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CHAPTER 1 

Chants of “Ca—sey” echoed through the arena’s rafters amid the roar of stomping feet.  

Blinding spotlights danced through the darkness.  

Fifteen rows back from the stage, Rachel Shelton rubbed her sweaty palms on her jeans.  

Tiny shivers prickled up her arms. The drums beat louder, faster. Guitars twanged in pulsing 

rhythm with the throbbing bass.   

“Hello, L A!” Casey’s deep voice rumbled through the speakers.   

The stage erupted with an explosion of colored lights, and Casey stormed into his 

opening number, Wild Cat Cafe, the title cut from his latest album. His lyrics drowned in the 

screams. The drummer went into a frenzied solo, then capped it off with one hard beat. The 

lights went out. When they came back on, Casey stood center stage, wiping a handkerchief 

across his brow.   

Used to viewing him as a speck through binoculars, Rachel was amazed to note the 

details she’d missed: beads of sweat in his collar-length midnight hair, a tiny silver cross around 

his neck, “Gibson” engraved in gold letters on his guitar. Fancy clothes, confident smile. There 

probably wasn’t a soul in the building who’d recognize him as the man in her drawing.     

She slumped back in her seat. What was she even doing here? She should be halfway to 

Ashford by now. Aunt Emily’s funeral was in two days, twenty-five hundred miles away.   
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She glanced up at the nearby faces; intent, absorbed, awe-struck. Would the impact of 

Casey’s performance stay with them when they left the building? Rachel always felt as if she 

could take on the world for days after. Which was fortunate, since she’d be doing just that when 

she got to Ashford and spilled the news to Gramma about Brian.   

Casey finished his third song before everyone had settled down enough to take their 

seats. He chatted with his band, drank a few sips of water as the applause died down. “Good 

evening, Ladies and Gentlemen. I’d like to apologize for the scheduled act canceling out at the 

last minute. I’ll do my best to fill in for him. I hope you won’t be too disappointed.” 

Rachel laughed with the rest of the audience. The tabloids were calling him a doped-up 

has-been. Of course he’d gained a few pounds over the years, and a little silver dusted his hair.  

So what? He’d been thrilling crowds for twenty years, and would go on thrilling them until his 

dying day. His age was a sign of his critics’ own mortality, that’s what they couldn’t accept. 

The lights dimmed another notch. Goose bumps raced up her arms as she recognized the 

opening notes to one of her favorite songs. Casey began the first verse softly, romantically, 

though it wasn’t a love song. Crescendo built at the chorus. Trumpets and fiddles wailed like 

broken hearts in the background, then became lost beneath the command of Casey’s powerful 

voice, shattering the darkness with such emotion Rachel could almost taste the salty tears of the 

redhead swaying in the seat beside her. 

As quickly as his voice had overpowered, it tempered, blending with the soft style of the 

lyrics as he sang the second verse. The crowd sat spellbound as he recited the final lines in a near 

whisper. He stood motionless—wet hair gleaming under the spotlights, perspiration dripping 

down his face like heavy tears. Then with a flip of his finger the band struck up the chorus again 

and the audience began to scream. Rachel stood with the rest of the crowd as Casey delivered his 

passionate finale. 

“Thank you, Ladies and Gentlemen.” He nodded and smiled as the wild applause 

continued. “Thanks a lot, really.” 

“We love you, Casey!” a woman shouted from the rafters. 

He wiped a towel across his face, squinted up at the darkness. “I love you, too, sweetheart 

. . . wherever you are.” 
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Hundreds squealed in response. Grinning, Casey shook his head and walked to the edge 

of the stage. 

Rachel slipped her hand into her purse and felt around for the rolled up sketch. Because 

Casey’s music had given her so much enjoyment over the years, she’d decided to give something 

to him in return. Something personal. She’d spent countless hours perfecting every detail of the 

drawing, then stood in line overnight to buy her ticket so she’d secure a seat near the stage. 

Hopefully Casey would appreciate and understand the connection she’d meant to depict.  

She slung her purse over her shoulder, squirmed her way into the aisle, and managed all 

of three tiny steps before a security guard’s bulky arm smacked her across her chest. She 

stumbled backwards, dropping her purse to the floor. As she stooped to pick it up, heavy bodies 

pushed closer, shrieking, shoving, clawing.   

Heart racing, she felt around by her feet, found the leather strap and tugged. A spike-

heeled boot smashed down on her thumb. Gasping, she clenched her purse to her chest, fought 

her way back to her seat as an old Chuck Berry rocker blared through the speakers. It was 

hopeless. Even if she wrestled her way to the stage, her sketch would be torn to shreds before she 

got it out of her purse, let alone tried to hand it to Casey.   

