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      Maverick

      

      My hand was trembling as I brought the glass of amber liquid to my lips. I knew I shouldn’t have another drink. I was going on stage in a few hours. Opening for Trey Turner, one of the biggest names in country music. I’d been waiting for this chance since I was a punk kid, writing songs and learning to play the guitar in my garage. Just to have a distraction. To get away from my messed-up family. And pretend I might have a better life someday.

      That day had finally come, but my demons were chasing and I couldn’t run fast enough to get away. I was turning into the two people I hated most in the world. My alcoholic mother and hateful father. The worst of both of them. I hated myself more every day because I looked in the mirror and saw their twisted, spiteful faces staring back at me.

      A knock on the door to my tour bus made me down the scotch and put the empty glass in the sink. I sank down on the small sectional, reaching for my acoustic guitar.

      I cleared my throat. “Come in.”

      Trey poked his head in. He was a big man, intimidating to most, but I’d never met a man who scared me. I’d grown up getting into fights. I needed someone to take my rage out on. I looked for targets. Kids weaker than me, that I could prey on, the way my old man preyed on me and my kid brother.

      Leaning against the counter in the small kitchenette a few feet away, Trey crossed his arms and stared me down. “We need to talk.”

      Shit, I should have known this was coming. Guys like me didn’t get lucky breaks. They got the rug pulled out from under them.

      “Okay.” I set my guitar aside. “What’s up?”

      He scowled before picking up the empty glass in the sink and taking a whiff. “You’re drinking again… before you go onstage.”

      I knew Trey’s history. Everyone in Nashville did. He was a recovering alcoholic. He’d gone into hiding after his wife had a miscarriage and divorced him. Apparently, his muse dried up and he’d been losing his battle with the bottle, before Sierra came back into his life to rescue him from himself. Too bad I didn’t have anyone in my life who cared enough to rescue me. I was on my own, just the way I liked it.

      “Just one.” I was lying my ass off and we both knew it.

      “You don’t think I know an alcoholic when I see one, kid?”

      I was only a few years younger than him and it irked me to be called kid. My old man always called me that, and the derision in his voice always made me want to punch him in the face.

      “Look, I know your deal,” I said, raising a hand. “That you couldn’t handle the bottle, but I can.”

      His eyes narrowed as he stared me down. “You almost fell off the stage last night. You forgot the words to your own goddamn song!”

      He was roaring now and my temper was rising. My days of rolling over and taking a beating or a tongue-lashing were long gone. I didn’t give a shit who this guy thought he was. No one was going to disrespect me. A voice in my head told me to shut my mouth. My career was the only thing I had left. If Trey kicked me off his tour word would spread like wildfire and I’d be done in his town.

      “Haven’t you seen the videos? Heard the shit people are saying on social media?” He didn’t give me a chance to respond before he said, “I took a chance on you, asshole! When no one else would. This is my reputation on the line.”

      We glared at each other before Trey took a deep breath and tipped his head back. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come at you like that. But this thing nearly took me down, Mav. And I don’t want to see it do the same to you.”

      Trey was a good guy. He’d taken me under his wing when I got signed to his best friend’s record label, offering to take me on tour, and give me a shot to win over his loyal fanbase. I should be thanking him. Instead, I was letting him, and myself down. Letting myself down was nothing new, but the stakes had never been this high for me before. I’d never had anything worth losing.

      It wasn’t easy for me to eat crow, but I knew I didn’t have a choice. “I know I had a little too much last night. Won’t happen again, boss.”

      “No, it won’t because you’re going to get help.”

      “What the hell are you—”

      “I talked to your band. This is nothing new for you. You’ve been a drunk for years.”

      He waited for me to defend myself, but I couldn’t. He was right. “I can’t believe my own band—”

      “Told me the truth?” He took a seat across from me, at the small kitchen table. “This is their one shot too, man. They let you screw this up and they’re finished too. Some of them have got wives and kids counting on them. And you’re being a selfish asshole.”

      It had been a long time since someone had reamed me out like this. I had a reputation for having a violent temper so most people gave me a wide berth. Still, I knew Trey was telling me what I needed to hear. My band were my brothers. They’d all been with me since we were teenagers. They’d tried to get even with my old man on my behalf. I owed them.

      “You think I don’t know that?” I scraped my hands over my face. “You don’t understand.”

      “You’re wrong, I do.” He waited for me to look at him before he said, “No one knows better than I do how alcohol can ravage your life. I was using pills too. Believe me, I was a mess.”

      I was embarrassed and ashamed and mad as hell… at myself. All those names my old man used to call me filtered through my head. Worthless. Stupid. Disgusting. Lazy. I closed my eyes, wishing I could block out the noise, the taunts… the truth.

      “Mav,” Trey said, leaning forward. “I know what it’s like to be at rock bottom, buddy. To feel like there’s no way out. But there is, trust me.”

      I shook my head. He didn’t get it. He hadn’t lived my life. “I know you had a rough time after you and Sierra split, but my problem isn’t like that. It’s not because of a woman.” I thought about all the girls I’d hurt. Ones who tried to love me, but I pushed them away. One, in particular, whose pretty blue eyes still haunted me.

      “It doesn’t matter the cause. The solution is the same.”

      “I’m not seeing a shrink, Trey.” He wouldn’t be the first person to suggest it, but I refused to pick my scabs and bleed all over some therapist’s couch.

      “That’s not what I’m suggesting. You need a meeting.”

      “A meeting?” When understanding dawned, I shook my head. “No way.” My mother claimed she went to A.A. when I was a kid. It didn’t help her and it wouldn’t help me. “I’m not airing my shit in front of a roomful of strangers.”

      “You have a family history?” Trey twirled his wedding band around his finger. “Either of your folks alcoholics or—”

      “My mother is.” No sense trying to pretend my family was perfect. They’d never tried pretending I was. “And my old man’s a rage-aholic.” I wasn’t even sure that was a word, but if it wasn’t, it should be. He was as addicted to rage as my mama was to the brown bottle.

      Trey nodded. “Sorry to hear that. Maybe think about going to an Al-Anon meeting first. Understanding how your parents’ issues are still affecting you might make it easier to deal with your own problem.”

      “I don’t have a problem.”

      “Yes, you do. And you’re making your problem my problem, and I can’t have that.”

      He was giving me an ultimatum. Go to a meeting or I wouldn’t be taking the stage with him again. “So, you’re saying I get out of your sight if I won’t agree to do this, huh?”

      “Think about all the people you’ve hurt. All the people who are depending on you. Your band.” He hesitated. “You may not be close with your family, but you’ve got friends, people who believe in you.” He flattened his hand against his chest. “I believed in you. Luc believed in you. Are you really gonna let him down?”

      Luc Spencer, the owner of our record label, was Trey’s best friend, and a serious badass. I had no doubt Luc would be Trey’s first call when he stepped off this bus if I refused to go to a meeting.

      “Fine, I’ll go.” I clenched my teeth. “When we get to the next city, I’ll find a meeting.”

      “No, you’ll go with me first thing in the morning, right here in Nashville.”

      “What?” I wasn’t ready for this. I needed more time… to get hammered? Alcohol had been my crutch for so long. How the hell was I supposed to get through life without it?

      “You heard me.” He walked over to the kitchen sink and started rummaging through cupboards. “We’re going to a meeting in the morning, you and me. And we’re going to go to a meeting every day, in every city, as we make our way across this country. You’re going to stay sober, my friend. And I’m going to help you.”

      I watched in stunned silence as he emptied every bottle I had. What was he doing? How could I stop him? There was no way I could make it to the liquor store before it closed and if I sent someone else Trey would hear about it. I couldn’t drink in public, even if I’d have time to hit up a bar after the show. I hadn’t gone to bed without a few drinks under my belt since I was fourteen. That was twenty years ago.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I was standing in the doorway of a small meeting room with Trey by my side. My palms were sweating, my throat was dry, and my mind was tormenting me, calling me every vile name I’d ever heard my old man say to me.

      Standing up in a roomful of strangers, admitting I was an alcoholic would be like owning it. Admitting that everything he’d ever said to me and about me was true. I couldn’t do it. I had to get the hell out of here.

      “Man,” I said to Trey. “I need to step outside for a minute.”

      “I’ll come with you.”

      “No, it’s okay. I’ll be right back.”

      Trey grabbed my arm, staring me down. “You think I’m stupid, Mav? You think I don’t know you’re trying to bail?”

      I hadn’t had a panic attack since I was fifteen, but I hadn’t forgotten what it felt like. The walls were closing in. My world was going black. And I couldn’t let that happen here.

      I rushed outside, sucking in air like I’d been on the verge of suffocating as I braced my hands on my knees and cursed the gods who put me here. In this place. In this body. Living this life.

      “It’s okay, man,” Trey said, gripping my shoulder. “The first meeting, the first day without a drink, the first time you admit you’re an alcoholic, that’s the scariest. But it gets a little easier, I promise.”

      I sank down on my haunches at the side of that old red building, not caring that the cars driving in and out of the adjoining parking lot could see me. Crouching down was a hell of a lot better than falling down because my legs couldn’t support me anymore.

      Curling my hands around my throbbing head, wishing for just one more drink to take the edge off, I did something I hadn’t done in years. I prayed. I prayed for an escape route to open up. And if it didn’t… I prayed for the strength to stay and fight.

      Trey sat down beside me on the pavement. “Feeling helpless has gotta be one of the worst feelings in the world, huh? Almost as bad as feeling like an inmate in a prison you created.”

      There was a reason Trey was one of the best songwriters in our business. He had a way with words that no one else did. He could get to the crux of it, let people know that as bad as they were feeling, he’d been there. And came out the other side. It gave his fans… and me… hope.

      “That’s one way of putting it,” I said, trying to push the words out even though it felt like my throat was closing up.

      “But here’s the thing, you have a lot more control than you think.”

      “I don’t think so.” The bottle ruled my life. It dictated how I felt about myself and everyone around me. It was my medicine and my poison. I needed it… and hated myself for not being able to live without it.

      “I know it doesn’t feel that way now, but it will. You didn’t commit a crime, man. You’re not locked up in maximum security prison to rot. You still have free will, and the power to choose to make your life better. To go after your dream.”

      He was starting to sound like my high school football coach, the only other man who’d ever believed in me. “It’s not that easy, Trey. If it were, I would have done it by now.”

      He chuckled. “You’re preaching to the choir, my friend. No one knows better than I do how hard it is, but I got through it and you will too.”

      I shook my head. “You had Sierra, Marisa, Luc, your folks—” I had my band and my kid brother. I’d already alienated everyone else in my life who’d ever given a shit about me. “It’s not like that for me.”

      “Those people in there will become like your family. And you’ve got your band, me, Luc, your brother, we’re all here for you, Mav. All you have to do is take the first step and if you need back-up, all you need to do is say the word.”

      This felt like my shot. It was weird because I knew I could have walked into a meeting room any day of my life, but being here with the Trey Turner by my side made this feel like a now or never moment. I could chase the future I wanted or let my demons go on chasing me. Didn’t feel like much of a choice.

      I drew a deep breath, followed by another, before I pushed to my feet. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      Trey slapped me on the back, grinning. “Best decision you ever made, buddy.”

      I sure as hell hoped so, ‘cause up to this point my life had just been one bad decision after another.
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      Codie

      

      My stomach bottomed out when my past walked into my safe haven, looking like a strung-out version of the boy I used to love.

      What the hell was Maverick Stone doing here? And with Trey Turner, no less. This had to be some kind of sick, cosmic joke, and I’d had enough of those to last a lifetime.

      I listened to the meeting leader welcome everyone while Mav’s gaze travelled around the room before finally landing on me. Trey was talking in his ear, but he appeared speechless. And I could relate. When our eyes connected for the first time in fifteen years it felt like someone sucked all of the oxygen out of the room.

      “Oh my God,” my friend, Amanda, whispered. “Do you know who that is?”

      “Yeah, Trey Turner.” We’d been born and raised in Nashville. There wasn’t a person in this town who didn’t know who Trey was.

      “Yeah, and do you know who’s with him? Maverick Stone!”

      “Sssh.” I looked around to make sure no one had overheard us before I said, “I know who he is.”

      I knew him well enough to want to forget him. He’d been my first love. The boy who claimed my virginity the night of our junior prom. The guy who sent me off to college with a kiss on the forehead, promising to call, but he never did. The bastard just disappeared on me after two years of dating. I couldn’t claim he’d been the one to drive me to drink, but I’d partied hard trying to forget him.

      “I tried to get tickets to their concert while they were in town, but they sold out in no time.” She sighed. “Think they’ll add more dates?”

      “I don’t know.” As long as Mav was Trey’s opening act, I had no interest taking in a show. Watching my ex flirt with all the pretty girls in the first row wasn’t exactly my idea of a good time.

      “Hey, did you hear from that music producer you went out with last week?” she asked, studying her nude manicure.

      “Yeah, he wants to take me out again on Saturday.”

      I was a tattoo artist who’d earned some recognition online and was able to parlay the demand into an upscale shop downtown that was frequented by country music bigshots. Not a bad gig and it paid well enough to ensure I could take care of myself, my mama, and my little sister, who was finishing up her master’s degree in counselling.

      “Sweet, you’re going, aren’t you?”

      I’d planned to go, but something about seeing Mav again left me unsettled. “We’ll see.”

      The music producer was ten years older than me, divorced with a teenager. I had no interest in marriage and kids myself, but a guy with baggage didn’t scare me off. How could it, when I had enough of my own baggage to fill a Volkswagon bus?

      “You’re so picky,” she whispered, when someone stood up to share their story. “You get the hottest guys coming into the shop and I swear all the single ones ask you out, but you shoot most of them down. Why?”

      Amanda worked the front desk at the shop part-time, while going to school at night, so she knew first-hand that a lot of my clients were sleazy bastards who crossed my hard line.

      “Men are too much trouble.” My sister, the soon-to-be therapist, claimed I had to work through my daddy issues. But I preferred to think of myself as a strong, financially independent woman who simply didn’t need a man to be happy.

      “How can you say that?” Amanda asked, nudging my shoulders with hers. “You can’t tell me you don’t need to scratch that itch every now and then.”

      “Sure, but I like guys who know the score.” Given my work environment, I had a lot of male friends, and they all claimed I was unlike any other woman they’d ever known. I wasn’t soft. I didn’t cry. And I wasn’t looking for my happily ever after. Instead, I believed that I could create my own happy ending, all by myself. Sure, I relied on friends, my mama, my kid sister, and my shop family, but they were enough for me.

      The leader asked if any of the new comers would like to speak and I held my breath when Maverick stood up. His eyes landed on me immediately and I was transported back in time… to the dumb kid I used to be. We were in the bed of his truck, on a warm May night, under the stars, believing the withdrawal method was an effective form of birth control. What an idiot I’d been.

      “Hi, my name’s Maverick. And I’m an alcoholic.” He cleared his throat as the group greeted him, but it was obvious he was speaking directly to me when he said, “I’ve been drinking since I was a teenager. It’s made me do a lot of stupid things. Hurt a lot of people, who loved me. And I’m finally ready to get help. To take my life back. I know it won’t be easy, but coming to this meeting tonight… suddenly feels like the best decision I’ve made in a long time.”

      I was the first one to break eye contact, but it wasn’t easy to ignore his eyes boring through me for the rest of the meeting. If not for the audience, I might have flipped him off, just to let him know I wasn’t the same naïve little girl he blew off all those years ago.
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        * * *

      

      I was unlocking my black Jeep when I heard someone jogging up to me. I curled my hand around the mace in my purse before I realized it was Mav.

      “Get lost,” I muttered, when he finally closed in on me.

      He chuckled, before resting his hand on my hood, eyeing me up and down. “Damn, the years have been good to you, girl.”

      “Too bad I can’t say the same.” I was lying my ass off, of course. His black hair was shorter than I remembered, and threaded with a few strands of silver now, but his best feature, his light blue eyes, were framed with a few faint lines, which only made him more appealing, somehow.

      He flashed a quick grin before glancing at my left hand. “Not married?”

      “None of your business.” I tried to open the car door but his hand closed over mine.

      “Come on, Codie. Just give me a few minutes.”

      “Why should I? You wanted to forget I was alive, remember?” I didn’t usually care enough to hold grudges, certainly not because a guy blew me off. But Mav was different. I’d actually loved him, and believed him when he told me he loved me.

      “I could never have forgotten you.” His tone was low as he leaned in. “Let me take you out for a coffee. I want to hear what you’ve been up to.”

      Was this guy for real? “No, thanks.” I nudged him out of the way before opening the door.

      I started my vehicle and as soon as I did my phone rang. The name of the producer who’d asked me out flashed across the screen. I quickly declined the call.

      Mav’s eyes widened and he blocked me from closing the door. “How the hell do you know Austin?”

      “We’re dating.” That may have been a stretch, since we’d only been on one date, but I enjoyed the look of shock on his face when my claim registered. “What’s wrong, Mav? You didn’t think a guy like that would be interested in me?”

      Austin was hot. Not only was he good-looking and rich, but many of the biggest names in country music were clamoring to work with him. I wasn’t usually impressed by wealth or status, but I couldn’t deny Austin seemed like a good guy. Someone who might have interested me if I was looking for a long-term relationship.

      “You’re dating Austin?” He swore softly. “You do realize he produced my debut album, don’t you?”

      I shrugged. “How would I know? And why would I care? You think I talk about you on my dates? Get over yourself, Maverick. I haven’t thought of you in years.”

      He smirked. “I call bullshit. I still think of you all the time and I know you haven’t forgotten about me.” He tugged on my long black hair. “I saw the way you looked at me when I walked into that meeting room.”

      “Yeah, I was thinking you looked like a hot mess.” I prided myself on welcoming everyone who was brave enough to walk into a meeting room, but the rules didn’t apply to him. He was the first guy who’d ever made me cry and my heart wouldn’t let me forget it.

      He tugged on the plain black t-shirt hanging outside his black jeans. It looked like he still worked out, and he’d added some ink to his powerful biceps. Decent work, but I could have done better.

      “Do I look that bad?”

      No, he looked that good, but I had too much pride to admit it. In high school he’d always complained about not being able to grow a full beard until senior year, but the dark scruff peppering his jaw now only looked a few days old.

      “Bad, good, it’s all relative, isn’t it?” I fastened my seatbelt, hoping he’d take a hint and leave me alone.

      “What are you doing now, Codie?”

      I sighed, curling my hand around the steering wheel. “Why do you care?”

      “I never stopped caring about you.”

      If there hadn’t been a car parked in front of me, I would have gunned the engine by now. I was getting too old and too tired for his B.S.

      “Whatever. That may work on your groupies, but I’m not that gullible.”

      “Then you know about my music?” He smiled. “Still a country music fan?”

      I shook my head, not even trying to hide my disgust. “We both grew up in Nashville. You have to ask?”

      “I guess not.” He paused before asking, “How’s your mama and sister?”

      Maverick spent a lot of time at my house when we were dating because his house had been a house of horrors, with his abusive father and alcoholic mother. We never could have imagined then we would both be afflicted by the same disease she had.

      “They’re good. My sister’s getting her master’s degree in counselling. She graduates next month and mama retired from the grocery store last month. Her arthritis was getting too bad for her to go on working. Fortunately, I can help her out now.” I didn’t know why I was telling him all this. He’d forfeited the right to know anything about me or my family when he turned his back on me, without an explanation.

      “How the hell did you end up here?” he asked, hooking a thumb over his shoulder. “In high school, drinking was always my thing, not yours.”

      “College happened. I partied a little too much.” Trying to forget about you, asshole. “Before I knew it, I was drinking every day. I didn’t want that to be my life, so my second year I went to my first meeting and have been going ever since.”

      “Good for you.” His smile was faint when he said, “That must have taken a lot of courage, especially in college, not to drink anymore when your friends were.”

      “I dropped out, focused on my healing for a long while. I had to. I knew if I didn’t my life wouldn’t be worth shit, and I had my mother and sister counting on me. I couldn’t do that to them.”

      He nodded. “Maybe if I’d had someone counting on me, I would’ve gotten sober sooner.”

      “You have to get sober for yourself. It won’t work if you’re doing it for someone else.”

      I didn’t know why I was still talking to him. Maybe it was because I remembered how lost and alone I’d felt at the start of my recovery. I’d sponsored many recovering alcoholics over the years and they all had one thing in common: they just wanted someone to listen. Apparently, Maverick was no different.

      “So, what are you doing now?”

      “I’m a tattoo artist. I have a shop downtown.”

      His jaw dropped. “Seriously?” I was wearing a black tank top and faded jeans with flip flops and his eyes travelled all over my exposed ink. “You were always a crazy-talented artist, but I never expected you to make skin your canvas.”

      “I like it. It pays the bills, and then some.” I’d helped my mama pay off her little house, put my sister through school and bought the building that housed my tattoo shop and apartment, so I couldn’t complain.

      “Tattoo artists are usually covered in ink,” he said, smiling. “Where’s yours?”

      “In places you’ll never see.”

      His straight white teeth sunk into his lower lip as his gaze dipped to my cleavage. “I have to hit the road tomorrow, but I promised Trey I’d go to a meeting every day.”

      “Good luck with that.” I meant it. I knew better than most how hard the early days of recovery were and while Mav wasn’t my favorite person, I still hoped he would finally beat his battle with the bottle, for the sake of everyone who still cared about him.

      “Thanks.” His phone buzzed and he pulled it out of his pocket to glance at the screen. “I guess I should let you go, Codie. I never expected to see you in a place like this, but I’m glad I ran into you. I meant what I said, I thought about you a lot over the years.”

      I’d thought about him too, especially when I was coming to terms with my reasons for drinking. I’d gone through counselling, but my sister claimed I needed more, since I still held some resentment towards the two men in my life who’d abandoned me: my father and Maverick.

      With the exception of one brief relationship, I’d never let another man get close enough to hurt me and my sister claimed that wasn’t healthy. I loved her for caring, but I’d always been happier without a relationship than I’d ever been in one.

      “Good luck with your recovery.”

      “Do you think I could call you sometime? You know, just to talk about my recovery and stuff?”

      “You’ve got Trey, and in your business, you probably have other friends who’ve been through this. I suggest you lean on them.”

      I wasn’t in the habit of turning down people who asked for my help, especially those who were new to the recovery journey, but I couldn’t be Mav’s sponsor and I sure as hell couldn’t be his friend. I’d had to forgive and let go as part of my own healing, but that didn’t mean I was stupid enough to open the door to someone who still had years of work ahead of him before he would start to feel whole.

      “I know you probably hate me. I’m sorry for the way we left things.”

      There was so much I wanted to say. I wanted to unleash on him for abandoning me and our relationship after he promised he never would. I wanted to ask why. I wanted to know if there’d been someone else, or he’d just stopped loving me.

      Instead, I said, “That’s ancient history. I don’t dwell in the past anymore.”

      He nodded, looking a little dejected as he hung his head. “Probably smart.”

      “Good luck with the tour. It’s nice to see you’re finally getting your big break. You’re talented, you deserve it.”

      I hadn’t followed his career, even though I’d heard from mutual friends over the years that he’d been putting in his time playing honky tonks and festivals with his old band. I’d been shocked, and a little proud, when I’d been watching a country music awards show on TV last year and saw him take the stage to sing one of his original songs. It had been a number one hit single and the album went on to be certified platinum, I’d heard on the radio.

      “Thanks. You think you might be able to make it to a show? We’re heading to Atlanta next. It’s not too far, less than four hours. I could leave tickets for you, Saturday night?”

      Amanda would never forgive me if I turned down his offer, but how could I accept knowing there would probably be strings attached? “I don’t think that’s a good idea, but thanks.”

      “Codie, I owe you, for being such an asshole when we broke up.”

      “We never really broke up, did we? You just stopped returning my calls—” I snapped my mouth shut, knowing it was pointless to start rooting around in the mud after all these years. “Never mind. I’ve gotta go. Got back-to-back appointments tomorrow and I’ve got to hit the gym and grab a bite to eat before I head home.” I didn’t know why I was explaining myself to him. Apparently old habits died hard.

      “You work Sunday too?”

      I shook my head. “No, I figured we all deserve at least one day of rest.”

      “We’re performing Sunday night too. If you have to work Saturday, maybe that would be better?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “You’re as tenacious as ever, I see.”

      Back in high school, he’d asked me out at least a dozen times before I finally said yes. Not that I wasn’t attracted to him. I was. But he was a football player with a bad reputation for partying too much, fighting, and treating girls like shit, so it took a long time for him to prove that he was willing to change for me. But he did, and eventually earned my trust, until he pulled the rug out from under me.

      “You can’t make it in this business if you’re willing to take no for an answer, sweetheart.”

      “Don’t call me sweetheart.” His eyes widened at my sharp tone. I’d been civil tonight, but that didn’t mean I’d allow him to take liberties he had no business taking.

      He held his hands up. “Sorry.” When I put the car in reverse, he said, “Come on, Codie. Say you’ll come to the show.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Can I at least give you my number? You can text me if you want the tickets.”

      I sighed, putting the car back in park. “Fine, but I’m only considering it because my best friend loves Trey Turner and she’s been dying to see him in concert.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I reluctantly handed him my phone after punching in my code and pulling up my contacts. “Give me your number, but I’m not making any promises.”

      “I get that.” He handed it back to me, his eyes locking with mine when he said, “But I’d give anything to see you again.”

      Too bad he hadn’t felt that way fifteen years ago, when I still gave a damn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Maverick

      

      I was jonesing for a drink to calm my nerves, especially since Codie texted to let me know her friend had talked her into taking me up on my offer. Apparently, they’d be in Atlanta by early afternoon and planned to spend the night at a hotel near the stadium.

      I wasn’t too proud to admit I’d done a little cyber-stalking. Since I knew she had a tattoo shop downtown Nashville, it hadn’t been hard to find her website. And she had a strong social media presence with a lot of celebrity followers. Apparently big names came from all over the world to be tattooed by her. I was impressed. Not just by her success, but by the woman she’d become. She obviously had her shit together, and was a hell of a lot stronger than I was, especially when it came to her will to resist the bottle.

      “How you ‘doin, man?”

      My drummer, Chaz, took the seat across from me at a small café within walking distance of the stadium we’d be performing at. I considered it a blessing I could still don a ball cap and shades in strange cities and be incognito most of the time.

      “I’m okay.” I held up my coffee. “Been drinking a lot more of this shit lately.” It had only been a couple of days, but I considered that a win, since I hadn’t gone a day without a drink in years.

      “Better than the hard stuff, eh?”

      “Not really.” I sighed, bringing the take-out cup to my lips. “But at least it won’t kill me.”

      “I’m proud of you for doing this, Mav. I know it’s not easy.”

      “Hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

      I’d only been to a couple of meetings so far, but I’d heard that sentiment echoed several times already, by Trey and others, and it helped to know I wasn’t alone. I’d always kept my alcoholism in the shadows, never wanting to talk about it or admit to it, even though everyone knew it was crippling me. In my house growing up, we’d never talked about my mother’s ‘problem’, we just pretended it didn’t exist, even though she was drunk all the time.

      “But you’ll look back a year from now and cringe when you think of the guy you used to be.”

      “I hope so.”

      As hard as it was, just to get through every hour, I knew I had to change. The liquid poison was ruining my life, my health, and my career. But what scared me even more was the possibility of robbing my bandmates of the break we’d been waiting for since we were teenagers. I owed it to them to get clean.

      “Nervous about the show tonight?”

      I’d always had a few drinks before taking the stage, sometimes a few too many, and without that to calm my nerves I was a bit of a wreck. But I’d taken to hitting the gym with a day pass in whatever city we were in, and that seemed to help relieve some of the stress. Trey said meditation and massage had helped him, but I wasn’t ready to sit alone in a dark room, trying to quiet my troubled mind. That was some seriously scary shit.

      “Yeah.” There was no point trying to hide the truth from Chaz. He knew me too well. “More so because I’ve invited someone.”

      He raised an eyebrow before reaching across the table for the unopened bottle of water I’d bought. “Oh yeah, who?”

      “You’re not going to believe this.”

      I still couldn’t believe fate had brought Codie back into my life. It felt like a blessing and a curse. A blessing because I’d always wanted to apologize for the way I’d gone radio-silent on her. And a curse because I was at my worst, and hoped if I ever saw her again, I’d be able to hold my head up high, having already made something of my life. I was well on my way, with hit songs and a platinum record to my credit, but until I licked the bottle, I was still at its mercy.

      “Tell me, man. Who is it?”

      “Codie Harlow.”

      He gaped at me before running a hand through his long dark wavy hair and sinking back in his seat. “No, shit. How’d that happen? Given the way y’all left things when she went away to college, I didn’t think she’d ever speak to you again.”

      I didn’t either, but apparently working the program had made her a little more tolerant of assholes who’d broken her heart. Assuming she had been heartbroken when I bailed on her. For all I knew she’d gotten on with her life, started dating again, and put me and our relationship firmly in her rear-view mirror. Something I’d never been able to do, no matter how much time passed.

      “I ran into her at a meeting, believe it or not.”

      He frowned. “Codie’s an alcoholic? Seriously?”

      We had a lot of friends in high school who’d been heavy drinkers, but Codie had never been one of them. In fact, she’d always been our designated driver when we went to parties and got wasted.

      “Yeah, apparently things got out of hand in college, so she started going to meetings. Dropped out of school to focus on her recovery and became a tattoo artist.” I grabbed my phone off the table and pulled up her website in my browser history. “Check this out.”

      His eyes widened as he scanned the image of Codie on her ‘About’ page. Of course, I’d left the site open there. I wanted to learn everything I could about my ex and her new life.

      “Jesus,” he whispered. “She was always cute, but she grew up to be a knockout, didn’t she?”

      “She sure did.” She’d always been a bit shy in high school, like she wasn’t sure where she belonged.  But now that she’d cemented her place in the world, she exuded confidence and it was sexy as hell.

      “I walk by her shop all the time. I wish I’d known it was hers, I would have stopped in to say hi.”

      Nashville wasn’t a small town by any stretch, but the downtown core kind of felt like that. Same faces day after day, which made it kind of crazy to think I’d spent so much time frequenting those restaurants and bars and never ran into her.

      “Well, you’ll get your chance to say hi tonight. She and a girlfriend are coming to the show.”

      He grinned, revealing a chipped front tooth he got in a bar fight a few years back when some dude got too handsy with his wife. “Does that mean you guys are—”

      “She’s dating Austin.” I still couldn’t believe my ex was dating my producer. It was probably cosmic payback because I’d been such an ass to her when she went away to college.

      “Austin Birk?”

      I rolled my eyes before downing the rest of my coffee and pitching it into a nearby receptacle. “You know anyone else named Austin?”

      “How the hell did she meet him?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s got some ink, maybe she did some of it.”

      “Wow.” He swiped a hand over his shaggy beard. “What are the odds, huh?”

      I grunted, not wanting to think about it. I had a lot of respect for my producer. He was the reason I had hit songs and a platinum record to my credit, but when I thought about him in bed with Codie, I wanted to hurl.

      “Is it serious?”

      “How the hell should I know?” I snapped, reaching for my phone when it buzzed with a text. I was praying it wasn’t Codie, letting me know she’d changed her mind about the show. As nervous as I was, I couldn’t wait to see her again.

      “You think you’d ask something like that before you asked the girl out, dumbass. He is our producer. The last thing you wanna do is piss him off by making moves on his girl.”

      His girl? My gut clenched when I thought of someone else staking their claim to Codie. It had been years, but whenever I thought of her, she’d always been mine. “I didn’t ask her out. I invited her to a show. Her friend is a big fan of Trey’s. That’s the only reason they’re coming, according to Codie.”

      Chaz chuckled. “Sounds like she still knows how to put you in your place. Won’t let your ego get too big, thinking they’re coming to see you, huh?”

      “Something like that,” I muttered, getting to my feet. “I want to hit the gym before the show. You want to come?”

      He laughed as he stood, slapping my back. “I burn off plenty of calories with my wife, but thanks for the offer.”

      I watched him walk away, feeling a stab of envy that he had found his person, while I’d been too busy trying to pretend I didn’t need anyone. Now that I was finally getting sober, I realized how much it cost me, trying to go it alone.
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        * * *

      

      I felt like I’d put on the show of my life. Maybe there was something to be said for performing sober or maybe it was the energy I felt from the dark-haired beauty in the second row who couldn’t take her eyes off me.

      Having Codie there, watching me, made me dig deeper than I ever had. I hit notes I didn’t even know I could. I was even stupid enough to dedicate the song I’d written about her, to her. Looking right into her eyes as I told sixty thousand screaming concert goers that sometimes you’re lucky enough to meet the one, but so young and dumb you push her away.

      My stylist, Marisa, who was also Trey’s sister and married to the owner of my record label, Luc Spencer, was waiting for me when I finally made my way back to my dressing room.

      I needed a breather. And to process what the hell just happened. It felt like a turning point in my career, like maybe I really could do this music thing without the help of liquid courage. And maybe, just maybe, I could be the guy my old man told me I’d never be.

      Marisa threw her arms around me. “I hope you don’t mind me waiting for you, I just had to tell you how amazing you were!”

      I laughed as I spun her around while she clung to my neck. We’d become friends while working together, and I’d come to view her as the older sister I’d always needed to step in for the mama I’d never really had.

      “Thanks.” I was still grinning when I set her down. “It felt unbelievable, Marisa. Like I finally tapped into something Trey and Luc always said they saw in me but I couldn’t see in myself.”

      She framed my face with her hands, beaming from ear-to-ear. “Everyone has seen it, Mav. Why do you think you had three of the most downloaded songs of the year and won three of the five big awards you were nominated for?” She playfully smacked me upside the head. “Get it through that thick head of yours already! People love you.”

      I let that sink in. Not too many people had loved me throughout my life. My band was always there for me. My brother and I were still tight. I knew he loved me. Codie had loved me. Sadly, it was a pretty short list. But I knew that was all on me. I never let anyone else, especially women, get close enough to love me. I knew first-hand how it felt to love an alcoholic, to wish they would get their shit together and suddenly become the person you wanted them to be. I could never do that to someone else. It was the reason I ultimately had to let the love of my life go. Because I knew she would be better off without me.

      Luc tapped on the door before walking in. “Hey, Mav.” He shook my hand, smiling. “Now that’s the way it’s done, my friend.”

      “I hope you don’t mind,” Marisa said, rolling on her toes to kiss her husband. “I asked Luc to meet me back here. I didn’t want to be the only one telling you that you killed it tonight.” She hooked a thumb at Luc. “I thought if you heard it from this guy, you might actually believe it.”

      I was starting to believe it, even without Luc and Marisa’s confirmation. I felt it. Kind of like when I wrote a song that I felt would resonate with people. There was something different, something special about it.

      “I appreciate you guys, seriously.” I knew how hard it was to get support from the people who called the shots in this business, I’d been trying for years. But Trey and his wife, Sierra, Luc and Marisa, took me in like family, and made me believe in myself, even though they knew I was battling my demons. I’d never forget that.

      “You did what you promised you’d do when I signed you.” Luc said, looking me in the eye. “You worked your ass off and made me proud.”

      The lump rose in my throat as I swallowed it back down. I’d never once heard my old man tell me he was proud of me, but to hear those words from Luc meant everything. He was a star maker, who could make or break careers, and he chose to take a chance on me, even though word on the street was I could be my own worst enemy.

      “Thank you.” I knew I had to say more, but it was tough to find the words to thank a guy who’d given you a second chance at life. I owed Luc and Trey everything. “If you hadn’t taken a chance on me, and convinced Trey to do the same, I wouldn’t be where I am right now.”

      Money was rolling in from songs I’d written, my royalty deal and advances, and I no longer had to worry about how I was going to pay my rent. I didn’t even have a car payment for the new pick-up truck parked at home, which was crazy to me.

      “So, what made tonight so different?” Marisa asked. “What changed?”

      I knew Trey wouldn’t have told his sister or brother-in-law that we’d been going to meetings together. He said what happened inside those meeting rooms were in the vault, and I believed him.

      “Trey talked me into going to a meeting with him. A few actually.” They shared a look before I said, “I know the first show we did in Nashville was shit. I was loaded. Trey called me out, told me I wasn’t going to take him down with me, so I either got sober or he was going to fire my ass.”

      I knew I couldn’t be too proud to tell the truth to the people who cared about me. Pride and ego had gotten me into this mess in the first place. Always trying to be the tough guy who could handle anything and didn’t need anyone. What a crock.

      Marisa reached for my hand, squeezing it. “My big brother knows what he’s talking about, Mav. He’s walked in your shoes.” Her eyes filled with tears when she said, “I didn’t think we’d ever get Trey back when he hit the bottle. He was self-destructing, slowly killing himself.”

      Luc pulled her close, kissing her temple. “Those were some rough days, for sure.”

      “I saw so much of my brother in you when we first met,” Marisa said to me. “I think that’s why we connected right away. You needed someone to help you, the same way Trey had. And I wanted us to be the kind of support system for you that we’d been for him.”

      I kissed her hand. “Thank you for that. You guys are the best.”

      “I’m just glad you’re doing better,” Marisa said, half-laughing as she swiped at a tear sliding down her cheek.

      “So, that was all it took for you to perform like that?” Luc asked. “Being sober?”

