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ACCIDENTAL BABY FOR MY BROTHER’S BEST FRIEND

AN AGE GAP ROCKSTAR ROMANCE
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LOCKE




“A tour, Locke, did you hear me?”

Jackson Arden shakes my shoulder as if I were deaf instead of just staring at him blankly.

“Who the hell would give us a tour?” I ask, gratefully taking the tequila shot when the bartender slides it to me.

Jackson's proud grin tells me the answer before he speaks. "My baby sister. She raised the money."

"Gemma?” I try to keep the disbelief out of my voice, but Jackson rolls his eyes.

"Don't act surprised. She's been managing Jack and the Spades since she turned eighteen. She's like a prodigy or something."

I hum in response. It isn't as if I don’t know Gemma has done a lot to market our band and get us the best gigs. Hell, she had somehow gotten our social media up to twenty thousand followers while we were still playing in dive bars. Gemma is capable, that’s for sure, but she is also a whopping twenty-one years old. They say age is just a number, but come on. This number shows she is even barely allowed to drink, how can she be responsible for our future as a band?

“Don’t be a jerk, Kincaid. It’s exciting! We’re even booked in Vegas!” Jackson chugs from his big bottle of water, never one to drink before shows. I can’t relate - big crowds make me nervous. Fame has never been my main goal - I live to make music. I never had big aspirations to be a famous musician - that’s more Jackson’s style. I’m a drummer, I’d be happy enough just to be playing at dive bars if nothing else. What's really important to me is doing what I love. It's nice to have fans, don't get me wrong, but the possibility of failure when there's thousands of fans rather than hundreds…that scares me.

At my age, hitting it big didn’t seem like much of a possibility - at least until Jackson came along with his little sister in tow, about half my size but twice the personality.

A tour means that Gemma's big personality is getting us somewhere, and while I'm still nervous, I have to admit it's also exciting.

As if she knows I’m thinking about her, Gemma swings open the back door of the bar, like she owns the place, with the most serious look on her face, her button nose scrunched up.

“Locke,” she greets icily.

I look away when she meets my eyes, signaling the bartender for a beer that I’ll take on stage, and Gemma lets out a breath in a huff. It almost makes me want to smile, but I force it back down.

Gemma Arden is cute and all—okay, fine, more than cute–but at a little more than ten years younger than me, I am not about to let myself look too long - especially since she is Jackson’s sister and Jackson is family to me. Also, those two come from a superior gene pool when it comes to looks. Deep brown with hints of auburn, Gemma’s hair has begun to grow out since the last time I saw her a few months ago. Past her shoulders, it bounces when she walks, and the hints of red often catch my eye underneath the lowlights of the bars we always play in. Not that I look at her that closely, of course. Not much, anyway.

She and Jackson both share wide eyes with long lashes, a pale green that seems striking on stage for Jackson and a little intimidating from Gemma. She never did like me much.

At barely nineteen., and me closing in on the dreaded three oh, she thought she knew best. And maybe she did. I mean, she did get us a tour, right? But she never even tried listening to what my experience could teach her. I get it. They were used to having to fend for themselves since she and Jackson had a rough go of it after their parents died when they were teens.

I can relate, but it was more that I got kicked out at sixteen because my parents weren’t nearly as supportive as Jackson’s had been. Nevertheless, with Jackson, our similar backgrounds of growing up too quickly made us fast friends…it just isn’t the same with Gemma. I’d already been drumming for various bands and in my own garage for years before I tried out for Jack and the Spades, so I have my own ideas about the gigs we should book. Gemma, however, had already taken on the role of manager by the time we met, so we tend to butt heads a lot. I won’t even mention how we were in the beginning.

Still, I’d like to think we have a tenuous truce, but Gemma still mostly ignores me and my advice.

I see her in my peripheral vision, leaning over the bar and ordering her signature drink: a filthy vodka martini, no vermouth, just olive juice, well shaken.

The first time I’d heard her order it on her twenty-first birthday, I’d made a face.

“Filthy? That’s a hell of a drink for an innocent,” I cracked, and she smirked at me.

“Who's innocent?” she shot back.

I have to admit that her answer had intrigued me, just a little. Hell, maybe Gemma Arden intrigues me a little in general, despite my best interests.

The forbidden fruit and all that, right?

My particular weakness isn’t girls who fawn all over me just because I know how to flip a set of drumsticks. I enjoy the chase. And Gemma can most definitely provide that kind of excitement. The fact that she’s my best friend’s little sister should be a deterrent, and kind of is, but what can I say?

I’m a musician, with all that pertains, after all, and Gemma is sassy and easy on the eyes - just my type, unfortunately. Especially since if Jackson figures out I have less than innocent thoughts about his baby sister, he’ll probably break my fingers. Or my arms and legs. Or bury me somewhere off path.

So I keep my mouth shut, and my eyes down, and she runs the show. She’s run it well for the two years that she’s managed with me in the band, even if we do have our differences.

Jackson bounces off to talk to the bar owner. He is such a social butterfly, a true lead singer. His voice has a particularly rough quality that fits well with the indie rock music we produce. He’s a hell of a songwriter too, so it’s no wonder that we are doing well. And as exciting as it is, like I said, our success makes me a bit nervous. Because there is more risk that something can go wrong, and there is no way to imagine my life without music.

Music is the only thing that I’ve ever been good at, and even if it wasn’t, it’s the only thing I do that really feels like me and not just some projection of what other people want to see. Like my parents did. Like my ex did…No, not going there. Besides, it doesn’t matter anymore, because this is who I really am. And right now, there’s a certain pretty distraction leaning over the bar and I couldn’t be prouder of myself for not glancing down at the scoop neck of her dress. See? I’m a gentleman, not just a drummer.

“How’d you manage to raise enough money for a tour?” I ask, and I don’t know if I’m really curious or if I just want to find out what it’s like to have a normal conversation with Gemma.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she teases, but she gives me a genuine smile. And I’m breathless for a second. It makes me wish I’d taken a second shot of tequila instead of a beer to take on stage.

I probably should have kept quiet, but I can’t help myself. I raise an eyebrow, and Gemma laughs, loud and open, those green eyes sparkling.

I look down into my beer again as she speaks. This carefree Gemma is having an unexpected effect on me. Not good.

“We’ve been getting a great turnout at these downtown lounges, so I put away twenty percent of the money.”

“That’s smart,” I reply without thinking, and when I look up at her, she tilts her head, looking baffled.

“A compliment? From Locke Kincaid?”

I scoff. “Don’t let it go to your head, little bit.”

Gemma’s happy expression turns into a scowl, and this time, I can’t help but grin. Scowling Gemma I can handle just fine. She’s a lot less easygoing than Jackson, with her dogged determination, and it’s fun to rile her up.

The bartender taps my arm, pointing at the music dials on the wall to ask if we’re ready for soundcheck, and I count my lucky stars that I’m saved from thinking of more ways to rile up Gemma Arden. Or to make her smile again.

Because that can only lead to a wreck. Been there, done that, thank you very much.
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GEMMA




Watching my brother perform has always been the best part of this job. Well, that, and I can't deny the rest of the Spades are serious eye-candy.

I can admit that my brother is attractive. After all, we share the same genes and I’m pretty damn cute myself, or so guys tell me, but the other members…well, they’re something else.

Ranking in number one in looks and talent, in my opinion, is the lead guitarist: Axel Jermaine. This rank does not include my brother, for obvious reasons. He is the most talented person in the world and as attractive as he may be, he is still my brother, so, yuck. Anyway, currently, Axel is performing Eric Clapton’s infamous guitar solo from “Layla” and my eyes are fixed on him as if under a spell.

“He has such talented fingers,” a girl standing near me all but screeches, and a smile spreads across my face. I look over at her and realize that she’s one of the Spades’ “groupies,” one of the girls (along with some guys) who follow the band around from dive bar to dive bar, city to city. Their fans are pretty chill, as they go, but they’re predominantly young women, of course, and some of the guys can be easily distracted. Sometimes, I get irritated with having to act as a potential bouncer, but I’m in such a good mood tonight that I don’t even feel slightly annoyed.

“I bet,” I drawl, laughing a little, and even though I know he can’t have possibly heard the exchange over the music and amps, Axel’s blue eyes meet mine and he drops a slow wink at me.

Not one to be outdone (or possibly faint as the blonde next to me might have), I wink back, biting the corner of my lip, and Axel grins back widely.

My eyes move from his face to his right forearm as he finishes up the solo. Axel has never revealed what his tattoos mean, and I am more than curious about them, truth be told. Axel and I became close friends almost right away, both being extroverted and a little too blunt at times.

My brother would skin Axel for just that wink if he wasn’t distracted crouching down on the front stage, crooning out the lyrics to a redhead in the front row. Besides, I’m busy enough keeping my brother on the straight and narrow as well as managing his band. I’m not actually interested in dating Axel, or anyone for that matter, but it can be fun now and again to flirt.

The bassist gives me a big open smile as I weave my way to the front to adjust one of the spotlights that appears to be shining directly in his face, and I grin back with a little wave. Sam blushes and I’m endeared, as always. Samuel Hansen is the “baby” of the group, and even though he’s four years older than me, he does seem younger. Sam is a sweetheart, though, much different than the rest of the group…especially the drummer, Locke Kincaid.

I reach over, pushing the spotlight slightly to get it out of Sam’s eyes, and he nods at me gratefully as they start the opening bars of “Baba O’Riley” by The Who.

The first few songs they perform are covers, of course, because all these dive bars have a certain vibe that they expect Jack and the Spades to form into. That will all change when the tour comes, and I’m so excited about it that I can barely contain myself. My brother and I have been writing songs together since we were kids - or at least, since I was a kid, and I’ve had a hand in penning some of the lyrics of Jack and the Spades’ songs. Of course, I never told any of the others that, because Jackson and I do it together, and it’s his dream, not mine.

I’m not sure if I have any dreams. Not exactly, anyway. I just want to make sure that Jackson is happy and successful and pay him back for all he’s done for me after our parents passed so suddenly. If life has taught me anything, it’s that nothing ever lasts forever. And I’m happy doing what I’m doing. So, I’ll continue doing it and making Jackson’s dream come true until I find my own. And I wish mom and dad were here to see it.

No, I don’t want to think about my parents right now. My first filthy martini is down the hatch and my second is sloshing around as I sway to the music, moving back to the middle of the crowd so that I’m not in the spotlight.

It’s not that I mind being the center of attention, it’s just that I want the band to stand on its own, and although they have captured the attention of nearly every woman in the bar, the scouts that we’re looking for in terms of record deals, the ones I email every week without fail, are mostly male.

I guess the saying is true: it is a man’s world.

Jack and the Spades are talented, and I don’t just say that because my brother is the lead singer. Axel and Sam can play both lead and bass guitar so that they sometimes swap parts, and even though I’m loath to admit it, Locke is a damn good drummer.

I sigh heavily as the iconic percussion for the song begins. Locke hits every beat as if he’s performed the song a million times, and I suppose he might have. Locke’s the oldest member of the group and he has the most experience and the most ego, at least in my opinion. Jackson laughs at me and says that Locke is one of the humblest musicians he knows, especially given his years of experience and talent, but I beg to differ.

Locke and I have been in a dozen arguments in the last year alone, even though I suppose he’s gotten better in the past couple of months. He’s even given me a compliment before the show, which might be the most shocking thing that’s happened all year, despite me being able to pull off a nationwide tour with just our cover charges and tips over the past two years.

Jackson is so lucky I’m able to save without sacrificing the equipment and venues that the band needs because I know what’s important and I’ve done my research. Especially given his impulsive nature when it comes to things like money (and women, but that’s a different story). The more successful the band is, the more stability Jackson and I have, and the happier he is, the happier I am. That’s how it’s always been: me and Jack against the world.

Thing is, Jackson is the only family I have, and by extension, I guess the Spades are my family, too. Even Locke. I suppose.

Still standing close to the edge of the stage, not thinking much about it, I glance over at him, since he is in my thoughts. Locke is almost always focused on his drum set or his drumsticks, lost in the music.

Tonight, however, he’s looking out at the crowd, and I happen to meet his eyes while he’s waiting for his next part.

For as much as I want to deny it and push it away, Locke is probably the most attractive of all the members, at least to me. Everyone has a type, you see, and unfortunately, mine is the grungy bad boy. There might as well be a picture of Locke Kincaid underneath that phrase in the dictionary.

Locke is currently wearing a black sleeveless shirt since he’s taken off his trademark black leather jacket and thrown it behind him halfway through the first song, and even with the dim lights of the club, I can see the veins of his forearms as he twists the sticks, the way his biceps bulge just slightly.

He pushes his hair back from his face, sweating under the lights since they’re almost halfway through their set, the break is minutes away, and instead of the polite nod I expect, he gives me a crooked half-smile, and unlike with Axel, I am unable to recover as easily. Locke is my type in a way that Axel is not, that’s all.

Surprised, I stumble sideways into the groupie blonde who’s too busy staring at Axel to even react, spilling part of my martini down my dress and huffing out a frustrated breath.

I could swear Locke is laughing as I head to the bathroom to clean up, but of course, I’ll never be able to prove it. He’s been acting weird tonight, and I make a mental note to tell Jackson never to let him take shots before a set again.

Locke Kincaid is gonna be the bane of my existence, even on this tour, I just know it.
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LOCKE




At the break of our set, while I’m still smiling at Gemma spilling her martini, Axel is looking around the crowd.

I stand up and rub my face with the hand towel I keep on stage, being careful not to snag my silver nose ring. It’s not as if it’s new, I’ve had it for nearly ten years, but I’ve made that mistake before and it’s not pretty on stage.

“That blonde is waiting for you at the bar, Ax, don’t worry,” I joke, and Axel shoots me a grin.

“Not looking for her,” he says mysteriously, and I shrug.

I don’t ask questions about what the other members get up to when the set is over. It’s none of my business, as long as they don’t get physically hurt. If they wanna roll the dice on getting their hearts broken, that’s on them.