The stampede to the stage continued on and off throughout the rest of the show while 

Casey poured his heart and soul into another hour of tear-jerking ballads, country sagas of love 

gone bad, and foot-stomping rock and roll. After his closing number, he thanked everyone 

repeatedly, then returned to the edge of the stage, touching as many outstretched hands as 

possible before his bodyguards whisked him off the stage. 

Rachel remained in her seat, waiting for the throng to filter out. It was a mixed bag as 

usual: middle-aged men in suits, women in low-cut dresses and heavy perfume, families, teens in 

rock shirts and flannels. Wanna-be Casey’s dressed in cheap replicas of his stage outfits lingered 

by the exits. Occasionally someone stopped to take their picture, though why she couldn’t 

imagine. Of course they were the same fanatics who’d end up on tonight’s eleven o’clock news. 

As with most subjects, the media seemed to delight in showcasing the bizarre. 

Fifteen minutes later, the aisles had cleared and most of the security guards were gone. A 

handful of fans prowled in front of the stage, watching the band members pack up their 
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instruments. Rachel stood up, glanced at the exit, then back toward the stage. Casey was 

probably halfway to the airport by now. His musicians didn’t travel in his private jet, but they 

were headed for the same destination, the next stop on the tour. What did she have to lose? 

She took out her drawing and approached a bearded man who was kneeling in front of a 

scuffed-up guitar case at the edge of the five-foot platform. “Excuse me. I was wondering if—” 

“Casey’s gone, honey.” 

“Yes, I know. But I wanted to—” 

“Next stop’s San Francisco.” He snapped the case shut and strode across the stage. “See 

you there.” 

She called to the stocky man packing up his drums. He ignored her. So did the guy by the 

speakers. Frowning, she unrolled her sketch, studied it under the bright lights. She still liked the 

concept, but Casey was the only one who’d know where she was coming from. And surely he 

didn’t open his own mail. She might as well just toss the silly thing in the garbage. She started 

down the aisle, intent on doing just that when a man’s voice called out from behind.  

“Something I can help you with, Miss?” 

She turned. The man wore a dark navy suit and tie, had short receding brown hair, and 

smelled like English Leather. Cute, in an odd sort of way. But surely he didn’t belong with the 

band.  Probably a leftover security guard, looking for a pick-up. 

She cleared her throat. “I . . . no, thank you. I had something I wanted to give to Casey, 

but everyone’s gone” 

“Not quite everyone.” He smiled. “I’m Tod Browning, Casey’s business manager.” He 

closed the gap between them with a comfortable stride, held out his hand. “Mind if I see what 

you’ve got?” 

Business manager? That might be. In any event, it couldn’t hurt to let him look at her 

drawing. She handed it to him. 

Tod studied it a moment, then looked up, smiling again. “I’m sure Casey would love to 

have this.” He pulled a pen from his suit coat pocket. “Why don’t you put your address and 

phone number on the back. I’ll see that he gets it.” 

4 



Face The Music 

If Tod thought it odd she had drawn Casey in tattered clothes sitting beside a weathered 

barn, he kept it to himself. Taking the pen, she scribbled her name and Gramma’s address on the 

back. She had given up the apartment she’d shared with Brian, and hadn’t found another yet. 

She handed the drawing to Tod, thanked him, and headed for the exit. She’d hoped to 

give her sketch to Casey personally, but the important thing was that her message get through. If 

Tod delivered, Casey would know that the people really affected by his music didn’t care about 

critics and rumors, because they’d always see through to the heart of the man who touched their 

very souls with a song. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Slashing rain and a nasty head wind took the steam out of Rachel’s early start for Ashford 

the next morning. Averaging a mere fifty miles per hour, she drove straight through the night and 

most of the next day before resting her bleary eyes at a roadside motel. Clear skies returned at 

dawn, but the sunshine didn’t do much to combat Minneapolis’ rush hour traffic. By the time she 

reached the “Welcome to Ashford” sign three-hundred miles later, it was almost one-thirty. If 

she didn’t go directly to church, she’d never make it in time for Aunt Emily’s funeral.   

Emily would understand if Rachel didn’t attend the service; she’d spent her life living 

and would want to be remembered that way. But explaining such foolish logic to Gramma would 

go over about as well as suggesting not every TV evangelist was assured a seat at the right hand 

of God. 

