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JACKSON




“I’m hiring a stylist,” Gemma says, and I look up from the notebook I’m scribbling lyrics in.

“A stylist? Why?” I ask. We’ve always worn whatever we wanted, and we certainly hadn’t had a stylist on tour.

“Because you all look like a bunch of Nirvana rejects, that’s why," Gemma explains dryly.

I shake my head, smiling a little. “Don’t pull punches on account of me,” I joke.

“We need a more cohesive style for this next concert. I know you’ve been focused on the new album, and I’m proud of you, but Jack and the Spades needs to ride this popularity high for as long as we can,” my sister continues.

“It’s not my fault we ended up taking two breaks from touring and only did the gigs. Blame that on Locke and Axel, they’re the fertile ones,” I scoff. “You don’t catch me getting anyone pregnant with a rug rat.”

Cain rolls over on his blanket on the floor and squeals at me, as if reminding me that I love the little rug rat.

I coo at him and go over to pick him up, sitting him on my knee as I write. He grabs at my pen and kicks around.

“Fine. Do you have anyone in mind?” I ask, and Gemma grins.

“Yeah, actually. My best friend from high school, remember her?”

I vaguely remember a mousy, petite girl who used to hang around Gemma all the time, but barely.

“Sure,” I lie, and Gemma rolls her eyes.

“Susie Carmichael, remember?”

“Sure,” I say again, although the name doesn’t ring any bells.

“She goes by her middle name now, Zoe,” Gemma says, and I freeze.

Zoe isn’t exactly an uncommon name, I suppose, but it still stings to think about the girl I met while we were on tour.

Meeting a girl on tour that I connected with more than any other woman wasn’t something that I expected, but here I am. I tried and tried to convince Gemma to stay in Albuquerque another couple of days, but the tour had to go on, and luckily, my blue-haired goddess Zoe followed suit.

So, I snuck around the entire tour, sneaking Zoe into my hotel rooms, stealing kisses at breakfast before the others got up, picking her up on the sink in dirty club bathrooms. She deserved better, and I wanted to give that to her.

She bit down on her bottom lip when I asked her to come to Tucson and for us to make a real go of it.

“We’ve got a good thing going now, Jackson. We have fun together, don’t we?”

I’d swayed toward her, not drunk on tequila but on her, the way she smelled like cherry blossoms and whiskey. I tried to put my arms around her waist but she backed away, into the elevator.

“Yeah, we have fun, but what if it’s more than that, Zoe? What if we could be good together? Give me your number, at least.”

Zoe was standing in the elevator, about to go up to her room, and she gave me a sly smile.

“You wouldn’t call me,” she said, and pressed the button. I stared at her until the doors closed, and she kept that sly smile.

So, I don’t have her number, or even her last name. We hooked up over half a dozen times on tour, but she didn’t give me any identifying information. The only thing I know is that her name is Zoe, and she has a four-year-old son who I’d met only twice, while we were in Dallas.

His name is Elijah and he’s smart as a whip, and adorable, too, just like her. He has her dark hair, and he likes music, too, and classic rock, of all things. I never considered dating a single mom, but Elijah is something else and it makes me wonder. I’m nearing thirty and all my friends are having kids, so maybe someone like Zoe would be good for me, would help me to settle down without having to have a kid of my own.

It hadn’t been just a fling for me, and I tried to tell her that the last night, but she’d gone up in the elevator and out of my life as if it meant nothing at all.

I frown down at my notebook, thinking of how I needed a sultry female voice to sing the backup lines, and remembering Zoe’s sweet, alto tone when she had sung along with my songs.

“Jack?”

I shake my head, ridding myself of thoughts of Zoe. My Zoe and this Zoe are two different people, after all, and I need to focus on the band and on our music. Maybe it’s for the best that we didn’t end up hooking up back at home.

I know I have the tendency to fall hard, and I don’t need to be distracted right now, since the Spades are going on their second national tour.

We’re starting in Santa Fe, this time, with Axel’s return from paternity leave, and being close to our hometown should mean that there’s a lot of fans. Gemma’s right: we need a stylist to give us something unique.

“Sorry. Just thinking about the album,” I say, even though that’s partially a lie.

“What’s wrong?”

I shake my head. “Nothing. I just haven’t found a backup singer just yet.”

Gemma frowns slightly, and I can almost see the wheels turning in her head. She’s frugal when it comes to spending the band’s money, so I’d planned to hire someone for just a few hours a week to do the backup lines out of my own pocket.

“So, when are you gonna hire her?” I ask, changing the subject, and Gemma smirks.

“I already did.”

“You weren’t even gonna run it by me?” I ask, and Gemma pouts a little.

“I just did.”

Damn, my sister is hardheaded. Strong-willed is an understatement, and sometimes, I feel sorry for my best friend for having married her. She’s a great girl, but she doesn’t listen.

I chuckle, shaking my head. “Fair enough. When does she start?”

“Tonight,” Gemma says simply. “We have a gig tomorrow, so we need someone right away, right?”

“And the fact that she’s your best friend doesn’t have anything to do with this, right?”

Gemma frowns. “No, not really. I haven’t talked to her in years, after all. We lost touch after high school. I saw her again in the supermarket and asked her what she was up to. Remember, she was already interested in design when we were kids.”

I nod as if I remember, but to be honest, I don’t. I was kind of a mess back then. After all those years of abuse our parents had put us through, their death was at the same time a bit of a relief and added pressure. Barely out of high school, I now had to grieve my abusive parents and support myself and my little sister. Not that that was much different than before. I was always trying to find odd jobs since I was about twelve to make sure both me and Gemma had something to eat most days, since all my parents cared about was where to find their next hit, be it booze or drugs. I had to become an adult really fucking fast and my sister, as always, depended on me. Except now, I was all she had. Those were difficult times and there was a lot going on, so everything was sort of a haze.

“She’s coming to meet everyone tonight at dinner, so you better be there.” Gemma points at me, pulling me out from my trip down shitty memory lane.

Bossy.

I know better than to say that, though. “Sure, I’ll be there. The diner?”

“Where else?” Gemma grins. The diner was her favorite place to get all her pregnancy cravings met, and she still seems to have the same tastes. French toast and French onion soup seem like an odd combination to me, but what do I know?

“All right, now get out,” Gemma demands, and I blink at her.

“You’re kicking me out?”

“Yep. Zoe’s coming over so we can ride together, and I don’t want you distracting her.”

I stare at her blankly. “Why would I distract her?”

Gemma rolls her eyes. “You really don’t remember her, do you? She never said anything, but the way she sometimes looked at you, I could swear she had the biggest crush on you when we were growing up.”

I grin. “Oh?”

“Don’t you dare.” Gemma points at me again. “You keep it in your pants, Jackson Arden, or I swear to God⁠—”

“Okay, okay!” I laugh. I don’t have any designs on Gemma’s friends, anyway. I’m still reeling from meeting my Zoe and hoping that I’ll see her blue hair somewhere in the crowd at the concert tomorrow.

I stand up, sliding my notebook into my back pocket, and that’s when a car pulls up in the driveway.

I don’t pay any attention, looking around for my keys, until I hear a small squeak.

When I look up, there’s a blue-haired goddess standing in our garage.

My face goes pale. She looks pale, also, rubbing a hand across the back of her neck.

“Hello, Jackson.”

My Zoe is Gemma’s Zoe.

What the fuck?
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I’m stupid.

This is a well-known fact to me, but I’m particularly stupid about Jackson Arden, and I lose all rational thought when he’s in my general vicinity. It’s been that way since I was fifteen and I had a huge crush on my best friend’s brother, and it extended to now, at twenty-two, as well.

The thing about Jackson Arden is that he’s one of the most responsible people I’ve ever met, while also being the biggest mess I’ve ever met. He takes care of his little sister, Gemma, my best friend, like she’s his own daughter, even though he’s only a few years older than her. He must have been just as devastated as Gemma after his parents’ death, but he’d stepped up to take care of her, done everything that he could to raise her right, while also hard partying while working two or three jobs to support them.

There’s this maturity in him that has always been fascinating to me. He’s the only guy I’ve ever met who was like that, and it attracted me immediately. I guess some things never change.

I already knew that I am still stupid about Jackson, given that he’d winked at me once at the first concert I’d seen him at back in Dallas and I’d ended up in his hotel room the next morning. Then I’d done it again, taking him to my place, which was extra stupid given that my babysitter brought Elijah back too early the next morning.

I’d been terrified of them meeting, of course, terrified that Jackson would notice something, but he hadn’t. He’d been good with Elijah, singing along to The Who when Elijah showed him his little Walkman that I’d bought him..

Elijah and Jackson had their music taste in common, and many other things as well. Elijah had his eyes and his smile, too, because Elijah is his.

When Jackson hit on me in Dallas, at first, I was offended that he didn’t recognize me, but I’d grown up from the seventeen-year-old girl with a crush.

I still remember the first thing he said to me that night.

“Susie, you’re prettier than you think, you know?” He had let go and was pretty drunk, swaying on his feet.

Blushing, I put both hands on his chest to steady him. “Yeah? You’ve never noticed before.”

His green eyes were bloodshot and hazy, but still beautiful when he looked down at me, grabbing my wrists with his hands when I tried to pull away.

“I’m noticing now.”

He leaned down, and when his lips touched mine, I was lost.

I’d been lost since the moment we met when I was fifteen, if I was honest with myself, and now he was standing in front of me, frowning. Something like anger flashed in his green eyes and I licked my lips, my throat suddenly dry.

“Hello, Jackson.”

He doesn’t respond and Gemma nudges him with her shoulder.

Jackson sighs, not quite looking at me. “Hello, Susie.”

Shit. He is mad. So what, I didn’t tell him who I was when we first hooked up at the concert. Why would I? He didn’t remember me, and I should have been pissed off enough not to hook up with him, but like I already established, I’m stupid about Jackson Arden, and I guess I always will be.

Besides, I'm the one who should be mad. At him. At what had happened years ago. And now, what, he’s ashamed of me? Because I’m Gemma’s friend?

I set my jaw, speaking through gritted teeth. “Good to see you again, Jackson,” I say, and he nods before excusing himself to leave the garage, jumping in the same car he’s had since high school.

It isn’t like I didn't know I would have to see him again, but I was hoping he didn’t react like this.

“What’s his problem?” Gemma asks, and I shrug.

“How should I know? I just got here and he’s your brother,” I say shrugging, feigning ignorance. Because I do know. But I don’t want to talk about it now.

Jackson has always been friendly and outgoing, which is one of the reasons I’d fallen for him. He’s a natural flirt.

Gemma frowns but takes my hand, dragging me inside. “This is Cain,” she says proudly, pointing at the baby rolling around on a blanket.

I grin, crouching down to look at him. “This is such a good age. Hi, big boy!”

Cain squeals up at me and I feel a pang in my heart, thinking of Elijah at this age.

“You’ve got one, too, right?” Gemma says. “Maybe we could have a playdate.”

My smile fades. “Maybe. Elijah is a little older.”

I’m being vague on purpose. Gemma is a lot more observant than Jackson.

Gemma waves a hand dismissively. “It’ll be fine. Cain’s a rough and tumble guy, aren’t you, sweetie?”

Cain shouts something incoherent and Gemma laughs.

“He’s a lot louder than his father. Gets it from me.”

“Locke Kincaid, huh?” I ask, smiling at Gemma, and she has the grace to blush a little.

She shrugs. “What can I say? I guess I have a thing for older guys.”

I snort. “Well, good for you.”

Gemma and I hadn’t stayed in touch after graduation. I had left town and never returned until now. I regret it. It’s great seeing how happy she is, how she’s squeezing my hand. It’s good to have my best friend back, even if her brother is trouble for me.

“I figured we should start with Jackson, first,” Gemma says, and I stiffen.

“Jackson? Why? He’s pretty stylish.”

“If you call ripped jeans and holey T-shirts stylish,” Gemma groans. “Jack and the Spades have the whole grunge thing going on, and that’s fine, but I want to find a way to make them come together more, you know?”

I nod, understanding exactly what she means. “Yeah, even if it’s a casual style, you want them to kind of match.”

Gemma gives me a bright smile. “Exactly.” She pauses and then pulls me into a hug. She’s a little taller than me so she rests her head on my shoulder. “I’m glad to have you back, Suze.”

“Zoe,” I remind her, and she shakes her head.

“That’s going to take just a little getting used to. Be patient with me.”

I smile. “I will, no worries. So, we need to go shopping?” I ask, and Gemma’s face falls.

“We do, but I can’t go with you,” she says mournfully. “I don’t have anyone to watch the kiddo and he’s a holy terror in public. I’m still breastfeeding," she explains.

My eyes widen. “Good for you. Elijah got teeth at four months, and I gave it up,” I admit.

Gemma winces. “I'm glad I don’t have to deal with that, just yet. Axel’s wife says their little girl is already teething and she’s a couple months older than Cain.”

“Everyone’s having babies,” I muse, and Gemma nods.

“Everyone but Jackson.”

My mouth goes dry again. I want to tell Gemma about me and Jackson, but I can’t. It’s been years since we were best friends, so I just swallow the lump in my throat and remember once again ,that I’m playing with fire taking this job because he most definitely does have a baby, it’s just that no one knows about it. And I don’t want anyone to find out.

But: A. I need a job. Badly. I’ve been working as a waitress for four years now, and it’s just not paying the bills. I’ve had to move back to New Mexico to stay with my parents because of my lack of funds. Designing is what I’ve always wanted to do, and this would be a step in the right direction. And B. I’m still stupid about Jackson Arden.

After we had our little fling on tour and he was so sweet and earnest, asking me if I wanted to come to Tucson, I can’t stop thinking about him. Not that I ever have. Jackson Arden had been on my mind in one way or another since I was fifteen, and it looks like that’s never going to change.

I don’t lie to myself about my reasons. Part of me wants to be in Jackson’s life, wants us to hook up again, and I can’t deny that. Maybe that’s why I gave in to him in Albuquerque that first night–or maybe it was the fact that I’ve always wanted Jackson and he had only given me the time of day once, when I was seventeen, and I was starved for more. It had been stupid to even go to the concert, but when I saw an advertisement online about Jack and the Spades, I’d had to go.

The band had been in the early stages when I had last spoken to Gemma, and I’m proud of Jackson for bringing them so far. They were popular around the Midwest, now, and making good money. I always knew that Jackson would go places, but I hadn’t imagined it would happen this quickly.

Gemma says they are working on a new album now, and my heart swells with pride for him, even if we barely know each other now. I don’t deny that I still love him just as much as I did as a teenager. I just don’t want him to know it.

“You’re married now?” Gemma asks, and I scoff.

“The father ran off the second I told him I was pregnant,” I explain, telling her the words I have been telling everyone.

Gemma sighs. ” I'm so sorry, Su-Zoe.”

“You’re getting better at that already.” I grin, and Gemma laughs, loud and open. I think I’ve missed her just as much as I’ve missed Jackson. Having a best friend would have helped wonders while I was pregnant with Elijah, but I’m glad I have her now.

Luckily, as a stylist, I’ll be working with Gemma more than the guys. She makes it clear that she runs the show as their manager, and all I have to do is get their measurements and find some real rocker outfits for them.

“What are you thinking for the Tucson show?” Gemma asks, and I tilt my head, thinking.

“Leather. Leather pants, white T-shirts, leather jackets. Some of them can be graphic tees, if the guys want.”

“I don’t care what they want,” Gemma jokes, although I’m not one hundred percent sure she’s joking. “Whatever you decide for tomorrow night is what they’ll wear.”

I nod, trying to think of how I’m going to work my tiny budget into clothes for four guys.

Gemma rummages around in her purse on the floor and then stands up, handing me a credit card.

“Here’s the business card. Try to keep it under five thousand for the first show, if you can,” she says easily, and I gape at her, surprised.

“You guys really are doing well,” I comment, and Gemma shrugs.

“We are, but I’m just frugal with money. I’m working on buying us a used tour van so we don’t have the expense and deposit of renting it, and that’ll save us a lot.”

Gemma always was mature beyond her years, different than me. I’d always kind of flown by the seat of my pants, just going where the wind blew me and pursuing whatever passion I had at the time. For a few years, it had been designing clothes. Before that, it had been Jackson. Now, I need to reconcile the two of them. At least I won’t be working with him closely.

“Do you still sing?” Gemma asks, and I frown a little, confused.

“I mean, not professionally. I kill it at karaoke, though.”

Gemma giggles. “Well, do you think you could do a few lines as a backup on the album?”

I try not to visibly react. “Aw, Gemma, I’m a stylist, not a singer,” I complain, and she sighs.

“I know, Jackson’s just been really struggling with the last couple of songs, not having anyone. I was hoping I didn’t have to hire someone else.”

I think about some girl working closely with Jackson in the studio, putting her hand on his bicep as they work, and I wrinkle my nose involuntarily.

“I’ll give it a try, if you don’t fire me after this first style,” I joke.

What the hell am I doing? This is a bad idea. I shouldn’t work so closely with Jackson, not after the way we were on the tour. It’s only a few lines, though, right? I certainly don’t want any other girl doing it, so I have no choice.

Jackson may not be mine, but I’ll be damned if I let another girl slide in on him while I’m around.
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Gemma comes into the studio like a whirlwind, brandishing a bunch of clothes over one arm.

“I need you to try these on,” she says, as if I’m not sitting at the laptop working on melodies.

“I'm a little busy, Gem," I say, and Gemma huffs.

“Well, take a break. I already hired a backup singer for you, anyway. She’ll be here in ten minutes.”

I glare at her. “You hired someone without my permission?”

Gemma rolls her eyes. “It’s Zoe. She’s a great singer, and she’s cheap.”

Fuck. My sister is inviting the girl I had a fling with on tour, her best friend from high school, into my studio to work closely with me.

On second thought, that isn't such a bad idea. Zoe does have a wonderful voice, and I can be alone with her this way, ask her why the hell she hadn’t told me who she was.

“Shouldn’t say such things about your best friend,” I crack, and Gemma groans.

“Don’t be a jerk, Jackson. What have you got against Zoe, anyway? You ran out of there like the garage was on fire yesterday.”

“Nothing,” I insist. ”I just don't remember her much, that's all."

That much was true. The blue-haired beauty that I’d met in Albuquerque was far from the mousy girl that I’d barely been around while Gemma was in high school. She might have had a crush on me, but I’d barely known her, after all.

I know Zoe more from just a fling on tour than the whole time we spent together when she was a teen, which wasn’t very much.

“Well, be nice. She’s helping you out as a favor to me,” Gemma says, and my jaw tightens.

Of course she is. Because God forbid she want to be alone with me after rejecting me back in Albuquerque. I’m pissed off about it, if I’m honest with myself. It’s like she wants to pretend that none of that ever happened, that it’s some dirty little secret since she’s friends with Gemma.

I wanted to really build something with her, and she just turned me down flat. It felt like a betrayal that she didn’t tell me who she really was, either, that she was my little sister’s best friend. That seems like lying, and I hate to be lied to. It’s one of the worst things I can think of in a relationship. My parents used to lie to us all the time to make up for their lack of parenting skills, or for the lack of food or a clean house or anything, really.

“Try these on,” Gemma says and scurries out the door with the rest of the clothes, presumably to take to Axel, Locke, and Samuel, who were working in the room next to me on a melody for a new song. I’d join them soon, but for now, I need the peace and quiet to finish some stuff.

When Locke and then Axel decided to take several weeks off for paternity leave, I was left with nothing much to do, so I decided to write music instead.

The music I have been writing lately can take the Spades into a different direction and there are a few songs I’m working on that will require a female voice along with mine. It won’t work with any of the guys’ voices. But it needs to be the right voice. So, I’m surprised that Gemma hired Zoe, but I guess since she’s already on the payroll, it’s cheaper than hiring someone else.

Zoe shows up in half an hour and knocks quietly on the door despite the door being unlocked. I stand with a sigh and open it, standing in the doorway.

“Hey, stranger,” I drawl, and she flushes prettily. She’s so petite even though she’s got dangerous curves. She’s wearing a blouse and a denim skirt, and the sight of all that skin is already making my mouth water.

“Hey,” she says quietly, sneaking under my arm to come into the studio. “So, what are we working on?”

I shut the door, turning to her and leaning back against it, crossing my arms.

“Straight to business, huh? You don’t want to tell me why you didn’t tell me who you were?”

Zoe scoffs, looking up at me with bright blue eyes. “As if you would have remembered.”

I bristle at that, although I guess that she’s right.

I hum. “I guess I should have, since you had such a crush on me.”

Zoe pales. She’s already pretty pale, her skin like porcelain, but she’s practically glowing like a nightlight in the dark studio, now.

“Who says I had a crush on you?”

I reach behind me to close the blinds in the studio and lock the door. “Gemma told me she suspected as much,” I say simply.

Zoe backs up toward the table holding my laptop, her ass hitting it as I advance toward her.

“What are you doing?”

“Showing you that I remember you,” I murmur low in the back of my throat, sliding my hands up her thick thighs, under the denim.

Zoe keeps eye contact with me, and I stop, waiting for her to push me away. She doesn’t.

“You wanted me all the way back then, when you were just a mousy little kid?” I ask, and she turns her face away.

“I wasn’t a little kid,” she insists, and I chuckle.

“You certainly aren’t now. You're all grown up.”

I take her chin in my hand, forcing her to look at me as my other hand slides further up her skirt, resting on her hip.

“Jackson,” she breathes, and I love the way my name sounds on her lips, love the way she moans into my mouth when I lean down to kiss her. I stick my tongue between her lips and she meets it with her own before sucking on mine, making me gasp and roll my hips against her thigh.

I’m hard as diamond already. This is what she does to me. She’d driven me crazy all tour, flirting with me in those little skirts in the crowd at concerts, and she isn’t any different now, showing up with all this skin showing.

“I think you wore this skirt just for me,” I murmur, dipping my head to her throat to kiss her there, open-mouthed. “I think you wore it just to drive me crazy.”

“I didn’t wear it for you,” she says stubbornly, but she spreads her thighs when I slip my hand between her legs.

I tease her through her panties, and she covers her mouth with one hand.

I pull it away, my fingers circling her wrist.

“It’s soundproofed in here, baby, don’t worry,” I tell her.

“You’re sure?” she asks, and I’m angry all over again, suddenly, sliding my hand underneath her panties.

“Why? You ashamed?” I ask, but she doesn’t answer, panting and rolling her hips against my hand.

I slip my fingers around her clit, and she cries out, digging her nails into my shoulders before I curl two fingers inside her, hooking them up just like I know she likes.

“Fuck, Jackson,” she says again, and I groan.

“Want to fuck you in this studio, bend you over my desk,” I pant, and just as she begins to clench around my fingers, there’s a sharp rap at the door.

Zoe pushes me away, stepping away from the desk and adjusting her panties, and I’m slower to react, slowly taking my fingers and popping them into my mouth and sucking.

I grin at her as she flushes and frowns. I go to the door, calmly opening it.

“Yes, Gemma?” I just knew it was my little sister, coming to butt in, and I am right.

“I forgot to give you your jacket,” she says, shoving a red leather jacket into my arms. I don’t know if it’s real leather, but the fabric feels nice.

“Thanks,” I mutter, and she leans up on her tiptoes to look over my shoulder at Zoe. I turn around and Zoe is smiling at her weakly.

“You can get his inseam for the leather pants now,” Gemma says, and I smirk at Zoe before I frown.

“Wait, leather pants?”

Zoe raises her chin. “Leather’s in right now, Jackson, or at least faux leather.”

“I don’t care what’s in. Leather’s uncomfortable as hell!” I complain.

“Guess you’ll have to get over it,” Gemma says with a smile and shuts the door.

“You got a problem with me being your stylist?” Zoe asks, her blue eyes flashing.

“I got a problem with wearing leather,” I grumble. “It’s hot and sweaty and we’ll be on stage for two hours.

“I’ve got powder for that,” she says, and I blink at her.

“Powder? Like... baby powder?”

“Kind of,” she flushes. She’s cute when she gets all flustered.

“You want to ‘measure my inseam’ now?” I ask teasingly, knowing what that entails since I’ve had slacks tailored before.

Zoe rifles through her purse and slips out a measuring tape, kneeling down in front of me.

I lick my lips and she looks up at me with a sly grin. “Be still, or I’ll end up getting the sizing wrong.”

“I like the way you look on your knees,” I murmur, and Zoe’s blue eyes dart up to look at mine.

“Behave, Jackson,” she scolds and shifts to measure my inseam, her fingers just lightly brushing across the hardness in my jeans.

I gasp and want to put my hand into her hair but that seems like too much. I grit my teeth.

“It’s a good thing we didn’t do this when Gemma was here,” I say, and Zoe laughs, the sound melodic to my ears.

“I wouldn’t do it like this with Gemma around,” she says, cupping me in one hand while measuring with the other.

I choke on air. “I haven’t ever had a tailor do that.”

“Oops, sorry. I’m not a tailor either, just a designer, so maybe I’m rusty.” She grips me tighter, and I thrust forward into her hand out of instinct.

“You don’t like it when you’re on the other end of the teasing?” she asks, and I groan as she runs her fingers along my erection.

“I didn’t say I didn’t like it.”

“Hmm,” Zoe murmurs. “I bet you’d like my mouth on you more.”

“Oh, God, yes, please,” I beg, but Zoe just giggles and finishes my inseam on both sides, driving me crazy with her hands all over my thighs and erection.

I’m panting by the time she stands up, and all I want to do is bend her over the studio couch, but her blue eyes are twinkling at me mischievously.

“Gotta go,” she says simply, and I whine.

“You can’t go. Not now,” I complain.

“Have to pick up the kiddo,” she says, and I grumble and adjust myself in my pants, still uncomfortably aroused, but I can’t argue with that, I like Elijah and I know from what Zoe’s told me that he gets nervous when his mom is late picking him up. I wouldn’t want him to get panicky. I don’t like thinking about anything bad happening to Elijah or Zoe. I haven’t felt this way about anyone in a long time, and with her back in town, maybe it is time to get past my bitterness from her not telling me that she was Gemma’s friend and ask her...

Before I can finish my train of thought she’s walked out the door, shutting it quietly behind her.

Damnit. Gemma always told me my brain moves too slow, but this is ridiculous.
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ZOE




After what happened with Jackson in the studio, I know that I have to get the hell out of there. There’s still an hour before I have to pick up Elijah, but Jackson doesn’t know that. I’ve been playing with fire ever since I first met him in Albuquerque on tour, but now the fire was getting hotter and hotter. It’s almost like I’m dumping gasoline on it, really.

I can’t keep being stupid about Jackson Arden, or my whole life is going to blow up. I shouldn’t have even taken this job, but here I am, planning my next day to measure all the guys. I could probably have eyeballed Jackson’s measurements, since I’ve seen all of him and remembered his body viscerally, but the same can’t be said for the rest of the members. Locke wasn’t even around when I left town.

Elijah is quiet on the way home, which is unusual. He’s as loud and outgoing as his father.

“Everything okay, honey?” I ask, looking at him through the rearview mirror.

He frowns, his little cheeks puffing out. “Where’s my daddy?”

All the oxygen seems to go out of the room, I had known this time would come, but I hadn’t expected it to come before he even started school. Elijah goes to a daycare nearby and he’s preparing for pre-school.

“What do you mean?”

“Sarah’s daddy comes to pick her up from daycare. Every day. Louie’s daddy came to pick him up today. My daddy never comes to pick me up. Why is that?”

There’s curiosity in his voice, but not fear or sadness, and for that much, I’m grateful. I guess he doesn’t know to miss his father if he’s never had one.

“Your daddy isn’t around anymore, Elijah,” I say dumbly, not knowing what else to say. I don’t want to outwardly lie to him, but he’s four, surely he won’t look too far into it.

“Is he dead? Like Sarah’s grandpa?”

Damnit. I know my kid is smart, but I wasn’t expecting this. “No, he’s not, honey, he’s just... not around.”

“So, he’s lost?” Elijah asks.

That’s close enough, I suppose.

“Yeah, he’s lost,” I say simply, turning into the driveway of my little apartment. It’s not much, only a one-bedroom, but it will do until I start making money with Gemma and The Spades. Elijah deserves his own room.

“He’ll come home,” Elijah says confidently, and my chest aches.

“Maybe,” I say dismissively, and change the subject. “Want to watch Paw Patrol?”

“Rescue Bots!” he screeches, and I inwardly groan. There are kid’s shows I can stand and kid’s shows that I can’t stand, and Rescue Bots isn’t my favorite. I make a meal I know Elijah will eat, just boxed macaroni and cheese, and sit down on the couch with him to watch.

This is my life, alone at home with my little guy, eating macaroni and cheese and watching Rescue Bots. Just me and Elijah, with his missing dad. His lost dad.

Guilt feels hot at the back of my head, because I know exactly where his father is. I bring Elijah closer to me, one arm around his little body, and he snuggles up next to him.

I doze off halfway through the second episode. When my macaroni slides off my plate and our little dog, Scout, comes to scarf it up, I wake up with a start and there is only one thought on my mind.

Tomorrow, I can avoid Jackson. That’s why I got his measurements first, after all. I don’t have to see him at all.
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The first person I see when I walk into Gemma’s house is Jackson. I avert my eyes from him as he smiles at me slyly. Gemma, on the phone with someone, doesn’t seem to notice.

“Axel, if you don’t get your ass down here right now,” she snaps.

Samuel smiles at me, sitting down on Gemma’s couch, and Locke has baby Cain cradled in his arms, cooing at him.

I stare at Locke, shocked. At his public appearances, he doesn’t come across as a talkative person and I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile on purpose, but he is talking up a storm to this little baby, grinning at him and bouncing him up and down. I guess kids change people, but when he gives Gemma a fond look, I think Gemma might have changed him just as much as Cain did.

“You should have brought yours,” Gemma whines when she hangs up the phone. “I think Axel might have to bring over Jazz after all, Harley’s sick. We could have had a trio.”

“Elijah would love all these babies,” I confess. “But I just didn’t want him getting in the way. Your babies can’t walk yet, so they aren’t the demons they will be when they can.”

Gemma laughs. “I guess you’re right. Cain’s starting to roll around and he already wants to get into everything.”

“Well, luckily, there’s not a whole lot to do today. I just need to take measurements for the leather pants and jackets.”

Jackson pales. “You have to do the measurements on all the guys?”

I tilt my head. “Well, of course I do. Everyone’s measurements are gonna be different.” I nod my head toward Samuel and Locke. “Sam and Locke are tall, so they’ll have longer pants than you and Axel. Axel’s wide, so his leather jacket will be a bit wider across the shoulders.”

Jackson bristles and I can tell that he doesn’t like the way I’m talking about the guys. I hide a grin. I can’t deny that it makes me feel giddy to see him so jealous. I know it’s an old, outdated, and totally wrong kind of thing, but jealousy makes me feel that he wants me, and he doesn’t want anyone else to have me.

I can’t help finding that arousing.

“Let’s do your inseam first,” I tell Samuel, sticking out my hand to help him up from the couch, and he takes it, smiling at me.

Jackson’s gritting his teeth in the corner as I carefully measure Samuel’s inseams. Samuel himself is blushing a bright pink, which is cute as a button. He’s not my type, but he’s adorable nonetheless. I guess I’ve always been attracted to older men–like Jackson.

Gemma gives me a sideways look but she doesn’t say anything, and I figure the worst that might happen is she accuses me of having a crush on the youngest band member. I don’t mind if she thinks that, as long as she doesn’t put it together that Jackson is the member I have the crush on.

