah looked unrepentant. “Sorry.”
Jaycee turned to Shay in shock, like he’d told a state secret. “Why did you tell them I sing?”
“Sorry,” Shay said. “You’re good. Really good.”
“I … don’t really sing with anyone.”
Leah stood and sized Jaycee up. Her analysis was a little concerning, since she was the one who was trying to market them on YouTube and anywhere else she could. “Well, we didn’t say you’d be on a video or anything. It would just be … for fun.”
Though it clearly wasn’t just for fun in Leah’s eyes.
Leah flashed a grin. “We’ll see if Shay is just so in love with you already that he’s blinded by it all.”
Shay grimaced, wanting to kill her.
Leah flashed him a grin to let him know that annoying him wasn’t an accident. “I’m Leah, by the way,” she told Jaycee.
Jaycee nodded. “Nice to meet you.”
“Leah,” his mother said sternly. “You don’t get to be rude, either.”
Leah glanced back at Jaycee. “Sorry.” But it wasn’t sincere.
His mother and father took a break from the chopping. His mother wiped her hands on her apron and put out her hand, her eyes shimmering. “Jaycee. So nice to meet you.”
Jaycee shook his parents’ hands. “Thank you for having me over.”
His mother gave her a sincere smile. “It is our pleasure.”
“Yes, it is,” his father said. “Nice to finally meet the girl who faced down the tow truck.”
Shay wasn’t sure how Jaycee would respond, but she let out a light laugh. “Uh, sorry about that.”
His father chuckled. “Why? It kept us busy for a week.”
It was stupid, but Shay was internally freaking out at having everyone meet her. He hadn’t thought it would feel like this big of a deal.
“Shall we sit?” his mother asked, turning and scooping up one of the trays of vegetables.
His father got the other tray. “I think so.”




CHAPTER 12
J aycee had fun getting to know the three sets of twins, Kira, and Shay’s parents.
Shay and Liam were fraternal twins, so they looked nothing alike. They did have a lot of the same mannerisms, and they had a lot of inside jokes. It was interesting that Jaycee could just see them look at each other and want to laugh.
Noah and Shar, she discovered, pretty much only had music in common. Everything else they liked was completely opposite. Noah loved horses; Shar loved astronomy. They studied at the community college—something they hadn’t been able to convince Shay to do, as Shar had pointed out.
James and Leah had just graduated from high school—not old enough for bar gigs at The Bird. Even though Leah had had a bad attitude at first, she wouldn’t stop talking to Jaycee about the Senator’s politics, going into details that Jaycee couldn’t have guessed. Leah stated that she wanted to be an attorney, and she might want an internship with the Senator if he changed his politics. James told Leah to lay off, and then he asked if Jaycee had ever been to Hawaii, because he had visited it once and now planned on living there. That led to another discussion about how they would do the music together if they all lived in different places.
Shay’s parents were quiet for the most part, but they were amused by all the kids. His mother would ask her questions, little things about how she liked college, what her major was, and if she liked being at the manor in the summer. His mother seemed really nice.
The whole scene felt so homey, and Jaycee found herself wishing she could go home to something like this. She didn’t have time to think about it for long, because James whisked them all out to the studio right after dinner.
Everyone’s enthusiasm faltered when they found a surprise—a pan of cinnamon rolls by the door to the studio.
“Oh man, the crazy baking ex strikes again.” Shar picked up the pan and carried it back to the house, shaking her head. “Don’t worry, Shay. I’ll put these in the kitchen and be back.”
It dawned on Jaycee, and she turned to Shay. “Kristie?”
He looked embarrassed. “Yep.”
James grunted. “The truth is, she’s not that great of a baker. I don’t know why she thinks she’ll win him back by giving him baked goods.”
“She’s messed up,” Leah said, moving past them and into the studio. They all followed her.
The studio wasn’t professional by any means. There were couches to lounge on, and a table faced a whiteboard that had different lyrics scribbled on it. The equipment, though, was amazing.
Jaycee was very impressed. When Leah and James hit the production board and started playing some of their songs, she could only say, “Wow.”
Shay beamed with pride, gesturing to his siblings. “All these guys, aren’t they so talented?”
Of course she nodded, but she was blown away by the sound of his voice. How pure it was. How beautiful. He sang with heart.
After everyone messed around with different songs for a bit, Leah turned to Jaycee. “So let’s hear the princess.”
“Hey,” Shay said, tensing up. Leah was not repentant at all.
Liam shook his head, hunched over the production board next to Leah. “She’s been in a bad mood since the day she was born,” he told Jaycee. “We think it’s because she came out second.”
Leah glared at him. The others laughed.
Jaycee smiled weakly. Leah’s comment hadn’t really bothered her, but the attitude did.
Shay turned, blocking her from all of them. “Sorry,” he said, whispering. “After the initial accident, I was calling you that. I shouldn’t have.”
She grinned at him, reaching up and touching his face. “It’s okay, tow truck boy.” She couldn’t be upset around this sexy man. Right now, he was wearing that wonderful cool mint cologne, and his hair hung into his eyes. His stubble was coarse from three days of not shaving, and all she wanted to do was pull him in and kiss him. After he’d left last night she’d dreamed of him. She looked at his lips.
As if sensing what she was feeling, he swiped a kiss. “More of that later.” He put his hand on her waist and tugged her closer, pushing his face into her hair.
There was no jeering from his siblings, and she was amazed at how easy all of this felt—first having dinner with his family, and now being in the studio.
A song came on, and Shay pulled back. “Come on, let’s show them your pipes.”
Her heart thudded in anticipation as she followed him out to microphones in the sound studio.
Noah was instantly on the keyboard. Shar sat down at the drums, and Shay picked up a guitar. Jaycee watched awkwardly. She felt a bit like an outsider, but music was a huge part of her life, so it wasn’t that big of a leap.
When they started playing, the tune sounded so familiar. She wondered where she’d heard it before.
A screen lit up, displaying the words. Suddenly, she understood.
Shay laughed. “Tragic, kinda like the man I see standing in front of me. Making me feel like he just might see me.” He nudged Jaycee.
Startled, she joined in. “Tragic, furious … the kind I didn’t know I needed.”
He took over. “Furious … can’t even tell the story. Furious … doesn’t even make it right. Holding to the light I couldn’t see. Furious, and I found it in her eyes.”
She laughed, but then sang. “My life was perfect, just the way it was. My life was perfect, through the shadows of it all. And then I met him … and he saw me through the mask. I met him … and I could stop and ask why he was furious, tragic, caught up in the past. Furious, tragic … his eyes were hard as glass.”
Everyone added vocals and harmonized with them. “Furious, tragic … the kind you cannot ask. Furious. Furious.”
A downbeat took over, and Noah did a cool piano chord solo before singing his own part. “I never thought I’d meet my match. I never thought … she’d come and ask.”
“To take my hand and see her past,” everyone sang. “To take my hand and become my match. Furious, tragic, caught up in the past. Furious, tragic, no hope to last. You reached your hand and pulled me up. Furious, tragic, caught up in the past. Furious, tragic, in love that just might last.”
Jaycee’s heart thumped in her ears. The beautiful song ended and she stared at Shay, who was looking at her like he’d won the lottery.
Kira jumped out of her spot next to Leah at the production board. With a squeal, she ran over to hug Jaycee. “You’re so, so, so good.”
“Dude,” said James, giving her a fist bump. “So good.”
The rest of his siblings either hugged her or offered her fist bumps. The room exploded as they all began to jam out with different variations.
Liam shouted out. “Leah, take it up on the third measure and do a dong dong ooh ooh!”
Jaycee laughed, standing and still smiling at Shay, who was singing too. He offered her his hand, and she took it. This was amazing.
Leah appeared, throwing her arms around Jaycee. “Ohmygosh, you are good.”
Jaycee rocked back, shocked as she tried to steady herself.
“You’re here. You’re finally here, the one that completes the band.” Leah yanked back, her hands still on Jaycee’s shoulders, and stared her in the eyes. “Do you even know how long we’ve been waiting for you?”