She turned onto the county highway, slowing as the B & B Drive-in came up on her right.  

It was now a McDonald’s. The gas station behind it was still a Shell, and Millie’s Motel a quarter 

mile up the road was still white with red trim. Coming up to Harry’s on her right. The same sign 

out front: “Cold Beer On Tap, Pool Room In Back.” Brian was probably inside, stocking shelves. 

She eased off the gas another notch as she passed the mobile home court, but couldn’t spot his 

parent’s trailer from the road. He’d probably moved back there, it would be a quick walk to 

work. 

The church parking lot was full when she arrived at Ashford First Baptist about quarter to 

two, which was odd. Not only had Emily spent the past twenty-five years in Minneapolis 

working as a nurse, she’d stayed single and loved every minute of it; ideas taboo to Ashford 

folks, regardless of the day, year, or century. 
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Rachel parked across the street and went inside. Mrs. Haney’s organ music was already 

underway. Scanning the pews, she spotted Gramma and Grampa sitting in the front row to the 

right. Unfortunately by then, nearly every face in the room was staring her way. She clutched her 

purse to her side and continued up the aisle.  

“Sorry I’m late,” she whispered, taking a seat to Gramma’s left. “Traffic through 

Minneapolis was awful.”  

Grampa handed her an open hymnal, patted her hand, and smiled. Gramma looked as if 

she were trying not to glare. Rachel studied the notes on the page until the minister took his place 

at the pulpit a few minutes later. Gramma took hold of her arm, squeezed it as they rose to the 

opening notes of Amazing Grace. 

For the next forty minutes Rachel alternated her gaze between the flowers surrounding 

Emily’s casket and the minister’s robe. When it came to time stand at the door accepting 

condolences as people filed out, she focused on the numerous hairstyles. And while Gramma, 

Grampa, and the rest of the congregation formed a procession west toward the cemetery, Rachel 

headed for the old Victorian house on Walker Street, where she’d spent the first twenty-one 

years of her life. 

# 

“Disrespectful’s what it is,” Gramma was saying from across the kitchen a few hours 

later.   

“I’m sorry, Gramma.”   

“Don’t know why I’m surprised. You ain’t even been out to pay your respects to your 

own parents since I don’t know when.” 

She’d been twelve. “I just don’t see what purpose it serves.” 

“It doesn’t have to serve a purpose, girl. It’s just the right thing to do.” She patted her 

head, checked the bobby pins that held her thinning gray hair into a bun. “But I guess you don’t 

care much about doing the right thing.” 

Rachel sighed. The news that she’d broken her engagement to Brian had gone over 

exactly as she’d envisioned, like a tree crashing in the forest. “Do you really expect me to marry 
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Brian after I told you how I feel?”  

“Look what to happened Emily. Poor dear doesn’t have a soul left to carry on after her. 

That how you wanna end up?” 

“She was happy.” 

Gramma snorted. “She’d have jumped at the chance you’re throwing away. Land sakes, 

the wedding’s been set since last Christmas. What am I supposed to tell everybody?” 

“I don’t love Brian.”   

“You’re twenty-four years old. Ain’t it about time you get your head out of the clouds?”  

Her pale blue cotton dress lifted to mid-calf as she bent over, put a casserole into the oven. “Got 

your hormones confused with your brain’s what I think. Expecting some handsome Casanova to 

pop out of the sky and sweep you off your feet.”   

“It has nothing to do with hormones, Gramma. Brian and I have different . . . ambitions.”  

If you could call tending bar at Harry’s Tap an ambition.   

“Everybody wants what they ain’t got. Brian’s a good decent, boy. He’ll take care of you, 

work hard, and be a good daddy to your young ones. Those are the qualities you look for in a 

man.” 

Like Grampa, you mean, Rachel wanted to say, but didn’t. He’d worked his whole life at 

the railroad, talked about going to Disneyland and Hawaii, but never got farther than 

Minneapolis, three hundred miles away. Right now he was at the church, helping clean up the 

flowers.  

“Your mother knew what I was talking about, God rest her soul. Settled down that father 

of yours right good.” 

Rachel had been only four when her parents died, so most of her memories of them were 

really Gramma’s and Grampa’s recollections. She’d always visualized them as having Casey’s 

drive and ambition, daydreamed of growing up in Chicago instead of Ashford. Maybe her 

mother would have sold her paintings. Maybe her father would have been a doctor or a lawyer; 

he’d been going to night school, that much Grampa had told her. 