She might just put two and two together in a way that I know Jackson won’t. He hadn’t even remembered me from when we were kids, after all. Does he even remember the night we hooked up? I don’t think he does, or else he would have mentioned it at some point when we were hooking up on tour.

I still can’t believe I followed him to three different cities like a groupie, leaving Elijah with my mother after leaving Albuquerque. Elijah loves spending time with his grandmother, so it wasn’t bad for him or anything, but it was bad for me.

I’ve spent my whole life trying to get over Jackson Arden, and now here I am, working for him indirectly. I know that this could all blow up, but I think that I can navigate it just right so that I can save money to get my own place, and then get the hell out of here. I can quit as soon as the big tour is over. It’ll be seasonal work, anyway, the guys don’t tour during the summer months. It’s too hot and not as many people go out. It’ll be a little tough to get childcare for Elijah but his daycare does overnight visits and my mother or my sister can keep him when I have to end up flying to the next city.

This is just temporary. I need this job, because Elijah’s getting bigger and he needs his own space. I’m tired of having Paw Patrol sheets on my bed and having a little guy kicking me in the ribs just like he did when he was in the womb. I just need to work this tour, just six weeks, and then I’ll get a big bonus at the end like Gemma promised.

I take my time with Samuel, but I’m done in just a few moments with Jackson staring at me. Well, glaring might be a better term, his green eyes so much like my son’s that it’s almost eerie. Elijah’s are not only the exact same color as Jackson’s but they are shaped just like his, too, wide and with long-lashes. They haunt me every day of my life.

Gemma has the same eyes, and although I never met their parents, I think it must run in the Arden genes.

I pat Samuel’s shoulder. “Okay, now for the back and shoulders while we wait for Axel.”

Jackson opens his mouth and then closes it again when Gemma speaks.

“I’m going to skin him alive if he doesn’t bring that baby girl,” Gemma seethes, and just then, Axel burst through the door, holding said baby girl in a carrier with one hand.

“Jazzie!” Gemma coos, and Locke smiles a little as if in spite of himself. Locke certainly seems like the possessive type, and Axel’s always been a flirt. I’d had to leave town not long after The Spades banded together, pre-Locke, but I remember Axel being flirty with all the fans even back then.

Axel smiles brightly, and I’m struck for a moment how boyish he looks. Axel can be a little intimidating since he’s so wide and muscular, but now that his hair has started to grow out a little and he’s holding a baby carrier, he looks brighter, younger somehow.

“You remember Susie, right, Ax?” Gemma asks, and Axel looks over at me with a raised eyebrow.

“This is little Susie? Wow, you sure grew up!” Axel says brightly, and Jackson glares at him instead of me this time.

“It’s Zoe, now,” I say, unable to help smiling back. His bright white toothy smile is contagious, and it’s only a bonus that it seems to rankle Jackson when I’m friendly with the members.

“Zoe. Rock on.”

Gemma is already taking the baby carrier from him, unbuckling the snoozing, bald little girl with a bow on her head.

“She’s gonna grow out all that blonde hair any day now,” Axel says jokingly. “I swear she’s not gonna look like my dad forever.”

Gemma frowns at him. “She’s beautiful, Axel, don’t you dare.”

“She is,” he agrees. “Where’s my handsome boy?”

“My handsome boy is with his Daddy,” Locke grumbles, but there’s nothing bitter behind it. He smiles a little as Cain squeals at Axel.

It’s nice, seeing them all like this. I like knowing that Jackson has a family, someone to back him up. God knows he’d needed it when we first met.

The first time I met Jackson, I saw the pain behind his eyes, and I wanted to know what it was, wanted to take it from him. But after what had happened the last time we were together, I ran from it, as soon as I could. I had loved him so much, and the way he had acted... I can’t think about that right now, though, or I’ll get into a spiral, so I focus on the baby girl that Gemma is cooing at.

“Isn’t she gorgeous?” Gemma asks. “Almost makes me want another one.”

“Not yet,” Locke groans. “We can’t have a newborn while we’re on tour, and we need to do a couple of them to keep our fans happy.”

“I know, I know,” Gemma mumbles. “I’m just saying, as soon as Jack and the Spades makes it really big, then I’m going to have all the babies.”

I wrinkle my nose. “I think I’m one and done. Don’t think I could do that again. I love my kiddo but being pregnant was the pits.”

“Harley thinks so, too,” Axel pipes up, sitting down next to Locke and making faces at the baby. “Gemma’s the only crazy one.”

Gemma pouts. “After the first few months, it wasn’t so bad. I thought it was cool having something kicking around inside me.”

“God, Elijah kicked so hard,” I groan.

Gemma laughs. “I guess if Cain was heavy footed, I wouldn’t be so eager to do it again, either.”

“I’m clearly Jazz’s favorite,” Jackson says, moving forward to take the baby, and she falls asleep against his shoulder as he hums to her.

My heart aches, watching him with that baby, knowing he’s never gotten to do that with Elijah. And my baby never had that. No dad to carry him or play with him. It was always just me. And yes, it had been my choice, but it still hurts. I feel guilty about it sometimes, but Jackson had been such a mess back then, and I’d been so young...And I’d definitely done the right thing because it would have meant that I would have ruined his life.

I tap Samuel’s thigh to get him to stand up and he does, obliging me easily. I stretch the measuring tape across his back, taking my time, trailing my fingers along his back and shoulders, and there’s a muscle jumping around in Jackson’s jaw as he stares at me.

I look Jackson right in the eyes and then whistle, looking back at Samuel. “Twenty-four inches. That’s almost two feet!”

Axel whoops and Gemma shushes him, since Locke has just gotten Cain to sleep.

“Go, Samuel,” Axel says more quietly, grinning, and then stands up so that I can measure his inseam. I do take a little extra time because Axel is wider and shorter than the others that I’d measured, but it’s nothing like what I did with Samuel just to piss Jackson off.

Jackson huffs nonetheless, and he looks up at me after putting the baby down on the couch, putting pillows around her so that she won’t fall.

“Isn’t it my turn, now?”

“I already know your measurements pretty well,” I say simply, and Jackson makes a face.

“No, you don’t. I’ve grown since you had that big crush on me in high school,” he insists, and I gape at him.

“Shots fired,” Axel giggles, and I glare at him. He shuts up but he’s still laughing, and even Samuel is smiling.

Traitors.

“I regret ever telling you that,” Gemma says, and I groan.

“Thanks for that,” I grumble, but I measure Jackson’s shoulders all the same, slightly less wide than Samuel and Axel, but barely. Jackson has always been tall and lanky, after all, although he was muscular with a six pack, which I knew intimately.

I would only have to tailor Locke’s pants because they are a little too short, and Samuel’s jacket, because I’d underestimated how wide his shoulders were.

I tell Gemma as much and she grins.

“You’re saving us money already. You have no idea the amount of clothes we’ve had to return because of Locke’s long legs and Samuel’s wide shoulders. Then there was that one time Axel’s bicep ripped out a seam on stage.”

Axel kisses his bicep dramatically and I laugh. Jackson’s still frowning at me.

“Everything should fit you perfectly,” I told Jackson. “I told you that I knew your measurements.”

“You really did have a crush on him in high school,” Axel marvels, and I want to hit him but I refrain.

“I’m a fashion person. I size everyone up the first time I see them,” I insist, and that much is true. For example, Gemma’s put on some weight since high school and the baby that looks good on her. Not that I’d ever tell her that, unless she asked, of course. She’s gorgeous both ways.

I look down at myself, wishing I had Gemma’s figure. I’m hippy, pear-shaped, and although men never seem to mind, sometimes I worry that I’m too heavy. Being in the world of fashion as a curvier woman can be difficult, but I try to navigate it with grace.

Styling Jack and the Spades would be a big job for me, and it would get me the deposit and first month’s rent for the new two-bedroom apartment I was angling for, so I just have to get through this six-week tour, and then things will be okay. I can disappear again, stay away from Jackson and Gemma so that I don’t worry about either of them finding out.

“You want to follow me to the studio?” Jackson asks, jerking his head toward the door. “We’ve got some background tracks to lie down.”

I flush, unsure. “I don’t know, I need to pick up Elijah from the sitter.”

“It’ll only take an hour,” Jackson insists, and I find myself getting in my car and following him to the studio.

Of course, I still can’t say no to Jackson Arden.


5
JACKSON




Zoe Carmicheal, formerly Susie Carmicheal, my little sister’s once and present best friend, is driving me fucking crazy.

Who shows up to a fitting in a pair of yoga pants stretched so tightly across her ass that I can see every curve? Zoe does, apparently. I don’t like the way she flirted with Samuel, either. Not one bit.

I’ll admit it. I’m a possessive guy. I’ve had my struggles with jealousy in nearly every relationship I’ve ever been in, but this time, it’s different. I feel less secure, less confident, because we haven’t actually been out on a date yet. Not for my lack of trying, but Zoe was squirrelly. We just have a casual relationship, and I'm not sure how to quite navigate my jealousy. Do I tell her that I’m jealous? Do I demand that she stop flirting with my friends? Somehow, I don’t think that would go over well.

It comes out of my mouth anyway, the second she shuts the studio door. I sit down at the desk and she’s standing, biting at her cuticles.

“What the hell do you think you were doing, flirting with Samuel like that?” I ask, my voice sounding clipped and even, instead of raising in volume. Honestly, I’m not sure she was flirting, at least not on purpose.

Zoe smirks at me and it just makes my blood boil hotter.

“Why do you care?”

“He’s too young for you,” I growl.

Zoe raises a dark, well-groomed eyebrow.

“Does that mean you’re too old for me, Jack?”

I groan. “I’m not old. You’re just young. You’re my sister’s best friend, for God’s sake.”

“And you’ve got a problem with that?” Zoe saunters toward me, her hips and ass swaying, making my tongue dart out to wet my dry lips. Fuck. I want to grab onto those hips, pull her close, press my face into the cleft of her sex.

Instead, I draw in a deep breath through my nostrils.

“No. I have a problem with you flirting with my band mates,” I burst out. Stupid. Now she holds all the cards.

Zoe grins. “Jackson, are you jealous?”

“Hell yes, I’m jealous,” I grunt. “What do you think? I’ve been chasing you around for weeks but you give Samuel attention the first time you see him in years?”

“Poor baby,” Zoe croons. “You want my attention?”

“All of it,” I admit, eyeing her hips and thick thighs, and she straddles my lap and my hands instantly go to her ass, bouncing her against me and groaning.

“All you had to do was ask,” she whispers in my ear, nipping at my earlobe, and God, I’m going to fuck her right here, rip these yoga pants down and–

Zoe stands up and I pout at her.

“What are you doing? Where are you going?” I whine.

“You said we had to lay down some background tracks. I really do have to pick up my kid, you know?”

“You could bring him here,” I suggest, and she snorts.

“Not with you unable to keep your hands off me.”

“I can never keep my hands off you,” I agree, and she laughs, covering her mouth with her hand in a gesture I’d noticed a lot. It’s cute. She’s cute, and now she’s off-limits, and that makes me want her even more.

I can imagine the hell that Gemma would give me if she found out I was fucking her best friend. Especially since I’d had such an attitude about her dating Locke.

“You haven’t asked about taking me out since we met back up,” she says slowly. “Does that mean you don’t want to anymore?”

“No,” I insist, but then I sigh. “But it’s probably not a good idea, given you’re Gemma’s best friend and all.” I point at her. “Which you lied to me about.”

“I didn’t lie,” she protests. “I just didn’t tell you who I was. You should have remembered me, you know?”

“I was a mess the last time we met,” I say. “I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you, but I do now.”

A mess is probably an understatement. Back then, With all the shit with my parents and having to take care of Gemma, I was way over my head and drowning. I hadn’t been good enough for anyone back then, and sometimes, I wonder if I’m good enough now. I went through some rough times and I know Gemma and the guys had to pull me out of a dark hole, but I’ve changed, and I want to show Zoe that I’m different now.

“Is it weird?” she asks. “Seeing me all grown up?”

I lick my lips again. “Super weird. But it’s kind of hot, too.” I groan. “I hate myself, but even when you were a kid, you were kind of my type.”

“Is that so?” Zoe says, as if she’s not very surprised, and I frown.

Before I can ask her more questions, she puts on a pair of headphones and starts harmonizing into the microphone. I quickly turn on the recording equipment and Zoe has nearly a pitch-perfect tone, so it doesn’t take long for the background tracks to be laid. I’ll sing over them later, after the concert.

“That was fast,” I frown, and Zoe smiles.

“Told you I could get it done. I’ve got to go pick up the kiddo.”

“Tell him I said hi,” I say idly, and she freezes for a moment before walking out.

When I think about it, Zoe’s always been kind of weird about her kid. I’d met him by accident, and she seems not to want me around him. I guess it makes sense, if you’re not in a serious relationship, to keep it from your kid. She wouldn’t want him getting attached or anything.

Even though I think I’m already attached. To her and to the kid. I know that I fall in love easily, but this is ridiculous. Maybe it’s moving faster in my heart because I knew her from before and we’d reconnected, but I had barely known her, so this doesn’t make a lot of sense to me.

All I know is that I think about her all the time. Hell, I even dream about her.
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In my dreams, my vision is doubling, like I’ve downed a half dozen drinks, but I’d know Zoe’s cute button nose and dangerous curves anywhere.

She has long, dark hair instead of the blue bob I’ve seen her with at the concert.

She is biting at her cuticles, lying down on my bed, and I take her ankles in my hands, yank her to the edge of the bed.

“Are you ready, Susie?” I ask her, and she opens her mouth…

And that’s when the sound of an alarm comes out of her mouth.

I sit bolt upright, sweating, my dick hard in my boxer briefs and standing up against my belly. Shit. What was that? I don’t have a teenage fetish, quite the opposite, really. I usually think that older women are more my type, but Zoe is an outlier.

I make my way to the shower, groaning as the water hits my erection, and I know that I’ll have to recall the dream to get it out of my system. I run my hands down my body, teasing myself, but that doesn’t last long.

I can’t get Zoe’s piercing blue eyes out of my head, so blue they were almost silver in the moonlight streaming through my window. Man, that had been a realistic dream. It was just like my bedroom in the house that Gemma and I had grown up in. My hair had been extra-long, down to half-way down my back the way it had been before I cut it to my shoulders a few years ago. I still kept it long, swept back in a ponytail, but back then, it had been ridiculous.

That’s the way Zoe used to look, too, all that long, dark hair, big blue eyes. She’d been a little thinner then, although I love the way she’s filled out.

I stroke myself lightly at first and groan, fisting myself, thrusting into my own hand. I remember Zoe teasing me when she measured my inseam, grabbing me over my slacks. She’s such a tease when she wants to be.

I remember the way she straddled my lap, the way her ass feels in my hands, more than two handfuls, and I moan out her name as I spill into the shower drain. I’m breathing hard when I finish. That’s fast. Faster than usual. I usually make a production out of self-pleasure, but that dream was something else. Zoe makes me feel like that, ever since we’ve started hooking up, like I just need to be inside her, need to be filling her up. It’s like some pull in my stomach, like it’s meant to be or something corny like that.

I hate that I’m still a hopeless romantic, after all these heartbreaks. I sigh and run my hands through my wet hair, washing it and rinsing out the shampoo and conditioner combo my hair stylist hates that I use.

The concert is tonight, and we live about forty-five minutes away from Santa Fe, so I put my clothes in the car, hanging them up to Zoe’s specifications. I wonder if she’ll be at the concert, wonder if that’s part of her job, too, or maybe she’ll just come along.

Gemma will give her free tickets, after all, and she’s always been a fan of my music, even before I’d started with the Spades. I remember her smiling, singing along to the nineties rock I’d played on my acoustic guitar when we were both younger.

I hope she’ll be there. I know it’s a bad idea to keep hooking up with Zoe for two reasons: A. she’s my little sister’s best friend who is working for us. B. I’m falling for her. Fast. Hook, line, and sinker. But I’ve never been one to make good decisions.

I’ve always lived life as it comes, and Zoe is just another obstacle–maybe I’ll leap over it, and maybe I’ll fall flat on my face. Either way, I’m down to see what happens. That’s just the kind of guy I am.
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I’ve been telling myself all week that I’m not going to the concert. It’s just another opportunity to see Jackson in his element and increase my attraction to him. We’re already having issues staying away from each other, and it’s barely been a week.

If he’d pushed just a little that day that I’d measured everyone and sat in his lap at the studio, God knows what I would have done.

“Zoe, you have to come,” Gemma whines when I tell her that I can’t.

“I don’t have a sitter,” I lie. My mother will be more than willing to watch Elijah, but I haven’t asked her, thinking that I shouldn’t go.

“You can use my sitter,” Gemma says, as if she’s had a lightbulb go off over her head. “She’s keeping both Jazz and Cain, and I bet she’d love to have a little guy to help her.”

“Elijah is very helpful,” I say hesitantly.

Damnit. I know myself, and I know if Gemma asks one more time...

“Please?” she asks, and I cave.

“Sure. What’s one night?”
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Oh my God. Leather pants was such a bad idea. Such a monumentally bad idea. Jackson looks so good it’s criminal, with all that brown hair in a low ponytail, a white T-shirt that’s basically see-through, and a black leather jacket with black leather pants, all perfectly tailored to him. The diamond studs I’d picked out for the guys that have pierced ears shine and look great on him, too.

I’m going to hyperventilate. He’s on the stage, looking all the world like a rock god, and I can’t believe I’ve been having sex with this man. How did I get so lucky? What am I doing not having sex with him right now?

Calm down, Zoe, I tell myself. He’s just a man. He’s just Jackson, your best friend’s stupid older brother who you’ve been in love with for seven years and it’s not a problem. It’s fine.

“You did such a good job on the outfits!” Gemma yells over the soundcheck. “I want to eat Locke alive.”

“That was the idea,” I say wanly, and Gemma grins.

“Let’s get a drink. Mama’s night out, right? You got a ride home?”

I shake my head and she shrugs, pushing a shot into my hands when she hails the bartender.

“Jackson will take you home. He’s on a sobriety streak since the tour. Hopefully, this one will stick.”

He’d been drinking on the tour, and I had thought that was why he hadn’t remembered me. Now I’m not so sure. Maybe I just... wasn’t that memorable.

I took in a deep breath. No reason to think like that, not just yet, anyway. What I needed to do was get all my hormones under control and be serious about not sleeping with Jackson anymore. The more I sleep with him, the closer I get to falling in love, and that’s bad. Very bad, considering that I have a child who’s four years old with his eyes. A child he doesn’t know is his and that I never want him to find out is his.

Keep it together, Zoe. I tell myself when I take a second shot with Gemma, but after the third shot, all bets are off and I want to take off my clothes right there in the mosh pit.

Jackson winks at me after he belts out a particularly spicy line, and I scream, I can’t help it. Gemma giggles at me, tipsy and leaning against me and whooping for Locke’s drum solo.

I make my way to the bar just before their set is over, and thankfully, it’s Samuel who sits next to me while I order a water, ordering a beer.

“Hey, wide shoulders,” I say, a little drunk, and Samuel blushes.

He laughs softly.

“You’re drunk, Miss Stylist.”

“Only a little. Call me Zoe,” I insist, and he smiles at me.

“Okay. You’re drunk, Zoe,” he drawls.

“I don’t get out much,” I admit, sipping my water. “I’m taking a water break, don’t worry.”

“Better drink two bottles,” a voice behind me says, and I turn around to see Jackson frowning at me. “Did my sister make you take shots of that shitty vodka she likes?”

“It’s not shitty,” I insist. “Tastes like nothing.”

“That’s what makes it shitty. Dangerous. Gives you a hell of a hangover. I should know,” Jackson warns, ordering himself a bottle of water as I sip mine.

I look up at him from under my eyelashes. “You did great up there.”

He grins at me, his frown finally fading. “Thanks. You look good, too,” he murmurs, looking me up and down.

I’m proud of my choice in dress, a little club dress that’s blue like my eyes and sequined. I think it brings out my curves and it seems like Jackson agrees.

I turn back to Samuel but he’s gone, flitted off somewhere, maybe the dance floor. They have a half hour break before they go back to finish the second half of the set.

“Where’d my friend go?” I pout.

“I’m your friend,” Jackson insists. “I’m your ride home, remember?”

“I remember,” I say darkly, and Jackson laughs a little.

“Not your number one choice?” he asks.

“You always are,” I mumble, but thank God he doesn’t seem to hear me, holding a hand up to his ear as if the music is too loud. “Nothing. Never mind,” I yell over the music, and he nods.

He takes my hand as if I’d told him something important, pulling me toward the hallway where the bathrooms are. It’s quieter there, and he leans down to whisper in my ear.

“That dress is killing me.”

I look up at him, the vodka making me bold. “What are you gonna do about it?”

Jackson growls against my ear, presses me up against the wall in the hallway, and proceeds to suck a mark onto the base of my throat while I writhe and moan beneath him. He has one hand looped loosely around my throat and I wish he’d press harder, press his thumbs into my flesh, mark me that way, too.

I’m the one who leads him into the women’s bathroom, locking the door of the single bathroom, because I’m drunk and horny and well... I’m stupid about Jackson Arden.

“Look at you,” he murmurs, bending me over the sink so that I can see my open mouth, the way he’s smeared my lipstick by kissing me. I can see my cleavage spilling out of my top, the way Jackson’s hands go to my hips as he presses his erection against me.

“Jackson,” I gasp. “Hurry.”

I’m already so wet that I’m soaking the thong I’m wearing and he curses when he pulls it down to my ankles, working his thigh between my legs to spread me open, bunching my dress up around my hips.

It hasn’t been that long since we’ve hooked up in a club bathroom, but this feels different, more taboo somehow, with his sister outside in the crowd.

“Impatient. Look at you, soaking through your panties,” he mumbles. His words are slow from lust instead of alcohol, and I want him so bad I can’t stand it.

I roll my hips back, pushing back against him. “I want you inside me, right now, Jackson, please.”

“Eager baby,” he whispers. “Everyone right outside, if there was a skip in the music, they could hear you beg for me, couldn’t they?”

It takes him a long moment to work the leather down his body and free himself, and he rubs against my slick heat before entering me, groaning loudly.

“Could hear how much you like fucking me, too,” I gasp as I’m jolted forward by Jackson’s hips, his hands all over my ass, grabbing handfuls and watching it jiggle.

“God, I love fucking you,” he admits, his hips moving faster. “I’ve been wanting to do it all night, the whole time I was playing. I was singing to you, you know that?”

Fuck. I always imagine that Jackson’s singing to me, I’ve done it since I was young, and to know that it’s really happening feels very surreal.

“Faster, harder,” I breathe, my breath fogging up the mirror and I can see my makeup running from sweat. I’m going to have to do some cleanup before I leave this bathroom, but I don’t care. I can still remember the first club we hooked up in, not in Albuquerque but in Dallas, and he’d thrown me up against the stall door, fucked me standing up.

This is better, I think. I like feeling him behind me, like having his hands on my hips so he can snap me back toward him, angle deeper inside me. He starts to hit a sweet spot a few moments in and I begin to come all over him, crying out and grabbing hold of the sink so hard it’s a wonder it doesn’t break off in my hands.

“Oh my God,” Jackson pants. “I’m so close. You’re so fucking hot and slick, Zoe, so wet for me. Tell me it’s for me, yeah?”

He sounds desperate, like that’s what he needs to tip over the edge, and I’m no stranger to his possessive dirty talk, after all. Jackson likes what he likes, and he’s always been like this.

“All for you, baby,” I manage before I gasp when he spills inside of me, groaning and grabbing so tight on my hips I know I’ll have thumbprint bruises.

My legs are shaking when he pulls out of me, looking down at his watch, the one I picked out for him earlier that week.

Jackson smirks at me, slapping me on the ass. “Let’s do that again tonight,” he whispers in my ear, and I shudder all over.

Am I going to do it? I look at myself in the mirror, trying to fix my makeup, washing my face and patting the sweat in my cleavage. This is maybe the sluttiest thing I’ve ever done, letting Jackson fuck me over a dirty club sink, but even when I think about it, I’m not sorry.

I don’t think I’ll be sorry if I leave Elijah overnight and spend the night with Jackson, either.

What the hell am I thinking? I can’t do this!

I exit the bathroom, telling myself under no circumstances will I stay the night with Jackson Arden.
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My sister really does a number on the vodka and Zoe, because I basically have to carry her out of there.

She’s hanging all over Samuel’s arm, even though that’s probably only because she can barely stand up, and he’s tipsy and giggly, and I hate it, so I just walk over to her and pick her up, throwing her over my shoulder.

Her head hangs down and she squeaks a little, but she doesn’t stop me, giggling as we enter the parking garage. We’ve all brought our own cars to Santa Fe since we have a week break before driving out to Dallas, and I’m grateful that I did, given the state that Zoe is in.

“Are we going home?” Zoe asks when I buckle her in, looking at me with glassy blue eyes, and I shake my head.

“Not home. My hotel room.”

“I don’t have a hotel room,” she mumbles. “Was gonna go home.”

“You’re not driving home in this state,” I say dryly. “So, you’re coming with me.”

Zoe crosses her arms over her chest. “I’m not sleeping with you.”

I laugh. “I wouldn’t try, not with you like this. You’re about two shots past consent.”

She tears up, sniffling. “You don’t want to sleep with me?”

I roll my eyes and roll the window down slightly, knowing from my own drunken experiences that fresh air feels better than the air conditioner.

“Of course I want to sleep with you. How about this, when we get there, you drink some water, and I’ll let you sleep in my bed.”

“Can we cuddle?” she asks brokenly, and she’s so cute I want to kiss her right then and there.

“Yeah, yeah, of course. I’m a cuddle master, right?”

“You do have good cuddle arms,” she slurs, poking my bicep. “You’re strong. Picked me right up.”

“You’re light as a feather,” I tell her.

She grins at me. “You make me feel that way. Always throw me around.” She looks at me from underneath her eyelashes again. “Are you sure we can’t have sex?”

“Pretty sure you’d fall asleep halfway through,” I laugh, and she laughs back, seeming less upset.

“Yeah, probably. You were right about the vodka. It’s dangerous.”

You’re dangerous, I want to say. Dangerous because you’re sitting in my car, drunk and adorable, and all I want to do is tell you that I’ve fallen for you. It is too soon for that. It is too soon for me to be feeling that, and besides, I’d told myself I had to keep things casual. The last time I’d fallen too hard and too fast, it nearly killed me. She’s my little sister’s best friend. She’s a single mom. She works with us. It’ll be too much drama. Who knew if the baby’s father was still in her life? I feel my jaw clench up at the thought. He’s probably texting her, begging to get her back every couple of days. I tell myself I’ll ask her about it, but not tonight.

Tonight, I’m going to enjoy cute, tipsy Zoe.

I help her out of the car and she leans into me in the elevator, seemingly nearly falling asleep. She’s thankfully awake when we get into the hotel room, though, and she hops up on the desk, nearly falling over as I grab her a bottle of water.

“M’hungry,” she mumbles. “Should have went to get food.”

I pull out my phone. “I’ll order us some burgers and fries. How about that?” I ask, and she grins drunkenly up at me.

“You’re an angel, Jackson Arden. My own personal angel,” she gushes, and I laugh out loud.

“I’m gonna use that when you’re sober.”

She doesn’t seem to mind, kicking her feet and humming in the back of her throat happily.

When the food comes, she all but breaks a leg running to the door, and I grab her around the waist, meeting the delivery guy who I tip extra since my kind of girlfriend almost bowled him over in the hallway.

As Zoe’s munching on her fries, she stares at me.

“You really don’t remember, do you?”

“Remember what?”

“Me,” she says, pouting.

“I remember you,” I insist. “It just took me a minute.”

“You don’t,” she insists, wrinkling up her nose.

I put my hand on her thigh. “I’ll make up for it, yeah?”

“How are you gonna do that?”

I shrug. “I thought I already did, back in the club bathroom.”

“At least twice more, before you’re forgiven,” she says huffily.

I smile at her. “Twice more in a club bathroom?”

“Twice more, period. Then we should stop,” she says firmly.

My heart plummets to my toes. “We should stop? Why?” She’s only echoing what I’ve been thinking for the past few days, but still, I hate the way it makes me feel.

“We’re not good for each other. I’m your sister’s best friend. I have a baby,” she says hesitantly, looking at me as if expecting me to protest.

I nod. “I guess you’re right. Two more times, huh? We’ve got to make them count.”

Zoe grins wickedly. “I have some things in mind.”

I shake my head. “Not tonight. Tonight I’m going to be a gentleman,” I tell her, and she pouts.

“You’ve never been a gentleman before,” she whines, but her eyelids are drooping so I pick her up off the desk and strip off her dress because she keeps complaining about it being hot. I’ve still got her thong in my pocket so I swallow hard and give her my white t-shirt, which doesn’t do much to hide her curvy body. Her nipples peak through the white fabric and I groan, undressing down to my underwear.

“You’re not going to make this easy on me, are you?” I ask, and she grins and rocks her hips back against mine while I spoon her.

I bury my face in her neck and bite her there, liking her moan of pleasure. “If you still want to tomorrow, I’m going to rail you into next week,” I promise.

Zoe giggles. “I’ll always want to,” she says sweetly, turning to nuzzle against me and finally my erection starts to go down. She smells like sweat and lavender and she’s so soft against me, kissing along my collarbone.

She’s snoring lightly long before I can go to sleep, and I think to myself that this is going to be a hell of a difficult web to get myself out of.

I wake up to Zoe scrambling around the hotel room, crawling under the bed to get her dress and I groan.

“It’s too early for you to be trying to leave the bed already. It’s cold, get your ass back in here.”

“I’ve got to Uber back to my car,” she says frantically. “I left Elijah overnight.”

“With Simone, right? She’s a great sitter, I doubt he even noticed you were gone all night,” I say easily. “Cain has the worst separation anxiety but he’s fine with her.”

“You don’t understand,” she wails, beginning to cry. “This is the first night I’ve spent away from him since the tour. He won’t understand.”

I sit up in bed, frowning. “Did he have a hard time with it when you went on tour with me?”

She had only gone to a couple of different shows in a couple of different cities, and as far as I could remember, only spent the night once.

She shakes her head and sits down on the edge of the bed. “No. I just feel like a horrible mother.”

I rub her back, crooning comforts in her ear.

“You’re far from a horrible mother. You’re a great mom. It’s okay to have some adult fun every once in a while,” I tell her, and that was something I’d been telling Gemma for months. She agrees with me, though, and it seems like Zoe doesn’t.

“It’s just weird, you know? Ever since… Well, ever since his father, I haven’t done this kind of thing. Not until I saw you again.”

I stiffen at the mention of the father. “Where is he, anyway? Does he see Elijah?”

Zoe scoffs. “No. He doesn't even know,” she says in a small voice.

Holy shit. What kind of awful person must the father be if Zoe hasn’t even told him? I hate him even more, now, and I hated him plenty to begin with.

“So, you only feel like a horrible mom because you’re doing it alone. All that Elijah has is you,” I suggest.

She looks at me, sniffling and wiping at her eyes. “How do you know so much?”

I shrug and grin. “I’ve dated a lot of single moms.”

She hits me in the chest lightly and I laugh.

“That’s actually a really astute observation, and you’re right. It’s okay to have adult fun now and again.” she looks me up and down.

“Does that mean you’re going to relieve me of my gentlemanly duties?” I ask with a smirk, and she pounces on me, tugging down my boxer briefs and I groan when her fingers wrap around me, as she takes the head of my cock into her mouth and sucks lightly, looking up at me.