CHAPTER 13
Shay spent the next week doing chores at the ranch in the morning, working at the body shop in the afternoons, and keeping Jaycee company during the evenings. Usually, he’d pick her up after work and bring her over to his place, and they’d record songs and hang out with his siblings and eat dinner. It amazed him how easy this all felt, how Jaycee had become part of his life so quickly.
By Sunday, her housekeeper, cook, and all-around babysitter—at least from what Shay had gathered—had insisted that they have Sunday dinner at the manor. Of course, Shay had agreed to it. There had been so many nights with his family that he wanted to get to know more about her.
Duke hadn’t shown up, and Millie had been kind, but quiet over dinner. Afterward, they walked down to the lake and skipped rocks. Jaycee’s mind seemed to be elsewhere.
After throwing rocks for half an hour, he took her hand. “Are you okay?” He wrapped his arms around her.
She was quiet for a while. “Do you believe me, that I see … things?”
He sucked in a large breath and then let it out slowly. “I do believe,” he said. It wasn’t something that they’d discussed in detail. “But I want you to explain more.”
She hesitated. “I sound like a fool.”
“Shh, it’s okay.” Shay paused, hating that her heart was beating too fast as she leaned back against him. “Tell me.”
“My mom …” Jaycee stared up into his eyes. “I told you my mother would complain of dreams or visions. She said that they would come true. My father would tell her not to talk about it, that she sounded crazy.” She blinked furiously. “At the end, it was like she couldn’t keep a coherent thought. That’s why she had to be in the facility.”
He nodded. The news made Shay’s heart drop. He wished he could do something for her.
“We would come here in the summers, and when I was young, it was so much fun, but … then my mother would stay in bed. I would sit with her. We would read, sing. When I would ask her what was wrong, she would tell me that they were adult problems.” A tear rolled down her cheek.
Even though Shay had only really met her father when he’d come to drop the car off, he couldn’t imagine the guy ever being that warm. He kissed her forehead. “I’m sorry.”
“I told you, I have the dreams, too.”
He nodded, but didn’t know what to do for her. “Do you think it’s … residual from your mom, like your own way of processing it all?”
She hesitated. “I don’t know.” She nodded, pulling away from him. “I shouldn’t talk like this. I can see the way you look at me—you think I’m crazy, too.”
Shay didn’t know what to do, but it didn’t feel right to have her out of his arms. He took her hands in his. “Jaycee, know this. I don’t know what’s happening to you, I don’t know what these dreams or visions mean, but I will be by your side while you figure it out—know that.”
She let out a relieved breath. “Thank you.”
He held her again.
She pulled back. “Are…we real?” she asked softly.
“The most real thing I’ve ever had.”
“Do you believe in love? Like, believe that … we might be in love?”
He laced his fingers through hers and kissed the top of her head. “I didn’t until I met you.”
She stood on tiptoes and kissed him again. “Me neither.”




CHAPTER 14
J aycee studied the details of Shay’s face. His dimple, when he smiled. His five-o’clock shadow. His blue eyes. She couldn’t believe how she felt about him. “I wonder if my own mother felt this way about my father.”
He stroked her hair, and she relished his touch. The more they were in contact, the more she craved it. He shrugged. “I don’t know.”
She was quiet for a moment. “Your father and mother seem so in love.”
The edge of his lip turned up. “I remember watching my parents even as a kid and thinking how much my father dug her, ya know? They would spend hours walking together, sitting on that chair in front of our home, watching us play as kids, laughing, smiling, holding hands …” He looked down at their joined hands. “They’re so happy, and I think they love each other a lot. They had nine kids together—that’s no small feat.”
“Right. You have an older brother.”
“Jack.” He thought how it’d been a long time since he’d seen him. “He’s a Navy SEAL and … mom and dad weren’t happy he was leaving the family for the military. Not that they’re not proud of him, they are. They just … worry.”
She nodded. “I think I would worry if my son chose to go in the military.”
Thoughts of unrest filled him. “Jack had other problems, too. He … he had demons he was running from, too. A broken heart. A girl he loved that left him.”
She was confused.
He waved a hand in dismissal. “I don’t want to talk about Jack.” He gave her a soft grin. “Another time.”
Of course, the fact Shay didn’t want to talk about something made her want to talk about it even more, but she let it go. “I guess we’ll have our whole lives to find out each other’s secrets.”
Gently, he leaned in and kissed her.
She held to his shoulders, pulling him closer.
He deepened the kiss.
Once again, all she wanted was him. Was everything with him.
They kissed for a long time, then he pulled back, laughing.
“Wait, kiss me some more,” she insisted, trying to kiss him again.
He laughed and kissed her, again she found herself feeling so lost in this man. Finally, she pulled back, her heart racing. “I didn’t think I believed in love after everything with my mom and dad.”
A serious expression washed over his face, he kept his hands on her hips. “Maybe believing in love is a choice.”
“Maybe.”
They stared in each other’s eyes for so long.
“What if more than I believe in love, I just I find myself believing in you, Shay Summerville.”
He squeezed her hand and then half hummed, half sang.“When you love someone, you believe them. When you love someone, you want them above any other. When you love someone, it may not be easy, but … you fight for it.” The lyrics were husky and sweet when sung in his voice.
“Everything’s a song?”
He shrugged. “Everything with you is a song.”
The moment felt serious. Her heart thrummed in her chest. “Are you fighting for my love?”
At first, he seemed stunned by the question, but then he let out a laugh.
“What?”
He pulled her hand in and kissed the back of it. “Jaycee McCade, if I didn’t believe in love, I definitely wouldn’t be standing here, fighting for you.”
“You’re fighting for me?” she asked and blinked coquettishly at him. “I don’t think you have to do any fighting.”
He grunted, brushing a tendril of hair out of her face. “Your brother, I’m sure, at some point, your father…but I’ll fight for you.”
She liked the sound of that. “Okay, then I’ll let you fight for me.”
He hesitated, then quietly sang, “Furious, tragic … it started that way.”
She grinned. “I love it when you sing.”
“Furious, tragic … it was never that way.”
She laughed, then took over for the next bit. “A small-town boy who had a dream, a girl who needed him …”
He grinned and sang, “Furious, tragic … and then the dream was them.”
Her heart skipped a beat. Was he telling the truth? Was his dream becoming them? “Do you love me?” she blurted.
His face turned serious. “I do. What are you going to do about that?”
Maybe it was because he was challenging her, or maybe it was from his confession itself, but the question made Jaycee feel wild and fun and crazy. She lifted her eyebrows and took off down the rocky turf toward the bottom of the lake. A cove lay secluded there, and no one going by would see.
“Hey,” he called, following her. He sounded disappointed. “Where are you going?”
She flashed him her best wicked smile and easily slid off her sundress, revealing her swimsuit underneath. “I’m celebrating that I love you, too, so I’m going swimming. You coming?”