“What you thinking, anyway? You won’t have to worry about supporting yourself 
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because Emily left you some money? Fifty thousand’s a drop in the bucket, child. Won’t last you 

more than a couple of years. Especially if you go through with that foolishness about keeping on 

with college another two years.” 

“It’s not foolishness.” 

“You got any idea how many people want to draw and paint for a living, Shelly? Not one 

in a million make it. A teaching degree in your pocket gives you something to fall back on, that’s 

what I’m saying.” 

“But I don’t want to be a teacher.”   

Gramma slid her round, wire-framed glasses down on her nose, gave Rachel the familiar 

scowl of disapproval. Fortunately, the you’ve-got-to-be-sensible speech sure to follow was cut 

short as the phone let out a loud brinngg. 

“That’s the trouble with young people today. Never satisfied.” 

Rachel wiped her sweaty arm across her brow as Gramma shuffled past her into the 

living room. August in Ashford. The thermometer on the screened-in back porch read eighty-

five, but with the humidity it felt like a hundred and twenty. She crossed to the small refrigerator 

near the back door and searched for something to drink: a pitcher of lemonade, a can of root 

beer, a quart of milk. 

She heard Gramma let out a short coughing noise in the other room—as close as she ever 

came to laughing anymore. She said there wasn’t anything to laugh about in the type of world 

they lived in today and everybody better keep their eyes to the stars as the Lord was coming back 

any day now to punish all the sinners. Rachel popped open the root beer and drank a long 

swallow as Gramma returned to the kitchen.   

“Phone’s for you. One of your old school chums playing a joke.” She shook her head.  

“It’s embarrassing, you know. Ain’t a soul in town doesn’t know about your silly infatuation 

with that Casey McCard goon.” 

Rachel stepped through the doorway, crossed to the end table that doubled as a magazine 

rack. At present it overflowed with copies of Family Guidance. She set a hand on top of the stack 

to keep it from tumbling, then grabbed the phone and said “Hello” more sharply than she’d 

meant to. 
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# 

Holding the handset to his ear, Casey McCard stood by the bay window in his bedroom 

overlooking the front yard. “Good afternoon,” he said. “Is this Rachel Shelton?” 

There was a stiff silence on the other end of the line. Maybe she’d hung up. The old gal 

who’d answered the phone had thought he was playing some sort of practical joke. “Hello? Is 

anyone there?” 

“Yes, this is . . . I’m Rachel,” a timid voice answered.   

“Casey McCard here, Rachel.” He glanced at the sketch propped up on his dresser across 

the room. “I wanted to give you a call, thank you for the drawing. It was very thoughtful of you.” 

More silence. He crossed to the dresser, picked up her sketch. It was like a Sunday drive 

through his past: the old gray barn, the broken fence, the small clapboard farmhouse in the 

distance. And there he stood, leaning against the barn in a denim jacket, torn overalls, and worn-

out boots. He could almost feel the dirt caked on his skin.   

He stepped over to the thermostat, cranked it down to sixty-five. “Rachel? Are you 

there?” 

“Umm . . . yes.” She laughed faintly. It sounded like a young laugh. “I wanted to give 

you something . . . your music has always meant . . . I really enjoy it.” She coughed. “What I 

mean is . . .” 

“Thanks a lot, Rachel. I appreciate it. Really. You’re very talented, by the way. I can tell 

from your drawing you see things other people don’t.” 

“I sense the same thing in your music.” 

Casey blinked. He’d been trying to visualize what the artist might look like, but the 

image blurred as her words replayed in his mind. “Well. I won’t take up any more of your time.  

If you’re ever in Dallas, look me up. We’ll exchange artist’s views or something.” 

“Sure. I’d like that.” 

“You take care, now.” 

“You, too.  And . . . thanks for the call.” 
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“My pleasure.” Casey broke the connection and tossed the phone on the bed. His palm 

was little damp. He wiped it on his slacks. 

Faint laughter came from outside. He stepped through the sitting area, past the 

entertainment center, and over to the window. The gardener was busily applying a fresh coat of 

white paint to the gazebo. Ronnie was waxing the Cadillac. The chatter was coming from the 

pool out back: his cousins, Blake and Josh, their buddies, numerous girlfriends. 

What would they think if he showed them Rachel’s drawing? 

They wouldn’t have a clue, but it didn’t matter. 

He stripped down, put on a pair of swimming trunks, and walked out the door. So he 

might have done things a little differently if he had it to do over. Who wouldn’t? The past was 

past, Daddy used to say. And we should all be damn glad of it. 