I thread my fingers through her bright blue, shoulder-length hair, a little shorter than mine, bobbing her head up and down. She takes me in deeper and I let out a guttural moan that reverberates on the hotel walls. I feel like we’re going to get a noise complaint, but I don’t care. I’d paid the deposit.

I shudder when she takes me all the way down to my base, using the flat of her tongue to lick along my underside and my tip. It feels so good I feel like I'm close to the edge in just moments, and when she gags around me, I pull her head up, looking her in the eyes.

“Why don’t you ride me, baby blue?” I ask her softly, using the nickname I’d given her because of her blue eyes and even bluer hair.

She’s still just wearing my T-shirt, her nipples still hard and poking through the fabric, and I take her breasts in my hands as she straddles me, rubbing herself against my erection.

“I don’t think I’ve ever done this,” she says, and my eyes widen.

“With me or anyone?”

“Anyone,” she says shyly. “I might not be very good at it.”

I thrust up beneath her, unable to control myself. The idea that she’s never done this position, that she’s inexperienced other than with me, makes me so hot it makes me worry. What does that even say about me as a person? I think it’s something to do with how possessive I am, but I don’t want to look too far into why I have a sudden innocence kink.

“You’re good at everything, baby blue,” I tell her, and she sighs, moving her hips forward and taking my underwear all the way out, sliding her wetness across my length.

I grit my teeth as she guides me inside her. She’s tight and slick from last night, since we haven’t showered. She’s still full of me, and that only makes me hotter. I can feel myself pulsing inside her.

“Am I doing okay?” she asks hesitantly, and my hands go to her breasts again, thumbing across those nipples that have been driving me crazy since I put her in my shirt last night. She’s full of me, covered in me, and I love it.

“You’re doing amazing,” I manage, giving little thrusts up beneath her, unable to control them. I want to flip her over and fuck her hard and fast, but this feels so good that I don’t want her to stop.

She rolls her hips experimentally and I gasp out her name, my hands tightening on her breasts. She moans, moves one of my hands to her throat and I squeeze slightly, knowing from our hookups before that she likes to be choked, likes to be dominated. Even when she’s on top, she likes me to be in control, so I thrust up beneath her, rolling my hips to angle up just in the way I know she likes.

“Oh fuck,” she moans. “You feel so big like this.”

“You feel so tight,” I respond, gritting my teeth again, wanting her to have her orgasm before I have mine, but I know it’s going to be a near thing since I’m close to bursting.

“Jackson,” she breathes. “Jackson, oh Jack.”

It sends me over the edge, the way she says my name like that, and I tighten my hand around her throat. As I do, her eyes pop open and she begins to pant, rolling her hips faster and faster. Her orgasm explodes and she clenches around me like a vice, her thighs trembling.

I’m only a few pumps away so I release her throat, take hold of her hips and fuck up into her until I burst, gasping and moaning while she’s raking her manicured nails down my chest.

“Jesus fuck,” I pant, and she agrees, slowly rolling off me with a groan. “Does that have to count for the first of our two times?”

“I think it has to,” she says, and she’s right, it’s too good not to count, her first time on top.

I want to ask her about it, but I’m exhausted from being up late the night before and the sun is just now streaking through the room. She woke up way too early. I snuggle into her, nuzzling her neck and she sighs heavily, sweating and sated.

I’m asleep before my head hits the pillow, instead cradled on her chest.
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Well, I did exactly what I said I wasn’t going to do. Now here I am, with Jackson’s head on my chest and his arms wrapped around me, in his hotel bed.

What happened to this is the last time? What happened to not again, Zoe? Am I ever going to stop being stupid about Jackson Arden?

It certainly doesn’t seem that way, and when I sneak out from under Jackson’s arms, he whines and takes the pillow instead, cuddling it to him. I nearly melt into the ground. He’s so handsome, so sweet...

Shut up, Zoe, I tell myself. You can’t date him. You know this.

But why can’t I? He doesn’t have to know about Elijah. He never has to know about Elijah, right? I bite at the cuticle which is already red and bleeding on my thumb. Of course, he’d end up finding out about Elijah. Gemma would figure it out, put it together and tell her brother, and then he’d hate me for lying to him. Not to mention, I still can’t trust him. He was such a mess before, drinking all the time, partying, and even if he said he’s changed, how can I be sure?

One more time, that’s what I said, and now I’m wondering how that’s going to be possible given that we work in such close proximity. I have an appointment to record with him in three days, for God’s sake. All I can do is get out of here before he wakes.

I manage to find my dress and do the walk of shame downstairs, avoiding Gemma and Locke, who are checking out downstairs.

Gemma catches me as I’m walking outside and I curse inwardly.

“Are you as hungover as I am?” she asks, groaning. “Smart move, getting a hotel room.”

Oh thank God. Of course she doesn’t automatically think I’ve spent the night with her brother, that’s just my own paranoid brain.

“Yeah,” I say easily. “I was pretty lit.”

Gemma laughs. “I think I overdid it last night because I really needed a night out with a bestie. I missed that, you know?”

“I know, me too. And it’s always good to let loose when you know the kids are safe and taken care of,” I tell her, and she smiles at me.

“Yeah, you definitely missed out on your wild years. Maybe I can help with that.” she winks at me.

These Ardens are going to be the death of me, I swear. First Jackson and our hooking up with the wildest sex in the wildest places, and now Gemma threatening to get me drunk off that dangerous vodka we’d been shooting last night.

“You riding to your car with Jack?”

“God, no,” I burst out. I don’t want the final time we have sex to be in the backseat of his car, after all.

“Here, Locke and I will take you back. Jack’s probably doing late checkout, anyway. Lazybones,” she teases but there doesn’t seem to be any bite in it. She loves Jackson, and they’ve always gotten along, as far as I know.

That might change if she finds out what’s been going on, and right under her nose. But that isn’t going to happen, because we’re only going to do it one more time. Then it will be over and we can both move on.

I get into the backseat and Gemma slides in next to me, putting her head on my shoulder.

“I’ve been replaced,” Locke says dryly, and Gemma hums in agreement.

“I missed my bestie,” she murmurs, and my heart seems to swell in my chest.

“I’ve missed you too, Gem,” I say softly, and I mean it. I’ve missed her terribly, especially through my pregnancy and the worst months when Elijah was a newborn. I wish I had her to talk to, to commiserate with, but I’d pushed her away. All because I didn’t want her to know what had happened with her brother, and later I couldn’t let her find out that her brother is the father of my child.

I can’t help feeling a massive amount of guilt for that, but that’s one reason that I can’t let Gemma meet Elijah. I know that she’ll know right away, my best friend has always been observant, and I just can’t risk that. She’ll tell Jackson, for sure. Her loyalties will always lie with him, and I understand that.

“How has it been, working with Jackson?” she asks innocently.

“It's been... okay,” I say hesitantly.

“He takes that crush thing way too seriously,” she laughs. “How many of us still are crushing on the guy we were crushing on in high school? Honestly.”

“Honestly,” I echo. I guess I’m a bit of an anomaly there, because the only man I’ve ever even been with is my high school crush. Don’t get me wrong, I’d been on dates, kissed other guys, but I’d never let it get further. I’m always worried about another unexpected pregnancy, and honestly, I’ve just never felt a spark with anyone else the way that I feel with Jackson. I’ve never really felt sexually attracted to anyone else. I wish I could tell my best friend all about it, but I can’t.

“You didn’t have a crush on me when you met me?” Locke asks, pouting, and Gemma snorts.

“You know I couldn’t stand you until our last tour,” she drawls, and Locke grumbles but there’s nothing mean in it. They have a good back and forth, lots of banter, and they seem like a fun couple.

I hope Jackson isn’t too upset with me for running out, but honestly, why would he be? We’ve both decided that it should be casual.

Haven’t we?
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Three days later, I have the worst morning that I’ve maybe ever had. Elijah is being a stage-five clinger and begging me not to leave him at daycare, my hair is a dyed mess because I’m trying to touch it up five minutes before I leave, and I’ve got blue dye all over my hands.

The daycare workers finally manage to pry Elijah off me and I make it to the studio, scrubbing at my hands with antibacterial wipes. The dye isn’t coming off and I huff out a breath. Jackson meets me at the studio door.

“You’re late,” he says coldly.

“Sorry. Elijah was being a holy terror and -” Jackson turns his back on me and I shut my mouth. Clearly, he doesn’t care what I have to say or why I’m late.

“I’ve already recorded my part of this song. I just need you to do the backups over what I’ve recorded.”

I stare at him. “I thought we were supposed to do it together.”

“Well, you weren’t here, were you?” he snaps.

I put my hands on my hips. “Jackson Arden. Why are you being such an ass all of a sudden?”

“You left me,” he says firmly, his green eyes shooting to mine where he’d been looking away. “We spent the night together and you just snuck out, like it was a one-night stand.”

“Wasn’t it?” I ask. “Didn’t we say we should stop?”

“That doesn’t make it mean nothing, Zoe,” he says fiercely, his jaw tight, full lips thinned. “It means something,”

I’ve never imagined Jackson saying something like this to me. It feels like a dream.

“What are you trying to say, Jackson.”

He sighs, running a hand across his face. “I’m saying that I like you, Zoe. I have… I have feelings for you.”

“Don’t say that,” I mourn, and Jackson smiles softly.

“It’s true. I do. It… It hurt my feelings when you left like that,” he admits, looking away from me.

I can’t help myself. I lean down and take his hands in mine, willing him to look at me. He finally does, biting his lower lip.

“What can I do to make it up to you?” I ask, and his green eyes light up.

“You can let me take you out,” he says, and then quickly continues before I can protest. “A date. A real one. Friday night.”

“Jackson—” I start.

“I’ll pick you up at seven,” he insists.

“I don’t have a sitter,” I lie, and he scoffs.

“Bring little man with you. He’s cool.”

I blink at him. “I can’t do that, Jackson. I should never have let him...” I trail off, because there’s hurt flashing across Jackson’s face and that’s the last thing I want.

“No excuses, Zoe. Just one date. That’s all I ask.” He looks up at me, pleading with me, and then slowly, he brings my hands to his mouth, kissing along my knuckles.

Damnit. That does it. How am I supposed to say no now?

“Fine. One date, but that counts as sex,” I say firmly.

“Only if we have sex on the date,” he grins.

I roll my eyes. “We’re definitely going to have sex on the date.”

Jackson looks me over. “I wish you’d quit dressing like that when you come over here.”

I look down at my yoga pants and cut-off T-shirt. It covers me well and I raise an eyebrow.

“What, too casual for you? You want me to wear a dress every time?”

“No,” he growls. “I want you to wear something that won’t make me want to jump your bones the second you walk in here.”

I step away from him, dropping his hands and giggling.

“Can’t do that, sorry. I’m too sexy in everything I wear.”

“Damn right you are,” Jackson agrees and then sighs. “Come over here and plant your ass in this seat. Gemma will skin me if I don’t get this done between now and Monday. She’s helped pay for the release of this demo.”

“I love this song, Blue,” I say, blushing a little.

Jackson stares at me. “You should. I wrote it about you.”

I gasp. It’s a song about feelings, lust too, don’t get me wrong, but mostly feelings.

“You did not.”

“I did. Why do you think I named it Blue?”

He does call me “baby blue” in the softest tone, sometimes. God, this is like a dream come true but I can’t enjoy any of it for fear that I’ll be found out,

“Well then, who did you write Red about?” I ask. That one is definitely a totally different song, one about heartbreak and rage.

Jackson looks away, clearing his throat. “I plead the fifth.”

I stare at him curiously. ”It’s about Maria, isn’t it?” I say flatly.

Jackson doesn’t answer, but jealousy rolls through me. The song isn’t exactly a positive one, more of a hate letter to the girl who broke his heart, but still, if he feels that strongly about it, it still means something to him. She’ll always mean something to him, and since no one but Jackson had ever meant anything to me, I don’t like it. Not one bit. Especially given that first night we were together.

It’s only a two-track mini album, and I’m doing backup singing on both tracks. We focus on Blue today, and Red on Monday. I plan to put my all into my song, and maybe half-ass the one about Maria.

I won’t do that, but it’s really tempting to think about. I do my thing and get about halfway through the song, which takes about half an hour, before there’s a banging on the studio door.

Jackson frowns, going to the door, and it’s a daycare worker, holding Elijah by the hand.

“I’m so sorry, Ms. Carmichael, but Elijah has a fever, and due to company policy...”

“You can’t keep him today,” I sigh.

“Exactly. We tried to get in touch with you, but your mother gave us the address to your job–I'm so sorry to have to do this.”

Mom must have been at home alone without the car, unable to pick Elijah up, and I’d left my phone on the studio couch.

“I’m sorry,” I apologize, taking Elijah’s hand. He grabbed me around the waist, turning his head into my stomach. “Thank you for bringing him here.”

I turn around to apologize to Jackson as the daycare worker leaves, but he’s smiling and crouching down to Elijah’s level.

“Not feeling so well, bud?” he asks softly.

Elijah shakes his head. “My tummy hurts,” he says quietly.

“You like ginger ale? I keep ginger ale here for when my tummy hurts.” Jackson stands up and whispers to me, “Hangovers.”

I giggle, putting my hand over my mouth in a gesture I’ve done my whole life, and Jackson smiles fondly at me before popping a can of ginger ale from the mini-fridge and handing it to Elijah.

Elijah sips it gratefully. “I love ginger ale. Thank you, Mr. Jack.”

“How many times do I have to tell you, just call me Jack,” Jackson insists. ”You wanna listen to some tunes while your mama finishes work?” he asks, and Elijah grins and nods, climbing up onto the couch next to Jackson, who nods at me and flips through his phone to find a song.

I slowly walk into the soundproof studio room, shutting the door behind me, and I sit down in the chair and put on the headphones, watching them through the clear glass. They look so cozy, sitting right next to each other, and as I watch, Jackson crosses his left leg over his right and so does Elijah, in a mirror image. This is exactly what I want. Ever since I was a teenager, I’d wanted me and Jackson together, for us to have a family, and this is what it would look like.

My throat goes dry, and for a moment I wonder if I should get out there and take him home, but instead I close my eyes and finish recording. It takes about an hour, and by the time I turn around again, Elijah is asleep in Jackson’s arms and Jackson is smiling at me.

“He fell right asleep listening to The Beatles,” he says in awe.

“The White Album always puts him right out,” I laugh, and Jackson shakes his head.

“He’s a hell of a kid,” he says.

“Takes after his father,” I say, not even thinking about it, and Jackson’s eyes dart to mine.

“What is he, a musician?” Jackson accuses, something bitter in his tone.

I shrug. “I have a type, I guess.”

“I guess,” Jackson grumbles.

I grin at him. “You jealous again?”

Jackson groans. “I’m jealous every time I think about someone else touching you. Drives me crazy,” he admits, and I sit next to him.

“Will it help if I tell you no one else has touched me since you started to?” I asked softly, and Jackson’s eyes widen.

“Yes. Yes, that would help immensely,” he says emphatically, and I giggle.

“Well, it’s true. It’s been only you since we met up in Albuquerque that night.”

“Thank God. Now if you’ll stop flirting with Samuel, everything will be perfect,” Jackson says, and I laugh again.

“I don’t even flirt with Samuel,” I scoff, and there’s a sharp knock on the door.

“That’ll be Gemma,” Jackson groans, disentangling himself from my son, and I freeze, panic rising in my throat.

Elijah doesn’t just have Jackson’s eyes, he has his nose, his jawline–his light brown hair. Gemma will know.

I scoop up Elijah in my arms even as he protests and burst out the door, past Gemma.

“Sorry, sick kid, don’t want to infect you and give it to the baby,” I burst out in apology, and I get into the car, finally releasing a long breath as I get a grumpy and sleepy four-year-old in the booster seat.

All I can do is hope that this tour goes by faster than I think.
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There she goes, leaving me again, this time with her son in tow.

My sister blinks. “Wow, she tore out of here like a bat out of hell. What’d you do to piss her off?”

I scoff. “Nothing. She’ll be back. We have plans to record for Red on Monday,” I say, not wanting to reveal our weekend plans for a date.

“Don’t tease her too much, okay? She did have a crush on you and it’s not something she ever talked about,” Gemma warns.

“You keep saying that, but what does it mean? She was like fourteen the last time I saw her,” I insist, and Gemma stares at me.

“No, she wasn’t. She was seventeen, and it was right after you and Maria broke up.”

Now it’s my turn to blink at Gemma. “Hell, that time in my life is like a haze. I don’t remember anything from back then,” I admit. “That makes a lot of sense.”

Gemma shakes her head. “Yeah, you were a mess. So don’t tease her too much. I know you don’t have time to get serious about anyone right now.”

I nod slowly. “Yeah, of course not.”

Getting serious about Zoe is exactly what I want to do, and I can’t even deny it to myself anymore. She’d met me at a time when I was a complete shitshow, and I want to show her that I’m not that guy anymore. I don’t care that she’s Gemma’s best friend, I’ll take the ribbing from her just like I rib her and Locke about their relationship. She can’t be a hypocrite, after all, since she’s married to my best friend.

I think about telling her right now, but in the event that Zoe doesn’t want me to, I keep my mouth shut. I’m going to wow Zoe on this date Friday night, and I can’t wait.

I spill to the one person I know will keep my secret: Locke Kincaid. He won’t tell Gemma no matter how much she tries to get him to, because his loyalty is to me at this point. After our fallout when he got Gemma pregnant, we’ve been thick as thieves, and Gemma is none the wiser.

“I need to talk to you,” I tell Locke on the phone. “But I need Gemma out of the house.”

“I’ve got Cain over at Axel and Harley’s. Come over here and we can all jam.”

I freeze. “Is Sam coming?” I ask coldly.

“No, he said he had something else planned already,” Locke says.

“Good,” I mumble, and when Locke asks what, I just brush it off.

I don’t care if Axel and Harley find out, either. Axel’s more loose-lipped and he’s friends with Gemma, but I don’t think he’ll out me on something like this. The only person I would be a little concerned about is Samuel, and most of that is jealousy, to tell the truth. He’s the one who’s closest to Zoe, and I don’t like that, that’s all there is to it.

He’s still my friend, of course, but for this matter I’m glad he won’t be there.

I arrive at Axel and Harley’s little duplex in about half an hour, and I’m met at the door by Cain in a bouncer, babbling incessantly.

“Yeah, buddy, seems like you had a hard day,” I tease, and Cain babbles something back to me before focusing on bouncing and playing with his toys.

“He’s a chatterbox like his mama,” Locke groans.

Jasmine, on the other hand, is quieter, just rolling around in her crib and trying to grab for her toes, which I think is a milestone of some kind.

“Jazz is a quiet girl,” I say, and Harley scoffs.

“Now she is. Once it’s time to go to bed, she cries for Daddy and nothing else will do.”

“She’s a daddy’s girl,” Axel says, grinning, and Harley rolls her eyes.

“So, what’s going on with you? You never ask to talk unless it’s about a girl.”

Axel sits up straighter. “Yes, spill, spill. Us, married men, have to live vicariously through your exploits.” Harley hits him in the back of the head as she walks by and he flinches.

I clear my throat, suddenly regretting my decision to tell the friends that had been like my brothers all of these years.

I sit down on the couch next to Axel, sighing. “I’m sleeping with Gemma’s best friend.”

Locke’s eyes bulge out of his head.

Axel stares at me. “The little stylist with the blue hair?”

“The very same,” I say sagely, and Locke frowns at me, throwing a nearby object which happens to be a soft, squeaky baby toy,

“You cannot fuck Gemma’s best friend!” he yells, and Cain turns around to stare at him, not used to his father raising his voice. ”What is this, some kind of weird payback?”

I flinch as he throws increasingly harder baby toys at me. “No! It’s not revenge, it just… it happened while we were on tour, and I didn’t recognize her, and now I do and it’s just… it’s a mess,” I finish, and finally Locke stops throwing things at me.

“You really can’t judge,” Axel says to Locke, and I look at him, satisfied.

Locke groans. “Now I’ll have to keep a secret from my wife. Do you know how hard that is?”

“I do,” I say solemnly, “and I appreciate you. I owe you my life.”

“Oh, shut up,” Locke grumbles, but he’s smiling.

“So, you’re just sleeping with her or have you already fallen for her?” Axel asks.

I frown. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You fall in love about as many times as I breathe in a month,” Locke jokes, and Axel nods.

“Yeah, man, you and me, we’re the same. Hopeless romantics,” he says. “Locke was the true fuckboy, all this time.”

“Not anymore. Now it’s all on Samuel,” Locke says.

“Stop talking about me like I’m not here,” I complain. “And also, stop talking about me like I’m already married.”

“Aren’t you? Like in your head, have you already imagined your wedding?”

She’d wear blue, of course, and the flowers would be blue, and I’d call her baby blue in our wedding vows…

I shook my head. “No. Absolutely not,” I lie.

“He has,” Axel coos. “Tell me, what color suit are you going to wear?”

“Black, of course,” I say instantly and then clap a hand over my mouth.

Locke bursts out laughing. “You’re always like this, man, it’s like once you meet a girl you like, it’s game over.”

“This is different. I know Zoe. I’ve known her for a long time. That’s why I’m falling so fast.”

Axel nods. “That might have something to do with it. Knowing Harley sure made me fall in love a lot quicker the second time.”

“You never fell out of love with me, you big clown.”

Axel grins goofily. “She’s right. I didn’t.”

I smile at him, happy for him. I’m happy for both of them, I just… I want what they have. I want a wife and a family, and lately, I’ve been thinking maybe it should be Zoe. I did fall in love too quickly, fall too hard, but what’s the problem with that? Zoe and I have known each other since we were kids, and maybe this time, falling in love is the right thing.

“So, what’s the problem? Gemma will be pissed for only about five minutes, you know her,” Locke offers.

I sigh. “It isn’t just that. You know Zoe has a kid, and she’s very protective of him. Plus, she’s only committed to one date. She seems to think the thing with Gemma is a really big deal.”

“It’s gonna be fine,” Axel waves it off. “Gemma gets mad quick, but she gets over it quick, too. She was only mad at Locke about five minutes the last fight they got into.”

Locke stares at him. “She’s different with me, man. She was mad three days; how do you not remember? I slept on your couch.”

“Oh yeah,” Axel chuckles. “But she won’t be like that with Jackson.”

“Nah, not with her big brother,” Locke agrees.

I have to agree with them. Gemma feels like she owes me somehow for raising her, and even though I don’t want that kind of payback, I do enjoy the things it lets me get away with. I think that this will be one of those things, where Gemma forgives me for sleeping with her best friend. At least, I hope so, because I have big plans.

“Where do I take her on our date?” I ask, and they both have plenty of ideas, talking over each other.

“A nice dinner,” Locke says.

“Take her to a concert,” Axel offers.

“Both of those are terrible ideas,” Harley says, sitting down on Axel’s lap.

His arms go around her easily and she leans back against him. That’s what I want with Zoe, and I’m tired of being lonely. I’m tired of reaching out for someone each morning and no one being there. That’s why I was so hurt when she left early the day after the concert.

“She likes music, right, she’s an active girl,” Harley says, “so take her to a roller rink.”

I blink. “Oh my God. That might be the most perfect date idea ever. Axel, I’m going to kiss your wife.”

“Only if you want to die,” Axel says cheerfully, and I make do with just a hug.

“She used to love roller rinks when we were kids, always begging me to do the couples dance with her.” I pause. “She really did have a crush on me, huh? I was just too stupid to know it.”

“You’re too stupid for a lot of things,” Locke says dryly, and I throw some baby toys back at him.

We all end up in the garage, and we rehearse the melody to “Blue,” the song I’ve written about Zoe.

“You really do have it bad,” Axel says when we’re done, and I have to admit he’s right.

I want Zoe, and I plan on this date being the best one ever, so she’ll want me back.
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Picking you up at seven, baby blue.

I stare down at the text. It seems like the days leading up to us going out on a real date, something I’d actually agreed to, had gone by too fast. I don’t even know what to wear, Elijah’s being clingy because he’s sick, and I’m of half a mind to call the whole thing off.

“You deserve a bit of fun, Suze,” my mother says, refusing still to call me by my middle name. It doesn’t bother me much.

“But Elijah’s been sick,” I hedge, and my mother glares at me.

“I took care of you enough times when you were sick that I think I know what I’m doing,” she snaps, and she’s right.

I do deserve a bit of fun, but I think if Mom knew it was with the father of my baby, she’d be less willing to watch Elijah.

Jackson had told me to dress casually, so I finally decided on a pair of boots with knee high socks and a black skirt with a red blouse. Red was my favorite color, after all, and I felt confident in the black skirt. I know Jackson loves my thighs and ass, and the skirt shows off both, after all.

Jackson picks me up at seven, just like he said he would, and he takes me to dinner at a nearby diner.

“This isn’t all,” he assures me. “We’re going somewhere else you’ll like a lot,” he promises.

“I like this,” I admit. It’s one of those old-school fifties diners with the big jukebox playing big band music and swing, and I have to admit I love the rockstar themed menu.

I order a Billie Holliday shake and a Buddy Holly burger, and Jackson orders the same, smiling at me.

“How’s the little guy?” he asks, and I sigh.

“He’s still a little sickly. It’s a stomach flu or something, it’s been going around.” I look up at him from under my eyelashes. “I almost didn’t come.”

Jackson frowns. “I would have understood, if he’s still really sick.”

I shake my head. “No, he’s okay. I guess it was more mom guilt than anything else.”

Jackson smiles. “You have a lot of that, don’t you?’

“I do,” I admit. “I guess it’s because of not having his father around, like you said.”

“I still say you deserve some fun,” Jackson says firmly.

I realize how different this is from the first time we hooked up at his place when he was so drunk he could barely stand. He’d been a mess, his eyes bloodshot, and he’s nothing like that, now. He doesn’t even order a beer with dinner, and I have to admit that I’m proud of him.

“You still having fun?” I ask. “Even without the booze?”

Jackson snorts. “Especially without the booze. You know, when you didn’t call me back when I got back in town, I went on a rager with Axel. I wanted to kill myself from the hangover alone, not to mention all the stupid shit we did. That was the last time I’ve drank, and I don’t plan to again.”

I smile. “That’s a really smart decision, Jackson. It’s not like you ever had a problem, exactly, but you definitely tended to overdo it sometimes.”

“I do,” he admits. “I got really into living the rockstar life, using it to numb certain shit in my personal life, but I don’t want to do that anymore.” He looks at me seriously. “I want to live my life. I want to feel everything, now.”

“Even if it’s bad?” I ask.

Jackson tilts his head. “Even if it’s bad. Why do you ask? You gonna break my heart, baby blue?”

I flush, not used to that nickname in public. “I-I don’t have plans to,” I say. I think I would lose it if I ever really hurt Jackson. It’s okay for him to hurt me, it always has been, but I definitely don’t think I could do the same.

“Good.” Jackson moves out of his side of the booth to sit in mine, squeezing me toward the window, and I look out of it, smiling.

This is dangerous, a voice in my head says. You love him. You’ve always loved him, and this isn’t helping matters.

I shake my head to rid myself of those negative thoughts. I’ve been telling myself that I’m just going to enjoy this perfect moment, this moment that I’ve wanted ever since I was a kid.

What’s the worst that can happen? It can be too perfect?

I guess that was the worry in the back of my head. What if it is too perfect and I can never say no to him again?

I finish eating my fries with Jackson’s help, but I only manage half my burger. It’s one of those big, half pound ones, and Jackson calls for a to-go box. He pays the bill just like a gentleman and holds my hand on the way back to the car.

It’s pretty perfect, the voice warns. And there’s more?

Surely, the more he’s speaking about is just taking me back to his place where he’ll make me a drink and he’ll drink a soda, right? Surely, it’ll just be sex, our second and final time since we decided.

“I need you to close your eyes,” Jackson says softly, and I oblige, a little worried and biting at my cuticle. He takes my left hand so I won’t bite it anymore, putting it on top of his on the gearshift.

My palms are sweating already. I could have never imagined a better scenario in my wildest dreams as a kid. Just holding his hand after he paid for a meal for me. The voice is right. This is bad.

We drive for a while and Jackson hums along with the radio and again, that voice in my head starts up.

Remember what happened last time? When everything was perfect?

Not now, I want to argue back. I don’t want to remember that now, not when Jackson’s trying so hard.

He sat up in bed after it was over, after he’d been snoring for the past two hours and I’d been staring at him, not believing that I’d just lost my virginity to the love of my life, Jackson Arden. I’d always thought he thought he was too good for me, hell, that’s what I thought, after all. He was too old for me, my mother would have said, but I didn’t care.

“Are you sick?” I asked him, rubbing his back, and he choked out a sob.

“Not the way you think,” he’d said, and I sat up, frowning.

“What are you talking about, Jackson?” I asked, and then when he spoke, I wished I hadn’t.

“She’s gone,” he sobbed. “Maria left me.”

After every good thing that happened in his bed, after he held me and told me how beautiful I was, how sweet, he was crying over his ex-girlfriend while I was still naked, lying beside him.

I slowly move my hand away from Jackson’s, the memory jolting me out of whatever reverie I had been in. The voice is right. I shouldn't be doing this. But I shouldn’t be dating Jackson Arden for so many reasons. The biggest one because he broke my heart when I was seventeen years old.

I tell myself to calm down, to finish the date, and when Jackson tells me to open my eyes it’s after he’s walked me inside some kind of building. It’s cool in the building and music travels to me faintly through speakers that must be embedded into the wall.

“Open,” Jackson says, and we’re standing in the middle of the roller rink, the same one that I’d begged him to hold my hand and do a couples dance with me. Once he’d done it, but he’d been so drunk he almost fell over.

I swallow hard, looking around. This is perfect. This is the re-do I want, but he doesn’t know. He doesn’t remember. He doesn’t even know that we were together, back then. He’d been too fucked up to remember.

I can’t do this.

I don’t realize I’ve said it out loud until Jackson frowns, coming toward me.

“What do you mean? You don’t like it, Zoe? We can go somewhere else⁠—”

“No,” I say, backing away. “I mean I can’t do this. I can’t go on this date with you. I’m sorry. I made the wrong decision.”

I run out of the roller rink and around the corner, breathing hard and waiting for him to come after me. When he does, I sneak around the other side of the building and schedule an Uber, hearing him curse.

I wince at the sound of it, but I can’t help it. I’ve got to get home before I break down and tell him everything. If he figures out that we hooked up back then, it’s only a matter of time before he figures out that Elijah’s his, and I can’t let that happen.

Jackson may have changed, but it’s too little, too late.
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Sure, I’d had my heart broken before. Pretty badly, in fact. But I don’t think I’ve ever been completely and utterly rejected the way that Zoe Carmichael just did to me.

She left me right at the crux of the date, when I was trying to make up for all those years she crushed on me, and I didn’t return her feelings. I really thought I was doing the right thing.

I just know this is a good idea. I know she’ll love it, if I can just find her. She can’t have gone far, after all. She isn’t just going to run away, right? Where is she going to go?

When I make it around the back of the building, I see Zoe getting into an Uber and I call out her name, desperate.

She looks at me just once before averting her eyes, looking away from me like she can’t bear the sight of me.

I stare after the car taking her away for the longest time, wondering what in the hell just happened. I’ve never been stood up before, never been ditched in the middle of a date like this. I know I’m a good-looking guy, so it definitely has to be my personality.

I don’t remember ever being particularly mean to her when we were kids–am I forgetting something? I have the feeling I’m forgetting a lot of things, since during that time I was blacked out drunk every weekend. I managed to keep it together during the week, getting Gemma off to school, taking care of things, working two to three jobs to keep everything together, but every weekend, I felt like I needed a break.