CHAPTER 15
Shay took off running after Jaycee. Was he coming? It wasn’t even a question anymore. After watching Jaycee take off her flowery sundress and seeing the bright pink halter top and black swim shorts she had on. There would be no resisting jumping in with her. He stripped to his boxer shorts and ran in.
She half yelped, half laughed as she jumped into the cold river.
Even though the water was cold and shocked his senses, just being with her, splashing her, having her hold on to his neck and lock her legs around his back—it made him forget all about the cold. To him, there was only heat. Those stark green eyes stared at him like she knew everything he was thinking, everything he would ever think.
He kissed her. It was the kind of kiss that lasts too long, that rouses deep emotions inside and leaves a man wanting more than just lips. He buried his hands in her long, red hair and smelled strawberry.
She yanked back and burst out laughing, gazing into his eyes like he should get the joke, too.
He laughed with her, because it felt so good to hold her and feel her joy.
Her eyes widened as she threw her head back to soak her head in the water for a second; when she straightened up, her arms remained around his neck and she came in for another kiss. She lifted an eyebrow. “Can I ask where you plan to go at the end of the summer?”
“That’s being debated.”
“By whom.”
Dread filled him and he hated thinking about the end of the summer. “The truth, is that I was supposed to sign up for community college courses, but I never did.”
“Really?” She lifted her brows. “What do you want to go to school for?”
He hated this topic. He pulled her hands away from him and nodded to the shore. “We should go in.”
“Wait.”
He kept walking, getting to shore and picking up his t-shirt.
“Maybe you could just marry me or something,” she blurted out.
He froze, the water dripping off his hair and his t-shirt in his hands.
The moment grew serious and he thought of so many ways this wouldn’t work with her and he hated it.
“You come to Boston and work on your music while I finish my last year,” she spoke quickly.
Irritation pulsed through him. “I’d just be in your way.” He pulled on his shirt, then his jeans.
“What?” she asked, picking up her clothes and putting her dress back on. “That’s silly, you could just sing gigs. You’re siblings could stay.” She laughed. “It’d be a party.”
He stared at this beautiful, modelesque red head. This smart, rich woman. His heart raced. “You shouldn’t be with me, Jaycee.”
“Or we could just elope and I could quit school and I’ll go on the road with all of you.” She giggled and seemed not to have heard him. “We’ll buy a big van or something and we’ll all sing gigs.”
Anger surged through him, just thinking of how many ways that wasn’t realistic. “You have one more year at Harvard, you’re finishing Harvard,” he said the last part with a bit of hardness to his tone. Maybe she didn’t realize what a privilege it was to be at Harvard. Not that he’d ever wanted to be there, but still.
She reached out, putting her hand on his chest. “Yes, dad,” she said, rolling her eyes.”
He looked at her hand, so much anger inside of him.
“What?” Her face went sober. “What, Shay?”
He sighed, every part of him wanted to kiss her again. He thought of how willing she was to just be with him. How uncomplicated she made it sound. “Jaycee.” He picked up her hand. “Let’s talk about the end of the summer, at the end of the summer, okay?” His mind was still spinning. Had she really said they should elope?
Wow.
The truth was that all he’d been able to think about since the night they’d jumped off the cliffs together was how much he wanted … to be married to her. Including ALL that that would entail.
She narrowed her eyes, looking a bit hurt. “Don’t you want me, too?”
How did he explain.
“Shay?” she questioned.
He squeezed her hand. “Of course I want you, Jaycee.” He couldn’t believe he was talking with her this way. “I want you more than I’ve wanted anything—including being famous.” He grunted. “Did you know that I haven’t even called Texas Waters in like…a couple of days because I’m so distracted by you.”
A quizzical look washed over her face. “That’s how you measure how much you like me?”
He laughed and impulsively pulled her into him. Her strawberry smell filling him. The wetness of her hair on his shoulder. “If I were a smart man, I would just run off and marry you, but … I don’t want to have what I just want, I want what’s best for you.” He drew back, searching those green eyes.
She blinked, seeming on the verge of crying.
He leaned down and softly kissed her lips. “I love you, Jaycee, and I’ll make you a promise, I’ll find a way to be with you, to marry you…I just…” he trailed.
“What?”
“I just have to figure out a way to be good enough for you, that’s all.” There, he’d said it.
A sad look washed over her face. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”
“Not stupid to me,” he confessed. Gently, he touched her hair. “I know you say you don’t care about the fact I’m an auto mechanic and a wannabe musician but … I just…”
“What?”
His heart ached. “I have to be something for you, Jaycee, can’t you see that? Before I marry you. Before it’s three years later and you’re married to a loser who’s living in Rutherford, working for his father and still trying to get gigs at bars.”
Tears filled her eyes and she batted at him. “Don’t do that.”
He released her hand. “What? Tell the truth? I’m twenty-three and still living with my parents. I’m kind of a loser. It’s a fact.”
For a long time they just stood there and he felt like he was in some face off, then, she grabbed his face, pulling him in and kissing him roughly.
She pulled back and her face was fierce. “No, don’t say the man I love is a loser.” She wagged a finger in his face. “Next time, I’ll slap you for that.”
His heart raced again, and then he laughed, loving her even more. “Fine.”
Again, she reached out, touching his face.
This time, their touch caused a spark between them.
He frowned. “Careful.”
She put her hand back on his face A coy smile lit her face. “You afraid at what I’m seeing just by touching you?”
He put his arms around her, pulling her into him. “I’ll never be afraid of you. Tell me more about this dream or vision, whatever you see when you kiss me.”
“It’s not all the time,” she said.
“Okay, tell me what you see sometimes.”
She hesitated. “Smoke. I’m trying to see past the smoke. I can feel heat on my feet. Then I hear someone call my name.”
The truth was, he was starting to believe more and more that she really did see something, and it worried him.
“I know, it’s so stupid.”
Worry filled him. “It’s not stupid to me.”
She hesitated. “Let’s talk about something else, I’ve figured out the answer to our future already.”
He waited, not sure he wanted to deal with another fight about him calling himself a loser. “Okay.”
She swiped another kiss, this time on his neck. “So we’ll have a year-long distance, I’ll finish Harvard, and then I’m yours.”
He stared into her eyes, liking that idea. Yes, then he had a year to really work the music and she had a year to finish. “I’m going to hold you to that promise because, just so you know, you’re not getting rid of this rock star very easily.” He cleared his throat. “Maybe country rock star would be a better description.”
She kissed his lips softly. “Really? I can’t scare the rock star away with baked goods?”
He grunted. “Nope, that scare tactic has already been used.”
She laughed and they kissed again.




CHAPTER 16
T  he next day, Shay was writing lyrics and dinking around on his guitar in the sound studio. He tapped his pencil against table and gazed out of the window at the ranch. Kira was out riding horses. He stood and sauntered to the window, watching her.
Had Jaycee ever ridden horses? Her family had tons of money, so she must have, right?
He remembered how gorgeous she’d looked that first day. Gorgeous, desperate, scared, then totally pissed, all in a matter of five minutes.
A shiver went through him as he thought of her vision, or whatever that was. He sat back at the table and picked up his pencil.
Visions, filled with visions of you.
And those visions are just so terrifying … that I don’t know how.
So terrifying … and it’s all real somehow.
I’ve walked alone in the dark, thinking that I’m lost.
So terrified … and now I’m not.
I saw you in the dark, reaching out your hand. I saw you, and then I knew I’d never understand.
Why it’s so terrifying standing there, next to you. It’s so terrifying seeing what could be a vision to me.
I wasn’t that same before, but now I want to be
Less terrifying … not to you, but to me.
I walked the path for so long, and I wasn’t strong, even though I tired.
Like a blind man lost in the sea, I was tossed and turned, and it wasn’t me.
I was so terrified that I couldn’t be found. So terrified that I would be swallowed in the crowd.
Terrified, not knowing how to calm the sea.
Terrified, and that’s when you met me.
There was a knock at the door, and his lip quirked up. He’d told Jaycee to come over in the afternoon.
He flung open the door and she jumped into his arms, her lips moving against his in all sorts of ways that had thoroughly excited him by the time she jumped back down. He laughed. “Hey.”
“I missed you.” She held him tightly, and the jam smell surrounded him.
He staggered but managed to keep his balance. “I guess you did.”
She kissed him again and then took a step back. “Did you miss me?”
Shay wrapped his arms around her, again. He held her body against his, loving her sweet, fruity fragrance, loving the way her green eyes were light and happy, so different from that first day at her father’s house. “Every second you’re not with me I miss you.”