# 

“It was Casey,” Rachel insisted. There was no doubt in her mind. His voice, even his 

speaking voice—deep, with a slight Southern accent—always evoked a quickened heartbeat and 

a flutter of butterflies in her stomach. She still felt both, fifteen minutes after the fact. She wasn’t 

sure why it mattered that Gramma believe her. Probably because there was no one else here, and 

she had to convince someone that Casey had called her, Rachel Shelton. One fan out of millions. 

Because he liked her drawing. 

“Good Lord, girl. You’ll believe anything, you want it bad enough.” Gramma returned to 

the stove, mumbling something about Rachel living in a fantasy world. “You think he’d take the 

time to talk to you personally? Darn fool’s so pumped full of drugs he probably can’t even get 

out of bed alone, least make a phone call.” 

Rachel sighed. Ever since Gramma had read Casey McCard Backstage, a disgusting 

expose written by a former employee, she’d been certain Casey was the devil in sheep’s clothing. 

Maybe Grampa would believe her. He’d be home soon. They’d spend the evening looking 

through old photographs and watching TV. The soles of her shoes squeaked as she crossed the 

faded linoleum floor to the sink under the window. She washed her hands, dried them on the thin 

towel. “What can I help with, Gramma?” 

“Why don’t you tune in the radio.” She nodded at the tin-top table to the right of the 
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counter. “It’s about time for Doctor Grayson’s program.” 

Doctor Grayson. Rachel had always thought it odd ministers called themselves doctors.  

She turned on the old Emerson, grabbed a scratch pad and pencil, and sat down at the big square 

table in the middle of the room. While Grayson warned about gays taking over the world and 

Gramma shook her head muttering “amens,” Rachel doodled on the paper and let her thoughts 

drift back to Casey’s call. Of course he hadn’t really meant it when he told her to look him up. 

He was just being polite. 

Not that she’d do it, anyway. She knew Casey was nothing like the man portrayed in the 

tell-all book; his response to her drawing proved that. But regardless of his homespun ideals, he 

wasn’t a poor farm boy anymore. He was a mega-superstar with a mansion, bodyguards, women 

throwing themselves at his feet. Models, movie stars, beauty queens. 

It wasn’t likely he’d be interested in an average-looking twenty-four-year-old aspiring 

artist from Ashford, Minnesota.    

# 

Several times over the next few days, Rachel tried calling her old best friend, Kathy 

Spencer. She kept getting Kathy’s mother, who insisted Kathy and her husband, Lenny, were out 

of town for the week. Kathy must have heard about Aunt Emily’s death, and that Rachel was 

coming for the funeral. Kathy’s dad owned the local hardware store. Grampa went in there at 

least once a week. 

She’d said it in letters, but Rachel wanted to let Kathy know, face-to-face, there were no 

hard feelings. Since junior high, they’d talked about leaving Ashford together and moving to Los 

Angeles. After graduating from Lincoln High, Rachel had worked at Mason’s drugstore for three 

long years, saving up. Kathy had helped her dad at the hardware store. But the morning they 

were finally set to leave, Kathy had come out of her house, tears dripping down her cheeks. “I 

just can’t go, Shel; leave all my friends. California’s so far away.” 

It had taken Rachel months to figure out that the death of Kathy’s younger brother had 

probably played into her decision. He’d died of an alcohol overdose at a party. Seventeen years 

old—honor student, scholarship waiting in the wings. All the more reason Rachel would have 

left, but Kathy didn’t see it that way, and so their best-friendship had trickled to exchanging 
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Christmas cards.   

Rachel let the phone ring a few more times, then hung up and carried her suitcase out to 

her car. Gramma was waiting in the kitchen when she went back inside to say good-bye. 

“Sure wish you could find time to stay a few more days.” 

“Next time, Gramma. I have to get back, find a new apartment. Then I have to talk to an 

advisor about what classes I’ll—” 

“Yeah, you were always too busy to make time for family. You make sure and call as 

soon as you get there. I have to write the magazines, get your address switched so you don’t miss 

any issues.” 

“Thanks, Gramma.” At her old apartment she’d given the religious magazines to Mrs. 

Darwin, in 3-C down the hall. It didn’t feel right just to throw them away. “Well.” She reached 

out, gave Gramma a hug. 

Gramma’s trembling arms held on tight, then squeezed and let go.  “You’ll be coming for 

Christmas?” 

“I’ll try, Gramma.” Rachel walked to the table, where Grampa sat peeling an orange.   

He glanced up, winked and smiled.  “Have a safe trip, sweetie.” 