The break consisted of me hanging out with Maria and us both drinking to excess, but at the time, I’d thought I was in love. I guess I had been, in the way that first loves were. She wasn’t my first but I thought she’d be my last, and when she left me, I’d been devastated.

“It’s too much, Jackson. We’re always drunk or partying and I can’t keep doing this. I can’t keep living this rockstar lifestyle,” she’d said.

“Maria, please,” I begged. “I’ll be better. I’ll change. I’ll do anything.”

She paused. “It isn’t just that, Jackson. You’re always focused on Gemma, it’s like she’s your daughter instead of your little sister. I don’t want a kid right now, we’re kids ourselves. I just... I can’t live your lifestyle and even if you do get it together, I can’t be a stepmom.”

I’d closed my mouth, despair washing over me in a wave, and I knew there was nothing I could do. I could change the drinking, the partying, but I could never change what Gemma meant to me, how I needed to protect her and take care of her, to raise her when my parents couldn’t.

I’d been drunk for two months, nearly every day, after she left me, although I kept it to a few beers after work during the week.

I stand there, watching the empty spot on the road where Zoe’s Uber drove around the corner, and everything seems to wash over me in a wave.

Nothing lasts, something in my head tells me, some vile, mean voice that repeats the worst things over and over. Nothing ever lasts, and you know that.

Grief is a funny thing. It hits you when you’re least expecting it. When you think you’ve moved on, when it’s been years and years, suddenly it hits you and it’s all you can think about. Nothing lasts forever.

Nothing lasts at all, I think, going back into the roller rink to cancel the spot I’d reserved. I look longingly over at the concession table, the cold beer they’re advertising, but I don’t want to go backward. I just want to go forward, and I want to go forward with Zoe.

Nonetheless, though, I want a drink. I want something to blur out all the edges of what I’m feeling, of how this makes me feel like Maria breaking up with me all over again. I call the closest thing I have to a sponsor: my sister.

“Jack? What’s wrong?” she answers.

“I need to come over,” I say hoarsely, and she hums in the back of her throat.

“I just put Cain to bed. Are you okay?”

“No,” I manage.

“Hurry,” she says. “He won’t sleep forever.”

“I’ll be there in fifteen.”

I show up to Gemma’s house wearing my silk shirt, looking like I’m going somewhere fancy, but I’ve unbuttoned a few buttons of the top, feeling like the collar is choking me. I feel awful, maybe more awful than I’ve felt in years, and I don’t even know what I’m going to tell Gemma about it.

“Have you been drinking?” she asks me, first thing, and I want to be irritated but I know that it’s coming from a place of love and concern.

I shake my head. “No, but I damn sure want to,” I mumble, plopping down on the couch.

Gemma sits across from me in the chair. “What happened? Why are you all dressed up?”

“I was on a date.”

Gemma’s eyes widen. “A date? You haven’t been on a real date since… Laura or whatever her name was.”

“Lena,” I correct her. “And this is different.”

Gemma rolls her eyes. “You always say that.”

I wince. I can always count on Gemma to tell me the truth, even if it’s something I don’t want to hear.

“I’m serious this time, Gem. This girl means a lot to me, and I don’t know why it went so wrong.”

“Where did you take her? What happened? You're not giving me enough information, Jackson.”

“Stop with the third degree! Calm down, I’ll get to it,” I said irritably, trying to think of how I can skirt around who it is while giving her all the information.

I sigh. “I met her on tour.”

Gemma narrows her eyes. “I knew you were sneaking around with somebody.”

“Just a little,” I say with a grin. “But it wasn’t serious, at least not at first. Once I got to know her, I wanted to know more about her, and I asked her out for real. She said no about a million times, but eventually, I wore her down.”

“As you do,” Gemma says, laughing a little.

“I know she likes me,” I say firmly, “I know she does because she’s told me.”

“Then what happened?” Gemma asks, exasperated.

“We had a great dinner, and then I took her to a roller rink and she just… ghosted me. She said she couldn’t do this and sprinted outside, took an Uber home.”

Gemma stares at me for a moment. “What did you do?”

“What do you mean what did I do? I didn’t do anything!”

“You must have done something,” she insists. “If not, there was no reason for her to leave.”

I took in a deep breath through my nostrils and rubbed a hand across my face.

“I can’t tell you.”

“What do you mean you can’t tell me?” Gemma hits my shoulder with the heel of her hand. “I’m your sister, you tell me everything!”

“You don’t tell me everything, since you fucked my best friend without telling me,” I shoot back, and Gemma groans.

“Are you really still not over that?”

I pout. “No. We’re supposed to be best friends.”

“We are best friends, Jack, but I knew you’d be weird about it and plus, I didn’t even know how I felt about him at the time,” Gemma explains.

I’m not really still upset about it, but it’s fun to tease her. Especially since now, I’m in a similar situation, sleeping with her best friend and lying about it. I can finally see her point of view now, and I feel sort of bad about keeping it from her.

“It’s not just about a girl,” I tell her. “It’s just that plus the tour, the album–I've been under a lot of stress,” I hedge, and Gemma glares at me but she seems to buy it.

“Maybe you should let go of this girl, then, Jackson,” Gemma says gently. “You know how you get wrapped up in relationships, and I need you sharp for the tour.”

“I’m sharp,” I insist. “Sharp as a tack. I just had a bad night, that’s all. I assume she never wants to talk to me again, anyway.”

“Again, I can’t help you unless you tell me what you did wrong.”

“I don’t even know what I did wrong,” I say honestly. “I thought she’d really like going to the roller rink, she always did when....” I pause, noticing my mistake. “When we first started.”

“You took her roller skating on tour?”

I shrug. “Ice skating,” I lie, and Gemma seems to take it at face value.

It’s hard to lie to my sister, and I wonder how she did it all those weeks on tour when she was seeing Locke. Maybe Gemma is sneakier than I am.

“If she ditched you during a date, she seems like kind of a bitch,” Gemma says, never one to mince words. “Maybe you should just let it go.”

“Maybe,” I mumble, but the very idea of letting it go makes me feel terrible. Especially since Zoe will be accompanying us on tour, at least flying out for each concert to style us.

“All you can do is do what you always do, Jack–focus on your music.”

That’s easy enough for Gemma to say. Zoe is an integral part of all of my music, especially since I’d written a song for her, and she’ll be there every step of the tour.
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Going back into Jackson’s studio for the final recording of “Red” is about the last thing I want to do, especially given that it’s a song about Maria, his ex from back when I had a crush on him.

I guess I must have blocked that part out in my head, because the other day, on our date, was the first time I’d thought about it in years.

That’s when I first realized how stupid I am and always have been about Jackson Arden, because even after that, I wanted him. He’s the only man I’ve ever wanted, and the only man I’ve ever been with, so I guess it’s no wonder.

Maybe I should get back out there. Maybe I should stop seeing Jackson, wait until after the tour, and start dating again. Surely the best way to get over someone was to get with someone else, right? I can’t even imagine dating anyone else, but I guess maybe it’s time.

First, though, I have to get through this final recording with Jackson, and this tour. So, I put on my big girl panties and take Elijah to my mother’s, since he’s still feeling a little off. Bless my mother for not asking why my eyes are so puffy when I drop him off. Maybe she thinks it’s from lack of sleep from being up with Elijah all night.

When I knock on the studio door, it takes a long moment for Jackson to come to the door. When he does, he looks away from me almost immediately, something flashing across his face.

“Jackson,” I start, but he ignores me, going into the soundproof booth and putting his headphones on.

I follow and he nods for me to sit next to him. He plays what he’s recorded of “Red” and it’s soulful, emotional, just how I knew it would be, and the rawness in his voice almost brings tears to my eyes.

He cared about her. For all I know, he still does. The way it sounds certainly makes me feel like it, and I think I made the right decision leaving in the middle of our date, even though I still feel some amount of guilt about it.

He had looked so sad, shoulders slumped, head tilted in confusion, when I’d ridden away, but I just couldn’t go through with it. It brought back too many bad memories. Too many memories of me wanting him, loving him, and him barely noticing me. And even when he did... well, that didn’t go well, either, not in the end.

I hadn’t just made the decision not to tell him because I thought he was too much of a mess to be a dad, even though that was part of it. I made the decision not to tell him about Elijah because I knew he didn’t love me. Not like he loved Maria. I don’t ever want to be anyone’s second choice.

I close my eyes and focus on singing the backup vocals, and it comes out good, all the raw emotion I feel from how Jackson had treated me that first day after, and when I open my eyes, tears are streaming down my face.

Jackson looks at me and there’s something in his green eyes that I can’t name, that I can’t put my finger on.

He gets up, taking off his headphones and marching into the other room, beckoning me to follow.

“What’s up?” I ask, wiping at my face. “It wasn’t good?”

“It was amazing,” he snaps. “It’s always amazing but I can’t do this right now. I need you to go.”

“Wh-what do you mean you need me to go? Are we finished?”

“We’re finished,” he says stonily. “We’re finished for good.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” I ask, panic rising in my throat.

“You left me,” he says in a low, hoarse voice. “I set up this big date for us and you just left me standing like a jerk in the parking lot. You know that’s the first time I’ve ever been stood up?”

“I’m sorry, Jackson, look, you don’t understand.” I fumble for an excuse, not wanting this to be over even if I know it should be. “Elijah’s been sick and the sitter–”

“Don’t lie to me,” Jackson warns, taking a few steps toward me. “I hate it when you lie to me. Elijah’s a great kid, if he wasn’t feeling well you know that I would have understood. Hell, I would have come over and brought him chicken soup and watched cartoons with him, Zoe.”

I scoff, more tears welling in my eyes. “We don’t have that kind of relationship.”

“What kind of relationship do we have, then? One where I fuck you in club bathrooms and in my studio? Is that the kind of relationship you want?” He nearly yells and I back up again, hitting the corner of the couch.

“Isn’t that the kind of relationship you want? That’s how we met, hooking up, you sneaking me around because you were ashamed of me.”

“I was never ashamed of you. Don’t put fucking words into my mouth, Zoe.”

“You don’t understand how it made me feel. You don’t understand how you always make me feel,” I say, my voice liquid.

“Tell me, then,” he says softly, getting closer, putting his hand on my cheek and caressing my jaw. “Tell me how I make you feel.”

“Crazy,” I whisper. “Like I’m sixteen again looking up to my best friend’s older brother and wanting him. Never being able to have him.”

“You have me now, Zoe. You’ve got me, if you just wanted me. Tell me you don’t want me if you don’t, Zoe, because I feel just as crazy as you do,” Jackson pleads, searching my face with those gorgeous green eyes of his.

“I do want you,” I say, unable to lie even as tears stream down my face. “I want you so bad, and I always have.”

“I want you too,” Jackson says hoarsely. “So bad, Zoe. I want you so bad.”

My lip is trembling but I press my mouth to his anyway, kiss him hard and hungry,

Jackson takes hold of my hips in his hands, turns me around so that I’m bent over the couch arm.

“Is this how you want me?” he asks. “You just want me inside you and nowhere else? Don’t want to be seen with me, don’t want me to take you on dates, just want me to fuck you in my studio like I’m your dirty little secret?”

“No,” I gasp, but I’m not sure if he hears me because his hands are already sliding down my pants. “I want you any way I can get you,” I finish, and he hears that because he lets out a long moan.

“If this is all I can get, I’ll take it, because I can’t stop thinking about you, Zoe,” he murmurs. “I think about your lips and your eyes and this pussy…” He slides his fingers into me, slowly at first and then pumping faster, angling his fingers up, scissoring his fingers to stretch me.

“Oh, God, Jackson,” I breathe, and he takes that as encouragement, and that’s good, because it is, I’m already spreading my legs.

One more time, I tell myself. A goodbye of sorts. I tell myself that I want it differently than this, that I wish that it was soft and sweet instead of rough, but part of me craves this, part of me wants it just like this, just like the first time when we hooked up in a club.

I love the way he touches me, the way he hisses when he pushes into me, how hard he fucks me, making me hold on to the leather couch cushions so hard my knuckles turn white as he propels me forward.

He grabs two handfuls of my ass, spreading me apart to get deeper, and when I look behind me he’s looking at where he’s entering me and nearly pulling out, ramming back into me.

“You like it like this, don’t you, baby blue? You like it hard and rough, like to be fucked so hard you can’t think?”

“Yes,” I moan, and it’s true, I love the way I can’t think of anything but him, how I’m surrounded by his scent and his touch and everything about him. It’s what I’ve wanted my whole life, but I just want more than he can give me.

I reach my orgasm quickly, but Jackson doesn’t stop, keeps fucking me hard and fast and I make a guttural sound from the back of my throat when I come again.

“You’ll leave me when this is over,” he says softly, and I go silent, only the sounds of my heavy breathing in the room and the lewd squelching of our lovemaking.

“No,” I whisper, but I don’t think he hears me. He pulls me up by my waist, forcing me to go onto my tiptoes while he thrusts up beneath me, and it’s like the whole world is made of Jackson, just him and me in this bubble and nothing else matters.

I don’t want it to be over. I don’t want it ever to be over, but I know it has to be, I know that eventually, he’ll spill inside me and then I’ll have to go, have to try and forget about him, at least until we go on tour and I have to fly out for the important shows.

Dallas. Montgomery. Atlanta. Those are the three big ones that Gemma wants me to fly out for, and they span over six weeks. Two shows each and then it’ll be over and I won’t ever have to see Jackson Arden again.

My heart feels broken even as I try to focus on how good my body feels, how his hands go up to my breasts, his palms skidding over my nipples which are hard beneath the fabric of my tank top.

“I want more than this,” he tells me. “I want all of you, Zoe Carmichael.”

It’s what I’ve wanted to hear from him my entire life. It was my life’s goal before I even got into fashion, into styling. I want a family with Jackson Arden, and the universe had given me one, but in the cruelest way. I can never tell him. He’ll hate me forever, and he might hate Elijah by extension, resent him because he resents me.

I love you, I think, when he finally grunts out my name and comes inside me. I’ll always love you, Jackson.

He pulls out of me too abruptly and I whine at how empty I feel but he doesn’t seem to notice, pulling my pants back up harshly and stepping away, adjusting himself back into his sweats.

“Now, you can go,” he says harshly, and I stare at him for a long moment.

“Is that what you want?” I ask softly.

He won’t look at me. “That’s what you want. I’m giving you what you want, Zoe. One last time, right? That was our second. You can be done now.”

Tears well in my eyes and I try to keep them from streaming down my cheeks.

“We’re not good for each other, Jackson. This is the only way.”

“Get out, then,” he says firmly, and goes into the soundproof booth, not even looking at me as I walk outside and burst into tears.
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I can’t bear to be in the studio anymore, not when it smells like her everywhere, so I go home instead of going to the bar like I want to. I’m keeping it together by the skin of my teeth, but at least she’s never been to my place, so maybe I won’t think of her as much.

It doesn’t work. I fall asleep too early, around nine, and all I can do is dream of her.

“You’re so beautiful,” I told her, and my words come too slow. I felt like I was stuck in glue, my hands fumbling with the buttons of her blouse.

“You are,” she said, and there were stars in her blue eyes. Her hair was long and dark, not the short blue bob it was later.

I chuckled. “I don’t know about that.”

My hands ran down her sides, her hips.

She swallowed hard, looking up at me with those piercing blue eyes of hers.

“What are you doing, Jackson?” I asked, and I tried to focus on her face although it was hard for some reason.

“Do you want me, Susie Q?” I asked her, and she gasped, her lower body leaning toward mine, her hands going up to my chest.

“Do you want me?” she asked in the smallest voice.

“Of course I do,” I mumbled, “look at you. All hips and thighs in this little dress of yours. I want you so bad.”

“Don’t say that, Jack. Not if you don’t mean it,” she whispered, and I took her hand and pressed it against my crotch, thrusting into her palm.

Her blue eyes opened wide. “You do want me,” she said throatily, and that was all I needed.

I leaned down and kissed her, hard, my head spinning, my teeth gnashing against hers. It was sloppy and I felt lightheaded, although I didn’t know if it was from the booze or the way her skin felt smooth beneath my palms.

Her breasts were just bigger than a handful, my fingers twisting at her nipples as soon as I got that dress off her, and then she was lying on my bed, just in her panties, knees up and legs spread open. She was wearing this little pair of cotton panties that were soaked at the crotch.

“Susie,” I whispered. “Let me taste you.”

I woke up before I pressed my face against her sex, again panting and hard in my sweats. What the fuck is this dream I keep having? I thought, but then it slowly began to dawn on me. That wasn’t a dream. It wasn’t a dream at all, it was real.

I’d hooked up with Zoe, then known as Susie, back when she was seventeen. Jesus Christ, she had been jailbait, or at least I’d viewed her as that, but the last time we saw each other she was just a couple months away from her eighteenth birthday in October. No wonder Zoe is mad. Not only had I not recognized her from when we were younger, I forgot that we hooked up.

How long had that been, four, five years ago? God, I’m an idiot. I sit straight up in bed and rub my hands across my face. I had to get in the shower and find Zoe, apologize for everything. I take the most half-assed shower of my life and towel myself off.

I throw on a pair of fresh jeans and a T-shirt that smells like it’s been washed at least a few days ago and jump in my beat-up car to head to Zoe’s apartment. The only reason I even know where to go is because I’d picked her up from here on our date. I knock on the door once, and when no one answers, I knock again, and a man answers the door.

He’s a smaller guy, looks a little older than me with silver around his temples, but he’s not quite old enough to be her father.

I narrow my eyes at him. “Who are you?”

“Who the hell are you?” he snaps back.

“I’m Zoe’s… friend,” I say, biting back the word boyfriend.

“She’s not here; she’s at the store,” he says, and I want to push past him inside, see if she’s hiding in there, but why would she be? I have no claim on her, as much as I want to, but who the hell is this guy?

It’s already driving me crazy. I can’t believe I’m standing here, staring down some guy in Zoe’s apartment, but what else am I supposed to do?

“I’ll wait,” I say in a clipped voice, and he shrugs.

“You can wait in the car,” he says, and slams the door in my face.

I stalk back to the car and immediately pull my phone out to call Zoe. She doesn’t answer, which I’m not surprised by given how we ended things the last time we’d seen each other. I’d been too rough and cold with her, even though all I’d been trying to do was tell her how hurt I was that she’d stood me up.

I scroll up to Locke’s contact, knowing that Gemma will be out and about getting things ready for us to leave on Friday. She’ll be renting the van and booking tickets and even if she’s at home, she’ll be busy in their little home office.

“The baby just went to sleep so if your call woke him up I’m going to kill you,” Locke answers dryly.

“Has he been having sleeping issues lately? Gemma said basically the same thing to me,” I ask, and then pause, shaking my head. “Never mind. More importantly, tell me not to dropkick this asshole in Zoe’s apartment.”

“Wait, what? You’re at Zoe’s apartment and she’s not there? What are you, stalking her?”

“No,” I say through gritted teeth. “I just came over because I realize I’m a moron and I wanted to apologize.”

“Apologize about what? Didn’t she stand you up?”

“Yes, but—” I sigh. “I think I hooked up with her when she was a kid and forgot about it.”

“Ah, Jesus, Jackson, she’s so much younger than you!”

“You are literally the least qualified person to judge me,” I warn, and Locke groans.

“Okay, okay, you’re right. So what, when she was seventeen, eighteen, you guys hooked up? And you forgot? How do you forget a whole hookup, Jackson?”

“It was after me and Maria broke up!” I say defensively. “I was drunk like ninety percent of the time for a month, and I think that was just a couple days after.”

“But still, a whole hookup? What happened?”

I think about it for a long moment and vaguely remember Zoe rubbing my back, telling me everything was going to be okay. I feel all the blood drain from my face.

“I think I cried about Maria when we were in bed together,” I wince, and Locke chokes on air.

“Oh my God, that’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard,” Locke says, snorting out a laugh. “Maybe you didn’t even close the deal, if you were that drunk⁠—”

“God, that’s even worse,” I groan. “This is terrible, and now some fucking guy is at her apartment, and I don’t know what to do.”

“What are you doing?”

I look at the apartment. “Uh, kind of staking the place out to see when she gets back,” I admit.

“Jackson, you are an idiot. Get out of there, and don’t ask her about the guy.”

“What do you mean don’t ask her about the guy? If she’s living with some asshole⁠—”

“Jackson, trust me. Jealousy will get you nowhere. Gemma likes it when I’m possessive but when I get jealous I’m an asshole, and I know you are too.”

I huff out a breath. “Maybe,” I mumble.

“Definitely,” Locke says. “Please, for once in your life, take my advice.”

“I’ll try,” I say, but I keep staring at the window, wondering what’s going on in there. Is she inside and just avoiding me? Has she had a boyfriend this whole time? I’m quiet for a long time on the line.

“Jackson?” Locke calls.

“Yeah?”

“Stop spiraling. I can basically hear you freaking out.”

“I’m not freaking out,” I complain. I definitely am freaking out. I am most definitely freaking out. I hooked up with Zoe when she was a teenager, back when she’d been Susie, and I’d forgotten all about it even though I’d cried about my ex in bed with her.

How much worse could things get?

“Before you freak out, come over. We’ll go out to The Dirty Dozen and–shit, you can’t drink,” Locke says.

“And you’ve got the baby,” I remind him.

“I’ll take him over to the sitter,” Locke says. “Gemma’s out all day getting things together, anyway. We’ll go to the Dirty Dozen and listen to music and not drink. Just get our mind off things.”

I nod, feeling slightly better. There is a reason that Locke Kincaid is my best friend, after all. “Okay. Meet you there in an hour.”

“Don’t spend that hour staking out her apartment, you psycho.”

“Absolutely not,” I say, but after hanging up, that’s exactly what I do.

Zoe doesn’t come home and the guy doesn’t leave, so I head over to The Dirty Dozen.
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My mother and my sister have gotten into some big fight, and since Georgia is a couple years older than me but nowhere near as mature, I’d offered her a place to stay for a few days. I keep taking Elijah to daycare, though, because Georgia is hopeless with kids, plus I assume her jerk of a boyfriend will be coming over. He’s twice her age and somehow less mature than she is.

I assume that’s what she and mom fought about, but the problem is that I’m supposed to meet Gemma and Elijah’s still sick. I’m at my mom’s place begging him to climb off my hip when Gemma calls. I’m half an hour late and already freaking out.

“Hey, Zo. I was getting worried, where are you?” she asks.

“Elijah’s sick and clingy and I’m trying to get him to stay at my mom’s,” I say quickly. “Don’t worry, I’ll be able to peel him off me soon. My car’s acting up, too, so I’ll need to take an Uber.”

“Don’t do that,” Gemma says easily. “I’ll come pick you up in the tour van. I wanted to show it to you anyway, I just rented it. Your mom still live in the same place?”

“Y-yeah,” I stumble over my words, worried about her seeing Elijah. Surely, by the time she gets here, I can get him playing with my mom or something.

My mom does her level best, but Elijah is still crying when Gemma arrives. I make it almost to the door, Gemma smiling at me on the front door step with the screen door closed and the front door open, when Elijah comes running up behind me, grabbing me around the legs and wailing.

“Mama, I don’t want you to go to work,” he whines. “I want you to stay here. M’sick. You gotta take care of me.”

“Grandma is gonna take care of you, honey,” I tell him, trying to turn him around so Gemma can’t see him.

“Oh, look at him! Is this the little guy?” Gemma asks, and finally I sigh, picking Elijah up and kissing him on the cheek. The jig is up. Either she'll figure it out, or she won’t. Elijah looks right at her, sniffling.

Gemma smiles, taking him in, and I slowly see recognition pass across her face.

“Oh my God, Zoe,” she says in a low tone, and my mother comes to rescue me, taking Elijah and distracting him with his favorite movie, Big Hero 6.

“He’s cute, right?” I say wanly, hoping that she hasn’t noticed as much as I think she’s noticed.

Gemma is uncharacteristically quiet as we get into the tour bus, and I chatter on and on about how great the bus is.

“It’s so big! Do you guys sleep in here?”

“The guys do, sometimes,” Gemma says, sounding far away.

I pause, waiting for her to say something else, but she doesn’t.

“Gemma?”

She abruptly pulls over onto the side of the road, flipping on the flashers and turning to me.

“Zoe, why does your son have my eyes?” she demands.

“I-I don’t know. You know, genetics are weird...” I trail off, knowing that she knows.

“This has nothing to do with how you were obsessed with my brother for most of our teen years and how you suddenly left town one night? Zoe, I’m not an idiot. He’s what, four? That means that you hooked up when you were about to turn eighteen…oh my God, I’m an aunt,” Gemma says all in a rush, talking fast.

“Gemma, please,” I plead. “Don’t jump to conclusions. The guy I was with just happened to have green eyes.”

Gemma narrows her eyes at me. “You’re wearing your lying face, Zoe.”

“I don't have a lying face!” I protest.

“Yes, you do. Your nose gets all wrinkly and your eyes go all wide and innocent,” Gemma almost yells. “I’ve known you all of our lives, Susanne Zoe Carmichael, and I know when you’re lying!”

“Okay, okay,” I say finally, defeated and looking away. “Elijah is Jackson’s. Are you happy?”

“No, I’m not happy! How could you have hidden this from him? How could you have hidden this from me?” Gemma sounds betrayed, and I feel guilty.

I cover my face with my hands, trying not to cry. “I know, Gemma, I know. It’s just that it was just one time, and I knew Jackson was still hung up on that Maria chick, and you know how he was then. He was a mess, and I didn’t think he was ready to be a dad.”

Gemma pauses before taking my hands from my face, turning my chin so I have to look at her.

“You’re right. You’re right, Zo, he was a mess. He wasn’t ready to be a father, not then. But he’s changed. Can’t you see how much he’s changed? I know that you don’t have a thing for him anymore, maybe you’ve got someone else⁠—”

I don’t correct her, just listen.

“But Jackson would love to know Elijah. He’d love to be a father. He’s so good with Cain…” she trails off, smiling. “And I’d love to be an aunt.”

“I don’t know,” I say shakily. “I’ve kept it a secret for so long, and I don’t know how to tell him. He’ll hate me for keeping it a secret.”

“He won’t hate you, Zoe. Jackson doesn’t have it in him to hate anyone, you know that. He has the biggest heart,” she insists. “I’m kind of mad at you, but that doesn’t mean that I hate you.”

I sniffle, smiling at her. “Thanks for not hating me, Gem.”

She huffs. “I would have if you’d never told me. At least you came clean before the kid was eighteen. Now he can get to know his Aunt Gemma and cousin Cain, at least.”

“Slow down,” I tell her. “I don’t know if I’m ready for all that. He doesn’t think he has a father.”

Gemma frowns. “Are you trying to tell me that you were never going to tell Jackson? Even knowing that he’s a different person now? A better person?”

I shake my head. “I don’t know, Gemma. I thought maybe it was best not to complicate things.”

Gemma sighs and bangs her head on the steering wheel. “One thing I learned losing my parents so young is this, Zoe. Complicate things. Mess things up. Take risks. Because you never know when your time is up.”

I think about it for a long moment, looking at her. “So you think I should tell him?”

Gemma rolls her eyes. “Of course I think you should tell him. You have to tell him.”

“And if I don’t?” I ask, willing her to say she’ll keep my secret.”

Gemma looks at me stonily. “I will. I’ll tell him and he’ll be even more hurt that he had to learn it from someone else.”

I take in a deep breath. “Can you give me some time?”

Gemma nods after a long pause. “Until the tour is over. It’ll really mess with his head, that’s for sure, and I don’t want to spend all this money just for this to be a bust. So you have six more weeks. Twelve more shows, and only four of those you’ll be working with Jackson. You’re done with all the album stuff, yeah?”

I nod slowly. “Yeah, I think so.”

We had only done a little recording the last time I’d been there, but I think we finished up, at least. It isn’t like I can tell Gemma that we’d been fucking instead of going over our recordings.

She nods. “Okay. Well then, you tell him after the last show, it’ll be in Albuquerque so it’s near to home.”

I should be panicking, but instead, I feel almost like I’ve got a weight lifted off my shoulders. I’d spent four years keeping this secret, four years telling lies to everyone I know, and now at least one person knows. Telling Jackson might be the hardest thing I ever have to do, but at least I have some time to think about how to do it.

“Now,” Gemma says, as if I haven’t dropped the biggest bomb ever on her shoulders. “Let’s get to work.”
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The Dirty Dozen is packed with people, and both Locke and Axel show up. We order wings and sodas, all of us not used to drinking anymore.

“This feels kind of lame,” Axel says, and I snort.

“Why, because we’re usually three sheets to the wind by the time the wings come?”

Axel shrugs. “Yeah. I guess we’re like, old married guys now.”

“Speak for yourself,” I mumble.

“So, are you gonna tell Axel why you’re an idiot?” Locke asks, and I groan.

“Can Axel keep his big fat mouth shut?” I ask.

“I kept my mouth shut about your sister getting knocked up by Locke,” he retorts, and I think about pushing him out of his chair but I restrain myself.

“Fine. So, it turns out I hooked up with Zoe when we were younger, and I forgot about it.”

Axel stares at me. “You what?”

“I hooked up with⁠—”

He cuts me off. “No, I mean you forgot about it? How?”

“I was drunk,” I say glumly.

“Maria drunk,” Locke tells Axel.

Axel’s eyes widen. “Ohhh, so you were like me right after Harley left me drunk. That makes sense. I don’t know what I did the whole first month.”

“You get it,” I say, pointing at him, and Locke shakes his head. He’s always been a bit of a teetotaler, except for on rare occasions on tour when he had a bit too much to drink.

“So, she’s mad that you didn’t remember,” Axel says. “That makes sense.”

He tears into the wings, dipping one into blue cheese. I wrinkle my nose. I’m more of a ranch kind of guy, but to each his own.

“I guess,” I say. “She hasn’t explicitly said it.”

Locke scoffs. “Of course she didn’t. She wants you to remember on your own.”

“How was I supposed to remember on my own? It’s been nearly five years ago, and I was in a really bad place. Surely she knows that. Besides, she hooked up with me anyway, so what does that say?”

“That she likes you,” Axel says, sucking the wing sauce off his fingers. “That maybe she’s forgiven you, but she still wants you to remember.”

“I do remember, kind of,” I mumble, and Locke raises an eyebrow.

“Why does that sound like you remember more than you told me?”

I groan. “I think that I might have been upset about Maria after we finished,” I explain.

“What do you mean by upset?” Axel asks, staring at me.

“Like… I think maybe she comforted me about Maria,” I say in a low voice, and they both groan loudly.

“You ass,” Locke says.

“You idiot,” Axel says at the same time.

“I know! I know, you’re both right, but now I don’t know what to say to her.”

“You say you’re sorry for being a giant asshole when she was a kid. You explain that you were a mess but that you’re in a better place now,” Axel advises, and I give him a look.

“That’s… shockingly good advice, coming from you.”

He shrugs. “I basically had to tell Harley that same thing. I had to apologize for the guy I was and convince her that I was gonna be a different guy in the future.”

I frown. “That sounds too easy.”

“It’s not easy, believe me,” Axel says. “I had to work really hard to convince her.”

“I don’t know if she’ll buy it,” I mutter. “She stood me up the other night, left me right in the middle of a date, and I still don’t know what all that was about.”

“She’s probably just worried that you’re still that same guy,” Locke suggests.

“You think so?”

Axel nods, too. “Yeah, I mean that was the deal with Harley. She thought I was still some rock star flirting with girls, when in reality, I just wanted her.”

“We are rock stars flirting with girls,” I tell Axel, and he grins.

“Yeah, but it’s just flirting. It’s not like we’re hooking up with them.”