CHAPTER 17
L ater that night, Jaycee and Shay ended up back at her place, eating dinner with Millie. Jaycee honestly hadn’t wanted to come to dinner, but part of her felt bad for never being at the manor, and she knew Millie would report to her father. She didn’t necessarily want to tick her father off at this point because she did want to introduce Shay, as her boyfriend, soon.
The McCades had always held an annual charity event, and this year was no exception. She hated that her father still wanted to have it, even though her mother was gone.
As she sat on the porch swing, watching the sun set with Shay at her side, she wondered why she felt so calm and relaxed.
“What’s up?” he asked, playing with her hand.
She thought of the question that had been simmering in her mind for the past couple of days. “My father is coming this weekend, and we are hosting a summer charity event on Saturday. It’s one of his senator things he does every year.”
Shay leaned back into the swing. “Right, I actually worked the catering for that party for a couple of years in high school. A friend of my mother’s owned the catering company in town, and it was good money. She paid, like, a hundred bucks a night.”
It mystified her how different their lives were. She wasn’t sure whether to feel bad about the gap between them, or to feel glad that the job had paid so much.
“I think Kira might be working it this year.” Shay looked down to the ground. “But probably not Mason.”
She knew his brother’s drug problem was hard on him. “I’m sorry.”
“I just wish he would wake up.” He cupped her hand between both of his. “But enough about my brother. Tell me what you’re thinking about.”
Tentatively, she kissed his cheek. “I want you to come to the party and be my date.”
He froze, his hands tensing against hers. “What about Kurt?”
She sighed. “I told you, I don’t care about him. I care about you. My father doesn’t get to pick who my date is.”
Shay let go of her hands and stood, staring at the lake. “I don’t want to cause problems with your father, Jaycee. He made it clear from the first time I met him that he didn’t care for Summervilles.” He snapped his fingers. “And he’s bringing Kurt for you.”
Jaycee stood too, moving to his side. “I don’t want Kurt. Listen, I need to bring you to show my father that I don’t care what he thinks.” She stuck her chin into the air. “I don’t even care if he takes Harvard away from me.”
Shay frowned. “You only have one year left.”
She hated feeling so trapped. “I’m in charge of my life, Shay. I have to show him that I’m not afraid of him.”
“I always think everyone should be in charge of their own lives, that everyone gets a choice to live how they want to live. I don’t like being the reason for you to stand up to him. You should have done that a long time ago. Way before me.”
Her heart raced, and she felt confused. Why was she getting so emotional? “I don’t need your lecture right now, Shay.”
“I’m sorry, I just …”
“What?” she asked, stepping into his personal space and glaring at him. “You don’t have the guts to face my father, is that it?”
He angrily grabbed her by the shoulders. “I love you, Jaycee McCade. Do you hear that?”
Tears filled her eyes.
“I’ll face your father with you—of course I will—but I just don’t want it to be a thing that you use at the party, something that you’re throwing in his face like some chess piece.”
Adrenaline spiked inside of her, and she remembered how she had flaunted him in her father’s face that day when she’d told her father they were taking a walk to the lake.
He dropped her shoulders and pointed at her. “I want to do things right with you.”
For a long time, they just stood there, staring into each other’s eyes. This tow truck driver rock star had turned into way more than she’d ever bargained for. “That’s good,” she said, “because I love you, too, and introducing you, officially, as my boyfriend at the party is the right thing to do.”
Another beat of silence passed, and then he pushed his hand around her hip, his lips brushing hers softly. The kiss reminded her of all things peaceful: butterfly wings, the sun coming up first thing in the morning, long walks she used to relish with her mother …
He ran his hand down her hair. “I’ll face your father with you, Jaycee girl. Of course I will.”
She wrapped both arms around him, resting her head on his shoulder. “I love you, I love you, I love you.” The words felt so good in her mouth. Delicious. Like the best piece of taffy candy after a parade in the summer.
He began swaying her back and forth and humming. “Furious, tragic, from the moment I first met you.”
She joined in. “Furious, tragic, the night we said I do.”
He jerked to a stop, frozen again as he searched her eyes. “Do you really mean that?”
She didn’t bring up the fact that he hadn’t asked yet. “Not a chess piece.” She couldn’t help but laugh softly. “It was funny, he said he wasn’t a chess piece.”
He smiled and sang. “Furious, tragic, the love that I have for her.”
She added, “Furious, tragic, the first of its kind.”
“When she said she loved me I knew, I’d never let her go.”
“Never let him go.”
When he kissed her now, she knew that she would love Shay Summerville for the rest of her life.




CHAPTER 18
Shay walked to the front door of the manor, dressed in a monkey suit and feeling like a fraud. His sister Shar had been delighted to be his personal makeover artist, giving him a haircut, tweezing his eyebrows, and gelling his hair until he looked like what Leah would call a hipster.
His palms were sweaty and he shook out his hands, focusing on all the lights that lit up the whole house and the side yard. He spotted a huge tent in the backyard, and he heard soft, classical music playing. There were two security guys dressed in suits at the front door, inspecting people’s invitations. He texted Jaycee. Here.
It wasn’t long before Jaycee appeared, striding past the security guys like they meant nothing. Shay was starstruck by the gorgeous way she looked. Her hair was half up and half down, in softer curls than normal. It looked like it would take hours to do her hair that way and he only knew that because of his sister Shar, and how long she spent doing her own hair.
Jaycee smiled widely at him, giving him a little wave. She wore a tiny royal-blue strappy dress that accented her figure in all the right places, hugging her body to almost her knees. She wore red stiletto heels that made her seem tall. With her hair piled on her head, she was nearly as tall as he was. She threw her arms around his neck, leaning in and brushing her lips against his. “I’m so glad you’re here.”
The smell of strawberry jam flooded his senses, making him feel better. Carefully, he put his hands on her hips and let himself relax.
She pulled back, letting out a low whistle. “Shay Summerville, ladies and gentlemen.” She winked at him. “You clean up well, Tow Truck Boy.”
He grunted out a light laugh and took her hand, letting himself fully take in her appearance. Unable to stop himself, he caressed her shoulder with his other hand. “I know you’re going to hate this, but you really do look like a princess.”
The side of her lip tugged up. “Yeah, I do hate that.” She leaned into him, kissing his cheek. “Are you ready?”
He sucked in a long breath. “As I’ll ever be.”
They moved past security. The guys glanced at Shay, but Jaycee didn’t stop.
The house was a buzz of activity, swarming with more beautiful people all dressed in tuxedos and fine dresses. Of course, Shay didn’t recognize most of them. He knew that a lot of them were flown in and then helicoptered over. A guy in a tux was playing the piano. A part of Shay longed to be that guy. He loved the piano and the way he could get lost in the melody. Of course, this pianist wasn’t as good as Noah, but Shay still liked his music.
Jaycee went through the house and out the back door, pulling him past flower arrangements and weaving through a staff of people carrying trays of appetizers and wineglasses. The whole backyard was lit up with lights. More staff members attended the food tables, and at other tables, people sat and chatted. A faux floor had been laid down on the grass for dancing, and there was a base up for a band by the stage. A professional photographer wandered around, snapping pictures.
Jaycee leaned into Shay. “Avoid the camera guy if you can. I just hate the press so much.”
Shay remembered that when he’d googled her, a slew of family pictures that had come up in association with the McCade name and the Senator. It was surreal how he had suddenly found himself in the middle of this very public, political life. During the past three weeks, they’d been very sheltered, he mused, almost like she was a normal person, but all of this was a clear reminder to him of how different he and Jaycee were.
Jaycee kept them moving, dodging in and out of tables and people. Someone would call out her name and she would wave politely, but when people tried to talk with her, she would point and say, “Gotta talk to Daddy.”
Shay’s heart pounded, and he felt more nervous than he’d ever been before. When he’d been little and his father would take his whole family to different state fairs and have them play their music, he’d been crazy nervous, but he always knew it would be fine. Right now, he had no such guarantee.
Shay spotted her father. Of course, he was standing with a small group of people around him. All of them looked like complete brownnosers, trying to get a piece of him. It was crazy.
As one, the crowd regarded Jaycee, then shifted its attention onto Shay.
Her father’s face was frozen; then he opened his arms. “Sweetie.”
She politely leaned in, kissing his cheek. “Daddy, I wanted to give you a chance to officially meet Shay Summerville, my boyfriend.”
Her father was a true politician, because he kept a straight face, even let out a light laugh as he put his hand out to shake Shay’s. “Well, nice to meet you.” He turned back and nodded to another guy. “Jaycee, I thought you’d like to have another friend here tonight, too.”
Kurt. Shay recognized him from another picture that had popped up in his Google search.
Shay could feel all eyes on him, and unlike when he was in front of a crowd, these eyes didn’t feel right. “Nice to meet you again, Mr. McCade.”
Her father pinned Shay with his unreadable gaze, then turned back and drew a woman out of the crowd. “And Marsha, have you had a chance to meet Shay yet?”
Jaycee blanched, dropping her polished façade. She clearly hadn’t been prepared for this.
“Uh,” Shay said. “Nice to meet you.” This must be the mistress?
The woman was the epitome of what one might think a senator’s wife would look like: very Jackie O, but blond. She put out her hand and gave him a slight smile. “So nice to meet you.”
Shay shook her hand, unsure if he was doing the right thing or not.
Tears were in Jaycee’s eyes, and she blinked them back furiously. Without saying goodbye, she took Shay’s hand and rushed away from the group.
“Again, nice to meet you!” her father called out.
Shay didn’t respond, only tried to keep up with Jaycee.
“I can’t believe she’s here,” she hissed.
“Hold up,” he whispered to her.
she didn’t slow their pace. “I can’t believe he actually brought her.”
“I’m sorry.”
More people tried to approach them. One particular older woman strode up, looking very much the entitled type. “Jaycee, wait, sweetheart. I haven’t seen you since your mother’s funeral. I wanted to talk.”
Jaycee stopped walking, nearly making Shay crash into her. She turned back, her face softening. “Ms. Fairbanks.”
The woman had put her hair in a soft bun. She wore too many necklaces to count, and her fingers were weighed down with gaudy jewels but her face was kind. She reached for Jaycee. “Sweetheart.”
Jaycee held her, and Shay inherently felt better, seeing that this woman was a comfort to her.
The woman pulled back, evaluating Jaycee’s face. “Girl, you’re gorgeous, prettier and prettier every time I see you.”
“Thanks, Ms. Fairbanks.”
“ Your boy here is quite the looker.” She leaned in and whispered, “Your mama always said she saw a dark-haired man in your future.”
Shay froze. Was it a weird coincidence?
Jaycee only looked stunned for a second. She managed an awkward laugh. “Did she now?”
The woman laughed too. “Every Sunday when I’d come over in the summer and have lemonade with her on the porch, she just had so many hopes for you.”
Jaycee’s eyes misted again. She covered her mouth. “You were so good to Mama. Especially at the end. She would tell me how much she loved lemonade days with you.”
Ms. Fairbanks patted her hand. “I’m glad I got to see you. And meet you,” she said to Shay, winking at him. “I know your mama too. She’s part of the women’s group in town.”
Shay was confused; he didn’t remember hearing about Ms. Fairbanks or seeing her anywhere in town. He nodded anyway.
“You tell your mother I said hello.”
“I will.”
Jaycee led him back toward the house, less quickly than before.
“Uh, not that I care where we’re going, but where are we going?”
Jaycee’s lips pursed into a straight line. “I’ve done my duty and shown up at the party. Clearly, Daddy has Marsha. He doesn’t need me.” She shook her head. “Let’s go lay down our official track of ‘Tragic, Furious,’ shall we?”
Happiness surged within him. Leah had been bugging him to make an official soundtrack for it. “You’re speaking my language.”
She pulled him back through the house, but just as they were dashing down the hallway, he almost bumped into the server holding a tray of wineglasses. His eye caught the one person he’d never expect to see at a party like this.
Wasn’t it enough that Kristie stalked him with baked goods? Now she had to show up on the arm of Duke McCade.