I’ve done my fair share of rolling the dice in that area, myself.

I don’t worry too much about Axel, or even Jackson, for that matter. They’ve been around the block. Axel seems to get a new girl every night, and Jackson has a girl every few months and seems to get over it quickly and move on to the next.

I worry a little about Sam, just because he’s so young. Twenty-five might not seem that young to most people, but since I’m in my thirties, it’s very young to me. I remember what I was like at his age, idealistic, just knowing that I’d somehow make a living off my musical talent alone and meet the perfect woman.

I don’t want sweet Sam to have to go through the same things I did, so I admit that I keep an eye on him. Not the way that Jackson keeps an eye on Gemma, of course, but I do tend to watch out for some of the groupies that have a thing for bassists and keep them off his trail.

It’s not that I’m celibate or anything like that, God forbid. I’ve been in quite a few compromising positions, especially since there’s a certain type of woman who tends to go after the drummer instead of one of the more out-there members of the band. They tend to be a bit more…aggressive, and it’s fun to play dumb until we’re behind closed doors. Turning the tables is one of my specialties, I suppose.

Being a rocker has its perks, even if you’re still performing in bars and clubs.

Gemma comes out of the bathroom and since her dress is black, the martini didn’t ruin it or even make a stain, and I’m grateful. She’d be really mad instead of just annoyed, and since everyone is in such a jovial mood, I wouldn’t want to ruin things by getting in a real fight with our manager.

I expect her to ignore me. Instead, she stalks right up to me. I’m tall, but in her stilettos, Gemma is almost eye to eye with me and her chin is tilted up.

“What’s up with you, Kincaid?” Gemma demands to know, and I fight a smile, blinking innocently at her instead.

“I don’t know what you mean, little bit.”

“Don’t call me that,” she mutters and brushes past me, bumping my shoulder as she heads to the bar.

I’ve never exactly been the type to like to rile others up or tease people, but something about Gemma makes me want to make her pale green eyes flash at me. It’s not because she’s younger than me, or because she’s my best friend’s younger sister. God knows I have zero brotherly feelings toward her, even if maybe I should.

The way she reacts to me is just… more intriguing than those women who come on to me just because I’m in a band.

More intriguing and a lot scarier, especially given that Jackson was staring daggers at me as I thought about his sister.

I clear my throat and make my way to the bar, on the other end of where Gemma is standing, no doubt ordering another filthy martini.

“You better not be doing what I think you’re doing,” Jackson says, his tone eerily nonchalant as he orders two shots of tequila for us despite knowing my distaste for liquor during our set.

I take in a deep breath.

“No idea what you’re talking about, Jacks.” I take the shot without hesitation, avoiding the urge to look for Gemma at the other end of the bar.

“I’ve got enough to worry about on this tour that I don’t need you and Axel making eyes at my baby sister,” Jackson grumbles, taking only half his shot, which is almost as unusual as what he’s saying.

I begin to nod and then my eyes widen and I look over at Jackson.

“Axel? The tour?” My head is spinning and I doubt it’s from the alcohol. “Gemma’s not coming with us.” It isn’t a question. There is no possible way that Gemma Arden is coming on tour with us. What’s she gonna do, sleep on the tour bus with a bunch of guys? “And what the hell does Axel have to do with Gemma?”

“You haven’t noticed him winking at her onstage and showing off his stupid sleeve?” Jackson huffs. “I’ve been on the defensive, keeping him away from her since sometime last year. What are you, blind?”

I blink, something feeling tight in the pit of my stomach. Maybe that last shot of tequila was a bad idea after all. And I may not be blind, but definitely wrapped up in my own thoughts in the past year – especially when it came to Gemma and the future of the group. For some reason, I find it hard to think about Axel coming on to Gemma, even though I’d already come to terms with the fact that I had zero brotherly feelings toward her. I guess maybe I’m a little protective, nonetheless, on Jackson’s behalf. Honestly, I don’t like the way I’m feeling as I think about it, so I focus on something else, the other important matter at hand.

“Gemma isn’t coming with us,” I repeat, staring straight at Jackson.

Jackson frowns. “Of course she is. She’s our manager, how many times does she have to prove that to you? She’s the reason we’re going on this tour in the first place.”

“But–she has to…she can’t-” I find myself stuttering, trying to think of a solid reason for Gemma not to go on the tour with us. A reason other than I am finding it harder and harder not to flirt with my best friend’s younger sister, that is.

“Don’t have a stroke, Locke,” Jackson says with a laugh, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “Maybe I read you wrong. You know I get a little touchy when it comes to Gem. I’m glad that you guys are getting along.”

I signal the bartender for another shot even though I know that it might make it a lot harder to stay on beat.

“How long is this tour again?”

“Twelve weeks.”

I choke on my tequila and the bartender graciously slips me a plastic cup of water. I smile at her and she winks in my direction – at least a possible distraction from Gemma Arden stuck on a tour bus in close proximity to me for three whole months.

Jesus Christ.

Two hours go by in a blur. That’s concerning, really. I’m not usually one to drink during sets, but of course, after the show is over, the bar owner bought us all congratulatory shots, and I don’t exactly remember talking up the blonde bartender with the red skirt on.

The next thing I know, the bartender’s legs are wrapped around my waist in the bar bathroom, and it doesn’t occur to me to be bothered that we’re outside the stall because my mouth is on her throat and the music is drowning out the way she’s gasping into my ear.

I guess it doesn’t occur to me which bathroom we’re in either, because when a woman’s screech and then laugh sound to the left of me, I don’t think much of it, until I look over into Gemma’s pale green eyes.

Her smile fades and I have to blame what I do next on the tequila because I’m not normally one for public…displays of affection, preferring to save my skills behind closed doors.

As I said, though, Gemma Arden inspires something different in me. So, when her eyes widen but she doesn’t leave the room, I just shoot her a grin and hitch the bartender’s legs up further, lapping my tongue from her collarbone to behind her ear never taking my eyes of Gemma.

Gemma’s mouth opens as if she’s going to say something, but instead, it snaps closed and she leaves the room as if nothing happened.
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GEMMA




When Locke Kincaid joined the band, I knew he would be a problem. I had been their manager for about a year by then and he had a chip on his shoulder because he was older and more experienced and he didn’t like that I was the one that Jackson went to for advice about venues.

But Locke wasn’t a front man like Jackson or social media savvy like me. He was a bit of a wallflower, for the most part, although I’d heard some stories from the rest of the guys about how he had a certain way with women.

I wouldn’t put it past him to be a bit of a womanizer - with those soulful brown eyes and crooked grin, not to mention the fact that he’s tall and broad-shouldered - I shake my head outside the bathroom door, trying not to think about Locke anymore.

The whole reason I’m even thinking about him now is because I didn’t realize that he’d be this type of problem. The way he’d looked right at me while he licked that bartender’s neck…

I take in a deep breath and burst out the back doors into the fresh air. I don’t drink much while I’m working, so it isn’t the alcohol that’s making my head spin. I know that much. It’s not as if I’m jealous or anything, after all, I’ve never considered Locke as anything but a thorn in my side. Of course, I find him attractive, but I also find Axel and Samuel attractive. I’m a hot-blooded American female, after all, and I’m around musicians constantly and have been since I was barely eighteen.

I’d fielded my fair share of offers, and I’d gotten to a few bases before Jackson inevitably ruined everything. My brother told me from a young age that rockers couldn’t be trusted, and when I asked if that included him, he hadn’t thought that was very funny. Jackson wasn’t exactly a Casanova but he had his fair share of flings when we were teenagers. I don’t see much of it now, but I’m sure there’s a girl or two that rotates through his apartment that I don’t know about.

Axel has a different girl on his arm every night, so I’ve never expected to trust any of the musicians that I’ve been around in the last few years, but hell, don’t I deserve to have a life?

I’ll be twenty-two years old in a few months and I’m still a virgin, and honestly, it’s starting to bum me out a little. It’s not that I’m just that attracted to Locke Kincaid, right? I’m just sexually frustrated. Anyone would be, being around all these attractive men and being nearly celibate.

Hell, I haven't even been kissed in almost a year, so of course, I’m more affected than usual. Plus, Locke has never been flirty with me. He is Jackson’s best friend, after all, and so I am even more off-limits than I would be to another member.

What the hell kind of tequila does this bar serve to have him acting like this?

Luckily for me, the rest of the boys have already dispersed to wherever they are going and whatever trouble they are getting in, and the payment’s done and the show’s over, all the equipment loaded into the van that I’ll drive back to my place: usually, because I’m the only one sober.

I sit in the van for a long moment before starting it up, thinking of Locke’s intense brown eyes. It’s not him, I tell myself. It’s not him, it’s just that you’re becoming an old maid, Gem.

Jackson doesn’t realize that he really doesn’t have to worry so much. I’m not interested in falling for a musician and being like one of those groupies who follow them around making heart eyes and ignoring all other guys. I’m not interested in a relationship, period. I just want to have a little fun.

A girl’s got needs, after all.

Every time I’ve gotten close, my brother has butted in, either just watching me like a hawk or intimidating the hell out of the poor guy until he leaves me alone. I can’t believe no one has stood up to him, or at least tried sneaking around with me.

I find myself pouting in the van and I laugh at myself a little as I back out and head to my apartment. Chin up, I tell myself. You’ve got a plan.

Not just a plan. I have a front-row ticket to Jack and the Spades’ first national tour, and a million chances to finally find someone that my brother can’t intimidate. Failing that, Jackson will be busy.

I’ll just have to keep it a secret, won’t I?
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Two weeks pass by in a blink, and it’s time to start the tour - first stop, Albuquerque. New Mexico isn’t high on my bucket list of travel destinations, but I’m nervous nonetheless. Not just because it’s the first out of state performance that Jack and the Spades will perform, but because I’ll be jammed in next to Gemma Arden for six hours on a tour bus.

A small tour bus.

I stand there, staring at it with a frown, until Axel claps a hand on my shoulder.

“You afraid you can’t fold your big ass in there?” he jokes, grinning as he boards the bus.

My frown grows wider. Ever since Jackson suggested that Axel’s interest in Gemma goes beyond the brotherly affection I assumed every other member felt for her, I’ve been a little touchy around the guitarist.

Axel, for his part, acts exactly the same as he always does - annoyingly cheerful and bright. It isn’t as if I dislike people with positive personalities, hell, I suppose that Gemma has one of those, too. It’s just that I don’t have that type of personality, and sometimes it can feel like I’m some kind of buzzkill.

Usually, though, Axel doesn’t get under my skin. In fact, usually Axel talks me into smiling, makes me laugh at something even when everything seems to be going wrong on stage. I guess I have to admit to myself that maybe the reason I feel so irritated now is because Axel might be interested in Gemma.

What does that mean, exactly? It’s not as if Jackson will ever take his eyes off Axel long enough for him to make a move on Gemma, even on tour. Even if he did, I’m not sure that Axel is Gemma’s type.

But why did any of that matter to me, anyway? I have come to terms with the fact that I’m attracted to my best friend’s baby sister, but I don’t intend to do anything about it. Do I?

I’m still standing outside the tour bus when a wave of disjointed memory washes over me: locking eyes with Gemma, licking that blonde bartender’s neck as I wanted to lick her...

Shit.

My thoughts stop there, thankfully, because Jackson kicks me in the ass with a black combat boot and I nearly fall over.

“Get it together, Kincaid!” he teases, his tone just as bright and cheerful as Axel’s. “We’ve got a show to put on.”

“Yeah, six hours away,” I deadpan, righting myself and ducking to step on the bus. We were supposed to meet at 6:30, but I slept in and didn’t make it until nearly 9:00. Luckily, we all indulged a little too much yesterday, celebrating the tour, so as I screeched into the parking lot, I saw Axel and Jackson pulling up in Axel’s beat up Honda.

Gemma is considerably pissed, especially since the show starts in less than ten hours so we won’t have much time to set up.

She’s already on the tour bus, and I expected her to be glaring at me the second I stepped foot on the bus, but instead, she’s turned toward Axel, laughing, her green eyes sparkling. Something twists in my gut, and I blame it on too much tequila last night and no breakfast in my stomach.

I sit down across from Axel, and he gives me a look, as if we’re in on some inside joke and it makes me want to hit him. Maybe I’m just hungover and sleep deprived, but it seems like everything Axel is doing is driving me up the wall.

Samuel scoots over a seat to sit next to me and smiles. “Everyone’s so excited,” he whispers, “but I’m kind of shitting my pants.”

His low tone and serious delivery surprise me into a laugh, and I bump into him with my shoulder gently.

“Don’t worry, Sammy. We’re gonna blow Albuquerque away.”

Seven hours later, bleary eyed since I’ve slept the last four hours, I don’t feel so confident, stumbling down the tour bus stairs after Gemma. I nearly knock her over when I miss the last step in my sleepy haze.

“Don’t tell me you got into Axel’s mobile liquor cabinet,” Gemma says, but her tone isn’t irritated.

She seems upbeat rather than annoyed, and again I think about how her base personality seems positive – it’s just that she doesn’t like me. Maybe that’s why I’m feeling so odd about Axel, even if I know his interest is purely physical and will go nowhere. I never considered myself a person that wants to be liked, but since Gemma is going to be our manager for the conceivable future (and if I’m honest, does a pretty great job at it), it must be professional jealousy.

Gemma and Axel are always pretty friendly, when I think about it.

I don’t realize that I haven’t responded to Gemma until she puts her hand on my shoulder.

“Seriously, Locke, you didn’t, right?”

She seems concerned, her head tilted up to look into my eyes, and my heart skips a beat.

“Of course not,” I mumble.

It comes out gruffer than I intend it to, and her face changes, something like anger or hurt flashing across it. Usually it would make me smile, being able to rile her, but today, after watching her chat with Axel for hours, I want to backtrack so that she doesn’t take my words the wrong way.

“Sorry I asked,” she shoots back, and I curse myself.

Too late.

She turns on her heel (or well, her Keds, since she’s not wearing her heels, at least not yet) and instinctively, I grab her arm.