“I was,” Locke says, smiling slyly, and I give him a look.

“Not anymore. You’re a kept man and you know it.”

Locke tilts his head. “I know it better than you.”

“So you like Zoe? Like wanna marry her like her?” Axel asks, and my throat gets tight.

I swallow hard. “I don’t know. Marriage is a strong word.”

I can picture her in a white dress with a blue ribbon around her waist to match her eyes, but I’m not about to say that to the guys. They’ll give me attitude forever about falling too fast.

“But you want to date her, right? Not just hook up?”

“Yes, of course. I want us to be together,” I said firmly.

“What about that guy you saw at her house? Is she seeing someone else?” Axel asks.

Locke nudges him, but it’s too late, a dark cloud has already washed over me.

“I dunno,” I mumble.

“What if he’s the father of the kid?” Axel continues, oblivious. “Like, just coming to visit or whatever.”

I grit my teeth. “I guess it could be, but she said he wasn’t in the picture.”

“I always thought about that with Harley, you know, before she told me that Jazz was mine. I thought about what I’d do when the dad wanted back in the baby’s life,” Axel says, munching on fries.

“What would you have done?” Locke asks.

“I would have lost my fucking mind,” Axel says cheerfully. “I have no idea what I would have done but I assume it would have ended with me in jail, like that time with her friend.”

“Great, Ax, that’s super helpful,” I say dryly.

“Listen,” Locke says, leaning forward. “You know she has a kid. You know that kid has a dad, so at some point, you’ve got to be okay with him being around at least the kid. She’s not sleeping with the guy, right?”

“I don’t know,” I admit. “I hope not.”

“What happens if she is?” Axel looks at me curiously.

“I’ll lose my fucking mind,” I echo him, and he starts to laugh, nearly spitting wings everywhere.

“I guess we’re all possessive fucks,” Locke laughs and I nod, smiling a little.

“I want her and everything that comes along with her, so if that includes an asshole baby daddy, so be it,” I finally say, determined. “I want to make her happy, so I won’t put more stress on her by being awful about it.”

“That’s a good way to look at it.” Locke claps me on the back. “I couldn’t take it if any of Gemma’s exes were around.”

“Gemma doesn’t really have any exes,” I say, musing. “Except for that one Jason guy she used to make out with every summer.”

Locke’s eyes shoot to mine. ”Jason who?”

I bark out a laugh. “Shut up, I’m not telling you.”

Locke grumbles but takes it in stride and we order nachos since Axel has decimated most of the wings.

I look at the beer menu, but ultimately decide that I’m not in the right space to even have one, and so I order another coke with grenadine.

“So ultimately, you just have to talk to her,” Locke finishes, and I nod.

“Until then, can we just eat and watch the game?” I ask. And they both grin and nod.

“We’re dads, we welcome any excuse to get out of the house,” Axel says, and Locke agrees.

We end up staying out late and taking tons of pictures for social media, one or two with a few female fans.

Harley calls Axel, asking him about the girls in the pictures, but he can’t stop grinning while he teases her about it.

Gemma, apparently, doesn’t even bat an eye, because Locke doesn’t get a single text.

“She trusts you,” I say when he pouts. “That’s a good thing.”

“Yeah, I guess. She flirts a lot more than I do. I hate it when she goes out without me,” he admits.

“She just thinks it’s fun to rile you up, dude.” That’s one of Gemma’s secrets, but surely he knows.

Locke blinks at me. “Really? I’m going to get her back.”

“Oh? We need to find some groupies?” Axel asks slyly. “I’m good at that.”

Axel brings a group of blondes over and a couple of them agree to sit on Locke’s lap to take pictures, but Gemma still doesn’t call him.

I laugh, shaking my head, and head over to the bar to get another coke with grenadine, but someone dancing spills a beer on my shirt and I curse.

“I’m so sorry, man,” the guy mourns, but I just wave my hands dismissively. It’s just a T-shirt, after all.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I hear my sister screech from a few yards away, and I turn around, grinning, to see her standing there with Zoe, who’s looking at me with a frown, her nose wrinkled in disgust.

“Zoe,” I say, taking a few steps toward me, and she takes a few steps back.

“You smell like a brewery,” she snaps, and storms outside.

I sigh heavily.

Goddamnit.
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“What the hell does Locke Michael Kincaid think he’s doing?” Gemma screeches, and I jolt, nearly spilling my glass of wine.

It’s late, nearing midnight, but my mother said that Elijah fell asleep hours ago and Gemma and I have been talking after shopping, so I figured a couple of glasses and some time with my best friend wouldn’t hurt.

“We aren’t picking up Cain until tomorrow morning,” Gemma tells me. “Locke wanted a boys night out, but look at this picture!”

The picture is suggestive, but I can see that Locke isn’t actually touching any of them, he’s just got a hand steadying one of the girls perched on her knee and grinning.

I laugh. “He’s just trying to piss you off.”

“It’s working,” she fumes. She slams her glass of wine down. She’s only had one, so she grabs the keys to the tour bus and jerks her head toward the door.

“Come on, Gemma. Locke would never cheat on you,” I tell her, and she chuckles darkly.

“He knows I’d kill him if he did,” she says seriously, and I blink at her.

“Gem, you’re scaring me a little,” I say with a nervous laugh.

She grins at me. “Let’s go, I’m about to go tear my husband a new one,” she says, and I giggle, just a little tipsy, and follow her.

When we arrive, I’m surprised to see Jackson’s car there, but I figure he goes out with the guys a lot. I’m not sure that I want to see him, but Gemma drags me inside, nonetheless.

Jackson’s standing there and instantly I see that he’s disheveled, his shirt wet, and he smells like beer.

I snap at him and storm out, and he follows me outside.

I whirl around. “What do you want, Jackson? Last time we saw each other you told me to get out!”

Jackson huffs out a breath. “You told me we could only be together one last time, what was I supposed to do?”

“You were supposed to ask me to stay,” I say quietly, so quietly I’m not sure he heard me.

Jackson takes a step toward me. “I wanted to, Zoe, but I was just… I was upset. You stood me up, for God’s sake.”

“I had my reasons,” I snap back, and he heaves a sigh.

“I know that you did, baby blue. I remember.”

“Wh-what?” He remembers? What does he remember?

“I remember our first time,” he says softly, getting closer to me. “I remember maybe I was a jerk afterward.”

I take a step back, my back resting against the tour bus.

“What do you mean maybe? You were totally a jerk. You cried about her right after you fucked me, Jackson,” I burst out. “It was my first time. Did you know that?”

Jackson blinks at me, green eyes wide. “No. No, baby, I didn’t know that. I should have been different. I should have made it special.”

“It was special,” I insist. “It was special until you started talking about her.”

“I know this isn’t an excuse, but I was drunk—” he starts, and I cut him off, holding up a hand.

“Are you drunk now? Because I’m not listening to anything you say if you’re drunk.”

“I’m not! I swear. You can ask the guys, I haven’t had a drop. Someone spilled a beer on me when I went to the bar to get a soda, Zo, I promise you.”

I stare at him but his eyes seem clear.

“I’m sorry that I was a mess back then. I’m sorry that I was a dumbass. But I’m sober now, and I want to make things right.”

“What about all the perfume I smell on you?” I accuse, unable to help myself. I’m the jealous type and he does smell something like roses and musk as well as beer.

“Just fans. Locke wanted to take pictures to rile up Gemma,” he pleads. “I swear, I didn’t talk to any other girls. I was just getting advice from the guys.”

“Advice about what?” I ask warily.

“You,” he says simply, searching my face. “All I ever think about is you, Zoe.”

I’m this close to weakening, to throwing myself in his arms, but I keep stiff, watching him. But there’s something else bothering me. There’s something else that’s been bothering me since I began helping him record the backup vocals for the two songs for his solo album. I’d heard him perform Red on stage at the concert I went to, and his voice had been raw and filled with emotion. It was like I went back there all over again, how devastated he’d sounded when he told me that she was gone.

“What about the song?” I demand to know.

“What song?” he asks, frowning.

“Red,” I explain. “The one about Maria. You always sing it with so much emotion. Are you even over her, after all these years?”

“Yes,” he assures me, and he sounds genuine. “Yes, I’m over Maria and I have been for years. I only want you, Zoe.”

“Then why do you sing it like that?” I ask, not convinced, trembling because I’m so mad that he’s remembered, feeling the way I felt then all over again.

Jackson runs a hand through his long hair. “It was the heartbreak of my life, Zoe. Can’t you understand that?”

It’s an arrow through my heart, those words, and I look away from him before the tears begin to fall.

“Yeah, I get it, Jackson. Because you were mine.”

He stares at me, takes another step forward to put his hand on my cheek.

“I’m so sorry, Zoe. Baby blue. Could you ever forgive me?”

I look into his green eyes, tears streaming down my cheeks, and push him away, overwhelmed. He stumbles backward and I use that time to get into the tour bus, locking the door.

Jackson knocks on the window, calling my name, but I just put my head in my hands, sobbing.

I don’t know if I can forgive him. All this time, I’ve been living some kind of teenage dream of mine, hooking up with the love of my life and not thinking about the consequences. I have been pushing away the heartbreak, the way he’d hurt me so much all those years ago. I have been pushing away the inevitability of him finding out that Elijah is his, too.

Everything seems like too much, all of a sudden, and I can’t talk to him. I can’t look at him. I don’t know why it hurts so much but I guess it’s because I’ve been avoiding it, blocking it out. I’d had the greatest night of my life and he’d woken up gasping and sobbing, nearly throwing up because he was so upset… about someone else. After he’d taken my virginity, after he’d told me how beautiful I was.

I guess I haven’t forgiven him yet, but it’s not fair, because he doesn’t even know that he’s the father of my son. It’s not fair of me to hate him for a heartbreak from four years ago, but I can’t help it.

I want to be his, but I don’t want any obstacles, and the way that he sang Red, the way he’d told me it was his first heartbreak–it hurts me. I don’t know what to do, so I stay in the tour bus, ignoring his cries.

I can’t deal with this right now.
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I rush back into The Dirty Dozen, looking for Gemma, who has my best friend’s tongue halfway down her throat. I guess they’d made up quickly.

I grab her by the shoulder.

“I need the keys to the tour bus.”

She glares at me. “What? Why?”

I sigh heavily. “It’s a long story.”

“A long story? That’s funny, I’ve got plenty of time, I just ordered a burger,” Gemma chirps, sitting down at the table and I shift my weight from foot to foot, antsy.

“Gemma, please,” I say, and Locke gives me a look.

“Spill,” he says, and Gemma props her chin in her hand, looking at me intently.

“I’m seeing Zoe,” I mumble, and Gemma’s eyes widen.

“Oh, you mean you remember that you hooked up with her?” she asks, and I blink at her.

“What? No! I mean, yes, but I mean I’m seeing her now.”

Gemma gapes at me. “What? You’re seeing my best friend?” she screeches.

I wince. “Yes, yes, but again, you have literally no right to talk about that,” I say, pointing directly at Locke.

Gemma frowns. “I guess not, but still, you could have told me. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me that you hooked up before.”

“I didn’t remember that until recently,” I say honestly. “But I’ve been seeing her since the last tour, off and on. I just didn’t know it was the same girl.”

Gemma looks at me like I’m the stupidest person she’s ever seen, and I have to admit I deserve it. “Really, Jackson?”

“Really, Gemma,” I say dryly. “And now she’s mad at me and she locked herself in the tour bus and I really need to talk to her.”

“What’s she mad at you about?” Gemma drawls. “Is it the fact that you totally forgot that you took her virginity?”

I tighten my jaw and Axel gapes at me as if he hadn’t thought of that conclusion.

“That, and… something else.”

“Guess you better tell me if you want those keys.”

“I can’t stand you,” I say through gritted teeth, but my annoying little sister just grins up at me. “Back then, I was still fucked up about Maria, and I guess I talked to her about it… after.”

“After you slept with her?” she asks, her eyes widening.

“Yes,” I sigh, and Gemma shakes her head.

“No way. There is no way I’m giving you the keys now. You totally deserve to be locked out.”

“How am I supposed to make it up to her if I can’t even talk to her?” I ask, exasperated.

Gemma shrugs. “Guess you’ll have to figure that out some other day.”

She waves to the server. “Can I get that burger to go?”

“Gemma,” I plead, but she’s not having it. My little sister can be as stubborn as a bull when she wants to be.

“Absolutely not, Jackson. She needs some space to think, and you’re going to give it to her. That’s the least you can do right now.”

“She thinks I’m still not over Maria!” I protest. “That’s ridiculous, I’ve been over her for years.”

“Yet, you wrote a song about her,” Gemma drawls.

“How did you know it was about her?”

“Who else would it be about?” She stares at me as if it should be obvious.

Axel nods. “Yeah, it is pretty obvious, man.”

“Traitor,” I mumble.

Locke is pouting in Gemma’s direction. “Can I come home with you?”

Gemma narrows her eyes at him. “Are you done flirting with fans?”

“Yes,” he says sheepishly, smiling, and she stares a bit longer.

“Nope,” she finally chirps, and Locke groans.

“Why not?”

“Because I’m having a girl’s day with Zoe, obviously. We’re going to go and get our nails done and talk about why men are shit.”

“I’m not shit,” Locke complains.

“You have been before,” she says easily. “So, I’ll have plenty to talk about. You guys have fun the rest of the night. Don’t forget to pick up Cain in the morning.”

“As if I’d forget to pick up our son,” Locke scoffs, but Gemma doesn’t seem to care that he’s grumpy.

She walks out and I look after her, wondering if I could go outside and try to talk to Zoe again. Maybe Gemma is right. Maybe I need to give her some time.

“You know, used to be we’d order a round of tequila shots and stay out all night, go to after-parties,” Axel says, a little glumly. “Now we’re just sitting here getting fat and talking about women.”

“We could rehearse,” Locke says.

“It’s almost midnight,” I say. “Where the hell are we going to rehearse?”

“Your place? You’re the single one,” Axel says.

“Don’t remind me,” I mumble, but I agree and we split up, Axel and Locke to go and get their supplies and me to drive home and open up the garage.

It has the best acoustics, after all, even though my neighbors will definitely complain about us practicing so late at night. Our next show in Dallas is in less than a week, though, so we definitely need to start rehearsing anyway.

Axel and Locke show up after a few moments and then Samuel shows up too, driving his brand-new car. I glare at him a little, but I guess it’s not his fault that he and Zoe have become friends.

“What’s going on?” Samuel asks, and Locke claps him on the back.

“Jackson’s having a crisis,” he says.

“A total crisis,” Axel responds. “He’s in love with the stylist.”

“No one said I was in love,” I protest, although I’ve been thinking that for the past few weeks, if I’m honest with myself.

Samuel’s eyes widen. “Oh, Zoe? Wow, I would have never thought.”

“Why’s that?” I snap, and Samuel shrugs.

“I dunno. I didn’t know you were her type.”

I take a couple of steps toward him. “What, and you are?”

Axel puts a hand on my chest. “Calm down, tiger. Samuel’s got a girlfriend, remember?”

As far as I know, it’s not serious, so I don’t know how far that goes. I grumble but set up the microphone anyway.

“We’ve got to stop opening with Keyed Up,” Axel complains. “I feel like everyone’s getting tired of it.”

“Hey!” Locke protests defensively. “People love Keyed Up.”

“I still think Amped Up is better,” Axel brags.

“Yeah, yeah, your one song about partying and heartbreak,” I drawl, poking fun at Axel since he’s only penned one of our many songs.

“Your songs are literally all about breakups, shut up,” Axel mutters.

I want to tell him that one of them isn’t about a breakup, but no one has heard the lyrics to Blue yet, so I’m not sure I want to let them hear it yet.

Samuel looks around as if confused. “Why is Jackson bucking up at me about Zoe?”

“He thinks you guys are flirty,” Locke says idly, setting up his drum set.

“What? I really do have a girlfriend,” Samuel complains.

“We haven’t met her,” I complain. “So she could be imaginary for all we know.”

“I’ve met her,” Axel pipes in. “She kinda used to be my landlord.”

I blink. “That’s a weird story.”

Samuel flushes. “I don’t know why we’re suddenly talking about my love life.”

“Just trying to keep Jackson from clocking you for being friends with his girl,” Axel tells him, and I make a harrumph sound in the back of my throat.

“I wasn’t going to hit him,” I mumble, but I’m still in a bad mood. It’s not like I actually think Samuel has his sights on Zoe. I know he’s not like that, and he’s not a flirty person in general, but it seems like they have a bit of a connection. They’re always talking when she comes to give us our new clothes and he’s just chattier than normal with her, that’s all.

“Seriously, Jack, I didn’t know you were seeing her. We’re really just friends,” Samuel says earnestly, and I feel kind of bad for hating him a little.

“Yeah, okay,” I say, and give him a smile. He gives me a wan smile back.

Samuel takes off his tie and takes his position on the other side of the microphone and I tap it to get started.

“One, two, three, let’s go!”
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I’m still crying when Gemma comes out to the tour bus, and she puts a hand on my shoulder.

“I’m sorry that my brother was such a douche to you all those years ago,” she says comfortingly, and I sniffle.

“It isn’t your fault.”

“I know, but it’s your fault that you didn’t tell me,” she chides, cranking up the bus and pulling out slowly, avoiding the parked cars behind us. I bite at the cuticle of my thumb, not knowing how to answer that at first.

“I was just so hurt,” I finally say. “I was so hurt and then I found out I was pregnant and I felt so alone.”

“You wouldn’t have been alone, Zoe. I would have been your best friend and we could have gotten through it,” Gemma insists.

“Maybe,” I murmur. “I guess I was afraid you’d take his side or something. You guys were always really close.”

Gemma frowns. “I guess I can understand that.” She takes in a deep breath. “I’ve always been the one to love Jackson unconditionally and let him get away with anything. I don’t think I would have let him get away with hurting you, though.”

“I should have told you. I should have told someone, pregnancy was awfully lonely.”

“I can’t imagine,” Gemma says softly. “Harley was the same way, she ghosted us when she got pregnant and did it all by herself up until Jazz was born. I folded and told Axel almost right away, and then Locke found out before I was even eight weeks along.”

I laugh. “You’ve never been one to keep secrets.”

“I almost did, from Locke anyway. He didn’t act nearly as whipped as he does now. I didn’t even know if he liked me, or just liked fucking me. You know how that goes.”

“Oh, do I,” I say darkly. That’s exactly the problem I have with Jackson, or at least the problem I used to have. I guess that now at least I know he might want to actually date me, but once he knows the truth, it’ll be a whole different situation.

“I didn’t tell him, by the way,” Gemma tells me, and I go a little pale.

I haven’t even considered that she might go ahead and tell him, in a heated argument or something. Thank God my best friend is good at keeping other people’s secrets even if she isn’t at keeping her own.

“Thank you,” I say gratefully, and I mean it. My head is beginning to hurt, probably from the cheap wine I’ve been drinking at Gemma’s. “Do you think you could take me home?”

Gemma pouts. “I thought we could have a girl’s night, but I’ll take you home on one condition.”

“What’s that?” I ask, looking at her sideways.”

She grins. “You let me meet my nephew.”

Two hours later, Gemma’s on the floor building some Lego atrocity with Elijah. It isn’t going to stand up for very long, but when Elijah giggles and cheers when it falls over, I realize they’re playing some kind of version of Lego Jenga.

“You’re not much of an architect, kiddo,” I tell him, ruffling his hair. He seems a lot better, not complaining of his tummy hurting, so I don’t feel bad about Gemma being here and potentially passing it on to little Cain.

“I have a little boy, lots younger than you. Do you think you could teach him about Legos?” Gemma asks, and Elijah lights up.

“Another kid? I love other kids,” he says, like he hasn’t socialized a day in his life.

I roll my eyes. “You meet lots of other kids at daycare, honey.”

“Not babies,” he complains. “Never babies, and babies always smell nice.”

“They do,” Gemma agrees, smiling and looking at him fondly. “Their heads always smell so sweet, don’t they?”

Elijah nods. “When can I meet him?”

“Soon,” I say softly, and give Gemma a look.

Gemma lets Elijah start building again and comes over to talk to me in the hallway.

“I don’t know about playdates. Not yet,” I tell her, and Gemma frowns.

“You don’t have long before you need to tell him, Zoe. It’s only a few weeks before the tour is over and I promise you, if you don’t tell him, I will.”

“I’m going to tell him after the Albuquerque show,” I promise.

Gemma looks at me for a long moment. “You better,” she says finally.

All I can do until then is avoid Jackson as long as I can.
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After double checking with my mom that it’s okay to leave Elijah with her for two days while I fly out to Dallas to style the guys, I get busy shopping. I do most of my shopping back home, but I pick up a few pieces in Dallas, including a black cowboy hat for Locke that Gemma is enamored with.

I get lucky dropping off Jackson’s things, because he’s not at the hotel room and I end up just giving them to Gemma.

She frowns at me a little. “You’re not avoiding him, are you?”

“A little,” I admit. “But I’m still mad at him.”

Gemma nods. “Okay, that’s fair. I’ll take them to him when he gets in, he went to grab us all some lunch.”

I give her Locke’s clothes too and she deposits everything back in her room before I go to drop off Axel’s stuff.

There’s a baby screaming in his hotel room and I raise an eyebrow when he opens the door.

Axel grins. “Had to bring my girls with me,” he says, and I smile a little, dropping off his clothes.

Samuel’s next, and he’s on the same floor as Jackson so I go back up the elevator, standing at the door of his room for a long moment.

He finally comes to the door, looking exhausted and with his hair all over the place.

“You good?” I ask, and he nods tiredly.

“Just exhausted. Was up late last night,” he says, and takes the clothes from me, throwing them on the bed. I wince a little, thinking those are freshly pressed, but I don’t complain.

They’re rockstars, after all, not businessmen.

I take a step inside, biting at my cuticle. “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” He smiles.

I don’t close the door, just take another step inside for privacy.

“I’ve kind of got a dilemma going on, and I’m not sure what to do.”

“Shoot,” he says easily, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

“I’ve got this guy, and we kind of have a past.”

“Uh-huh,” Samuel nods, smiling just slightly.

“And he broke my heart, but now he wants to date me.”

Samuel raises an eyebrow. “Is it your son’s father?” he asks, and I blink at him.

Samuel is astute, and I wonder if he’s put it together already. Even if he has, I’m not going to confirm it for him.

“Yes,” I finally admit, and Samuel spreads his hands as if the answer is obvious.

“Then sure, I think you should go for it. Everyone makes mistakes, Zoe. But you could have your family back together.”

I think about it for a moment, how Jackson and Elijah had both crossed their legs at the same time, how Elijah had fallen asleep curled up next to his father.

“I don’t know if he wants a family,” I say softly, and Samuel looks up at me.

“You can’t know if you don’t ask, Zoe,” he reminds me gently, and he’s right.

I can’t know what Jackson wants until I talk to him, until I tell him the truth, but I’m just not ready to do that now. I might be angry with him about what happened all those years ago, but once I tell him, he will absolutely hate me for lying to him.

I take in a deep breath.

“Thank you,” I tell him gratefully. “That helps a lot, even if I might not take your advice.”

Samuel smiles wryly. “No one ever does.”

He walks me to the door, shutting it behind me, and I make my way to the elevator, feeling just a little bit lighter. Telling the truth has it’s upsides, it turns out, and I’m pretty sure Samuel knows what I’m talking about even if I didn’t actually confirm it.

Secrets can eat you alive.
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I’m holding five boxes of pizza and trying to balance them against the door while searching for the hotel key in my pocket when I hear a familiar voice.

“Can I ask you something?”

Samuel’s room is just a couple down from mine and I instantly put the pizza on the floor, walking closer. I pray that no one shuts the door, and my prayers are answered. I know that the right thing to do would be not to listen in on their conversation, but Zoe won’t answer my texts or calls, and I miss her.

I miss her, and I don’t know what she’s feeling so I tell myself this is the only way to find out. It’s not like Gemma’s going to spill. She’s close-mouthed about her best friend’s secrets.

“And he broke my heart, and now he wants to date me.”

I wince. I hate thinking that I broke Zoe’s heart, but then Samuel asks the question, the one I’ve been thinking all this time.

“Is it’s your son’s father?”

My heart drops to my toes when she says yes, and when Samuel gives her the advice to keep her family together, I could have run in there and throttled him.

The guy obviously broke her heart, and as far as I know, he has no contact with Elijah. I’ve never seen him around, any of this time that I’d been spending with her. So he gets to go ghost and break her heart and she’s supposed to what, get back together with him?

I don’t know for sure that it’s him, but something nags at me about the guy who’d been at her house, the one with the salt and pepper hair. He was so much older than her. What a creep. I ignore the fact that I had hooked up with her when she was young and am also quite a bit older than her. He’s a shitty dad and I bet he’s an even shittier boyfriend.

I feel dejected as I finally get into the hotel room with the pizzas and I wish I could eat them until I make myself sick instead of calling everyone else to my room. Something washes over me, some kind of competitive nature, and I realize that I don’t want to give up. I’m not going to let this asshole take my girl, no matter what kind of history they have.

I’ll get Zoe fair and square, or fight dirty. I don’t care, I have no respect for the man who left her and a baby in the lurch years ago.

When I call everyone over for pizza, I hope that Zoe comes. She’s part of the group text now, after all, but she never shows and my shoulders slump. I still feel a little dejected about what she’d said to Samuel, and I keep glaring at him. He knows I’m seeing her, for God’s sake, so why would he give her that kind of advice?

Samuel ignores me, happily chomping on four slices of pizza before excusing himself to go back to bed.

Axel takes a few slices for himself and Harley and goes back to the room.

“Sorry to split, but Jazz has been a holy terror ever since the plane. Turns out she doesn’t like traveling nearly as much as her dad,” he apologizes.

Gemma nods, understanding. They’d left Cain at home with an overnight sitter for two days, an older woman named Ella who was kind and wonderful with kids. She keeps telling Axel and Harley to use her but Axel just can’t let Jazz stay anywhere that isn’t with him and Harley. He’s overly attached, Locke says, but Gemma thinks it’s sweet.

“I’m going to do something big to make it up to Zoe,” I say, and Gemma looks at me curiously.

“How big?”

“I’m going to perform a song I wrote for her.”

Gemma’s eyes widen. “Oh my God, you wrote a song for her?” She smacks Locke on the shoulder. “How come you never write songs for me?”

“I only had one in me,” Locke complained with a mouthful of pizza, the one with pineapple on it that only he and Gemma liked. Monsters.

“I don’t want to give away the surprise, so don’t say anything,” I warn Gemma, and she makes a zipping motion across her lips.

“Not a word,” she promises.

“Tell Samuel to come to my room,” I say mysteriously, and Gemma cocks her head at me but she doesn’t ask questions.

When she and Locke leave, it’s only a few moments before Samuel comes over, dragging his feet.

I glare at him but he doesn’t seem to notice. As mad as I am at him, I feel bad for the poor guy, he looks more than exhausted.

“I want you to sing lead vocals for the last three songs,” I tell him, and Samuel just stares at me like I’ve grown two heads.

“Me?” he asks incredulously.

“Yes, you. You’ve got the right voice for the last songs, and I’ve got plans. I’m also going to perform a new song I wrote, right after Amped Up. Tell the other guys, okay?”

“I mean… okay, I guess. Is this just for this show?”

“I hope so,” I say firmly. I hope that it doesn’t take two or three grand gestures to get Zoe to date me.

“All right,” he agrees tiredly. “Just don’t wake me up until rehearsal.”

“Noted.”

He doesn’t seem to notice that I’m cold to him, but I guess it doesn’t matter. If Zoe says yes, then I’ll forgive him.
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I frown, looking around for Zoe as the opening bars of Amped Up begin. I don’t see her right away, and then finally I catch sight of her shock of blue hair in the middle of the crowd. She isn’t up front like Gemma, but she’s watching, swaying along to the music, and I guess that’s a good sign. I try to catch her eye but she’s watching Locke do his drum solo, and I guess that’s okay.

After Amped Up is over, I’m sweating. It’s a hard rock song, and there’s a lot of raspy parts, so I clear my throat a few times, drinking from my bottle of water on stage. Once upon a time that would have been a beer, but I’m staying away from booze, especially when I feel so out of control.

“We’re going to do something a little different tonight,” I announce, and the crowd roars and cheers. There’s a few girls trying to jump over the barricade, but the bouncers at the bar are keeping them at bay. We’re pretty popular in Dallas, so sometimes, the crowd can get rowdy.

“I’ve got a song I’ve been working on for someone pretty special,” I continue. “It’s called Baby Blue.”

I change the name at the very last second, just so she’ll be sure it’s for her, and she freezes in the middle of the crowd but she doesn’t run away, so I think that’s a good sign.

“My baby’s blue,” it starts, and the crowd loses it, loving the ballad style. We don’t have many of those, and I guess they really like it. The song goes on to explain that blue has become my favorite color and that with my baby blue, I’ll never be blue again. The background vocals, which I’ve tuned up in the background, are Zoe’s harmonizing, and the crowd loves it just as much as I do.

Zoe doesn’t dance along to the music, just watches me on stage, biting one of her cuticles, and finally I jump down over the barricade. Fans are all over me and I high five a few of them, grab some hands to shake, but I’m only looking at Zoe.

She watches me approach her, her blue eyes wide, and I speak into the microphone.

“Will you be mine, baby blue?”

Zoe gasps and she looks at me for a long moment before she pushes through the crowd, running outside.

Well, shit. That isn’t what I anticipated happening, but the crowd seems to love the drama, so I run back on stage and hand Samuel the microphone.

“D-don’t worry, guys, Jack will be back,” he stutters, but I don’t plan on coming back tonight. I sprint outside, looking for Zoe.

I find her out back, taking deep breaths.

“God, I wish I still smoked,” she gasps.

“Are you okay?” I ask her, and when she nods, I get closer to her.

“Was that a no?”

Zoe shakes her head and I frown.

“I mean,” she starts, and then takes a deep breath. “I just didn’t expect that much attention, Jackson. There was a spotlight and everything.”

I laugh a little, relieved. “I’m sorry, baby blue. I thought it would be one of those, you know, grand gestures. To show you how much I...” I trail off, not sure if I want to use that word yet, the “I love you.” It’s a big moment for me, and I don’t want it to be too soon, even if I feel it.

“I don’t know if I can give you an answer yet,” she hedges.

I frown. “Why not? I want you to be my girlfriend, Zoe, if that wasn’t obvious.”

“I don’t know if that’s what you really want,” she says in a small voice.

“That’s what I really want!” I burst out. “It’s what I’ve wanted ever since I saw you in Albuquerque.”

“I’ve wanted you a lot longer than that,” she says with a wry smile.

“Gemma knows,” I warn her, and she pales just slightly.

“Knows what?”

“Knows that we’ve been dating.”

“How did she take it?” she asks, looking away from me, and I wonder if she had already told her because she doesn’t seem a bit surprised.

“She doesn’t care,” I say flippantly. “Although she’ll probably give me attitude about it for about a year.”

“So that means all the obstacles are over, huh?” she asks quietly.

I take her chin in my hand, forcing her to look at me. “I think so. Except for one.”

Her eyes shoot to mine. “What’s that?”

“Don’t choose him.”

“Choose who?” she asks, looking baffled, and my jaw tightens.

“I heard you talking to Samuel,” I say tightly. “I heard you say that your ex wants you back. I even met the fucker when I went to see you and he answered the door.”

Zoe’s mouth drops open. “You… you met him?”