CHAPTER 19
J aycee was on the verge of freedom. The front door was in their sights, and she tugged Shay hard to get out of there. How dare her father bring that woman to the manor, to her mother’s manor! Her mother had loved this home, bringing them here every summer.
At first, Jaycee had been upset that she had to come back to Rutherford this summer, but then she had gotten a chance to realize how much her mama had loved them in this house. She’d found her true love here, and that meant everything to her.
“Excuse me,” Shay said, turning and avoiding a platter of wineglasses.
Jaycee turned with him, trying to help him not collide with another guest who had been coming toward them.
Suddenly, Shay stopped. Duke had cut them off. He wore a tux, looking all suave. A woman she didn’t recognize clung to his arm.
“Kristie,” Shay breathed next to her.
Jaycee jerked her head to Shay and saw his annoyance. Kristie? The crazy ex who left baked goods everywhere?
Duke smirked at Shay. “I got the girl that apparently broke your heart six months ago.”
Even though Jaycee knew the whole story about Kristie, she was ticked at her brother for bringing her to this party. Obviously, he wanted to rub something in Shay’s face, so he thought he could do that by inviting his ex. It wasn’t just that; it was that Duke was doing all of this just to be a jerk.
Shay glanced at Jaycee. “I don’t want any problems. We were just leaving, man.”
Duke threw his head back and laughed. “Problems?” His eyes hardened into slits of anger. “Why would there be problems?”
Jaycee wasn’t sure what to do. She didn’t want to try to walk past Duke, because she could tell that Shay was brewing for a fight. Not that she would care if Duke ruined her father’s perfect party, but she did care about Shay. Fighting at her father’s party wouldn’t come without a price. She snatched Shay’s hand and bolted for the back door. “C’mon.”
“What?” He resisted at first, but then he took off with her, matching her pace, dodging other people and servers.
They reached the front door, and she tore down the steps. There was a path to the side of the house, the one that led down to the lake. “This way,” she said, booking it.
The sun was just starting to set, and she didn’t think they’d made too much of a scene. The party never really started up until her father gave some speech, and then the band would start and the dancing and dinner would commence.
Once they’d gone a sufficient distance, they slowed down. Shay turned to face her, and a smile broke out across his face. “I like cutting out. That was awesome thinking.”
She laughed, then stopped, and he almost fell. “Sorry.” She kicked her heels off. “Can’t have those on; they’re not suited for the beach.”
Shay chuckled, and together they ran to the beach, laughing harder and harder.




CHAPTER 20
L ater, Shay and Jaycee sat in the sound studio at his ranch. With Leah’s guidance, they’d laid down a couple of different versions. His mind was still on stinking Kristie, but he did his best to push away those thoughts as they sang together.
“Tragic, furious, every part of me.
Tragic, furious, the parts that no one sees.
But you gave me that light, that took from the darkest night.
Tragic, furious, and then I could see.
Tragic, furious, all thoughts of me.
Tragic, furious, the time is meant to be.
I couldn’t think the world could save me, but then I found you.
Believing. Believing what I see. Believing, believing you and me.”
Leah knocked on the window and then cracked the door to peek in. “That was it. That tone! Top hit, baby. Listen, I have to go out, but I’ll edit this tomorrow and send the track to you guys.” She winked at them as she left. “You kids have fun now.”
Shay took Jaycee’s hand and kissed her. He’d changed out of his tux and Leah had loaned Jaycee some sweats and T-shirt, but her hair was still all done up and she looked stunning with her makeup accentuating the lines of her face. His hand brushed along her arm, grazing down her shoulder to her wrist. “Did I tell you when I saw you tonight, coming out of the house when I first got there, I could barely breathe because you looked so amazing?”
She put her hand on his shoulder, kissing his neck and rubbing her nose up his jawline. “Really?”
His arms went to her hips and pulled her in close. “Really.”
She put her hand on his chest. “Your heart is going fast.”
He put his hand over hers and closed his eyes. “I don’t want this moment to end. I don’t want anything to ever break us apart.”
“Never,” she whispered, looking up into his face. “I meant what I said before, even though you don’t want to hear it.”
His heart raced. “What?”
“Marry me. Marry me right now. Let’s just go elope and come back married.”
He wanted to. Every part of him wanted to.
“Why?” she asked, suddenly upset and crying.
He was shocked she was so upset. He pulled back. “Jaycee,” he whispered softly.
She held his hand. “I just want us. I want us right now.”
He held her. He didn’t know what else to do so he held her. “We will get married. One year. One year. You finish your degree, I’ll become famous.”
“You promise?” she asked.
He pulled back and gently touched her face. “I’d put my life on that promise.”
She hesitated, then pushed out her pinky. “How about your pinky?”
He laughed, then put his pinky out.
She took it, then he kissed her, again. This time drinking from her.
After she encouraged him for a while, she stood, tilting her head toward the couch. “Let’s go over there.”
Shay put his hand up. “I want you to hear something first.” He pulled out his phone and played a familiar song—the same one he’d performed when she’d watched him in the bar. He grinned at her. “I tweaked it for us.”
She cocked an eyebrow, then smiled. “The song is about first love, right?”
He nodded. “Let’s dance.” He stood and pulled her into his arms.
“The first time I fell in love, it took me by surprise. The first time I fell in love, there was this light in your eyes. I never thought you’d be the one to turn me from my past. I never thought I’d find you and now you’re here.”
The music hit its stride, and he twirled her out, then brought her back.
“This little town will be on the end of my boots real fast. And all I know is I want you by my side to make it all last. I need you, I want you. I have to have you with me. I need you, I want you. You’re the hope in my life, because now I’m believing.
It was always you.
I’m believing.
It could always be true.
Believing there’s more than just my little dream.
Believing that everything is right here, in me and you.”
She stopped dancing, and her eyes sparkled.
He brought her close, tears stinging his eyes, too. “What do you think?”
“I love you, Shay Summerville.”
Their lips touched, and then he was flying, floating, soaring. When the kiss ended, he pressed his forehead against hers. “I love you, too.”