She whirls around, glaring at me, and I let her go, clearing my throat.

“I just wanted to say…wanted to…” I stumble over my words, not sure what I’m going to say exactly or why I stopped her from walking into the hotel.

Everyone else has already gone inside, leaving the equipment in the bus since we’re heading right over after everyone showers and gets ready for the show, so Gemma and I are standing in the parking lot with the sun beating down on us. Albuquerque seems a lot hotter than Tucson suddenly, and I realize that I’m sweating.

“Sorry,” I finally say, my words clearer than before since my head feels clearer, more awake. “I’m just tired.”

“Tired is rocker code for hungover,” Gemma says flatly, but she favors me with a smile that I return instantly, feeling relief wash over me.

For a second, I think she’s going to take my hand and lead me inside, but Jackson comes to the door of the hotel.

“Gem, the reservations are in your name and they don’t believe I’m your brother!”

Jackson’s yell seems to reverberate across the parking lot and Gemma turns slightly red before she bolts toward the door, jogging slightly.

I stand there for another moment, trying to get my head clear. I guess I must be a lot more hungover than I thought because I blatantly stare at her ass, the way it jiggles in her yoga shorts.

Jackson doesn’t notice, and I get to keep my eyeballs in my head.

No more tequila, I tell myself, and that’s a promise I swear I’ll keep - at least until we get to Vegas.
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Locke Kincaid has never been the most normal person I know. He often confuses me, especially because for the past two years, he’s largely ignored me or been actively argumentative. There are always moments, though, where he acts normal, as if we’re colleagues or friends instead of…whatever we are. Acquaintances? Unfriendly coworkers?

For example, a couple times after a good show he would buy me a shot or give me a compliment on how I’d handled something, and I would be baffled by it for a few days, until he went back to the way he had always been: argumentative and negative.

I figure that’s just how he is, the old man of the group, grumpy and jaded. Sometimes, though, something else seems to shine through, and I wonder what happened in his past to make him the way he is now. I’ll see him laughing with Jackson or jamming out with Axel during practice or giving advice to Samuel and he seems almost jovial, the complete opposite of the man I had always thought he was.

Since I announced the tour, those moments seem to be happening more and more.

I’m standing outside the elevator with Jackson and Samuel while Axel and Locke sign for their rooms, waiting for the elevator to come down from the top floor, and remembering the way Locke apologized to me in the parking lot.

Had Locke Kincaid ever apologized to me before?

“Definitely not,” I mutter, and I don’t realize I’ve said it out loud until Jackson calls my name. I blink and look over at him and he’s looking at me as if I’ve grown a second head.

“What?”

“You’re super spaced out right now, did you take a Xanax for the trip?”

“Of course I didn’t!” I snap, and it comes out harsher than I’d intended.

“Watch the attitude,” Jackson warns, and I instantly snap my mouth closed. Then my brother sighs. “Sorry, kiddo. It’s just that I know you have that prescription and you used to take one before flights when we were younger. I shouldn’t have asked. You’re not a little girl anymore, you can handle yourself.”

“No, it’s okay. I did have an attitude.” I laugh a little when he cracks a smile. “I’m just tired; I couldn’t sleep on the bus.”

“Because Axel was talking your ear off?” Jackson asks dryly, raising an eyebrow, and I shake my head.

“Don’t start. I can handle Axel.”

Jackson hums in the back of his throat and I know that’s a subject that I shouldn’t broach right now, especially with emotions running high before our first tour concert.

Samuel shifts, bumping his luggage so that it falls over and then cursing, then apologizing for cursing.

I smile at him, his clumsiness cutting the tension in the air.

I’m thankful when the elevator door beeps and opens, and even more thankful when Jackson lets the doors shut as Axel and Locke come running toward the elevators.

I giggle at Locke’s annoyed expression and Axel slowly raising his middle finger up at Jackson, who just stands there grinning at them as the doors close.

“You snooze, you lose,” Jackson says simply, and I dissolve into laughter again as my brother watches me curiously.

“Tired,” I explain again, and Jackson nods, seeming to take that at face value. After all, I’d always been the type of person to get a bit delirious with lack of sleep, laughing at every little thing and losing motor function as if I’m tipsy, and it’s been almost 30 hours since I’ve gotten a good night’s sleep.

I’m not being fully honest with my older brother, though, and I’m too tired to deny that even to myself. I feel strange, as if things are changing in a big way.

Despite the way Locke had looked at me the other night in that club bathroom, I’m under no illusions that he’s interested in me in that way. He just likes to shake me up, and he’d done that in spades.

In spades, I think to myself, and manage to choke back another laugh at the pun.

“You really have to catch a nap before the show,” Jackson says, and I nod enthusiastically, keeping my mouth shut to keep the giggles at bay.

I don’t think I’ll be able to fall asleep, but as soon as Jackson rolls my luggage inside, I plop down on the bed. I start to drift off before he even leaves. The last thing I hear is the door closing softly behind him.
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There’s a knock at the door and it jolts me out of sleep. I rush to the door but it seems like I’m moving slow, my limbs heavy. I have no idea what time it is, but somehow, I don’t care. I’m not worried about getting to the venue or about whether or not the guys have woken up to their alarms, or anxious about what might happen the rest of the tour.

As I swing open the door, I feel a smile spreading across my face and heat low in my abdomen. It’s familiar, after all it’s not the first time I’ve felt something like lust, but the face of the man standing outside my door is blurred. He’s tall, I can see that, but most men are taller than me since I’m not much taller than average. Well built, but that doesn’t give me any clues, either. I squint and step forward and the second I do, the man’s arms go around my waist, locking at my lower back to pull me close to him and I let out a little gasp.

“Gemma,” he says, his voice low, and his face slowly comes into focus as I look up at him. Locke Kincaid’s deep brown eyes have something almost feral in them as his face gets closer to mine, and then he stops and opens his mouth as if to tell me something terribly important.

Instead of words, a loud, annoying beep comes out of his mouth, over and over, and I open my eyes, grabbing instinctively for my phone which has vibrated off the side table and onto the floor.

As I root around for it under the bed, my heart is racing just like it was in my dream. As soon as I get the alarm turned off, I sit up in bed and cup my face in my hands, my cheeks hot to the touch.

“What the fuck?” I say out loud, blinking.
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The Albuquerque show goes off without a hitch, despite all of us being nearly late to our own first concert after oversleeping at the hotel.

We’re all bleary eyed and exhausted after the show but we keep up appearances, signing albums that we’d recorded last year and never sold.

I have no idea how many we are selling now, but it seems like a lot, with Gemma sitting at a table in front of the stage with a cash box. She’s barely looked at me all night, but I feel oddly comforted that she hasn’t much looked at Axel, either, or anyone but Jackson, for that matter.

I’m too tired to question why it matters to me who Gemma Arden is looking at, and it’s a little relieving not to stress about it.

I don’t see Gemma again until hours later, around three in the morning.

I stumble into the elevator without paying much attention, having snuck out early since Axel had talked Jackson into drinking with him after the show. I’m way too tired for Axel’s constant ordering of shots.

Gemma slumps against the back of the elevator, her head tilted back, head resting against the wall, and since her eyes are closed, I let myself appreciate the long lines of her thighs in the fishnet stockings she is wearing, her muscled calves in her stilettos.

I shake my head to clear it and step into the elevator, too tired to take the stairs and trusting myself to behave.

Gemma opens her eyes and they widen as if she’s surprised.

“Locke?”

Her voice sounds as if she thinks she might have fallen asleep and it makes me chuckle a little.

“Sorry to disappoint you, little bit.”

Gemma hums in the back of her throat, a habit she no doubt picked up from her brother. The Ardens usually make that noise when they don’t know what else to say, but I don’t mind a comfortable silence, and since Jackson always tries to fill it, I wait to see if Gemma is the same.

“Not disappointed,” Gemma mutters, but that’s all she says, so I lean back against the elevator railing next to her.

Our hands touch and I don’t bother to pull away and neither does she, and the elevator trip up to the eleventh floor seems longer than it did before, my heart beating a lot faster than it had when I was riding up with Axel earlier.

Gemma is two floors above me and she smiles at me as I step out into the hall, giving me a little wave. I realize that she’s had her nails done, a deep crimson red that compliments the auburn in her hair.

“Good night,” I say, and Gemma just nods at me before the elevator doors close.

In the shower, I keep rubbing my pinky and ring finger as if Gemma had burned them with her slight touch on the elevator rail.

Exhaustion washes over me in a wave and I’m unable to keep my mind from drifting when I lie down on the overly firm hotel mattress, my eyes slowly closing as I wonder what Gemma would have done if I’d grabbed her hand instead of just brushing it, if I’d brought her knuckles up to my lips.
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I wake from a dream that I can’t quite remember when my alarm goes off and I groan, chucking my phone off the nightstand. Luckily for my wallet, it’s hooked onto the charger and just bumps softly onto the ground instead of shattering against the wall.

This phone is the third I’ve been through in just a few months, so once my head feels a little clearer, I pick it up and scan through my notifications.

I’ve got an indecipherable drunk text from Axel and I squint down to see the timestamp: 6:07 AM. Jesus Christ, he’s been out all night, I guess, and I figure I should call and see if he needs a ride home.

Axel can take care of himself, but I guess I feel a little responsible for the wellbeing of all the members of the Spades—maybe because I’m the oldest, but more likely just because they’ve become family to me over the past couple of years. Even Axel, as much as he can irritate me.

Before I call, I see another text, this one from Gemma, and bring the phone closer to my face.

My ex used to tease me and tell me that I needed glasses but was too cool to get them, and I guess, in the end, she’s right, because here I am, still squinting to see the text on my phone, even though I’ve increased the font.

I push that memory away, not wanting to think about Janis this early in the morning—or at all, if I could help it.

Gemma’s text lists an itinerary for the rest of the tour in the group chat, noting in bold that there’s been a change in order: the next city we’ll be performing in is Las Vegas, and I groan.

A nine-hour drive on that tour bus? I feel sweaty and gross just thinking about it. There’s dead silence in the group chat. I suppose everyone else is still passed out.

I send a thumbs up emoji to signify that I’ve read the change and call Axel, noting that his contact icon on my phone is a dumb picture of him with his tongue out, holding up just his index and pinky finger in the universal rocker sign.

Axel Jermaine is about the closest to a stereotypical rock star that I’ve ever worked with, and that includes the time I played drums for Bob Seger and the Silver Bullet Band back in Tucson when they were on tour in 2018. I guess Bob is mellow compared to what he might have been if I’d been old enough to drum for him back in the ‘70s, but nevertheless, Axel puts him and his band to shame on a regular Tuesday.

Axel answers on the third ring.

“Finally!” His words are slurred just around the edges, so he must be sobering up, thank God. I didn’t want him puking on the ride back here.

“Some of us sleep, Ax. You need a ride, yeah?”

“Please, I’ve been sitting outside this strip club for like three hours now and the cops keep circling around. They probably think I’m a bum.”

I sigh and pinch the bridge of my nose between my fingers.

“Axel, please don’t antagonize the cops. If you get arrested, Gemma will-”

“Gemma can do whatever she wants to me,” Axel answers and maybe he’s more drunk than I think.

I open my mouth and then shut it again, taking a breath through my nostrils.

“Send me your location, dumbass. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

I hang up without waiting for his response, and despite his inebriation, Axel sends me his location and I make it there within half an hour. I don’t have the world’s best sense of direction and the GPS signal keeps going out.

I feel a jab of worry when I see Axel standing by himself outside the club, leaning up against the brick. The last time I saw Axel, he was with Jackson, and now he’s alone.

They can take care of themselves, I remind myself. But with Jackson, it’s a little different.

When I first met Jackson, three years ago, the first ten times we hung out, he was always at least a little drunk. Eventually, he straightened out and only drank after shows instead of daily, but since I know he has a tendency to slip back into the bottle when things are stressful, I can’t deny that this trip worries me a little.

Axel whoops when he sees me. Swaying a little on his feet, he hops into the car the hotel kindly let me borrow and I grin at him. There’s always a possibility that stress or a broken heart or something else will rattle one of us enough to go off the rails, but I know I can count on Axel to always be off the rails, and there’s an odd comfort in that.

His head lolls against the back of the Camaro’s leather seat as he looks over at me with glassy eyes but with a smile on his face, as always. He smells awful, an odd mix of tequila, cigar smoke, and women’s perfume.

“Good thing we don’t have a show tonight,” Axel comments thickly and I keep the car idling, looking around.

“Where’s Jack?” I finally ask when Axel doesn’t indicate that we should wait.

“Oh, he went home with a leggy brunette when the club closed at four.” Axel’s voice sounds extremely nonchalant and it irritates me, especially since Axel was around when Jackson wasn’t doing so well.

“Don’t you think you should be keeping a better eye on him?”

Axel snorts. “Sorry, dad.”

I roll my eyes. Axel clearly isn’t sober enough to have an adult conversation about this, and even if he were, I don’t think I’d get the response I want, not now.

Axel can be surprisingly level-headed when it comes to the band, despite how much he parties, and when I approached him a few months after I joined the band about how Jackson might be spiraling, he’d been instrumental in scheduling a meeting and talking to Jackson. He stopped offering to buy him drinks, kept a good eye on him. We all did.

I guess the difference is that I still do, and Axel seems to have switched places with Jackson from a few years ago—I worry that, behind the scenes, he might be drowning. I know that I can come off as cold, but inwardly, I worry about my friends.

“Everything good with you?” I ask idly, hoping that it sounds nonchalant.

“Five by five,” Axel responds, which is his standard response, but he usually only uses it when referring to amps or how his guitar sounds, not anything personal. In fact, lately, Axel doesn’t talk about anything personal at all. Not that any of us ever has, really. In a group of guys that are also rock musicians, there isn’t a whole lot of talk about feelings.

I’m not so sure everything is five by five with Axel, but he clearly doesn’t want to talk about it, closing his eyes and sleeping on the half hour trip back to the hotel. He manages to get to his room on his own, but I follow him up to his floor nonetheless.