“Yeah.” I take a couple steps back, taking in deep breaths through my nostrils. “You didn’t tell me he was back in the picture.” I feel angry about that, suddenly, and I don’t want to show it, so I look away.

“You met Dexter,” she says, like that’s supposed to mean something to me.

I snort. “That’s a terrible name. Glad you didn’t name the kid after him.”

“I never would,” she continues, taking a step toward me. This time she’s the one who takes my chin in her hand, turning me to look at her. “He’s not the father, you idiot.”

“Then why was some guy answering your door?” I pout.

“He’s my older sister’s boyfriend,” she says with a laugh. “They were staying with me for a few days.”

Relief floods over me. “Oh, thank God. He was way too old for you, anyway.”

“You’re not much younger than him,” Zoe teases, and I scoff.

“I’m better looking,” I say, running a hand through my hair, and she gives me this half smile.

“Definitely,” she agrees, and kisses my chin, my cheek, my other cheek, before pressing her lips against mine.

“Is this a yes?” I ask against her mouth, refusing to open my lips, and she giggles.

“It’s a yes,” she says, and I forget all about her conversation with Samuel and why I should still be worried.

I kiss her hard, pressing her up against the brick, shoving my hands down the legging that she’s wearing to part the triangle of pubic hair on her slit, pressing my fingers against her clit.

She moans into my mouth, finally sticking her tongue inside, and her mouth is as hot as her sex. She rolls her hips against my hand wantonly.

“We should go back to your room,” she gasps, and I grin.

“Don’t have to sneak you in, not this time,” I murmur, slowly removing my hand from her pants. I pop my fingers into my mouth to suck her juices off and she groans loudly.

“You’re such a demon when you do that,” she mumbles, and I grin at her.

“You like it,” I accuse, and she rolls her eyes but she’s smiling.

“It’s fucking hot,” she agrees, and I take her hand. “Shouldn’t you finish your set?”

I shake my head. “Samuel can deal with the rest. I want to take you to my room and ravish you.”

“Ravish? Where’d you get that, a Harlequin romance?” she teases.

I can’t stop smiling. I like her so much. I’m falling in love with her, and I have been since I first saw her again at that first concert we met up at. I keep telling myself it’s too soon to tell her that, too soon to tell her that I’m head over heels, but the words stick in my throat, wanting to come out.

The hotel is within walking distance, about a quarter of a mile, and I keep hold of her hand tight as we walk.

“How’s Elijah doing?” I ask, and she looks startled just for a moment.

“He’s on the mend,” she says. “He was a little mad at me for coming to a concert without him, but I think he’s a little too young.”

I laugh. “He’d love a concert. He loves loud music.”

Zoe gives me a small smile. “He does.”

“Takes after his father, you said,” I mumble, remembering. I don’t know why it bothers me so much, that her ex is also a musician, but somehow it does.

Zoe goes a little pale and I squeeze her hand. She shakes her head a little.

“That last drink packed a punch, I guess,” she mutters.

“I could carry you the rest of the way,” I suggest. “Piggy back?”

Zoe smiles and I turn so that she can hop on my back, holding her by her thick thighs.

I can’t wait to get her back to the hotel, but I wouldn’t mind if we just talked and held each other all night. Once upon a time, I’d be taking multiple women to bed, focused only on the sex, but things are different with Zoe.

God, I’m definitely not the rockstar I once was.
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Maybe it’s a bad idea to give into Jackson’s advances for dating. In fact, I’m sure it’s a bad idea. The more time I spend with him, the more I’m going to fall, and then eventually, I’m going to have to tell him that Elijah is his.

I suppose that I’ve always had an issue with wanting to give people a second chance, and Jackson really seems like he’s changed. I had thought that about my father, too, though, and look how that had turned out.

I bite at the cuticle of my thumb, tearing it so that it bleeds as Jackson uses the key to open the hotel door.

Jackson tsks when he notices it. “Oh, baby blue,” he mourns. “You’re bleeding.”

“Bad habit,” I admit, and Jackson takes me to the bathroom, running my thumb under the water. When it begins to run clear he pops my thumb into his mouth, sucking gently.

I gasp, a shiver running down my spine as he removes it from his mouth and smiles at me.

My body is vibrating and all I want is to jump into his arms and tear his clothes off.

Jackson leans down to kiss me and I moan into his mouth, doing exactly like I want and jumping up into his arms. He catches me with a laugh into my mouth, stumbling backward and taking me over to the bed, covering my body with his own. He takes his shirt off with one hand between kisses, ripping it off and throwing it onto the floor.

I run my hands up his abs to his chest, digging my nails into his pecs and Jackson growls deep in his throat.

“I love it when you do that,” he murmurs. “Love when you mark me up with those nails.”

Fuck. It’s like everything that Jackson says and does either makes me hot or makes my heart ache, and I have no idea how I’m going to start dating him without losing my mind.

Jackson’s hard against my thigh and I reach between us to grab him through his tailored jeans.

“These jeans basically had to be sewed on,” he groans, thrusting into my hand, and I help him unbutton them and push them down his ass, freeing his cock which stands long and pretty against his stomach.

I don’t have anything to compare it to, not exactly. Jackson doesn’t have the only penis I’ve ever seen, but it’s the only one I’ve ever had inside me, and it fits perfectly. We’re like puzzle pieces. When we first hooked up, I told myself it was because we were meant to be together. I can’t deny that some part of me still believes that our bodies fit together because we fit together all other ways, too.

My head is spinning. I don’t know why I’ve agreed to this and part of me wants to backtrack, tell Jackson that we can’t date, but this is all I’ve ever wanted. My whole life, I have wanted Jackson Arden, and now he wants me, too.

Jackson lines up, hefting my legs up and hooking my knees over his biceps, and I roll my hips up to give him better access, spreading my thighs further. He thrusts into me, not gently. He’s pent up, it seems, and that’s okay, because I am too.

As soon as he enters me my inner muscles clench around him and he leans down to kiss me, pressing my thighs up, nearly putting my ankles on the headboard.

My muscles ache but in a good way, like after a good workout, and I moan into his mouth as he hits just the right spot. Jackson knows exactly what I like, even though we’ve only been hooking up for a few months. He knows exactly where to touch me, exactly what strokes to use, and again, that part of my brain that thinks we might be meant to be lights up.

What if Jackson’s the one? I’ve always believed that there is a person out there for everyone, that when you’re born, your counterpart is selected for you. My mother always told me that. She always said that my father was her soulmate, and you don’t give up on your soulmate. That turned out to be hard for her, but she eventually did have to give up.

I worry that’s what will happen to me, that Jackson will hate me when I tell him that Elijah is his, or worse, he won’t and he and I will be together and he’ll go back to his old ways. Jackson may not be an addict like my father, but he definitely uses partying as a crutch, or at least he used to. He did when I met him, when Maria broke up with him, and I’d heard around town that he fell into a bottle when things got rough.

Jackson might have that gene inside him, that switch that gets flipped, the same one that my father has. I’m terrified, but I can’t think about it right now. I can’t think about anything right now but how Jackson feels inside me, how he’s stretching me out.

I drag my nails down his shoulders and he hisses.

“I love the way they sting in the shower later,” he murmurs, fucking me faster, breathing hard. “Reminds me of you.”

He always knows just what to say, just how to move to tip me over the edge and I’m coming, stars exploding behind my closed lids. When I open my eyes, Jackson’s focused on how he’s pumping in and out of me, holding my legs apart and I whimper, thinking that I might come twice before he gets done.

He seems focused but it’s only a few moments before his thrusts begin to lose rhythm and I know he’s close.

“Fill me up,” I say throatily, and Jackson groans as he comes inside me. I feel him pulsing and I sigh happily, feeling warm all over and sated.

Jackson slowly pulls out of me, lying beside me and putting his hands behind his head, panting as he looks up at the ceiling. I take the opportunity to lie my head on his chest, listen to his heartbeat. He puts one arm around me. He’s definitely a cuddler after sex, and I wonder if he’s like that with everybody. I scrunch up my nose, thinking that I definitely don’t want to know.

“Zoe?” Jackson calls, and I look up at him, smiling.

“Hmm?”

“What are you thinking about?” He’s frowning slightly.

I tilt my head. “Isn’t that a question mostly women ask?”

He barks out a laugh. “Maybe, but I still want to know. Penny for your thoughts, and all that.”

“I wasn’t really thinking anything,” I admit. ”Just about how you’re kind of a cuddler after sex. I was sort of wondering if you were like that with everyone.”

Jackson grins. “And if I am?”

I scrunch my nose again. “I wouldn’t like it.”

“I’m not,” he admits. “Before you, it was mostly flings. There was only one girl I got serious about between Maria and you.”

I prop myself up on my elbow. “Really? You’re a rockstar, you must have had lots of girls who wanted to date you.”

“I wasn’t in the right place to date anyone,” he confesses. “I was a mess after Maria, for a really long time. I’m not good with breakups.”

“I remember,” I say sourly.

Jackson sits up straighter, putting his back against the headboard. I admire his looks, his long torso, his broad shoulders. He’s lanky, not as broad as some of the other members of the Spades, but just my type, defined abs with a smaller chest than Axel.

“What I did to you was really shitty, Zoe, and I’m sorry,” he says earnestly.

“It was shitty,” I agree. “But the sex wasn’t.” I try to lighten the mood, not wanting him to feel guilty.

Jackson’s frown deepens. He takes my hand, brings my knuckles to his lips to kiss them.

“Seriously, baby blue. I should have never hooked up with you knowing that I wasn’t over Maria. God, you were so young⁠—”

I put one finger over his lips. “I was grown enough,” I tell him. “I was a couple of months away from turning eighteen, and I wanted you. You didn’t take my virginity, I gave it to you.”

“I had no idea you were a virgin, either,” Jackson groans, ignoring me trying to shush him. “I don’t even remember it, Zoe, and I’m so sorry.”

“You were gentle,” I say softly. It still stings that he barely remembers it, only enough to finally realize that it happened, but I suppose I should have known. He was more than three sheets to the wind that night, and I’d known that.

“Yeah?” he asks hopefully, tilting his head to nuzzle against my neck. “I was okay?”

“It was wonderful,” I admit. “Until you started crying about your ex.”

Jackson covers his face with his hands and peeks out at me from between his fingers.

“That’s so terrible, baby blue, I’m an idiot.”

“You were,” I say dryly. “Hopefully, not anymore.”

He shakes his head empathically. “Not anymore. At least, I’m trying.”

He shifts back down on the bed, drawing me into his arms.

“Zoe?” he calls again, and I turn to look at him. “You’re not still talking to the baby’s father, right?”

I frown, unsure how to answer that. “From time to time,” I hedge, so that it isn’t a complete and utter lie. I’m a bad liar, and I know he’ll see right through me if I say no outright.

Jackson pouts and it’s cute and I can’t help but kiss him, giggling a little.

“It’s not like that,” I promise him. “I’m not dating him.” That was a lie, or at least it would be, if I continued dating Jackson. I can’t very well tell him that I’m dating the father of my child without revealing everything, though.

He draws me closer, kissing along my neck. “Good. I don’t want you to see anyone else. We’re exclusive now.”

“We are?” I murmur. “Already?”

“Yes, already. I want you all to myself,” Jackson says, biting down on the base of my neck and making me moan.

“Want me to be all yours?” I ask, loving it when he’s possessive. It just means he wants me, that he wants only me and he doesn’t want anyone else to touch me, and there’s something about it that makes me shiver with pleasure.

“All mine,” Jackson growls, biting me again, leaving a mark by sucking there, and I arch my body against his. I straddle his lap, rocking my hips against him and he slides into me easily, having not adjusted himself back into his jeans.

“I’m all yours, Jackson,” I moan, and Jackson thrusts up beneath me, taking hold of my hips, leaving fingerprint bruises that I could marvel at days later.

Jackson Arden wants me. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, and now it’s happening.

“Fuck,” Jackson curses, and before I’m able to climax he comes inside me, and he groans. “Sorry. I just love it when you say that,” he apologizes.

I giggle. Sex for me isn’t always about the orgasm, and I know he’ll make up for it. He’s good with his fingers and his mouth and he never leaves me wanting.

As he trails down my body, kissing my stomach, my hip bones, my inner thighs, I wonder how I got so lucky and so unlucky at the same time.

Jackson Arden wants me. But he doesn’t know that I had his child four years ago. And when I have to tell him, that can ruin everything.
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Everything is perfect. I’m watching Zoe sleep in my arms, the way her eyelids flutter, the way her mouth is slightly open, and even her soft snore is cute to me.

Damnit. I’m in love with her, and I don’t know how to tell her. She seems wary for so many reasons, the biggest one being that I broke her heart all those years ago. I can’t imagine how it must have felt for me to have taken her virginity and then have a breakdown about Maria.

I keep trying to remember exactly what happened, but all I can remember is kissing her and then her rubbing my back as I talked about Maria. It makes me cringe, and it’s not the best first memory with the woman I love.

I do love her, and if I tell her that, she might run, so what I have to focus on now is making her believe it. I have to be a good guy for her. I have to be the right guy for her, and I need to show her.

She wakes slowly, blinking those gorgeous blue eyes, and I smile at her. She smiles back, rubbing at her face.

“Is it too late for breakfast?”

I look at my phone. “Not if we hurry, ends in thirty minutes.”

Zoe hops out of bed, going to the bathroom to wash her face and brush her teeth, and I groan as I tug off the tightest jeans in the world that Zoe had styled me in, having slept in them.

There are literal marks on my thighs from how tight they are and Zoe giggles at them when she comes out of the bathroom, dressed in one of my T-shirts and a pair of yoga pants, the ones I love to see the curve of her ass in.

“Maybe those were a little too tight,” she says.

“You think?” I ask incredulously, and she bursts into giggles again. I can’t help but laugh with her, she’s so bright and bubbly when she wants to be, and I love that about her.

“I love everything about you,” I want to say, but I don’t.

“I love your laugh,” is what I end up with, and Zoe’s bright smile makes it worth it.

“I think I kind of sound like a hyena,” she says with another giggle.

“Maybe a little,” I tease, and she pushes me with one hand. I dramatically fall on the bed, and she jumps on top of me.

“Maybe we don’t need breakfast,” she murmurs, but then her stomach protests, growling loudly.

“I think we do,” I insist, laughing softly. She pouts but stands up, letting me finish getting dressed in a pair of sweats and a Van Halen t-shirt.

When we make it down for breakfast, Gemma cheers when she sees us and the guys follow suit, even Samuel. I guess he’s changed his mind about the advice he gave Zoe about dating Elijah’s father, so I can forgive him.

I grin and Zoe blushes.

“I hope there’s not a rule against fraternization,” Zoe says playfully, and Gemma snorts.

“Don’t worry, babe, I’m the only thing we have for human resources and I’m married to the drummer. You’re all good.”

Locke laughs and puts his arm around her.

“I’m just a groupie,” Harley chirps, and Axel bursts out laughing.

“The prettiest groupie ever,” Axel coos and kisses her, and Samuel rolls his eyes.

“You guys know how to make someone feel painfully single.”

“Thought you had a girl?” Axel asks, munching on bacon, and Samuel shrugs.

“I do, it’s just kind of on and off,” he admits in a mumble, and everyone notices his mood change so we collectively drop it.

We’ve been a band long enough to know when one of us wants to talk about something and when we don’t, and it’s a strange kind of telepathic connection. We’ve just been friends and a band so long that we understand each other. We’re a family, and I think Zoe will fit in just fine.

I want to ride with Zoe on the trip home, but Gemma convinces me to ride in the tour bus.

“You don’t want to rush her, Jack,” she advises, and she’s right.

I can’t wait until we get back home, and I can finally take her out on a real date.
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“It’s not roller skating,” I assure her, and Zoe smiles.

“Roller skating would be fun, right, Elijah?” He’s holding tight to her hand, looking up at me with wide eyes.

Elijah’s a little shy, and it’s been a while since we hung out together in the studio. He was sick then, too, so I guess he gave me a little more leeway then.

He doesn’t answer his mother, just looks up at her with a small smile. He’s so cute, and he has her smile, and I want to pick him up and carry him into the building, but I figure that might freak him out.

“It didn’t go so well last time,” I said dryly, and she swung my hand back and forth as we walked to the building.

It was nearing eight in the evening, which is when the event starts, so I’m hurrying and she’s trying to keep up.

“We have little legs, slow down,” she complains, but she’s not looking up at the building sign so at least it’ll be a surprise.

The lights have just gone down when we get inside, and she gasps.

“Oh my God, I haven’t done this since I was fifteen,” she says, looking around.

I grin. “Cosmic bowling was always my favorite. I didn’t even know they did it anymore.”

“Me either!” She smiles at me. “This is so great, Jackson. I hope they have my size in shoes.”

“Why wouldn’t they?” I ask, curious.

She looks at me. “Haven’t you noticed? I have tiny feet. I’m a size five.”

I blink. “I didn’t even know they made size fives that weren’t for children.”

Elijah snorts out a laugh and I crouch down. “Do you wear a bigger size than your mama?”

Elijah shakes his head, grinning. “Not yet.”

Zoe snorts and hits me with the heel of her hand.

We manage to find a pair of shoes for her, although I’m pretty sure they’re from the children’s section. She really does have tiny feet, and it’s just another quirk that I find adorable. It’s ridiculous how many things I already love about her, and it’s like my heart is full to bursting.

Keep it together, Jackson, I tell myself. Don’t overwhelm her.

“You’re cute,” I say simply, and she smiles brightly at me as I put on my bowling shoes (a respectable size twelve).

Elijah stares down at his shoes, frowning. I guess he doesn’t know how to tie them yet. My heart seems to swell even more and I wonder if there’s something wrong with me or if this kid is just the cutest kid in the world. Next to my nephew Cain, at least.

I sit down next to him and motion for him to put his legs in my lap, and he does so. I tie the shoes up for him.

“Not too tight?” I ask, and he shakes his head.

“Just right,” he chirps, and I can’t help the grin that spreads across my face.

I’ve gotten the gutter ball rails so that Elijah won’t have a hard time with gutter balls, but Zoe manages somehow not to hit a single pin her first or second roll.

So, she’s not the best bowler. That’s one con, I tell myself, but is it, really? I keep trying to think of something I don’t like about her.

The thing about falling in love fast and hard is that it can end just as quickly, and I’m already panicking a little, if I’m honest with myself. Zoe and Elijah already feel like my family, somehow, and I can imagine us together, cuddling on the couch watching movies, Elijah and I rocking out in the garage to his favorite songs, eating family dinner. I’m already planning our lives but what if it all goes wrong? What if Elijah’s father comes back into the picture and Zoe leaves me?

I don’t think I can take a heartbreak like that.

“Are you okay?” Zoe is looking at me curiously and I realize that I’m standing there putting a hand over my heart.

I drop my hand, moving it to rub across the back of my neck instead, my face flushing.

“Yeah, I’m good. Just waiting to decimate you at bowling.”

Zoe pouts. “You should let me win.”

“Never!” Elijah pipes up suddenly, and I’m surprised into a laugh. It’s his turn next, and he knocks over three pins, beating his mom.

“My son is a regular Homer Simpson,” Zoe says with a giggle, and I love the way her face lights up when she laughs.

I knock down all but one pin on the first roll, and Elijah cheers.

“Bet you can’t make that spare,” Zoe teases, and I puff my chest up.

“Bet I can.”

“What do you want to bet?” she asks.

“A kiss,” I tell her, and I feel like I’m a teenager all over again when she blushes and looks away, as if I haven’t been inside her, begging for me to go harder, faster.

“Fair enough,” she mumbles, sitting next to Elijah and watching. I don’t make the spare, missing it by just a couple of centimeters, and I curse loudly.

Elijah gasps. “Mr. Jack that’s a bad word,” he whispers.

I wince. “I know, bud. Sorry, I’ll try to keep it clean.”

“Shit is a bad word,” he says easily to his mother, and she snorts out a laugh.

“It is, baby, so don’t repeat it again, okay?” She ruffles his hair.

I feel pretty confident that I’ll end up getting a kiss in the end anyway, but why not make it interesting.

“I bet you can’t knock down more than four pins,” I tell Zoe. “Same stakes.”

Zoe pouts. “You know I’m not very good at this.”

I shrug. “Then you’ll just have to kiss a frog.”

She sighs heavily. “I guess so. Woe is me.”

Elijah has this big smile on his face and I wonder why. He looks a little sly, swinging his feet back and forth as he sits in the chair.

Zoe lines up, holding her ball all wrong, but then she shifts and puts her fingers into the holes. She throws the ball smoothly, hitting a perfect strike.

I gape at her. “You... you hustled me.”

“Only a little,” she admits, and gives me a sound kiss on the mouth anyway.

Zoe bowls a much better game than I do and instead of being a sore loser like usual, I just feel elated. She’s so great, and it just continues to get better.

I can’t wait to see where this goes, but there’s also a big part of me that is yelling at me to stop, to slow down.

Nothing lasts forever, a voice in the back of my head says. Don’t get too attached, because it’ll just break you in the end.
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Going on dates with Jackson and Elijah has been wonderful, but I’m definitely missing our alone time, so I’m glad when the next concert comes up in a week. Elijah tells me to record part of the concert because he wants to see “Mr. Jack” sing, and I can’t tell him no. I love that he and Jackson get along so well, but it also hurts, aches somewhere deep inside me that I can’t tell him that Jackson’s his father.

At least, not yet. Elijah is young enough that he probably won’t hate me for lying to him, but I definitely can’t say the same for Jackson. I feel this impending dread, like I know that everything’s going to end, going to go all wrong, and I just keep putting it off.

Gemma and I ride together while Locke takes the tour bus, just so that we can have some girl time. We haven’t gotten to spend nearly enough time together.

“So, without going into any amount of detail, because ew, how are things going with my brother?” Gemma asks casually after we drop Elijah off at my mother’s.

I laugh. “It’s going well, I guess.”

“You know he’s head over heels for you, right?”

I freeze. “No, he isn’t. We’re just dating. It’s casual, or whatever.”

“Or whatever?” Gemma raises an eyebrow but keeps her eyes on the road. “Jackson falls hard and fast, and he was sprung for you a long time ago, Zoe.”

“Really?” My heart rate is speeding up, maybe flipping over in my chest, I don’t know. I’ve never actually considered that Jackson might be falling in love with me. I guess it’s because I’ve always been in love with him, so I can’t imagine seeing the signs in the man I’ve longed for my entire life.

“Absolutely,” Gemma agrees. “He’s crazy about you. But you’ve got to tell him about Elijah before he gets in even deeper.”

I swallow hard, unable to believe what she’s saying about Jackson being in love with me, but also dreading this conversation about Elijah.

“He’ll hate me if I tell him,” I mourn.

“He might,” Gemma says gently. “But he’ll hate you more if you keep it from him for any longer.”

That certainly doesn’t make me feel any better, and I’m quiet for a long moment as we drive to Dallas.

“I’ll tell him after the tour, just like I promised,” I finally say.

Gemma glances at me. “I don’t know that you can wait that long, Zoe. Jackson’s getting in deeper every day, and you’ll break his heart if you wait too long to tell him. If you tell him now, maybe you two can salvage things, but if you keep waiting…”

“After the tour,” I say firmly. “It’s the only way. I don’t want to distract him, his music is more important.”

“More important than you? Than his son?” Gemma asks, but I don’t have an answer to that question.

Luckily, she knows me well enough to know that I need the subject dropped, so she starts to chat about Cain and Locke and how well she thinks the tour is going to go.

I listen, smiling. She’s always been the talkative one while I’ve been a little more introverted, and it’s nearly a ten-hour trip, so it’s good that she and I are talking. We’ll be flying out to Montgomery, Alabama, next week, and then the week after will be the show in Atlanta. After that, it’s back home to Albuquerque and the final show.

I’ve got roughly a month to tell Jackson that I’ve been hiding his son from him, lying to him, all this time. I have no idea how I’m going to do it.
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The concert goes great, and Jackson plays Baby Blue all over again, and I have to admit that I love that he changed the title to be the same as the nickname he had for me, based on my blue hair and blue eyes.

The blue hair had been a big change, but I had to change something after what happened with my father. I had to change a lot of things, because I needed to become a different person, not someone who was that broken.

I think I’ve done a pretty good job reinventing myself, becoming Zoe instead of stupid little Susie, and sometimes, I’m proud of myself. Other times, I wonder about my father and if there’s anything else I could have done to help him. To protect him from himself.

I don’t know why my father is so heavy on my mind lately. I guess it’s because, in a way, Jackson reminds me of him. All the good things, of course, but also the tendency to numb out their feelings with booze and partying. Jackson seems so much better now, but so did my father, for a while…

I’m listening to Axel’s guitar solo on the song he’d penned, Amped Up, and I smile and focus on Jackson, who winks at me from the stage, sweeping his sweaty hair back from his forehead.

God, he looks so good up there. He's really in his element when he’s performing, and it’s wonderful to see. I never got to see him like that when I was younger, because the band wasn’t performing regularly. I’m so glad that he’s living his dream. I’m so proud of him.

That pride plus the filthy martini Gemma buys me makes me grab his hand as soon as he hops down off the stage after their last encore. He’s breathing hard, chugging water, but I can’t wait to get him alone.

I lean up to yell/whisper in his ear over the club music which has begun again after the set. “Meet me in the bathroom.”

Jackson raises an eyebrow but grins, and when I tug him inside, he mock gasps.

“Zoe, I didn’t know you were this kind of girl,” he teases.

“Yes, you did,” I laugh, and then I push him into the stall, putting his back against the door as I lock it.

I run my hands into his shirt, popping buttons of the very outfit I’d picked out, and Jackson moans when my nails drag along his pecs. I deftly unbutton his pants, a pair of pinstripe slacks that I thought would pair well with the black boots and white button-up shirt I’d picked out for him. I lean up to nibble his earlobe, my tongue catching on the dangling zipper earring I’d given him as an accessory.

“Fuck, Zoe,” he pants, and when I get his slacks undone and pull him out of his underwear, he moans as I wrap my fingers around him. His hands go to my hips, like he’s going to pick me up, but I take a step back, shaking my head and licking my lips.

I crouch down, go down on my knees in a Dallas club bathroom, and I’m sure it’s dirty but I don’t care, I feel dirty tonight, naughty in a way that only Jackson has ever made me feel.

When I take him into my mouth he jerks his head back so hard that his head bangs against the stall door and I giggle around him, taking him deeper and deeper until I gag.

At the sound of my gag his hips jut forward and I do it again, almost on purpose this time, because I love the way he reacts.

“Oh, God, your mouth,” he moans, and I flatten my tongue, covering my teeth as he fucks into my throat. Even with his most precious body part in my mouth, he’s in control, thrusting his hips forward, his hand in my hair, not pushing but just slowly sliding into my mouth.

“You’re so fucking pretty with my cock in your mouth,” he murmurs. “Look at how those pretty blue eyes are watering. You take me so well, baby blue.”

His words send a shock right through me, pooling heat between my thighs, and I move my head faster and faster until he gasps, fists his hand in my hair and spills into my mouth, hot and slightly salty. He tastes good and I look up at him, opening my mouth to show that I’m keeping his come on my tongue, and his dick twitches in my hand.

“Dirty girl,” he murmurs, his green eyes dark with lust, and I swallow. He still has his hand in my hair, and he jerks me up and it stings in just the right way. He kisses me hard and dirty, tasting himself on my tongue, and I’ve never wanted him inside me so badly as I do right that moment.

“Zoe, you’re going to miss your flight,” Gemma yells. “I’m not coming in because I don’t want to have to bleach my eyeballs, but I’ve got to take you to the airport.”

Jackson frowns. “I thought your flight was in the morning.”

I shake my head. “Had to get a red-eye because it was the only one available. I need to get back to Elijah.”

“We’re going to be driving the rest of the way,” Jackson pouts. “I won’t be able to see you.”

I smile. “I’ll call you and we can facetime.”

Jackson grins. “Dirty facetime?”

“Absolutely,” I agree, and I kiss him again, adjusting him back into his pants. I smooth down my hair and as I go to unlock the door, Jackson grabs my wrist.

“Zoe,” he says. “Baby blue.”

His green eyes are so serious now and I swallow hard, wondering what he’s going to say.

“I’m falling in love with you.”
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Zoe stares up at me with huge blue eyes. They seem to take up her whole face. She looks shocked, and I can’t imagine why. I figured it’s pretty obvious how I feel about her, how crazy I am about her, but maybe I haven’t been as obvious as I thought.

“Jackson,” she breathes, and I wait for her to say it back, to say she’s falling for me too, but instead, she leaves the bathroom stall and strides out of the bathroom, meeting my sister in the hall.

“Zoe!” I call, but she’s gone and she can’t hear me over the music anyway and my dick is still halfway out of my slacks. I curse, adjusting my clothes, and then slam my fist on the bathroom stall.

A woman stumbles in, her mascara streaked and she gapes at me.

“Oh shit, you’re Jack from Jack and the Spades,” she says, and it's still weird that people recognize me sometimes. I’m only semi-famous in a few states, but it’s an odd experience nonetheless.

I wink at her. “I am. Have a good night, ma’am.” I fake a southern accent since we’re in Texas, after all, and she just stares at me as I run out into the club, looking for Zoe.

Instead, I find Axel, half drunk and talking to Harley on the phone.

“What’s she doing now?” I heard him ask.

Axel seems to think that every concert Jazz doesn’t come with us, he’ll miss some kind of milestone, but she’s still little enough that he probably won’t miss much. This is just a mini-tour, anyway, so he should be home before any of the big milestones.

Locke is at the bar, drinking a club soda because he doesn’t drink much without Gemma around, and I glumly sit next to him on a barstool and order my own club soda with lemon and lime. It’s the closest thing to the vodka and soda that I’m craving.

“Zoe and Gemma got out of here quick,” he comments.

“Yeah,” I mumble. “Zoe was probably trying to get away from me.”

Locke frowns, looking around at all the liquor and I know what he’s thinking. He’s thinking that if I’m in this kind of mood, I might go back to drinking, and I can’t blame him.

“Why don’t we go get something to eat? Samuel’s driving Axel back to his hotel, but ours is close enough to walk. I could use the cool air, it’s hot as hell in here,” Locke suggests, and I nod.

On the walk to a nearby all-night diner, Locke doesn’t talk much, and I appreciate my friend’s close-mouthed way of dealing with things. He’s more a man of action than words, and he probably wouldn’t give me the same kind of attitude that his wife did.

My baby sister would tell me to back off, but I’m hoping that my friends, my brothers, will have a different reaction.

“What’d you do?” Locke asks after we order and I roll my eyes.

Well, there goes my hope that my best friend would understand me.

“I didn’t do anything!” I insist. “I just told her that I’m falling in love with her. What’s so bad about that?”

Locke chokes on his water. “You told her that already?”

“Just because it took you like, two months and a surprise baby to realize you were in love with my sister doesn’t mean we’re all like you, Locke,” I say, and Locke groans.

“I know that you fall easily, but how long have you even known this girl? You only spent a bit of time together on the last tour, right?” Locke asks.

“Yeah, but I’ve known her my whole life!” I protest, and Locke gives me a look.

“You didn’t even remember her until recently.”

“I didn’t recognize her. I remembered her,” I correct him, and Locke shrugs.

“I don’t know, man, maybe she’s one of those types that takes a while to open up. She seems a little introverted. And didn’t you kind of break her heart when she was a kid? Jackson, come on. There are a lot of reasons she could be scared.”

“I know,” I say, sighing. “It’s too soon, and she’s got a kid, and I get that can be tough with dating.”