      “That, and a certain someone who was sitting in the crowd.”

      Marisa’s eyes sparkled as she clapped her hands. “Oh, you mean a woman?” When I nodded, she said, “Well? Tell us about her!”

      “We dated back in high school. Broke up when she went away to college.”

      “How did you guys reconnect?” Marisa asked. “Did she reach out to you when you got all famous?”

      “Hardly.” I glanced at my phone, which started blowing up on the table behind Marisa. “We were both at the same A.A. meeting in Nashville, actually.” I didn’t even know if I was allowed to tell people I’d seen her there. Confidentiality and all that, but I was new to this and clearly still had a lot to learn.

      “She’s an alcoholic too?” Luc asked.

      “She’s been sober about thirteen years, I guess.” I knew I didn’t have the right to be, but I was proud of Codie for beating her monsters into submission.

      “Good for her,” Luc said. “That takes a hell of a lot of courage and strength.”

      “Yeah, she’s unbelievable.” I’d been crazy about Codie, the girl, but I was in awe of the woman she’d become.

      “She lives in Nashville?” Marisa teased. “How convenient, you know if you guys wanted to pick up where you left off.”

      I chuckled, swiping a hand over the ever-present scruff covering my jaw. “Hon, the girl can barely stand the sight of me. So, I don’t think that’ll be happening any time soon.”

      “But she’s here tonight,” Marisa said. “That has to count for something, right? And if she was the reason you performed like that, you must still have feelings for her.”

      Luc laughed. “My wife, always the match-maker.”

      She back-handed him in the stomach. “Be quiet, haven’t I told you before men are clueless when it comes to this stuff?” She raised her hand at me. “No offense, Mav.”

      “None taken. I am clueless.” Because if I’d had a clue, I would have found a way to hold on to Codie all those years ago. I may not have known a lot about life, then or now, but I knew enough to know that girl was the real deal.

      “So, what’s her name?” Marisa asked. “What does she do? Obviously, she’s not married. Divorced? Any kids?”

      Luc shook his head, looking at his wife out of the corner of his eye. “What is this? Twenty questions?”

      “I just want to know more about the girl that’s got our boy Mav here all tied up in knots.”

      “Did I say I was—”

      “Please.” Marisa rolled her eyes, not even letting me get a word in. “You don’t have to tell me you’re still crazy about her. I was there, remember? I saw your performance, heard the dedication.”

      “Right.” That damn dedication. I hoped it wouldn’t come back to bite me when me and Codie finally came face-to-face again.

      “Well?” Marisa said. “You still haven’t answered my questions. I want to hear all about your girl.”

      My girl. How would they feel when they found out I still had a thing for the very same woman my producer had probably already fallen for? “Her name’s Codie. She has a tattoo shop downtown—”

      “Shut up!” Luc and Marisa shared a look before she burst out laughing. “Oh my God, we’ve known Codie for years.” She pointed at the colorful ink wrapped around her husband’s bicep, peeking out from under his short-sleeve shirt. “Luc was a client first, but both Trey and I have gotten her to do tattoos for us too.”

      “Seriously?” I felt like I was the only one who hadn’t been inked by my ex. I’d have to change that. Stat.

      “Yeah, she’s awesome. And gorgeous.” Marisa poked me in the stomach. “No wonder you still have a thing for her.”

      “Did I say I still have a thing for her?” I smirked when Marisa rewarded that comment with a hard eye roll. “What if I told you she’s been dating Austin?”

      “Oh God,” Luc muttered. “I’d say you’re a day late and a dollar short, buddy.”

      Luc’s assessment of the situation irked me. Sure, my producer was rich and powerful, but shit like that had never impressed Codie, and unless she’d become a completely different person in the past fifteen years, it wouldn’t be enough to win her over now.

      “Has Austin said anything to you?” I asked Luc, knowing how close they were. “About anyone he’s been dating?”

      Luc shook his head. “Na, but Austin doesn’t usually talk to me about relationships unless it’s serious.”

      Marisa hooked a thumb over her shoulder when my phone buzzed again. “Sounds like we’re not the only ones who thought you killed it tonight. The video of your performance has probably gone viral by now, and everyone wants to be able to say they knew you when.”

      I laughed, swiping the phone off the table. “Shit,” I whispered, glancing at the screen. “Codie’s friend isn’t feeling well, so they’re heading back to the hotel. She just wanted to thank me for the tickets.” I muttered a curse. “I can’t believe I’m not even going to see her before she heads back to Nashville.”

      “Ask her to meet you for a bite in their hotel lobby,” Luc suggested. “If her friend’s sick and they’re sharing a room, she’ll probably want to give her some space anyhow.”

      I suspected I’d get shot down, but it couldn’t hurt to ask. I fired off a text and held up my crossed fingers. Within the minute she’d agreed to meet me, gave me the name of the hotel and said she’d see me in half an hour. I was in shock.

      “Looks like I have a date, guys.” I grinned. “I’m still sweaty as hell though, so I need to grab a quick shower before I meet up with Codie.”

      Marisa kissed my cheek, holding my chin as she looked into my eyes. “You deserve this, you hear me? All of it. The success. The girl. The money. You. Deserve. It.”

      I knew part of my problem had always been impostor syndrome, but given the way country music fans reacted to the songs I’d written and performed this year, I was starting to believe that maybe I did deserve to make a name for myself in this crazy business.
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      Codie

      

      I was questioning my sanity as I stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. I was supposed to meet Mav downstairs in five minutes and I didn’t know if I could go through with it. It had been years since we’d broken bread together and the idea of making small talk with the guy who’d tossed me aside made me break out in hives.

      But I kept telling myself I wasn’t a scared little girl anymore. I was a badass bitch now. I’d made a name for myself in a male dominated business. I’d even made my first million. I could hold my own with anyone. And maybe there was even a small part of me that wanted Mav to regret his decision to bail on us. Petty? Yes. But I didn’t care. Sometimes a girl deserved a little taste of revenge after being ghosted by the guy who was supposed to protect her heart, not shatter it.

      “Can I get you anything before I go?” I whispered to Amanda, who was sprawled out on her bed with the covers pulled over her head.

      Poor girl suffered from migraines, and this one had been a doozie, forcing us to leave the show three songs into Trey’s set, which broke my friend’s heart.

      “No, I’m okay,” she groaned. “I can’t believe you’re actually having dinner with Maverick Stone. I’m so jealous.”

      “I don’t know if we’ll be having dinner.” I checked my watch. It was after nine and I’d eaten four hours ago. “Probably more like apps. I shouldn’t be gone long. You want me to bring anything back for you?”

      “Just a whiff of his cologne,” she sniffled. “Maybe when he gives you a hug.”

      I rolled my eyes as I grabbed my phone and stuck it in my purse. “I don’t expect to be hugging him. But if it makes you feel better, I can find out what kind he wears and buy you a bottle. That way you can sniff it all you want.”

      She giggled before grabbing her head and groaning.

      “Sorry tonight didn’t work out the way you hoped it would, hon. That sucks.”

      “At least we got to see Mav perform. And he was a-mazing.”

      Yeah, he was. And the song he’d dedicated to me? Panty. Drenching. Not that I’d ever admit that to him. “Okay, well if you don’t need anything, I’ll be on my way.”

      As soon as I closed the door behind me, I got a text from Mav, letting me know he was waiting for me downstairs and had snagged a booth at the hotel’s only restaurant.

      I looked at my reflection as I stepped onto the empty elevator. I’d opted for black jeans, a black tank top, high heeled boots and a cropped denim jacket tonight. It was cute, but casual, I thought. I didn’t want him to think I’d tried too hard to impress him, because I’d rather shoot myself in the foot than give him that impression.

      He stood as soon as he spotted me, and that drew the attention of every female patron in the restaurant. Even the wait staff seemed to notice him. I didn’t know if they recognized him because of his newfound celebrity status or if they were checking him out because he was just that hot. Either way, it was unnerving. I’d known Mav, the boy. And he was a bit of a hot mess. But Mav, the up-and-coming country music superstar with hit songs on the radio? I didn’t know how the hell to deal with him.

      “Hey, beautiful.”

      He smiled before leaning in to kiss my cheek before I could slide into the booth. For the sake of my friend, I inhaled deeply. Nope, that scent couldn’t be bottled and sold. It was all Mav, and it was hot as hell.

      “Hey, yourself.” I set my purse down beside me before reaching for the menu. “Nice show.”

      “Thanks.” He frowned before reaching for the other menu. “I worked up an appetite. How ‘bout you, hungry?”

      “I could eat.” Since I couldn’t drink to calm my nerves anymore, I might as well down a greasy cheeseburger and fries. “Though we did eat around five.” I perused the menu quickly and made up my mind before setting it down.

      I watched him do the same before finally turning his undivided attention to me.

      I noticed subtle things I hadn’t the other night. His scruff was peppered with silver, just like his hair. His dark lashes were as long as I remembered. And he had a faint scar above his left eyebrow that I didn’t think he’d had when we dated.

      “Like what you see?” he asked, with a sexy half-smile.

      I shrugged. “Not bad. How’ve you been feeling? I know the first few days of sobriety can be a bitch.”

      “All in all, not as bad as I thought it would be. Headaches, night sweats, some insomnia, restlessness…” He held his hand up. “And I get a little shaky sometimes, but Trey assures me it goes with the territory.”

      “It does.”

      We placed our orders with the waitress, who returned with two waters, and removed the wine menu when we assured her we wouldn’t be drinking.

      “Is your friend feeling better?” He’d been wearing a black denim jacket and stood to remove it before hanging it on a hook attached to the booth.

      “Migraines,” I said, wincing. “She gets them a lot, unfortunately. She was so bummed when we had to leave. She only got to see Trey perform a few songs.”

      “Maybe you could come to another show?” he asked, leaning forward. “We’re going to be in Montgomery next weekend. That’s only about four hours. Maybe you guys could make that show, you know, to give your friend another shot at seeing Trey?”

      I didn’t think it was a good idea to be making plans with Mav without setting some ground rules. “What’s your angle, Stone?”

      He shook his head, looking amused. “I love that you’re still a straight-shooter. I never have to wonder what you’re thinking or where I stand with you.”

      “No, you don’t.” I took a sip of my water, wishing for something stronger. I hadn’t had the urge to drink in a long time, and I knew I wouldn’t tonight, but sitting across from Mav made me forget that I had years of sobriety under my belt, and that could be dangerous.

      “So?”

      “Let’s just get it out there. I’m not going to sleep with you. Ever. I’m not interested in dating you, so don’t think that’s what this is.”

      He raised his hand. “Hey, I’m not stupid enough to try and label it. I’m just glad you agreed to meet me.”

      “We can’t be friends,” I continued, mentally listing all the ways he couldn’t worm his way back into my life. “I won’t be your sponsor. So, that doesn’t leave you any other options, does it?”

      He bit his lip, studying me intently. “You could be my tattoo artist though, couldn’t you?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Well, you’re not in the habit of turning away paying clients, are you?” Before I could respond, he crossed his forearms and leaned in closer. “I had most of this done ten or twelve years ago. The guy was a bit of a hack, to be honest. I couldn’t afford anyone really good at the time, but now I’m thinking it might be time to up my game. What do you think? Could you help me out?”

      I wanted to give him a million reasons why I couldn’t, but the artist in me loved a challenge and making all of his dark lines crisper, while expanding the tattoos and adding color, appealed to me.

      He grinned, pointing at me. “You want to, I can tell. You’re offended by this shitty work and want to fix it.”

      I would never disparage another tattoo artist. That wasn’t my style, but I’d had to ‘fix’ a lot of old school tattoos every day that made me shake my head in disgust. “I could probably make it better. What’d you have in mind?” The idea of Mav walking around with a reminder of me and my work permanently etched on his body gave me a thrill I wasn’t willing to dissect.

      “I don’t know. Why don’t I snap a couple of pics later and text them to you. Maybe you could work up some sketches for me, give me some options?”

      “I guess I could.” I was typically booked up months in advance, but I’d been known to squeeze in friends after hours. Not that Mav and I were friends. Or ever would be. But tattooing high profile people, actors, musicians, or business tycoons, never hurt my career.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you knew Luc and Marisa Spencer?”

      I frowned. “Why would I mention them? We probably know a lot of the same people. I live and work in Nashville. A lot of my clients are high-profile. Some of them have become friends. It’s not a big deal.”

      He studied me for a few seconds before leaning back in the booth to put some distance between us. “I can’t believe how… different you are.”

      “How so?”

      “I don’t know.” He was obviously searching for the right word before he finally said, “You’ve got an edge that you didn’t have before.”

      “I wonder why,” I whispered. But I didn’t want him to think he’d played a role in the woman I’d become, so I added, “I was just a kid when we knew each other. I’ve grown up a lot since then. I’m sure you have too.”

      “Sometimes I still feel like a stupid kid, to be honest.”

      I’d always appreciated Mav’s honesty, his vulnerability. Apparently country music fans did too, because it seemed to be those qualities that made his songs hits.

      “We probably all feel that way sometimes, especially in the early days of sobriety.” I waited until the waitress delivered our food and we’d thanked her before I continued. “I once heard someone in a meeting say that if we started drinking when we were young, our growth was kind of stunted at that stage. We never really matured beyond that, until we started to work the steps. That really stuck with me. It made a lot of sense because I repeatedly saw grown-ass people in meetings acting like teenagers who forgot to grow up.”

      “Exactly,” he said, curling his hand around his water glass. “That’s exactly the way I feel sometimes.” He cleared his throat before he said, “It’s cool to talk to someone who gets it, Codie. Who gets me. Thanks.”

      I took a bite of my burger instead of responding. I was speaking in general terms, not trying to solve my ex or his problems.

      “So, you and Austin…?”

      I tamped down my frustration. He had no right to delve into my personal life, and I had no reason to get pissed that he was. If he meant nothing to me anymore, which I’d always claimed, I should be able to sit across the table from him and feel nothing. So why the hell was I still feeling… so much?

      “What about us?” I asked, wiping my mouth with a napkin.

      “How’d you guys meet?”

      “At a fundraiser.”

      “Seriously?”

      I bit back a snarky retort, determined to keep it civilized. “Why does that surprise you? I go to charity gigs all the time. It’s good for business. I meet a lot of people and depending on the event, I might donate my services during the silent auction, to raise money for a good cause.”

      “That’s cool.” He smiled. “I love that you still care about giving back.”

      He’d always teased me about being a do-gooder in school because I was involved in community causes through the school that raised money for various causes. I did it because I knew what it felt like to go hungry. I knew what it felt like to be evicted from your home, with nowhere to go. I knew what it meant to have a single mom who was barely hanging on. And a little sister who’d turned into a latch key kid. If I could do something to make someone else’s life a little better, I’d always felt it was my duty.

      “I do what’s right.” Looking him in the eye, I couldn’t resist adding, “Unlike some people.” I swore I wouldn’t rehash the past or allow myself to conjure up shit I was supposed to have forgiven and forgotten, but this may be my one shot to clear the air with him. And find out why the hell he bailed on me when I was counting on him.

      “I’m sorry.” He hung his head, drawing a deep breath. “I was a coward, and I hate myself for that. But I couldn’t let you waste any more time on me, Codie. You were going away to college, and as much as it hurt to admit, I knew you’d be meeting guys who’d be a hell of a lot better for you than I was. Who could give you things I couldn’t.”

      “I call bullshit.” I suspected he’d give me some lame-ass answer like that. He always claimed I’d ‘outgrow’ him when I went away to school. “I think you assumed I’d dump you and you wanted to beat me to it, to save face.”

      He shook his head before breaking eye contact when he closed his eyes. “You couldn’t be more wrong. I didn’t give a shit about myself. Never in my life had I put another person first, but when I let you go, I was trying to do what I thought was best for you. I swear.”

      I couldn’t allow him to be the martyr in this. If he was, it would mean I couldn’t go on being pissed at him, and I really needed to be pissed, because he still made me feel things that terrified me.

      We ate in silence for a few minutes while I stewed on all the voice mails and texts he ignored. I even showed up on his doorstep one night when I’d learned his parents would be out, and banged so hard and loud I bruised my hand and woke his crazy neighbors. But I’d been the crazy one that night. Drunk. Heartbroken. Feeling worthless and rejected. I was at my worst then and it had taken me years to re-build and regain my self-esteem.

      “You were home that night, weren’t you?”

      He didn’t even bother to ask what I was talking about. He knew. “Yeah.” He sighed, pushing his half-empty plate away. “I hated putting you through that, but I knew if I came down, if I saw your face again, I’d cave. We’d have sex, and I’d never want to let you go again.”

      Sex had always been the language we used to communicate. Everything we’d been too young and scared to say, we’d said in bed, with our bodies. No one else had ever spoken my language since. And I hated Mav for that.

      The waitress stopped by the table to clear our plates. We both declined dessert before I reached for my purse. I threw a few bills on the table, causing Mav to swear softly before trying to shove them back in my hand.

      “Don’t go,” he pleaded. “There’s so much more I need to say to you, Codie. So much more I need to know.”

      I shook my head, fighting back tears as I slid out of the booth. I wasn’t a crier anymore. I’d cried a lot in the early days of my recovery, but since then I’d developed a hard outer shell that was nearly impossible to penetrate and I’d be damned if I’d let Mav get to me tonight.

      He reached into his pocket and tossed some bills on the table, without waiting for the waitress to return with the bill.

      I ran-walked to the elevator, wondering what people would think if they recognized Mav. They’d probably assume he was having a fight with his girlfriend and snap pictures or video to post to social media. That was the last thing I needed. I couldn’t handle my clients, family, friends, or Austin questioning me about my relationship with Mav.

      “Please,” he whispered, stepping up behind me as I pounded on the elevator button. “Let me get a room.”

      I spun around, glaring at him. “Are you out of your mind? You actually think I’d go back to your room?”

      “Just to talk,” he said, raising his hands. “We need privacy to say all the shit I need to say to you.”

      “No.” I stepped on the elevator and thankfully he didn’t try to follow me. “We said all we have to say to each other tonight. Now let’s forget we ever saw each other and get on with our lives.” I punched the button to take me up to my floor. “You had no problem doing that before.” As an afterthought, I added, “Good luck with your sobriety, Mav. I really hope, for your sake, you can stay sober.”
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      Maverick

      

      I knew it was probably career suicide, but when Austin stopped by my bus the next day to talk about some new songs I’d sent him, I couldn’t resist the urge to mention Codie.

      “I hear we have a mutual friend.” I was sitting on the sectional, tuning my guitar as I prepared to play him a few of the songs he’d asked to hear. “Codie Harlow.”

      His smile lit up his face when he said, “You know Codie? She’s amazing, isn’t she?” He shook his head before I had a chance to respond. “Not the type I usually go for, I admit. But there’s something about that girl. I tell ya, Mav, I can’t get her out of my head.”

      Welcome to my world. “We dated in high school.” I didn’t know why I was telling him this. It would just give Codie another reason to resent me, but I needed Austin to know I’d once meant something to her. “Broke up when she went away to college.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Really? You keep in touch?”

      “No, we didn’t, but we ran into each other recently. Had dinner last night, in fact.” She would probably kill me for telling him that, but maybe that’s what I was hoping for, some reaction from her. I couldn’t deal with her just writing me off.

      “You did?” He frowned. “Where?”

      “At her hotel.”

      He scowled at me. “You’re kidding.”

      Knowing it was time to come clean, I said, “It wasn’t a date, Austin. We were just clearing the air. Things didn’t end well between us, but we were just kids back then. I wanted to apologize, to let her know I’d never meant to hurt her.”

      “Why?” His dark eyes narrowed. “I had a lot of relationships that ended badly, but I didn’t feel the need to make amends with any of my exes. You just chock it up to life experience and move on.”

      I strummed my guitar, thinking about the song Codie inspired when I couldn’t fall asleep last night. Since I’d stopped drinking, I picked up the guitar whenever I had the urge to drink. I’d never been more prolific, but getting through every day without a drink still took Herculean effort.

      “It’s not that easy to move on from a girl like Codie. She gets under your skin, stays with you.” I looked up at him. “Fair warning, if you intend to take things any further with her.”

      He raked a hand through his cropped dark hair, looking frustrated. “Mav, this is awkward as hell. I’ve never dated a woman one of my artists had an interest in.”

      “Did I say I was interested in Codie?”

      “Come on, man. I’d have to be blind not to see it.” He paused a minute before pointing at me. “I saw video clips of the show last night online. That girl you wrote the song for, the one you dedicated it to, it was Codie, wasn’t it? That’s why she was in town, to see the show?”

      I nodded, knowing there was no point trying to deny it. Austin always asked me who or what inspired my songs, so we could flesh them out during the production process and I’d told him the truth: that I wrote Codie’s song for the only girl I’d ever loved.

      “Jesus.” He swiped a hand over his face, closing his hand. “This sucks, man. I can’t believe Codie’s the girl. Your girl.”

      I should have claimed she hadn’t been mine in a long time, that she was free to date anyone she wanted to, including him. But I wasn’t that evolved yet, and didn’t think I ever would be.

      “I don’t even know what to do with this.” Austin leaned back against the edge of the kitchen counter. “I meant what I said, I like her a lot. I think we could have something special.”

      “I’m not gonna tell you not to date her.” Though I wanted to. “That’s your call.”

      “But I’m your producer!” He sighed heavily. “You know what it could do to the music if there was resentment between us? Trust is everything between a producer and artist. I don’t have to tell you that. And I can see you’re gonna be a star, man. I want to be a part of that.”

      “I want that too.” I meant it. I loved working with Austin. We really clicked. “You get me, and my music. I don’t want to work with anyone else.”

      He shook his head, swearing softly. “You know what this means, don’t you? I’m going to have to tell Codie I can’t see her anymore. And I hate that! I hate having to choose between my career and a woman I care about. But I always choose my career, that’s what cost me my marriage.”

      I assumed as much, though I’d never admit aloud that given the choice I believed Austin would choose working with me over dating Codie, because that would make me the same selfish asshole who dumped her all those years ago, and I didn’t want to be that guy anymore.

      Austin groaned, tipping his head back. “I’ll call her later, let her know why I can’t see her anymore.”

      Codie would probably be out for blood when Austin laid this on her… my blood.
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        * * *

      

      I smirked when Codie’s name flashed across my screen a few hours after my meeting with Austin. “Hey, gorgeous. What’s up?”

      “You are a conniving, manipulative, hateful bastard! Do you know that?”

      “So I’ve been told.” I tipped my water bottle back, taking a deep swallow.

      “Are you drinking?”

      “Just water, babe. But it’s nice to know you care.”

      She growled. “I don’t care! I don’t care what you do. You can drink yourself to death if you want to.”

      I knew she had every right to unleash on me and I had no problem letting her get it all out. When we’d been dating, we had epic fights. Followed by the best make-up sex of my life.

      “Now that’s harsh.”

      I could hear her inhaling deeply before she said, “You’re right, it was. But I can’t help myself, you just bring out the worst in me.”

      I smiled. “I can bring out the best in you too, let’s not forget that.” We both knew I was crossing the line now, with sexual innuendoes, but like her, I couldn’t help myself. I had no self-control where she was concerned.

      “I’d like to forget you,” she snapped.

      “Maybe, but we both know you can’t.”

      “Why did you tell Austin we dated in high school?”

      “You want me to keep things from my producer? I thought these meetings were going to preach honesty and respect for self and others.” I didn’t know if that was true. I hadn’t been to enough meetings, but it sounded like the kind of thing they would preach.

      “So, you told Austin about us to clear your conscience? I call bullshit, Mav. You did it because you knew he wouldn’t want to see me anymore if he knew about us.”

      “Is there an us?” I sank down on my sectional, reveling in her anger. I’d never seen a hotter sight than a fiery Codie.

      “No! And there never will be again.”

      “If you say so.” I was beginning to realize I didn’t have to do a damn thing to convince her there was something still between us. Now that fate had brought us back together, I couldn’t get her off my mind and I suspected she felt the same way. Even if she wasn’t willing to admit it yet.

      “Why?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Why are you still trying to hurt me? What did I do to you to make you hate me, even after all these years?”

      Ouch. That hurt like hell. “I could never hate you, girl. And I’d never willingly hurt you, I swear.”

      Her voice was softer when she asked, “Then why tell Austin about us? The truth this time.”

      I owed her the truth, for all the years I perpetuated the lie that I didn’t want her anymore. “It ate me up inside, knowing you had something going with a guy I knew, someone I had to see all the time. I couldn’t look at Austin without imagining him with you, and to be honest, that’s probably not good for my sobriety.”

      She was silent so long, I thought she hung up.

      “Codie? You still there?”

      “Yeah.” She sighed. “Just trying to put myself in your position. And I get it, I guess.”

      “I’m sorry if it hurt you, losing Austin. I never meant to hurt you.”

      “Losing him didn’t hurt me, you idiot. We’d only been on one date. What hurt was thinking that you still had it in for me, even though you were the one who destroyed me.”

      Jesus, this girl could still put the squeeze on my heart with just a few words. “Letting you go destroyed me too. Like nothing else ever has. If you never believe another word I say to you, please believe that.”

      “I can’t do this with you, Mav. I can’t get caught up in the past again. Not when I’ve worked so hard to build a life I love, one I’m proud of.”

      “I’m proud of you too. I know I have no right to be, but I am.” I had no doubt she’d be happy and successful without me. That’s why I had to let her go. Because I didn’t think she could live her best life with an alcoholic boyfriend bringing her down.

      “Thank you.” I heard noise in the background before what sounded like a door closing, followed by silence. “I have to admit, seeing you up on that stage last night, I was pretty proud of you too. I never thought I’d see the day you’d have sixty thousand fans screaming for more. It was pretty surreal.”

      “Does that mean you’ll come to the show in Montgomery next weekend?”

      “I can’t make any promises, but I’ll think about it. And let you know when I decide.”

      I knew I had no right to expect more than that. “Cool.” I hesitated to ask, but had to know. “So, you still hate me, or what?”

      “A little less every day.”
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      Codie

      

      Amanda was working the front desk mid-week when my sister came into my shop to get inked. She was graduating soon and wanted a special tattoo to commemorate her hard work.

      I loved that tattoos had become mainstream and as an artist I got the privilege of creating art that someone would carry with them and appreciate every day of their lives.

      “What are you two talking about?” I asked, hip-checking my sister at the front desk, as she chatted with Amanda.

      Grace narrowed her eyes, pointing at me. “How could you keep something like this from me! You and Mav?”

      I gave my best friend the stink-eye before telling my sister, “There is nothing between me and Mav. We ran into each other at an A.A. meeting here in town and he invited me to a show. I agreed because I knew how much Amanda wanted to see Trey live. End of story.”

      “I don’t believe you.” She propped her hand on her hip, facing me. “Your ex-boyfriend, the guy who literally drove you to drink—”

      “It’s not Mav’s fault I became an alcoholic, sis. That’s all on me.”

      “That man was an insensitive, self-centered asshole back then. What makes you think he’s changed now?”

      The shop was filled with clients and my artists. The last thing I wanted was to get into an argument with my kid sister about my semi-famous ex with a roomful of people hanging on our every word.

      “Mav was a kid then, Gracie. And he was going through a lot of shit at home. He was never insensitive, at least not with me. Was he self-centered? Sure, we all were. We were kids.” I didn’t know why I was defending him or why it should even matter what my sister thought of him. She was barely ten years old when we broke up. There was no way she could have understood the way I felt about him, or the depth of our crazy connection.

      “I know you—”

      “Can we get to work?” I curled my arm around her shoulders, leading her back to my work station before she could respond. “I’ve got back-to-back clients all day, and I squeezed you in as a favor.”

      We both knew I would have lost sleep or worked on my day off to do something special for her. This girl and my mama were my whole world. They were the reasons I got sober. Worked so hard. And stayed single. I didn’t want a man to come along and try to convince me I was crazy for supporting them financially.

      Looking after my family was who I was and what I did. I knew it wouldn’t always be that way. My little sister was getting ready to launch her own successful career and then we could share the responsibility for looking after mama in her golden years. But for now, it was all on me, and I was good with that. God gave me a gift that paid well and I was happy to use that gift to take care of the people who meant the most to me. Just like mama did, working three jobs to support us when we were growing up.

      “This is what I had in mind,” I said, showing Gracie the sketch I’d made when I couldn’t sleep last night. Though I’d never admit it to another living soul, that conversation with Mav got to me. Made me wonder if we didn’t have some unfinished business to tend to.

      She studied the sketch closely, taking in all the details that represented her journey. Books to signify the hours of study, birds and flowers to help her remember getting out in nature had helped her stay sane all those years, keys to symbolize the future, a cross, which she always wore around her neck during exams to bring her luck, and her graduation date.

      “Sis, this is amazing,” she said, holding it up to the light. “You captured everything, without me even telling you. How do you do that?”

      I shrugged. “Who knows you better than I do, Little?” Little was a pet name I’d given her when we were kids and it stuck.

      “No one.” Our eyes met in the mirror above my work station and hers filled with tears. “I can’t let him hurt you again, you know.”

      I was the first to break eye contact, clearing my throat as I snatched the drawing away from her and stuck it to the mirror for reference as I worked. “You have nothing to worry about. I know how to take care of myself. Now sit your ass down so I can get to work, girl.”

      She let her purse fall to the floor before easing herself into the reclining leather chair. “If I was seeing someone who was bad for me, wouldn’t you try to talk me out of it?”

      I prepped my workstation and laid out the colors I intended to work with, wishing she would let this go, but knowing she wouldn’t. I expected her tattoo to take a couple of hours and I didn’t want to hear about Mav the whole time. It was bad enough I couldn’t get the man off my mind.

      “Live and let live, kid. You know that’s been my motto for years.” A.A. helped me adopt that mindset and regular meetings ensured I continued to practice what I preached.

      I rubbed alcohol on her outer thigh, prepping my work surface. My sister had one small tattoo on her ankle that I’d given her when she graduated from high school. She’d had a reasonable pain tolerance then, but that took half an hour, compared to the two hours of pin pricking she would have to endure this time.

      “You sure you’re ready for this?” I swapped out my needle and filled the gun with black ink, preparing to do the outline. But first I had to do a freehand drawing on her skin and seal it with spray before getting to work.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” She tipped her head back and closed her eyes.

      “Relax, don’t tense up.” I had some clients who’d passed out from the pain, but I could usually tell from their demeanor before we got started if I was going to have a problem. “You got this, girl.”

      She did some deep breathing before giggling as she watched me sketch on her leg. “Remember when you gave Mama that little flower tattoo on her ankle to celebrate her sixtieth? I thought she was gonna wet herself.”

      “Yeah, good times.”

      Our mama had always been pretty conservative, but she wanted to do something fun and out of character for her milestone birthday, so we’d taken her to Vegas for the weekend and when we got back, I’d given her the tattoo she’d always talked about getting to honor her late mother.

      “Have you talked to Mama lately?” Grace asked.

      “You know if we don’t call her every damn day she threatens to send out a search party.” I rolled my eyes. “She called as I was getting out of the shower this morning, wanting to know if I’ve had another date with Austin.”

      “And? Have you?”

      “Uh, no.” I didn’t want to get into another Mav discussion with my sister, but I knew I’d have to explain what happened with Austin eventually. Might as well get it over with. “He called to tell me we couldn’t see each other anymore.”

      She winced as she watched the needle pierce her skin. “Seriously? Why?”

      “He’s Mav’s producer. What are the odds, right?” Probably pretty good, since Austin was the most sought-after producer in Nashville and Mav was the latest artist people couldn’t stop talking about.

      “You’re kidding.”

      “Wish I was.” I wasn’t that broken up about not seeing Austin again. He was hot, and seemed like a good guy, but anyone who was willing to put his career ahead of me, wasn’t the man to steal my single status.

      “How did he find out about you and Maverick? You told him?”

      “Uh no.” I knew how bad this was going to sound, but I didn’t lie to my family. Ever. “Mav did. I guess he didn’t want there to be any secrets or awkwardness between them. You know, since they work so closely.”

      “I call bullshit, sis. It sounds like Mav just couldn’t stand seeing you happy with someone else, even after all these years.” Before I could object, she said, “You know what I heard on the radio? That he told some D.J. that he’d written that song, Setting You Free, for his high school girlfriend. You were basically his only high school girlfriend. At least the only one who meant anything to him, which means he wrote that song for you.”

      “Hmm.” I already knew that, since he’d dedicated it to me at the show, without naming names.

      “You don’t sound surprised.”

      “I guess you haven’t seen the video online.” It had been making its rounds on socials. The song Mav sang and the girl he was looking at in the crowd when he sang it. Me.

      “What video?”

      “I guess one of his team posted it online. It was just Mav singing that song…” I dreaded telling her this part, but I knew it was only a matter of time before she saw the video for herself. “And dedicating it to me.”

      “What?” she screeched, drawing the attention of everyone around us.

      “Would you calm down,” I said, between clenched teeth. “I don’t need everyone to know my business.”

      She rubbed her forehead. “I don’t like this at all, Codie. It sounds like he’s trying to get you back.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. He’s probably just trying to get a head-start on making amends with the people he wronged and starting with me. You know that’s one of the 12-steps. He’s probably read the Big Book and—” I shut my mouth when she gave me the look, letting me know I was wasting my time trying to convince her.

      “What are you going to do about this? Please tell me you’re not seriously considering—”

      “It’s frowned upon for people to start new relationships in their first year of sobriety, so even if I was still interested in Mav, which I’m not, it would be a moot point.”

      “Oh please, when have you ever known Mav to follow the rules?”

      She had a point. “But the rules do matter to me. Meetings, the program, they saved my life. I don’t have to tell you that. And I hope it can do the same for Mav. So, I’m not going to do anything to undermine his recovery.”

      “It sounds to me like you’re putting him first, again. What about your sobriety, sis?”

      “My sobriety would never be at risk because of a man. I’m over all the co-dependent shit. And you, of all people, should know that.”

      She bit her lip, watching me work. “You’re the strongest woman I know, no doubt. And I couldn’t be prouder of you, but I still worry, ya know.”

      I worried about her too, for a variety of different reasons. But I was the big sister. It was my job to worry about her. “Don’t worry about me, hon. There’s not a man alive who could drive me to the brink like that again. I’ve learned the difference between toxic and healthy relationships and I have zero interest in a man who needs fixing.”

      “But what if…” She drew a deep breath. “What if he managed to convince you that he was okay now? I mean, professionally he’s well on his way. He’s probably set financially after the success of his last album. He’s started his recovery—”

      “Started,” I repeated. “He still has a long road ahead of him. Recovery from addiction takes years, not days or weeks, as you know.” Gracie had been a kid when I was at my worst, but I knew she hadn’t forgotten what it felt like to see me down and out, and feel so helpless. I still hated myself if I let myself think about what I put my family through, so I’d learned not to dwell on it.

      “I just love you so much, and I want to see you with a good guy, who’ll treat you right this time.”

      I wasn’t big on serious relationships, mainly because I hadn’t found the right guy, but I’d never had a knack for picking losers. I recognized my own self-worth and had enough self-esteem to choose men who would treat me right.

      “Don’t worry about me, Little. I know who to take a risk on and who to walk away from.”
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        * * *

      

      I was crawling into bed that night when the phone on my bedside table buzzed and Mav’s name flashed across the screen.

      Damn. I thought about ignoring it, but I couldn’t deny I was curious. Was he having a rough night and needed to talk to someone who’d fought their way through it?

      “Hey, Mav. What’s up?”

      “Thanks for picking up, Codie. It’s good to hear your voice.” He sounded happy, like he was energized.

      “Sounds like you had another good show?”

      He laughed. “How’d you know?”

      “I can hear it in your voice.” I’d always been able to read his moods, after just a few words.

      “It was incredible. I can’t deny the days are a bit rough. Reaching for a drink to spark inspiration when I’m writing a song or after I’ve gotten into it with one of my band mates—” He laughed. “Let’s be honest, an alcoholic doesn’t need an excuse to drink, do they?”

      “Uh, no.” I didn’t want to care enough to ask, but I did. “But you’re staying strong? Getting through it?”

      “Yeah, I am. Whenever I think about taking a drink, I think of you, to be honest.”

      Uh oh. I did not need to hear that. “Mav—”

      “Just hear me out,” he pleaded. “I need to say this. I think about how strong you were, to overcome this on your own, when you were so young.”

      “I wasn’t on my own. I was going to meetings every day. That’s the only thing that got me through it.” The first few months, I took it hour by hour some days, but I’d end the day proud of myself for not giving into temptation, and it was that growing pride that gave me the will to fight another day.

      “Yeah, I’m going to meetings every day too. Trey tells me that’s a non-negotiable the first few months, maybe the first year.”

      “It is, for sure. Thankfully, meetings are everywhere, so it shouldn’t be too tough to find one, whatever city you’re in.”

      “No, it hasn’t been.” He hesitated. “I asked Trey to be my sponsor. I know it’s a little soon to ask someone, but since I don’t have a home base right now, I figured who better to ask than the guy who’s with me every day, right?”

      “Absolutely. What did he say?” I was sponsoring a twenty-year-old woman who reminded me a lot of myself at that age, and I knew what kind of commitment it was to be there for her whenever she needed to talk.