He doesn’t complain that I’m watching out for him like he usually would - after all, it’s not like we’re more than a few years apart in age.

Axel stops at the door of his hotel room, grabbing onto the doorjamb as if for support and turning to look at me.

“Thanks, Locke,” he says softly, and for a moment, I think I should ask him what’s wrong again, find out what’s going on, but then he walks inside and shuts the door.
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I sleep like a rock on Saturday night, thank God, because if I’d gone another night without sleep, I might have fallen out in the elevator or something. My sleep was also blissfully dreamless that night.

I barely remember seeing Locke, but somehow, I remember the way his hand brushed mine, the way he stood close to me, shoulder to shoulder, in the elevator.

Locke isn’t the type to get so close physically. He’s not like Axel, who will drape his arm around my shoulders or slip it around my waist when he walks up next to me, or even like Samuel, who will rest his head on my shoulder affectionately. Locke barely ever touches me, even by accident, and while I consider Axel and Samuel friends, I don’t exactly feel the same way about Locke.

Most of our conversations are contentious and even the polite ones are strained at best, so Locke’s change in attitude confuses me. He’s different down to the smallest details, smiling at me when we meet up in the hotel lobby so that we can talk about the itinerary for the rest of the tour.

I smile back briefly and look for my brother, but he’s absent.

I look down at my phone and realize that I don’t have a text or a call from him, either, so I panic just slightly.

“Uh, has anyone heard from our lead singer? We can’t exactly head to Vegas without him.”

I attempt to keep my words light, not wanting to accuse anyone even though I know that Axel is the one who invited my brother out for drinks the last night.

Axel looks bleary-eyed but unconcerned. “He’ll be here in a minute,” he assures me, and I frown.

Sure enough, my brother comes through the front door of the hotel in a rush, his long blond hair sticking up everywhere, his clothes rumpled. He’s still wearing the white button-up and black leather pants with combat boots from the concert, and my frown deepens when the smell of liquor wafts off him.

My brother has always taken care of me, don’t get me wrong. He’s never done anything to make me feel unsafe or unstable. When it comes to me, Jackson is extremely level-headed and (over) protective. In his personal life, though? He’s not so down-to-earth.

Jackson has a particular weakness for both liquor and groupies, and instead of being a womanizer like Axel, he’s more of a serial monogamist. However, most of the girls who follow the Spades around aren’t usually the commitment type.

“Sorry,” Jackson mutters, and I want to be angry and scold him but I know it isn’t my place. Besides, he’s not stumbling or slurring his words, so at least he’s slept it off somewhere—likely in some groupie’s bed.

I don’t have anything against the fans of The Spades, of course. Hell, that’s how we’re able to go on this tour, how we are able to make a living. Jackson saved twenty grand for me to go to college, and he’d been furious when I refused to enroll—until I took a few classes at a technical college in marketing and business models and began to manage his band.

I took the savings that Jackson had given me from our parents’ estate and bought the best equipment, booked the hottest venues, paid for the right ads on social media: Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat. Just managing the social media is a full-time job, really, but I don’t think we’re in a place yet that I can outsource and hire someone in marketing to do it.

The savings are dwindling, which is why I’ve saved up our cover charges over the past few months instead of dipping into them. Axel needs a new guitar as it is, and Locke could use a new pair of cymbals. Instruments and record booths for recording are expensive, not to mention the outfits I purchased for them to wear, the amps and other equipment, and the tour bus that I’d rented.

The hotels I reserved are Mariotts and Super 8s, not the Ritz Carlton, but nevertheless, expenses are adding up. Last year, we dropped a pretty penny on recording and producing a mini album, a little more than a demo but less than a full album.

We bought a ton of records, vinyl, because that’s what’s popular now—we’re popular on Soundcloud already and I’ve even been able to get us onto Spotify, but in terms of physical purchases, vintage is back: vinyl and band t-shirts. I have boxes of the shirts and albums that we hadn’t sold, and last night, I managed to sell a ton of them. I feel proud of how well we did and I can’t wait to tell everyone, so I keep my mouth shut about my brother, his drinking, and his potential groupie.

“All right, you bunch of hungover buzzkills,” I begin dryly, and Locke cracks a smile even when no one else does. “You guys haven’t even asked about sales. Wanna know how many tickets we sold last night?”

“The venue seemed sold out,” Samuel comments, and everyone else seems bored or sleepy, so I sigh.

“We did sell out. We only sold half online, so I was worried, but at the door, we ended up with standing room only, and the owners of the venue want us to call them first if we do another tour next year.”

Axel whoops and my brother puts two fingers in his mouth to whistle loudly while Samuel applauds me, and I blush slightly. Locke just keeps smiling at me, leaned forward with his elbows resting on his thighs.

“Hold your applause, you guys did all the hard work.”

“That’s bullshit and you know it,” Axel pipes up. Locke raises his eyebrow, glancing over at Axel as if shocked by what he’s said. “You do all the real work around here, princess.”

Locke shifts on the lobby couch, his shoulder stiff and seeming to almost widen as he turns toward Axel. I just watch, curiously at first, a blush heating up my cheeks.

One of my biggest weaknesses is praise, and Axel Jermaine seems to have picked up on that. It’s not the first time he’s complimented my work or my looks, and every time, my skin heats up and I hope that it doesn’t show on my face. Even if I’m not interested in Axel in that way, a handsome man telling me I did a good job makes me blush a little.

Today, it’s clear that my expression is obvious, since Axel smirks at me and Locke frowns in my direction.

Locke never likes it much when I receive compliments, I think, and it causes a pang of sadness in my gut. I shouldn’t care what Locke Kincaid, or any of the Spades, thinks other than my brother, but I do. Especially Locke, and I can’t quite figure out why his opinion matters to me more than the others’.

I suppose it must be because he always seems against me in some way, and honestly, that makes sense.

Before I’d begun managing the band, Locke had been doing the managing, in his own way. It wasn’t until I came in and began to change things that we began to argue. I never want to argue with Locke, though. It’s always him that starts something. Or at least, it used to be him.

Now, Locke doesn’t say much of anything, even though I’m surprised that he doesn’t argue that Vegas should be on the back end of our tour. I figure I should, at least, bring it up, in case some of the others are thinking the same thing that I assume Locke is thinking.

“So, I know the change from Lubbock to Vegas seems counterproductive,” I start, and all four of the Spades just blink at me as if they have no idea what I’m talking about. “We were all expecting Vegas to be our last hurrah and everything, especially with two shows. One is even at Aphrodite’s Lounge!”

There might as well be crickets jumping all over the hotel lobby because they’re just staring at me blankly.

I look over at Locke, though, and he’s the only one who’s not staring at me, in fact, he’s staring down at his lap as if he’s got something to say but doesn’t want to argue—and that’s certainly not like him.

I narrow my eyes at him slightly, trying to will him to look at me, but it doesn’t work, so instead, I clear my throat and call his name.

Locke shifts in his seat again like he had when Axel complimented me, and looks up at me with deep brown eyes. He looks oddly conflicted, as if he wants to say something but he also doesn’t want to say anything, and it’s beginning to stress me out.

“Spit it out, Kincaid,” I order, and I don’t mean for it to come out that demanding but I see a slight uptick at the corner of Locke’s mouth—a smile?

“Well, I was just thinking that with the way the itinerary is now, we’re beginning in Albuquerque and ending in Houston, and with no shows on the East coast—it doesn’t feel like we really made a national circuit, does it?

I open my mouth and then shut it again. Locke has a good point. I had a hard time finding venues on the east coast, and the itinerary shows that.

“You think we should have a show in Nashville?” I say, mostly joking because Nashville is notoriously hard to book if you’re not a country western band.

Locke looks right at me, not breaking eye contact or flinching, still with just that slight upturn of the right side of his mouth, a dimple I’d never noticed before showing in his cheek.

He shrugs. “I know some people, could put in a call…” He pauses and it’s such a long pause that I know it has a purpose. “If you want me to.”

I take in a deep breath through my nostrils and blow it out through my mouth and his smile becomes more obvious, his dimple deepening. I don’t know why I feel so tense, exactly, other than Locke Kincaid seems to have some kind of hold on me. Why do I seek his approval, anyway? I don’t care that he’s older than me, but maybe it’s because he has so much experience with music…

I let out a long sigh.

“Call your guys in Nashville. We can boot Houston and end the tour there.”

Locke nods, looking awfully pleased with himself, and it makes me want to scream just a little. I can’t explain why exactly this man gets under my skin in a way no one else does, but there’s just something about him. It’s the way he looks so smug when he finds out he’s right in an argument. The way I can tell that he loves making me angry, the way I can tell that he loves making me blush.

There’s nothing sexual about it, of course, and hell, maybe that’s part of what makes me mad.

At least when Axel flirts with me, even if it riles me up, I know that it’s because he does desire me, at least physically. He’s made his intentions well known, despite the lies I’ve told my brother, but with Locke? It’s not like he desires me, it’s not like he considers me a real rival…

I have no earthly idea why Locke Kincaid likes riling me up, and that’s what drives me crazy.

“I would have angled for New York,” Axel pipes in, and Locke gives him a sharp look that makes my breath catch in my throat.

Locke Kincaid is a handsome man, that much is undeniable, but he’s not strikingly handsome, not like Axel or even my brother. Something about Locke’s face only strikes me when he’s angry or very serious. His jaw tightens at just the right angle, his mouth sets just so. His brown eyes seem to go darker and whatever he’s focused on has all his focus.

As I watch him glare at Axel, I wonder if Locke looks at women like that, after he’s got them half-dressed beneath him. My cheeks instantly flood with heat and I clear my throat again, trying to work my phone out of my back pocket and nearly fumbling it on the ground.

I think I hear a chuckle from Locke but when I look over at him, he’s just blinking up at me innocently. Damn his big brown eyes.

I make it a point not to fumble again when I add a note in my calendar to rework the itinerary.

“We have six days to get to Vegas, guys, so we can park the tour bus here and-”

“Absolutely not,” Axel demands, standing up. “If we’re gonna have downtime during this thing, I want to have it in Vegas, not in Albuquerque.”

Axel says the city name with such disdain that it makes me giggle, and both Locke and Jackson give me a sharp look that makes me clam up immediately.

I’m not afraid, mind you, just cautious of my brother’s wrath. And not for myself. As for Locke? Frankly, I don’t know what the hell I feel about him.

“I don’t wanna leave yet,” Jackson complains, and Axel grins and shoves at his shoulder playfully.

“Certain pair of long legs?” he cracks, and Jackson grumbles but he’s smiling, wonder of all wonders, after what a grump he’s been this entire trip.

“We’ll take a vote,” Samuel suggests, always the level-headed band member, and everyone groans but I smile at him.

I think for a moment, looking over at my brother. I don’t know what went on with him and the girl he picked up last night, but he seems to be loath to leave Albuquerque right away, and even if that worries me a little, Jackson deserves a break now and then.

“Good idea, Sam. I’ll go first. I vote for a hybrid break—one night here in Albuquerque and then tomorrow morning-” When everyone stares at me as if their souls are leaving their bodies, I pause and sigh. “Fine, tomorrow afternoon, we’ll leave for Vegas, spending a night in a hotel halfway.”

Everyone votes for my idea except for Axel, who keeps pouting in my general direction, even if not right at me. I don’t think he means it, really, because in just a moment, he’s on his phone, probably making plans for the night.

Axel certainly isn’t the most likely member to hang out in the hotel the whole time. That’s more Locke’s style.

I guess, anyway. What do I know? Things seem to have changed in the past few days, so I don’t know what Locke’s style is, particularly on this tour.

On the way to the elevators, I expect Locke to hang back, but as if to prove his recent unpredictability, Locke comes up to stand between me and Axel.

Axel makes a noise in the back of his throat and I put my hand to my mouth to cover a smile. I have a suspicion that Axel wants to get me alone, and I’m certainly not against that idea, despite how my brother might feel about it.

To his credit, Axel merely leans over, ignoring the taller man between us, so he can see my face.

“You wanna have a drink later at the hotel bar?” he asks, and I open my mouth to speak but Locke speaks first.

“Sure,” he says, his tone uncharacteristically cheerful.

Samuel and Jackson have walked up behind us, also waiting for the elevators.

“What time?” Samuel asks.

Axel sighs deeply. It’s a little dramatic and it makes me want to giggle. Again. I guess last night I didn’t sleep enough to get me totally back on my game. All this giggling is not normal.

“How about eight?” Jackson says, coming up behind Axel.

“Great,” Axel says flatly, and I suppress the urge to laugh again.
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Jackson seems too tired and hungover to pay attention to what Axel is saying to Gemma, or to how she reaches across the elevator to wrap her fingers around his forearm, but I’m watching in his stead. Jackson clearly has a new girl that he’s interested in, because that’s the only time he gets like this—quiet, focused on something that isn’t his sister, having fun or music.

It’s bad timing, for sure, given the tour, but we’ve got some down time and clearly another night in Albuquerque pleases Jackson, because he’s humming as he goes into his room, telling us that he’ll meet us at the hotel bar at eight.

I’m not sure that he will, given that Jackson tends to get wrapped up in relationships, even when they’re brand new—especially when they’re brand new. Between Jackson and the strange way Axel acted the other night, I find myself worried about the rest of the tour, especially Vegas.

What I refuse to worry about is how it feels to see Gemma’s manicured nails digging into Axel’s tattoo, the way he raises his eyebrow at her. I’m gonna pass off whatever weird territorial thing I have going on with Gemma as worry for Jackson and what he will think of Axel getting his paws on her.

Samuel and I are on the same floor, so we come down to the bar together, and for a moment, I think that we’re early. I look down at my phone and it’s fifteen past the hour, fashionably late, of course, as rockers should be, but then I see Gemma’s long, auburn curls bouncing as she throws her hair over her shoulder and I try not to glare at how Axel leans closer to her on his bar stool.

Why is she dressed like that? I think, and then, like an idiot that has no filter, I hear myself saying it out loud as Samuel and I approach the bar.