The food comes quickly, and Locke attacks his fries and I attack my burger. We’re always starving after concerts. Luckily, the denizens of this little Dallas diner have no earthly idea who Jack and the Spades are, so we don’t get recognized or anything. I like being famous, or at least a little famous, but sometimes, I just want to be left alone. Especially when I’m in a mood like this.

“And you said the father’s not in the picture?” Locke asks, and I raise an eyebrow.

“Why would you ask that?”

Locke shrugs, a habit he has that kind of drives me nuts. “I don’t know. If Gemma had a baby daddy I’d be freaking out about her talking to him.”

I frown. “Yeah, she says she’s still in contact with him. I even overheard her telling Samuel that her baby’s father wanted to get back together.”

Locke’s mouth drops open, a fry falling out. “Shit, really? So, is she seeing him?”

I rub a hand against the back of my neck. “She says she isn’t. God, I hope not,” I mumble. That would be heartbreaking in a completely different way than her just being slow to open up.

“When would she even have time? With all the tour stuff and dating you, she’s busy, right? And she’s a single mom,” Locke offers.

I nod, smiling, but then I pale when I really think about it.

“I won’t see her for the weekend every week this month,” I say, and Locke stares at me.

“So?”

“So? All that time she could be talking to her ex!” I bang my fist on the table, a little dramatic, even I can admit.

“You’re talking yourself into a spiral, Jackson, stop it,” Locke warns. “She says she’s not seeing him, so believe her. You trust her, right?”

Do I trust her? I guess I do. It’s not like I’ve ever been cheated on or anything, not exactly, anyway. Maria broke up with me because I was becoming a rockstar and I was a mess (so she said) but then she immediately married a drummer who had at least as bad a reputation as me. It isn’t that I think Zoe would cheat, especially since we’ve already said we’re exclusive, but talking isn’t cheating, is it?

And I bet that bastard will be talking to her, trying to butter her up, trying to weasel his way back into her life. I tell myself that I wouldn’t have a problem with him wanting to be in Elijah’s life, but I know that will drive me nuts, too, especially if he’s still after Zoe. And who wouldn’t be? She’s wonderful.

“I trust her,” I say finally, and Locke hums in the back of his throat.

“Then you’ve got nothing to worry about. Just back off with the I love you shit, okay? Just for a while. Give her until the end of the tour, at least.”

I take in a deep breath through my nostrils. “Okay. You’re right. I need to just back off a little.”

“A lot,” Locke complains. “Just keep things casual for now.”

“All right, all right, fair enough,” I mumble, but I’m not quite sure how I’m going to do that. I’m already itching to call her and she’s only been gone a couple of hours.

I may or may not take Locke’s advice, because I’m just a mess that way, but I’m glad he gave it to me nonetheless.

“Thanks for the advice,” I tell him earnestly, and he smiles.

“You’re welcome. I could have used some about Gemma when I was in your situation, so I figured It would be good karma.”

“What, to balance out that you knocked up my little sister behind my back?” I drawl.

“Exactly,” Locke points at me, and we both burst out laughing.

I’m terrified that I’m in love again. It’s the first time since Maria, since she put my heart in a blender and poured it down the sink, and I don’t want to spiral like that ever again. Zoe wouldn’t hurt me, though, would she? I could trust her?

I don’t know what to do about Zoe, but laughing with Locke feels good.

No matter what is going on in my love life, I always have my brothers.
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“What’s going on with you?” Gemma asks the second we’re in the car on the way to the airport.

I bite at my cuticle, trying to decide if I should tell her or not. I feel as if she’ll be mad at me because she’s been telling me that Jackson has been falling for me, but it’s just so hard to believe. It’s like it’s too good to be true, or something.

“You only bite your cuticle when you’re nervous,” Gemma warns, “so I know something’s up.”

“He told me he was in love with me,” I say softly, and Gemma groans and bangs her hands against the steering wheel.

“Damnit, Zoe, I told you,” she complains.

“I know, I know!” I wail.

“What are you gonna do now, Zoe? You have to tell him.”

“I can’t,” I whisper. “He’s going to hate me. Everything’s going to go wrong.”

“You’ve been lying to him all this time, Zoe, and the longer it goes on, the less likely he’s going to be to forgive you,” Gemma warns, and I know that she’s right.

My lip trembles. “I still love him, Gem. Just as much as I ever did. I don’t want to lose him.”

Gemma pulls into the airport and puts a hand on my shoulder while cars are honking at us to hurry. She puts up her middle finger, smiling at the people yelling, and gives me a big hug.

“Just think about it for the next concert. Tell him after, in person. He deserves to know, and you both deserve the chance to be happy.”

I sniffle and hug her back tightly before getting out to grab my luggage bag and hurry to bag check.

The flight home is only about ninety minutes, and I look out the window, thinking the whole time about what I’m going to do. Jackson doesn’t know that Elijah is his son, but he also doesn’t know so many other things. We’d spent so much time apart. We don’t know much about each other anymore, and I want that to change.

I figure it would change, if we kept dating. I wish I just had a little more time. I wish I could explain to him why I felt the way that I did. I want him to know that I love him so much but that I’m afraid of being broken again. I don’t think I can start over again. Zoe is who I am now, and I want Jackson to know me and my history. If we’d just dated back then, everything would be different.

But everything isn’t different. Back home, it’s nearing four in the morning when I finally lie down in my bed, planning to pick Elijah up in the morning. I stare up at the ceiling, thinking, and then startle when my phone starts to buzz.

It’s Jackson, facetiming me, and I frown, sliding open the phone.

The light of the lamp of the hotel makes Jackson visible, shirtless, his abs on display and my mouth goes dry. His long, light brown hair is slicked back from the shower and he looks so good I could lick the screen.

“You’re calling so late. You haven’t been drinking, have you?” I ask, not meaning to be accusatory but not able to help it.

Jackson shakes his head. “Not drinking,” he murmurs. “Just thinking about you.”

Heat spreads through my body. “I just left, though.”

“Doesn’t matter,” he says in a low voice, sliding his hand down his abdomen to the waistband of his boxer briefs. “I always think about you.”

“What do you think about?” I ask, my breath coming closer.

He pouts. “No more answering questions until you turn a light on. I want to see you.”

I flip on the lamp beside my bed and squint at the change. Jackson breaks out in a half-smile.

“There’s my girl.” He pauses. “You are my girl, right?”

I lick my lips, staring at him. “I’m your girl, Jackson. I’m all yours,” I say again, knowing that he loves to hear it, and he groans and I realize that just below the camera, he’s groping himself through his underwear.

“Jackson, what are you doing?” I ask, pretending to be scandalized.

“Wishing it was your fingers wrapped around me,” he rasps, and I gasp, sitting back against the pillows and teasing one of my nipples through my old, ratty T-shirt.

“I wish my fingers were yours, too,” I admit, and Jackson hisses in a breath, tilting his camera down so I can see him stroking himself.

“I want to see you,” he says, biting his lip. “Show me your tits.”

I pull up my shirt, holding it with my teeth and baring my breasts, and Jackson gets closer to the camera before dropping it on the floor.

I hear him curse and I giggle as he picks it up.

“Got too excited,” he jokes. “But I want to see more. I want to see how you play with yourself, baby blue. Can you put the phone on the nightstand and show me?”

Fuck. That sounds like the hottest thing I’ve ever heard, and it will definitely be the hottest thing I’ve ever done.

“I’ll try,” I manage, and I prop it up using the lamp and then turn to face the camera, spreading my legs and feeling oddly shy.

I moan and reach down to slip my thumb over my clit, and Jackson tsks in the back of his throat.

“Did I say you could do that, baby blue? I’m calling the shots here, so ask my permission.”

Oh, fuck. I love it when he takes control like this, and I’m so slick that I’m sure I’m soaking through my panties.

“Can I please touch myself?” I plead. “Just a little?”

“Not yet,” he demands, and I sigh and move my hands back up to my breasts. I begin to tease my nipples, almost hoping he will scold me about that too. Instead, he’s looking right between my legs.

“Oh fuck, look at you,” he gasps. “Spread yourself open for me,” he demands, and I’m blushing but I can’t look away, looking into his lust-filled green eyes and spreading myself with my fingers in a “V.”

Jackson moans loudly, staring right at my pussy, his full mouth slightly open. “God, I wish I could taste you,” he continues. “I wish I could stick my fingers inside you, make you come.”

“I could pretend my fingers are yours,” I moan. “Please, Jackson, let me touch myself.”

“Slide your fingers over your clit,” he commands, and I do as he says, gasping, using one hand to continue to twist one of my nipples between my fingers. I’m so close to coming it’s ridiculous, just from his voice over the phone, the way he’s looking at me and bossing me around.

“Can you fit two fingers in, baby blue?” he asks softly, and I do so, arching my back and crying out. “I bet you can fit more. I know you can. You always take my cock so well,” he murmurs, and after a moment I’m able to fit three fingers, pumping them in and out, unable to stop myself. Jackson doesn’t scold me, though, his hoarse breathing all I can hear over the phone.

“Come with me,” I beg him, looking into his eyes and he tilts the phone down again so that I can see him pumping his fists, pre-ejaculate coating his fingers. He’s just as close as I am.

“I’m coming, baby, fuck, fuck,” he curses, and as I watch him spill all over his hand and belly, I come around my own fingers, wishing it was him inside me instead, wishing I could feel his dick pulse inside me.

“Oh my God,” I groan when I finally clean up and get back on the phone, looking at him with flushed cheeks. “I’ve never done that before.”

Jackson grins. “I can’t say the same, but I can say I don’t think I’ve ever come that hard by myself. That was all you, baby blue.”

I grin back at him. I love hearing that, love hearing how much I pleasure him. It’s a huge ego boost. Jackson’s good at giving those.

He looks at me fondly, a soft smile on his face, and I frown a little.

“Jack, I’m sorry that I didn’t say anything when you told me⁠—”

Jackson shakes his head. “No, it’s okay,” he promises. “It was too soon. I overwhelmed you.”

“A little,” I admit. “But it’s not too soon, Jackson. You know that I feel the same way.”

“Do I know that?” he asks softly, searching my face through the phone screen.

“You should. I’ve been crazy about you since I was sixteen.”

“After what I did to you, I don’t know why,” he says glumly, and I smile at him.

“You were a different guy then. I was a different girl. You’re a new Jackson, and I’m Zoe instead of Susie, right?”

Jackson grins. “Right. So, does that mean I can tell you that I love you?” he asks, and it takes my breath and I flush again.

“I don’t know, that might give me heart palpitations,” I laugh. “Let’s take it a little slow for now, okay?”

Jackson nods, looking exhausted all of a sudden. He yawns so big that it cracks his jaw.

“Will you tell me just one time?” he asks, looking at me again so fondly that it makes my heart ache.

“Tell you what?”

“You know.”

I smile and take in a deep breath, saying something that I’ve always felt but never imagined that I could say to him.

“I love you too, Jackson.”
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The next week goes by in a blur without Jackson, because Elijah is starting pre-school and there’s a million things to do. Jackson texts me every day, and almost every night we talk on the phone, although he’s been too tired for facetime play again. That’s too bad, because it had been phenomenal.

I miss him viscerally, and I’m feeling such an amount of dread about telling him about Elijah that it makes me feel sick and I am barely able to eat all week. I know that Jackson loves me now, but how will he feel when I tell him that I’ve been lying to him all this time? He’s going to hate me, and it’ll ruin everything, and I wish that I could just disappear.

The flight to Montgomery is a bit longer, and I tear up my cuticles just thinking about what will happen after the concert. Tonight is the night that Gemma made me promise to tell him, and I know she’ll tell him if I don’t.

I haven’t explained anything to Elijah, because for all I know, Jackson might disappear as soon as he finds out he’s the father. I don't like to think about it, but I have no idea what he’ll do when he finds out.

I drop off all the guy’s clothes slowly, and Gemma gives me a look that tells me that I better tell Jackson tonight or else. I hang around at Samuel’s hotel room, biting at my cuticle, and he looks over at me.

“That’s going to get infected,” he says, and I nod. I know, and they often do, but it’s just a habit I haven’t been able to break.

“Do you remember what I told you about the father of my child?” I ask, and Samuel rolls his eyes a little.

“Am I still supposed to be pretending I don’t know it’s Jackson?” he asks dryly, and I have to admit, I’m not surprised.

Samuel’s pretty astute, like Gemma, and I assumed he’d done the math.

“No,” I say with a soft chuckle, “but I think he’s going to leave me when I tell him.”

Samuel frowns. “Jackson wouldn’t leave his family. You’ve known him for years, you should know that.”

I bite at my cuticle some more. Do I know Jackson well enough for that? He’s always been so loyal to Gemma, such a good brother to her. Surely he’ll be a good father, too, but that doesn’t mean he won’t leave me. It doesn’t mean he’ll always be a good father. That’s what I wish I could explain to Jackson.

I finally make it to Jackson’s hotel room, and he frowns at me as soon as I knock on the door.

“Gemma said you booked your own room? Why? Are you mad at me about something?” he asks, looking concerned.

I shake my head. “No. Just have something I need to talk to you about, tonight,” I answer him, but that doesn’t seem to make him feel any better.

Jackson takes my hand as I go to turn away, cradling his outfit for the night in his other hand.

“Baby blue,” he pleads. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“After the concert,” I say gently, and pull away from him. Jackson’s searching my face, still frowning, but I can’t tell him now. If I tell him now, he’ll never make it to the concert, and fans in Montgomery can be a little rowdy, according to Gemma.

Tonight is the night my whole life is going to change.
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In some of the worst times of my life, I’ve performed and not missed cues. I’ve performed drunk, hungover, and everything in between and managed to hit every cue, but tonight, I’m off. My voice is flat in some places, and I miss two cues before the first set is even over. I want to find Zoe during the break, but she’s nowhere to be seen. Gemma’s acting weird, and all I can do is sit over at the bar and drink my soda water with lemon and lime. Samuel’s looking at me like I’m going to hop over the bar and drink the bottles in the speed rail, and since he’s the one of the Spades closest to Zoe, I’m worried that this is bad news.

If it isn’t bad news, why would she wait until after the concert? My chest feels tight, my throat aching. I hate this. I hate this anxiety more than I will hate whatever she has to tell me. Or maybe I’m wrong. Maybe she’s going to tell me that it’s over, that she’s getting back together with Elijah’s father, and I’ll wish for this anxiety.

When I finally see Zoe, she’s in the hallway with Gemma, crying, and I swear I don’t mean to eavesdrop but whispering in a club is like whispering in a sawmill–you can’t really do it, so they’re yelling over the music.

“You have to tell him, Zo. I’m sorry.”

“I don’t know if I can,” Zoe sobs, and I dart around the corner so that she can’t see me.

What is it? She has to be breaking up with me. This has to be about the father, especially with the way that Samuel is acting. I feel like my heart is sinking to my toes every minute that goes by, but I don’t know what to do about it. I just keep telling myself I’ll be okay, even if it’s the worst thing, even if it’s true that nothing lasts forever.

The second the concert is over I find Zoe immediately, tugging her outside without even helping the guys put the equipment up or take it to the truck.

“What’s going on?” I ask firmly, and my voice doesn’t break.

“I can’t tell you here,” Zoe hisses, pulling away from me and wiping at her eyes.

“Where, then?” I ask, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. I feel like I’m full to bursting and with what, I can’t say. Anxiety. Dread. Panic.

“Back at the hotel,” she says. “I was going to ride with everyone.”

I lock my jaw. “Why wait?” I ask her, just knowing she’s going to break up with me. “I know what you’re going to say.”

Zoe’s blue eyes shoot to mine. “What do you mean, you know? Did Gemma tell you?”

“No, but I can guess. You’re choosing him, right? Elijah’s father?”

Zoe stares at me for a long moment. “Jackson, it’s so much more complicated than that.”

“I don’t think it’s very complicated at all,” I say, my voice rising. “You lead me on, let me think that we could be something, and all the time you’ve been talking to your ex, planning on getting your family back together. That’s it, isn’t it?”

“Jackson, I can’t do this right now,” she says, and heads back inside.

I yell and bang my fist on the hood of the tour bus, feeling about twenty emotions at once. If Gemma notices the dent I left, she doesn’t say anything, just pats me on the shoulder and climbs onto the tour bus.

The ride, which is only about fifteen minutes, seems to take forever, and Zoe won’t even look at me. I want to take her hand but I’m still so mad and I don’t even know if I’m mad for the right reasons. I can’t think of anything else she might possibly have to tell me, and given that Gemma and Samuel are treating me with kid gloves...

I try to think of any other explanation, but I can’t. All I can think is that she’s going to leave me, and my heart is pre-emptively breaking. I hate this. I hate this. I hate feeling like I’m worthless, like I’m nothing, like I’m not good enough. The reason I’d barely had any relationship since Maria is because heartbreak hits me hard. I’m not gonna pretend to be a tough guy and say it doesn’t bother me–breakups rip me in half, and they have since I was a kid. I still remember the first time I got rejected, when my middle school crush chose the football player over me.

Gemma and Locke get off on the second floor, and Samuel and Axel on the third, so it’s just me and Zoe going up to my fifth-floor hotel room and she’s not speaking to me. She’s not even looking at me.

“Zoe,” I say just as the elevator doors open, and she doesn’t respond, just following me silently to my room as I unlock the door. She’s still crying. I feel like my chest might implode, like I’ve got broken ribs or something, it hurts so much.

She sits down on the bed, and I can’t stand to sit, running my fingers through my hair and pacing around the room.

“Jackson,” she starts, and I go toward her, my heart rate speeding up, because suddenly I don’t want her to say it.

“Don’t say it,” I mourn, kissing along her face, crouching in front of her. “Don’t say it, baby blue, okay? If you don’t say it, then...”

“I have to say it,” she whispers, and I kiss the tears from her face before kissing her mouth, soft and sweet. She sobs into my mouth and pushes me away.

“Zoe, I love you,” I say brokenly, tears springing to the backs of my eyes. “Don’t leave me.”

“I don’t want to leave you,” she manages in a shaking voice. “But you might want to leave me.”

I rock back on my haunches, staring at her. “What happened?” I ask, my heart beating ever harder.

Has she cheated? Did she fuck him when we were apart for this week? I think if that’s what she says next I’m going to throw something through the hotel wall, find out the guy’s name and rip his head off, possibly.

“I’ve been lying to you,” she whispers, and God, my stomach hurts, I think I’m going to be sick.

“I’ve never wanted to drink so much as I do this very second,” I say thickly, and it’s true. I want to open up the minibar and destroy everything in there, numb out the way I’m feeling right now.

“Don’t say that, Jackson,” she sobs. “You can’t go back to drinking because of me. Because of this.”

“Because of what, Zoe? You have to tell me, I’m going crazy,” I plead, and I take both of her hands in mine.

Zoe looks at me with those big blue eyes, tears streaming down her face.

“You’re Elijah’s father.”

I’d thought that her telling me she cheated on me, that she was leaving me, would break me. But nothing could break me more than what she’s saying now.

“No, I’m not,” I say dumbly, and Zoe nods her head.

“You are. I got pregnant that first time, when I was seventeen, and⁠—”

“And you didn’t tell me,” I say incredulously, anger rising inside me. “You didn’t tell me and you’ve been lying to me all this time.”

“Jackson, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, you don’t understand⁠—”

I rip my hands away from her and stand up, running my hand through my hair again to get it out of my face.

“You’re damn right I don’t understand,” I burst out. “What was it? Why wouldn’t you tell me that I have a son?”

“Because you wouldn’t have been a good father!” Zoe nearly yells, and then claps her hand over her mouth.

My heart hurts so much I’m actually worried it might be a heart condition, and then finally, blissfully, my walls come up and I go numb and cold all over. It feels like it did when they told me my parents were dead at the hospital, like I’m watching myself from outside my body somehow.

“I would have gotten it together,” I insist. “I got it together anyway. I’m better now. I’m different. And I would have been different for you, for Elijah.”

“Jackson, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that, but you have to understand—” Zoe stands up, moving toward me with her arms extended but I back away.

“I understand,” I say coldly. “I understand that you didn’t think I was good enough then, and you don’t think I’m good enough now. You think I’d just have abandoned you, fucked off to go drink and party if I knew I had a kid?”

“I don’t know,” she wails. “Jackson, my father⁠—”

I only vaguely know the situation with Zoe’s father, but right now I don’t care. Right now I can’t listen to a single other thing that comes out of her mouth.

“I’m not your father,” I bark. “I’m Elijah’s father, and he deserved to know me. I deserved to know him, Zoe!”

“You’re right,” she sniffles. “You’re right and we can fix this, right?” Her voice trembles and sounds almost desperate, and I want to give in, want to take her into my arms and tell her it’ll all be okay but I’m so angry.

“There’s no fixing this,” I say softly, calmly. “Get out.”

“Jackson, don’t shut me out,” Zoe says, and I point to the door.

“Get. Out.”

She leaves, and sound of the door closing behind her makes me want to punch walls, to trash the hotel room like a real rockstar. I stare at the minibar for a long, long time.

But I’m a father now. I’m a father now, and Zoe’s a liar, and everything’s turned upside down but I want to be a good man for my son.
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Of all the ways I imagined being with Jackson Arden when I was a teenager, I never thought I’d be the one to break his heart.

Jackson’s devastated, and I don’t know how I thought it would be otherwise. Part of me had hoped that he would be happy, that he’d say “Sure, no problem, Zoe. I love you and Elijah, and I understand why you lied.”

That’s delusional at best, and some part of me knows that, but nothing has ever hurt so much in my life than seeing the tears in Jackson’s eyes, the hurt flashing across his handsome face before he shut down.

Not even when he’d talked about Maria the day after we first made love.

He’s never going to talk to me again, and although my best friend is in the same hotel as I am, I can’t go to her crying over what I’ve done to her brother. I’m surprised that she hasn’t already cut me out as a stylist for the Spades and her best friend.

When there’s a knock on my hotel room, I run for it, hoping against hope that it’ll be Jackson.

Instead, it’s Gemma, with mint chocolate ice cream and a bottle of wine.

“Gem,” I gasp, pulling her inside and into a hug. She puts everything down before hugging me back tightly. “I didn’t want to come to your room, I thought you’d be mad at me.”

“I am mad at you,” she says firmly. “But you’re still my best friend, and I love you even when you fuck up.”

My broken heart swells when I think about how she’s there for me even though I’ve done terrible things, and I start to sob. She hugs me again before opening up the ice cream and offering me a spoon.

“The only way through it is through it, Zoe. I can’t tell you that Jackson is going to come around. He might, but family is really important to him.”

I nod, still crying.

“He’s hurt that you didn’t tell him, that he missed out on so much of Elijah’s life. Just give him some time,” she offers gently, but I know she’s wrong. She’s just trying to make me feel better. Jackson will probably never speak to me again.
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I’m wrong about Jackson never speaking to me again. He facetimes me before the concert the next day, and I’m so shocked I run to the bathroom to splash water on my puffy face before I answer.

Jackson looks at me but it’s like there’s nothing behind his eyes, just cold. Empty.

“I was hoping I could talk to Elijah,” he says, and I nod numbly.

“I, uh, haven’t told him yet,” I start.

Jackson scoffs. “Of course you haven’t.” He pauses and takes in a deep breath. “We’ll wait until after the tour, tell him together.”

“We will?” I ask hopefully.

“Of course. We’re his family, Zoe, even if we aren’t together.”

Oh. That’s what he means. That we’ll be civil with each other for Elijah’s sake. Of course, he doesn’t mean he wants to be with me. Why would he want that? I’m a liar, a manipulator. I’ve taken away Elijah’s childhood from him. Those are all things Gemma made me realize the other night. I’ve been in the wrong, and I don’t know how to make it all okay again.

“Jackson, can we talk?” I ask, and he just stares at me.

“No. I just want to see my son,” he says flatly, and so I give the phone to Elijah, who’s in his room playing with Legos.

He shows “Mr. Jack” all his buildings and the castle fort he made for his stuffed animals, and they talk about the concert and everything that happened. Jackson is laughing, his voice cheery, so different than he was with me.

When I get back on the phone, he’s already hung up.

What the hell am I going to do?

The weeks that Jack and the Spades and Gemma are on tour feel so long now that I’m not talking to Jackson. I call Gemma almost every night, and I think she’s getting tired of hearing the same old thing.

“He won’t talk to me,” I wail one night after drinking two glasses of wine after Elijah went to bed.

“He will when we get back. He’ll have to,” she assures me. “He keeps telling me all about Elijah and their conversations. Don’t you get to talk to him, then?”

“No,” I mumble. “He just hangs up as soon as he and Elijah are done talking.”

“Are you still texting him?”

I bite my cuticle. “Just once a day,” I say, and that much is true. I keep asking if we can talk, and he keeps responding with a simple: no.

“Zoe, it’s going to be okay. Either way,” Gemma says gently, but it doesn’t feel like it’s going to be okay.

“How’s he doing?” I ask.

“If you’re asking if he’s drinking, he’s not,” Gemma says, but without any judgment. Gemma, more than anyone, understands why I worry about Jackson.

I sigh in relief. “Good.” I would never want to be the reason he started drinking and partying again, numbing himself out just because I’d hurt him. Jackson’s better than that, though, now. He’s a good man, and I’ve just been an idiot.

Without Jackson, I don’t know how to function anymore, it seems. Gemma let me out of styling the guys at the Atlanta show before they come home for the final hometown show, and she paid me in full anyway, so I don’t have any work to do. I have nothing to do but play with Elijah during the day and cry at night.

Even my kid has been noticing that I’m not doing very well.

“You look puffy, mommy,” he tells me, and I do my best to smile at him. I don’t know how the first meeting is going to go, how Elijah is going to take it, and I’m dreading seeing Jackson again just as much as I’m excited to see him.

I expect Jackson to show up a couple days after they get back from Atlanta, maybe a week, but instead, he shows up at my front stoop the day they return, around ten in the morning.

His eyes are bloodshot and I can tell he hasn’t slept. He’s dressed nicely in slacks and a button-up, though, his hair freshly washed like he wants to look good for Elijah, and it makes me smile although I hide it with my hand.

“Jackson,” I say, and a muscle in his jaw twitches.

“Zoe,” he responds simply, and walks in past me. “Where’s Elijah?”

I warned Elijah that this would be a big day, and he’s excited.

“What are we doing today? Are we playing with Mr. Jack?” he asks as I carry him into the living room where Jackson is sitting.

“We are, but we have something to tell you,” I say, and God, I hope my son doesn’t hate me for this when he’s older. I sit Elijah down next to Jackson and I sit on the other side of him.

“You know how you ask me why you don’t have a daddy sometimes?” I ask, and I see something flash in Jackson’s green eyes, anger or hurt or both.

Elijah nods.

“You do have a daddy. Mr. Jack is your daddy,” I finally manage, and Elijah’s green eyes widen and he turns to look at Jackson.

“You’re my daddy?” he asks, and Jackson’s crying, silent tears streaming down his face.

“Yeah, buddy,” he says, his voice cracking. “I’m your daddy.”

Elijah, sweet little soul that he is, takes no time accepting it and throws himself into his father’s arms. Jackson squeezes him tight, looking at me over Elijah’s shoulder. I’m crying too, now, and I’ve never imagined this moment. I thought I’d keep this secret forever, but it’s so sweet I can barely stand it. I should have done this so many years ago.

“Does that mean you’re going to live here with me and mommy?” Elijah chirps, and Jackson clears his throat.

“I don’t know, buddy. We have to work everything out, and it might take some time, but I want to see you almost every day. Is that okay with you?”

“Sure, Mr. Jack.” Elijah looks at him shyly. “I mean, sure, daddy.”

Jackson’s face tightens and he chokes back a sob before hugging Elijah again.

Elijah doesn’t seem concerned about how everyone’s crying, climbing down to play, and Jackson and I share a look that isn’t cold, for once, that’s just happy to be looking at our son, but then the walls come back up and Jackson shuts down all over again.

I met my Prince Charming when I was sixteen years old, but look how it all ended up.
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I love being a father. I absolutely love seeing my son build elaborate houses out of Legos and jam out to music on his little fake guitar. I’m over at Zoe’s enough to give him a bath at night, snuggle up with him in his bed when he doesn’t want to sleep alone. I’ve spent the night a couple of times, and when I have to be away for the Albuquerque show, it hurts to say goodbye to him.

“You were gone so long, daddy,” Elijah says, crying just a little. My tough little guy. “Please don’t take so long this time.”

I look up at Zoe, and I hate her in that moment as much as I love her. It’s a conundrum, how much I love being a father and how utterly miserable I am without Zoe.

I’m snapping at everyone, barking at every little inconvenience, and when I start trying to backseat drive, Gemma pulls the car over, nearly killing all of us.

“Holy shit!” Axel yells, sliding sideways. Good thing they haven’t brought the kids this time.

“What the fuck, Gemma?” I start, and she points at me.

“Don’t you dare, Jackson Ezekiel Arden,” she snaps. and I wince. Not my middle name. She only uses that when she’s really mad.

“I’m sorry,” I apologize quickly, knowing that I’m the one in the wrong. “I’m being an asshole.”

“You are being an asshole, and It's because of my best friend, and you need to talk to her.”

“I’m not interested in anything she has to say,” I say tightly.

“You don’t know Zoe the way you think you do,” Gemma says, glaring at me. “Because you didn’t know Susie.”

“They’re one in the same, aren’t they?” I ask, huffing out a breath, and Gemma rolls her eyes.

“Stop being stupid and talk to her when we get home. You guys at least need to figure out some kind of custody agreement. I don’t see my nephew enough.”

“Yeah, I haven’t even met him!” Samuel argues.

I glare at Samuel. He told me that he’d done the math and had put it together that I was Elijah’s father, and I’m still a little peeved that he didn’t tell me right away and let Zoe do it.

I should be mad at Gemma, too, but I know they’re best friends, and I know if Locke told me something important, I’d keep it from her if I had to. My loyalty in the end would be to her, but I’d keep a secret for a while to be loyal to my friend, too.

When we arrive at the hotel, I figure that it’ll be Gemma who pulls me aside to give me the “don’t drink” lecture, but instead, it’s Axel, throwing an arm around my shoulders and leading me to his room.

“I know you’re thinking about it,” he accuses, and I take a deep breath.

“Of course I’m thinking about it. Wouldn’t you be?”

“I was three sheets to the wind the whole first tour about Harley, man, yeah, I would be. I know you’re upset. I know you’re heartbroken. But you’re a father now.”

“I’m not drinking,” I say, and Axel nods.

“But you’re not sleeping either, are you? Staying out too late, flirting with a million girls who you wish had eyes just the same color as hers?”

I gape at him. “You really know what you’re talking about.”

“I went through that shit for months with Harley. She put me through the wringer but I can’t understand why you’re putting yourself through the wringer.”

I look at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“You’re heartbroken, right? Miserable?”

I pause and then nod, feeling no reason to lie.

“Are you miserable because Zoe lied to you or because you don’t have your family together?” Axel asks, and I open my mouth to answer and then close it again.

“Shit. I don’t know. Both.”

Axel nods. “Yeah, both, exactly. After I found out Harley was going to be okay, I was mad too. I told her she shouldn’t have lied to me, that I missed out on so much of her pregnancy. I know it’s worse for you, I know you missed out on his first words and his first steps… but you still love Zoe, don’t you?”

“I love her so much,” I say softly. “And I hate it. I hate that I love her so much.”

Axel chuckles, sitting down on the bed. “Man, I understand that. When Harley dumped me, I hated her just as much as I loved her. But you don’t hate people that you don’t love, Jackson. You’re just indifferent. And I’ll tell you from experience, forgiving her has taken time. It’s taken lots of conversations and lots of work, but it’s been worth it. She’s always been worth it to me. Is Zoe worth it to you?”