      “He said he’d be happy to, but asking a friend to sponsor you is usually discouraged, so he told me I should consider asking someone else when we got back to Nashville.”

      “Makes sense. I’m glad to know he’ll be there for you though.” Ugh, I was getting way too invested in Mav and his sobriety. I had to pull back, gain some perspective before calls like this became too frequent. “But, um, I can’t be.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Us being friends, I don’t think that can work.”

      There was an edge to his voice when he asked, “Why not?”

      “Because we have a lot of history. You’re in the early days of sobriety, when frankly, anything could set you off. I don’t want to be responsible for you falling off the wagon because we get into a fight—”

      “We’ve already fought, Codie.” He chuckled. “That night at the hotel, about Austin, and I didn’t have a drink. I wanted to, but I didn’t.”

      He made a good point. “But it’s more than that. I have to think about myself too, my own sobriety, and my… life.”

      “How would being friends with me have a negative impact on your life?”

      I couldn’t tell him the truth, that I was afraid I still had feelings for him, so I said, “It’s never a good idea to go back. I’m always trying to move forward, and truth be told, I didn’t like the girl I was when we dated.”

      “Give me a break. We were both kids then. We didn’t know shit about life. Now we’re older, more mature, we’ve been through stuff.”

      “We sure as hell have, and I don’t want to go through any more with you.” I pulled my legs up to my chest, wrapping my arm around them. “Some people just aren’t good for us. You’re not good for me, and I’m not good for you.”

      “Really? Because ever since you walked back into my life, I’ve wanted to be a better man.”

      Ugh. Why did those words stir something inside of me? “You can’t get sober for me, or anyone else. You have to do this for yourself. You have to fix yourself, and your relationship with yourself, before you’ll ever be able to have a healthy relationship with anyone else.”

      My sister was starting to rub off on me. But it was more than that. It was years of working the program, where self-love became a way of life.

      “I’m not talking about a romantic relationship,” he said, sounding frustrated. “I know that’s frowned upon for the first year of sobriety and I’m gonna try real hard to honour that. I just wanna be your friend again. Can’t we try that?”

      Being friends with Mav was dangerous. Even more so because I wanted to take him up on his offer and try to have a relationship with him that didn’t revolve around sex, for once. But I couldn’t. I had to put myself and my own well-being first. And I was still too attracted to him. I still cared too much about him, to trust that things could remain platonic.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t.”

      “Codie, please.”

      I’d always been a sucker for his begging… but I wasn’t a sucker anymore. I prided myself on being a strong, confident woman who knew her own mind and couldn’t be swayed now. “Sorry, this is just the way it has to be. For your sake, and for mine.”

      “Wait, can you still come to the show in Montgomery?” When I didn’t respond right away, he said, “And I was serious about getting you to re-do these tattoos when I get back to Nashville. Can I send you the pics?”

      Business was business, and he wouldn’t be the first ex I’d inked. “Sure, send them to me. I’ll have a look and see what I can come up with. I’m usually booked up a few months in advance, so if you want to book a date now, for the end of your tour, we can do that.”

      “Great. And about Montgomery?”

      “I haven’t had a chance to talk to Amanda about it yet. Today was pretty crazy at the shop.”

      “But you’ll ask her?”

      How could I not? I knew how upset she’d been when we had to leave the concert early. “Sure, I’ll ask her.”

      “Perfect, just call and let me know. We always reserve some tickets for friends and family who want to catch a show at the last minute.”

      “Cool, thanks for the offer. I should get going. It’s getting late and I’ve got a full day tomorrow.”

      “Ok.” He hesitated. “Thanks for talking to me tonight. I really needed to hear your voice, to remind myself there’s a reason I’m doing this thing.”

      “The reason is simple, so you can have the life you’ve always wanted, Mav. You’re finally getting your big break in music. With that comes respect and financial stability and everything you’ve ever wanted. You can’t let the bottle take that away from you. It’s not worth it.”

      “No, it’s not. But the life I’ve always wanted is about so much more than that. I want someone…” He cleared his throat. “I want someone to love me, Codie. Someone to love me the way you used to.”

      I closed my eyes, trying to keep his words from penetrating my heart, but it was too damn late. “And I hope you find her.” Liar. “When the time is right, and you feel stronger.”

      “Timing really is everything, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      “If we’d met for the first time now, without all the bad history, you think maybe we could make it work?”

      “I don’t know. I told you, I don’t like to look back. Up and onward, right?”

      “Yeah, I guess. But sometimes there are things in your past you can’t leave behind.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Codie

      

      I’d snuck away from the shop for a quick lunch with my mama, but when she started firing questions at me about Mav, I cursed myself for not bringing a sandwich from home.

      “Obviously you’ve been talking to Gracie,” I said, digging into my chicken Caesar salad.

      “Your sister’s worried about you, hon. And frankly, so am I. Mav? That man has always been your kryptonite.”

      No truer words were ever spoken. After we got off the phone last night, thoughts of him, and the way we’d left things, cost me half a night’s sleep, and I was paying for it today.

      “I’m fine, Mama. No need to worry.”

      She paused with a French fry half-way to her mouth. “But you know I do worry, about both my girls. What kind of mama would I be if I didn’t?”

      Since our daddy had never been in the picture, my mama had filled her shoes as well as his, and she couldn’t accept the fact that me and my sister were both grown up now and didn’t need her to police our lives anymore.

      “The kind who knows she raised two smart, capable, strong women who can take care of themselves. I don’t make bad decisions when it comes to men, Mama. You know that. I always date guys who treat me right, so I don’t know what you’re so worried about.”

      “I’m worried because…” She closed her eyes, drawing a breath. “When you broke up with that man, you hit rock bottom, Codie. I never thought I’d see you in that state. And it nearly destroyed me. I felt so helpless. I didn’t know how to help you—”

      “I know.” I covered her hand with mine. “But that’s all ancient history now. We need to put it behind us, and chock it up to a learning experience. That’s what I’ve done.”

      “But things are different now,” she whispered, leaning in. “Maverick’s successful. He’s trying to get his life together, from what your sister tells me. What if this Maverick 2.0 is too tempting for you to resist?”

      I laughed, but it really wasn’t funny. I’d asked myself that same question. “I’m not that same weak little girl anymore. I know how to say no and I’ve already told Mav we can’t be friends… or anything else.”

      “And?” she asked, adjusting her silver-framed glasses before taking a bite of her tuna melt. “How did he take that?”

      “He seemed okay with it.” If not, okay, at least he seemed willing to accept it.

      “I find that hard to believe. That man was always crazy about you. Until he wasn’t anymore.” She sighed. “Oh well, I’m sure he has his pick of women out on the road, right? All those groupies. It probably won’t be long before he takes up with one of them and forgets all about you again.”

      And just like that, I lost my appetite.
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        * * *

      

      I was tattooing an old friend, a biker who was old enough to be my father, when he said, “Hey, didn’t I see you at a concert this weekend?”

      Ugh. That damn video where Mav dedicated the song to me had gone viral and my friends, employees and clients had been giving me grief about it all week. “Yeah, you did.”

      He chuckled. “Sounds like I’m not the first to mention it. What’s the deal? That singer, what’s his name, Mac—”

      “Mav. Maverick.”

      “Right. Opening for Trey Turner, he must be a pretty big deal, huh?”

      “He’s well on his way.” I was happy for Mav, finally finding the success he’d always been chasing, but I couldn’t help but wonder how wealth and fame would change him. And why I even cared.

      He watched me shade the rosary tattoo bearing the names of all four of his children. “How do you know him?”

      I didn’t want to discuss Mav or the nature of my relationship with him, but it seemed to be the only thing anyone had wanted to talk to me about all damn week. “We dated in high school.”

      “Huh, that’s a long time for a guy to be hung up on a girl.” He winked. “Even one as pretty as you.”

      “It was complicated.” That seemed like an understatement. Loving Mav had changed the course of my life. If he hadn’t dumped me, I probably wouldn’t have started drinking so heavily. But the alcoholism put me on a healing path that changed my life, so I couldn’t be sorry for the choices I’d made back then. “We had some unfinished business, I guess. Maybe writing that song helped him work through things, I don’t know.”

      “Not to mention all the coin he’s made off of it. Hope he’s splitting it with you, since you were his muse and all.”

      I laughed. “Come on now, Charlie. You know me better than that. I don’t take handouts from a man.”

      His eyes met mine for a brief second before he smiled. “Tough to find love with an attitude like that, sweetheart. Take it from an old-timer, who’s done and seen it all. Every man wants to feel like his woman needs him for something.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not Mav’s woman, so I don’t need him… or anyone else for anything.” There was a hard edge to my voice. I almost didn’t recognize it. When had I become so averse to needing someone? Did I think it made me weak… or put me at risk of a relapse if I loved or leaned on someone outside of my family?

      “The way he was singing to you in that video I saw, made it seem like he might need you for something.”

      “I don’t think so.” Mav had good people around him. His management team, record label, his band, Trey, his brother… why would he need me?

      “Did I ever tell you how my wife and I got together?” He grinned, revealing a chipped front tooth, partially hidden behind his long white beard.

      “I don’t think so.” I was used to people telling me their life stories while I tattooed them. I likened myself to a hair stylist. I had my clients captive in my chair for hours sometimes and given time and one-on-one attention, most people loved to talk about themselves.

      “She’s my second wife, you know, but should have been my first and only.”

      I smiled. “That’s sweet.” I’d never known Charlie to be very romantic, but if life had taught me anything it was that people could often surprise you. “How did you two meet?”

      “Like you and your boyfriend, we went to high school together.”

      My eyes met his. They sparkled with mischief. “Behave now, you know he’s not my boyfriend.”

      His grin spread. “If you say so, Codie. Like I was saying, me and the Mrs. met in high school. She was a couple of years behind me. I hung around with her older brother, mostly.”

      “Hmm. Did she have a crush on you?”

      He laughed. “No, the other way around. I finally got her to go with me, but we had to keep it a secret from my buddy. He would have kicked my ass for defiling his little sister.”

      I smirked. “You defiled her, did you?”

      “What can I say? It was high school. If it wasn’t me who stole her innocence it was going to be someone else, and I couldn’t let that happen, could I?”

      “No, I guess you couldn’t.”

      Mav had been my first too. We’d taken an impromptu camping trip and made love for the first time in a borrowed tent. I hadn’t even noticed the bugs trapped inside the tent until I woke up the next morning covered in mosquito bites. In spite of the relentless itching that followed, I wouldn’t have traded that memory for anything. We’d sat by the campfire roasting marshmallows, making S’mores, and talking for hours about the future we hoped to have… together.

      “Anyhow, my old man got laid off and I had to quit school and get a job.”

      “So, you broke up with her?”

      “I got mixed up with some…” He cleared his throat. “Less than reputable people, let’s say.”

      I raised an eyebrow, whispering, “We wouldn’t be talking about a biker gang, would we, Charlie?”

      “Sssh.” He pressed his index finger against his lips. “It’ll be our little secret.”

      I laughed, because everything about my friend screamed biker, from his boots to his long hair and beard, and old school, symbolic tattoos. “Okay.”

      “So, I thought Sylvia would be better off moving on. She was too sweet and innocent for the likes of me, anyhow.”

      “Hmm.” I wondered if Mav felt the same way about me back in the day. He’d always had a reputation for partying too much and getting into fights. People, especially my mother, told me to stay the hell away from him. But there’d always been a softer side to Mav, he only let me see.

      “She moved on, got married. So did I. But I came back to town for her brother’s funeral, about twelve years later. By then we were both divorced. Didn’t take long for us to realize there was still something there.” He smiled. “And we’ve been pretty much inseparable ever since.”

      I felt a twinge I couldn’t identify when he described his second chance at love. “That’s sweet.”

      “Sometimes I think it’s all pre-ordained, don’t you, Codie? And we know it. We feel it, when something’s right or when it ain’t.” He touched his protruding belly with his palm. “Right here, in our gut.”

      I thought of the visceral reaction I’d had when I saw Mav again after so many years. Was that the gut reaction Charlie was referring to? If it was, I didn’t want to analyze what it meant. “I don’t know, maybe.”

      “You know.” He sounded confident when he said, “You told me your story, about how you became a tattoo artist and bought this shop. If that wasn’t you following your gut, against all logic, I don’t what the hell it was.”

      “Buying this place was just a stroke of luck.”

      “We make our own luck, honey. You more than just about anyone I know.”

      “I guess we do, but it sure helps to have the Universe backing us up sometimes.”

      “Uh huh, and that’s where fate comes in. You think running into your ex again was fate or the Universe, whatever the hell you wanna call it, givin’ you a little nudge?”

      “No way. Mav and I are on different paths.” I couldn’t allow myself to believe our chance meeting had been orchestrated by Universal forces, because if I considered that a possibility… I was seriously screwed.

      “You sure about that?” He waited until I looked up before he said, “That video…” He whistled long and low. “There were some serious sparks flyin’ between y’all, girl. After seeing it, the Mrs. said to me, that’s the guy for Codie. He’ll treat her right.”

      I laughed, trying to ignore the crazy little pitch and roll my stomach was doing. Charlie’s wife, Sylvia, was a doll, and claimed to have some crazy psychic abilities, but I didn’t buy into that woo-woo stuff. Much.

      “You tell Syl that ship has sailed. Me and Mav? Not gonna happen.”

      “Aww, she’ll be disappointed to hear that. She told me ‘Our girl’s finally found her soul mate, Charlie. You mark my words’.”

      I swallowed to coat my dry throat, praying, just this once Sylvia would be wrong.
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        * * *

      

      I was sliding into bed, my finger hovering over my phone’s screen, trying to decide if I should call Mav, text him, or just feign some mysterious illness this weekend so I wouldn’t have to go to his show at all. But then I thought of my best friend, who’d been so excited when she learned she’d get a second chance to see Trey, and I bit the bullet and connected the call.

      “Hey, beautiful. This is a nice surprise. I thought I was on your no-call list.”

      I released the breath I’d been holding. Damn. It was good to hear his voice, even though it had only been twenty-four hours since he’d last called me.

      “You told me to call when Amanda and I decided if we were coming this weekend. We’d love to, if the offer still stands?”

      “Are you kidding? Of course, I’d love to see you.”

      Not wanting to read too much into that, I considered keeping the conversation short and sweet, but decided that would be rude since he was comping us a second set of pricey tickets.

      “How was the show tonight?”

      “Codie, we killed it!”

      I had to admit, it was fun to see this version of Mav. It had been a long time since I’d seen him this pumped up about anything. It took me back to his days of playing football, when they’d beat their rivals or won the championship. Those victories seemed so small compared to the ones he was having now, but at the time they’d been everything.

      “I’m glad to hear it. Not that I’m surprised.” I wasn’t sure if I should admit I’d started following him on social media, but I’d never been one to hold back. “I’ve, uh, seen some stuff that you and your team have posted online. You sounded amazing.”

      “Thanks.” He hesitated before adding, “It means a lot, knowing that you’re following my career. Would it be weird to admit that I’ve done a little digging into your background too? Girl, seriously impressed with all you’ve accomplished.”

      “Thanks.” I didn’t need his praise, but getting it made me feel something I refused to analyze.

      “I can’t believe they offered you your own show. Why would you turn it down?”

      Hmm, he had been doing his homework. Because I was an-against-all odds success story, I’d been interviewed on TV and for newspapers and magazines, when the tattoo culture became more mainstream.

      “I like to fly under the radar, and just do what I love, without having anyone breathing down my neck.”

      “Makes sense. So, I saw an interview you did on YouTube. It was some tattoo channel, and you said your ex was the reason you got into tattooing? What’s the story there?”

      It felt weird talking to Mav about guys I’d dated, but since he asked, I decided to tell him. “You know I’ve always been an artist, but I was waitressing in a bar when I started dating the bartender. He was a part-time tattoo artist. He loved my art and asked me to sketch some tattoos for him.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I fell in love with it, and knew I wanted to make skin my canvas.” I thought of those early days, when I’d been obsessed with learning everything I could about the artform. “Jack taught me everything he knew about tattooing, and the rest is history.”

      “You guys stayed friends?”

      “Yeah, sure. It’s a small community, you can’t afford to have enemies.”

      “Were you two serious?”

      “We dated for about a year, but I think we both knew we weren’t in it for the long haul.”

      “Mmm, is he married now? Girlfriend?”

      I laughed. “Real subtle, Mav. No and no.”

      He grunted. “Does he still live in Nashville?”

      “Yeah, he has a shop a few blocks from mine, in fact. We get together for burgers, and to talk shop every once in a while.”

      “Great.” He drew a deep breath before he asked, “How’d you end up with your shop? Did the ex have something to do with that too?”

      “No, but the building I own now used to be the bar where Jack and I worked.”

      “Isn’t that special.”

      “Shut up, smartass.” We’d always had an easy rapport and loved to tease each other. I’d hate to think we were falling back into that rhythm.

      He chuckled. “So, how’d you end up with that place? You said you own the building now?”

      It still seemed a little surreal to me that I owned a prime piece of real estate, when for years I couldn’t even afford an old clunker to get me to and from work. “I’d become friendly with the owners, who were set to retire, and they offered me a vendor-takeback mortgage if I wanted to buy the place and open my own tattoo shop.”

      “Were you still seeing Jackie-boy then?”

      “Jealous much?”

      “Only all the goddamn time when I think of you with another man.”

      Yeah, not gonna lie, that made chill bumps break out all over my body. “No, Jack and I had broken up so it made working together kind of awkward. So, I was looking for a new tattoo home when they made the offer.” I laughed. “I didn’t even know what a vendor-takeback mortgage was. I had to Google it. But within forty-eight hours of them making the offer, I was signing my name on the dotted line and praying I’d find a way to make it work.”

      “And you clearly did.”

      “Yeah, that was almost ten years ago now, and if not for Jack and the Clarks seeing potential in me, I cringe to think where I might be.”

      “You would have figured things out, with or without them.”

      One thing about Mav, he’d always built me up, told me how amazing, smart, capable and talented I was. Which made it even harder when he decided to quit on us. Aside from my mama and sister, I hadn’t had too many who believed in me when I was young.

      “I appreciate that. I, um, always appreciated your support, you know. I don’t think I ever told you that.” As I was working through all the anger and resentment I’d felt towards Mav, I thought a lot about all the reasons I’d loved him. And that was one of the things that always stood out to me, how supportive he was. “As a kid, maybe I didn’t think much about it. But all these years later, I realize how rare it is to have a partner who believes in you.”

      “Goes both ways,” he said, quietly. “I’ve always had my band and my brother, but you were the only woman who ever saw anything worthwhile in me.”

      I knew we were tiptoeing into dangerous territory by peeling back the layers of our past to dissect what made our relationship work. Until it didn’t anymore. “I find that hard to believe. Your talent is undeniable. I can’t be the only woman who recognized that.”

      “I’ve had female friends over the years, like Marisa, who lifted me up. But a girlfriend who supported my dreams? No.”

      I wanted to ask about all the girls he’d loved since me, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Some things may be better left unsaid. “That’s too bad.”

      “Not really. That puts you in a class by yourself, in my books.”

      I wanted to discourage him from romanticizing the past, but wasn’t I doing the same? Sensing it was time for a subject change, I said, “I got those pics you sent me, of your tattoos. I’ll sketch up something and send it to you. If you like what I have in mind, we can book it for when you get back.”

      “Cool.”

      “How long is your tour?” Having him out on the road for months would probably be a good thing. If he was in the same city right now, I wasn’t sure I could resist the temptation to see him.

      “Trey likes to break his tour dates up throughout the year, so twelve-week stretches. A lot of musicians stay out on the road for six months at a time, but thankfully that’s not the way he rolls.”

      “Hmm, when you’re headlining you think you’ll want to stay out that long?” I didn’t even know why I was asking; it shouldn’t matter to me.

      “If I have a choice, probably not. But Trey’s been at this a long time. He’s paid his dues and gets to call his own shots. I probably won’t have much of a say for a long while.” He chuckled. “Besides, I don’t know that I’ll be headlining my own shows anytime soon. I’m just grateful for this opportunity Trey’s given me to be on the road with him.”

      “I think you’re selling yourself short. Like you always do. You’ve had number one hits, a debut platinum album and won several awards already this year. What else will it take to prove to you that you’ve made it?”

      “Hearing it from you.”

      “Excuse me? I just told you—”

      “I mean hearing from you that you’re proud of me, that I’m making more of myself than you thought I would.”

      “Mav—”

      “It may seem crazy to you, since we haven’t been a part of each other’s lives for so long, but your opinion still matters to me, Codie. A lot.”

      I got it. He didn’t have a mother like I had, who loved and supported him. He’d had a younger brother, but he had to try and protect him from the craziness in their home, so there wasn’t much time for either of them to daydream about the future, or what it could look like when they got out of that hellhole they called home.

      “It doesn’t seem crazy. I thought about you over the years too. I wanted you to see what I’ve made of my life. Granted, it may have been out of spite most of the time, like I wanted to prove to you that I didn’t need you or was too good for you…” I laughed, shaking my head at my own pettiness. “Clearly, I didn’t get the satisfaction of claiming I’m too good for you. You’re on your way to becoming a country music superstar, just like you always wanted to be. And I am proud of you.”

      Though my sister was concerned about me letting Mav back into my life, I thought she would be proud of me for getting all of this out and telling him how I felt. I’d learned the hard way that harboring feelings, the good, bad, and ugly only leads to heartache.

      “You are too good for me,” he said, quietly. “Always have been, always will be. Doesn’t matter how many zeros I add to my bank account or how many people know my name. That shit doesn’t make the man.”

      I knew if Mav didn’t get over his insecurities, he was at risk of drinking again, and while it wasn’t my job to save him or counsel him, I did want to see him succeed in his recovery.

      “No, it doesn’t. But what does make you the man you’ve always wanted to be is your tenacity. Talent. The strength to fight your battles, every single day, no matter how hard it is. To face your past, your mistakes, and own them. To be the kind of man who can uplift the woman he loves, without feeling the need to bring her down or make her feel small so she won’t leave him.” I’d known too many men like that in my lifetime. Guys I’d dated and men my friends had dated. And I could sniff out that type a mile away now.

      “Wow. You really think of me that way? Even after I broke your heart?”

      “Yeah, I do.” If someone had asked me how I felt about Mav even a couple of weeks ago, I would have said I was indifferent. That I didn’t hold any grudges, I’d forgiven, but not forgotten him. “Seeing you again stirred up some stuff for me, no doubt. A lot of anger and resentment that I thought I’d dealt with and apparently hadn’t, but here we are, talking like two mature adults, so I’d say we’ve both come a long way.”

      “I’d say you have, but I’m still a work in progress.”

      “You give me too much credit. We’re all a work in progress. And that’s okay, as long as we keep fighting the good fight every day, right?”

      “Yeah, definitely. Um, I wanted to ask you this the other night, when we had dinner at the hotel, but we kind of got into it, so I couldn’t.”

      “What?”

      “Were you pissed that I dedicated that song to you? I know it’s kind of gone viral. I hope that didn’t make things difficult for you, at work, or with your family. I know your mother and sister probably aren’t my biggest fans.”

      I rolled my eyes, even though he couldn’t see me. “Truth? No, they’re not. But I’m a big girl, I make my own decisions, and they both know that. In terms of the video and whether it’s made for an interesting week? Yeah, it has. But do I wish you hadn’t dedicated that song to me…?” Tell the truth, Codie. “No, I was kind of flattered, actually.”

      “Really?” I could hear the smile in his voice when he asked, “Would this be a good time to tell you that you’ve been my muse then?”

      “Your muse, huh?” I couldn’t allow myself to believe that, because if I did, it would make it too damn hard to keep those well-defined lines I’d insisted on. “I bet every girl you’ve ever loved has inspired a song or two.”

      “I’ve only loved one girl and she’s inspired all my songs.”

      Oh God, he did not just say that! “Mav—”

      “I’m going to let you go now, beautiful. I know you need to get up early, but I can’t wait to see you this weekend. I’ll text you the details in the morning. Goodnight, Codie.”

      “Night, Mav.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Maverick

      

      My kid brother, Noah, lived in Raleigh now, but he’d flown in for the show on Friday night and planned to stay the weekend, so we could hang out.

      “There he is.” I walked to the back of the restaurant where we’d agreed to meet and hauled him into a hug. “Good to see you, kid.”

      “You too.” He grabbed the back of my neck, looking into my eyes. “Damn, it’s good to see you looking so good, Mav. It’s been a long time since your eyes have been clear.”

      He knew I’d been going to meetings, but it was early days and he was probably afraid to hope for too much. I couldn’t blame him. We’d been down this road with our mama. All the times she promised to get sober, got our hopes up, only to let us down, time after time.

      I wouldn’t do that to the people who cared about me. I’d fight the good fight, every damn day, because I knew how lucky I was that everyone in my life hadn’t written me off already.

      “How’s work going?” I asked, sliding into the booth across from him and reaching for the leather-bound menu. Noah was a mechanical engineer, working for one of the big automotive companies and last I heard, loving every minute of it.

      “Great, man.” He grinned. “Might be years before I get those student loans paid off but it’ll be worth it.”

      “Yeah, I wanted to talk to you about that.”

      Noah raised his hand. “I know what you’re going to say. You’ve had an unbelievable year and you want to help me out, but that’s not happening, big brother.”

      “Don’t be so stubborn.” I leaned in, lowering my voice. “What the hell am I going to do with all that money? You know the way I live.” My one indulgence when the royalty checks started rolling in was a new pick-up truck. Other than that, I still lived in my one-bedroom apartment and wore jeans and t-shirts every day, unless Marisa was ‘styling’ me for a performance or interview.

      “Well, maybe you need to start living better.” He looked me in the eye and said, “You’ve earned it. Hear that. You’ve worked your ass off, paid your dues, and you deserve this success. Enjoy it.”

      “You know I don’t give a shit about material things. Sure, it’s nice to be able to pay off my credit cards every month and have coin in the bank, but as far as a big house or fancy car, that’s not my thing.”

      “It’s not your thing because you never allowed yourself to believe you could have it. But now you can.”

      I swallowed, tipping my head back, letting his words sink in. He was right. I’d prayed hard about making it in this business, but I’d always known it was a long-shot and guys like me didn’t get many lucky breaks. Except now I was. And maybe I needed to learn how to start expressing my gratitude by stepping into the life I’d been blessed with.

      “Don’t just do this for yourself, Mav. Do it for everyone who loves you and believed in you.”

      I chuckled. “That’s a short list and you’d be the President of the club, bro.”

      “Then do it for me.” He was fighting back emotion when he said, “People like you and me, who lived through the shit we did, usually don’t come out on the other side a success.”

      “No, they often drown in the bottom of a bottle, like I’ve been doing for years. You don’t think I know how lucky I am that I was born with this talent—”

      “It’s more than luck, and you need to start acknowledging that. You grinded, every damn day. You wrote the songs, put them out there, performed all the bars, honky tonks, and festivals. Kept your band together—”

      “Even when they hated my guts.” And there were days when they did. Because I’m an alcoholic and drunks aren’t nice people to be around.

      “It’s time to quit putting yourself down. It’s time to quit living in the past. Enjoy this man, soak up all the incredible stuff happening to you right now. Believe you deserve it. And start planning for your future, because it’s gonna be amazing.”

      I was almost afraid to believe it could get any better because I was still having a hard time believing a drunk like me, who’d been the human wrecking ball in so many lives, including Codie’s, could be rewarded like this.

      “I hope so,” I said slowly, thinking about what my future could look like, if I kept my act together. “I want it to be.”

      I was starting to imagine things I never had before, like maybe finding a woman who could love and support me. Someone like Codie. No, not someone like Codie. Codie had always been the only one for me. After all these years without her, knowing I still felt the same way I had way back then was the only proof I needed… that girl was it for me. Too bad she didn’t feel the same way.

      “So… Codie? Is she part of that future?”

      I laughed. “What are you, a mind reader now?”

      When the waitress arrived to take our order, we both settled on soft drinks with burgers and fries.

      “Oh my God,” the pretty young blonde said, staring at me, wide-eyed. “You’re Maverick Stone, aren’t you?”

      So much for going out and being incognito. “Uh yeah, I am.”

      She clapped a hand over her mouth. “My friends and I saw you guys in concert last night! It was epic!”

      I dipped my head, still trying to get used to the praise and recognition. “I’m glad you enjoyed the show.”

      My brother’s shitting-eating grin said it all. This pretty little thing was reinforcing everything he’d just told me. I had to learn to accept that life was changing for me, for the better.

      “Um…” She bit her lip before looking behind her to make sure no one was listening. “Do you think I could give you my number? I know you’re going to be in town a few more days. I thought maybe we could… get together.”

      I didn’t have to be a mind reader to know an offer for a hook-up when I heard one. She was attractive, but too damn young for me. More importantly, she wasn’t Codie. So, the answer had to be a hard no.

      “It’s real sweet of you to offer,” I said, trying to soften the blow with a smile. “But I’m gonna be pretty busy while I’m here. Won’t have time to get out much. This is kind of a special occasion, since my brother came from Raleigh to catch the shows and hang out with me.”

      She blushed, looking from me to Noah. “Oh, of course. I understand. I’ll be right back with your drinks.”

      I groaned when she rushed away. “I probably could’ve handled that better, huh?”

      “I don’t know about that. I thought you handled it like you’re used to giving pretty women the brush off.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Shut up.”

      “So, Codie?”

      I shook my head. “I wish.”

      He frowned. “Hey, I saw the video. She was at your concert, you dedicated that song you wrote for her—”

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself. She was there because her best friend is a big fan of Trey’s. We ran into each other… in Nashville, before I left. I invited her to a show. For her best friend’s sake, she accepted. That’s all there is to it.”

      His eyes narrowed, like he was sizing me up. “Why don’t I believe you?”

      I sank back in the bench seat, trying to reconcile the kid my brother used to be with the man he was now. Most people said the physical resemblance between us was uncanny, but it ended there. He’d been the good, smart, kid who stayed out of trouble. He got partial scholarships to help pay for school and had part-time jobs since he was thirteen. He deserved the good fortune, not me.

      “You believe what you want to, man. There’s no going back for me and Codie. I wrecked her life once, there’s no way she’d give me a second chance.”

      “But you’d like one?”

      I could have blown most people off, but my brother knew me better than anyone. He’d see right through me if I tried to B.S. him. “I’d give anything for one more shot with that girl.” But I knew I didn’t deserve one. “But she’s got a good life now. She doesn’t need me messing things up for her.”

      We muttered our thanks when the waitress returned with our drinks, but I could tell by the scowl on Noah’s face he was waiting to unleash on me.

      “Hey, you’re doing it again, asshole.” He was spitting the words out between clenched teeth, looking as fierce as I’d ever seen him. “Short-changing yourself. Believing you don’t deserve the best ‘cause you may have messed some things up in the past. Well, guess what, Mav? We’ve all made mistakes. Nobody’s perfect.”

      “Nobody’s made as many mistakes as I have.” Some days my whole life felt like one big mistake, until recently.

      “That’s what you think. Look at our folks. They’re still swimming in a cesspool of booze,  hatred and regret. And they’re in their sixties.”

      “That’s true.” I’d learned how to screw up my life from the masters. “Maybe if I can get it together, I won’t end up like them.”

      “You are getting it together,” Noah said, glaring at me, daring me to challenge him. “And you’ll continue to keep it together, because I’ll make it my personal mission to see that you do.”

      “I love you for looking out for me, but I’ve gotta do this on my own. I’ve got to get up every day, go to meetings, rehearse, write music, be civilized to my band, my team, all while resisting the urge to have a drink… every minute of every day.”

      Noah winced. “The urge is still that strong, huh?”

      “Yeah, it is.” Day one it had been an eleven on the scale. Today it was probably a ten, so marginally better, but still, resisting the lure of alcohol was the hardest thing I’d ever done. With the exception of setting Codie free. “But today, I’m managing. And you being here has a lot to do with that, so thank you.”

      “You know I’m always here for you, Mav. Whether we’re in the same city or not.”

      “I know, and I appreciate that.” More than he would ever know.

      “So, you haven’t talked to Codie since that concert?”

      “Uh—”

      His eyes lit up as he pointed at me. “You sonofabitch, you have. I thought you said there was nothing between y’all.”

      I raked a hand through my hair. “We’ve talked.” I didn’t want to get Noah’s hopes up, because when we’d been dating he’d loved Codie almost as much as I had. “She’s actually coming to the show tomorrow night.”

      “Seriously? Dude, that’s amazing. I can’t wait to see her again.”

      “Yeah, she’ll be happy to see you too.”

      He chuckled before taking a sip of his drink. “So, what? Is she following you across the country, or what?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Hardly. They had to bail on the last show a few songs into Trey’s set because her friend got a migraine and had to head back to the hotel. She’s a huge fan of Trey’s and I thought it’d be nice to give her another shot to see him live.”

      He grinned. “Uh huh. And your act of generosity had nothing to do with you wanting to see Codie again, right?”

      I smirked. “I didn’t say that. I’ll never turn down a chance to see that girl.”

      “You do realize when you talk about her you still get that same stupid look on your face, don’t you?”

      I didn’t even try to feign ignorance. Just the mention of Codie’s name made my heart race, and I knew it had to be written all over my face. “No doubt.”

      “So, what are you gonna do about it?”

      “Nothing I can do. She’s made it clear she doesn’t want to go back, and I can’t erase the past from her memory, so that doesn’t give me many options, does it?”

      “I don’t know about that. You just have to get creative.”

      We waited for the waitress to set our food down, without making eye contact with me, before she rushed off. Ugh. I’d never get used to shooting women down. It sucked, but I knew in my business it would become a daily occurrence, as more people knew my name.

      “How would you suggest I get creative?” I dug into my burger as I prepared to hear him out. I’d already made peace with Codie writing me off. I couldn’t blame her, but if my brother had a strategy to earn me that second chance I’d trade my right arm for, I was willing to listen. And try just about anything.

      “Codie knew the guy you used to be, and let’s be honest, he was a hot mess.”

      “Truth.”

      “But this guy,” he said, gesturing towards me, “Is anything but.”

      “I don’t know about that, man.” Now I just felt like a hot mess with a real job and money.

      “Hear me out.”

      “Like I have a choice,” I said, biting into a fry.

      “She’s changed, right?”

      “You have no idea.” I loved the girl Codie used to be. But I was obsessed with the woman. She was every-freaking-thing I’d ever wanted and never believed I could have.

      “So, if she’s capable of changing, why not you?”

      I shrugged. Maybe he had a point.

      “But you can’t sell her on the fact you’ve changed. Show her. Back off when she expects you to come on strong. Be her friend when she expects you to want more. Make your sobriety and career your top priorities, in that order.”

      “How the hell will that help my cause? Shouldn’t I be making her my top priority?”

      He shook his head. “That’s what the old Mav would’ve done. Got all wrapped up in a girl, trying to make her want him. Because, no offense, that guy was a little desperate.”

      I laughed with my burger half-way to my mouth. “Thanks, asshole.”

      He grinned. “You count on me to tell you the truth, don’t you?”

      “I guess.”

      “But this Mav is different.” He studied me. “This guy has got it together. He’s in control.”

      “I don’t know who you’re trying to convince, me or yourself.” My hand still shook when I raised a water glass to my lips. That didn’t feel like control to me.

      “Codie wants a guy like herself.” He took a bite of his burger as he presumably considered his strategy. “After I saw that video at your concert, I was curious about what had happened to her so I did some digging online. Dude, her story? Seriously impressive.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I got this crazy surge of pride every time I thought about all she’d accomplished. Even though I now knew another man had played a role in her success, which I hated.

      “So, she wants a guy who’s been able to do what she has. I read an interview where she talked about her alcoholism—”

      “Yeah, she, uh, developed a problem and dropped out of college so she could focus on her recovery.”

      “Smart.” He nodded. “It was obviously the right call for her. My point being, she’s been through stuff. So, she doesn’t expect her man to be perfect.”

      “No, she doesn’t, but you can’t deny our history. It’s pretty messed up. I hurt her—”

      “Yeah, you did, and you hurt yourself too. But I know you were doing what you thought was best for her. Because let’s face it, there’s nothing you wouldn’t do for that girl.”

      I didn’t respond. I didn’t have to. We both knew my brother was tapped into my feelings about Codie.

      “And you need to show her that, Mav. Show her there’s nothing you wouldn’t do for her. Prove to her that even though you were a dumb kid back then, and went about it all wrong, you were just trying to save her from a life of misery with you.”

      I’d used those exact words to explain when Noah called me out for breaking up with Codie. I never thought they’d come back to haunt me all these years later.

      “I know you could be the best thing that ever happened to her, even if you don’t.”

      “I do.” I stared into my brother’s eyes, trying to see what he saw in me. Trying to draw on his conviction to convince myself that maybe, just maybe, the version of Mav I was becoming really did deserve Codie. “No one could ever love her the way I do.” Fifteen years later, I was still loving her hard, present tense.

      “I know that,” he said, quietly. “I’ve watched you drift in and out of relationships, trying to convince yourself you didn’t need to love or be loved, but we both knew that was a crock. What you needed was Codie. Now that she’s back in your life, you can’t let her go.”

      I considered my options, but my brother was right. I didn’t have any. I had to find a way to make Codie fall for the guy I was working like hell to become. “So, you think I should just stay focused on my sobriety and career and try to build a… friendship with Codie, huh?”