Gemma turns to look at me, her smile fading, and she looks me up and down.

“Why are you dressed like that?”

I look down at myself, wearing a pair of ripped jeans and a black t-shirt and my old black boots.

“I’m always dressed like this,” I complain, and Axel bursts out laughing. I wonder how much they’ve already had to drink because Gemma is smirking, too, her pale green eyes seeming brighter than usual.

“You guys were early,” Samuel accuses, but it’s lighthearted—a lot more lighthearted than my tone, anyway.

“Just a little,” Axel promises.

Gemma nods and signals the bartender for shots. I wrinkle my nose but Samuel shrugs and thanks her.

I refuse mine and Axel takes it instead, tipping it toward Gemma with a wink.

I want to push him off the bar stool.

Instead, I sit down next to Samuel, who’s taken the spot next to Gemma. Jackson is, predictably, nowhere to be found.

“So, what do you say, Gem? You’re dressed for it, yeah?” Axel asks, and I make it a point to glare at him this time, placing my palms down on the bar.

What I really don’t like is how it seems like they had a conversation previously to this meeting.

Gemma proves that theory by what she says next, and something like rage makes my skin feel hot.

“I told you I was down, I just don’t want to go to a strip club.”

“Strip clubs are fun, Gem.”

“So then, can we go to a male one?” Gemma teases, and Axel raises an eyebrow, choking on his Patron and pineapple.

Samuel breaks out into laughter, too, and I open my mouth to say something about Jackson, but Samuel surprises me.

“I’ll go with you. Keep your brother off your trail,” he offers, and I stare at him, my mouth still open.

Gemma gives him a big, open smile, bigger than she’d ever favored me with, that’s for sure.

“Thank you, Samuel. You can be my chaperone.” She links her arm through his, resting her manicured nails on his bicep, and Samuel blushes deeper than the Bloody Mary I’ve ordered. Vodka seems a lot more palatable than tequila at this point in the trip.

Especially with Gemma batting her eyes at not just our lead guitarist, but the bassist, too.

If Jackson was here, I think, and then I look over at the three of them, thick as thieves. Axel doesn’t seem to mind that Samuel is tagging along, and that bothers me. I think it would have bothered Jackson, too, if he’d bothered to be here.

I knew he was worried about Axel, but Samuel isn’t on his radar as a threat to Gemma, and I believe that Axel feels the same way, which is why he’s unconcerned.

“I’m coming too,” I announce, and everyone turns to look at me, surprised. “No strip clubs.”

“Party pooper,” Gemma whines, and Axel gives me a hard look that I return in kind. He’s the first to look away, and it gives me an odd sense of satisfaction.

Usually, Axel would be the first to stand up and announce that we should leave now, get there early, before cover starts, but he remains quieter than usual, sipping his drink instead of chugging it, talking and laughing with Gemma.

I’m not great at inserting myself in conversations that don’t involve me, but I do my best in this instance, asking Gemma about tour cities and doing my level best to ignore Axel.

Gemma looks at me curiously but she answers my questions easily, chatting with me and Axel in kind without giving either of us too much attention. Gemma’s marketing brain stays on even in her social life, it seems, and I find it a little impressive.

I find it difficult to be “on” all the time in that way, but Gemma seems to have perfected it, and I wonder what’s under that façade—maybe for the first time since I’ve known her.

It’d be nice to continue talking to her about the tour and other things, since this is the first real conversation I’ve had with her that is actually civil and not either teasing or argumentative, but Axel, as I already suspected, has other plans.

“They’ll start charging cover, soon,” he complains, and Gemma rolls her eyes.

“Tell me you’re broke without telling me you’re broke.”

Axel puts on a wounded expression, clutching at his chest dramatically.

“Talked yourself right out of me paying for your cover, sweetheart,” he teases her, and Gemma shrugs.

“That’s okay—unlike you, I have money.”

Samuel snorts out part of his draft beer and has to ask the bartender for a pile of napkins to wipe off his shirt, and while I’m in the midst of helping him, Axel somehow leads Gemma toward the parking lot.

I dab at Samuel’s shirt, frowning as I watch them leave, and Samuel slowly takes the napkins from me, watching my face.

“What’s going on with you, Locke?”

I shake my head, but I’m still frowning. Gemma has the keys to the tour bus, so it isn’t as if we really have a choice what to do next. I grab Samuel and haul him up from the bar, throwing cash at the bartender, who just grumbles at me. I expect that he sees a lot worse than this quartet, but it’s probably frustrating, all the same.

I always try to treat bar staff well because they do a lot to market our band, even on their own social media in some cases. The bartender who I’d hooked up with back in Tucson, for example, had been one of our biggest fans, posting our concert dates a week in advance on her Instagram, where she had a fair amount of followers due to her social attitude and good looks.

Tonight, however, we aren’t performing and it isn’t a real bar, just a hotel, so throwing a fair amount of cash and dragging my younger friend out of the place in order to catch up to Axel and Gemma isn’t something I’m going to lose any sleep over.

Samuel breaks free as we get to the parking lot, and I’ve lost sight of Gemma and Axel. I’m willing to leave him behind, but he calls my name and I stop, sighing.

“Listen, you can’t tell Jackson if anything happens with Axel and Gemma,” Samuel says quietly, as if not wanting anyone to hear or as if Jackson might be lurking around the corner.

I look at him for a long moment, wondering if there is a vein bulging out of my forehead with how fast the blood rushes to my face at the suggestion of something happening between Axel and Gemma, or the suggestion that Samuel might somehow be okay with that.

“Sam, what are you talking about?” I ask, and there must be some warning in my tone because Samuel looks away, down at his hands, before looking back at me.

“Gemma deserves a life, Locke. She deserves to make her own decisions.”

“What do you know about what Gemma deserves?” I can feel my shoulders straightening but Samuel doesn’t back down.

“A lot more than you and Jackson do,” Samuel says, firmly but, as usual, quietly, and I swear I think my eye might be twitching.

It’s like the whole world has turned upside down or something.

“All of us protect Gemma,” I insist, as if this should be obvious. “That’s part of what this band—what this family—is about.”

“Is it?” Samuel asks, not breaking eye contact like he usually would. “Is that what you’re doing, Locke? Protecting Gemma? Or do you just want her for yourself?”

My throat works as I try to think of something to say back to that, but instead, I just turn on my heel and stalk toward the tour bus, and I clamber on board while Samuel runs along after me.

Axel and Gemma are sitting across from each other on the tour bus, Axel’s hands hovering over Gemma’s bare thighs, and he doesn’t even have the decency to move when I board the bus. Luckily for him, Gemma does, clearing her throat and moving to the driver’s seat.

“Everybody ready?” She looks around at us while she starts the bus. Samuel smiles and Axel whoops.

I just look at her until she turns away because I don’t feel ready at all. For any of this.
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It’s lucky that I’m driving the tour bus because if I wasn’t, I’d probably be stuck sitting between Locke and Axel while they had the world’s most obnoxious stare down. I don’t look back to see if that’s what’s happening on the short ride to the club that Axel suggested, but I can just feel it. I plan to talk to Samuel and slide him the keys to the bus so that he can drive us back, because God knows I need more to drink, and Samuel never overindulges.

I’d been hoping that my brother wouldn’t show up to the hotel bar but I never thought that Locke would show. He isn’t the type to show up to social events that aren’t pre-planned weeks in advance, and even then, it’s fifty-fifty. Locke Kincaid is maybe the least social rocker I’ve ever met, and so, even though he’d said he would come, I didn’t expect it to actually happen.

Why did he show, anyway? Locke isn’t a club rat. In fact, most of the reason I was so surprised about him putting on that show in Tucson with the bartender is because it was so out of character. I guess I’m right about him changing his tune, so to speak, because he’s chatting away to Samuel and acting like the life of the party, even though he isn’t drinking much, even when we get into the club.

I order two shots at the bar and take them both, making Axel raise an eyebrow.

“Gemma gone wild,” he stage-whispers in my ear, and I giggle.

Axel makes me giggle a lot, and I’m grateful for his friendship. Hell, I’m even a little grateful for his flirting, because it seems to rile up Locke Kincaid, which is something that delights me for reasons I don‘t understand.

I decide to make the most of tonight. It is a rare occasion that I can hang out like this, with my friends—male friends—and not have my brother breathe down my neck, or their necks, whichever he feels might work best to ruin my love life. That’s why I’m still a virgin. And it’s weird enough being a twenty-one-year-old virgin, but even weirder that I didn’t intend to be a twenty-one-year-old virgin.

I’ve had boyfriends, of course, ever since high school, but after our parents died, Jackson cracked down on my social life, and I understand why he did it, but now?

I’m a grown woman. I can make my own decisions. And I decided to try to pursue a night with Axel. I don’t love him, but I want my first time to be with someone who cherishes me, cares about me, and treats me right. But I’m not looking for forever. I just want to know what it feels like to be worshipped. To be touched by a man. And I know he’ll treat me right and our friendship won’t change if he helps me with this.

But, even though tonight, my brother isn't here to stop me,

Locke is, and for some reason, he’s making it his personal mission to cockblock me.

Even as I take my first two shots back-to-back, with Axel right next to me, hip to hip, Locke manages to wedge himself between us. That’s no small feat, given Locke’s height and wide shoulders, and I glare up at him.

“Hello,” I say icily, but Locke doesn’t seem to take the hint, smiling down at me.

“Hello,” he repeats, and orders himself a coke.

He orders a coke, at the hottest bar in Albuquerque. Granted, it’s not like we’re at Caesar’s Palace in Vegas (yet), but still – this is odd behavior, even from him.

All the Spades are drinkers, even Samuel loves a good draft beer and has been known to get tipsy and giggly when we all go out together. Jackson and Axel disappear—usually with a girl—after a few drinks, and Locke usually disappears to go home. Many times, it’s ended up just me and Sam, chatting away until we sober up.

That’s how we became such close friends—not that the rest of the Spades have even noticed. They don’t notice me in general, even Jackson acts like I’m an invisible force propelling the band forward, but that’s started to change—first with Samuel, and now with Axel.

And Locke, I suppose, I think as I make a sour face at Locke, yet again, moving in between Axel and me as we trail out onto the dance floor. Locke doesn’t even dance.

No matter what I do, or where I move, Locke is right next to me, and it’s beginning to drive me nuts, especially since he doesn’t seem to have anything to say and all he wants to do is glare at Axel. Jackson might as well be here!

Infuriated, I stalk back to the bar to order another shot, even though I’ve probably had enough. I don’t normally get drunk, just tipsy, and when someone slides up next to me, I feel like I’m going to explode.

“Will you stop following me?” I snap, and then look over to see Samuel’s shocked face. I sigh. “Not you, Sammy, I thought you were-”

“Locke,” he says, and I want to hug him. Samuel seems to know intuitively how I feel, and I think that maybe Jackson was right when he said that Samuel would be the best Spade for me to date. Too bad Samuel and I have zero physical chemistry. That much is clear to everyone. Including Locke, I guess, because he’s nowhere to be found when Samuel and I are alone.

“He’s being so weird, Sam!” I groan, and I can hear the whine in my voice but I don’t care.

Samuel takes one of the two shots I’ve ordered to keep me from drinking too much and I begrudgingly let him. My head is already spinning. I’m probably dehydrated from all this dry heat, so after I take my shot, I order a bottle of water.

“He’s just looking out for you,” Samuel says, and I give him a look that makes him wince. “Okay, okay, it’s more than that. It is weird.”

“Thank you,” I mumble, and look out toward the dance floor. Axel dances idly with some redhead, but he doesn’t look like his heart is in it. I wave to him and he grins, but then his smile fades as Locke comes up to talk to him, leading him off the dance floor.

I huff out a breath, blowing my bangs out of my face.

“Gem,” Samuel warns, and there must be a certain expression on my face because he looks concerned. “What are you gonna do?”

“Whatever I want,” I breathe, and make a split-second decision.

I push past Samuel and stalk to the edge of the dance floor where Axel and Locke are standing. Without so much as looking at Locke, I grab Axel’s hand and start to pull him toward the back doors.

If Locke follows us, I don’t notice.

Axel laughs, but then, when I turn to look at him after we get outside, his smile fades.

“Gemma?”

“I need to get out of here, can you drive?”

“Uh, no, absolutely not. But I could walk you to your room,” he stammers, uncharacteristically nervous when he’s usually smooth.

It’s blissfully cool outside, or at least cooler than the hot club, and the breeze feels nice on my face. I’m more drunk than I thought I was, and I feel off balance, so Axel’s offer to walk me makes me feel a bit better.

I loop my arm through Axel’s and we start to walk off, but he stumbles off the curb and I go with him, laughing. I close my eyes against the way the world begins to spin, but then Axel pulls away from me and my eyes pop open.

When I look up a bit further, Locke fucking Kincaid is standing next to him, a hand on his shoulder, his jaw tight, his full mouth set in a hard line.

Goddamn it.

I take a couple of steps back, nearly stumbling, and Axel tries to grab my wrist but I shake my head and he drops his hand. I’m not upset with him, not really, but right now, I’m so angry that I don’t want anyone touching me, even the person I’d been wanting to touch me all night.

I look directly at Locke, all but ignoring Axel.

“What the hell are you doing?” I demand, knowing that my voice is too loud.

“Trying to keep you out of trouble. You’re not exactly making it easy.” Locke’s voice is a roar in the alley behind the bar and Axel steps back toward the door, not leaving, but getting out of the way of our argument.

I gape at Locke, shocked that he snapped back at me.

“I’m not a fucking teenager! I don’t need to be kept out of trouble. Maybe I want to get into trouble! Have you or Jackson ever considered that?”

“That’s what I need to do,” Locke mumbles, as if he’s speaking to himself instead of me, but his brown eyes are still flashing. “I need to call Jackson.”

“Don’t you dare!” My voice is nearly a screech at this point and I can’t think straight between the tequila and the rage that’s rising in me. “I’m not a child!”