“I will.” She bent over, kissed his wrinkly cheek.   

She waved at Gramma, who stood by the table, frowning. “See that you stay away from 

that McCard galoot, you hear?  Man’s got one thing on his mind, ain’t that so, Henry?” 

Rachel pulled open the screen door. Gramma was chewing out Grampa again for 

entertaining the possibility that it had been Casey who’d called. “Fella can’t be all bad, you 

know, Betty. And Shelly does draw some pretty nice pictures.” 

Of course it didn’t change anything. Her drawing had served its purpose, let Casey know 

that the people inspired by his music would go on caring. It didn’t matter if Gramma, or anyone 

else, understood. 

She slid into her Honda, rolled down the window, and backed out the driveway onto 

Walker Street. Neighbors weathered the breathless heat with paper fans on screened front 
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porches, barefoot tots with popsicle smiles scurried through icy sprinklers, grackles squawked 

from the wilted leaves of aging oaks. A month from now the porches would be empty, the kids 

would be in sweaters, and the birds would search for food beneath dry, colored leaves. Things 

changed but they didn’t. Ashford would always be Ashford. Gramma would always be Gramma. 

And Casey would always be Casey. Rachel smiled, wondering what he’d do if she did 

decide to drop by. She’d never know, of course.    
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CHAPTER 3 

Four nights later Rachel sat in her stuffy little car, staring through the wrought-iron gates 

at Casey’s mansion wondering what had possessed her into taking this ridiculous detour. Every 

window in the house blazed with light. Music blared. Dozens of fancy vehicles lined the circular 

drive. Had she really expected because Casey lived in a small town on the outskirts of Dallas that 

he lived a small-town life?   

A horn honked impatiently behind her. She glanced in the rear view mirror. Headlights 

flashed, the horn beeped again. She was about to get out and inform the driver she’d need room 

to turn around when the tall black gates separated at the center and swung in. A heavy-set man 

dressed in a brown uniform stepped out of a shack beside the gate and waved her through. 

The Jeep was riding her bumper, there was nothing to do but go forward. The guard 

motioned for her to pull off to the side. As she did, the Jeep squealed past, then stopped short a 

few yards ahead. The driver got out, waved off the security guard, and walked toward her. The 

morbid tattoos covering his arms were a perfect match for his dark beady eyes. Her shoulders 

tensed as he leaned over and rapped on her window. She rolled it down and tried to smile. 

“How you doing tonight, Miss?”   

“I . . . fine.” 

“California, huh?” He grinned. “Looks like you wandered off-track a few miles.”   

“Yes. I was just on my way home.” 

“And you thought you’d take a little detour to Casey’s place.” His smile widened. “Well, 

it just so happens he’s here tonight. Having a party, as you can see.”  He paused, scratched his 
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wiry beard. “Seeming you drove so far out of the way and all, I don’t think he’d mind if you 

came inside and had a few drinks.” 

Rachel bit her bottom lip. 

“I’m Blake McCard, you know. Casey’s cousin? As luck would have it, I’m real partial to 

California girls.” He paused, looked her over. “Course I expected you to be in a bathing suit and 

blond with a killer tan.” He laughed, then nodded up at the house. “People are expecting me, so I 

gotta go. Go ahead and park this little thing where you can find room. I’ll see you inside.” 

At Casey’s party. In Casey’s house. With Casey. “Well, I . . . sure, that sounds like fun.” 

Fun? She shifted behind the wheel, watched Blake get back into his Jeep and drive up to 

the house. He screeched to a stop, double-parked in front of a white Lincoln, jumped out and 

jogged up the porch stairs and into the house.  

She glanced in the rear view mirror. The guard was still in the shack, reading a magazine.  

She eased her car forward. The driveway circled up to the house, around the yard, and back to 

the gate. She drove past the four-car garage and parked behind a red Porsche. There were 

probably hundreds of people at Casey’s party, what were the odds she’d run into Blake again?  

She’d stay just a few minutes, long enough to say she’d been here. Maybe catch a glimpse of 

Casey from across the room. 

She locked her car and headed up the driveway. Huge pink and red roses lined both sides.  

A fountain, centered amidst a circular garden, sprayed twenty feet into the sky. It struck her she 

was a long way from Ashford. She drew a deep breath and continued on to the house—a two-

story brick colonial with a dark red tiled roof and matching shutters. Two enormous wooden 

pillars carved into the shapes of rearing horses supported the roof over the porch. 