      He smirked. “If you guys can keep your hands off each other, then yeah.”

      Keeping her hands off me hadn’t been a problem the other night. But I would have given anything to have my hands all over her. “She said she can’t even do the friends thing, though.”

      “Yet she’s talking to you, coming to your show, texting you?”

      “Well yeah, but—”

      “Dude, she still wants you.”

      I’d give anything for that to be true, but I couldn’t afford to delude myself. “I guess time will tell.”

      “Yeah, it will. And when I’m proven right, I’d be honored to be your best man.”

      I laughed, but man, I’d give back my platinum record for that to happen.
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      Codie

      

      I squealed before hurling myself into Noah’s arms. I hadn’t seen him since he went away to college. That was a few years after Mav and I broke up. And I’d missed him like crazy. He’d been like a little brother to me when Mav and I were dating, and losing him was almost as bad as losing his brother.

      He laughed as he swung me around. “Damn, it’s good to see you, Codie.”

      When he set me down and framed my face with his hands, I felt the hot sting of tears burn my eyes. I thought I’d already dealt with everything I’d lost during that period of my life but I realized I’d never really dealt with the loss of Noah.

      “I missed you,” I whispered, shaking his shoulders. “And if you make me cry, I will kill you. Fair warning.”

      He hauled me against his chest, kissing the top of my head. He was a couple of inches shorter than his brother, but they looked so much alike. Dark hair, olive skin, blue eyes, sexy, mischievous smile. Only Noah’s smile appeared to be dangerous, while everything about his brother screamed ‘caution’.

      My best friend cleared her throat and I remembered not only were we in the midst of thousands of concert goers who would probably trample us in their haste to find their seat, in the excitement of seeing Noah again, I’d forgotten I wasn’t alone.

      “I’m sorry, Noah this is my best friend, Amanda. Amanda, this is Mav’s younger brother, Noah.”

      “Damn,” she said, accepting his outstretched hand while Noah tugged me against his side. “Good genes in your family, or what?”

      Noah laughed, but I gave her the stink-eye. “Excuse my friend, Noah. She has no filter.”

      She shrugged, raising her upturned palms. “What? I just call ‘em like I see ‘em. The guy’s hot. Like he doesn’t know that already.”

      I’d met my bestie at an AA meeting twelve years ago and we’d been soul sisters ever since. I gave her a part-time job at my shop that worked around her schedule, while she pursued a business degree.

      Noah’s eyes locked with Amanda’s and I immediately felt like a third wheel. He was a few years younger than her, but that didn’t seem to matter to either one of them.

      “How long are you in town, Noah?” I asked, trying to break the trance between them.

      “Uh…” He finally broke the eye-lock, turning his attention to me. “I have to head home Sunday. Work on Monday.”

      Amanda smiled while sizing him up. “That gives us time to get to know each other better.”

      “Excuse me?” I demanded. “We’re heading home in the morning.”

      She waved me off. “Relax, it’s not like you have to work this weekend. It won’t kill you to stay another day or two.”

      Yes, it will! Are you crazy? I can’t trust myself to be in the same city as Mav for more than twelve hours! “Before you throw yourself at poor Noah, why don’t you ask if he has a girlfriend.” Please, for the love of all things holy, let him have a girlfriend.

      “Single,” he said, letting his gaze travel slowly over Amanda.

      I knew my best friend was hot. Guys hit on her all the time. Corkscrew blonde curls, green eyes, a petite figure, and a smile most said was her best feature. Personally, I thought it was her infectious laugh. She didn’t care who was around or how obnoxious she sounded, that girl knew how to belly laugh.

      “What a coincidence,” Amanda said, slipping her arm through Noah’s. “Me too.”

      “Codie!”

      I turned around to see Marisa and Sierra weaving their way through the capacity crowd. I’d only met Sierra a couple of times, when she visited my shop with her sister-in-law or husband, but Trey’s wife seemed like a sweetheart.

      “Hey!” I hugged Marisa, then Sierra. “It’s so good to see you guys.”

      “I’m supposed to be working,” Marisa said, rolling her eyes. “But Trey and Mav are big boys, they can dress themselves.”

      Sierra laughed, hip-checking her sister-in-law. “Yeah, you just have to lay their clothes out for them.”

      I smiled at their easy rapport, thinking they shared the same kind of relationship I did with Amanda and my sister. “Where’s Luc?” I asked Marisa. “I haven’t seen him in a while. What happened to that tattoo he was talking about getting, the pinup girl with your face?”

      Marisa giggled. “That would be so awesome, wouldn’t it? You should totally talk him into doing that, Codie.”

      I raised my hands. “I learned a long time ago not to try and coax someone to get a tattoo. That always ends badly.” I turned to find Amanda and Noah talking in his hushed tones. “Hey guys,” I said, tapping him on the shoulder. “I have some friends I want you to meet, if you two can tear yourselves away from each other for a minute.”

      At least Amanda had the grace to blush. “Sorry,” she said, smiling at Marisa and Sierra.

      “This is Sierra Turner, Trey’s wife. And Marisa Spencer, Luc’s wife. My best friend, Amanda, and Maverick’s brother, Noah.”

      Marisa’s eyes widened before she gave Noah a hug. “Oh, my gosh. I’ve heard so much about you from Mav. It’s great to finally meet you.”

      “You too, Marisa.” He shook hands with Sierra before Amanda shook both of their hands and exchanged pleasantries as well.

      “I can’t believe I haven’t met you ladies in the shop,” Amanda said. “It seems like every time you come in, I miss you. And those handsome husbands of yours.” Amanda fanned her face before smiling at Sierra. “Not gonna lie, I’m a huge Trey Turner fan. I’d probably wet my pants if I met him face-to-face.”

      Sierra laughed. “You wouldn’t be the first one, honey. You guys should all come to a little get-together we’re having tomorrow night for Trey’s birthday. It’ll be after the show, at a nearby hotel.”

      “Ohmigod, seriously?” Amanda asked, gripping Sierra’s arm. “We’d love to! Thank you so much!”

      Sierra laughed. “Good, we’ll see you then. If we don’t see you before. I should head backstage and check in with my hubby. See you guys later.”

      “Nice meeting you,” Noah called after her.

      She smiled and waved before making her way through the crowd.

      Marisa sighed. “I’d love to hang out with you guys all night, but duty calls.” She grabbed my hand, winking at me. “I’m so glad you’ll be sticking around for the party tomorrow night. Mav will be stoked.”

      “I’m, uh, not sure that’s a good idea.” I gave Amanda a filthy look for putting me in this position, but she was so wrapped up in Mav’s brother she didn’t even notice.

      “Oh, come on,” Marisa said. “It’ll be fun.”

      “I’m sure it will, but—”

      “Codie.” She grabbed my hand, tugging me forward so we had a little privacy. “You’ve got to know that man is crazy about you. And I know I don’t have to tell you; he deserves a break. He’s working so hard to get it together and—”

      “You know that starting a new relationship is frowned upon in the first year of sobriety, right?” I blurted out. “I mean, AA doesn’t have any hard and fast rules against it, but it’s not recommended. There’s so much other stuff to work through that relationships are just a distraction.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “If you’re Mav’s friend, you’ll encourage him to stay single for at least a year and focus on his sobriety.” Of course, that meant he couldn’t date anyone else either, which wouldn’t break my heart.

      Marisa smiled and I knew she had my number. “You’re scared.”

      “Pardon me?” I prided myself on being fearless, but she wasn’t wrong. My feelings for Mav scared the crap out of me, given how hard I’d worked to put him behind me while building inner strength and independence.

      “I get it, Codie.” She curled her hand around my forearm. “My feelings for Luc scared me too. I mean, I’d had a crush on him forever. He was my brother’s best friend. But I knew he was a longshot when it came to forever, and that’s what I wanted with him… forever.”

      “Well, you obviously got your happy ending.” And I was happy for them. They were both great people, and seeing how much they loved each other helped restore my faith in committed relationships.

      “We did, but not without a lot of pain and heartache.” Her eyes were downcast when she said, “We tore each to shreds, honestly.”

      “Hmm, I know what that’s like.”

      “Yeah, you do. But we rose from the ashes and are better and stronger than we were before. Maybe you and Mav can too.”

      “I don’t think—”

      “Do you really believe you guys ran into each other by chance, after all of those years living in the same city and never seeing each other after your breakup?”

      I’d been careful to avoid him. Most bars, festivals, and honkytonks announced when he was playing, so I stayed clear, not wanting an awkward encounter. Or worse, to have a complete meltdown in front of him.

      “The fact that he walked into my AA meeting was—”

      “Fate.” Marisa smiled. “There’s no other word to describe it. Mav was ready to get sober. His career is falling into place. You already have your life together. Face it, it’s your time to give this thing another shot.”

      “Uh, no.” I shook my head frantically. “You’re wrong. Mav and I… can’t happen.”

      “Ah, my sweet friend. You’re still in the denial stage.” She giggled. “That’s okay, I was there too. I actually thought I could marry someone else when I broke up with Luc! I was so delusional.”

      “Really? You were engaged to someone else? How did I not know that?”

      “It’s a long story. He was a childhood friend…” She sighed. “I’ll tell you about it someday. Suffice it to say, once Luc realized I was serious about moving on with my life, he started to realize he didn’t want to live without me.”

      “I’m glad.” I couldn’t imagine either Luc or Marisa with anyone else. “You two are perfect for each other.”

      She tucked a strand of silky dark hair behind her ear. “Thanks, I think so too. And for what it’s worth, you and Mav totally have that magic Luc and I have.”

      I laughed. “How can you know that? You haven’t even seen us together yet.”

      “No, but I’ve seen the way he looks when he talks about you.” She curled her hands around my shoulders. “And you couldn’t be more transparent. You don’t light up when you talk about him. You get this fearful look in your eye that I’ve never seen before, which is even more telling. You’re one of the toughest chicks I know, but loving Mav scares the hell out of you.”

      I didn’t even bother trying to deny it. There was no point, Marisa had my number. “He didn’t just break up with me. He broke me.”

      I was shattered into a million pieces and it was only through years of therapy and meetings that I was able to piece myself back together again. My mama told me I was being ridiculous for taking a first love so hard. But I took it so hard not because Mav was my first love, but because I believed he might be my only love.

      “I know, hon.” She hugged me. “I know what it feels like to be crushed by the guy you trusted with your heart. The one who was your first everything. Believe me. But giving Luc another chance was the best decision I ever made. I can’t even imagine my life without him now.” She hesitated, looking into my eyes. “I guess you have to ask yourself, now that Mav’s come back into your life and you’ve gotten to know the man, instead of the boy, could you imagine your life without him?”

      “I—”

      “Don’t answer that now,” Marisa said. “Just think about it.”
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        * * *

      

      The concert was incredible, and thankfully Amanda was able to make it through the entire three hours this time. I assumed Mav seating Noah with us meant Amanda wouldn’t have left unless they hauled her out on a stretcher. I’d never seen my friend fall into the love-at-first-meet trap, but apparently Noah was the exception to all her rules.

      “Mav just texted me,” Noah said, holding up his phone. “He wants to know if we want to go out and grab a bite to eat.”

      He glanced at Amanda and they did that thing long-time couples sometimes do, communicating with their eyes. Ugh.

      “I’m guessing you two want to be alone, get to know each other better?” By that I meant, for God’s sake, don’t sleep with him on the first night, girl! Hopefully, my bestie could interpret my hidden meaning.

      “I don’t want to just bail on you,” Amanda said, squeezing my hand. “At least let us walk you back to the hotel.”

      “It’s fine.” I rolled my eyes. “It’s a ten-minute walk. I’m a big girl.”

      “No way,” Noah said, typing on his phone. “My brother would kill me if I let anything happen to you.”

      “What are you doing?” I demanded, frowning at him. “Please don’t tell me you’re asking Mav to babysit me. He must have a million people clamoring for his attention right now.”

      “Yeah, and there’s no one he’d rather give his attention to than you.” He smiled triumphantly when his phone pinged. “His bus is parked out back. He wants us to walk you over there before we head out.”

      I felt the panic rising again. Would I be alone on a bus with Mav? If so, could I trust him… and myself to behave?

      “Guys, that’s really not necessary. I’m kinda tired anyways. I’m just going to head back to the hotel and—”

      “Fine,” Amanda said, hooking her arm through mine. “But Mav can make sure you get there safely. I’m not leaving you in the middle of this mob, surrounded by handsy, drunk guys, to find your way back to the hotel alone.”

      I knew there was no point arguing with her. Amanda could be just as stubborn as I was.

      It took ten minutes, but we finally made our way through a rear exit, where security was stationed outside the door and next to each of several buses parked in a well-lit parking lot.

      “Mav will be right out,” Noah said, after texting him again.

      “I can’t believe you two.”

      I tried to remember how to breathe when Mav stepped off his bus and exchanged a few words with one of the security guards posted outside. His hair was damp, like he’d just gotten out of the shower and he was wearing faded jeans and a Rolling Stones t-shirt with black motorcycle boots.

      His eyes found mine and I didn’t see the guy who’d just been entertaining a capacity crowd like he’d been doing it all his life. I saw the guy who’d made love to me on an air mattress in a tent, promising to love me forever. The man was a mirage, fading into the boy. And I couldn’t tell them apart anymore. Old Mav. New Mav. Who could I trust?

      “You okay?” Amanda leaned in, whispering in my ear. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      I had, the ghost of my past love. It was a visceral reaction. I could feel it from the tips of my toes to the top of my head, rendering me speechless as the energy moved through my body in a whoosh. What the hell was happening to me? If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was about to stroke out.

      Before I could respond, Mav walked towards us. He pulled his brother into a hug, and exchanged a few pleasantries with Amanda, before turning to me.

      I shocked myself by stepping into his arms without a word. It took half a second for him to close his arms around me as I rested my head on his shoulder. We were the only two people there in that moment. Everyone else had faded away as I was transported back in time, to the way Mav made me feel when we were young. Safe. Protected. Loved. Hopeful.

      “Um, I guess we’ll be going,” Amanda said. “I’ll catch up with you at the hotel later, Codie.”

      I was still hiding my face in his chest as I nodded, not even sparing her a backwards glance. I couldn’t. I was too embarrassed and ashamed and confused to face anyone now.

      “Let’s go inside the bus,” Mav whispered in my ear.

      “Your band—”

      “They’re all staying at a hotel tonight. They had family in from out of town and wanted time alone with them.”

      I didn’t know if I should be relieved or concerned we’d be all alone, but I didn’t have time to think about it as he ushered me onto the luxury bus. It wasn’t as large as the two buses parked behind it, which presumably belonged to Trey and his band, but it was seriously impressive for a kid who’d grown up in a run-down shack on the wrong side of the city.

      “This is nice,” I said, running my hand over the polished stone counter in the small kitchen.

      “Thanks.” He grinned. “Our first big investment when we realized this tour was really going to happen. We’re just leasing it of course, but—” He shrugged. “It works for us.”

      “You were amazing tonight,” I said, turning to face him. “Trey too, of course.”

      “Trey’s a pro. Never seen him put on a bad show, even when he’s feeling like shit.”

      I nodded. “It seems like Amanda and your brother really hit it off.”

      “I know.” He chuckled. “Noah texted me, thanking me for sitting him next to your friend. He said she was a smokeshow.”

      I grinned. “Pretty sure the feeling was mutual. Not even sure she’ll be back to the hotel tonight.”

      “Don’t worry about Noah. He’s a gentleman.”

      “I know, I’m not worried.” My friend didn’t get her heart broken easily. She’d learned not to expect much from men, and was never disappointed. I’d thought I learned the same lesson, the hard way, yet here I was with Mav again.

      “Good.” He gestured to the small fridge behind me. “Help yourself to water or a soft drink. Or I can make some coffee?”

      “I’m good, thanks.” It was a spacious bus, but being alone in it with Mav made it feel like the size of a closet. He was sucking all of the oxygen out of the space, making it tough for me to breathe. “I am kind of tired though. Maybe I should head back to the hotel.”

      He opened his mouth, then closed it, and I knew he wanted to object. “Okay, just let me give my security a heads up and I’ll walk you back. Is it far from here?”

      “About a ten-minute walk.”

      “Okay, no point getting an Uber then.” He slipped past me, making his way to the door. “Just give me a minute.”

      When he was finally outside, I could breathe. I drew deep gulping breaths as I tipped my head back and closed my eyes. I chastised myself for slipping into his arms like I belonged there, but I was grateful he hadn’t called me out about it.

      He stuck his head inside the door. “Uh, I hope you don’t mind if we have an escort?”

      “An escort?”

      “Yeah.” He grimaced. “Things are still a little crazy around here after the show. Apparently, they’re afraid I’ll be spotted and it’ll create a mob scene.”

      “Oh, of course. That makes sense.” Sometimes it was still hard to reconcile the fact the boy who’d driven me around in a beat-up pick-up truck, always low on gas, was an award-winning Platinum-selling country music artist.

      “Don’t worry, he’ll be discreet. Keep his distance.”

      “It’s fine, Mav. If you have other things to do, maybe he could just follow me back to the hotel? But I really don’t mind walking alone. I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

      A dark look crossed his face and I knew it would be pointless to argue. “Like hell you’re walking alone. There’s nothing else I have to do.” His eyes met mine as he extended his hand. “And no one else I’d rather be with, so come on, let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Maverick

      

      We were walking down the street, my ball cap pulled low over my eyes, with Codie wearing my jean jacket and her hand in mine. I felt like I was dreaming. A hundred times I’d woken up over the years with a scene just like this one playing over and over in my mind. Real life, simple moments with this girl. It was all I’d ever wanted.

      “Must seem surreal,” she whispered. “Needing security to go for a walk.”

      “Yeah, it does. But this is what I signed on for, so I’m not complaining.”

      “Best and worst parts of this crazy famous-musician life, so far?” she asked, gut-punching me with her smile.

      “Uh, best parts would have to be the fans singing my songs back to me. I don’t think that’ll ever get old.”

      “I bet. It must be the best feeling ever.”

      My eyes skimmed her body, taking in her fitted distressed jeans, long-sleeve black t-shirt and high heeled boots. “I don’t know about that. I can think of one or two things that feel better.”

      “Wh—?” Her eyes met mine and she blushed before laughing and squeezing my hand. “Keep your mind out of the gutter.”

      “You don’t make it easy, girl.”

      “Worst part?”

      I didn’t even have to think about it before I said, “Not knowing who wants to be your friend, or more, because they think you’re on your way up and they want a piece of your action.”

      “You, uh, must get a lot of girls coming on to you.”

      I could hear the edge to her voice, like maybe she was jealous, but I wasn’t dumb enough to call her out. “Those that do are only after one thing.”

      She laughed. “Now you know how pretty girls feel, getting hit on by guys who are only after one thing.”

      “Mmm.” I held the glass door open for her, before signaling to security I’d be out in five minutes. “You must get a lot of that in your business too? Guys coming onto you.”

      “You learn to deal.” She stopped in the lobby before we reached the elevator. “I can take it from here, Mav. You don’t have to walk me to my room.”

      “Would you mind if I did?” I didn’t want to push, but I wasn’t ready to say good-night yet.

      “Sure, if you want to.”

      We walked towards the elevator and she punched the button. I was grateful when we stepped on and an older couple greeted us.

      I didn’t trust myself being alone with her in an enclosed space. Being on my bus with her, even for a few minutes, had been sweet torture. Trying to resist the temptation to drink every day was bad enough. But trying to resist Codie? No man was strong enough to do both.

      “I’m at the end of the hall,” she said, stepping off the elevator before turning right. She took the keycard out, preparing to slide it into the lock before I snagged it, doing it for her.

      She smiled as I slipped the card into her back pocket. “I don’t remember you being such a gentleman,” she teased, as I held the door open for her.

      “That’s because I was a dumb kid when we dated. I had no idea how to treat a lady. Now I do.”

      “Hmm.” We were standing in the doorway, with her on one side of the threshold and me on the other. “I’d invite you in… but that could get us into trouble.”

      My cocky, lop-sided grin probably said it all. “Trouble can be fun.”

      Air escaped through her lips on a huff. “Too much fun. Makes you want to come back for more…” Her gaze landed on my lips and she licked hers.

      I wanted her to invite me in, but I thought of my brother’s warning. “I guess I should get going. Don’t want to keep Chase waiting too long.”

      She fisted my t-shirt in her hand, pulling me close. “Now’s the time to remind me why this is a bad idea.”

      My heart squeezed tight as I slipped my hand into her long dark hair for the first time in forever. I cupped the back of her head, transfixed when she licked her lips again. “I’m afraid I can’t. The only thing I can think about is how good those sweet lips of yours will taste.”

      “Are you waiting for an engraved invitation, or what?”

      I grinned before taking what I’d been dreaming about since the last time I kissed her all those years ago. One. More. Chance. She threaded her hand through my hair, pressing her soft curves against my hard body and I wrapped my arm around her waist, deepening the kiss.

      When my mouth finally breached hers, one word came to mind: lust-drunk. I’d been drunk on beer, whisky, vodka, moonshine, and just about everything else. But I’d only been drunk on one woman in my life, and I forgot what that rush felt like.

      Vaguely aware that we’d be putting on a show for anyone walking past, and this was a video she definitely wouldn’t want to go viral, I inched her inside, pressing her back to the wall as the door closed behind me.

      When she moaned into my mouth and her hand slipped under my t-shirt, it took everything in me to keep it together. We were within a few feet of a bed. And a naked, horizontal Codie… I’d never wanted anything more. But this was too important. She was too special. I had to take it slow, and make her realize she didn’t want to live without me anymore.

      I found the inner strength to tear my lips from hers as she whispered my name.

      “Don’t do that,” I said, pressing my forehead against hers as I cradled her face with both hands. “Don’t say my name like that or my self-control is gonna snap like a cheap rubber band.”

      She pressed her hands into my chest and I knew she could feel my racing heart. “You’re stronger than I am. If you can walk out of here right now, resisting a drink should be a piece of cake for you.”

      I smiled before stealing one more quick kiss. “Delayed gratification, baby. I wanted you for this long. I’ll wait as long as it takes, ‘cause I know if we sleep together tonight you’d have regrets in the morning, and I can’t have that.”

      “You don’t know that for sure,” she said, rocking into my erection.

      “Not a chance I’m willing to take.” I looked into her eyes, hoping she could tell how serious I was when I said, “When you let me back in your bed, it’s gotta be for the long haul this time.”

      Her eyes widened. “Mav—”

      “Sssh.” I kissed her forehead. “I’m going now. Are you leaving in the morning?” Saying good-bye to her again was killing me, but I was already counting down the weeks until I could see her again. And I hoped after tonight she’d put me at the top of her call list.

      “Oh, I forgot to tell you,” she said, tapping her palm against my chest. “Sierra invited us to Trey’s birthday party tomorrow night, after the show.”

      “Seriously?” I was going to give that woman the biggest hug the next time I saw her. Marisa had told everyone, including Sierra, that I was trying to get Codie back and they were all on my side, trying to help us get our happy ending.

      “Yeah, I hope you’re okay with that?” She frowned. “Amanda wanted to spend more time with your brother, I think. So, when she practically pleaded with me to go, what could I say?”

      “I want you here.” I couldn’t even believe she would question that. “Every day. Every night.” I waited until she looked at me before I said, “Don’t ever doubt that, okay?” All of my brother’s well-intentioned advice was going out the window because I’d never been able to censor my thoughts or feelings with this girl.

      She nodded. “I’m glad. It might be kind of fun, sticking around to go to Trey’s party.”

      “You’ll come to the show tomorrow night too, right?”

      “No, you are probably having those tickets reserved for special people—”

      “No one is more special to me than you are.” I tipped her chin with my index finger, forcing her to look at me. “No one I want to see more than you when I look out into that crowd, you hear me?”

      “Yeah, I do.” She sighed. “And you’re so convincing, I may even start believing you.”

      I couldn’t convince her of anything with words, given our track record. It would take time. And action backing up those sweet words before she started to believe in us again.

      “Until tomorrow then,” I said, kissing her hand before reaching for the door.

      I could feel her eyes on me as I made my way towards the elevator, so I turned walking backwards as I pointed at her grinning, “Hey, one more day without a drink. How cool is that?”

      Her smile matched mine when she said, “Pretty cool,” and blew me a kiss.

      That simple gesture hit me right in the chest as I winked at her before stepping on the elevator. Thankfully I was alone, with a second to process what had just happened. I saw my past and my future in her baby blues, and I was finally starting to believe that maybe, I could become the man she’d always deserved.
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        * * *

      

      I invited my brother to hang out in the bus with me before the show the next day, since my band was still at the hotel with their families.

      “So, how’d it go with Amanda last night?” I asked, passing him a bottle of water.

      “She’s something else, man.”

      “Yeah, but you’re in Raleigh and she’s in Nashville. How would that work?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. We haven’t thought past today.”

      I wish I had Noah’s knack for living in the present. I’d been making myself crazy wondering what would happen between me and Codie when I returned home after this tour. I already had invitations to hit the road with other headliners on Luc’s label. Namely, Ty McCall, but I wasn’t ready to sign up for anything just yet. I needed time to figure out where things stood with Codie before I committed to being on the road all year.

      “Did you guys spend the night together?” I asked, leaning back on the small sectional, and kicking my feet up.

      He smirked before tipping the water bottle to his lips. “What do you think?”

      I grunted as I twisted the cap off my own water bottle and took a deep swallow.

      “What’s wrong, Mav? Jealous ‘cause you’re not getting any?”

      “No.” I meant what I said to Codie last night. I’d wait forever for another chance to make love to her. “I’m a patient man.”

      He cocked an eyebrow before claiming a swivel chair at a small built-in desk across from me. “Did you make any headway with Codie last night?”

      I couldn’t help but smile. As a teenager, kissing Codie would have felt like nothing. But now it felt like everything. “Sure felt like it.”

      He kicked my booted foot with his own. “Don’t keep me hangin’. What happened?”

      “We connected.” That’s all I needed to say. My brother got it. That connection, that I assumed was irreparably severed, was somehow forged together last night. It still felt fragile, like anything could tear it apart, but at least it was a start.

      “Glad to hear it. I love that girl.”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “Really?” Noah asked. “You’re ready to toss that word out there again, so soon?”

      “In my head, I never stopped.” Whenever I’d thought of Codie over the years, I always thought of her as the only girl I’d ever loved. And I had no doubt, no matter what happened between us, she’d always have that place locked down.

      “That’s crazy,” Noah said, quietly. “To feel that way about someone after all these years.”

      “Yeah, it is. But it feels right too. Like all the shit we went through was part of it, the journey, ya know?”

      He chuckled. “Okay, songwriter. How long before you pen a song about that?”

      I hadn’t stopped writing since Codie walked back into my life, which coincidentally, was the last day I took a drink. I’d never felt more inspired, like I’d tapped into some kind of creative energy that had been elusive to me when I was drunk.

      “That girl’s my muse. It feels like every damn song I write is about her.”

      “I want you to get your happy ending with Codie, you deserve it.”

      “But…?” I could tell by the tone of his voice, there was a warning buried in his words.

      “But when you love hard, you can crash and burn if it ends. And that scares me.”

      “You think I’ll start drinking again if things don’t work out with Codie?” I couldn’t blame him for being concerned. I was too. I still thought about taking a drink every hour, but I knew if I did I’d blow my shot with Codie.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      “Me too.”

      He looked me in the eye and our ugly past played out like a movie in my mind. All the nights my kid brother had to pick me up after I’d got thrown in the drunk tank. Fights he’d had to break up because I was angry and belligerent. The nights I’d cried because I felt lower than a man should ever go and I hated myself for turning into our old man.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, clearing my throat. “For all the shit I put you through. It wasn’t right, Noah. After all you went through with the folks, you shouldn’t have had to clean up my mess or listen to my bullshit.”

      “Hey, that’s what brothers do. You were there for me, I was there for you.”

      “Yeah, but you weren’t a drunk. You kept it together, stayed sane. Too bad I can’t say the same.”

      “You were the oldest, you took the brunt of it… for me.”

      I knew he was talking about the old man’s verbal and physical lashings. I still felt them, soul deep, and probably always would. But at least I wasn’t trying to drown the memories in booze anymore.

      “I couldn’t let him hurt you, kid.” I was sure his words stung Noah because no one in that house could escape his angry tirades, but I’d taken the belt and fists for him countless times, and I’d do it all again in a heartbeat. “There wasn’t much I could control in those days. Wasn’t much I did right or was proud of, but being able to protect you, I was glad I was able to do that.”

      He swallowed repeatedly, his eyes filling with tears before he said, “Codie would be lucky to have a man like you to love on her for the rest of her life, asshole. Don’t ever forget that. You. Are. The. Best.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Codie

      

      Amanda and I used Trey’s party as an excuse to go shopping and when I saw the people milling around the hotel banquet room, I’d never been more grateful for my little black dress and stilettos. This was definitely not a jeans and t-shirt affair.

      But when Mav walked in wearing black dress pants, and a black button-down shirt with sleeves rolled back to reveal some of his ink, I was salivating.

      “God, that man’s hot,” Amanda said, turning her back to him. “No wonder you went off the deep end when he dumped you.”

      I glared at her. “I was trying to fit in at college, partying too much. I didn’t lose it because of Mav.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Keep telling yourself that if it makes you feel better, sister.”

      “I hate you.”

      She laughed, curling her hand around my forearm. “No, you love me because I always tell it like it is.”

      I watched Mav make his way through the crowd, stopping to chat with people, but his eyes were locked on me. Chill bumps? All. Over. My. Body.

      “Where’s your man tonight?” I asked Amanda, bringing my non-alcoholic cranberry spritzer to my lips as I discreetly watched Mav over the rim of my glass.

      “He’s not my man.” She smiled. “We’re just having a little fun.”

      No matter how hot the guy was, my best friend didn’t form attachments easily. Sometimes I admired that about her. Other times, I found it sad. “Does he know that? Because I love you, but I love Noah too, and I will have to kill you if you’re just leading him on.”

      “Relax, he’s cool. I don’t think long distance relationships are his thing either.”

      It’s not like I’d never had a one-night stand before, but I hadn’t done it in a long time. It just didn’t feel right anymore. For me, random hook-ups were like an old pair of shoes that suited me years ago, but just felt uncomfortable now.

      “Is he going to be here?” I asked, scanning the room for Mav’s brother.

      “Yeah, he texted me to say he had a work thing to deal with first, but he’d be by later. In the meantime,” she drew a deep breath. “Can you believe this crowd? I swear, it feels like wall-to-wall country music royalty.”

      I couldn’t deny Sierra had pulled out all the stops, making sure all of Trey’s famous friends flew in for the party. “They’re people just like you and me. They put their pants on one leg at a time.”

      “Ohhh, there’s Tori Warner. Oh my God, I love her music! And that husband of hers? Serious eye candy.”

      I shook my head. “Try to control yourself. I don’t need you to embarrass us both by fan-girling all night.”

      “Oh, like you’re not!”

      “Of course, I am. But I keep that shit locked in the vault.”

      “Like everything else.”

      Amanda accused me of being cold sometimes. Too stand-offish. But I was raised by a strong woman who was never around because she was working three jobs to keep a roof over our heads and food in our bellies. She didn’t need a man. Or anyone else. And she’d raised me to keep my shield up, even it meant I rubbed people the wrong way sometimes. My friends and family knew I’d lay down my life for them, and that was good enough for me.

      Mav finally made his way to us, and gave Amanda a quick hug before reaching for me. I wasn’t too proud to admit I melted into his arms. That shield? It was starting to come down with Mav, and that scared the hell out of me because the last time I’d let that happen, I had to re-build it one painstaking inch at a time so no man could ever hurt me the way he had again.

      “Hey,” he said softly, tucking a lock of hair gently behind my ear. “I missed you.”

      I didn’t know what was happening between us. It felt like it was growing minute by minute and I was afraid of getting absorbed by it. “Another amazing show,” I whispered, biting back the urge to tell him I’d missed him too.

      “Thanks.” He smiled at Amanda before tugging me against his side. “Where’s my brother?”

      “He should be here soon,” Amanda said, glancing at the door. “So, I think I’ll go to the ladies’ room and freshen up, if you two will excuse me.”

      “I hope I didn’t scare her off,” Mav said, watching her leave. “Or does she just not like me?”

      “What? No. Why would you think that?”

      “Because I hurt you.” He sighed. “And she’s your best friend. That means she’s supposed to hate me.”

      “She doesn’t hate you, Mav.” Like me, Amanda had learned in AA that people weren’t infallible, and because we didn’t want anyone to judge us for our past mistakes, we tried to extend the same courtesy to others.

      That’s when it hit me. I was still holding Mav’s past mistakes against him!

      “Hey, you okay?” he asked, touching my cheek. “You look a little pale.”

      “Can we step outside for a minute?” I whispered, feeling the sudden urge to spill my guts without an audience.

      “Yeah, of course.” He turned around, looking for a rear exit. “Come on, this way.”

      He grabbed my hand, and led me quickly through the crowd, not giving anyone a chance to slow him down.

      Once we were outside, he asked, “You cold? I have a jacket in—”

      “No, I’m fine.” I had to get this out, before I lost my nerve. “You’re not at this step yet, but in AA we have to make amends.” My voice was shaky as I recalled that difficult and painful phase of my recovery. “You know, to seek out the people we’ve hurt and ask their forgiveness for the mistakes we’ve made.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I’ve heard about that. It’s a long list for me, starting with you.”

      I held my hand against his heart. It was racing, like mine was. “I asked for forgiveness,” I said, clearing my throat to try and maintain my composure. “From a lot of people. I made my amends. I learned to forgive myself. But I never really forgave you.”

      He hung his head. “That’s understandable. I was an asshole to you. I’m sorry, I—”

      “Mav.” I waited until he looked me in the eye before I touched his cheek. “I forgive you. I have to. Because if I hold the past against you, how can I expect the people I love to forgive me for all the ways I hurt them? You’re human, so am I.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      I boldly silenced him with a tender kiss, knowing he needed the same compassion I had early in my recovery, when I still felt like the lowest form of life for the messes I’d made. “No buts. You deserve to be forgiven. Just like I did.”

      He closed his eyes and I knew he was having a hard time believing he’d earned my forgiveness. “Codie, I’d do anything for a do-over, to erase that time. But I swear to you, I thought I was doing the right thing by pushing you away.” He curled his hands around my waist. “I was a mess. And I didn’t want to make a mess of your life too. As much as it killed me to think about, I imagined you going off to college, meeting a nice guy, settling down, having a few babies… just like we always talked about.”

      The fact that I still hadn’t had those babies was a bit of a sore spot for me. Especially with every birthday that passed. I knew I didn’t have an expiration date, like a block of cheese, but my mother sometimes made me feel like I did.

      “There’s no way you can know what’s right at eighteen. You don’t even know yourself yet. You’re supposed to make mistakes, so you can learn from them, and we both did.”

      “Me more than you.”

      “You don’t know how messed up I got.” I shuddered, thinking back to how much I’d hurt my mama and worried my little sister. Not to mention my friends. “An addict is an addict, whether it’s alcohol or drugs or some other addiction. It messes with your mind. Changes you. Makes you hate the person you’ve become.”

      “Yeah, it does.” He linked his hand through mine, extending my wrist as he stared at the stacked mala beads I always wore. “What are these?”

      “Mala beads.”

      He frowned. “Some significance?”

      “I use them during meditation.” I wasn’t used to talking about my spiritual path, since many people found my practices a little woo woo, but Mav couldn’t understand the woman I’d become without understanding that part of me.

      “You meditate?” he asked, sounding surprised.

      “And do yoga.” I smiled at his look of confusion. “It helps me stay grounded and more mindful. It helps in my recovery and as an artist. In my line of work, you can’t afford to get distracted or let your mind wander. You have to be present, giving all of your attention to that person, that moment, and the art you’re creating for them.”

      “I guess so.” He held both my hands, bringing them to his lips. “You’re amazing, you know that?”

      “No, I’m not. I’m flawed, just like you are. Just like we all are.” It was important he not put me on a pedestal because I knew if he did it would be a hard fall when he eventually realized I wasn’t the perfect woman he’d believed me to be.

      “You’re perfect for me,” he whispered, leaning in to kiss me.

      I enjoyed the kiss, trying not to over-think what it meant or where this was going. “Perfection is an illusion, Mav.” It was important that he really see me, with all my flaws, before he believed me to be someone I wasn’t. “I don’t strive for perfection anymore. I just stay in my own lane and focus on becoming the best version of myself that I can be.”

      “I like that.” He rubbed his thumb over the beads on my wrist, “Do you still go to meetings all the time?”

      “Not every day, but when I feel I need to. Sometimes that’s once a week or maybe a couple of times a month. In the beginning, daily meetings are essential.”

      “Yeah, I can see how they would be.” He blew out a breath. “Does it ever get easier? Do you ever fall asleep or wake up without it being your first thought?”

      “It does get easier.” I squeezed his hands. “But I can’t say how long it will take before it starts to get easier for you. It’s different for everyone. Just remember, you’ve been an alcoholic more than half your life. Shedding that part of your identity is going to take time and patience and it’s going to be hard. Really hard.”