Yes, I think, automatically. She is worth it. She’s at least worth talking to, trying to get an explanation.
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On the tour bus ride back from Albuquerque, after a concert that I’ve been somehow subconsciously looking for Zoe all night, as if she might have shown up when I wasn’t paying attention, I call the mother of my child.

“I want to see you,” I say and my voice is husky with lack of sleep and all the singing I’ve done over the past few weeks.

“Elijah has pre-school tomorrow until one,” she starts, and I interrupt her.

“I want to see you without our son around. We need to talk.”

Zoe’s quiet for a long moment, and I know that I still sound mad because I am still mad, and I wonder if she’ll say no.

“I’m home all day today,” she says finally, and I get back into town around nine in the morning. I don’t shower or sleep, just head to her place after Gemma drops me off at home, and she answers the door in a robe, also looking like she hasn’t slept.

She doesn’t speak, just moves aside to let me into the room, and I sit down in the recliner so that she can’t sit next to me. I can’t think when I can see her and smell her and feel her so close to me, not even with how angry I am.

“What do you want to talk about?” she asks meekly, and I can’t look at her. I can’t look at her or I’ll give in right away or be even more angry, and I need to be clear-headed right now.

“Us,” I say softly. “I want to talk about us, Zoe.”

“I didn’t think there was an us,” she says, tilting her chin up slightly as if she’s offended. She has no right to be, but I still find it a little bit cute.

“You said I didn’t understand,” I tell her. “You said that it was more complicated than I thought, and I need you to explain things to me, Zoe. I need to know why you didn’t tell me, why you left town. Because if it’s just that you thought I was a fuck-up, I can get that, Zoe. I can understand that. But you didn’t tell me after you knew I was better. You lied to me for months, and that’s what I need you to tell me.”

Zoe sits down across from me, taking in a deep breath. “You know that my father was an alcoholic, right?”

“I do,” I say tightly. I’ve told her before that I’m not her father.

“Did you know that he got clean?” she asks, and I blinked, surprised.

“No. No, I didn’t know that.”

“For two years, Jackson. He was clean for two years. I moved in with him, left mom so that I could help him out by working while he got back on his feet. He got a good job. He wasn’t drinking, wasn’t going out at night. He was doing so well, Jackson.”

I swallow. “What happened?”

Zoe’s lip trembles but she isn’t crying, not yet.

“He relapsed. Worse. More drinking, more partying, more drugs. He left me. I didn’t know where he was for days, and when I found him, he was in the hospital from an overdose. He didn’t get better, Jackson. I don’t even know where he is.”

“Oh, God, Zoe. I’m so sorry,” I say hoarsely, leaning forward but still hesitating to take her hands.

“It isn’t that I don’t think you’re a good man, Jackson. You’re the best man I know. But my father was too, when he was clean. When he chose me over the booze and drugs. I never want Elijah to have to go through that. I never want him to have to reinvent himself because he’s so depressed that his father abandoned him.”

“Zoe,” I manage, my voice breaking. I get on my knees between her legs, looking into her eyes. “I would never, ever abandon you or Elijah. I know that I’ve been a fuckup in the past, but I was never an addict. I know it’s a slippery slope. I know that I tend to go off the rails when I’m feeling a certain kind of way, but I promise you, I’m working on it. We can do therapy, anything that you need. Anything that would make you feel better.”

“For Elijah?” she asks, pulling one hand away to bite at her cuticle, and I take it away, kissing the wound there.

“Not just for him. For us, too. I love you, Zoe. I’m still mad at you about what you did. I can’t help that, but… I’m more miserable without you than I’ve ever been in my life,” I say honestly. “Axel made me realize that being mad at you is one thing, but never having you in my life is quite another.”

“You… you really want me? After what I did?” Zoe’s voice was so shaky it is barely coherent.

“I want you. I want you so bad, Susie. Zoe. Baby blue. Anyone you are, anyone you might become, I want you. You and Elijah both.

She throws herself into my arms and I’m laughing and crying because I’m still angry and confused but I know this is what I want. I know this is what’s right. Zoe was right all those years ago when she fell in love with me, even though I was too stupid to see it.

This is exactly how my life should end up, and I can’t see the future. Maybe it’ll go wrong. Maybe she’ll leave me. Maybe nothing really does last forever.

But until my dying breath, I know I’ll love Susie Zoe Carmichael, and that’s all that matters.


28
ZOE




The first year goes by in a blur. Jackson takes his own version of a paternity leave, telling Gemma she can’t schedule a tour for at least two months. He says he deserves his time off just like Locke and Axel, and neither Gemma nor the guys complain. The band works on finishing recording their album and playing a few gigs in the area.

He spends every single day with Elijah, and when Elijah goes to school the year he turns five, Jackson’s crying more than he is.

“I’ll come back, daddy. Just like you did.”

I can see Jackson near to losing it, so I carry Elijah out to the bus.

“He’s so small,” Jackson says weakly. “We should have taken him in the car. What if the other kids make fun of him?”

“Worrywart,” I tell him, leaning up against him. “He wanted to ride the bus and he’s going to be fine. Our guy is tough.”

“He is,” Jackson murmurs, but he’s still staring after the bus.

“You know what this means, right?” I ask him, and Jackson stares at me, confused. I roll my eyes. “It means we get some adult time,” I say, because with a kid who’s a light sleeper, it’s hard for us to keep up our usually vigorous sex life.

“Oh shit,” Jackson gasps. “That’s a perk I hadn’t thought of.”

“You gotta catch me first,” I say, sprinting inside and up the stairs of the new house we’d moved into when Jackson and I got back together. He said Elijah deserved a yard to run around in, and he’d put a down payment on a house right away.

I love our house. I love my family. I love my life. I don’t think that things can get any better.

Jackson doesn’t attack me like usual, letting me kiss him and touch him and straddle his lap, tugging his shirt off. I frown a little, wondering why he isn’t into it. Is he not attracted to me anymore?

“What’s up?” I ask him, and he bites his lip.

“I’m a little nervous,” he says, and I tilt my head.

“About Elijah? Baby, I keep telling you, he’s going to be fine.”

“You don’t know that for sure.” he mumbles.

“I know one thing for sure,” I say, wrapping my arms around his neck.

“What’s that?” he asks, kissing up my neck.

“I love you. I’ve been in love with you for most of my life.

“And I’m going to be in love with you for the rest of mine,” he says softly, and Jackson can be so sweet, so gentle that I’m surprised when he flips me over, licking and biting at my neck. “And I want to put another baby in you,” he finishes.

That’s Jackson for you. My contradiction. A loyal man who takes care of everyone but forgets to take care of himself. A wonderful father. A gentle, loving soul who can also have the dirtiest mouth and the filthiest ideas in the bedroom. He loves me and he lusts for me, and sometimes, I wake up and think this has all been a dream.

It isn’t a dream, though. It’s the life we built, and I’m so happy I don’t know what to do with myself. I don’t think I can get happier until Elijah comes up the stairs one day, holding a little box in his hands.

Jackson’s standing behind him, biting his lip like he’s nervous.

“Daddy wanted me to ask you something,” Elijah says, and I frown, picking him up.

Elijah struggles a little opening the box but he gets it done, and it’s a beautiful sapphire ring because Jackson knows I hate diamonds.

“Daddy’s using you so that I’ll say yes,” I say dryly, and Elijah nods, as if that’s exactly what Jackson’s told him.

“Did it work?” Jackson asks quietly, and I beam up at him.

“You could have asked me any way, and it would have worked. I can’t wait to be your wife.”

Jackson grins, that big, open smile that’s always made me melt, and he and Elijah both hug-tackle me to the bed, beginning to tickle me.
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Elijah is six the month we get married, three days after his birthday. He’s excited, thinks it’s the best birthday present he could have asked for.

Locke’s the best man, with the rest of the Spades as groomsmen, and I have Gemma as my maid of honor (of course), and Harley and my sister as bridesmaids.

I sew my own dress, and it has a blue swatch cinching my waist and Jackson’s wearing a black suit I tailored myself, with an old Van Halen T-shirt beneath instead of a button-up shirt. His hair hangs long and curling at the ends. He’s let it grow out even more and he looks gorgeous.

I think I’m going to burst into tears before I get to him, but he’s the one who’s crying when I get there, murmuring to me how beautiful I look. I barely remember reciting my vows because I'm just stumbling over my words, looking into those deep green eyes that I’ve been wanting to drown in my whole life.

It’s a princess story, isn’t it? Maybe a rock princess story, because Jackson and the rest of the Spades perform a whole set at the reception and I have too much champagne and when he takes my garter off, it’s with his teeth instead of his hand, of course.

We’re not having a honeymoon because Jack and the Spades have gotten an international tour and their new album is selling extremely well, but we get one night in the honeymoon suite at the best hotel in town. Locke and Gemma buy us the room for a wedding gift.

Jackson carries me over the threshold and I’m tipsy and giggly and he kisses me hard before lying me down on the bed.

“God, Jackson, I love you.”

Jackson grunts, spreading my thighs and kissing up my calves. “I love you too, baby blue.”

I groan when he reaches my inner thighs, and he looks up at me before getting up on his knees, unbuttoning his slacks.

When he frees himself, I open my mouth in a big moan that whoever’s staying next to us can probably hear. “I want you so much.”

“Say it again,” he commands, and I love it when he uses that tone of voice.

“I want you, Jackson,” I say, and he leans down to bite my inner thigh, hard enough to leave a mark. I’m grinning because I know what he wants; I’m just being a brat.

“I love you, Jackson Arden,” I say, just as he pushes inside me, and it’s the truest thing I’ve ever said.

Continue to read Samuel’s story Baby For My Best Friend’s Ex
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BABY FOR MY BEST FRIEND’S EX


Never give your V card to a hot Rockstar.

He might turn out to be your best friend's ex, and your baby's daddy…

I left home to chase big dreams that went up in smoke.

One horrible night out leads to me being trapped with sexy bassist Samuel Hansen and his bandmates.

I’m not the girl that gets the guy,  especially the Rockstar.

But everything with him feels right.

With his leather jacket, dark hair and tattoos,  he is drool worthy.

Swept away by his charisma and charms,

I happily give him the most cherished thing I have : my V card.

I’m in heaven and never want this feeling to end…until I discover he’s my best friend’s ex.

Dating him is totally against girl code.

But how do you choose between your best friend and the love of your life?

Now I’m stuck working with the one person I want but can’t have.

My life just got so much harder.

Especially once I learn I’m eating for two…

Continue to read Baby For My Best Friend’s Ex


CHAPTER 1
SAMUEL



I blink rapidly as the spotlights come on across the stage. It’s a full house tonight, and I have to admit I’m a little nervous. Unlike Axel and Jackson, I get a touch of stage fright. Even Locke, who’s a little quieter and more reserved, doesn’t seem to get nervous before we perform. I guess it’s because I’ve never been super comfortable in crowds, and ever since our first tour, Jack and the Spades has blown up.

Of course, I’m happy and excited, but that excitement has an edge of nervousness that lies heavy at the bottom of my stomach on our second to last performance of our second tour. I had thought that the D.C. concert was big, but the one near Dallas surpasses it completely. There are people standing wall to wall in the venue, a big concert hall instead of a dive bar this time. The bar is upstairs, too, and I’m a little disappointed I didn’t grab a beer like Axel and Locke did.

Jackson, as usual, is sticking to his ginger-ale, and I, for one, am proud of him. Ever since he met his wife, Zoe, who became our stylist, he’s been so much happier and healthier. All of the Spades are tied down now, and they couldn’t be happier about it… all, except me.

I sigh and adjust the strap of my bass guitar and the noise alerts Axel, who raises a dark blond eyebrow at me.

“You good, Sammy?” he asks, and I plaster on a smile and nod.

It’s not like I’m dying to settle down and get married since I’m only twenty-eight, but it kind of sucks that all my bandmates, who are more like brothers, all have a pretty girl cheering them on from the crowd and children waiting at home, and I don’t have anybody.

I’ve been so busy with the tours and helping Axel manage the social media that I haven’t had time for women, and even before, there were only a few flings in high school and several one-night stands after I joined the Spades. The Spades’ groupies are a wonderful bunch, don’t get me wrong, but at the same time, it feels hollow and empty when they’re gone when I wake up, disoriented from the travel and so many hotels.

Usually, I look out into the crowd and pick out one of the girls to sing to, because that’s just how I work. I may get around a little bit when it comes to women, but at the same time, I never juggle more than one at a time. I’m a one-woman man, just like my father. He and my mother have been married for thirty years and he’s never so much as looked at another woman. I guess deep down, that’s what I want. Someone special to come home to.

Gemma’s front and center, holding her ever present filthy martini, and Zoe’s right next to her, linking her arm through her best friend’s and making goo-goo eyes at Jackson. They’re the most recently married and they’re a little disgusting.

I roll my eyes at Jackson cooing and winking at Zoe, but I can’t help smiling.

Locke’s a little more reserved, just grinning at Gemma from behind his drum set. Harley’s backstage waiting for Axel because he’s brought her and their little girl Jazz along for the tour.

I look around for a girl to focus on as Locke begins the percussion, the beginning of the song is just drum and lead guitar, so my part isn’t until about halfway through. I scan the crowd and don’t find anyone interesting on the first pass, so I do it again, and a woman with long, dark hair just curled at the ends, almost down to her waist, is jumping up and down and yelling with excitement and I can’t help my eyes just stay glued to her. Especially when her eyes fly to mine as if sensing my gaze on her.

She visibly gasps when she sees me looking at her, and it makes me grin. The only reason I’m able to have any flings is because I’m with the Spades and I can flirt from afar with Spades groupies. This woman seems to be one of them, wearing one of our T-shirts with a jack of spades embossed on it. She has it tied above her waist, displaying a slim figure, and she’s wearing a pair of blue jean cut-offs that emphasizes her shapely legs.

She’s gorgeous, and I swallow hard, unable to stop from imagining what all that long, dark hair would look like bouncing around her breasts if she were on top of me. Even though I’m not as outgoing as some of my bandmates and I’m younger, I’m still a man. When I see a woman that beautiful, I can’t help my imagination from running wild.

I strum my bass guitar right on beat and wink at her, leaning forward a bit over the stage and she screams, covering her face for a brief moment before looking back at me. I grin and laugh softly, continuing the song and singing backup for Jackson. I don’t care that the venue is the fullest or if it just only a handful of people at the moment. I’m only singing for this stranger in the crowd. It’s the way I usually do things, but this time, I’m really hoping that I’ll catch up to her after the set is over.

I try to keep my eye on her throughout our set, but some of the newer songs that we’ve come out with are a little more bass heavy, and I’m getting distracted. Unfortunately, at some point, I lose sight of her, and I feel bitterly disappointed, but hope fills me that maybe I’ll see her upstairs at the bar. I definitely can use a drink for some liquid courage to actually go up to her.

It’s not that I don’t want to flirt with women, but I’m just painfully shy at times. Even awkward. Gemma is the only woman I don’t feel nervous around, and that’s because she’s been like a little sister to all of us, not just Jackson. So, usually, I stick to the Spades groupies, because it’s safer. Less likely that I’ll get rejected, and they all find my shy personality adorable. It’s just not the same as meeting someone that really wants to date me, though, and it’s been a long time since I actually sat down and actually chatted with a woman other than the guys’ wives.

What it all boils down to is that I’m lonely. That seems odd to say since I’m surrounded by my found family, but they all go back to their hotel rooms with their wives and I go to mine alone. There’s something different about having a partner that you can rely on. Twenty-eight is still young, sure, but I feel like I’m missing out and I’m getting old. Because the truth is, I’ve never had a steady girlfriend.

The closest I came was with Theresa. We split up a few months ago, and it was sad at first, but then we realized that we were just better off friends. It was fun, sure, but it was never true love, or even any other kind of romantic feeling. We’re close friends now and I usually call her after every show. She worries about me on tour.

Our set goes well but I’ve still lost Mystery Girl in the crowd, so I immediately hop down from the stage and start upstairs.

“What’s put a fire under your ass, Sam?” Jackson asks, looking at me with a discerning eye and blowing his long hair out of his eyes.

Jackson has his demons from the past, including a bad relationship with alcohol, so I know he’s just worried about me. It can get annoying how they all treat me like a baby sometimes, but I know it comes from a place of love.

I huff out a breath. “Just want a beer, that okay with you, Dad?”

I laugh a little as I say it to show him that I’m not being serious, and Jackson chuckles, shaking his head.

“You’re right. Having a little boy has really made me a lot more protective,” he admits.

Jackson’s son and Locke and Gemma’s toddler are staying with family, and I know they must miss them. I know I do. I’ve gotten close with Cain, Elijah, and baby Jazz, and I love playing with them and letting them climb all over me. I’ve always liked kids, and I want some of my own someday.

At least I’ll get to say hello to Jazz in the morning. She always wakes up bright-eyed every day on tour, as if she’s excited to be in a new place. Most kids get cranky while traveling, but not Jazz. She loves it, just like her daddy.

Jackson stays downstairs and Axel is already backstage with Harley, but I run into Gemma on the way to the bar and she grins at me with glassy green eyes.

“Hey, drunkie,” I tease her, and Gemma laughs, loud and open.

“I deserve my martinis after putting up with all of you all tour,” she defends herself.

“You do,” I agree, patting her on the head. She wrinkles her nose but she’s still smiling. She knows that my sense of humor can be a little dry and we’ve always gotten along well.

“I’m gonna go find my husband, see if I can talk him into a quickie in the bathroom,” she says, and I make a face.

“Ew.” It’s not like I don’t know that Locke and Gemma had gotten together during our first tour and probably had sex in several different venues and hotels, but they’re like my siblings. “Don’t make me have to bleach my brain.”

Gemma giggles. “Sorry. Lose my filter after a couple of these.”

“Not that you had much to begin with,” I say, but she’s already holding on to the railing and going down the stairs. I shake my head, smiling after her, and then make my way to the bar.

I squeeze in between a blonde and a redhead and they both look up at me from under their eyelashes but they don’t introduce themselves. I order a pitcher of beer, figuring I’ll share it with Locke, but by the time I get back downstairs, they’re nowhere to be found. I figure I know what they’re doing but not where, and I’d rather not know.

Well, shit. Now I have a whole pitcher to drink by myself. Maybe one of those Spades groupies will come over and introduce themselves. I’m not good at approaching women unless I’m on stage. I look around for the cute brunette that I’d seen while we were performing, but all I find is more Spades groupies who are staring at me but not coming over.

I sigh and then the sound of quiet sobbing startles me. I look around and see a small woman in a pair of cut-offs from behind, her shoulders shaking as she cries.

I make a sympathetic noise in the back of my throat and can’t help but walk over to where she’s standing in the hallway near the bathrooms. I clear my throat and gently put my hand on her shoulder.

“Are you okay?” I ask, and when she turns around, my brain lags behind for a couple of seconds before I realize that it’s the girl I was flirting with onstage. She’s even more beautiful up close, with her blue eyes wet and streaming with tears. My heart clenches in my chest.

“Oh my God,” she says, her face turning from upset to horrified as she sees me, and she wipes hurriedly at her eyes. “This is so embarrassing; I’m such a big fan.”

I smile. “Thank you, but you shouldn’t be embarrassed. I just wanted to come over and check on you. You’re crying pretty hard.”

I rub at the back of my neck, feeling awkward. This is why I usually let women come to me. I hardly ever know what to say or figure my words will come out too blunt. Like Gemma, I don’t always have much of a filter.

The small woman groans. She’s a foot or so shorter than me and I bend over a little to hear her over the music that the venue had started up for after the concert.

“This isn’t the way I wanted to meet a member of Jack and the Spades,” she mutters.

I look toward the table I’d grabbed where my pitcher of beer and two glasses still sat on. “Um, I’ve got some extra beer and a table, if you’re interested in talking about it. Unless you’d rather just stand over here and sob.”

I wince, thinking that last part is probably a little much, but she barks out a laugh.

“I think I’ll take the first option,” she says dryly, sniffling, and finally stops crying, and I stress for about ten seconds over whether I should take her hand before she takes mine, looking up at me. My hand engulfs hers and her palm is so warm. I lead her over to the table and pull out the chair for her.

She plops down as if exhausted and I sit across from her, pouring each of us a beer.

“So, do you want to tell me your name or should I just keep thinking of you as Hot Mystery Girl?” I ask, hoping that my flirting isn’t as awkward as it feels. I swear, it’s like what I think doesn’t come out of my mouth the way I think it will.

“Brooklyn Green,” she says, and I snort, nearly spitting out my beer.

“Like the city?” I ask.

“I know, it’s dumb,” she sighs. “But my parents met in Brooklyn, so here I am.”

“I’m Samuel Hansen,” I say dumbly, and she gestures down to her T-shirt.

“I know,” she replies with a smile. “You’re actually my favorite Spade.”

I mock-gasp. “The others will be devastated.”

Brooklyn laughs. “Somehow, I think they’ve got their hands full. I love watching Gemma’s TikTok’s with Cain.”

We don’t exactly hide that most of the Spades are taken, but I guess with the age of social media, everyone pretty much knows. I guess that means everyone probably knows that I’m the only one not attached, but I want Brooklyn to know for sure that I’m single.

“I don’t have my hands full. In fact, I have very empty hands.” I show them to her and inwardly groan at myself.

Brooklyn grins. “Somehow, I think that’s by choice rather than necessity with the way you look.”

I shrug. “I have a bad case of foot-in-mouth disease, so don’t give me too much credit.”

“I wouldn’t guess.” She sips her beer, taking a deep breath. “Thank you for the beer and conversation. I feel a little better.”

I watch her for a moment. “Do you want to talk about what happened? If it was an ex-boyfriend or something, I have some big friends and we can jump him,” I joke.

She shakes her head. “Nothing like that. I just moved and I met some new people that were excited about the concert. Since I was too, I kind of went on an impromptu road trip.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Wow. You’re one of those types that doesn’t look before you leap, huh?”

“Story of my life,” she agrees. “But things haven’t been working for me lately. I moved to New Mexico on a whim for a new job I was really excited about, but unfortunately, it didn’t work out, so now I’m a recent transplant and unemployed. This trip was to get my mind off of things for a bit, except my so-called new friends ditched me.” She rifled in her purse and pulled out her phone, which had a shattered screen. “And the cherry on top? I dropped my phone during the concert and now it’s dead.”

“Wow.” I pour her another beer. “You need this pitcher more than I do.”

Her blue eyes start to well with tears again and I can barely stand it. “I’m not sure what to do,” she sniffles.

“You said you live in New Mexico?” I ask, and she nods.

I bite my lip, thinking. We’re on our way home for our last show, and it’s not like the tour bus isn’t big enough for someone so small.

“How do you feel about being packed on a tour bus like sardines?” I ask, trying to make it sound lighthearted so she doesn’t think I’m being creepy.

Her blue eyes widen. “Wh-what?”

“We’re going back home for our last show anyway, first thing in the morning. We can give you a ride.”

I actually would have to run this by Gemma, but she isn’t the kind of person to abandon someone having a hard time, so I think it’ll be fine.

“Really?” Her eyes brighten and it makes my throat feel tight with how beautiful they are.

I nod dumbly, unable to think of any words while I’m looking into those eyes of hers. They seem to take up half her face as she leans forward and takes my hands in hers, smiling at me gratefully.

“That would be wonderful, Samuel,” she says. “Kind of like my dream come true, really. The others won’t mind?”

I’m looking down at our joined hands and I don’t really care what the others say, I’ll rent a car and take this beautiful woman named after the city her parents met in home myself if I have to.

“Not at all.”

Continue to read Baby For My Best Friend’s Ex…


CHAPTER 2
BROOKLYN



I cannot believe this is happening. It’s like a plot out from one of those romcoms I used to watch secretly on cable television at my grandma’s when she was napping. My favorite rockstar has offered me a ride home when I needed it most, and I’m going to be on a tour bus with him and the rest of my favorite band.

This kind of thing doesn’t happen in real life, does it? Am I actually dreaming? I want to pinch myself but that would be embarrassing in front of my idol. I can’t believe I even met him, much less am sitting here talking to him like this and drinking beer with him.

Speaking of beer, I’m steadily getting too tipsy so I push it away. I’d already drank a fair amount with the group that dumped me in an unfamiliar town and ghosted me without a ride or a phone. Samuel is right. I tend to leap before I look. And regardless of how things turned up, it’s gotten me this far and if I hadn’t moved to New Mexico, I would have probably never gotten tickets for this Dallas show and met him. I think I’m going to stick to my leaping before looking policy for a while longer.

All my life, I’ve always been like this, acting first and then dealing with the consequences of my actions. My life has been an interesting one and I met a lot of interesting people. This is the life I want. I’m not cut out to be stuck in an office somewhere. I want to be free to roam, meet the world, go where the wind takes me. I really love my work and I want to start working as a freelance.

But deep down, what I really want is to have someone to do this with. My parents are the real live example of what I want my life to be. A real love story. A beautiful family. The American dream.

Unfortunately, I learned that not all people can be trusted, especially handsome men.

And yet, Samuel seems like a trust-worthy guy. He has been so nice.

And god, he’s so handsome, with his new haircut which is just starting to grow out. It’s almost a rockabilly style. He’s dressed in a leather jacket over a white T-shirt and ripped jeans, and he’s tall and lanky–just my type.

Axel and Jackson are all out there, front and center, and of course they’re attractive, and Locke, too, but Samuel’s quiet confidence playing the bass guitar has always appealed to me, ever since I became a fan of the Spades last year.

I quickly started to keep up with their social media and downloading all their music, but I’d never actually been to a concert until I met Sylvia at a bar in Edgewood, a small city near Albuquerque. She’d seemed so nice and she immediately invited me to see The Spades because she had an extra ticket, and I’d been so excited.

When we arrived here, though, she immediately ditched me. I figured that she and her boyfriend, who drove us here, were somewhere making out, so I didn’t worry. Then Samuel had picked me out of the crowd and seemed to be flirting just with me, and it wasn’t until after the concert that I realized Sylvia’s boyfriend’s truck was missing from the parking lot.

I normally would just call my best friend, Robin. She had moved to New Mexico after college and that was one of the reasons I planned to take the job there. Of course, it fell through, just like everything else.

“Are you staying close?” Samuel asks, pulling me out of my thoughts.

I look down, embarrassed. “I, um, haven’t actually booked a hotel room yet,” I admit.

Samuel chokes on his beer. “You really fly by the seat of your pants, don’t you?”

I pout a little. “Is that a problem?”

A very sexy half grin spreads across his face. “Not for me,” he says easily. “Just means you can stay in my room.”

My eyes widen and I swallow hard, having not expected him to say that. Samuel isn’t on social media that much, and everyone says he’s shy, but he’s been chatting with me and making me feel better all night. I thought maybe he’s just sweet and he felt bad for me. I never imagined he’d actually been flirting with me for real instead of just onstage.

“Please ignore that,” he mutters, his face flushing. “Blame the beer. It came out wrong, I meant to offer you a place to sleep. I wouldn’t take advantage of you. You’re vulnerable⁠—”

He is really sweet and I can tell he wasn’t being a sleazeball. He makes me feel so good. I want to take this opportunity to get to know him better. It’s not like I’ll have another shot at being with him. Ever. And I know I’m impulsive, but I never do what I’m about to do now.

I lean forward, doing my best to look sultry up at him from under my eyelashes. “I’d love to stay in your room.”

Samuel’s face relaxes and he smiles that half-smile of his again. “Good,” he says low in his throat, and a shiver spreads throughout my body.

As I just stare at him, awed by what’s just transpired, Gemma Arden sits down at the table, clearly tipsy, her auburn hair a little mussed. I’ve seen her all over their social media and she’s even more gorgeous in person. I still feel like I might be dreaming, but I smile at her.

“Who’s the pretty girl, Sammy?” she asks, smiling back, and I stick out my hand for her to shake.

“Brooklyn,” I say, and she shakes my hand firmly.

“Great,” she says with a grin. “I like a girl who doesn’t wait to be introduced.”

Samuel clears his throat. “Uh, I was wondering if we can give her a ride back⁠—”

Gemma raises an eyebrow before he finishes. “To the hotel?”

Samuel laughs and it sounds nervous. “To New Mexico.”

“Well, this is moving fast,” Gemma says dryly, and I shake my head, laughing.

“It’s not like that,” I say. “Samuel was just kind enough to offer me a ride home since I got ditched by my friends.”

Gemma frowns. “Those aren’t your friends, honey, if they ditched you in Dallas when you live in New Mexico.”

I nod, liking her kind nature. And I know she’s right. She seems like a really great person. It’s lovely to meet your idols and have them actually be people that you’d like to hang out with. And I’m going to get to ride all the way back home with them.

And I’m also going to Samuel Hansen’s hotel room. I’m definitely dreaming, but I don’t want to wake up.

“I think it’s time to get out of here. Jackson’s driving,” Gemma says, and Samuel groans.

“What’s wrong with Jackson’s driving?” I ask curiously.

“Nothing, if you like being terrified for your life,” Samuel says with a sigh.

Gemma giggles. “I’m not much better.”

“Yeah, but you don’t get so distracted. He’s always chatting with Zoe or Locke and he almost runs off the road,” Samuel complains as he gets up to go and pay the bar tab. We haven’t finished the pitcher, but I don’t want to be too drunk to remember this awful and then amazing night.

Gemma leans over closer to me. “So, Brooklyn, what are your intentions with our Samuel?” she asks, like she’s his mom instead of younger than him.

I laugh but her face is serious. “I mean, he’s lovely and I’d love to get to know him better,” I say honestly. I don’t mention that I’m spending the night in his room or that I’m hoping he’ll try to seduce me. I’m not one to throw myself at men or sleep around—in fact, I’ve never slept with anyone, ever. Of course, there is no way I’m telling Samuel that—but there is something about Samuel that makes me almost take a chance.

Gemma nods and sits back in her chair, seemingly satisfied. “Good. He’s a great guy, and more than just a one-night stand.”

I look at her curiously. “Are you telling me he doesn’t do one-night stands?”

Gemma shakes her head. “Oh, no, he definitely does. I just think he’s more of a one-woman guy than he appears.”

“That’s unusual. In my experience, guys who look like Samuel are definitely not one-woman men, but we can never really tell, can we? Sometimes people surprise us.”

Gemma nods. “Yeah, our group is a bunch of loyal, sweet guys. You’ll see.” She smiles at me and gets up, bracing herself on the table. “I’m off to find my husband and fall asleep on the tour bus,” she says with a yawn.

“Lovely to meet you, Gemma,” I say, and she waves at me as she walks away carefully.

I stand up when Samuel comes back to the table and link my arm through his, grabbing on to his bicep, feeling bold from the beer and my conversation with Gemma.

Samuel stands up a little straighter as we make our way outside, and when we arrive at the tour bus, I see Axel and his wife getting into a Beetle. I think his TikToks with his wife and little girl are so sweet and I smile a little.

Samuel frowns. “I thought you said I was your favorite,” he whispers to me, and I giggle and don’t answer him as we climb onto the bus. Gemma is already snoozing in the back on a little cot and Locke is curled up next to her, barely fitting on the bed because of his tall, big frame.

Jackson grins at us when we board and whistles.

“Way to go, Sammy,” he says, and Samuel blushes and glares at him as we go to sit down.

“Shut up,” Samuel mutters, and I sit next to him, my thigh pressed against his.

Samuel slowly puts an arm around me as the bus takes off and I grin. I can’t wait to get back to the hotel and spend more time with my favorite rockstar.
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