CHAPTER 21
Shay had just cued up The Goonies, and now he and Jaycee were going to hunker down and watch. Maybe kiss, of course. He grinned, thinking of how it’d been so fast with her.
While she lay on the couch, snuggled up in a blanket, he walked out of the studio to go get waters and snacks for them. It was past midnight, but he wasn’t tired. He pulled bottles of water out of the fridge and popped some popcorn.
“I guess the party went okay?” his mother asked, wandering into the kitchen. Her hair had been drawn back in a ponytail, and she was wearing her night robe. She pulled him in for a hug.
“Yeah, it … went fine.”
His mother cocked an eyebrow. “Doesn’t sound promising.”
Putting his hand on the counter and yawning, he thought back to earlier that night. “Well, her brother Duke decided to show up with Kristie.”
“What?” His mother covered her mouth.
“Yeah and I think he wanted to fight me.” He let out a derisive laugh, remembering the way he and Jaycee had busted out of the place. “We took off, but before that, I met her father and he brought the mistress.”
His mother smacked the counter. “What is wrong with that man? Her poor mama hasn’t been in the grave but three months, and he’s flaunting the other woman around?”
“I know, but Jaycee has pretty much led the kind of life where her father wasn’t a huge part of it. Her mother was depressed a lot.”
His mother frowned. “I feel so bad for Susan. For everything that happened with her. After your father and I married, we did stay friends, you know. That’s why you and Duke played together during the summers. There was a point when she would come and I would try to reach out and she would just pull away.”
It was clear his mother wanted to fix things, but Shay was sure that like most painful things in life, they aren’t fixable. He sighed. “I’m going to go watch a movie with her in the studio.” He moved past his mother and kissed her head. “Love you.”
“Love you too, son.” There was still worry in her voice.
As he was heading back to the front door, Liam burst inside, alarm on his face. “Shay! Come quick, the studio is burning!”




CHAPTER 22
J aycee felt it licking at her feet. Smoke. She coughed, but that only allowed more smoke into her lungs, making her cough harder.
She sat up on the couch and froze when she saw that there was fire surrounding her. Was this real? Was this a vision or reality? Clearly, it was real because she knew where she was—in the studio.
The smoke was thick and heavy. She thought about what she’d always been taught: stop, drop, and roll. She dropped off the couch, fear pressing into her. “Shay!” she tried to scream, but to no avail. The fire was right at the door to the studio, and that was the only way in or out.
She crawled toward the door and grabbed a blanket that was on a chair. Maybe she could use it as a shield so she could run through the fire. It wasn’t ideal, but it would be something.
She started to wrap the blanket around her, but the closer she got to the fire, the hotter and hotter it was. More fear made her stumble, and she coughed and coughed and coughed and gulped for air. It was worse than in her dream. Worse than anything she’d been through.
“Shay!” she tried to call out. “Shay!”
Now the fire was even hotter, raging even more, and she felt the blanket burning her. She dropped it and tried to crawl away from the opening. She put her face lower to the ground, trying to suck in as much oxygen as she could. “Shay!” The more she cried out, the less she could breathe.
Then it all went black.




CHAPTER 23
F ire blazed at the front of the studio. Already, Noah, Shar, Kira, were running out of the house. Liam was spraying the hose.
Their father was barreling toward them. “What the heck!”
Shay remembered Jaycee’s dreams, the fire, the screaming that she’d told him about since kissing him the first time. No! Hyper panic spurred him to action, and he did the dumbest thing, but the only thing that made sense to him. He kicked in the front door and ran in.
Through the flames, he saw her huddled in a mass on the floor. He rushed to her, barely feeling fire around him and beneath him. With a heave, he gathered her into his arms and rushed out.
When he’d gotten them outside into the fresh air, he was coughing and coughing, but he didn’t care. He took the moment to study Jaycee. She hadn’t been badly burned, but she wasn’t speaking either.
Liam sprayed them. The cold water was a shock, but it also made her stir.
“Jaycee! Jaycee!” Shay shouted at her, sitting on the ground with her in his arms.
Her eyes fluttered open. Then they closed again.
Sirens screamed in the background. He grabbed her hand, still yelling at her. “Jaycee! Jaycee!” His mind whirled with everything she’d told him about the visions and the mental institutions and her mother and the fire. “Open your eyes!”




CHAPTER 24
M oving, spinning, lights coming in spurts. Something creaked beneath her, and the sound forced her to the surface. She felt something on her face, something that felt suffocating. A mask. It was pulling her skin too tightly, and she could barely breathe.
“How long will the helicopter ride be to Boston?” Her father’s voice.
She opened her eyes, but she groaned in pain when light flooded her vision. Her eyes squeezed shut.
“She’s awake!” someone yelled next to her, moving with her.
“Thirty minutes, sir,” someone else said.
“Okay, we’ll meet you in Boston. Thank you.”
The air turned cold, and Jaycee risked squinting again. The light was even brighter, but she recognized a rooftop, and she saw that she was surrounded by doctors and nurses.
“On three!” someone yelled out.
"Shay!" Her voice wouldn't go very loud.
The images from the fire pulsed through her. The smoke. The flames. Then Shay leaning over her. She needed him. She needed him so much.
"I'm here," Shay said, pushing to her side. "I'm here."
Her heart leapt, but the blackness engulfed her.




