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For Tayler, Luke, and Lilli

Your family’s bravery, steadfast love, and unyielding 
perseverance inspire everyone who has the  

privilege of knowing you.
Thank you for allowing me to share a glimpse  

of your courage in this story.
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O N E

Cameron

Music used to be my breath, my muse, my 
one sure- and- steady force. It never quieted. 
Even when the sound muted and the mel-

ody faded into the walls and ceilings, still it continued in my 
ears, vibrated down into my core. Driving me. Feeding me. A 
siren of notes dancing through the hum of air particles and 
calling out as pure and consuming as the mythical creatures 
of the sea.

But no more. Now there’s only a buzz, a low vibration 
whispering across my pores, carrying with it a concrete truth: 
the music, like everything else, has abandoned me.

I stare at my laptop screen. At the website of demos and 
the endless database of songs I neither wrote nor have any 
desire to perform. The label wants me to sell out. Wants a 
more current sound, generic, mass appeal— all key business 
phrases that make me feel nauseous.

My phone sits inches away from my fingers, and I grab it 
quickly, refusing to let Mark ignore me anymore. Rings blare 
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from the speaker, and just when I think he’s going to force me 
to leave another message, he picks up.

“Cameron! Hey, buddy, I was just about to call you back.” 
His voice is the smooth silk of a master manipulator, which is 
probably why he’s one of the most sought- after agents in the 
music industry. “Tell me you picked ten fabulous singles and 
we can put this baby to rest once and for all.”

I press my lips together and try to keep my stomach from 
churning. “I’ve thought about their offer, Mark, and decided 
it’s not going to work.”

The pause on the other end of the line is deafening. I hear 
his chair squeak. Hear his tension sizzle through the invisible 
connection.

“I want to sing originals,” I say when he remains silent. “I 
have more I can send you. They’re more upbeat, catchy—”

“Cameron.” He sighs, exasperated, and the hiss slithers 
into my bones. “They don’t want original this time. They 
want hits. You had your shot at songwriting, and the album 
flopped. And hey, it happens, but this clinging to a fantasy is 
killing your career. The board nearly dropped you. The only 
reason they didn’t was because—”

“I know. You don’t have to remind me.” I press two fingers 
against my temples and rub away the sting. My most popular 
song, “A Decade of Love,” was used on the finale of an ex-
tremely successful reality singing show, sending it once again 
up the charts. An upward momentum my label has no inten-
tion of missing out on.

“Cam, I know you’re having a hard time accepting this new 
reality, but our hands are tied. And really, it’s not so bad. The 
label’s letting you pick ten of the twelve songs for your next 
release when contractually they could be picking all of them 
. . . which they will if you don’t give me something soon.”

The thought burns through my veins. “And what if I re-
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fuse to make the next album? If we tell them it’s my music or 
nothing?”

“Listen, buddy. It’s been a rough year. I get it, so there’s 
no need to make an impassioned decision now. Holidays are 
coming up, and I’m sure I can stall them till early January. Go 
meet a girl, skydive in the desert, take a hike through the rain 
forest or whatever you young Millennial kids like to do before 
making a life- altering decision.”

He’s trying to scare me into doing what he wants. It’s been 
like this for years now. I’m just no longer willing to play the 
eager young artist. “You didn’t answer the question, Mark. 
Contractually, what happens if I refuse?”

“Well . . .” His voice hardens, no longer the Pied Piper try-
ing to get me to follow the flute. “If you refuse, you better be 
ready to pay out your contract, because that’s where we’re 
at, kiddo. Play or pay. Your contract says the music must be 
‘commercially acceptable.’ And after the last album, you and 
I both know your originals will not fall into that category. So 
yes, you can refuse and walk away, but considering the finan-
cial losses they took on with you this year, they’ll either sue 
or make sure no label ever touches you again. You understand 
what I’m saying, don’t you?” When I don’t respond, his voice 
presses in, tight and hard. “Your career will be over. Finished. 
The work we put into that last album, a waste. Your talent 
. . . a waste. And considering the history you shared with me 
when we first met, we both know you don’t exactly have a lot 
to run home to.”