      He wrapped his arms around me, burying his face in the crook of my neck. “I’m so scared, Codie. I don’t want to go back. I like this guy, the one who doesn’t drink, so much better than the one who does. But the urge is still so strong. Especially when I come to places like this or restaurants, or even performing at my own shows, where most people are drinking. It’s like I can’t escape it.”

      I appreciated his willingness to be vulnerable with me. I knew how hard it was in the beginning, when you felt like you were walking a tight-rope and the slightest mis-step could cause you to freefall back into the hell you were trying to escape.

      “You can’t escape it.” My tone was soft, gentle. I wanted him to know I understood, and would never judge him for feeling weak sometimes. For alcoholics like us, weakness went with the territory because we would carry that penchant with us the rest of our lives, every day making the sometimes-gut-wrenching choice not to have a drink that day.

      “It’s always with you, Mav. Always a part of who you are. The darker part. And that’s okay. We all have our shadows.”

      “I’m so glad you’re back in my life. You give me so much strength. I want to beat this thing for you, for me, for us.”

      “You have to do it for you.” I could never allow anyone to build their sobriety on a foundation as weak as me. My love. My approval or acceptance. It had to be built on the rock-solid foundation of their own self-love and self-acceptance. Because that was the only thing anyone could ever count on.

      “What if I want to do it for you? To make up for the mess I made of things last time?”

      “It can’t work.”

      I knew I would eventually have to tell him that his sobriety had to come first. Before his relationship with me or his career. His physical and mental health were riding on it and nothing could take priority over that.

      “I guess we should get back inside. I don’t think I can stay long though. I know Trey will understand.”

      “Of course, he will.” I tugged on his hand before he could reach for the door. “Everyone understands this is a tough time for you. So just do the best you can. You don’t have to make excuses or apologies for needing time to regroup, ok?”

      He leaned in to kiss my cheek, whispering, “Thanks,” in my ear.

      As soon as we got inside, we were greeted by two country music icons, Ty McCall and Tori Warner. “Man, great show tonight,” Ty said, shaking Mav’s hand before Tori gave him a hug.

      “We were just talking about you,” Tori said. “And what it would take to get you to come out on the road with us.” She raised a glass to her lips, taking a sip, before she said, “Ty is hitting the road in the fall and I’ll be going out next spring. What do you think, Mav? You in?”

      “I, uh…” He glanced at me and I gave him an encouraging smile to let him know I thought he’d be crazy to turn down the opportunity to tour with these two. “Yeah, I’d love to. I appreciate you guys thinking of me.”

      “That’s so awesome,” Tori said, glancing at our joined hands. “I hope you don’t mind sharing your boyfriend with the rest of the world. After this tour he’s going to be in high demand.”

      “Oh, we’re not—”

      “Sorry, this is Codie,” Mav said to Tori and Ty before I could explain the nature of our relationship. “She came from Nashville with a friend to catch a couple of shows this weekend.” He glanced at the door. “Um, I just saw my brother walk in. I need to have a word with him. Can I catch up with y’all later?”

      “Sure,” Ty said. “We’ll talk to Luc about those tour dates. Let him know you’re on board. Okay?”

      “Yeah, sounds good. Thanks again.”

      Mav crossed the large room quickly, dragging me along with him.

      He grabbed Noah’s arm. “Dude, I need to get out of here. Can you make sure Amanda gets back to the hotel… or whatever?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Noah frowned, his gaze bouncing between me and his brother. “Everything okay?”

      “I just can’t do this tonight,” he whispered. “Being around all this booze… it’s too much. I’ll call or text Trey later to apologize for cutting out early.”

      Noah gripped his shoulder. “Mav, it’s okay. Don’t worry about anything. Just get the hell out of here, if that’s what you need to do.”

      “Thanks.”

      Noah grabbed my wrist before I could pass him. “Stay with him? Make sure he gets through the night?”

      I knew I couldn’t babysit Mav every night, but I remembered how many times friends or family stayed up with me all night to make sure I didn’t take a drink. “I will.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Thanks, Codie. I owe you for this.”

      “No thanks necessary.” I knew Mav would do the same for me. And I’d learned in recovery to pay it forward when I could.

      “You don’t have to stay with me,” he said, pushing the heavy glass door open. “I’ll be fine.” Instead of walking down the sidewalk, ordering an Uber or flagging a cab, he stood against the building, breathing deeply with his eyes closed.

      I didn’t say anything. I didn’t have to. I knew exactly what he was doing. Trying to talk himself off the ledge. I’d done it myself hundreds of times before.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I hate that you have to see me like this, Codie. I don’t want to put you through this. It’s not fair after—”

      I touched my fingertip against his lip. “What’s not fair is someone having to go through this alone, so I’m glad I could be here for you tonight. Believe me, I get it, Mav. I’ve been where you are. I got through it and you will too.”

      His eyes met mine before he said, “Yeah, I will. You think we can go back to your hotel for a bit? It’s only a ten-minute walk and I could use the fresh air to clear my head.”

      “Of course.”

      I was sure Amanda would want to make the most of her time with Noah, so I wasn’t expecting her to come back to the room tonight. But Mav and I had a long night ahead of us as he tried to resist the temptation to drink… and I tried to resist the urge to sleep with him again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Maverick

      

      We were sitting on Codie’s bed, watching some romcom on TV, while I fought both of my addictions: alcohol and her. Codie represented the kind of high alcohol could never have given me. When she touched me, I felt it soul-deep, like her hands were healing some invisible scars no one could see, but she could. When she kissed me, she spoke to me in a language all our own, reminding me all over again why she was my soul mate.

      She side-eyed me before reaching into the bag of chips we’d picked up from the store in the hotel lobby. “You hate this, don’t you?”

      I frowned before I realized she was talking about the movie. “It’s okay, I guess. I don’t watch much TV.”

      “Really?” She nudged my shoulder with hers. “What do you do for fun then?”

      I chuckled. “Not what you’re thinking. Not as often as you assume anyways.” There was no way in hell I was going to talk to Codie about other girls I’d slept with, it felt sacrilegious.

      “I find that hard to believe. If memory serves, you were pretty insatiable.”

      “Only with you, babe.” I meant it. When Codie and I were together, I was so afraid of losing her, and wanted to make the most of every day, in case it was our last.

      She rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

      “I’m serious.” It felt like the right time for another confession. Purging the lies I’d been living felt good, it felt cathartic. “I hated myself when I was drinking. So, I couldn’t have a real relationship and sex with random strangers only made me hate myself more.”

      She nodded, looking thoughtful. “I know what you mean.”

      The thought of Codie having sex with random strangers turned my stomach. Not because I was jealous, though I was, but the thought of something happening to her scared the hell out of me. That was another reason being on the road most of the year would seriously suck. I was well aware she’d been taking care of herself without my help for the past fifteen years, but something about this girl brought out all my protective instincts.

      “What are you thinking?”

      Communication. I knew that was the foundation of every good relationship and the one thing we’d never had, because I’d been too immature and drunk most of the time to have a meaningful conversation with her.

      “I was thinking it’s going to be hard to be away. Don’t get me wrong, touring with artists like Trey, Tori, and Ty? That’s the stuff dreams are made of, and will probably be a good distraction, to help me stay sober.”

      “But?”

      I set the bag of chips on the nightstand between the two queen beds and linked my hand through hers. “But I’m going to miss you.” I knew she probably wasn’t ready to hear that. But I had a new motto: full disclosure. And so far, it had been working pretty well for me. We were sitting together on a bed, opening up to each other like we never had before.

      “I’m going to miss you too, but you need to do this.” She rested her head against the upholstered headboard as her eyes traced my face. “This is the only thing you’ve ever wanted, from the time we were in high school. You used to talk about sharing the big stage with your musical idols, remember?”

      I nodded. It still seemed like a dream most nights.

      “So, you have to seize every opportunity you’re given, Mav. This is your moment… to change your life.”

      It felt like something shifted between us and when she said those words, I wasn’t thinking about music anymore.

      “I do want to change my life,” I whispered, leaning in to kiss her. “I want to quit drinking and be the kind of man you can be proud of.”

      Her palm rested against my cheek as she looked into my eyes. “There’s a reason why relationships are frowned upon in the first year of recovery. It’s too much of a distraction. You have too much of your own stuff to work through. And most importantly, you can never get sober for someone else, or because you think it will make your relationship better. Because if that relationship falls apart, your sobriety is at risk.”

      Everything she said made perfect sense, and I was grateful she cared enough to be my voice of reason, but it didn’t change the way I felt. I still wanted to be a better man for her, someone I could never have been when we were younger.

      “So, what does that mean for us?” I was invading her space, my lips trailing down her neck as she fought for a response. I knew I wasn’t playing fair, but I couldn’t let this be the end of us.

      “You know I can’t think straight when you’re doing that, right?” She tipped her head back to grant me full access to the secret places on her body I’d mapped so many years ago.

      “Yeah, I know.” But I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. Getting this close to Codie again, being able to touch her and kiss her and illicit those sexy little moans from her was every dream I’d never been brave enough to imagine.

      She inched down on the pillow and I did the same. I hovered over her for a split second, needing to savor the moment.

      “You okay?” she whispered, frowning. “Do you need a minute?”

      My smile was shaky because I was a mess of emotions. I was so grateful to be getting this opportunity again, but at the same time I was terrified of screwing it up and hurting her. I knew I couldn’t live with myself if I did that.

      “I want to promise I’ll never hurt you again, but we both know I can’t.”

      She nodded. “One day at a time, right?” When I didn’t respond, she said, “That doesn’t just apply to your sobriety. It applies to your life and mine. Right now. This moment. That’s all we have.”

      I closed my eyes and felt her lips on mine before she whispered, “It’s enough. It has to be.”

      She was right. It had to be enough. But every day I could wake up determined to be the best man I could be that day, for her and myself. I could string together days, weeks, months… eventually a lifetime of sobriety. And I’d earn her trust, make her believe in me, and us.

      “Yeah, it does.”

      When we returned to the hotel room she’d slipped into joggers and a tank top, no bra. I’d tried not to read too much into it at the time, but right now it had easy access written all over. Maybe subconsciously she wanted this as much as I did.

      My hand skimmed her abdomen and I was finally getting a glimpse of the ink she swore I’d never see. I peeled her shirt up so I could see her tattoo. A colorful Phoenix rising from the ashes.

      We shared a smile before I whispered, “Perfect.”

      She started unbuttoning my shirt and pushing it off my shoulders. She studied the newest tattoo on my chest. A music staff with lyrics. A line from the song I’d written about her.

      “Wow,” she whispered, tracing it with her fingertip. “This is amazing.”

      I glanced down, watching her outline it slowly, methodically, before her eyes finally met mine.

      “Every night in my dreams, you come to me,” she said softly, reciting the lyrics.

      “It’s true. Closing my eyes without seeing your face got tougher with every night that passed. I eventually learned that drinking myself into a stupor and passing out was the only way to avoid it.”

      “Mav.” She pulled me closer, wrapping her arms around me. “I hate that we loved each other so much… and still destroyed each other.”

      “It’s my fault—”

      She silenced me with a kiss. “No more guilt. No more blame. Okay?”

      I nodded, knowing the only way to get past this was to finally let it go. And tonight, in this room, with Codie in my arms, felt like the right time to metaphorically set fire to all those bad memories and watch them burn.

      I slid my hand up her tank top, cupping her full breast as I whispered in her ear, “You need me to stop, just say the word.” I couldn’t live with myself if she woke up with morning-after regret because I’d pushed her too hard.

      “I’m a big girl, Mav.” She threaded her hands through my hair, locking eyes with me. “I know what I want and what I don’t. And right now, I want you… inside of me.”

      “Sweet Jesus.”  I dipped my head, willing my lungs to breathe. “Keep saying stuff like that I’ll be lucky to last five minutes.”

      She giggled, sliding her hands over my ribs. “I doubt that will be a problem.”

      She was right, because I’d cut off the damn appendage before I ever left her unsatisfied.

      “You’re wearing too many clothes,” she said, reaching for my belt buckle.

      I stood so I could take my time undressing for her. I’d spent grueling hours in the gym, trying to work out all my self-hatred, and I wanted her to see that it had paid off. I also wanted to erase, in her mind, the image of the boy I’d been and replace it with the man I was now. A man who knew how to treat her like a queen. In and out of bed.

      She sunk her teeth into her lower lip, her eyes were hooded as she watched me take it all off.

      “Your turn,” I whispered, crawling over her, supporting my weight on my hands.

      “I’ll let you do the honors.” Her smile was filled with promise, and I couldn’t wait for her to make good.

      I peeled her clothes off slowly, watching her, in case I saw even a hint of reluctance etched on her beautiful face. I didn’t. Like me, she was all in.

      I traced the curves of her body with my mouth, my tongue, savoring the softness, and the sweet scent that was unique to her. By the time I reached the apex of her thighs, my mouth was watering as I inched her legs apart and settled between them. Her soft cries echoed through the room as I pleasured her, reminding me that intoxication could come in many forms. I could forgo the bottle for the rest of my life if I could get drunk on her every night.

      I could tell when she was edging closer to her release. Her body tensed. She dug her heels into the mattress and her nails into my shoulders. Her head was thrashing on the soft pillow, and my name fell from her lips like a curse and a plea.

      I wanted to draw it out, to memorize every second of this experience so long nights alone on the road would feel more bearable if I believed I had her to come home to.

      Her final sob shook me as her body trembled with the force of her release. The privilege of being intimate with the girl of my dreams was everything. And I knew I’d never be stupid enough to take it for granted again.

      Her hands traced my biceps, my ribs, and finally my face as she looked into my eyes. “Only you,” she whispered, “can make me feel like that, Mav.”

      I swelled with a strange mix of pride and jealousy. I loved that I could still make her feel good, but hated myself for giving other men the opportunity to pleasure her when that right should have been solely mine… if I hadn’t felt the need to save her from the cruelty that was my addiction.

      “I’m glad,” I said, with a lop-sided smile, determined to bury any feelings that could rob us of this moment. “And I intend to burn it in your memory, how good it feels with me, so you never want anyone else.”

      Her eyes were shining with unshed tears when she said softly, “I never wanted anyone else. Only you. But you took that option away from me.”

      I leaned in to kiss away the tears sliding down her cheeks. Her vulnerability put the squeeze on my heart because it meant she was letting me in. Not just sharing her body with me, but her heart, her fears, insecurities, and lingering pain too.

      “I’ll never hurt you like that again, baby,” I whispered in her ear. “I promise.”

      She turned her head to look into my eyes. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. Not again. Tonight, that’s all we have. And it’s enough for me.”

      I couldn’t earn her trust in days or weeks or even months. She was taking a chance on an alcoholic, who weeks ago had been going on benders to silence his inner critic. I couldn’t even trust myself yet, so how could I expect her to trust me?

      Her kiss was sweet and tender at first, soothing me in a way her words never could have, because she wasn’t ready to say the words I craved. And I got that. I could tell her I still loved her with no hesitation, because I’d never stopped. But I knew I couldn’t expect the same of her. I’d caused her too much pain. My love had incinerated her life, and I left her with the mess of ashes.

      “I need to feel you,” she whispered. “Please.”

      I closed my eyes as I gave myself over to the heat licking up my spine as I inched my way into her sweet body as slowly as I could. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I also couldn’t stand the thought of rushing and missing a single second of what could be the best night of my life.

      “Yes, Mav. God, yes.”

      Her eyes were closed as I gently took her on a ride intended to end in complete surrender. I wanted her to give herself to me, etching in her mind the peaks of satisfaction and dips of lost memories as our bodies found the rhythm of a dance only we knew.

      Every one of her soft moans and breathless cries were music to my ears, writing a song I knew I would play over and over again while missing the feel of her arms around me.

      She opened her eyes, crooking her finger to beckon me closer. “Kiss me.”

      She’d once told me the act of kissing while making love felt so intimate, and she never wanted to feel me inside of her without that connection.

      I stilled, hovering above her, feeling the pulsing demands of our joined bodies urging me on. But this was a moment, and I needed to experience it fully.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, baby. Everything’s right. Just didn’t think I’d ever get this chance again, and I want to savor it, that’s all.”

      She smiled as she pulled me close. With her lips hovering close to mine, she said, “Don’t think it’ll be our last time, babe.”

      I closed my eyes as I claimed her mouth, lost in her promise and what it meant. I tried like hell to stay in the moment, but when she moaned into my mouth, tearing her lips from mine as her body trembled, I felt the power of her release unleash something inside of me.

      I thrust into her hard and fast, rocking the upholstered headboard into the wall with the power of my momentum as she cried out, drowning out the drumming of the wood frame against drywall.

      I didn’t care how much noise we were making or how many neighbors we pissed off. This was fifteen years of pent-up longing coming to a head and I couldn’t contain it even if I wanted to… which I didn’t.

      I felt the surge before I could slow down and try to harness it. When the eruption flooded her, I had a moment of panic as I looked into her eyes. “Shit, Codie. I didn’t—”

      She stopped me before I could pull out. “It’s okay, I’m on the pill.”

      I hung my head, giving into the last vestiges of an orgasm that I felt all the way to my temples. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered, trying not to collapse on top of her as my arms shook. “I’ve never done that before, with anyone, I swear to you. I’m always so careful. I just got caught up in you—”

      She silenced me with a kiss before her eyes met mine. “I said it was okay.”

      “But I don’t want you to worry that I might’ve put you at risk. I never slept around when I was drunk or—”

      “Mav?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Stop talking now.”

      I chuckled as I rolled over and sank into the pillow, throwing my arm over my eyes.

      “Hey,” she said, removing my arm so she could look me in the eye. “Don’t talk to me about other women you’ve slept with and I won’t tell you about all the guys—”

      I grabbed the back of her head, kissing her to shut her up. “Message received.” I could never think of another woman while in bed with Codie. I just didn’t want her to think I would do anything to put her at risk.

      She pulled away with a small smile teasing her lips. “Glad we got that straightened out. I’m kinda hungry. Room service?”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      I watched her get up, get dressed and go in search of the room service menu, trying not to read too much into the fact she didn’t want to cuddle or talk about what just happened or where things stood between us. What the hell was wrong with me? I wasn’t a guy who worried about shit like that. I was always the one to bail first, not wait around wondering if there was something wrong with me.

      Grabbing my phone, I scrolled my social media accounts. I’d been tagged in hundreds of comments about the show already. General consensus was that I killed it, but it was tough to think about that as I tried to read Codie’s mind.

      She was scanning the menu like food was the important consideration in her life. I’d known a few cold women in the past, but Codie had never been one to shut down after sex. Of course, I’d been her first lover. She was a kid back then. I had no idea what she’d been through the past fifteen years, the kind of men she’d been with, and how they’d influenced her. Or maybe it was just me. She didn’t want to let me in because she was afraid of getting hurt again.

      “How about chicken quesadillas?” she asked, looking up at me. “We could share?”

      “Sure, whatever.”

      She frowned. “You okay?”

      “You tell me.”

      She set the menu down on the small desk in the entrance and walked towards the bed. Her hair was a sexy tangled mess and her lips were puffy from being kissed so hard. She had red marks on her neck and chest from my scruff. She looked well and truly loved and it was hot as hell, making it hard to remember why I felt slighted. If I had any sense, I’d try to lure her back to bed for round two instead of whining like a little bitch because I wasn’t getting the attention I craved.

      But that damn word, communication, kept echoing in my head. And I knew if I had a prayer of going the distance with Codie this time, I had to get this shit out.

      I set my phone down on the mattress and grabbed her hand, tugging her closer. “Why were you so quick to bail on me?”

      “What are you talking about? I was just hungry.”

      “I call bullshit.” I knew she could kick me out on my ass for forcing her to deal with her demons before she was ready, but that was a chance I was willing to take, to get to the raw, real, unvarnished Codie I wanted to see.

      She shook her head, tugging her hand free from mine. “I don’t care what you think you know, Mav. You’re wrong. You’re reading too much into—”

      “Have you had many serious boyfriends? You told me about the tattoo artist. Anyone else?” Asking about the other men in her life was torture, but I had to know whether I’d done this to her or was it someone else who’d made her so guarded?

      “I thought we agreed we wouldn’t talk about other people, especially not in bed.”

      “I need to know.” Her eyes met mine and I knew she wanted to look away, but wouldn’t, believing it was a sign of weakness or fear. “Please.”

      She sighed, shaking her head. “Why is this so important to you?”

      “Because you’re important to me.” I curled my hand around her leg. “I just want to know what made you like this. Was it me or someone else?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You’re afraid of getting too close.”

      I wasn’t an expert on romantic relationships, in fact, I’d always been a trainwreck, but my gut told me I was right about Codie’s fears and I had to bring them to light or it would drive me crazy. And since I was holding on to my sobriety by a thread most days, I couldn’t afford anything that would cause me to obsess.

      “I’m just not much of a cuddler,” she said, shrugging. “No big deal, unless you’re determined to make it one.”

      “I’m not used to women hopping out of bed as soon as we’ve done the deed.”

      “Aww, poor baby.” She stroked my bicep. “Did it hurt your ego?”

      “No, my heart.” She was teasing. I wasn’t.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” she said, obviously weighing her words carefully. “But we have to be careful. I meant what I said about your sobriety. It has to be your top priority. That’s why relationships are a bad idea in the first year of recovery.”

      “So, what are you saying?”

      She sighed, refusing to look me in the eye, which made my stomach churn.

      “That we need to slow down, keep things casual—”

      My abrupt laughter cut her off. “You’re kidding, right? You and me, casual? How the hell are we supposed to do that when I’m still in love with you?”

      Her mouth dropped open and snapped shut and I knew I’d probably pushed her too far. But I was known for being a risk-taker. Sometimes it paid off and sometimes it didn’t, but playing it safe with Codie felt impossible.

      “Mav, you don’t even know me anymore. Not really.”

      I shook my head in disgust. “A person’s heart never changes. You know mine and I know yours.”

      She tipped her head back and exhaled. “I hate that you’re right.”

      “So, what’s the real problem then?”

      “You!” She jumped up, half screaming, half-growling as she paced the room and started biting her thumbnail. I hadn’t seen her do that since high school, when she was cramming for an exam she was afraid she’d fail.

      “Okay.” I tried to remain calm but it felt like my heart was racing double time. “Tell me what I did so I can fix it.”

      She growled again, before throwing her arms up in the air. “You’re too damn perfect, that’s what’s wrong! You’re basically this fantasy-version Mav 2.0 that I’ve dreamed about and now you’re here… and I hate it!”

      I tried to follow her logic but she didn’t make it easy. “Um, okay? You’re gonna have to give me more than that.”

      “Do you have any idea what you look like on that stage? How incredible you sound? Do you know what it’s like to be surrounded by thousands of beautiful women screaming your name? Knowing they’d gladly trade their self-esteem for one night in your bed?”

      I shook my head before tapping my palm against my ear. “Surely, you’re not telling me you’re insecure or jealous—”

      “I’m human, Mav! That’s what I am. And the way I feel for you scares me, okay? Because I know you have the power to wreck me and…” Her voice was soft and filled with emotion when she said, “I can’t let you wreck me again.”

      “Ohmigod, Codie.” I lunged across the bed, hauling her into my arms. Cradling her beautiful face in my hands, cursing the tears kissing her long eyelashes, I whispered, “Don’t you know I’d die before I hurt you again, baby?”

      She pinched her trembling lips together as she sniffled. “I know you wouldn’t mean to, but none of us knows what will happen. One day at a time, right? Except I’ve never known how to do one day at a time with you. I can’t help it. My mind races ahead to the future whenever I’m with you and I start thinking about all the possibilities, fearing the outcomes that would leave me reeling again.”

      “Don’t,” I said, kissing her damp cheeks. “Please don’t do that. You’re not even giving us a chance.”

      “How can I?” She dropped her head. “I finally love myself, Mav. I’m proud of myself. I’ve convinced myself I don’t need a man. Then you come along and I’m feeling all needy again, and I hate that.”

      “Hey, I’m needy too,” I said, brushing her tears away with my thumbs before they could fall. “Believe me, you’re all I can think about, girl.” I smirked, trying to lighten the mood. “That is when I’m not thinking about getting drunk.”

      She slapped my chest, her voice stern when she said, “Not. Funny.”

      “I know.” It still scared me how much I thought about drinking, because I knew if I took even one drink, this incredible opportunity I had with the girl of my dreams would evaporate in a puff of smoke. Because Codie couldn’t love a drunk. I wouldn’t let her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Codie

      

      “You’ve been weird ever since you got back,” my sister said, eyeing me in my full-length bedroom mirror as she tried to decide which of my dresses she wanted to borrow for a big date. “What the hell happened with Mav?”

      I’d been trying to make sense of that myself. After we slept together, I panicked. It was too good. Too achingly familiar. Yet even better than I remember. Like that insecure kid who’d been chasing his demons morphed into this strong, sexy, man who had the future in the palm of his hand and I was hooked.

      I couldn’t be hooked on Mav. Sleeping with him, being his friend, I could handle. But more could ruin me.

      I sighed, flopping back on my queen-sized bed. “I need you to be my sister right now, not my shrink.”

      “Uh oh, I don’t like the sound of that.” She turned to face me. “What did you do?”

      Staring at the ceiling, I said quietly, “I slept with Mav.”

      She set the dresses down on an armchair in the corner and sank down on the foot of the bed. “And you regret it?”

      “No.” It was hard to explain how I felt. “I’m just… confused.”

      “Does he know how you feel?”

      I rolled onto my side, facing my sister, as I propped my head in my hand. “How can he? I don’t even know how I feel.”

      She squeezed my calf. “Honey, you have a lot of history with that man. It’s natural to be confused now that he’s back in your life.”

      “He’s different, sis.”

      “He told you he’s changed?”

      “No, I see it, I feel it.” I knew I wasn’t doing a very good job of articulating my experience with Mav, but I was still working through it myself. “When we were together it felt different, but the same. If that makes sense.”

      She nodded. “I think it does. You were both kids when you dated. You’ve been through hell and back and I’m sure he has too.”

      “Maybe it’s because I can relate to him, to what he’s going through.” It wasn’t easy to define the way I’d always felt with Mav, but I felt more connected to him than any man I’d ever met. “I mean, we didn’t grow up in a house of horrors, like he did. But it wasn’t easy, with Mama working so hard to put food on the table and no daddy around.”

      “No, it wasn’t easy,” Grace said, plucking a thread on my white duvet cover. “But she raised us to be strong women and I’m grateful for that.”

      “Me too.”

      I was reluctant to share my deepest, darkest fears, even with my sister, but I knew she could help me work through them in a way even my therapist hadn’t been able to because Grace and I had grown up in the same house, hearing the same warnings about men.

      “But do you think sometimes I’m too strong, too independent?” My ex-boyfriend, in the heat of a nasty argument accused me of being an island, claiming I was emotionally cut-off and liked it that way. Re-connecting with Mav made me wonder if maybe he was right.

      “Is there such a thing?” Grace asked, raising an arched brow.

      “I don’t know. Don’t men like a little vulnerability? Knowing that their woman needs them… sometimes.”

      “Are you Mav’s woman now?”

      I rolled my eyes. “We’re not in eighth-grade, Gracie. He didn’t give me a fake ring and ask me to be his girlfriend.”

      She laughed. “But if you slept with him, I’m pretty sure he made that assumption. It would be pretty hard for y’all to have casual sex, given your history.”

      It definitely didn’t feel casual. It felt intense. Too intense. And that’s what scared me off. “I kinda shut down after sex and he called me out on it.”

      “Good for him,” Grace said, with a slight smile. “Most men would just bail or sulk. The fact that he wanted to talk about it tells me that he’s mature enough to know a solid relationship requires communication.”

      “I guess.” I rolled on my back, staring up at the ceiling. “But I blew him off, or tried to. What does that say about me?”

      “That you’re scared of being hurt again?” she asked, reaching for my hand.

      My voice broke when I whispered, “Terrified.”

      “Aww, hon. Everybody’s scared when it comes to loving somebody. But given the way things ended with you and Mav the first time, you have every right to be cautious. And if something does feel right, tell him.”

      “I don’t know if I can do this.” I cleared my throat, trying to be strong. How many times did my mama tell me to dry my damn tears, after Mav and I broke up, and get on with my own life? Too many to count. That taught me to be ashamed of my anguish, and never let another man break me again.

      “Hey, you’re the strongest woman I know,” Grace said. “And that’s saying a hell of a lot because… Mama.”

      We shared a smile. Our Mama was a pistol, but there was an underlying fear that prevented her from giving her heart to another man after her husband left her alone with two babies to raise. I didn’t want to be someone who let fear dictate my life.

      “But am I strong enough to love Mav again?”

      “Only you can answer that, Codie.”

      I looked into her eyes, looking for answers she couldn’t give me. If years of recovery taught me one thing, it was that all of the answers were within me. I just had to silence all the mindless chatter so I could hear them loud and clear.

      “Maybe if he’d been in recovery longer, but—”

      “You always tell me it doesn’t matter if you’ve been sober a day or ten years, an alcoholic is only one drink away from falling back into the pit of snakes.”

      “So, you don’t think it matters that he hasn’t been sober long?”

      “You know him better than I do, sis. And you know the disease better than I ever will. You’ve been around enough alcoholics to have a sense of who will relapse and who won’t. What’s your gut tell you about Mav?”

      “I don’t know.” And that scared the hell out of me. “I’m not even sure Mav knows, but no one does. One day at a time, like they say.”

      She pulled up the flared skirt I wore to reveal the tattoo on my thigh, bearing those words in a beautiful script surrounded by colorful flowers. One day at a time. It had been my mantra so long it felt like a part of me.

      “So, where did you guys leave things?”

      “I don’t know.” I rested my hands on my stomach, trying to focus on my breathing to calm my fears. “It was weird, kind of strained. He said he’d call, but didn’t ask when he could see me again. I mean, I know he’s on the road for months still and I obviously can’t follow him around the country. I have my work, and a life of my own here.”

      “Hmm. Making a relationship work with someone like him would be tough.” She winced. “You think you could handle it? I’ve seen some of the videos online, of his concerts. All those women screaming his name…” She shuddered. “I don’t think I could handle that, if he were my man.”

      “If Mav and I find the courage to give this relationship a real shot, I trust him to be faithful. He knows I’d kill him if he wasn’t.” But my fears went even deeper than cheating. I was terrified of losing myself all over again, after I’d worked so hard to re-build my identity.

      “There’s more. What is it you’re not telling me, sis?”

      Gracie was an expert at reading people, which would make her a damn good shrink. And a pain in the ass as a sister, sometimes.

      “I’m finally my own person.”

      “Yeah, you are. And I couldn’t be prouder of you. You’re successful and respected in your field. Make a damn good living using your God-given artistic talent. Have plenty of coin in the bank. Own real estate.” She laughed. “Hell, you even invested in your 401k.”

      “Yeah.” I had the kind of life my mama had always wanted for me. “So, can I really risk losing that by merging my life with a partner?”

      “You mean, someone like Mav, who would forever overshadow you, by the very nature of who and what he is?”

      I scowled. “I’m not jealous of Mav’s success, if that’s what you’re implying. I’m proud of him for beating the odds and making his dream come true.”

      “But he’s an award-winning, platinum selling artist… already. I don’t have to tell you that boy’s on the verge of becoming stinking rich.”

      “So what? I don’t give a shit about Mav’s money.” I’d loved him when he was a penniless kid and I’d love him as a multi-millionaire… if I could let my guard down enough to love him.

      “A lot of strong women look for… weaker men.” She held her hand up when I glared at her. “Hey, just hear me out. Two strong-willed, stubborn, opinionated people in a relationship? It’s not easy to make that work.”

      Since my sister was going to be a couples and family therapist, I had to assume she knew what she was talking about. But I wasn’t interested in a man who was a doormat. I loved Mav’s strength and determination.

      “I’m not saying it can’t work, just that a lot of strong women look for more passive men, who’ll let them do whatever they want without fighting them every step of the way.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Mav and I are two independent people who’ve been living our lives just fine alone.”

      “But you’re afraid your identity will be swallowed up by his, aren’t you?”

      I got a sinking feeling she’d hit the nail on the head, but I needed to hear her say it. “What are you talking about?”

      “You’re no longer going to be known first and foremost for who you are and what you do. I mean people will still know you for that. Especially people in the tattoo world, but they’ll know you first and foremost as Mav Stone’s girlfriend, or eventually his wife. Face it, girl. He’s already famous and soon he’ll be a household name. You guys won’t be able to go anywhere, especially in this town, without him getting mobbed by fans. Can you live with that?”

      Damn it, I hated it when she was right. I didn’t want to be known for being Mav’s girlfriend. I wanted to be known just for being me, like I always had.

      “It’s taken me years to build my reputation and the respect of this industry. I don’t want that to be overshadowed because I’m dating a famous guy. I would hate it if clients came in and started pumping me for information about my relationship with Mav.”

      “I know you would. So, what are you going to do about it? He is who he is. You can’t change that.”

      “And I wouldn’t want to. Like I said, I love that he’s made it. I’m proud of him and I know he’s proud of me.”

      “You can’t exactly keep your relationship under wraps now that the video of him dedicating that song to you has gone viral.”

      “Tell me about it.” I was already sick of fielding questions about my relationship with him.

      “I guess I have a lot of thinking to do, don’t I?”

      “Yeah, you do.” She cupped my knee. “I don’t envy you, hon. But I know you’ll make the right decision. You always do. And if you ever need to talk, you know I’m always here for you.”

      I sat up to give her a hug. “Thanks, Little.” I brushed her curtain bangs out of her eyes. “What would I do without you?”

      “Face it, you’d be a hot mess.”

      We shared a smile before I pulled her into a hug. My sister had become the strong woman she was because I was one of the people who’d shown her what that looked like. And I couldn’t risk losing that… not even for Mav.
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        * * *

      

      Maverick

      

      I was a mess wondering what was going on inside Codie’s head. It had been three days since I’d walked out of her hotel room and we hadn’t spoken once. We’d texted a few times, but I’d always initiated it.

      I was trying to let her set the pace in our relationship, but I couldn’t do it at the expense of my sanity. Or sobriety. The urge to drink, to ease my stress, had been almost overpowering, in spite of the daily meetings, and I knew I had to find out where things stood with Codie, even if my worst fears were realized and she wanted nothing more to do with me.

      “Hey,” she said, answering my call after the second ring.

      “Sorry, I didn’t wake you, did I?” It was only eleven o’clock, but she probably had an early morning. “I should have texted first to make sure you were awake.”

      “No, it’s fine. I just fell asleep watching Netflix, but I was going to call you tonight anyhow.”

      My stomach lurched, as fear gripped me. God, I couldn’t lose this girl. “You were?”

      “Yeah, I figured we should talk.”

      I closed my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose, as I leaned back on the bed. “Listen to me, Codie. I’m not going to let you give up on us. I know you’re scared. I am too. But running away from our feelings for each other isn’t going to work.”

      “I agree.” She sighed. “I’ve been thinking about nothing but this for the past few days and it’s making me crazy.”

      “Me too.” I hated that I was putting her through this, but loved that I wasn’t going through it alone. She obviously cared as much as I did, or she wouldn’t be preoccupied thinking about us.

      “Honestly, I’ve still got some issues, Mav. I didn’t realize it until you came back into my life. I thought I dealt with all of my baggage, between the years of meetings and therapy, but apparently, I didn’t.”

      “Okay.” I was almost afraid to ask what her issues were. What if she considered them insurmountable? Or a convenient excuse for cutting me loose? “Fill me in.”

      “You know the way my mama is.”

      “Uh, yeah.” She was tough as nails, and she’d never liked me. Not that I could blame her. If I’d been a parent, I wouldn’t want my teenage daughter to date the kid I’d been in high school either.

      “She’s always drilled it into our heads that women need to stand on their own two feet. Never depend on a man to take care of them. Never lose their identity because of a man or a relationship.”

      “Codie, what the hell are you saying? I’m proud of you and your success. I think what you’ve accomplished is amazing—”

      “This isn’t about you. It’s about me.”

      I barely resisted the urge to growl in frustration. “Do you know how much I hate hearing that? You make it sound like there’s nothing I can do, and I can’t accept that.” Letting her go without a fight, now that I was finally becoming the man she deserved, didn’t feel like an option.

      “You’re…you.” She sighed. “I know this may sound crazy. Most women would trade a limb to date the Mav Stone.”

      “Cut the bullshit, Codie,” I snapped, nearing the end of my tether. “This is just you and me. I don’t care about awards or titles or money in the bank and you know it.”

      “I know,” she said, softly. “I told you, this isn’t your issue, it’s mine. Because I do care about those things, Mav.”

      “What?” Codie had never had a materialistic bone in her body. And she’d never given a rip about celebrities. “What are you talking about? No, you don’t.”

      “I don’t care in that way,” she said, obviously weighing her words carefully. “I’ve certainly never been a fame-whore. In fact, given the chance, I’d turn down opportunities to have the limelight on me.”

      I closed my eyes, trying to steady my breathing and slow my racing mind. “Okay, so why should it matter if you’re famous or I am? We’re still just us behind closed doors, right?”

      “Well yeah, but when you’re dating someone famous, you get swallowed up in their identity, whether you like it or not. People don’t even see you as a person anymore, they just see you as the partner of this famous person.”