“Maybe you should stop acting like one, then,” Locke says, his voice lower and suddenly cold, and I have the urge to punch him but manage to control myself.

“You’re not my father or my brother, so how about you mind your own business, Kincaid?”

Finally, it hits me that Axel hasn’t said a word, hasn’t stood up for me even though he’s become my best friend, so my eyes dart to his and he gives me a very weak smile. I narrow my eyes and it fades, just like it had before, and I tell myself I’ll never speak to him again.

When I’m sober, that might change, but right now, the only member of the Spades I’m willing to acknowledge is Samuel and I stalk inside to find him.

By the time I find him, my vision is blurring, either from tears or tequila or both. Men!
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Axel is unusually quiet on the way home, and not for the first time, I wonder what’s going on with him. It’s clearly something. Axel has always been a bit of a party animal but this isn’t like him. He doesn’t get pensive or maudlin when he drinks. He doesn’t do quiet. Yet, here we are. He’s not glaring at me or teasing me for cockblocking him like he usually would, and it worries me.

I was so mad at him just an hour ago that I couldn’t see straight, but now all I can do is wonder what the hell is going on. Gemma won’t even look at me, just gets on the bus with Samuel and heads to the back to lie down, facing away from us and bundling up in a blanket. I suppose that means I’m driving, since even Samuel seems to be pissed at me, crossing his arms over his chest.

I assume that Gemma is asleep when I pull off, but the second I turn off the bus, she stalks down the stairs and stumbles into the hotel. Samuel follows. And when it’s just myself and Axel on the bus, I turn to look at him. Instead of laughing or smiling or cracking a joke like he usually would, he just shrugs and heads into the hotel.

I sit in the driver seat, staring out the windshield for several minutes before I go inside. On the elevator, I think about getting off on the eighth floor, since that’s where Gemma and Jackson are staying. I tell myself it’s because I should tell Jackson what went on. I even hit the button, cursing when I realize that I can’t talk to Jackson about it without seeming like I’m tattling on Gemma.

You’re not in fucking preschool, I think, but nonetheless, as the elevator doors open when I get there, I just stick my head out the door and look down the hallway, presumably to make sure Gemma or Axel haven’t passed out in the hallway. They’ve both had too much to drink. No one is lying in the middle of the floor, though, so I step back into the elevator and go up to the tenth floor and head to my room.

I know that I should talk to Jackson, but not about Gemma. As strange as I’ve been feeling lately about Gemma, I honestly don’t trust myself to talk to Jackson without revealing something that will make him take my head off. The thing is, I’m bigger than Jackson, but he’s broader and he’s a dirty fighter. And though it’s been a while, I’ve stopped enough of his brawls to know that he’s never ended a fight without blood and bruises, and usually emerged as the winner. I can hold my own, maybe even against Jackson, but if I can avoid a few shots to my pretty face, I will.

Especially since I’m not sure what the hell has put this bug up my ass about Gemma Arden. Even when I learned she was managing the band, I didn’t think of her as more than Jackson’s little sister. I worried briefly about her ruining things with the band, but overall, I didn’t think she could do much damage. Now, it’s like I spend nearly every waking moment worrying about her in some way, and what the hell do I have to be worried about anyway?

That she might get laid? The thought sends a shiver up my spine and I rub my hands over my face. That can’t be it. I’m not jealous.

I mean, I am the jealous type, I even had to rein in that part of myself sometimes, especially since, after Janis, I didn’t exactly do real relationships. Once I hooked up with a girl more than a couple of times, I tended to get possessive, especially if we ran in the same circles. Given that a lot of my hookups were women who followed the band around, that happened a lot. I had to ignore the way it made me feel when they’d flirt with another member of the band or some guy in a bar, because at the end of the day, they weren’t mine because I couldn’t be theirs. I’m not the type to ask for something that I can’t give myself, and so far, it’s been easy enough to distract myself from my possessive nature.

I’m not feeling possessive over Gemma, even though I find her attractive. I’ve never touched her and I never will touch her, so there’s no reason to be possessive. It’s nothing to do with that, despite how I’ve been seeing her as a woman lately, instead of just my best friend’s baby sister, despite that night at the bar when I’d teased her with my tongue on that cute little blonde bartender. I’m just worried about her, and not that she might get laid, but that she might get hurt by Axel Jermaine. Axel has never been a one-woman man, flirting with every skirt under the sun. Next to Jackson, he’s the member of the Spades with the most fans, just because of his outgoing personality and the way he plays lead guitar.

Gemma, on the other hand… I realize that I don’t know that much about her other than what Jackson has told me, but she just seems like a commitment type of girl, with her no-nonsense attitude and the way she didn’t take anyone’s shit. In fact, it was surprising to see her all over Axel like that, giggling at his stupid lines and putting her hands on his chest, letting him put his hands on her thighs…

I realize I’m fisting my hands and biting the insides of my cheeks when I taste iron on my tongue and I curse. I head to the bathroom to wash out my mouth and splash my face to cool off.

I look up at myself in the mirror, staring into my own eyes, which I’ve always found a bit disconcerting.

“Get it together, Kincaid,” I tell myself softly, and look over at the shower.

My parents never really cared much what I did, as long as it wasn’t embarrassing to them. If I dared embarrass them, they would teach me “the hard way” not to do it again, so, I used to do all my embarrassing things behind closed doors, and when you’re a hot-blooded teenage boy, that includes a lot of showers. I even joked with Jackson once that the sound of a shower gave me a hard-on after my teenage years and he’d laughed so hard he’d nearly fallen over.

There’s a kernel of truth to that, though, and to this day, shower time is still my go to when I need release, because unlike most men,

I don’t watch porn, weirdly enough. Not since I started touching, tasting, and feeling women for the first time. Watching it on TV became hollow and unfulfilling, so, eventually, I just stopped.

I figure after the night I’ve had and the weird way I’ve been feeling, maybe I need to let off some steam, so I turn on the water as hot as I can stand it. I chuck off my clothes and toss them into the corner of the hotel bathroom.

I haven’t gotten laid since that bartender, so naturally the blonde is the first memory that pops to mind when I take myself in hand without much seduction. I remember how small the blonde felt in my arms, her thighs flexing around my waist, the way she went limp when I put my mouth at the base of her throat. That night is still a bit of a blur, after all the tequila I consumed, and to be honest, her face is a little blurry, but I remember how she felt, how her body melted into mine, the weight of her breasts in my hands.

Unbidden, the blonde’s hair turns auburn and curly as I slide it through my fingers in my imagination. I just go with it, thinking that maybe this memory has melded into another one, with a redhead this time.

The blonde’s body begins to change, becoming curvier in the ass, breasts smaller beneath my palms, and slowly, her face comes into focus in a way I never experienced before—long lashes, pale green eyes…Gemma.

I hear her name as it rips out of my throat in a groan, an ache running from my balls to the tip of my cock, my eyes popping open as I come all over the shower wall.

“Well, fuck,” I whisper to myself, chest heaving from the force of my orgasm.
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I’ve never had a real hangover. Mostly because I don’t overindulge. I don’t like being out of control, and if you drink enough, you’ll hit that wall where you begin to forget what happened. Well, I guess there’s a first time for everything. I’m sprawled on the bed still in my dress and heels, so obviously, I did overindulge, for once. I try to peel open my eyes, and icepicks immediately stab into my temples.

“Oh Jesus H. Christmas,” I mutter a half forgotten saying of my father’s, and I slowly stand up, wobbling on my stilettos before I kick them off. Not fun surviving to get to your room, with no memory of how you even got there, only to die from lack of high-heel balance and hitting your head on something. At first, everything is a blur, but slowly, things start to come back to me. My rage at Locke for following me around and not leaving me alone with Axel. My disappointment at my friend, who left me to fend for myself. But mostly the anger at how things went last night.

I stumble to the bathroom to wash my face, groaning softly when my head pounds with every step. This is why I don’t overindulge. The first time I did was in high school with the cheapest wine coolers anyone has ever had. They tasted like sparkling water and I woke up with a very respectable headache, but nothing like this.

I guess tequila is a harsher mistress than white wine spritzers. I groan and drink about a gallon of water from the tap, refilling that stupid paper cup the hotel gives you over and over. After I’ve had about five of those, I start to feel a little better. Not better enough to consider putting on makeup or looking decent before going downstairs with my luggage. I’m late but no one has called me, oddly enough. I guess everyone must have slept in.

Downstairs, the only people that are waiting are Locke and Samuel, and Locke looks away the second I glance at him. Fine. Not like I want to speak to him, anyway, after the way he acted last night.

I look down at my phone, frowning, and instantly call Jackson. I’m not surprised Axel is as late as me (over an hour), but Jackson usually shows up on time. As the phone starts to ring, I see my brother sprinting through the parking lot and through the front doors, so I hang up, looking up at him.

“What the hell happened to you?” Jackson asks, ever sensitive to my feelings.

“Lovely,” I croak, and then put a hand to my throat, surprised at my voice. “Tequila happened to me, what about you?”

Jackson rubs at his right ear and looks away.

“Same. Tequila is a bitch.”

I look him over. He looks disheveled enough that he could be hungover, but he doesn’t smell like alcohol. However, I can’t get mad that my brother didn’t get blackout drunk last night and I nearly did, so I decide to let it go. I let most things go with Jackson, honestly, and not because I don’t care. He’s done so much for me that I can’t bring myself to nag him too much.

Fortunately, I don’t have that problem with the rest of the members, so I call Axel on repeat until he tromps down the stairs with his luggage, groaning like a big baby. I’m a little upset with him still, but he gives me a big, open smile, and I can’t help but return it.

“Stop vibrating,” Samuel grumbles, and when I look over at Locke, he’s jiggling his thigh up and down, his hair falling over his face. He blows his bangs back with a huff and stands up.

“Just ready to get the hell out of Albuquerque,” Locke replies.

“Amen,” Axel says firmly, and we go outside to load up the tour bus.

Locke doesn’t speak to me or to anyone else, and Samuel sits beside me instead of next to Locke, which shocks me. I’m also surprised that Axel sits next to me, after last night. I guess he is trying to make amends, or maybe he doesn’t even remember what happened at all.

Jackson calls for first shift driving and I’m grateful. I feel a little woozy.

Axel leans down, close to my ear.

“We need greasy hangover food.”

I nod so vigorously it makes me dizzy and catch Locke looking at me. When I meet his eyes, he flushes, the sight of it nearly imperceptible on his tan skin.

What the hell is his deal? I think as he looks away. I guess it’s anger, but what on earth he could be mad about escapes me. Since Jackson didn’t bang on my door at four in the morning, I surmise that Locke hasn’t spoken to my brother about the last night.

I start to stand up to ask Jackson to stop for food before we get on the highway, but Axel puts a hand on my thigh to stop me, laughing softly.

“It’s okay, doll. I’m more used to hangovers than you are. I’ll ask.”

It’s an oddly gentlemanly thing for Axel to do, and nicer than he’s probably ever been to me without me thinking he wants in my pants, so I’m grateful and smile at him.

Samuel leans over the spot that Axel vacates and, apparently I’m privy to all kinds of secrets today, because he whispers in my ear,

“Don’t worry. I’ll make this happen.”

I nod dumbly even though I have no idea what he’s talking about. Well, I have some idea. I confessed to Samuel that I am attracted to Axel some time ago, and Samuel has always been supportive of me breaking out of my shell and going for what I want. I guess that’s what he means, but I think his promise will be a lot harder to keep than he thinks. Between my brother and Locke fucking Kincaid, I might be cockblocked for the rest of my miserable life.

Waffle House hashbrowns and coffee bring me back to life and I’m even humming as I play slapjack with Axel on the trip. Two hours in, the coffee hits Samuel hard and he all but pushes Jackson out of the driver’s seat to pull off into a bathroom.

I’m approaching what I like to call the shadow-realm, which is a place Jackson and I always joke about when I get to the point of exhaustion and sleep deprivation where everything is hilarious and I can’t stop giggling. I only managed four hours of reedy sleep last night, induced by my frenemy, tequila. I’m already fighting back laughter as Samuel sprints into the dirty outdoor stall at the only gas station we could find.

When Samuel sends me a text that says: Oh my god, I’m stuck, the lock is broken, I completely lose it and Jackson and Axel laugh with me while Locke stares at me like my face has gone blue, which only makes me laugh harder.

“Somebody help me,” Samuel says, his voice thin, through the stall, and I giggle some more, wiping tears from my eyes.

Axel leans down to look under the door, which has only about an eight-inch gap from the ground. “Dude, you’re skinny, just wiggle under there.”

“The floor is so gross,” Samuel whines, and I think I see Locke crack a smile, however slight.

“Sammy, we can’t miss the first show in Vegas because you had to take a dump, c’mon,” Axel responds and I almost start to giggle again when Samuel sighs deeply, but I manage to keep it together.

At least, until I see Samuel’s red face and his shoulders peeking out from beneath the bathroom door, and then I literally cannot take in a breath I’m laughing so hard, falling over onto Axel who’s also losing it.

Jackson’s filming Samuel while Samuel curses at him, and Locke is…still staring at me, for some reason, which makes me sober up quicker than I expected. When I tilt my head and look curiously at him, he just gives me a slight smile, and since he’s been so mad at me, I’m taken by surprise.

We manage to get Samuel out and he complains for another two hours before we stop at a hotel for the night. I’m still smiling when we arrive, but everyone else seems exhausted. I've hit a second (or maybe third) wind and I feel wired and a little loopy.

Locke gets off before me, and oddly, offers his hand to help me step down.

When I take it and smile at him, he blushes very slightly again and something about it makes my heart flutter.

I gotta get some sleep.
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Okay, so something’s wrong. I don’t know what it is, exactly, but something weird is happening to me. Maybe I’m getting sick or something, which would be really bad timing given this is our big break and all.