CHAPTER 25
Exhausted, Shay sat by her side, which had been hard to do with her father fighting him about even being with her still at the hospital in Boston.
But Shay wouldn't budge.
Of course, during the doctor's analysis of her, Shay had paced and paced in the waiting room.
The prognosis was good for what it was. Lung damage.
The trouble was she wasn't waking up. It'd been over twelve hours and she hadn't woken up.
The doctor kept saying not to worry, that they'd given her a sedative to help her sleep with the oxygen, but it would wear off soon.
After listening to her father and Duke re-hash, then re-hash all the events of the night, all Shay could feel … was anger.
At himself.
Why had he left her alone out there? Who had set the fire? Kristie? Duke? That didn't make sense.
The Senator was out in the hallway talking to the police right this moment. Shay had already done his turn. Duke was there, too, giving a statement.
He closed his eyes and a traitorous tear slipped down his cheek. How could he have left her alone when he'd known she'd had those dreams about the fire? He silently cursed and wished he could change it all. That he would have stayed with her. That he would have done an official proposal and just eloped with her. They could be half-way to Vegas by now.
He clenched a hand into a fist and then sucked in a long breath, staring down at her beautiful face. Why? Why? Why?
The door quietly opened and Shay didn't move. He could sense it was her father.
"I just spoke to the police and they just got a call from their arson squad. It appears that they have determined that the fire was from faulty wiring."
Shay stood, still holding Jaycee's hand, shock coursing through him. "What?"
Her father's lips were pinched into a thin line, his voice was controlled, his eyes held blame. "I guess your family's make-shift electric wiring almost killed my daughter."
Shay didn't answer, his mind spinning. His father was a pro at wiring and he and his brother, Liam, had worked side by side with their father making sure everything was right. "It can't be."
"Apparently, it can." The anger came off her father in spades. He gestured to the door. "My family needs time alone. I'm going to ask you to leave, Shay. Leave and wait to hear from my daughter after she wakes up."
Adrenaline spiked through him. "No. No, I can't … I can't leave." His mind raced and he imagined the Senator asking the police to escort him out. "Please," his voice shook.
Out of the blue, her hand moved.
He turned to her, sat back beside her. "Jaycee?"
Her eyes fluttered.
"Jaycee?" Her father asked, moving to her other side.
Her hand squeezed his stronger.
"She's waking up." Shay said, turning to her father. "We have to get the oxygen off of her."
Her father looked confused, then rushed to the door, signaling a nurse. "My daughter is waking up."
They were in the VIP wing of the hospital and a nurse came quickly.
Jaycee's eyes were wide open now.
Relief coursed through Shay. "You're awake." Gratitude filled him. "You're awake."
"Excuse me." The nurse paused next to Shay.
He moved so she could get by. She worked to get the oxygen off of Jaycee and lift up her bed.
"Sweetheart," her father said. "You're okay."
The nurse gave Jaycee a cup with a straw and she sipped, then pulled back. "I'm o-kay." Her voice was croaky.
Emotion stuck in Shay's throat as he watched her drinking and breathing and trying to talk again.
"I'm o-kay," she said, again, smiling at him.
The doctor came and did an exam, checking her oxygen and listening to her lungs. "She looks good," he said to her father before excusing himself. "Give her time to rest, I'll be back to check on her."
Her father moved to her side pulling her into a hug. "We were so worried, sweetheart."
Jaycee looked between her father and Shay. "I'm okay. I … what happened?"
Her father turned eyes full of blame to Shay. "Faulty wiring," he said flatly, turning back to her. "But everything is going to be okay now." He pulled back.
She looked at Shay.
Shay moved to her other side, taking her hand and forcing himself not to cry more tears. "I was so … I…"
"I remember you picking me up," she said, her eyes filling with moisture. "You saved me."
He leaned in, holding her, kissing her cheek. "I'm so glad you're okay. I'm so sorry."
Her father cleared his throat and moved away from the bed. "Um, Shay, I still need you to leave for a bit, I need to have Jaycee give a statement to the police and—"
"No," Jaycee said instantly. "No, Shay's not leaving me."
Her father hesitated.
Every part of Shay wanted to agree, to make a case that he needed to stay, but he let this challenge stay between Jaycee and her father; she clearly had more sway with the man than he ever would.
Duke bursted in the door, rushing at Jaycee. "You're okay?" He hugged her.
Shay was shocked by how upset Duke had been during this whole ordeal.
Jaycee hugged him back. "I'm okay."
Duke pulled back, his eyes blood shoot. "I'm so sorry. I should have kept better track of you. I should have …" He frowned at Shay. "No thanks to you and you're shoddy wiring job."
Shay wanted to hit him, every part of him wanted to clock the guy, but he sucked in a long breath.
"Stop," Jaycee croaked out. "Please." She held Duke's eyes.
"We'll give her some time," her father said, interceding by putting a hand on Duke's shoulder. "Let's go get something to eat and then come back."
Duke hesitated, then turned to his father. "The whole Summerville clan is here, demanding to see her."
Surprised, Shay tugged his phone out of his pocket and saw a million texts from his family.
"No," her father said quickly.
"Please?" Jaycee asked. "Can I please see his family?"
Her father hesitated, then nodded. "Fine. Ten minutes, then I'll need everyone to leave."
Shay's heart rate picked up. He was so grateful his family was here and she was okay.
Her father and Duke left and shortly after his family appeared.
“Hey," his mother grinned at both of them, her eyes shining as she walked in first.
His father held the door for the rest of the family that all trailed in.
As his mother hugged Jaycee and put her hand on her forehead, doing the motherly fever check, Shay grinned at the rest of his family making their way in.
Each took turns hugging Jaycee and telling her how they'd been worried about her.
Kira moved next to Shay. "We prayed for you, " she said reaching for her hand.
Jaycee hugged her, smiling at Shay with tears in her eyes.
His father was the last to hug her. "We don't know how that wiring went bad, but we accept full responsibility for all of this, Jaycee." He blinked and Shay could tell his father was trying not to cry. "I just feel so horrible."
"No," Jaycee said, holding to his father's hand. "No one is to blame. I'm okay. Everything is fine."
His father took a step back, nodding.
It got quiet for a moment.
Liam had moved next to his side and he nudged him. "Uh, I know this might be a bad time, but … can we share some good news?"
Shay frowned at him.
"Of course," Jaycee said, smiling at Liam. "I think we need good news."
Shay looked around the room at his siblings, who all suddenly looked like they were excited and on the verge of smiling. "What?"
Leah held up her cell phone. “Check it out. The radio stations have been playing your song."
Confused, Shay turned to face all of them. “What?”
Leah shoved her phone in his face. "I sent it to a couple of my contacts. The song just hit top fifty." She turned to Jaycee and let out a light squeal. "Your song just hit top fifty!” She did little jumps.
"Calm down, Leah," his mother said.
His heart raced as he listened to their song playing. "What?"
"Shh," Noah said, shushing everyone.
“Tragic, furious …”
The song blared out and Shay laughed, turning to Jaycee.
A huge grin filled her face. "I can't believe it."
His siblings were suddenly all talking over each other.
He laughed and held tightly to Jaycee's hand, their eyes locked. "I can't believe it, either."
Jaycee grinned at him. "I'm so happy for you."
"For us." Shay corrected her. "It's your voice that made that song perfect."
Her grin widened.
His phone suddenly buzzed in his pocket and he reached for it, checking the number, then almost dropped it.
"Who is it?" Jaycee asked.
"No way." Shay turned to his family. "Quiet!"
All of his siblings stopped talking, turning to him.
His hand shook, but he answered it on speaker phone. “Hello.”
“Is this Shay Summerville?”
“Yes,” he said, dazed.
“My name is Texas Waters. I heard your song, and I want to sign you and your family to a deal.”
Leah squealed, but put her hand over her mouth. Shar and Noah grabbed his shoulders. Liam put both hands in the air in celebration. Kira giggled and threw her arms around Shay's waist. Shay nearly dropped the phone.
“Are you there?” Texas asked.
“Yeah.” He’d been shocked back to reality. “Sorry.”
Texas let out a low laugh. “That’s fine. Listen, my assistant says he's listened to all of your messages over the past year or years and he says you're in Rutherford, Massachusetts. Could I send a jet tomorrow and you and your siblings could come out to my house and we can discuss some things."
Leah squealed again. “Yes!”
Shay met Jaycee's eyes, unable to believe it. "Umm?"
Texas laughed. "Did you hear me?"
"Yes," said Liam leaned into the phone.
Texas laughed, again. "I guess there's all of you on the line."
"Hi Texas," Shar said, leaning into the phone.
Liam pushed her back. "Chill."
Texas laughed again. "Hi there."
Shay still couldn't believe he was talking to Texas Waters. "Sorry, Texas."
"Are you there, Shay?" Texas asked.
Shay refocused. “Ah, the song …” His mind was a blur. “The song was sung by myself and Jaycee McCade. She's in the hospital, we should wait until she's better before we come."
"No," Jaycee immediately croaked out.
Shay stared at the woman he loved.
"Go," she said.
His family was trying to be quiet, but they were all holding each other and hyped up, pressing into him and the phone in his hand.
“I'm sorry to hear that about Jaycee, you're right, maybe another time is better?" Texas said.
"Go," Jaycee said, again, squeezing his hand. "I'm fine."
Every part of Shay didn't want to leave her side, but … he turned to his family, seeing the hope on all of their faces.
Leah gripped Shay’s arm, whispering in his ear. “Say yes, Shay. Say yes for all of us.”
"We'll do it," Shay finally said.
His siblings silently cheered.
"Great," Texas said. "Then I'll see you tomorrow night."
Still not able to believe it, Shay nodded. "Okay."
"Bye now."
The phone call ended.
His siblings instantly cheered.
Shay was overwhelmed and fell into Jaycee, who was halfway laughing.
"That's so great," she said.
He pulled back and laughed, unable to believe it and wanting to kiss her but not wanting to hurt her.
Tears filled her eyes. "I'm so happy, you're getting your dream."
For a few moments all of his family took turns hugging and laughing.
Then her father walked in, looking none too happy. "Excuse me, I've given enough time to you all. I need you to all leave please, Jaycee needs rest."
Shay's heart raced and all he could think about was how he didn't want to leave her … he never wanted to leave her.
His family started filing out.
"Wait," he said. "I … just wait everyone."
Her father scowled at him. "I said everyone needs to leave."
His family seemed uncertain.
Then he was getting down on one knee and probably doing the craziest thing he'd ever done.
"Shay?" Jaycee asked.
"I just … I just have to ask you a question, a question I should have officially asked you yesterday."