      I could understand how that would bother someone as strong and independent as Codie, who’d worked so hard to build her own identity. But there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. The country music world already knew my name and it was too late to change that now.

      “And you can’t live with that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      At least she wasn’t saying no. I had to hang on to that. “Listen, I get that you need time to think, to work through this, with your therapist or whatever, but can I see you this weekend, so we can at least talk face-to-face?”

      “I can’t fly out—”

      “No, I’m coming back to Nashville. Trey’s dad is having surgery on Friday, so we had to cancel a few shows.”

      “Oh no, I hope it’s nothing serious?”

      “Not too serious, but he wants to be there. And that means I can fly back home for a few days. I’d love to see you.” I prayed she wouldn’t shut me down.

      “Um, my shop is hosting a fundraiser for the local children’s hospital on Friday night. My artists and a few friends are showing up.”

      “Can I come?”

      “Mav—”

      “I know what you’re thinking. It’s Nashville. If I show up, the focus won’t be on the cause anymore, but think about it, I might be able to help you raise more money.”

      “How?”

      “You could advertise that I’m going to be there. I could sing.” I would do anything for her, and the causes that were important to her were important to me.

      “You would really do that?”

      “Of course.”

      “Wow.” She exhaled slowly. “I’m not even sure my shop could accommodate all the people that would show up just to see you.”

      “No offense to your artists, I’m sure they’re well-known and incredible, but having me there might drive up the price of the tattoos, right? I mean, is that how it works, an auction-type thing or—”

      “Yeah, people bid on the artists they want to do their tattoo and the highest bids win.”

      “Cool, so the more people you can draw in, the more they’re bidding and the more money you raise.”

      “Don’t you have to talk to your people or something, before you make a commitment like this?”

      I did have handlers, but I was still my own man. For now. And I was sure no one would mind if I lent my voice to a cause raising money for the kids’ hospital in my hometown.

      “I’ll look after things on my end, and if you want, I can spread the word on social media that I’ll be there?”

      “Um, if you do that, I may have to look for new venue. Like I said, my shop isn’t huge. It couldn’t accommodate hundreds of people.”

      “I know you’re not doing this for the publicity and you don’t need it, but this would be great P.R. for your shop if it swelled to something bigger and got lots of love on social media and in the local press, wouldn’t it?”

      “Well, sure but—”

      “Would you let me make some calls? I’ve got some buddies who own bars and clubs they might be willing to shut down for a night, for a good cause. You know Jimmy’s?”

      “Yeah, that’s J.T. McCall’s bar, right? Ty’s brother?”

      “Yeah, he’s a buddy of mine. You think something like that could work?”

      “Um, I think so. Most of the artists have portable workstations because they’re used to doing shows and events.”

      “Cool, let me call J.T. and see if we can set something up then.”

      “Mav?”

      “Yeah?”

      “This is amazing. Thank you for doing this.”

      “Anything for you, sweetheart.” And I intended to prove that to her. Every chance I got.
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      Codie

      

      “I still can’t believe Mav was able to pull this off in a matter of days,” Amanda said, squeezing my arm when we walked in to Jimmy’s to set up for the fundraiser. “The man’s a miracle worker.”

      “I guess when you’ve got clout people who are willing to—” I bit my tongue, not wanting to sound like an ungrateful bitch. I’d been hosting this event for five years and we’d always exceeded our fundraising goals, but I knew this year, thanks to Mav, we’d blow anything we’d done in the past out of the water.

      “Hey, you okay?” Amanda asked, frowning at me. “You’re happy about this, right?”

      “Of course, why wouldn’t I be?” I sounded defensive, and I was, which I hated.

      “There she is!” J.T. McCall approached me with a huge smile and outstretched hand.

      I’d seen him before, at Jimmy’s, a local business chamber of commerce meeting, and a fundraiser, but we’d never been formally introduced.

      “J.T.,” I said, shaking his hand as I returned his smile. “I can’t thank you enough for letting us use your place for this fundraiser.”

      “Hey, since my father-in-law signed Mav that makes him practically family.”

      It was still hard to reconcile the dead-broke kid I knew with this version of Mav who had rich and powerful friends only too happy to do him a favor on a moment’s notice.

      “That’s right, you’re married to Nikki Spencer, Luc’s daughter, aren’t you?” I was totally playing dumb. Everyone in Nashville knew they were married.

      “Yeah.” He grinned. “Not gonna lie, I don’t know what the hell I did to deserve her, but she’s the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “Aww,” Amanda said, nudging my elbow. “Did you hear that? How sweet.”

      I rolled my eyes before gesturing towards Amanda. “You’ll have to excuse her, J.T. She’s been watching too many sappy movies. This, by the way, is my best friend, Amanda.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said, taking her hand.

      I had to admit, Nikki Spencer had landed herself one of the sexiest men this town had seen in a long time, and that was saying a lot, since the famous names in Music City were usually the whole package.

      “Luc and Marisa are great,” I said to J.T. “They came in to my shop for tattoos and we became fast friends.”

      “Yeah, they’ve both told me how great you are. In fact, I was going to come see you. I’ve got an idea for a tattoo.” He winked. “Might get it as a surprise for my wife for our anniversary.”

      “You could always bid on Codie tonight,” Amanda said, throwing an arm around my shoulder. “On one of her tattoos, I mean.”

      J.T. snapped his fingers before pointing at me. “Hey, that’s a great idea. I’m going to do that.”

      I shook Amanda off before grabbing his hand. “No, J.T., you don’t have to do that. You were kind enough to let us use your bar tonight. I’d be happy to do the tattoo for you, no charge.” I reached into my purse and handed him a business card. “Just call the shop and we’ll set it up.”

      “I don’t mind bidding,” he said, putting the card into his shirt pocket. “It’s for a good cause, and I’m all about supporting the community.”

      “Hey, man. Good to see you. You were locked in your office when I got here.” Mav shook J.T.’s hand while pulling him into a half-hug. “We can’t thank you enough for doing this.”

      Mav slipped his arm around my waist and I couldn’t help stealing a glance at him. Mistake. He looked even sexier than he had slipping out of my hotel room the morning after the hottest sex of my life.

      Snug black jeans, black boots, steel gray button-down shirt. Nothing fancy, but damn, he wore it well.

      J.T. raised his hands. “Happy to help out. Now, what can we do to help you guys? I’ve got full staff tonight, so just start giving us directions.”

      “You mind if I take a minute to go over a few things with Codie?” Mav asked. “We’ll catch up with you in a bit and go over the plan for tonight.”

      “Sure thing, guys. Take your time.”

      “Oh, I see Jack over there,” Amanda said, waving at my ex. “I think I’ll see if he needs any help setting up.”

      Mav turned around. “Jack? As in your ex?”

      I grabbed his chin, forcing him to look at me when I caught him scowling at Jack. “He’s my friend. And one hell of a tattoo artist. He does this fundraiser with me every year.”

      Closing his eyes, he drew a deep breath. “Just how close are you two, Codie?”

      “Are you serious right now?”

      He finally opened his eyes and glared at me. “Deadly.”

      “I have a lot of male friends,” I said, emphasizing the word between clenched teeth. “It’s hard not to, in a male dominated business. And Jack is a big part of the reason I get to do this at all, so if you’re thinking about giving him a hard time tonight, don’t.”

      He grabbed my arm, inching me out of the way of a tattoo artist with a large rolling cart.

      “You know what it does to me, seeing you with the guy…” He tipped his head back, looking at the ceiling. “You fell in love with… after me.”

      I’d never told him I loved Jack, though I had. Not in the same way I loved Mav. I’d never loved anyone like that, but it didn’t negate the fact Jack had been the guy to help me get over Mav. A feat I thought was still impossible at the time.

      “I’m not going to apologize for getting on with my life after you dumped me.” But I knew if his ex-girlfriend was here tonight, I’d been spitting green venom too. You couldn’t be as wrapped up in another person as Mav and I had been, and apparently still were, without feeling possessive.

      “I’m not asking you to apologize, but Jesus Codie, you really expect me to make nice with the guy who got to sleep with you every night while I was dreaming about you?”

      Ugh, I hated how just a few words could make me all… gushy, ‘cause I was not a soft chick.

      “Mav.” I curled my hand around his bicep, instantly regretting it. It reminded me how strong and powerful he was now, how amazing it had felt to be wrapped up in his arms, and how much I still wanted him. “We’ve obviously got a lot to work out, but can we just get through tonight without letting our drama take away from the real reason we’re here, please.”

      He swore softly before lacing his hand through mine. “I hate not knowing where we stand. I want to know you’re coming home with me tonight, that you’re as committed as I am to working through this shit so we can get on with our lives, together.”

      “My girl,” Jack drawled, sneaking up behind me and resting his hands on my hips.

      Ugh, Jack’s timing couldn’t have been worse, and I felt the tension in Mav’s body immediately. The last thing I wanted was to have to referee these two all night, but I refused to allow a brawl to detract from the real purpose of this evening.

      Mav’s gaze immediately fell to Jack’s hands, sending a clear message without saying a word. Back. Off. Asshole.

      Jack chuckled before raising his hands. “Amanda told me you guys were a thing now. I just had to see for myself.”

      “Now you’ve seen—” Mav said, before I planted a hand on his chest, warning him with my eyes to shut his mouth.

      “Jack,” I said, slipping my arm through his. “I’d like you to meet Mav Stone.”

      It appeared Mav was clenching his jaw when he extended his hand to Jack. “I’ve heard a lot of good things about you.”

      Jack smirked before accepting Mav’s hand. “Wish I could say the same. All Codie’s old stories about you aren’t too flattering, man.”

      Without missing a beat, Mav said, “I’m not surprised. I was the dumbass kid who broke her heart. But I’m all grown up now…” His gaze drifted to mine slowly. “And ready to make up for all the time we lost.”

      Wow. The sexual tension was palpable when he looked at me like… he wanted to tear my clothes off… with his teeth.

      Jack shot me a look that spoke volumes, questioning whether this guy was for real. Whether we, as a couple, were for real.

      I still didn’t know the answer to that, but by the time Mav headed back out on the road in a few days we would have decided whether we were moving forward together… or apart.

      “You need any help setting up, Codie?” Jack asked.

      “I think I’m good for now,” I said, giving him a quick hug. “Thanks, and thanks for being here, Jack. You know it means a lot.”

      He nodded before glancing at Mav. “Be good to her, man.” His voice was laced with warning when he said, “She’s been through enough. She deserves to be happy now.”

      Mav and I shared a look before he said, “I couldn’t agree more, and I plan to make her happier than she’s ever been, if she’ll let me.”

      There’s a long beat of silence before Jack said, “Right, well I better get back to my set-up. I’ll catch up with you guys later.”

      Mav waited for Jack to walk away before he said, “It’s obvious he still cares about you.”

      “And I care about him. We’re friends, Mav. Like I said. And you want the best for your friends, right? If there was a girl in his life who’d done a number on him, and wanted a chance to do it again, you better believe I’d put her on warning.”

      He nodded. “Fair enough, I get that.”

      The old Mav would have gone off on Jack, instigated a fight, probably gotten drunk or arrested. But this new man had too much to lose, so he’d learned to reign it in. Or he’d really matured, and I wasn’t giving him enough credit. Time would tell.
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        * * *

      

      It was the end of a long and grueling night. Every muscle in my body ached from back-to-back tattoos, for hours. That I was used to. But the sound of Mav’s incredible voice, projecting over the microphone while he dominated the stage, singing songs that he’d written about me, and us, was more than I could handle.

      I was grateful when I could finally pack up my equipment and J.T.’s wife, Nikki, took the stage to sing a few songs. We’d raised almost ten times as much money as the event had ever raised in the past, and I had to admit, Mav’s idea to sing, and include some of his famous friends in the show, had been a stroke of genius.

      “Can I have this dance, beautiful?”

      His voice glided over me like warm honey, causing chill bumps to rise all over my body. It was a little raspy and gravelly, from his extended performance, but that only made him harder to resist.

      I turned to face him. “Tonight was amazing. I can’t thank you enough, Mav.”

      His half-smile was even sexier than his full-on, mega-watt grin, complete with the shallow dimples only a good shave would reveal. “We make a good team. Tattoos and Song. What do you think? We could take these fundraisers on the road. Make a boatload of money for tons of good causes.”

      I smiled before reaching for both of his hands. “We do make a good team, don’t we?”

      His look screamed of trepidation when he asked, “Does that mean you’re willing to give us a shot? Even if it means people might give you a hard time about us being a couple, at least for a while?” Before I could respond, he said, “Everyone will get used to the idea, Codie. They’ll quit asking questions eventually and life for you will return to normal.”

      I quirked an eyebrow, wondering if he was trying to sell me on the idea or was really naïve enough to believe that life with a partner who was a huge country music star could ever be normal.

      “How about that dance?” he asked, before I could respond.

      I glanced up at the stage. Nikki was rocking it, as she always did, and her husband was front and center to cheer her on. J.T. had been a champion bull rider when they met. He’d been a star in his own right, but when he retired and fell in love with Nikki, her star outshone his and he didn’t seem to mind.

      Maybe he was more secure than I was. Maybe he didn’t need the ego gratification of being known for his accomplishments. Or maybe he just loved his wife so much it didn’t matter what anyone else thought. Could I take a page from his book… and love Mav enough to give us a chance in spite of my fear of being swallowed up by his celebrity status?

      “I’d love to,” I said, finally accepting his hand.

      I let him lead me to the dance floor before slipping into his arms. There were a few other couples on the dance floor and all eyes discreetly turned to Mav. I’d noticed, out of the corner of my eye, that gorgeous women had been coming on to him all night, between sets and while he was on stage. But he didn’t seem to care. Maybe he was already a master at shutting down the groupies.

      But I wouldn’t know unless I faced these issues head-on. So, I dug deep, allowing myself to be vulnerable, and admit that I was a little jealous and insecure.

      “Does it ever get old?” I asked, trying to keep it light. “Having gorgeous women throwing themselves at you? Asking you to take them home?”

      He winced before his hands slid lower, gliding over the base of my spine. “You heard that, huh?”

      “More than a few times. You must get that every night, though.”

      He looked into my eyes, obviously wanting me to see the truth when he spoke. “I do, but not one of them are you, so the answer will always be a hard no.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Codie, look at me.”

      I didn’t realize my gaze had landed on his chest until he implored me to make eye contact. “Yes?”

      “You’re it for me, girl. I don’t know how long it’ll take me to convince you of that, and I don’t care. I’ll keep trying, for as long as it takes, to make you believe you can trust me. I’m not that same dumb kid who broke your heart all those years ago.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you?” When I didn’t respond right away, he said, “You have every right to be cautious, to demand that I prove myself, earn your trust. And I will.”

      I nodded, wondering why the hell he was so determined to win me over when he could have any woman he wanted. Did he just want to re-write history, to make up for the mistakes he’d made with me so he could finally release the guilt?

      He leaned in, whispering in my ear, “You don’t believe me, do you?”

      Truth. Vulnerability. Those two words echoed in my head and I knew they would be my mantra if I chose to continue this crazy ride with my ex. “I want to, but can I say, one hundred percent, without a doubt, that I do? No, not yet.”

      “That’s fair. I wouldn’t expect you to be all in, yet. Too much has happened between us. But as long as you’re not determined to slam the door in my face, I’ll keep trying until I prove myself to you. I won’t give up on us, baby. Not this time.”

      I didn’t want him to give up on me. I wanted him to give me time to figure this out, to let me fall in love with him all over again, and believe that I finally could trust him with my heart, for keeps, this time.

      “Can I take you home tonight?”

      I had a moment’s hesitation but my heart screamed… Yes!…even before the words left my lips. “Yes.”

      His mega-watt grin made a rare appearance before he dipped his head and brushed his lips against mine. “I won’t make you regret it. I promise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Maverick

      

      We’d decided to spend the night at Codie’s place, since she wanted to return all of her gear to her shop before we called it a night.

      But once we’d crossed the threshold of her renovated loft and locked the door, I could tell she was nervous. Trying to give her a little space, I wandered around her place. Large, open-concept, high ceilings, reclaimed wood and brick. Stainless appliances with smooth dark countertops and soft lighting. It screamed Codie, and I loved the cool, relaxed, vibe. Hopefully, she’d let me spend a lot of time here once I got off the road.

      “This place is amazing,” I said, accepting the bottle of water she offered, with a nod of thanks.

      I walked to the bank of floor-to-ceiling, wrap-around windows. The city lights lit up the dark night, reminding me how beautiful the skyline, and our hometown was. This place had a lot of bad memories for me, but I’d been half-way around the world the past few years and Nashville was still the only place I wanted to call home.

      “Thanks.” She stepped up beside me. “I poured a lot of sweat equity and every dime I had into it, but it was worth it. It’s the only place that’s ever felt like home. Maybe because it’s the only place that’s ever been mine.”

      Codie was so damn independent. I loved that about her. But I wondered how we could mesh our two worlds if she was so determined to cling to hers.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked, tipping her head to study me. “And don’t tell me nothing. I know you. My mind may have forgotten for a while but my heart can read you like a book I memorized years ago.”

      “Damn.” I smiled. “That’s poetic. Mind if I use that? It’d make a great song lyric.”

      She grinned. “Sure, but only if you give me credit.”

      I hauled her against me, looking down into her eyes. “Baby, you get all the credit… for making me the man I am. I hope you realize that.”

      She shook her head before breaking eye contact. “How can you say that? I just came back into your life.”

      I tapped my finger against my temple. “You were always right here, even when you weren’t physically in my life anymore. I didn’t want to be the loser I told you I would be. I wanted to be better, more, maybe even getting the chance to prove it to you someday.”

      “Come sit with me, let’s talk.” She threaded her fingers through mine and led me to the navy sectional positioned in the middle of the room.

      I watched her sit down and tuck her legs under her before setting her water bottle down on the live edge coffee table and patting the cushion next to her.

      I set my bottle down beside hers and joined her, my mind racing with all the things I wanted to say, but trying to remain calm, so as not to overwhelm her.

      “You really thought we’d get another shot someday?” she asked, curling her hand around my thigh.

      “I prayed we would.”

      Prayed may have been too strong a word. I’d hoped. I’d never believed in a Higher Power because there’d been no evidence of it in my life growing up. I didn’t believe God would let a kid get burned or beaten or abandoned for days on end with no food or supervision while his mother went on a bender and his old man went whoring around with the next-door neighbor.

      “I didn’t want to believe it could end like that, Codie. It didn’t feel right. So, when I walked into that meeting and saw you, I was… speechless. And every meeting since, hearing people talk about divine intervention and synchronicity and Higher Power, made me start to wonder if it was more than a coincidence, running into you that night, of all nights. When I was finally ready to accept help to change my life. And no one, other than you, could have given me the kick in the ass I needed to stay sober. Not even Trey’s threats of kicking me off his tour.”

      She pinched her lips together and squeezed my thigh. “I was pretty shocked seeing you again too. I’d told myself I’d forgiven you and let go. I was over that time of my life, or so I thought. But seeing you again dredged it all up again.”

      “I’m sorry—”

      “I’m not.” Her eyes met mine and she whispered. “It was necessary. We had unfinished business, you and I. I can feel that now.”

      “Unfinished business?” My heart started racing, fear creeping into every cell of my body. This woman had the kind of power over me no one else ever had. She had the power to hurt me. To crush my dreams. And drive me right back to the bottle. And I hated admitting that, even to myself.

      “You feel it too, don’t you?”

      I didn’t even know how to answer that, so I waited for her to continue. To say the words that wouldn’t drive me right back into the pit of despair I’d been trying so hard to climb out of since she walked back into my life, with the promise of one more chance with my soul mate.

      She pushed my shoulders back into the sofa and climbed into my lap, straddling me. She threaded her hands through my hair, her voice a throaty whisper as she brought her lips to my ear.

      “You consume me, Maverick.”

      I felt the shudder her words caused, like an inner vibration.

      “You get into my head, my heart. My body pulses with longing when you look at me. I want you to touch me. To taste me. To claim me.”

      I swore softly before slowly popping the buttons lining her black button-down shirt. She’d been practically spilling out of it all-night, revealing a lacy black bra, while a bunch of horny old men and drunk college kids who’d overpaid for tattoos thought they’d earned the right to ogle her cleavage while she worked.

      Watching it from the stage, trying to remember the lyrics to my own songs, while resisting the urge to pummel assholes disrespecting the only woman who could turn me inside out, made for a long, interesting, torturous night.

      “Is that why you wore this?” I asked, sucking in a deep breath when I finally got to see that demi lace bra she’d been teasing me with all night. “So I wouldn’t be able to help myself? Because I can’t, you know. I can’t resist the urge to possess you.” I emphasized that word, letting it sink in while my eyes collided with hers. “I want to possess you, girl. The way you’ve always possessed me.”

      She moaned before leaning in and claiming my mouth in a hot, passionate kiss that ended with us tearing each other’s clothes off in a violent rush before she resumed her spot on my lap, lowering her body slowly, obscuring my shaft, inch by delicious inch as I closed my eyes and tipped my head back, getting lost in the feel of her.

      When she started rocking against me, using my body to bring her pleasure, and ultimately get off, I let her cries infiltrate every cell, filling me with the kind of fulfillment I’d ever known. Because I got it, for the first time. My purpose on this Earth was this woman. To bring her pleasure. To make her happy. To earn her love and trust and promise of forever. To be the best damn father I could be to her babies. And to be the strong, sober, rock-solid husband who was always there for her. The foundation she built her world on.

      “I love you,” I whispered, knowing it was pointless to try and hold it in any longer. She had to feel it in every touch. Hear it in every word of every song I’d ever wrote for her. See it every time I looked into her eyes… and begged her to love me back.

      Her entire body tensed as she stared at me wide-eyed.

      I closed my hands around her waist, in case the fear reared its ugly head again and she tried to bail on me. “I don’t expect you to say anything. I just needed you to know how I feel about you.”

      “I… I…”

      Her eyes filled with tears and her bottom lip trembled. She was gorgeous and vulnerable, and stripped completely bare for me in that moment and the only thing I wanted to do was love her and protect her.

      “Mav, I love you too.”

      I pulled her close, wrapping my arms around her tight. I still felt the soft tremors of her release reminding me we’d never felt more connected.

      I rocked her hips slowly while kissing her neck, taking my time loving on her, wanting to make every second count. I’d enjoyed being on the road before, but with her in my life it felt like a bittersweet penance.

      She picked up the pace, taking me out of my head and dragging me fully into this moment with her. Every stroke, every kiss, every time she clenched me just a little tighter in her heavenly heat ratcheting up my need for her, reminding me that one day at a time had to be every day for the rest of my life because I couldn’t allow my addiction to tear us apart again.

      “Mav…” She threw her head back as she pulsed and trembled with the force of her release.

      Sexiest. Sight. Ever.

      Trying to hold back was pointless, especially when her lust-filled eyes found mine and she urged me, without words, to let go. My moan was guttural as I filled her, holding her hips in place, demanding she take all of me.

      When we’d both come down from the high, we shared a smile before she quipped, “Who the hell needs alcohol with sex like that, right?”

      I chuckled as I watched her climb off me. “No better rush, baby.”

      She shot a saucy look over her shoulder as I watched her walk down the short hallway, presumably to the bathrooms and bedrooms. She returned in less than a minute wearing a short terry bathrobe and tossing me a towel.

      I grinned. “Thanks. Wouldn’t want to mess up your pretty couch.”

      She stuck her tongue out at me. “You know I don’t do pretty, Maverick.”

      She’d never been a flowery, girly-girl. And I loved that about her. I assumed it was because she’d been raised by a strong single mom who equated femininity with weakness. But Codie could hold her own with the boys’ club and get dressed up for a black -tie dinner without feeling intimidated. She was so comfortable in her own skin that she could fit in anywhere, with anyone, and I could only hope some of that would eventually rub off on me. No matter how many awards ceremonies I performed at, I still got imposter syndrome on the regular, and felt like I didn’t belong on the same stage with icons.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked, stretching her arms above her head. “We could do omelets? Or maybe pancakes? French toast?”

      “Maybe in a few.” I reached for her hand. “Come here for a minute.”

      She smiled before sinking down beside me. “What’s up?” She rolled her eyes. “We’re not going to have the talk now, are we?”

      I smirked, thinking how different Codie was from every woman I’d ever been with. Most wanted to talk after sex, but she was still trying like hell to avoid it, even after the moment of intimacy we’d just shared.

      “Just humor me, okay?”

      She sighed heavily before bracing her hand on my shoulder. “Fine, lay it on me.”

      “It’s just that my record label has lined up a lot of interviews and radio shows for me next week.” I hated to get into this now, but I didn’t want it hanging over our heads, stressing me out, for the rest of the weekend either.

      “And?”

      “People have already started asking questions about us. And I know tonight’s event got a lot of attention online. They’ll ask about it, for sure. Why I did it. What our connection is, how we met, whether we have history, what the future holds for us.” She was frowning, but I forced myself to add, “I just need to know what you want me to tell them.”

      “That it’s none of their damn business and you’re entitled to a personal life!”

      I slid my hand up her thigh, tracing the outline of her tattoo with my thumb. “Babe, this goes with the territory and we have to get used to it. I put myself out there when I chose this career—”

      “But I didn’t.”

      Shit. I hated dragging her into my world, especially since I knew she didn’t want the spotlight for being my girlfriend, but we couldn’t let them spin the story. We had to be proactive and get out ahead of the speculation about our relationship.

      “I’m sorry, but this is what I signed on for, and if you want to be with me, you’ll be signing on for it too. I guess the only question is… do you want to be with me?”

      Her eyes widened before she inched back in the sofa. “How the hell can you ask me that after what just happened between us? You think I tell every guy I love him? I’ve only said that to one other man in my life, Mav.”

      Jack, no doubt. I wanted to hate him, but couldn’t. He’d actually proven himself to be a decent guy tonight, who obviously still cared about Codie, as a friend. And I’d have to be a real asshole to wish she’d spent the past fifteen years alone, miserable, and without someone who loved her the way she deserved.

      “Okay, so spell it out for me. What do you want me to say about us?” When she didn’t respond, I linked her hand with mine. “I don’t want to do anything to screw this up. That’s why I’m getting all this out there now. So we can be on the same page, present a united front.”

      She closed her eyes, sighing. “I get that. And I appreciate it, I do.”

      “But?”

      “It’s just… a lot. I never expected this thing between us to get so serious, so fast.”

      I loved that she felt that way because I did too. I couldn’t control my feelings for her. I couldn’t help that every time I looked into her eyes, I saw a big ‘ole diamond on her finger, a long white dress, and at least a few babies calling me daddy.

      “I know, and I’m not trying to overwhelm you, sweetheart.” I leaned in, kissing her softly. “Take all the time you need. We’ll take this slow. But the press moves at breakneck speed, trust me. And they will be all over this story. I haven’t had a girlfriend since I broke onto the scene, just random dates at most events, so when they find out I’m actually with the woman who’s inspired most of my music, you can bet your sweet ass they’ll want to know more.”

      “Most?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “If I inspired most of your music, who inspired the rest?”

      I laughed, loving that she wasn’t so damn secure she never got jealous. “The rest of my songs are drinking songs… or songs about my family, friends.” I shrugged. “The life I want to have. You know, stuff like that.”

      “Believe me, I know. I’ve memorized, word for word, every song you’ve ever written.”

      My jaw dropped. “Seriously?”

      A sweet blush stained her cheeks as she dipped her head. “Yeah. You know I was always the biggest fan of your music. Once I was able to start hearing it on the radio and downloading it, why wouldn’t I?”

      “Uh, because you hated my guts?”

      “I didn’t hate you, Mav.” She stroked my cheek. “I couldn’t hate you. I did, for a few years. But part of my recovery involved forgiving you for hurting me and forgiving myself for loving you.”

      It hurt to know she felt she had to forgive herself for loving me, but I got it.

      “Speaking of recovery,” she said, swallowing. “I think that issue is actually a lot more important than fielding press questions.”

      I didn’t like where she was going with this, but I knew we had to talk about it.

      “The program saved my life, Mav. And it’s saved millions of other lives. I live my life according to those principles and know the recommendations are in place for a reason.”

      “I get that. But you can’t control when you fall in love—”

      “No, but one of the principles is self-discipline. And if you can’t respect the recommendation not to get involved in a relationship for at least a year, how will you have the discipline not to take a drink?”

      I scowled at her. “I’m not waiting a year to be with you, Codie.”

      “I’m not suggesting that—”

      “I promise you, I will treat every principle as gospel. I’ll read passages from the Big Book every day, like I would the Bible, but I won’t wait a year to be with you, so don’t ask me to do that.”

      “Have you talked to Trey about this? He is your sponsor and I bet he’d have some good advice for you.”

      I sighed. “You’re not hearing me. I. Love. You. I want to build a life with you.”

      “Does your sobriety depend on that?” she asked, looking grim. “If we were together for six months and broke up, would you stay sober or use our break-up as an excuse to drink?”

      “That’s not a fair question and you know it. A recovering alcoholic can’t predict what might set them off.”

      “No, but it’s best to avoid situations that may trigger you, and romantic relationships are often triggering. That’s why it’s best to avoid them in the early days of recovery.”

      I growled. “Ugh! I hate that you know so much about this shit.”

      “I learned it the hard way, unfortunately.”

      That got my attention. “Did you get involved with someone too early and derail your recovery?”

      She nodded. “He was like you in so many ways. The worst possible choice I could have made in a partner.” She raised her eyes to mine. “He was abusive—”

      “He hit you?” I could barely breathe when I thought about someone physically hurting her.

      She pinched her lips together before whispering, “Yeah, he did.”

      I swore before hauling her against my chest. “Jesus, Codie. I’m so sorry you had to go through that, baby. Where is that sonofabitch now? Is he in jail? Did he at least get charged for what he did to you?”

      She pulled back, looking me in the eye. “He got charged, did his time. And now he’s out.”

      “Where the hell is he? Please tell me he’s not living in Nashville.” I didn’t think I’d sleep at night knowing she was living in the same city as the bastard who hit her, while I was thousands of miles away putting on a show, helpless to protect her.

      “No, to be released early, for good behavior, he had to consent to staying away from me. The prosecutor told me he’d be returning to Raleigh to live. Apparently, he has family there.”

      “And he’s still there?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, Mav. I don’t keep tabs on him. I refuse to live my life in fear of someone who gets his thrills beating women.”

      My chest tightened. “Beating?”

      “It wasn’t just a little slap upside the head,” she said, between clenched teeth. “If that’s what you’re asking. He beat me black and blue. Broke ribs—”

      “Please,” I whispered. I couldn’t stand to imagine her like that, knowing I’d been the one to drive her into that sick asshole’s arms.

      “But he only got away with it once, I can promise you that. I pressed charges the next day and made sure I was there, every day in court, to speak on behalf of myself and every other woman he ever hurt, who couldn’t be there. I worked on my victim impact statement for three days and when I delivered it, I looked him in the eyes, and let him know he hadn’t won. I had.”

      I closed my eyes, stunned all over again by her strength. No wonder I’d never been able to find another woman who made me feel like Codie. They’d broke the mold when they made her.

      “You’re amazing,” I said, sinking my hand into her hair, holding her head in place so I could kiss her. “Now, you gonna tell me who this prick is?”

      She laughed, shaking her head. “Never.”

      “I could probably find out.” It was possible to find out anything these days.

      “I need you to promise me,” she said, locking eyes with me. “That you won’t. You’ve been waiting all your life for this opportunity, Mav. You’re not going to lose it because of some lame-ass woman-beater. You hear me?”

      She was tiny, but fierce. And I loved that she was always looking out for me, just like I was always looking out for her.

      When I didn’t respond, she made an X on my chest with her fingertip. “Cross your heart? If you love me…”

      I grabbed her hand, curling my fingers around her wrist. “Fine, I promise I’ll let this go. But you can’t even know how hard this is for me.”

      “I know how hard it is,” she said, softly. “And I debated even telling you. Because I don’t want anything to put your sobriety at risk, but I need you to know the good, the bad, and the ugly before you decide I’m really the person you want to be with.”

      “There’s nothing you could say or do that would make me question whether I wanted to be with you.” I considered that for a second before I said, “Except maybe cheat on me. That would kill me.”

      “As if that would ever happen.”

      “It’s not easy,” I warned. “Loving someone who’s on the road half the year. And you’re a sexy, sensual, woman. Asking you to abstain for months on end doesn’t seem fair.” But I was asking her to do exactly that because we could never have an open relationship. The idea of another man making love to her made me certifiable.

      “I’m asking the same of you,” she said, running her hand up my thigh. “Think you can do that?”

      “You really think I’d risk what we’re building for some meaningless one-night stand with a groupie?” I didn’t blame her for questioning me. She’d be crazy not to. Musicians were notorious womanizers because the temptation was always there and beautiful women were always ready to volunteer for one night with a singer, so they could have life-long bragging rights.

      “No, I don’t.” She shook her head. “You wouldn’t come back into my life, begging for another chance, just to hurt me all over again. No one could be that cruel.”

      “I love you.” I knew I’d be repeating that statement every day for months, maybe even years, before she accepted that I was in this for the duration.

      “I love you too, Mav.”

      I smirked. “We still haven’t decided what we’re going to tell people, the press, about our relationship.”

      She groaned, rolling her neck. “Can we talk about that in the morning? I’m exhausted.”

      I stood, reaching for her hand to help her up. “Let’s go to bed.” I was still too wired to sleep, but I’d be satisfied just to hold her while she fell asleep. I suspected I’d be tortured by thoughts of her bruised and battered face in my nightmares, but that was just one more thing in a long list that I had to work through.

      But for this girl? Anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Codie

      

      After breakfast the next morning, Mav talked me into going house-hunting with him. He claimed he didn’t want to go back to his crappy little shoebox apartment when he returned from his tour. I couldn’t blame him. We’d passed by there to pick up some of his stuff, and it didn’t look like the kind of place a platinum-selling artist would want to live.

      Apparently, he knew a singer who sold real estate on the side to pay the bills, so he texted him and he sent Mav some listings. We were meeting him at the first house.

      “It’s still crazy to me,” I said, shifting to face him when he cut the engine on his pick-up truck. “That you’re in a position to buy a house like this.” I smiled when he smirked, pulling his black ballcap lower to conceal his light blue eyes. “You’ve really made it, babe. And I couldn’t be prouder of you.”

      I knew he hadn’t heard that too many times in his life, and still had a hard time accepting compliments because he’d grown up being told he was worthless. But I intended to be the voice whispering in his ear from now on, encouraging him, loving him, supporting him, and gradually helping to erase all the doubt, ridicule, and criticism.

      He brought our joined hands to his lips, kissing the back of my wrist where I had a bluebird tattoo. I got it the night I’d heard Mav was making his debut at the famous local bar, though I’d never told a single soul the reason. I’d just wanted to do something special to commemorate the occasion and acknowledge the fact someone I’d once loved was making their dreams come true.

      The fact that Mav had been so open and vulnerable with me, prompted me to swallow my fear and whisper, “That tattoo is for you, you know.”

      He frowned before turning my wrist over to look at it. “This one?”

      “Yeah. I got it the night I heard you were debuting at the Bluebird. I knew then you were well on your way.”

      “Codie…” His voice was husky when he said my name and he had to clear his throat before he spoke again. “Seriously? Why the hell didn’t you come? I would’ve given anything to have you there that night.”

      I shook my head. “I’d heard you were still drinking. I couldn’t do that to myself.” I withdrew my hand from his, prompting him to look me in the eye. “At the time, it felt kind of commemorative. I was marking an important chapter in my life, honoring someone who’d once meant a lot to me, and the fact you were making your dreams come true.”

      “Wow.” He bit his lip. “You still seemed pretty pissed when we met up at that meeting. I would never have believed you still cared enough to mark your body with a reminder of me, of us.”

      “Then you couldn’t read between the lines that night. I was pissed at myself that night because I still felt… so much for you.”

      He swore softly when a guy in a late-model Jeep Grand Cherokee pulled up beside us and waved. “Travis has always had shitty timing.”

      I laughed before reaching for the door handle. “Come on, Mr. Moneybags. Let’s tour this McMansion of yours.”

      He groaned as he got out of the truck. I knew it would be a long time before Mav got comfortable earning seven figures a year. And in the meantime, I’d have fun busting his chops about it.

      “Codie!” Travis said, as soon as he spotted me. “No way! What the hell are you doing with this loser?”

      We shared a laugh before Travis scooped me off my feet and swung me around in a low circle.

      “Good to see you, Trav. You haven’t been sneaking around behind my back, have you?” I plucked at his rolled-up shirt sleeves to see if he had any fresh ink, while Mav stood back, glaring at us.

      “Are you kidding, girl?” He glanced at Mav before dropping a quick kiss on my lips. “I’ll be faithful to you until my dying day.”

      “Alright, Travis,” Mav said, stepping forward. “I see your lips on hers again and I will kick your ass.” He pointed at him. “Consider yourself warned.”

      Travis grinned before grabbing Mav’s hand and pulling him into a back-slapping hug. “How did I not know you guys were a thing? I feel like I’ve known you both forever.”