The music was so loud she felt the bass vibrating through the soles of her shoes as she 

climbed the steps. She crossed to the entrance, grabbed the brass handle, twisted it slowly, and 

eased open the door. She couldn’t see much but a massive crystal chandelier suspended from the 

ceiling of the foyer, and groups of people hazed in smoke. 

No one appeared to be watching the entrance. She stepped inside, closed the door behind 

her. Casey was here, somewhere. The trick was to find him before she ran into Blake. Or got 

thrown out. She crossed the foyer, turned to her left, and moved into the crowd. A marble 
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fireplace was centered on the wall straight ahead. White couches and chairs were scattered about 

the room, crammed to the limit with people eating, smoking, drinking, laughing. 

“There you are.” 

Rachel jumped, turned. Blake stood a few feet away, grinning. A cigarette dangled from 

his fingers. He reeked strongly of pot. 

“Casey’s downstairs, shooting some pool.” He nodded at a closed door to the right of the 

fireplace. “Come on, I’ll introduce you.” 

Just like that? She took a step backward, stared at the closed door.   

“You do want to meet him?” 

The basement door swung open. A slim blond man stepped through the doorway and 

walked toward them. Four women and another guy followed closely behind, separated, and 

dispersed into the crowd. Laughter drifted up the stairway. Casey probably was down there, and 

Blake had every intention of introducing him to her. So what if Blake expected her to repay the 

favor later? He could hardly force himself on her with an audience of hundreds. Besides, there 

were plenty of beautiful women here. Once he figured out she wasn’t his type, he’d lose interest 

and move on. 

“What’s your name?” he asked, smiling again as he took her hand. 

“Rachel.” 

Every gaze in the room stared her way as she walked with Blake to the door. Obviously 

the basement wasn’t a free-for-all like the rest of the house, but other guests were coming and 

going; Casey’s friends, or friends of friends. It was silly to be frightened. She was just nervous. 

And why not? She was about to meet Casey!   

Her heart pounded as she followed Blake down the stairs. Track lights brightened the 

paneled hallway. Blake led her past several closed doors and into the last room on the right.  

Inside, dozens of people stood around a large pool table. Most were women, skimpily dressed or 

done out in their glitzy best. Country music played through speakers in the wall, though Rachel 

could still hear the boom-boom of the bass coming from the floor above. 

No one was talking, which she thought strange, until a tall, dark-haired woman wearing a 
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halter top and tight white shorts moved back from the table and Rachel saw him. Dressed in a 

dark silk shirt, gray slacks, and black boots, Casey circled the table, cue stick in hand. Every soul 

in the room was watching, waiting. He lined up a shot and sank it in the corner pocket. Everyone 

applauded. He cleared the last three solids from the table, then called the pocket for the eight 

ball. The crowds’ oohs and aahs turned to groans as the spinning black eight rolled to a stop half 

an inch from its intended target.   

A fortyish, brown-haired man built like a heavyweight boxer got up from the sofa under 

the window across the room and made his remaining two shots, including the eight ball. Rolling 

his cue stick between his palms, he grinned up at Casey. “Go again?’ 

Casey stared at him, jaw set, eyes a cool, soft blue. For an instant Rachel thought he was 

going to explode—and by the looks on their faces, so did everyone else in the room. Suddenly he 

burst into a wide grin, tossed his cue on the table, and slapped the man across his back. “Hell of a 

game, Ronnie. You been practicing?” 

“I’ll never tell.” 

When Casey laughed, Rachel felt a swarm of butterflies flutter in her midriff. He turned 

around, and suddenly his gaze found hers. Her breath caught. Her heart froze. Everything around 

her seemed to vanish as she looked into his eyes.   

He smiled and nodded, then turned away, his gaze sweeping the room. He said hi to a few 

people, calling them by name, then crossed to the wet bar in the corner and sat on one of the 

stools. Within seconds a dozen people were behind the bar, offering to mix him a drink.   

“I’ll introduce you to him later, when there ain’t so many people around.” 

Rachel turned slowly. She’d forgotten all about Blake, who stood a few feet to her right, 

downing a beer.   

He crushed the empty can, tossed it onto the pool table, and took hold of her arm. “Come 

on. I’ll give you a tour of the rest of the house.” 

She felt the butterflies again, only these were more like wasps. “Actually, it’s getting late. 

I wasn’t planning on staying more than a few minutes.” 

Blake’s grip tightened. “Party’s barely started, honey.” He grinned, relaxed his hold. 
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“Casey’ll sit down at the piano in a while, play a few tunes. You wouldn’t want to miss that, 

would you?” 