Whatever it is, it makes my face hot and keeps me staring at Gemma Arden. Ever since she broke down in giggles when Samuel got stuck in that gross bathroom, I’ve had a hard time keeping my eyes off her, and I can’t figure out why. I guess I don’t ever get to see her laugh much. She’s always busy or pissed off at me. But the way she laughed loud and open at first, and then silent, like she could barely breathe, struck me as almost…adorable.

Now, I can't look at her without heat flooding to my cheeks like I'm the blushing virgin I haven't been since I was fifteen years old. I find a lot of women attractive and it’s never been like this, so I honestly have no other explanation except that I’ve been drinking too much and not sleeping enough and I need to take better care of myself.

“The best road trip snacks are hot Cheetos and Snickers and I don’t take criticism,” Axel insists. I come into the conversation in the middle, so I have no idea what the others have suggested. It’s the second day into the trip to Vegas, and we’re all getting a little antsy.

“You’re wrong. Zero bars and the blue Takis are obviously the best road trip snacks,” I pipe in, and I’m not even sure why I said it.

Gemma’s sitting on the floor of the tour bus, which Jackson keeps yelling at her about, but he can’t look around all the time, since he’s driving, and she’s a brat, so she’s cross-legged on the floor, playing Solitaire since Axel got way too competitive playing Slapjack. When I talk about my favorite snacks, she whirls around, her green eyes wide.

“You like Zero bars and the blue Takis?”

“Fucking gross,” Jackson groans, as if he’s long-suffering on this topic.

“Of course, I do. I’m an intellectual,” I respond, and I can’t help but grin. Judging by her surprise, it finally feels like we’re on the same level, instead of me just having a hard time not looking at her or not being strangely angry when she and Axel get close.

Gemma gets up off the floor and sits next to me, as if she’s just discovered something amazing.

“Have you ever dipped the blue Takis in that strawberry milk they sell at gas stations?”

I frown. “No, I dip them in the chocolate milk because I’m not a maniac.”

Gemma groans dramatically. “God, I thought you really were an intellectual.”

I can’t help that my frown turns back into a smile and I shrug.

“I guess I could be convinced to try it,” I drawl, and the beaming grin that Gemma gives me makes heat flood to my face again.

A half hour later, Gemma falls asleep against my shoulder, snoring softly. My shoulders feel stiff and I should move away to stretch out, but she doesn't get much sleep, given how we're all heavy snorers, and she looks so peaceful, her angular features softened out in her slumber.

When Axel offers to take her and put her head in his lap, I give him a death stare but he only shrugs and leaves me be. Eventually, she wakes and rubs at her eyes, smiling softly at me. My heart flips over and I have to excuse myself to go to the tiniest bathroom in the world, where I wash my face in the tiniest sink in the world, my shoulders bowed over.

What the hell is wrong with me?

We’ve got two shows in Vegas, and even though this first one is at a smaller club, it’s still a big deal, and I need to be at my best. No more thinking of pale green eyes, auburn hair, and a set of wide hips in the shower. No more staring at Gemma Arden.

I keep the first promise to myself, but the second ends up being a lot harder, especially since Gemma is in the front row at the concert, dancing in a barely-there club dress. Thank God I’m the drummer so I get to sit down in the back, and if I miss one beat, no one will notice over Jackson’s raspy vocals and Axel shredding on the guitar.

I manage to avoid her for the most part, which was my plan, but I don’t like how Axel keeps winking at her. At this point, I’m a little concerned about Jackson being so distracted that he doesn’t notice.

Our lead singer only seems to have eyes for a chubby, cute girl in the second row with bright blue hair, and I want to push Axel off the stage when Gemma whoops his name after a particularly long solo. Part of me feels particularly annoyed since it’s a solo that I wrote. I keep my songwriting credits under wraps, giving credit to Axel or Jackson, and they do co-write most of the songs for the group with me.

“Keyed Up,” however, was completely written by me, including the melody, and that makes my anger particularly personal, somehow.

It still doesn’t make sense to me, the way I am starting to feel protective over Gemma when, previously, I thought Jackson was overprotective, but I’m trying not to think too much about it. Samuel was right, it is none of my business, and I need to do what I’ve always done when I’m unsure about something: focus on my music.

I do feel petty enough to ask Jackson to credit me for “Keyed Up,” though, and when he does the crowd goes unexpectedly wild. I have to admit it’s an ego boost, and when we get done with the show, I get bombarded with fans asking me to sign albums.

Usually, Gemma is sitting at a table somewhere near the stage, selling t-shirts and vinyl records, so I can’t help but glance over at her in some strange hope that she might be impressed. Instead of Gemma, though, Samuel is in her place, blushing furiously as scantily clad women ask to take selfies with him or for him to sign their skin.

I find this unusual and I’m a little annoyed that Axel also seems to be nowhere to be found, but I know that Jackson will be making the rounds as our charismatic leader, and he won’t allow anything untoward to happen. Not that I care, of course. It’s not my job to protect Gemma, but I feel better knowing that her brother is looking out for her.

I’m distracted enough that I don’t drink too much, like I did that last night in Tucson, and for once, I don’t mind the attention and the crowd. I think maybe this is what I needed, and once again my focus on my music pays off with my mood.

Until I realize that the only two members of the Spades who are left at the venue are Samuel and myself.

“Did Jackson hook up with that blue-haired chick?” I ask, wiping my face with a napkin. Being in front of all those lights in the dry heat of Vegas has me sweating profusely.

Samuel shrugs. “I dunno. He took off right after the show.”

I hum, finding that surprising but not completely outside of the realm of possibility. I’m beginning to worry about Jackson, as well as Axel, but tonight, I’m trying not to worry about much of anything.

“What about Axel?”

“Who knows? I’m not their keeper,” Samuel snaps, and that’s surprising, too, even though he’s given me some flack for what had happened the other night with Gemma.

It isn’t until the next morning, when I get up early for once and start to head down to breakfast, that the most surprising thing of all happens.

Axel and I ended up on the same floor of the small hotel, so as I stand in the elevator, I’m looking toward his room, wondering if he made it home. A girl comes out of his room and shuts the door behind her, her hair hanging over her face, and I appreciate the long line of her thighs for a moment before she lifts her head and I can see her face.

The elevator doors close before she can see me, thank God, because this time, the heat rushing to my face isn’t embarrassment at all, but rage.

The woman with the thick thighs I’d been appreciating that just came out of Axel’s room at seven in the morning is none other than Gemma Arden.
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Well, last night certainly didn’t go the way I expected. As I do the walk of shame from Axel Jermaine’s hotel room back down to my own, I miss the elevator and curse. Thank God Jackson is on the first floor while Axel is on the fifth, with my own hotel room being on the third floor. There’s no way I’ll run into him.

Not that Jackson has any right to be upset about what happened last night—especially since nothing happened.

Safely back in my own hotel room, I decide to take a bath instead of a shower, feeling like I need extra time to think. Sliding down into the hot water, I let out a long breath and allow myself to think about the last night.

Axel and I drank a bit (him more than me, I was still hurting from my friend tequila’s betrayal back in Albuquerque), and then snuck out to the hotel. I was definitely too drunk to get back to my room and I’d lost the card key to boot, so Axel offered up the couch in his suite.

Axel had been uncharacteristically quiet in the elevator, though, and it made me nervous. Axel is always talking, so when he‘s quiet, it usually means something bad. I was too drunk to care too much, though, so I let it go. As soon as I walked in the door, I kicked off my shoes and Axel was staring at me, his blue eyes conflicted.

“Gemma, you know that nothing is going to happen between us tonight, right?”

I scoffed, almost laughing, until I saw how serious his face was.

“Axel, what’s wrong?” It seemed uncharacteristic for him to shut down any possible hookup, even me. And even a blind man could see the one-eighty he had done on me. From overtly flirting to complete shutdown in two seconds flat. And I knew he wasn’t looking for anything serious with me. I wasn’t looking for anything serious myself, which made him perfect for me, so I had harbored some hope that maybe he wouldn’t mind helping me with this V-card issue. But looking at him now was like looking at a different man entirely.

“I can’t get over her.” His hands went to his face and he sat heavily down on the bed. He was looking so defeated.

Turns out Axel’s flirting over the last few weeks had been a coping mechanism, a distraction of sorts, and I would have been mad about it, if Axel didn’t seem so devastated. We spent the entire night talking about his ex. The silver band around his left ring finger, is actually his wedding ring, and I never knew, because he wears a few others, so it never occurred me to even ask.

Axel and his ex had been married for two years before things went to hell, and he hadn’t seen her now in over a year. She refuses to talk to him, but he is not exactly sure why.

We ended up talking all night, and I’d comforted him. As soon as he passed out on the couch around daylight, I’d made sure he was comfortable and snuck out.
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It sucks that the first night I spend with the opposite sex (even after a night of heavy drinking), is utterly chaste. I sigh deeply, lowering myself further into the hot water. I feel restless, especially after last night. There’s something oddly exciting and arousing about sneaking around, and that was never more apparent than last night. My skin still feels hot, but not like it did when I was angry.

Sliding my hand down my throat to one of my breasts, heat bursts in my lower abdomen when my palm skids across my pebbled nipple. I’m no stranger to taking matters into my own hands—pun intended—even if I’m still a virgin in the literal sense of the word. However, I’m usually too busy, especially since the announcement for the tour, for this kind of self-care. In fact, I can’t remember the last time I had an orgasm, so it’s no wonder I’m feeling antsy. After all, I’ve been cooped up with all this testosterone for a few weeks now.

As my fingers slide between my lower lips, I close my eyes. I like to fantasize about some muscular, faceless man who will bring me to new heights of pleasure (blame my mother’s discarded Harlequin romances), and this time is no different. Fantasy Man has broad shoulders and a narrow waist and I imagine him tossing me on to my hotel bed. I bite my lip when my thumb slides across my clitoris, and the man’s face comes into view as I imagine him boxing me in with his strong arms on either side of me.

I see deep brown eyes, a slow smile with a full bottom lip, a long, straight nose with a silver hoop piercing on the left side. It doesn’t dawn on me until I’m gasping, my thighs trembling as I dip two fingers inside my entrance, that this is no longer a fantasy man at all, but Locke Kincaid. It’s too late to stop, though, I’m vaulted into an orgasm just as I pull my fingers away.

Heat floods my cheeks, and this time, it’s embarrassment instead of lust, and I get out of the bath without even washing my hair, which definitely needs it.

“This is all sleep deprivation,” I say out loud to myself, and maybe that’s part of it, but I’m a lot less giggly and a lot hornier for it to be that. It’s not like I don’t find Locke attractive, he’s a good-looking guy, and his look and style appeal to me. All of the members of the Spades are attractive, though. I’m used to being around male eye-candy, especially in this line of business. And yes, he is my type, to a T, but looks aren’t everything. We can barely tolerate each other. I’m sticking to my statement.

While I slip on a pair of denim cut-offs and a tank top, I tell myself the reason that I've been so attracted to Locke is that we’ve been in much closer quarters lately. It isn’t Locke, not exactly, it’s just that after the way he acted back in Albuquerque, he’s been on my mind.

You went home with Axel last night. Why wasn’t it him? My brain supplies, and I huff as I pull my hair, damp at the ends, into a high ponytail.

“Shut up,” I say. And yes, I’m talking to myself out loud. It’s been a long couple of weeks.

We have the big show tonight at Aphrodite’s Cavern, and I need to get some sleep so that I’m not giggly or horny during the show. As much as I’ve been thinking of punching my v-card, no way in hell I’m letting some stranger in Las Vegas do it.

No shame to women who pick up men in bars—I wish I had the courage. I just tend to need a bit of connection in order to be attracted to someone, and since Axel has a list of his own relationship problems, I resign myself to staying a virgin, at least until we’re back in Tucson.

I slide into the covers fully dressed so that I can sleep right up until it’s time to pull on my fishnets and do my makeup for the show. If only…

When I wake up, it feels like I’ve slept for ten minutes rather than three hours. Hopefully, that’s enough to make me act like a normal, functioning human being. I think about yesterday night, how happy and excited everyone seemed, particularly Locke.

The club had been standing-room only and it surprised me that Locke wrote “Keyed Up” because, not only is it the band’s most popular original song, but it’s my personal favorite, too. I help Jackson with lyrics now and again, and I never even think about asking for credit, so I suppose that’s how Locke feels, too. He looked so proud standing around with a group of fans around him, and I can’t help but think that kind of passion is hot.

Maybe that’s why I’ve been thinking about him so much lately. This tour has proven to me that Locke truly is in this for the music, and his music is good. Talent is attractive, right? I have no choice but to be somewhat enthralled.

I let out a deep yawn and half-heartedly fix my ponytail and put on my makeup, tugging on fishnets and boots that lace up my calves. Sometimes, it’s annoying that I have to dress up for every show, but marketing means you have to put your best face forward, and despite my lack of sleep, I think I do a pretty good job cleaning up nice.

Amazingly, by the time I get down to the lobby, everyone is standing out by the parking garage, fully dressed for the show, as the trip to Aphrodite’s Cavern Casino is only about a half hour drive. After spending nearly ten hours on the tour bus, no one complains when they pile on, and I smile brightly at the group of them, feeling proud.

It’s sort of strange, being twenty-one and the youngest in a group of rockers, yet feeling sometimes maternal about them, but it’s my life, and I wouldn’t change it for anything. Singing has always been the thing that Jackson loves more than anything, and I’m so grateful that he’s found a family of friends who feel the same way it brings tears to the backs of my eyes. Everyone seems to be in a stellar mood, too, so that makes me perk up.

Well, everyone but Locke.

When I climb on the tour bus, he’s sitting all the way at the back on one of the beds, facing the window instead of looking at any of us. That man sure knows how to keep me on my toes. Just last night, he seemed so proud and happy, and now it’s like a storm cloud hangs over his head. He does look good, though, his hair slicked back to show his undercut, a new gold nose ring that compliments his skin tone better than the other one. I look away, not willing to have another impromptu fantasy about him.

I sit down next to Axel, who looks a little tired but seems to have more of a spark back in his blue eyes. His face is conflicted when I smile at him.

“About last night…” he starts, and I pat his knee.