      Mav’s gaze slid to mine before he curled his arm around my waist. “We dated back in high school, but just re-connected recently. I take it he’s a client?” he asked me.

      I smiled, winking at Travis. “A client and friend.”

      “Very good friend,” Travis said, letting his eyes travel over my bare legs.

      I was wearing short black shorts and a black halter top with black wedges. I couldn’t have chosen a more perfect outfit for our little dupe.

      “Alright.” Mav threw his hand up. “I need to know right now, have y’all slept together?”

      Travis shook his head as he swiped a hand over his mouth. His eyes were still trained on me. “I wish I could say we had. Believe me, I tried. I don’t think any woman has ever shot me down more times than Codie.”

      He wasn’t lying about that. Given my experience with musicians, they hadn’t topped my list of dating prospects for years.

      Mav shook his head, looking thoroughly disgusted. “The fact that you seem to know more guys in this damn town than I do is gonna make me crazy. You know that, right?”

      Because I wanted him to make me feel secure when jealousy reared its ugly head, I intended to do the same for him. So, while Travis looked on, I curled my hands around my man’s gorgeous face and rolled forward on my toes, looking him in the eye when I said, “You, Mav. Only you. Always.”

      He closed his eyes before rewarding me with a kiss and mouthing, “I love you.”

      “Alright you two, we gotta get in there,” Travis said, pointing up at the sprawling stone house. “We’ve got a few more to see after this one.”

      I smiled as I slipped my hand through Mav’s. “You ready to do this?”

      He grinned. “I’ve been waiting my whole life to do this with you. Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      All of the houses we saw that afternoon were gorgeous, but the last one made my heart beat a little faster. I didn’t want to weigh in, since it was Mav’s house and his decision, but if I’d had my pick, there was no other option.

      It was a modern-looking newly built house on acreage, nestled on a forested lot, in a gated community. The exterior was stone and stucco with massive double wood and iron doors and a security gate at the bottom of the winding driveway.

      “Jesus,” Mav whispered, when he cut the engine and stared up at the house. “I can’t believe this is real, Codie. I mean, I can actually afford to live in a house like this.”

      I smiled as I reached for his hand. “I’m really happy for you. You deserve this.”

      He shook his head slowly. “No, I don’t think I do. But I’m going to work my ass off to earn it.”

      I watched him jump out of the truck and round the front to meet me at the passenger’s door. How long would it take for me to convince him that he did deserve it? He’d worked hard. Never given up. Let his muse come out to play often enough to write incredible songs. Kept his band together by loving them like brothers. And outrun his demons. Yet he refused to acknowledge that he’d done enough and he was… more than enough.

      “Something about this place…” His voice trailed off as Travis jumped out of the vehicle.

      “Okay guys, so no one has ever lived in this one. A builder friend of mine built it on spec. He’d like to get four out of it, but there’s room for negotiation.”

      “Four million, huh?” Mav’s gaze slid to mine. “What do you think? Am I crazy to spend that much?”

      I shrugged. “Not if you can afford it.”

      Mav looked uncomfortable when he said, “Trav, I’d like to take a walk around, check out the grounds before we go in, okay?”

      “Sure thing, I’ve got a few calls to make anyhow.”

      He linked his hand through mine and led me down a stone path to a forested backyard with a large circular patio and tiered landscaping. “So, um, there’s something I haven’t told you, Codie.”

      “What?”

      “I’ve, uh, got a lot of money.”

      I laughed. “I figured as much. We wouldn’t be looking at houses like this if you didn’t.”

      “I haven’t told anyone this, because honestly, I felt kind of weird about it. I mean, I’ve gotten credit, but…”

      “Mav? What is it? What are you trying to say?”

      He drew a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “I’ve already made money in the music biz. Even before my debut album and those hit singles.” At my questioning look, he said, “I’ve been writing a lot of hit songs, collaborating with some big names, for a while now.”

      “But I don’t understand, why wouldn’t you just record and release those songs yourself? Why give them to someone else?”

      “I couldn’t do it.” He shook his head as he looked at the patio beneath our feet. “The bottle had too tight a grip on me. I knew I couldn’t stay sober long enough to tour and perform every night.”

      “But you were still drinking when you agreed to go on tour with Trey.”

      “Yeah, but when Luc signed me to his label and Trey asked me to tour with him, I couldn’t let my band down. They’d been waiting for a break like this forever, so I promised myself I wouldn’t drink before a show or awards ceremony or interview or whatever.”

      “But you did?”

      “Yeah, I did.” He sighed. “That’s when Trey finally called me out and hauled my ass to a meeting.”

      None of this made sense to me. “So why were you living in that tiny apartment, if you’ve been making money off your songs?”

      “Because I was ashamed of the money I was making.” He ran a shaky hand over his head. “I didn’t feel like I deserved it. My band was still struggling. My brother was struggling. I sure as hell didn’t want my folks to crawl out from under their rock and try to shake me down for money. I wanted to help my brother. I tried—”

      “Mav, it’s okay.” Only the soft pressure of my lips on his finally silenced him. “It’s okay to be successful. It’s okay to live in a beautiful home and have nice things. I know you want to help your brother, and maybe someday he’ll let you. Or maybe not. Either way, he wouldn’t want that to detract from the life you get to enjoy.”

      “It just seems like way more than I need.” He looked back at the imposing house, his voice breaking, when he said, “But I’d give anything to raise our kids in a house like this. To give them the kind of security I’d always wanted.”

      He clearly realized what he said because he paled before swiping a hand over his face. “I’m sorry, I’m sure you’re not ready to start talking about marriage and babies. I just can’t help but think—”

      “It’s okay.” My eyes filled with tears as I shook my head at his look of shock and awe. “It’s okay to talk about it. To think about it. To want it. I do too.”

      “Seriously?” He grabbed the back of my head, pulling me close as he whispered in my ear, “You’d really think about giving me a baby someday?”

      I curled my arms around his waist, laying my head on his chest as I nodded. “Now can we go in and see this house that’s got you so riled up?”

      He laughed. “Yeah.” I took a few steps before he hauled me back against his chest and wrapped his arms around my waist while he kissed my neck. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Allowing me to tell you anything without making me feel like shit about it.”

      I turned my head and planted a kiss on his cheek. “There’s nothing you can’t tell me, Mav. I’ll never judge you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Maverick

      

      “This house is wild, isn’t it?”

      Codie nodded as she walked around the huge center island in the kitchen, gliding her hand over the smooth polished stone.

      It was over 7800 square feet, with natural stone floors, floor to ceiling windows in every room, and two staircases greeting you when you walked in the front door. I couldn’t even wager a guess at how high the ceilings in the foyer were. Fifty feet, at least.

      There were a formal living room, dining room and library, with a separate outbuilding Travis sold as either a studio or a pool house.

      “This fireplace,” Codie said, crossing the massive open-concept room. “Is incredible, isn’t it?”

      Travis said it took the stone mason almost a month to build it, since all of the stones had to be custom sourced and fitted.

      “Yeah.”

      I had a crazy vision of Codie decorating the fireplace for Christmas. Helping her decorate the massive tree that would sit in the corner. Lining up at least five stockings on the hand-hewn wood mantle. God, I wanted this house. And that life. With this woman.

      “What’s wrong?” Codie asked, looking at me over her shoulder. “You’re not sure about this house?” When I didn’t respond, she closed the distance between us. “Mav, you don’t have to decide right now. Take all the time you need—”

      “I want this house.”

      She nodded; her smile tentative. “Okay, that’s good. So, what’s the problem?”

      “I don’t want to live here alone.”

      She stepped back. “Mav, you know I love you. But we’ve only been back together, like, a minute. No way can I give up my place and move in here with you.”

      She wasn’t being unreasonable. My head knew that, but my heart didn’t want to wait another minute to start our lives together, under this roof.

      I nodded. “No problem, I understand.”

      “Damn it, don’t do that!”

      “What am I doing?”

      “Acting like I disappointed you because I’m not on the same timeline you are.”

      I didn’t want to argue with her about this, or anything else. Not when we were finally getting close. But there was no holding back where this girl was concerned.

      I leaned back against the breakfast bar and folded my arms over my chest. “You want me to always be honest with you, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “I don’t feel like I deserve this house. But you sure as hell do.”

      Her eyes softened. “Mav—”

      “Just hear me out.” Admitting this was hard, but she couldn’t fully understand me unless she knew what was in my heart. “I want to spoil you, baby. I want to give you everything your hard-working mama always wanted to.”

      “You’re amazing,” she said, clearing her throat, obviously trying to hold it together. “But I don’t need a fancy house or car or any of that stuff. I just need a man who’s gonna treat me right. Who’ll love me and be there for me when I need a strong shoulder to lean on. I need a man who’ll help me over my fear of being a momma—”

      “You’re afraid to have kids?” If she told me she envisioned our future without little ones underfoot, I’d find a way to cope, but it would feel like a gut-punch.

      “I saw what my mama went through. She thought she’d have someone to help her raise me and my sister.” She snapped her fingers. “And just like that, he up and decided to leave one day. She never got to have a life of her own while we were growing up because she had to be both parents to us, while working two jobs. And by the time we were old enough to take care of ourselves, her best years were behind her. I don’t want that to happen to me.”

      “I want to be a parent because I had two lousy examples growing up. I want to learn from all the mistakes they made and prove I have it in me to be good to my kids. To be gentle and kind, tough but fair, to show them love, and raise them to be strong, confident people who believe in themselves.”

      Codie opened her mouth, them snapped it shut. “God, I love that.”

      I reached for her and without hesitation, she stepped into my arms. “So, we both have issues. Maybe I can help you be strong where you feel weak and you can do the same for me?”

      “Yes,” she said, kissing me. “Yes, yes, yes.”

      I couldn’t wait to hear her whisper that word when I asked the question that had been on the tip of my tongue since the day I admitted I was in love with her all those years ago.

      “So, you think I should make an offer on this house?”

      “If you want to, Mav. It has to be your call.”

      I shook my head. “No, it has to be our call, ‘cause I told you I have no intention of living in this house alone forever. I won’t push you. Take all the time you need, but I do want to make you my wife. And I want this to be our house. So, could you see yourself living here, or what?”

      She turned around, her back to my chest as I curled my arms around her waist. “It still seems surreal, doesn’t it? From our days sharing an order of fries because we couldn’t afford two… to this?”

      I laughed at the memory of how broke I’d been. Kissing her neck, I whispered in her ear, “Codie, I want this. And you make me believe I might just deserve it. So, come on. Tell me you love it as much as I do. Tell me, someday, you’ll want to share it with me.”

      Her smile spread as she tipped her head back to look at me. “What if I told you I damn near had a heart attack as soon as we pulled into the drive? I swear, it feels like this house was made just for us.”

      I closed my eyes, feeling the perfection of those words wash over me. “Yeah, it does. And we’re gonna make it ours, before someone else beats us to it.”
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        * * *

      

      We were sharing a pizza at our favorite pizza place a few hours after my offer on the house had been accepted, when Codie looked over my shoulder and groaned.

      “Oh no, not today of all days. It’s been so perfect.”

      “What?” I looked behind me and saw her mama sharing a table with three other gray-haired ladies. “You’re upset your mama’s here? Or you just don’t want her to see you with me?”

      She squared her shoulders, sitting up a little straighter as she raised her hand to wave. “No, it’s fine. We’re a couple now, and my mama is just going to have to deal with that.”

      I loved that Codie was willing to go to bat for us, but I had no intention of letting her do it alone.

      “Here she comes,” she said, between clenched teeth. “Prepare for battle.”

      I stood, offering my hand and a warm smile. “Ms. Harlow, nice to see you again.”

      She grunted, glaring at my hand before fixing her daughter with a death stare. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      I slid back into the bench seat, preparing to convince this woman that I wouldn’t hurt her daughter again. I just wished this conversation didn’t have to take place in the middle of a crowded restaurant where a dozen people had already asked me for autographs and selfies.

      “I think,” Codie said, gesturing to the half-eaten pizza in the middle of the table. “That I’m having dinner with my boyfriend.”

      I pinched my lips together to keep from smiling as her mama’s mouth dropped open before she snapped it shut again.

      “Your boyfriend? Girl, have you lost your mind? Have you forgot what this man did to you?” she demanded, stabbing a finger in my direction. “The way he dumped you and—”

      “Keep your voice down,” Codie said, casting a quick glance around the restaurant. “This is not the time or place to have this discussion.”

      “You think I care about making a scene?”

      I stood, stepping in front of her. “May I please have a word with you outside?”

      “Mav, don’t—” Codie whispered.

      “It’s okay,” I said, smiling at Codie. “Your mama has every right to air her grievances and I want to hear them.”

      “At least let me come with you?” Codie asked, pleading with her eyes.

      I shook my head, knowing we had to have it out once and for all if I had even the slightest hope this woman would one day accept me as her son-in-law. “Finish eating. We’ll be back in a bit.”

      Ms. Harlow glared at me before stalking out of the restaurant.

      I passed the table where she’d been sitting with friends and smiled. “Ladies.”

      “Mind if we talk in my truck? I’d rather not see our conversation posted online within the hour.”

      She crossed her arms, tapping her white sneaker against the pavement before she said, “Fine.”

      I led the way to my black pick-up and held the door open for her, offering my hand to help her up, which she flatly refused while grumbling about how capable she was.

      I should be nervous as hell. Ms. Harlow had scared the shit out of me in high school, but back then I had nothing to offer her daughter. When she told me I wasn’t good enough for Codie and would never amount to anything, I believed her. Now I knew that wasn’t true. I’d beat the odds and made a name for myself. And people like Codie’s mama and my dad could never look down on me again.

      I slid into the passenger’s seat and closed the door before I turned to face her. “Go ahead, say whatever you need to say to me.”

      “You nearly destroyed my daughter.” She practically spit the words out as her eyes filled with tears. “I thought I was going to lose her!”

      I drew a deep breath and nodded, trying to put myself in her position. I deserved her wrath and had every intention of letting her unleash on me, to get it out of her system.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t tell me you’re sorry! Sorry doesn’t cut it, Mister!”

      “What can I say then? What can I do to prove to you that I’m worthy of your daughter now?”

      “Nothing!” She folded her arms and stared straight ahead. “Because you’re not worthy of Codie and you never will be.”

      “I think that’s for Codie to decide, don’t you?”

      “She can’t think clearly when it comes to you. She’s always had a soft spot for you.” She rolled her eyes. “Though Lord knows why. Sure, some might say you’re easy on the eyes, and you have a decent voice, I guess, but that’s about all you have going for you.”

      “I know you don’t like men very much.” I figured the direct approach was probably best, since I wasn’t getting anywhere being polite and respectful. “And I gave you good reason to hate me, but your daughter can scour every square mile of this Earth and never find a man who loves her as much as I do.”

      Her lips twisted, like she’d eaten something sour. “The only person you’ve ever loved is yourself.”

      “You’re wrong. I’ve always hated myself. Aside from my brother, Codie is the only person who’s ever really loved me. And she’s teaching me how to love myself. Because if she sees something in me, I can’t be all bad.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she sized me up. “I’ve always wondered what she saw in you. I’ll admit, when I saw you singing on that awards show a couple of months ago, I might’ve seen a glimpse of it. I guess you have, what do they call it, that star quality.”

      I wasn’t sure I’d ever feel like a star, no matter how many albums I sold, but it was nice to know other people saw it. “I’m just a guy, Ms. Harlow. One who’s made a hell of a lot of mistakes. And the biggest mistake I ever made was hurting your daughter, but I swear to you, I broke up with her for the right reason.”

      “Oh, this I got to hear.”

      “I was an alcoholic. Even way back then. Still am, always will be.”

      “And?”

      “I was destroying myself. And I loved Codie too much to risk destroying her.”

      “But you did destroy her!”

      “I had no idea things would turn out the way they did. I hate that I put her through hell. But I can tell you this, she came out of it stronger—”

      “Shut up!”

      “Okay.” I wouldn’t let her win by getting under my skin and shouting back at her. That’s something the old Mav would have done. But I wanted to prove to her and myself that I had changed.

      “It took her years to feel strong enough to resist a drink. To trust herself to love another man. And after you, she got mixed up with a man who beat her—”

      “I know,” I said, softly. “I know all about it. And I can’t tell you how sorry I am. If I could’ve protected her—”

      “If you’d cared enough to stick around, she would never have gotten mixed up with that animal in the first place.”

      I was beginning to understand there were layers to her rage. Starting with the man who’d abandoned her. Her daughter’s alcoholism—which she blamed on me. And her daughter’s abusive ex—which she also blamed on me.

      “You’re right. But she would’ve been tied to a different kind of animal. I never would have hurt her, physically, but I would have hurt her every damn day. I have no doubt about that. I hated myself, so I was trying to drink myself into an early grave. She would have had to stand by and watch me do that, feeling helpless to stop me. And I couldn’t put her through that. So, you see, pushing her away was the kindest thing I could have done for her back then.”

      “Why do you men always pretend to be martyrs? You’re cowards, that’s what you are. Things get hard and you put your tail between your legs and run.”

      I hoped her daughter, the therapist, would one day find a way to help her let go of all of her rage so she could find peace, because I wouldn’t wish her kind of internal war on my worst enemy.

      “I know I’m not going to convince you that what I did was right. Maybe it wasn’t. I don’t know. All I do know is that I was a messed-up kid, with a substance abuse problem who couldn’t think straight.”

      “Say whatever you want, you won’t convince me.”

      “I can live with that.”

      Her look was fierce when she said, “So help me, if you hurt her again, I will kill you. And I’m not even kidding. It would be worth the jail time.”

      Her eyes met mine and all I could see was someone who loved Codie with the same ferocity I did. Who would lay down their own life to protect her, just like I would.

      “Message received.”

      “That’s all you have to say?”

      “I can sit here all night and make promises you’ll never believe, but to what end? Only time, and my actions, will prove to you that I’m worthy of your daughter. And I can promise you one day you’ll not only accept me, but you’ll love me.”

      She surprised us both by laughing. “Don’t count on it, buddy.”

      “You’ll love me, because you’ll see how much I love her.”

      She looked as though she wanted to say more, but reached for the door handle instead. “I can see you’re just as stubborn as Codie. No sense trying to reason with either one of you.”

      I watched her walk away, thinking how much fun I would have proving her wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Codie

      

      Mav had only been back on the road eight days and I was already missing him. It wasn’t like me to miss a man. I’d always needed space, liked doing my own thing. Spending time with friends. Working out. Going to meetings. Working so hard I forgot to eat. But none of that held much appeal when I had to wake up and fall asleep in an empty bed.

      He called me every night after his show and texted me during the day, but I knew he had a birthday party for one of his bandmates tonight, so I wasn’t expecting him to call until later.

      I’d crawled into bed and turned on a murder mystery, struggling to keep my eyes open. I’d obviously lost the battle, because when my phone finally rang and Mav’s name flashed across my screen, the bedside alarm clock told me it was after two in the morning.

      “Hey, you. You’re getting in late. Or did you fall asleep?”

      “Codie, is that you, baby?”

      I felt like I’d been gut-punched. I recognized that drunken slur too well. “You’ve been drinking?”

      “It’s a looooong story.” He sighed. “I miss you.”

      “I don’t believe this.” I closed my eyes, feeling regret and sadness wash over me. “I should’ve known better.”

      “Look, don’t get all bent out of shape.”

      He could barely form the words and I was disgusted. With him for drinking and trying to act like it was nothing and with myself for believing that he could be ready for a relationship so soon in his sobriety journey.

      “You need to get yourself to a meeting, Mav. First thing in the morning. And talk to Trey as soon as you can.” I’d relapsed in the beginning too, so I couldn’t hate him for doing the same. If I blamed anyone, it was myself because deep down I’d known this could happen and I tried to silence my own inner voice.

      “I will. God, I feel like shit.”

      “Maybe you’ll remember this feeling next time,” I said, fighting back tears. “Or you won’t. I don’t know. Sobriety comes with a lot of ups and downs.”

      “Yeah.” He yawned. “It’ll be okay. I’ll fix this, baby. Don’t worry, we’ll be good.”

      “There can’t be a ‘we’, Mav.” I knew it was pointless to have this discussion when he was drunk. He probably wouldn’t even remember it in the morning. “You have to do this alone.”

      “What?” I heard the panic creep into his voice and he sounded more alert than he had a few minutes ago. “What do you mean?”

      “My sobriety means everything to me. And I worked too hard to overcome my co-dependence. I can’t go back, not ever again. Not even for you.”

      “No, you don’t understand what happened. It was a stupid mistake—”

      “It doesn’t matter how or why it happened, Mav. Clearly you made the decision. One drink after another after another. That’s what got you in this state.”

      “But, I didn’t—”

      “Listen to me. You’re a good guy. You made a mistake. I get that. It happens to people in recovery all the time. Tomorrow is a new day. You’ll start over and you’ll be okay. I really believe that.”

      “But you and me—”

      “There is no you and me anymore. There can’t be. You have to focus on your sobriety and I have to get back to living my own life. It’s probably for the best. I was getting too wrapped up in you and thinking about the future.”

      “Don’t do this,” he pleaded. “Please, don’t leave me. I can’t do this without you.”

      He sounded sober now. I knew better than most how a shot of adrenaline could dull the effects of alcohol.

      “I screwed up. I admit that, but you can’t give up on me.”

      “You don’t need me. You’re strong enough to do this on your own. With Trey’s help and daily meetings.”

      “One time? One mistake and you’re ready to give up? Goddammit Codie, you can’t do that to us!”

      He was getting angry now. I’d known enough drunks to know belligerence would soon follow and I refused to put myself through that. “I’m hanging up and turning my phone off now. Please don’t call me again.”

      I slid my fingertip across the screen and powered the phone off before collapsing into the pillow as the sobs wracked my body. It hurt like hell, but I knew I’d get through it. Unlike the teenage version of myself, I had the inner strength and the tools to claw my way out of the darkness now.
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      Maverick

      

      I was pacing the length of Trey’s monster bus, fighting the urge to throw up. Not because I was hung over, because I’d lost the best thing that ever happened to me. Again.

      “How the hell did I let this happen?” I swiped at the sweat beading on my forehead.

      “Just relax, man.” Trey drummed his fingers against the table top. “Tell me what went down last night.”

      I closed my eyes, blowing the air in and out of my lungs as my chest felt more and more constricted with every breath. “You know we had a birthday thing for Chaz last night.”

      “Yeah, at a bar.” Trey rolled his eyes. “I told you that was a bad idea.”

      “You said yourself, I have to get used to temptation.”

      “Judging by what happened, I’d say it was too soon.”

      “I was doing good.” I replayed the night in my mind, confident I would have held it together, if not for that slip-up. “I was just making small talk with a waitress and I excused myself to use the restroom. When I got back, I grabbed my drink off the bar.”

      Trey raised an eyebrow. “What were you drinking?”

      I raised my hand. “Just Coke, I swear. But she refreshed my drink. She said she’d read somewhere my poison was Jack and Coke and she got me a double.”

      “Shit.” Trey leaned forward, hanging his head. “That sucks, Mav.”

      “Yeah.” I realized as soon as I tasted it what it was but I threw it back before I could even think it through. It just felt… so familiar, you know?”

      Trey’s expression was grim when he said, “I sure do.”

      “And then I started pounding doubles, one right after another, until the band realized what I was doing and threw me in an Uber to get me the hell out of there.”

      Trey pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay, well it’s not the end of the world. You screwed up. It happens to the best of us. Today is a new day—”

      “No! You don’t get it! Codie wants nothing to do with me. I’ve tried calling her twenty times and she finally blocked my number.” I sank down on a chair at the kitchen table, fisting my hands in my hair. “What the hell am I going to do? I can’t lose that girl.”

      Trey propped his elbow on the table and swiped a hand over his mouth while he studied me. “You’ve got to understand this from Codie’s perspective. She’s been working on her sobriety for years. Been working on her issues. And she has the kind of inner strength that can only come from getting down and dirty with all the crap that’s been messing up your life.”

      I released a long, shuddering breath. “I know. I understand, but I can’t believe she’d cut me lose because of one stupid mistake. How can she do that?”

      “She learned a long time ago how to put herself first. It’s one of the first rules of recovery, Mav. You should know that by now.”

      “Yeah, but we were building a life together. I bought a house this weekend. One she promised to share with me.” I knew I’d never be able to walk into that house now without thinking of her and everything I’d thrown away.

      “I know you don’t want to hear this right now, but you have no business making plans for the future. You need to learn to live in the present. Forget about yesterday and tomorrow.”

      I groaned, tipping my head back. “I can’t do that.”

      He sighed. “I’m giving you the best advice I’ve got, man. It comes from years of living this. But I can’t make you take it. I can’t force you to listen to me. You’ll obviously do whatever the hell you want. But I meant what I said when we started this tour. As long as you’re on the road with me, you’re sober. That’s non-negotiable.”

      I shook my head, battling the self-hatred bubbling up inside me. “You think you need to tell me that? I don’t want to drink anymore!”

      “Good.” Trey nodded. “Good, glad to hear that.”

      “I need to see her, Trey.” We didn’t have another show for two days, and I knew I could be back in time.

      “Don’t do that, Mav. Go to a meeting—”

      “I will, I promise. But I can’t just leave things like this. I need to explain to her what happened. I need to make her understand it was one stupid night and it won’t happen again.”

      Trey rolled his eyes. “Said every alcoholic ever.”

      “Don’t say shit like that!” I hated the ring of truth in his statement, especially when all of my mother’s lame excuses for drinking filtered through my head.

      “Look, I know you want to make it work with Codie. Believe me, I get it. When Sierra left me, I was a mess. I would have said or done anything to get her back.”

      “And eventually you did.” I had to believe Codie and I could have what Trey and Sierra had because I couldn’t cope with the reality that she may have written me off already.

      “Yeah, but it was a long and grueling road, for both of us.”

      “I don’t care how long it takes or how hard it is. There’s no one else for me. Don’t you get that?”

      “And don’t you get that this isn’t all about you?”

      I let that question sink in, feeling the sharp stab of despair that used to follow me everywhere I went.

      “This is Codie’s life too, and she’s built a damn good one for herself. She doesn’t need you, Mav. She has her business, respect in her field, financial security, her family, her friends—”

      “You don’t know what the hell she needs.” I needed her. I had to believe she needed me too. “So, don’t put words in her mouth.”

      Trey sighed. “I’m only trying to help you see this from her perspective.”

      I knew I was being an asshole and Trey didn’t deserve that. “I know how much I owe you. And I respect you and your opinion, Trey. But I’ve got to see her face-to-face. I can’t just let this go.”

      He nodded. “Then why the hell are you wasting time talking to me? Don’t you have a plane to catch?”
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      Codie

      

      Wariness prickled my skin when someone knocked on my door just as the eleven o’clock news was starting. I clutched my phone against my chest, trying to decide whether I should pretend I wasn’t home or…

      “Codie, it’s me, Mav. Open the door, please. I need to talk to you.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief, but it was short-lived when I realized I would have to see his gorgeous face, inhale his scent, ignore his pleas, and figure out how the hell to stand my ground without it crumbling.

      I took a deep breath, curled my hand around the doorknob and squared my shoulders. My frustration immediately softened into pity. He looked ravaged, like he hadn’t slept all night. Then I reminded myself he’d been drunk and was probably still feeling the effects.

      “Don’t you have a show or interviews—”

      “I don’t have another show for a couple days and I rescheduled the interviews. This—you—us takes priority.”

      “You can’t just show up at my door like this. I blocked your number to send you a message. I’m not messing around, Mav—”

      “I’m begging you,” he said, leaning on my doorframe. “Just let me explain.”

      “Did you drink?”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Did you have more than one?” We both knew he wasn’t a lightweight. It would have taken half a dozen doubles to get him that drunk.

      “Well yeah, but—”

      “You chose to drink,” I said, looking him in the eye, refusing to back down. “Not one, not two, but countless drinks. And that’s your choice. If you’re not ready to get sober, you’re not ready. But don’t pretend, for my sake, you are. That’s not fair to either one of us.”

      “I can’t have this conversation in your hallway, Codie. Come on, let me in.”

      I could have slammed the door in his face, but I knew he wouldn’t go quietly and I couldn’t bring myself to call the cops to chase him away.

      “Fine, you have five minutes.” I pulled my short black robe tighter, wishing he wasn’t so damn hard to resist.

      His gaze travelled up and down my body before finally settling on my face. “You’re so damn beautiful.”

      “Flattery won’t work.” But not melting like butter under his heated gaze gave new meaning to the word challenge.

      He stepped inside when I backed up, closing the door behind him.

      Mav was totally invading my personal space, but I couldn’t find my voice to call him out.

      He curled his hand around my cheek, touching his forehead to mine and I closed my eyes, trying to find the strength to push him away. I would always identify as an addict, but I never expected to feel this addicted to another person again.

      “I love you,” he whispered. “So damn much. I would never hurt you.”

      I pressed my palms into his chest, trying to keep some distance between us, for the sake of my sanity. “This isn’t about you hurting me. It’s about you hurting yourself, and the fact I love you too much to stand by and watch it.”

      I vowed to myself years ago I would never love another addict. Or at least not a man in the throes of his addiction. And I honored the promises I made to myself above all else. They mattered. And I mattered. It took years of therapy for me to finally believe that.

      “Listen to me.” He sunk his hand into my hair, splaying his hand across the back of my head. “I was at a bar, at Chaz’s birthday party. I was drinking Coke all night, I swear to you.”

      “Not all night.”

      “Well no, but…” He sighed, his eyes drifting to my lips. “I was making small talk with a waitress at the bar, just about music, and I excused myself to use the restroom. When I returned, she refreshed my drink.”

      I sucked in a breath as I imagined the scene playing out before me. Even if Mav hadn’t asked for that drink, he’d still downed it, followed by another and another, judging by his condition. It would be too easy to give him a free pass this one time, but I knew I’d be on edge worrying about him drinking every time he went out with friends, and I couldn’t do that to myself.

      “As soon as I took a sip, I realized it wasn’t just Coke. I called her out and she told me she’d read somewhere that Jack and Coke was my drink of choice. I don’t have to tell you, Codie, that taste…” His intake of breath was more of a shudder when he said, “It’s irresistible. If I don’t have it, I can live without it, but tasting it…” He shook his head. “I’m not strong enough to resist. Yet. But I hope I will be someday.”

      “Alcoholics like us can’t taste it, Mav. We can’t test ourselves that way. It’s not worth it. Whether you have one day of sobriety under your belt or ten years, starting all over from square one is hard.”

      He nodded. “I know. I realized that when I woke up this morning and the urge to drink was as strong as it had been the first day.”

      “Did you go to a meeting?”

      “Yeah, and I talked about what happened. It helped.”

      “Good.” I took a step back, needing a little breathing room. “Just keep going to meetings. Every day. Talk to Trey as often as you need to. He agreed to be your sponsor because he wants to help you through this, so don’t ever feel like you’re burdening him. You’re not. Everyone who’s ever been a sponsor takes the commitment seriously.”

      “I think it’s awesome that you sponsor other people now.” His smile was faint when he said, “You’re incredible.”

      I shrugged. “Just try to help other people the way my sponsors helped me. Paying it forward.”

      He reached for my hand, and I let him hold it. “Please say you forgive me.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive.” I was disappointed that he’d fallen off the wagon but I’d learned a long time ago I couldn’t personalize another person’s alcoholism or addiction. That was their issue, not mine. “You didn’t do anything to me, Mav. You did it to yourself.”

      “I did it to us.” His eyes filled with tears. “And I hate myself for that. Just tell me how to fix it, Codie. I’ll do anything. Private counselling or—”

      “Do whatever you feel you need to do.” I shook my head, wondering if everything I said to him tonight would fall on deaf ears because he was too wrapped up in self-disgust and self-loathing to hear it. “Your journey can’t be about me or anyone else. Not if you expect to come out of this whole.”

      He tipped his head back, staring at the ceiling. “Whole? What the hell does that even mean?”

      “I know what it means for me, but you have to define that for yourself.”

      His expression was sad when he asked, “How’d you get so smart?”

      “Years of meetings. Years of therapy and journalling and reading and making mistakes and learning from them.”

      His sharp intake of breath spoke more than words could when he said, “I don’t feel like I have years to figure this out. By then you’ll meet someone else, fall in love with them, and forget all about me.”

      I wasn’t a heartless bitch. I couldn’t stem the flow of tears if I tried, in the face of his gut-wrenching anguish. “I could never forget you, Mav. Not as long as I live.” I tapped my finger against his temple before resting my hand against his racing heart. “You need to get right here, and here. For you. And if you can’t do it for yourself, do it for me, but because I love you and want you to be well, not because you’re trying to get me back.”

      His expression was pained when he whispered, “Please, I need you.”

      I curled my hands around his face, my heart aching with the pain he was feeling. “No, you need to find that inner strength that I know is in there. You need to take care of that little kid that’s still inside of you. The one who didn’t get the love he needed from his parents growing up. You need to learn to love yourself. Then, and only then, will you be ready for a relationship.”

      He swiped a hand over his head, taking a step back. “What the hell am I supposed to do in the meantime? How do I even do this when I’m on the road?”

      “You could do online therapy.” I hoped he would take me up on my suggestion, but I knew the decision had to be his, and he had to be ready to face all those old monsters locked in his mind.

      “Yeah, I guess I could.”

      “And all of this pain you’re feeling, channel it into your music. Let it out. Don’t keep it locked in. I’ve always journalled about my feelings and it’s been an amazing outlet.” I smiled. “But you’re a songwriter. You could channel it into incredible songs that would probably help a lot of people. And who knows? You just might get another platinum-selling record out of your recovery.”

      His laugh was more of a huff when he said, “Maybe.”

      I re-claimed his guitar-calloused hands, looking into his eyes. “I want the best for you. And I’m really glad that you came back into my life. We got to deal with stuff and say things I’ve wanted to say to you for years.”

      “This isn’t good-bye, Codie. I won’t let it be.”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” I rolled forward on my toes, gently kissing his lips. “But it has to be good-bye for now.”

      He nodded. “I know, I understand.” He inhaled deeply. “I love you so damn much.”

      “I love you too. And a part of me always will.”

      “I’m gonna get right, baby. For me and for you. ‘Cause I really believe we belong together and I want to make all our dreams come true.”

      I had no doubt he believed that, but I had no idea whether his life or mine would take us in completely different directions. “Work on making all your dreams come true. And I’ll be cheering you on with likes and hearts.”

      He smirked. “You’ll follow me on social media?”

      “Of course!” I winked. “How else will I know if you write any more songs about me?”

      He hauled me against his chest, wrapping his arms around me, while kissing the top of my head. “Every song will be about you, beautiful.”
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        * * *

      

      Me and Mama were taking Gracie out to lunch for her birthday. Thankfully I was the first to arrive, so I could get my bearings before having to face the firing squad. I was determined to keep the focus where it belonged today: on my sister. But I couldn’t be sure Mama would do the same. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her since her chat with Mav in his truck and she would probably have plenty to say about it.

      “There you are,” Mama said, rushing in and claiming the bench seat across from me. “Why the heck did you sit all the way back here?”

      “I thought it would give us a little more privacy.” In case she planned to go off on me about Mav again.

      “Your sister just called and said she was running a bit late, but would be here in a few.”

      “Nice.”

      She eyed the small black and white gift bag with pink tissue paper. “What did you get your sister for her birthday?”

      “A spa day. I figured she would appreciate it, given how stressed she’s been with school finally wrapping up.”

      “Hard to believe, isn’t it? Our Gracie, a licensed therapist?”  Her eyes lit up and she clasped her hands. “I couldn’t be prouder of her. Of course, I’m proud of both of my girls.” She set her own small gift bag on the table next to mine. “Of course, your choices regarding men leave a lot to be desired.”

      I sighed. “Okay, Mama. Let’s get this out of the way before Grace arrives because I don’t want to spoil her birthday.”

      She gave me a pointed look before reaching for one of the leather-bound menus. “I have no intention of spoiling your sister’s birthday. But you can’t expect a loving mother to just sit by and keep her mouth shut when she sees her baby making a mistake.”

      I counted backward from ten, because that was often the only way to maintain my composure when dealing with my mama. “For the record, I never considered loving Mav a mistake. It was a learning opportunity, for both of us.”

      She scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Call it whatever you want, honey. It was destructive with a capital D.”

      “We’re not together anymore.” I raised a finger in warning before she could gloat. “Because I encouraged him to focus on his recovery for a while. But make no mistake, Mama, I love that man and probably always will, so no trash-talking, please.”

      I hadn’t always been able to stand up to my mama. When I was younger, I’d cowered in fear, in fact. But a lot of role-playing with my therapist helped me learn how to handle her without every disagreement spiraling into an argument.

      She lowered her silver-framed glasses to peruse the menu. “I’m sure some gold-digger will snap him up in no time. He must be worth millions already, and I have to admit, he’s not too hard on the eyes.”

      I narrowed my eyes, studying her. “Since when do you compliment Maverick?”

      “Well, I was talking to the girls about it when I got back to the table that night.”

      The fact that my mama referred to the sixty-something ladies in her book club as girls always made me chuckle. “And?”

      She shrugged. “They helped me to realize you could do a lot worse than him. He’s obviously not the same dead-beat he was when y’all were teenagers. He’s made a name for himself.” She sat up a little straighter. “He’s somebody now.”