Rachel doubted Casey would sing tonight, considering he’d just completed a fifteen-city 

tour. She glanced back at the bar. She hated the idea of getting this far, then leaving without 

talking to Casey. But she wasn’t willing to make a spectacle of herself, fight through three layers 

of women to get to him. And what would she say, anyway? He’d probably received lots of gifts 

on the tour, made lots of thank you calls. 

She turned back to Blake, forced a smile. As soon as they were upstairs she’d lose him in 

the crowd and scram out the front door. 

As they stepped into the hall, Blake pulled a set of keys from his pocket, crossed to a 

closed door across the hall and unlocked it. “Here’s where he’ll sing when he’s ready.”  

Rachel peered inside. Blake didn’t turn on the lights, but she could make out the shadow 

of a grand piano in the center of the room. A cool shiver spread through her. “Isn’t this where 

Casey records?” She’d read he didn’t like traveling to L.A. or Nashville, so he’d had his own 

studio built. According to the linear notes, his last three albums had been recorded in this very 

room.   

“Yep.” Blake pulled the door shut. “I’d let you have a closer look, but Casey don’t like 

people going in there when he’s not around.” He met her gaze as he dropped the keys into his 

pocket. “Course I might show it to you later, when the crowd thins out.” 

She faked another smile and followed him upstairs. The crowd had easily doubled since 

she’d arrived, so the front door wasn’t as easy to reach as she’d expected. While she stood there 

pondering her escape, Blake grabbed her arm again and ushered her into the kitchen. As with 

most of the rooms, it was large, but not all that impressive. Overall, the house looked 

comfortable, lived-in. And, at the moment, crammed with people having a good time. They 

didn’t seem to care that Casey wasn’t around. 

Small wonder, now that she thought about it. Free booze, all the lavish food they could 

stuff down. Through the screen door she could see three men on the brick patio, tending large 

gas grills that sizzled with steaks, burgers, and salmon. A plump, light-skinned woman in a 

ruffled apron roamed though the kitchen filling platters of cold meat and shrimp, bowls of fresh 
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salads. A bash like this probably cost more than a year’s income from Grampa’s pension. 

Gramma would have a heart attack. 

“You’ll have to excuse me for few minutes.” Blake popped the tab to another beer, drank 

a long swallow, and handed it to Rachel. “Nature calls.” He looked past her, waving at the 

woman in the apron. “Margaret! Fix my friend here a plate of your best stuff and find a place for 

her to sit.” When he turned back to Rachel, his grin looked lopsided. “Don’t you go away now.  

I’ll be right back.” 

Rachel watched the shutters swing shut behind him, then made her way back across the 

kitchen and into the living room. It was so packed she couldn’t move more than a few inches at a 

time—and half of those were in the opposite direction from the exit. She was nowhere near the 

front door when Blake came trouncing down the second floor stairway. The basement door, on 

the other hand, was less than six feet away. She’d seen a window in the rec room, halfway up the 

wall. One of the closed doors might have an outside exit, at least another window.   

She waited until Blake went into the kitchen, then pushed her way through the crowd, 

opened the basement door, and slipped through. No one said anything. Probably because they 

thought she was with Blake. She hurried down the stairs to the paneled hall, tried every door 

knob she passed. Not one of them turned. She paused outside the rec room. The door was closed. 

She could hear pool balls cracking against each other and the country music was still going 

strong. To her left, another locked door; the music room Blake had shown her. She twisted the 

knob, then felt her breath catch as it turned. Blake must have been so intent on getting her into 

his bed, he’d forgotten to lock it.   

She opened the door and felt around on the wall for a switch. Surely a studio would have 

an outside entrance. She flipped on the lights, then froze in mid-step. The grand piano sat alone 

in the center of the room, its mahogany finish so highly polished it glowed. Scattered along the 

walls were shiny synthesizers, massive soundboards, drums, digital recording equipment.   

Sweat beaded on the back of her neck as she stepped inside. There was something 

magical about being in the very room where Casey recorded. She closed the door and crossed to 

the beautiful Baldwin, opened the keyboard, ran her fingers over the cool white keys. She could 

almost hear the room spring to life. Casey jamming with his musicians, the sound engineers 

barking out takes. 
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A thump echoed through the room. A door closing. She spun around, scanned the walls 

for an exit. Nothing but the door she’d come in through. Blake must have seen her come 

downstairs, followed her. Closed the stairway door behind him.  

They’d be alone, loud music blaring all around.  

She gasped as the door knob twisted.  
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