CHAPTER 26
Shock coursed through her. A shock that erased all of the heaviness in her chest from the smoke damage. A shock that made her forget how angry her father looked right now. A shock … that made her sit up and wonder if he was really, really doing this.
"I want you all out!" Her father thundered through the room.
Jaycee only stared at Shay.
He stayed on his knee.
His family didn't seem to hear her father's outburst.
"Shay?" Jaycee questioned, again.
"Ohmygosh," Liam flashed a huge smile at her and put his hand over his mouth. "This is awesome."
Shay stared at her, tears in his eyes. "Jaycee, I know this isn't the perfect time to do this, but I when I thought …" he broke off, stifling his emotion.
Emotion filled her, just thinking of how she would feel if it had been Shay in the fire.
Shay blinked. "When I thought I would lose you, I … I only knew I wanted you forever. Jaycee, will you marry me?"
Tears were already spilling down her cheeks. "Yes!" Jaycee said, still in a croaking voice but as loudly as possible.
The room erupted into shouts and applause.
Shay was up, crushing her to him, but clearly trying not to hurt her. He gently kissed her.
She laughed, still not able to believe it.
"I love you," Shay whispered. "And maybe now I have a shot of being the kind of man that's good enough for you."
Warmth filled her. "I love you, too." She sniffed. "You've always been the best man for me."
Her father cleared his throat and moved to her other side.
Shay pulled back.
"Well," her father said, looking back and forth between them.
Nerves tugged at her. She could tell her father wasn't happy.
"Sir," Shay nodded at him. "I should have asked you first, sir."
Her father narrowed his eyes. "Yes, you should have."
She didn't want to have drama with her father. She really didn't want that. "Dad, I love him. I want to marry him."
Her father put a light hand on her shoulder. "Then I guess that will have to do." He looked around the room, seeming completely uncomfortable. He pulled out his phone. "I have to run now, Jaycee. I'm being called away on important business." He turned to leave. "I'll leave Duke to look after you."
Disappointment filled her, but she kept her eyes on Shay. "That's fine." She wished her father's acceptance could be more than that, but the truth was she didn't care. She loved Shay and she would marry him.
He was staring at her, a smile on his lips. He leaned in, pressing his forehead to hers.
His family was still celebrating in the background and the music was already starting to come out of them.
She grinned. "I think you just got all of it, Shay. The label, the girl."
Softly, he brushed his lips to hers. "I think I did." He flashed a grin. "I'm overwhelmed you would say yes."
Everything was feeling happy and light and she was already feeling so much better. "Hey, remember it was my idea."
He squeezed her hand. "True, but you need to rest now." He stood, kissing her one more time. "You rest and when you wake up we'll start planning the rest of our lives."
"Solid gold, baby, that's what our life will be." She whispered.
He laughed and leaned in again, kissing her again.
She put her arms on his shoulders. "Don't leave yet, Shay." Tiredness was falling upon her. "Don't leave."
"Okay, I won't. I'll stay. I'm right here, Jaycee. I'll always be right here. Forever."
She let herself relax, closing her eyes. "Forever sounds good to me."
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SNEAK PEAK HER COUNTRY STAR COWBOY SECOND CHANCE
Chapter 1
“Shay … Shay … it’s time to do the after-show meet and greet, man.”
Shay jerked to a sitting position. “How long have I been out?” After doing the concert, he’d come into the dressing room and crashed on the couch. Now he steadied himself and stood, putting his hand to his head.
His brother Liam moved to his side. “Dude, you’ve been out of it for forty-five minutes, but we have VIPs we’ve committed to meeting with, so you have to pull yourself together."
"Right." Shay still didn't move.
Liam put his hand lightly on Shay's shoulder. "Look, I know seeing that Instagram post about Jaycee was rough on you yesterday, but you can’t continue to be this rattled because of her,” Liam said, his voice tentative. “It's been almost a year and she’s engaged to another man now. That’s how it is, Shay.”
Shay glared at his twin brother. ““Oh, that’s how it is, Liam? That’s how it is when my heart is ripped out? I need to just focus on the VIPs, right?”
Liam’s face darkened. “You know I hate it, dude. You know that, right? We’ve all had our hearts ripped out for
you. We all hate Jaycee McCade so much.” He clenched a hand into a fist and swore.
Shay’s own anger dissolved at seeing Liam so upset. He turned away, feeling guilty for how much pain he’d put his siblings through. His whole family had been hurt right along with him.
Liam sighed. “Look, I can’t tell you how many times I’ve wished so hard that you never met that chick. That I would have been the one driving the stupid tow truck that day, not you. That—”
“Enough.” Shay couldn’t take it. His mind flashed to the Instagram post again.
She finally said yes. My true love and I will be married.
Kurt's post. The guy her father always wanted her to be with.
Shay’s mind went hazy and he felt nauseated.
“Okay,” Liam said. “Get your bearings, and then we’ll go out to the VIP group. They’ll wait; you know they will. I’ll be back in a sec.” He left.
Part of Shay couldn’t believe that he was so famous that people would wait to see him after a show—not just wait, but pay a lot of money. For his whole life, he’d dreamed of putting out his music with his family. They’d strived and strived for it until last summer, when he’d met Jaycee.
Last summer, they’d laid down their first hit single, “Tragic, Furious.” It’d become a craze that swept the country. The song had given his family a surge to viral fame on the internet. Texas Water's record label had come calling. Now they were on tour.
Shay remembered the day he’d signed with Texas Waters’s label, joining the greats like Sloane Kent. It was humbling and overwhelming and awful at the same time, because Jaycee wasn’t with him.
She'd left him.
When he'd gone to Jackson to sign the paperwork with Texas Waters … she'd just left. Gone to London of all places. And out of his life forever.
She wouldn't answer calls or texts.
And that letter.
She'd left a letter that still made no sense to him, telling him she couldn't go through with the marriage. Telling him she wanted to finish her last year of schooling at Oxford. Telling him … there was someone else.
He hadn't believed the letter, but when he'd gone to London and tried to find her. She wasn't there.
Anywhere.
He'd finally gone to the police and they'd told him that Senator McCade would file a restraining order if he kept stalking his daughter.
Stalking?
Anger surged inside of him and he clenched a hand into a fist as he thought of Kurt's instagram, again. She couldn't be marrying him.
She couldn't.
“You ready, Shay?” Liam poked his head back in.
He tamped down on his anger. “Yeah. I’m coming.” He waved toward the door. “Give me five. I’ll be there.”
“It’s been five.”
Shay stared his brother down.
Liam nodded. “Fine.”
Memories swarmed Shay, letting him see Jaycee as clearly as if she were standing in front of him. Her fire-red hair. Her aqua-green eyes, the color of the prettiest ocean views in the world.
He cringed, transported back to the fire. The smoke. The feel of her in his arms.
Late at night, he would still call her old number. It always went to voicemail within one or two rings, which meant that he was blocked—he’d figured that out from Google. When he tried texting her, the message never said “delivered.”
Shay focused on the mirror that hung above a dressing room table stuffed with makeup and toiletries to use before a concert. The mirror hung crookedly on the wall, and the reflection looking back at him was sweaty and a bit haggard. He laughed, hard enough to make him wheeze. Finally, here was a reflection of the way he actually felt. Off-kilter. Not like the huge banners and posters and the airbrushed pictures for Instagram, Facebook, and other social media accounts.
Again, he thought of Kurt’s post. My true love and I …
He slammed his fist into the side of the couch. Bull! Kurt was not her true love. No way. But the cold, hard fact was that he couldn’t do the thing he wanted to do—quit it all.
No. His family had worked too hard for that. He’d worked hard too, given everything. He would keep it together for them. One foot in front of the other. One day at a time. One vision at a time.
The past year his sister, Shar, had dragged him to work with a succession of therapists, and the latest one had suggested thought replacement. It involved taking one group of thoughts that led you down a bad path and replacing them with good thoughts that made you happy.
He scoffed. Happiness wasn’t possible. Still, he had to be functional. He put on a smile and his face felt rubbery. Was that how he looked to the rest of the world—rubbery, fake, as phony as he felt?
He moved to the door as it suddenly flew open.
“Oh my gosh.” His sister Shar looked like she’d seen a ghost.
“What’s wrong?”
Slowly, she brought her hands down from her face and stared at him. “Liam didn’t want me to tell you, but … Wow, this is bad.”
“Spit it out,” he said, growing angrier as his mind spun with dark possibilities. “Is it Mom or Dad?”
“No, they’re fine. I spoke with them last night.”
“What?” he demanded. “Just tell me, Shar.”
“She’s here, Shay.” Shar swallowed. “Jaycee is backstage, and she’s asking to see you.”
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