      “Mav was always somebody to me. I didn’t care if he didn’t have two nickels to rub together.”

      She patted my hand, clucking her tongue. “That’s because you were young and naïve, Codie. You didn’t realize then that money makes the world go ‘round. Besides, even if things didn’t work out with him this time, you wouldn’t be left high and dry. He’d have to give you half of his fortune if y’all married.” She wagged a finger at me. “Just, for the love of God, don’t sign a pre-nup.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. My strong, independent mama, who’d never needed a man, was encouraging me to marry for money? “Who the hell are you?” I leaned in, whispering, “And what have you done with my Mama? The one who always preached about taking care of yourself and never needing a man?”

      She waved her hand, diverting her gaze to an older couple at another table. “She got old, darlin’, and lonely. And tired of living hand to mouth, or having to rely on the generosity of her daughters. Believe me, when you’re old, independence isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

      “Mama,” I said gently, covering my hand with hers. “I love being able to help you out. Please don’t ever feel bad about that.”

      She touched my cheek affectionately. “You’re a good girl. But I often wonder what would have happened to me, and your sister, if you hadn’t made enough to help us both out.” She sighed. “It’s not fair to you. You deserve a little help too. And by coincidence, you happen to have a very rich man head over heels in love with you. Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to give him a chance, Codie.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t even believe what I’m hearing right now.”

      “What? It makes sense, doesn’t it? It’s not like you’d be marrying for money. He loves you. You love him. You both want to have a family, I assume?”

      “Well yeah, but—”

      “And I saw that he just bought a big old house in Brentwood.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Gladys—”

      She smiled at the waiter who set down water glasses in front of us and inquired about the third person in our party.

      “She’ll be here in a few,” I said to him. “We’ll wait for her to order, thanks.”

      When he walked away, Mama said, “Anyhow, Gladys follows your boyfriend on Facebook, I think she said, and she sent me the link.”

      “I told you Mav isn’t my boyfriend anymore.”

      She fluffed her silver hair at the back. “A technicality. We both know you’d just have to say the word and he’d take you back. Though, no offense, I don’t see why he’d even want to be tied down to just one woman.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You know men love to play around.” Her look of disgust spoke to her feelings about the entire gender. “It feeds their ego. Don’t make the mistake of thinking your man is different than all the rest.”

      I would hate to go through life being as cynical as my mama, but I knew it was pointless trying to change her. She was who she was and that was never gonna change.

      Mama pulled her phone out of her purse. “Let me see if I can find that.”

      She scrolled through her phone while I checked my watch, wondering when my sister would arrive. I had back-to-back appointments all afternoon and there was only so much mama-alone-time I could handle in one day.

      “Ah, yes. Here it is.” She passed me her phone.

      There was a post that said, Home Sweet Home, with a partial photo of the front of his new house. It was concealed enough by trees that it couldn’t be easily identified by a passerby, which I assumed had been his intent.

      It made me wonder when the photo was taken and whether Mav had been back to Nashville since he showed up at my apartment three weeks ago.

      “Beautiful home,” she said, returning her phone to her purse. “Some lucky lady sure will enjoy being the mistress of that manor.”

      I couldn’t help giving her a dirty look. “It is a beautiful home. I was with him when he bought it.”

      “Ah, so he bought it for you then.” Her smile spread as she reached for her water glass. “I assumed as much.”

      “No, he bought it for himself.”

      “Honey, that man would do anything for you. Are you so blind you can’t see that?”

      I curled my hand around my forehead. I should have brought aspirin with me. It was a lunch with Mama, after all.

      “I don’t understand this one-eighty regarding Mav. You’ve always been his biggest hater. Now all of a sudden, you’re his biggest fan?”

      “I wouldn’t say that.” She leaned back, straightening her lavender cardigan over her matching tank top. “But the girls reminded me their daughters are all married to scoundrels too. One’s a beer-drinking, skirt-chasing car salesman who can never make the mortgage payment—”

      “I’m really not interested, Mama.”

      “My point is,” she said, raising her chin. “Maverick is a successful country singer now. On TV and everything!”

      “You’re the last person I ever expected to be star-struck by Mav.”

      “I’m not star-struck.” She extended her hand, looking at the pearl ring I gave her for Christmas last year. “I’m just saying, he may not be so bad, after all. He seemed sincere, that night when we talked in his truck.”

      “I know he’s sincere about loving me and wanting to stay sober—”

      “Hey, why’d you break up with him?” She leaned in, whispering, “He wasn’t caught with some groupie, was he?”

      I rolled my eyes. Mama still watched too many soap operas. “No, nothing like that.” I considered telling her it was a personal matter, but she could be relentless and I was already tired of this conversation, so I said, “He fell off the wagon, so to speak.”

      “Is that all?” She shook her head. “So what? As long as he’s not getting drunk every damn day and—”

      “Are you listening to yourself right now? An alcoholic can’t drink. And after what I went through with my own recovery, I know that better than anybody.”

      “All I’m saying is that I expected every man I met to be perfect, and when he wasn’t, I cast him aside.” She spread her hands. “And look where that got me, Codie. Old and alone.” Her voice broke. “I just don’t want to see that happen to you because you expect the man who obviously loves you to be perfect.”

      I was stunned speechless. I wasn’t being unreasonable, was I? I didn’t expect Mav to be perfect. Just sober.

      Ugh! Thanks to my mama I’d need an emergency appointment with my therapist, who I hadn’t seen in over a year, to work all this out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Maverick

      

      My hand was shaking as I opened the door to Codie’s shop. I hadn’t seen her in three months and I made an appointment with her under an assumed name. She could easily make a scene and toss me out on my ass. And I wouldn’t blame her.

      Amanda, who was sitting at the front desk, raised an eyebrow and cast a nervous glance over her shoulder when I walked in.

      “Hey, Amanda. Your boss around?”

      “Uh, yeah. She’s just finishing up with a client. Can I get you anything to drink?” She blushed. “I mean, a coffee or water—”

      “No, I’m good, thanks.” I tapped my knuckles on the desk. “Don’t tell her yet, but I’m her 3:00 appointment.”

      “Oh, shit,” she whispered. “I don’t think she’s gonna like that.”

      “She still hates me, huh?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “She still loves you. And that won’t make it easy for her to tattoo you.”

      Hearing that she was still in love with me gave me a little more courage to follow-through with my crazy plan. I’d respected her wishes and hadn’t reached out to her once in 90 days, but it was one of the hardest things I’d ever done. Even abstaining from alcohol paled in comparison to quitting Codie.

      “Do you know what you want?” she asked. “I mean, the kind of tattoo?”

      I took a folded sheet of sketch paper out of my pocket and handed it to her. I’d been a pretty good artist in high school and I’d spent hours on my tour bus perfecting this design.

      “Oh wow,” she whispered. “This is incredible, Mav.”

      “Thanks.” I put it back in my pocket, and asked, “Think she’ll agree to do it?”

      “Um, I don’t know. It’s asking a lot, given how she feels about you and how hard this has been on her, y’all being apart.”

      I appreciated her best friend being so honest with me, because I wasn’t sure Codie would have been. “I’ll try to respect her wishes, if she says no. But Codie is the best. If anyone is going to give me this tattoo, I want it to be her.”

      She nodded. “I get that. And you’re right, she is the best.”

      “I hear you and my brother have been keeping in touch.”

      “Yeah, he’s great.” She reached for her oversized coffee mug with bright pink lips emblazoned on it. “Who knows, if he ever decides to accept a job in Nashville, maybe we could see where things go.”

      I knew my brother was considering coming back to our hometown. He’d left to get as far away from our folks as possible, and I couldn’t blame him. But he was all grown up now and knew he didn’t need to keep running from them.

      Codie was giving her client, a middle-aged woman with a blonde pixie cut, a hug when she spotted me. Her eyes widened in surprise before she crooked a finger at me and gave her client one last parting smile.

      “Guess it’s go time,” I said to Amanda.

      She winced. “Good luck, Mav. You’re probably going to need it.”

      “Hey, Codie—”

      She raised her hand, silencing me. “Not here. In my office.”

      It was then I noticed all of her tattoo artists and their clients were watching me. “Uh, sure.”

      I followed her down a narrow hallway to a closed door in the back. Her office was small, but tidy, with a desk, swivel chair, two black leather armchairs and an antique bookcase. She had framed family photos lining an antique credenza and half a dozen with friends I didn’t recognize. I wanted to know the people in those pictures. Who they were, what they meant to her. Whether she’d ever talked to them about us.

      She folded her arms over her chest and leaned her backside on her desk, facing me. “What are you doing here, Mav?”

      “I’m your next appointment.”

      She frowned before shaking her head. “No way. I can’t do that. I’d be happy to set you up with—”

      “I need you.”

      Codie closed her eyes and I took a step closer. “Please don’t do this.”

      I pulled a red chip out of my pocket, holding it up for her to see. We both knew what it represented. Ninety days of sobriety.

      Her smile was faint when she said, “Congratulations, I’m proud of you.”

      I took another step closer. “I miss you so much, girl. It’s killin’ me.”

      I thought of all the sleepless nights, missed meals, texts never sent, drinks poured down the drain, tears, songs written, and none of that could have prepared me for the way my stomach twisted standing so close to her but not being allowed to touch her.

      “I miss you too.” Her gaze started at my motorcycle boots and slowly travelled up until they landed on my eyes. “You look good. Too damn good.”

      I smirked. “You too.” It killed me to ask, but I had to know. “Have you been seeing anyone?”

      “Don’t ask me that.”

      “So, you have?” I’d tortured myself, imagining her laughing, kissing, making love… falling in love with someone who could make her forget all about me.

      “We’re not having this conversation, Mav.”

      I didn’t come here today expecting her to take me back. I was still only three months into my sobriety, and the ground under my feet felt like quicksand most days. I needed to feel more stable before I could start making promises to her. Because this time I’d die before I broke them.

      I took a chance and moved in closer, bracing my fists on her desk, on either side of her. “Just tell me if you’ve slept with anyone else.”

      Her face was inches from mine when she said, “You’re such an asshole.”

      “Yeah, I am. But I’m still not low enough to kiss another man’s girlfriend, so now would be a good time to stop me if—”

      “Shut up and kiss me.”

      I kept my hands firmly planted because I knew if I didn’t, the first taste of her lips would send me over the edge. Three months of abstinence seemed like a small price to pay when the reward was Codie.

      She slipped her tongue past the seam of my lips and my body ignited. I was plunging deeper, she was locking her booted feet around my legs, digging her high heels into my thighs and I was thirty seconds away from clearing her desk and getting her naked right there.

      But she pushed me away and covered her mouth. “Jesus.” Her breathing was labored as she stared at me, wide-eyed. “How the hell do you do that to me? It’s like you flip a switch and I’m a different person.”

      “Answer my question, Codie.” My eyes drifted to her moist lips. “I need to know.”

      “No, I haven’t been with anyone else. Are you satisfied?”

      “Yes.” I knew I had no right to ask her to wait for me, but the fact she hadn’t been with anyone else gave me hope.

      “You?”

      I shook my head. “You’re it for me, baby. It’s you or nobody.”

      She sighed. “Why are we torturing each other this way?”

      “It’s not torture.” I rested my palm against her cheek and she closed her eyes, turning into my touch. “It’s laying the foundation for forever.”

      She finally opened her eyes and said, “I’ve got to get back to work. What kind of tattoo were you thinking about getting?”

      I pulled the sheet of paper out of the pocket of my denim jacket and handed it to her, feeling a fresh wave of fear, I could only compare to releasing a new song and wondering whether fans would embrace or reject it.

      Her sharp intake of breath before her eyes finally rested on mine still left me guessing.

      “You drew this?”

      I nodded. “You like it?”

      “The detail is incredible, but Jesus, Mav. How can you even think about doing this? It’s crazy.”

      “I want you to know when I say I’m working on our forever every damn day, I mean it. And the tattoo will remind me why I’m doing this… for us.” It was an intricate line drawing with her name in the middle in a fancy script, surrounded by One Day at a Time.

      “You sure you want to do this?” she asked, licking her lips. “Because I know I don’t have to remind you that tattoos are forever—”

      “I’m never gonna stop loving you, Codie. And I’m never gonna stop working on my sobriety. For you, for me, for us, for the family I want to have with you, for my brother, my band, my career, my fans, so yeah, I’m sure.”

      She nodded. “Okay, let’s do this then.”

      I followed her back out to the shop, nodding at a few people who were staring at me as I got comfortable in Codie’s reclining chair.

      “Where do you want this?” she asked, standing beside me.

      She was wearing a low-cut black t-shirt with half-sleeves and tight distressed jeans, and my mouth was watering just looking at her.

      She leaned in, whispering in my ear. “Quit looking at me like I’m a dessert you want to devour.”

      I chuckled. “Can’t help myself with you, girl.” I turned over my forearm, revealing a patch of skin I’d been saving for a meaningful piece, like this one.

      “You sure about that? You’re bound to get a lot of questions if people see a girl’s name tattooed on your arm.”

      “I’ll tell them the truth.” I waited for her eyes to meet mine before I said, “That she’s the love of my life. That’s all they need to know.”

      “You don’t make this easy.”

      I watched her prep for my tattoo, thinking how every day would seem like an eternity until I could finally come to her with the one promise that would seal our future. Today was the first step. My way of letting her know, after months of torturous silence, that I was still thinking about her every day and still busting my butt to give her the life she deserved.

      “Freehand okay with you?” she asked, settling in on her stool. “Or would you prefer I stencil it on?”

      “I trust you.” Trusting her with my heart, trusting that she wouldn’t stop loving me as I battled my demons, was the hardest thing I’d ever done, so trusting her to mark my skin paled in comparison.

      She nodded as she rubbed my skin with alcohol and got to work after attaching my drawing to her mirror for reference. “I heard that new single you released. The live version. It’s amazing.”

      “Thanks. I don’t have to tell you who or what inspired it.” It was called Forever Girl and talked about the life I wanted to build with her. How it started, where I saw it going, and why she meant everything to me.

      “Hearing your songs on the radio is still a little surreal.” She smiled. “Who would’ve thought we’d be here, huh? All these years later, making all our dreams come true.”

      “Not all of them,” I said, quietly. “But I’m working on it.”

      She cleared her throat, her concentration fixed on her work. “How’s the new house? Have you been back at all?”

      “Just a couple of days here and there.  Since our shows are usually Thursday through Sunday, I have a few days at the start of the week, if I don’t have interviews, radio, and that kind of stuff lined up. But I try to reserve some of that time for writing. I’d like to get back in the studio when I get home, especially if I’m going back out on the road with Tori and Ty.”

      “Doesn’t sound like you have much time for a life.”

      “I’ll make time.” I needed her to believe she’d always be my top priority.

      “You sure about that?”

      “I am.” That was non-negotiable. It was a commitment I’d made to Codie and myself and I intended to honor it. “How’s your mama and sister?”

      She laughed, shaking her head. “Suddenly Mama thinks I could do a lot worse than you.”

      I smiled. “Is that right? I must have made an impression on her that night we talked in my truck.”

      She wiped the tattoo as she worked, tilting her head, and inching her stool closer to me. “I hate to downplay your powers of persuasion, but I think her book club friends had more of an impact when they told her all about the deadbeats their daughters married.”

      I chuckled. “Hey, I’m not gonna complain. As long as she doesn’t want to take a hit out on me anymore.”

      She sniffed, shaking her head. “Crazy old lady. She actually talked to me about marrying you and security, and all this stuff I never thought in a million years I’d hear my independent, feminist mama say.”

      “Maybe she’s mellowing with age.” It was hard to imagine. She still seemed like a pistol to me.

      “She says she’s lonely, maybe even too rigid in her thinking when she was younger. And I think she worries about being a burden to me and Gracie in her old age.” She glanced up, her expression amused when she said, “But I don’t think she’d have any qualms about being a burden to you, should we ever end up together. Just so you know.”

      I grinned. “Oh, we will end up together. And as for your mama? She can burden me all she wants in her old age. I figure it’ll even the score, since I’m probably responsible for half the grey hairs on her head.”

      She laughed. “And I’m responsible for the other half.”

      “And how ‘bout Gracie? How’s she doing?”

      “She’s great, finished school now. She’s renting a little office in a medical building, with a couple of doctors, a naturopath and a chiropractor.”

      “Good for her.”

      “Yeah.” She smiled. “I’m so damn proud of her. Can’t believe, given where we came from, that she’s a therapist. I kind of thought we’d be the ones needing therapy our whole lives, not helping others.”

      “She’s making a real difference,” I said, quietly. “I can’t tell you how much it’s changed my life.”

      She looked up suddenly and her eyes collided with mine. “Really? You took my advice?”

      “Sure did.” I’d been talking to a therapist online for the past few months and it was really helping me to understand my addiction. Myself. And my connection with Codie.

      “I’m so glad, Mav.” She smiled. “It’s a gamechanger for people like us, with tons of baggage, and addictive personalities.”

      “Can’t promise I won’t always have my vices.” My voice was low and husky when I said, “Like you. I’ll always be addicted to you and that’s a craving I plan to satisfy for the rest of my life.”

      Her inhalation was shaky when she said, “No wonder people are downloading your songs by the millions, Stone. You sure know how to evoke… a feeling… with just a few words.”

      “Oh yeah? What are you feeling right now?”

      “Hot.”

      I smirked. “You have an office with a lock on the door, right?”

      She laughed. “Yeah, but I have another appointment right after yours, unfortunately. When do you have to leave town?”

      I wanted more than a quickie with Codie. I wanted all night and morning. “Seven tonight. Gotta do a guest DJ thing on a satellite radio station in the morning.”

      “That sounds like fun, but I’m not gonna lie. I’m a little sad you have to leave so soon.”

      I didn’t know how she’d feel about seeing me again, so I was relieved it had been a welcome surprise. “You could always come to another show. We’re in Kansas City this weekend.”

      She sighed. “I’d love to, but we’re swamped at the shop. I really can’t get away right now. Not even for a few days.”

      “That’s cool, no problem.”

      Her eyes narrowed when she glanced up at me. “Since when are you so easy-going? I thought you’d be trying to beg and bribe to get me to go. Or are all those pretty groupies a good distraction?”

      “Nothing and no one could distract me from thinking about you 24/7, gorgeous.”

      She rolled her eyes, “Whatever you say.”

      “You don’t have to believe me, but it’s true.”

      As she outlined her name on my arm, she whispered, “After this piece of work, I might have to believe you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Codie

      

      I walked into J.T.’s bar, also known as Jimmy’s, grumbling because my so-called best friend was running late. Again. We’d agreed to grab a burger, mainly so I could bitch about the fact that it had been three months since I tattooed Mav and he hadn’t called or texted once. Not even today. And it was my birthday.

      As soon as I pulled the door handle and entered the bar, a weird sensation gave me chills. It was eerily dark and too quiet. It was a weeknight, and only eight o’clock, but Jimmy’s was always humming, no matter the day or time.

      “Surprise!”

      I damn near wet myself when people jumped out from all directions and the place was flooded with bright light. My mama and sister were there. Friends I hadn’t seen in weeks, or some cases months. My tattoo family. Amanda, of course, the little scoundrel. J.T., and his wife, Nikki Spencer. Even Sierra, Trey, Luc, and Marisa were there. But when my eyes landed on Mav, I couldn’t breathe. Damn.

      All I wanted for my birthday was that man with a big red bow.

      He smirked, standing back, as everyone rushed to hug me and wish me a happy birthday.

      I kissed, hugged, thanked everyone for coming, and promised to catch up, but couldn’t tear my eyes off Mav, who was watching the whole scene unfold. Finally, my mama and sister caught on when they glanced over their shoulders and realized who’d captured my attention.

      Mama sighed. “Since he arranged this whole party, I guess we should let him have his moment.”

      “He did this?” I asked stunned, that with everything that had been had going on, he remembered my birthday. It wasn’t even a milestone birthday. Just my thirty-fourth.

      “He did.” Grace hugged me, whispering in my ear. “If I ever find a man who looks at me like that, you can bet I’m never letting him go.”

      She was right. The look Mav was giving me said it all. He loved me. With everything he had. And everything he was. And I’d be crazy if I let him leave town again without telling him I felt the same way.

      Once I was alone, I watched him walk slowly towards me, his eyes never leaving mine.

      “Hey,” he said, quietly.

      “Hey, yourself.” I reached for him, pulling him close. “God, I missed you.”

      Our last meeting had ended with a hug and a brief kiss, but since we had an audience at the shop, we’d kept our good-bye P.G. rated. This time, I wanted his good-bye to have X stamped all over it.

      “I missed you too, baby.” He pulled back, looking into my eyes as he tucked a stray lock of my hair behind my ear tenderly. “Happy Birthday.”

      “I can’t believe you did all this.”

      “To make up for all the birthdays I should have been with you. I never want to miss another one, Codie.”

      I curled my hand around his neck, pulling his face close to mine, as I whispered, “I’ll make sure you don’t,” before I kissed him. I didn’t care who was watching. How many tongues were wagging or how many questions I’d have to field later, about our relationship. I wanted to claim this man, the same way he’d claimed me with my name on his arm.

      I turned his arm over, smiling. “My name has never looked so good.”

      He grinned. “I know, right? Turns out it’s a damn good groupie deterrent, too. Who knew?”

      I knew it would be. And I loved it. “So, that means you’re still…?”

      His eyes were dark with need when he said, “Waiting for you? Damn right I am.”

      “How about you?”

      “No one else could compare to you, Mav. You gotta know that.”

      “God, I love you.” His kiss was deep and passionate, making my toes curl. When we finally broke apart, he reached into his pocket, and pulled out a blue chip out of his pocket and I recognized it immediately.

      “Your six-month chip.” I remembered how I felt when I got mine, like maybe, just maybe I could finally lick my problem. “I’m so damn proud of you. I knew you could do it, babe.”

      “I could do anything for you, for us.” When I started to protest, he covered my lips with his fingertip. “I’m doing it for me, Codie. Because I’m starting to believe all those things you said about me being worth it.”

      “You are worth it!” I threw my arms around him, hugging him hard. “You are so worth it, Maverick Stone. Every tear I shed over you. Every time I cursed your name. Every dream I thought was shattered beyond repair. It was worth all of it to be back in your arms again.”

      His look of surprise told me I had some work to do. He’d been so open about his feelings since the day we re-connected, and I’d been reserved. Afraid of getting hurt or losing myself again. But he’d been able to upend his entire life for me. He’d not only taken a vow of sobriety, but a freakin’ vow of celibacy! And I intended to reward him for his sacrifice… all night long.

      “Tell me you don’t have to leave town tonight,” I whispered in his ear.

      His hand strayed down my back, to the swell of my bottom. “No, I can stay until tomorrow.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to invite me over to your house for a sleep-over?”

      He diverted his gaze and I felt my stomach sink. “What’s wrong? You don’t want to be with me?”

      “Jesus, Codie. How can you even ask me that? I want you more than anything—”

      Mav’s hesitancy felt like a slap in the face, but I didn’t want him to see how much it hurt. “What’s the problem then?”

      “You’ve been telling me that I should wait a year to start a relationship, and I’ve been trying to honor that, and you, by keeping my distance.”

      “It killed me not to hear from you,” I admitted, knowing it was past time for full disclosure. We couldn’t go on like this. I respected the rules as much as the next girl, but I wanted my man back. Now!

      “Baby,” he said, framing my face with one hand. “I was dying to call you, but I was trying to give you some time and space to figure things out. And prove to you that I was serious about my sobriety this time.”

      I nodded, flattening my palm over his racing heart. I could tell he was as nervous as I was. Neither one of us were good at expressing our feelings, but we had to get good at it to make this relationship work, and I was determined. I wouldn’t let us quit on each other again.

      He tipped my chin so I was looking him in the eye. “So, did it help? Were you able to work through those issues? Make peace with having a famous boyfriend and clients getting all up in your business?”

      “Yeah. You weren’t the only one in therapy the past six months.” He raised an eyebrow, and I said, “What? Don’t look so surprised. I practice what I preach. I suggested you get help, and I recognized that I needed help too. I thought I’d worked through all my crap years ago.”

      “But?”

      My smile was teasing when I said, “I never expected this larger-than-life country music superstar to sweep into my life and overshadow me and everything I’ve accomplished.”

      “Codie, don’t even joke. I’m just a guy with a guitar and a decent singing voice, who can put pen to paper. But you’re the one who inspires all those songs, baby. Don’t ever forget that.”

      I looped my arms around his neck, pressing deep into his arousal. “Then I guess we make a pretty good team, don’t we?”

      He licked his lips as his gaze dropped to my mouth. “Damn right we do. I can’t do what I do without you. From the songwriting to the sobriety, you’re the reason for all of it, sweetheart.”

      I thought about giving him the speech about doing it for himself again, but I didn’t need to anymore. I realized I’d always approached recovery from a singular perspective because I’d never been in a relationship, so of course my partner couldn’t have inspired my recovery. Had Mav been in my life before, I would have wanted to stay sober for him. Just like he wanted to stay sober for me. And I was sure Trey wanted to stay sober for Sierra.

      I was finally starting to get it now. The interconnectedness of the journey that had alluded me before.

      “What?” he asked, smiling. “No warning? No lecture?”

      I shook my head, thinking it through before I spoke the words. “No, because I want to stay sober for you too. And the babies we’re going to have someday. And I want you to stay sober for us too.”

      He sucked in a sharp breath. “I will, I promise you…” He caught himself short of making a promise years into the future. Turning his arm over to reveal his tattoo, he said, “Every time I feel weak, I just look at this. It reminds me what I need to do and why. And when we have those babies you’re promising me, I’ll need you to give me another tattoo with their names, as a reminder.”

      I kissed him, drawing it out with a soft moan. “My pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      Maverick

      

      It was hard to draw Codie away from all the people who’d come to celebrate her special day, but I was dying to get her alone, so we could make up for lost time.

      I kicked my front door shut before spinning her around and pressing her back into the raised wood panel.

      She let out a little squeal and giggled when I started kissing her neck and slipping her cropped leather motorcycle jacket off. “You don’t waste any time, do you?”

      “Wasted too much damn time already,” I growled, sliding my hand up her black tank top.

      If I hadn’t been such a self-destructive idiot, Codie would have been my wife by now, and given me a few of those babies she promised me tonight.

      She tugged the tank top over her head and tossed it aside before sinking her hands into my hair and claiming my mouth in a hungry, possessive kiss. I loved that she took what she wanted without apology or reservations. That was the kind of woman I needed: one who could take everything I had to give and demand more.

      I undid her jeans and pushed them down without wasting precious time. “Need to be inside you,” I whispered in her ear.

      She moaned, letting her head rest against the door as I circled her nipple with my tongue. “Yes.”

      “Bed?” I could barely talk. My mouth and mind were too full of her.

      “Later.” She gripped my shoulders. “I need you now, Mav.”

      I’d never shed my clothes so fast. I didn’t even get her jeans all the way off before she instructed me to just “get rid of” her panties.

      I tore them off, loving the look of satisfaction in her eyes. I didn’t have to ask if she was ready. The evidence was coating my fingers when I brought them to my lips as I breached her.

      She sucked in a breath, closing her eyes on a deep moan when I boosted her up and she wrapped her legs around me so I could get just a little deeper.

      After six long months, I couldn’t get deep enough. I wanted her to be a part of me. For her body to infiltrate mine the way she’d claimed my mind. My heart. She had it all. There was no longer a separation between life before and after Codie. There was only Codie.

      “That feels so good.”

      I was pounding her hard while the part of my brain that hadn’t gone savage was yelling at me to slow down, be gentle, with her. “This okay?” I asked, slowing just long enough to make eye contact.

      “Better than okay.” She curled her hand around my biceps, digging her nails in. “Don’t you dare stop. You owe me. Six long months I waited for you. Now make it up to me.”

      “So much I need to make up for…” I was pinning her hips against the door, plunging in hard and deep. “May take the rest of our lives.”

      Her mouth fell open when I punctuated my words with action. “I can live with that.”

      Talk of forever didn’t seem to scare her anymore and I was taking full advantage to plant seeds that would prepare her for my third and final big surprise.

      My thrusts were forceful, powerful, but she didn’t seem to mind. I’d curse myself in the morning if she had even a faint bruise, but I couldn’t bring myself to stop. It felt too good. And it had been too damn long. Too many lonely nights on my bus. Too many cold showers. Taking matters into my own hands too many times, while fantasizing about her.

      “Mav, right there!”

      I held her in place, rocking slowly, hitting just the right spot, until her body trembled as she fell apart in my arms.

      Her teeth were grazing my shoulder, as her nails skated across my back.

      I was walking a tight-rope, seconds from free-falling, when she whispered the words that caused me to plummet.

      “I love you, Mav.”

      I closed my eyes and tipped my head back, as the tingling sensation built slowly before I feared my legs would go numb. The buzz spread up my spine as my stomach contracted before the mind-numbing rush of being able to empty inside of her. The surge was so powerful it left me breathless and shaky and barely able to support her weight or mine.

      She laughed as her feet slid to the ground. “You okay, babe?”

      “Jesus.” I hadn’t abstained for six months since high school, and being skin-to-skin with Codie after so many sleepless nights dreaming about her was almost more than I could handle. “I think I need a minute to remember how to breathe… or walk.”

      She reached down and snagged my shirt, pulling it over her naked body with a naughty grin as she left me gaping while she strutted into the kitchen.

      Damn. My shirt had never looked so good. I’d have to remember to leave a few with her because there was going to be a lot of sexting and late-night Face-timing until this tour wrapped up.

      “Water?” she asked, holding up a glass when I finally made my way to the kitchen.

      “Yeah, thanks.”

      She smirked as she passed me a glass of water with ice.

      “You know how much I love you?” I hadn’t said it when I had her pinned against the door, but I needed her to know, without a doubt, because I knew how long and lonely nights apart could get.

      She leaned over the island, flashing all kinds of cleavage, before kissing me. “I do.”

      Before she could sneak away, I gripped her chin before my thumb and forefinger. “Practice saying those words because I intend to hear them again real soon.”

      She smiled. “Is that so? Aren’t you getting a little ahead of yourself?”

      My heart sank. Was she trying to tell me she wasn’t ready to take the next step in our relationship? “I don’t know, am I?’

      She shrugged, looking cute and coy, as she pushed off the counter. “I guess only time will tell.”

      I grabbed her wrist before she could escape, hauling her back against my chest. I lowered my head, whispering in her ear, “It’s okay, I’m not ready to propose.”

      She frowned before tipping her head back to look at me. “You’re not?”

      I shook my head. “We’ve got a long way to go, you and me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Codie

      

      I felt like Mav had barely been home a week when he had to head back out on the road to open for Tori, but I was trying to be the supportive girlfriend and refrain from whining.

      It had been six months since my birthday party, and even though we’d been apart for most of it, our relationship felt solid. And he assured me he was growing more confident in his sobriety every day. He’d even been awarded his one-year chip yesterday, and I’d been in town for his concert, so we’d been able to celebrate his accomplishment properly. With multiple orgasms.

      “It’s almost show time.” Amanda squeezed my arm, practically squealing with excitement.

      I couldn’t blame her for feeding off the energy of the other concert goers. Mav would be opening in just a few minutes, and with his shocking rise to fame the past two years, fans were almost as excited to see him as they were to see the opening act.

      Luc was already talking about Mav headlining his own worldwide tour next year. I was happy for him, but damn, I’d give just about anything for a few months holed up somewhere with my man all to myself.

      Lights flashed, fans roared, and my heart raced when Mav finally took the stage. Sometimes, it was still hard to believe this was the same insecure kid I used to know. Now he rocked the stage. Played to the fans. Charmed reporters. Dominated the country charts. And owned my heart.

      Amanda fanned her face when he started to speak. “I know I’m not supposed to think this, but your man must be wicked between the sheets.”

      I gave her the stink-eye, before turning my attention to Mav, who was firing up the crowd.

      “I’m gonna let y’all in on a little secret,” he said into the mic. “I celebrated a milestone yesterday… one year of sobriety!” He pumped his fist in the air when the crowd roared.

      I loved that Mav found the courage to shine a spotlight on his alcoholism and talked about it publicly. He said it held him accountable and if it helped other people, who were also battling the bottle, he was all about setting an example of what sobriety could look like.

      “But I couldn’t have done this without the love of my life, y’all!” He crooked his finger at me, “Come on up here, beautiful.”

      “Oh hell, no,” I muttered, while Amanda giggled and pushed me towards the stage.

      People parted for me, applauding, and screaming, while Mav met me at the stairs leading to the stage and offered me his hand.

      “I’m going to get even for this later,” I whispered in his ear, making him laugh, as he led me to center stage.

      “For those of you who don’t know, this is Codie.” He raised our joined hands, revealing his tattoo. “I fell in love with this girl when I was a young, dumb teenager, y’all. And I had to let her go because I couldn’t control my addiction.”

      I was shocked that he had the nerve to stand on a stage, in front of sixty thousand people and bare his soul. He’d come a long way, and I couldn’t have been prouder of him. People asked me about him, and our relationship, all the time now. And instead of trying to hedge questions, or getting pissed off, I smiled and told them the truth: that life had never been better… for either one of us.

      Mav was my person. And I was his. And it only took us sixteen years to admit it.

      “But now that I’m finally figuring things out, and I’m beginning to believe you guys might actually be in this music thing with me for the long haul—” He laughed when the crowd erupted, screaming their support for him and his music.

      A woman shouted, “I love you, Mav!”

      Instead of feeling a pang of jealousy, I felt only pride. He’d earned their love. Support and admiration. And he’d done it by being himself. Totally authentic, in the songs he wrote and sang and the stories he told. He never pretended to be perfect. He openly acknowledged all his mistakes and flaws. And I knew it helped him to heal. And others too. Those who were inspired by his music.

      He smiled at me and winked before he shouted, “And I love you guys. I can’t thank you enough for all the love and support. So many of you have reached out to me and told me about your own battles with alcoholism and it’s helped me more than you can know, to see that I’m not alone in this.”

      He paused long enough to kiss me and my heart swelled with love for this man. He’d come so far, and I couldn’t wait to see how much further he would go.

      “So, in honor of this special occasion, I wanted to thank you, and most importantly, I wanted to thank Codie, with a new song I’ve written.” He turned to face me. “I couldn’t have done this without you, baby. You’ve been my rock.”

      I let the tear slide down my cheek unchecked as I mouthed, “I love you.”

      He did a half-turn, facing his band. “Okay, guys. You ready to do this?”

      I shared smiles with all of his bandmates. They’d been like my brothers when we were growing up and I still loved them all. They’d stood beside Mav through everything: his crappy childhood, our break-up, his alcoholism, playing seedy honky tonks, and now they were rising to fame along with him, and I couldn’t be happier for all of them.

      Mav held my hand and looked into my eyes as he sang lyrics about being broken and confused, losing the best thing that ever happened to him.

      Telling his story, he was re-telling our story, and it was bittersweet. We’d come so far, but the pain we’d caused each other ran deep, and our scars would always be a reminder to us both that love was a double-edged sword.

      He sang about tears, sleepless nights, and drowning in the bottle.

      My breath hitched when his voice broke as his lyrics told the story of being beaten down and feeling worthless, until he found someone to save him.

      He didn’t realize it, but he’d saved me too. I’d been living when we re-connected. I thought I was happy. I was successful, by most people’s standards. But I’d been so guarded, afraid to love, because the one man I’d given my heart to, broke it. Now he’d pieced it back together and I felt whole again.

      I got lost in his lyrics, and felt, like most people in the crowd probably did, the anguish and healing in his journey.

      The audience exploded when he finally dropped the mic to his side and pulled me in for a kiss. With his head touching mine, he whispered, “Don’t kill me for this. I love you, Codie.”

      Before I could ask what he was talking about, he dropped to one knee, and once again, the audience blew up as I covered my mouth with my hand and tried to breathe through my tears. As a girl who’d never been much of a crier, Mav always found a way to touch my heart.

      “Codie, I let you go all those years ago, because I believed I had nothing to give you. I was so sure I’d never make anything of myself, never be strong enough to wrestle my demons and give you the life you deserved.”

      I could only hope that somewhere, his father was choking on those words, seeing what a huge success his eldest son had become.

      “But I know now I was wrong. We had to take a detour that lasted too long, but during that time we found ourselves. And we’re back together better and stronger than ever.”

      I nodded, still letting the tears flow as the crowd remained quiet long enough to let us have our moment.

      “I wouldn’t ask you to be my wife unless I was sure I could be the husband you deserved. I know we’ve still got to take this one day at a time, babe. And that’s all I’m asking of you, one day at a time… for the rest of our days. Will you do it? Will you be my wife?”

      I nodded vigorously, since I didn’t have a microphone and couldn’t be heard without it.

      He laughed as he pulled a ring out of his pocket. Three diamonds, one larger one in the middle with two smaller ones on either side. I recognized the style immediately. It was a trinity ring. One of my clients received one for her silver wedding anniversary, and told me it represented past, present, and future. I couldn’t have imagined a more perfect, or symbolic ring for Mav to give me. As he slipped it on my finger and kissed me, I let the past wash away as I basked in the present and looked forward to the future. With the only man who’d ever owned my heart.
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