A chill runs down my spine at his comment. I was naïve 
when I’d shared those things with him. Too young and shel-
tered to recognize this man was not a mentor like the ones 
I’d been raised with. Mark was out for himself, and I had 
to learn the hard way that I was only valuable if it meant he 
gained fame or money from my name.
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Mark’s voice lightens, returns to the rich, satiny coo he’s 
known for. “So . . . take my seasoned advice and go away for 
the holidays. Rest. Regroup. Meanwhile, I’ll do what I can to 
buy you more time.”

I grind out an “okay” I don’t mean at all.
“One great album, Cam. That’s all it takes to get you back 

on top. Do it their way this time, make loads of money for 
both of us, and then we can go back and dust off those origi-
nals.” He mutters something that sounds like an I’ll check in 
with you later, and the screen on my phone goes black.

I shoot to my feet and walk away from my professionally 
decorated living room and the conversation that basically told 
me I have no options. Hardwood floors echo under my feet, a 
sound confirming that once upon a time, I’d arrived at great-
ness. I had the dream . . . all of it. A custom- built Nashville 
home far bigger than I needed. Interviews with talk- show 
hosts and entertainment anchors. A hit single that topped the 
charts. And a second album I was given full artistic freedom 
to produce.

What I never considered, even once, is what happens after 
the dream comes true. When the shiny Grammy starts to col-
lect dust and its memory is slowly tarnished by unrecognized 
sales and irritated producers. When the agent who once 
stalked you stops returning phone calls, and suddenly you 
become the guy who’s forced to play the game all over again. 
That’s the part no one likes to talk about. The moment when 
you stare at the CDs and awards and framed magazine covers 
and wonder why any of it matters. Wonder how it’s possible 
to have it all and yet . . . feel completely empty.

I ease open the cabinet in the formal dining room I’ve 
never once eaten in. The containers inside are no longer old 
shoeboxes but canvased cartons my decorator insisted were 
essential. I shouldn’t be pulling them free. Not now. Not 

_Gray_LoveDreamComeTrue_LH_sa.indd   10_Gray_LoveDreamComeTrue_LH_sa.indd   10 3/29/22   4:38 PM3/29/22   4:38 PM

Love and the Dream Come True • Tammy L. Gray 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 used by permission



Tammy L . Gray

11

when I haven’t dared to in over a year. But the resurgence 
of that song . . . that haunting, awful song . . . seems to be a 
string I’m bound to follow. I know exactly which box to reach 
for, exactly how deep the picture lies, exactly how much look-
ing at it is going to rip at the festering wound that has yet to 
heal.

And yet seconds later it’s in my hands and I’m staring at 
the five of us— Bryson, Darcy, Mason, Alison, and myself— 
arms interlaced, smiles warm, and hearts eager for the future 
ahead. We’d just graduated from high school a week prior and 
were heading out with our church for our final youth camp. 
The immediate pain that slices through my chest is worse 
than I expect. Worse than it was the last time I dared to look 
at their faces. Faces I haven’t spoken to in years. Faces that 
mark betrayals we’ve never recovered from. I brace my fin-
gers on each side, ready to shred the photo in half. My hands 
tremble, my heart begging me to end the misery and destroy 
this last tether I have to my former best friends. But I can’t 
do it. Instead, I place the picture back inside, further down 
in the box this time, and slam the lid shut with a vengeance.

I scramble to my feet, my throat bone- dry, and head for the 
kitchen. Viciously, I open my massive stainless- steel fridge, 
filled with food only because I have a housekeeper who’s 
paid to keep it that way, and grab a bottle of sparkling water. 
I suck down the cool liquid, desperately hoping it will calm 
the writhing storm inside. Only it doesn’t. Instead, when the 
door shuts in front of me, I’m forced to behold another poi-
soned spear.

My sister’s wedding invitation. My baby sister’s wedding 
invitation. The little girl in pigtails who used to climb into 
my bed when she got scared and beg me to sing her to sleep 
is now a name etched in delicate script on thick parchment 
made to look distressed and aged.
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I don’t know why this event took me by such surprise. 
She’s twenty- nine, the same age I was when I signed my first 
recording contract and left Texas without looking back.

Four years and three months ago . . . almost to the day.
And of course, it would be my luck that it’s now, on the 

downhill side of my flailing career, that I’m forced to return 
home. I should have gone back the day after I stood on na-
tional television and accepted my award for Best Rock Per-
formance. I’ve often wondered if my old friends were watch-
ing that night. If Darcy remembered the two of us, barely 
preteens, pretending to give and receive that same award 
using an old softball trophy of hers. If Bryson heard the name 
of the band that was once his crowning glory and regretted 
his decision to walk away. Or if either felt the sting when I 
intentionally left their names out of my acceptance speech. 
Probably not. After all, “A Decade of Love” was nominated 
for Song of the Year, an honor far higher than mine. And even 
though the title didn’t win that night, its presence at the 
awards brought with it the ever- haunting truth that I would 
still be an unknown, unsigned artist if it hadn’t been for that 
song— the one song on our entire album that I contributed 
nothing to— the same song that still to this day is why I have 
any future at all with my label.

Bryson’s song.
I look over my shoulder at the open laptop on my coffee 

table and feel the heat rise in my stomach. I won’t do it again. 
I won’t sing someone else’s music and pretend the lyrics don’t 
rip me apart from the inside out. I’ve spent four years in the 
shadow of “A Decade of Love.” Spent four years pretending 
that blasted song wasn’t written for the girl I’d loved my en-
tire life. The girl whose name I had been sure would be listed 
with mine on a wedding invitation one day. The girl who 
picked him over me.
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My best friend and my band partner. Both ripped from me 
in one night.

Heat rises to my throat, and my chest constricts in an all- 
too- familiar way. I set my water bottle on the counter with a 
trembling hand and try again to swallow back the desert in 
my throat, nearly choking in the process. I know the agony 
that comes next, and the resentment I feel for both of them 
doubles.

A sting seizes my chest, and I press the spot with my palm, 
massaging the tender flesh. I suck in a deep, painful breath, 
trying to control the rush of adrenaline, but my heart races 
faster, sweat now beading on my forehead. Blood pumps in 
my ears, louder and louder as I fight for any sense of control, 
yet the fear comes despite the effort. It’s intense, debilitating, 
and worse, I don’t even know why I’m afraid, what has me so 
captive; I only know it’s there, strangling me, trying to pull 
the life from my body. I sink to one knee, willing my eyes to 
focus on the red vase sitting carefully on my kitchen table, 
the one filled with fresh flowers and the promise of life. They 
blur and then come into crystal- clear focus. I count the pet-
als, matching the rhythm to my breaths.

“You’re fine,” I whisper, going through the mantra I’ve been 
told to repeat. “You’re in control. This is only a moment. It 
will pass.”

It takes three full agonizing minutes until my chest no lon-
ger burns and my heart resumes reasonable palpitations. The 
techniques I’ve learned over the past couple of years have 
helped reduce the length and severity of the panic attacks, 
but this one is far too reminiscent of the first one I ever expe-
rienced four years ago. The one that came the very night I’d 
both lost and gained all my dreams.

Two more minutes pass before I’m finally able to stand 
fully, though my shirt is sticky and wet and my eyes sting. 
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Using the counter as support, I drag my wilting body to the 
far- left drawer and pull out the medicine bottle I constantly 
have on hand. I place the quick- dissolving pills under my 
tongue and wait until a manufactured calm pushes out the 
darkness.

It’s the stress of a new album, I tell myself, burying the 
fact that I’ve had two of these attacks now in a week’s span. 
Both coming after seeing that confounded invitation on the 
fridge. The one announcing an event that no excuse in the 
world will allow me to skip.

The piece of paper that forces me to return home.

_Gray_LoveDreamComeTrue_LH_sa.indd   14_Gray_LoveDreamComeTrue_LH_sa.indd   14 3/29/22   4:38 PM3/29/22   4:38 PM

Love and the Dream Come True • Tammy L. Gray 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 used by permission