“What about it?” I ask, and he gives me such a beautiful smile that I almost have a crush on him all over again.

“Thanks. You really are a gem, you know that?”

Well, that ruins any crush I might have. I yell and hit his shoulder with the heel of my hand.

“No puns using my name! You know the rules!” I yelp, and Axel laughs so hard he nearly falls out of his chair.

Jackson pulls out into traffic just as he does and he tumbles over on to me. I break into a fit of giggles. Damn it. I guess those three hours of sleep didn’t do the trick.

“Knock it off!” Locke barks from the back. “You’re acting like a couple of kids.”

Jackson turns around to look with a raised eyebrow, but he doesn’t comment.

I glare over at Locke. I forgive him for how he acted in Albuquerque just because I guess he was trying to look out for me, in his way, but I refuse to let him treat me like a child for the rest of this tour.

In the end, I let him have his little fit. God knows I’ve been thinking too much about Locke Kincaid this tour, so I’m going to let it go.

I’m able to do that up until we get to the venue and I’m setting up the merchandise table and the tip jar, along with a sign with our Cashapp and Venmo.

Locke is setting up his drums in the back while everyone else continues to unload the bus, so I look up at him.

“Do you think we should ask the venue to charge cover? They give out the drinks for free–”

Locke cuts me off by kicking something on the stage, maybe a drum, and it makes a sound that reverberates in the venue and makes me flinch.

“Why don’t you ask Axel?” His voice is gruff and anger flows over me like a wave.

“What bug is up your ass, Kincaid? I just wanted your opinion-” I glare up at him and he’s not looking at me, which only makes me angrier.

“Oh, now you want my opinion?” Locke jumps down off the stage, stalking toward me, but I don’t back up, holding my head up. “You didn’t want to listen when I tried to tell you not to fuck with Axel, so don’t come crying to me now.”

“Who’s crying?” I shoot back. “I had a wonderful time.”

I don’t even know what the hell he’s talking about, but I definitely don’t intend to back down.

Locke sets his jaw in a hard line and stalks past me to the bar, which already has dozens of people standing around. Open bars attract a big crowd, and that’s what I’m counting on for the concert.

I breathe deep through my nostrils to keep from screaming in frustration. What in the hell is his problem?

The next time I glance over at him is when Jackson and Samuel are calling him over for sound check and there are four empty shot glasses on the bar counter. Locke is a big guy but he doesn’t drink that much, usually, so I scoff and look over at Jackson.

Jackson just shrugs, and I understand why he’s not too concerned. Jackson himself has performed shit-faced, especially in the early days of his last breakup, so he isn’t one to judge.

I’m not either, usually, but I’m tired of Locke judging me when he has never even taken the time to get to know me.

Whatever is going on with Locke is none of my business, so when he misses his cue twice, I don’t even blink. In fact, I don’t even watch the show, just listen to it while I’m sitting at the merchandise table, occasionally answering yelled questions from people who have never seen the Spades before and selling a t-shirt here and there. Most of the crowd will come after the concert is over, but since Aphrodite’s Lounge is a popular casino, I didn’t want to miss out on sales. Plus, I can barely stand to look at Locke right now, I’m so mad at him.

It’s Jackson’s job to make sure the band stays on beat. My job is to market the Spades and make sure people show up, and I’ve managed almost a full house already. The open bar might have a little to do with it, but people are rocking out near the stage with their mojitos and martinis, so I’m happy. As happy as I can be given that I’m still nearly shaking with anger.

I like to get everything out in the open, instead of letting unresolved emotions fester, so this thing with Locke is really bothering me. I don’t know why he dislikes me so much but is also protective of me when it comes to Axel. It’s like he thinks I’m stupid, or still a teenager, and I’m nearly vibrating with all the things left unsaid. As much as I want to confront Locke, I also don’t want to let him know that he affects me. I keep telling myself that it doesn’t matter what Locke Kincaid thinks, but some part of me wants him to understand that I’m a grown woman and whatever I do outside of managing this group is none of his damn business.

Luckily, there’s a swarm of people asking questions about the group and buying records and merchandise (mostly t-shirts and keychains), so I’m distracted from my rage for a couple of hours. When I finally make it to the bar, they’ve run out of mint for mojitos and I sigh dramatically, smiling at the bartender.

“I guess a margarita will have to do. Tequila is a cruel mistress,” I quip.

“She is. We go way back,” someone says right at my ear, and I turn to see Axel standing beside me, already a few shots in, from what I can tell.

I smile at him. Axel and I becoming even closer friends is a big plus of this tour. I’m getting closer to all the guys, except for maybe Locke. The Spades are the only family Jackson and I have. That’s part of the reason Locke acting this way makes me so upset.

I think that Axel confessing his issues to me must make him feel better, because he’s in a jovial mood, flirting with the bartender and sliding me shots left and right. I drink more than I should, but I’m having fun, unlike the other night.

The world goes a little topsy-turvy and I hope I won’t have my second real hangover tomorrow. But this is Las Vegas, party capital of the world. If there’s ever been a time to go wild, it’s now. And since Axel and I are totally platonic at this point, there’s no nerves about what might happen.

What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas, right?
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I miss two different cues, and I never miss cues, but frankly, I’m pissed off and a little drunk. Okay, maybe pretty drunk. The concert goes by in a blur and I don’t even care when “Keyed Up” is the last song and everyone cheers so loud it hurts my eardrums.

I can only stare at the back of Gemma’s head and wonder why I’m so fucking angry. She’s not my little sister, that much was proven the second I started to watch her ass as she walked away or appreciate how long her legs seemed in those little skirts she always wears. I’m loyal to Jackson. Hell, he’s my best friend. But at the end of the day, his hang-ups about protecting his baby sister are his own.

I drank enough tequila before the show to be a little honest with myself—I am jealous, but the reasons why escape me. Is it because I wish I’d gotten to her first? That’s not like me, I don’t lay a claim on a woman just because I think she’s hot.

But is it more than that? The way Gemma got the giggles when she was tired, how her green eyes sparkled when she laughed, how excited she got, bouncing in her seat when I agreed to try blue Takis dipped in strawberry milk: something strange is happening the more time I spend around her.

She’s just a kid, I tell myself, but then I remind myself that Axel certainly didn’t see her that way and I taste blood in my mouth as I bite the insides of my cheeks.

“Kincaid!” Jackson barks, and I start, looking up at him.

“Show’s over,” he says in a low voice. “Get your shit together.”

Sure enough, Samuel and Axel have fled the stage, allowing the group of roadies we’d hired specifically for the big Vegas show to load the equipment up onto the bus.

I should just let it go. I should just stand up and leave the stage and go back to the hotel room we booked that’s connected to the casino. Sleep off this bad mood and the tequila.

“You get your shit together,” I snap back. “You’ve been distracted this whole tour, and you were flat during the last two songs.”

Jackson’s eyes narrow as he sets his jaw. He’s clearly angry, and part of me craves it, wants him to hit me so that whatever is rolling around in my gut will stop and I can give in to the physicality of a brawl.

In the end, he doesn’t say anything, doesn’t throw a punch even when I stand up to my full height and take a step towards him. I don’t get what I want and I’m left with all this anger rolling in my stomach, and it's uncomfortable.

Usually, when I'm in a bad mood after a concert, I say my goodbyes and go somewhere I can be alone. Most of the time, I'm in a bad mood because my social battery is drained or I feel down because I didn't drum as well as I could have. I would like to say those are the reasons now, but I've had enough tequila to know that's not the case.

Tequila keeps me honest, and sometimes, it tells me what to do (the Janis debacle was often tequila fueled), and right now it's telling me two things.

1. Drink more tequila.

2. Confront Gemma and Axel.

Somewhere in the back of my head, I know that I could just tell Jackson what happened and he would take care of it, or find a half dozen other ways to handle this situation that don't involve me much at all. I'm not Gemma's protector. I'm not her family. I'm not even really her friend.

The thing about tequila, though, is that all those intellectual, rational thoughts take a backseat to whatever impulse I feel at the moment.

After a double shot of Casamigos (bless Vegas and their mostly free liquor), I catch sight of Axel at the far end of the wrap-around bar. Sure enough, Gemma is sitting to his right, her head thrown back, green eyes sparkling. I swallow hard, tasting the unique flavor of reposado on my tongue, and stride over, tapping her shoulder.

Her smile fades when she turns to me, and that only makes me feel worse.

"Shouldn't we go back?" My words come out lower and slower than I expect, and when Gemma looks up at me, her face fades in and out of focus.

When she stands up, she wobbles on her feet, and I wonder if she's been going shot for shot with Axel. Jackson and Axel are the tanks, and while I can hold my own due to my size, Gemma can't weigh more than a buck-forty soaking wet. I feel myself frowning.

I slowly realize that she responded to me and I didn't answer.

Something like "Go back where?" I think she said, and I don't know if she's being a smart ass or she really didn't hear me.

I'd planned on confronting Axel instead of Gemma, but now that I'm standing here, I barely even notice his presence, even when he says my name twice.

Without allowing myself to think (which is a lot easier with my blood flowing with tequila), I wrap my fingers around Gemma's right wrist and tug. She stumbles toward me, bracing her left hand on my chest, and her touch makes my breath catch in my throat.

"Can we go outside?" I ask, low, my voice husky, and Gemma blinks those glassy, pale green eyes and nods slowly.

She leans down to whisper something to Axel, who whispers something back and nods. I can't bring myself to let go of her wrist. Her skin feels so soft beneath the pads of my fingers.

"He stays here," I command, but again it comes out quieter and slower.

Gemma huffs out a breath but she doesn't pull her wrist away, and after a couple of false steps trying to find the exit, I drag her past the roulette table and out into the parking lot. It's not the same lot we drove into, because the red tour bus is nowhere to be found, but we're outside and the air feels cool on my forehead. Maybe out here, I can think.

"What is going on with you, Kincaid?"

Her voice seems to come from a tunnel, the tinny sound of the music from the casino fading out as we stand in the parking lot.

"You shouldn't drink so much," I say, and she makes this face like she's just eaten a lemon.

"Don't tell me what to do! Besides, you're more tequila than man right now."

"I just…I want you to be safe." I try to keep my thoughts together but I'm struggling to focus.

"Axel is here to keep me safe."

"Axel," I scoff. "You're never safe with him, Gemma, don't you see that?"

"Why? Because he sees me as a woman instead of Jack's little sister?"

Despite her slurred words, they cut through the fog in my brain.

"That's not what I mean. He'll only break your heart."

Gemma looks confused for a moment before her face hardens again.

"I'm not a sixteen-year-old girl with a crush, Locke. I can make my own decisions about who I spend time with."

"Why him?" I demand to know, unable to stop my mouth from running.

Being outside hasn't helped my brain to move any faster. In fact, I don’t realize that she’s stepped forward until she jabs a manicured nail between my pecs.

“You’ve been hot and cold for this whole tour, and now you’re dragging me out of this very nice casino because-” She pauses and I stare down at her, thinking that there is a ring of blue around her pupil, making the pale green of her irises look almost like sea water.

Shit. I’m drunk. Maybe even a little more drunk than I was in Tucson with that blonde bartender.

“Because why? You don’t want me to have any fun? You wanna keep me in a bubble just like my brother?”

To my horror, I see tears forming in those beautiful eyes of hers, and tequila tells me to do what I want, to follow my impulse, and I’m powerless to stop myself.

I tilt my head down slowly and cover her mouth with my own.

I wait for a long moment for her to hit me, to shove me backwards, but instead, her lips part, and she melts against me, bracing both of her palms on my chest now, moaning into my mouth, and a heat that has nothing to do with anger or tequila builds in my abdomen.

When she pulls away, I make a distressed sound in the back of my throat, chasing her lips, and she giggles, melodic and sweet.

I don’t think about how I shouldn’t be gazing at her the way I am. I don’t think about how she’s a decade younger than me, or how her brother will pound me into the ground if he finds out.

All I think about is how even though we aren’t kissing anymore, my arms have somehow become looped around her waist, that hallowed space she has between her hips and the outer swell of her breasts. It seems so small, like I could almost span it with my hands. I tilt my head down again, pressing my forehead against hers.

“We could get out of here,” I suggest, and surely now she’ll hit me. Except, she doesn’t. She takes my hand.

When I peel open my eyes the next morning, I don’t remember anything after taking that double shot of Casamigos, and I’m alone in a hotel room I’ve never seen before.

The floors are white and gold instead of black and brown like my hotel room, and there’s a big picture window. This isn’t even the hotel we booked, because instead of looking out over the city lights, this one just looks out into a small alley. This was certainly not Aphrodite’s Cavern.

My head pounds as I move my eyes around the room to search for clues. There aren’t any, just my discarded clothes and boots on the floor. I’m in my skivvies beneath the scratchy, hotel blanket.

Something catches between my index and middle finger and I look down and see an auburn strand of hair curling around my palm. I’m struck with a memory so vivid I squeeze my eyes shut, as if someone has hit me.

All that auburn hair, curling just at the ends, spread across the white pillow, manicured nails pressing into my shoulders.

"Oh. Oh. Oh, Locke," she breathed, her head turned to the side, her bottom lip caught between her teeth.

"Look at me," I commanded, moving only my hips against her, feeling the silk of her panties brush across my cock.

Her eyes popped open, as pale and deep and sea green as the ocean.

“Motherfucker." A word I didn't use often because my mother had hated it when I was a teen, but totally merited here.

I'm in a city I know nothing about other than what I've seen in the movies, in a hotel room I don't remember checking into, with memories stitching together of the barely twenty-one-year-old little sister of my best friend arching up beneath me, moaning out my name. Not only that, but she's nowhere to be found and I can't find my phone after twenty minutes of searching.

Tequila is not and has never been my friend.
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I don’t get hangovers and I don’t black out. Ah, the good old days. That statement, again, it’s proven wrong. My head is pounding before I even attempt to peel open my eyes.

My eyelids feel sticky and I have to blink a few times to get the bleariness out of my vision. To my shock, there’s a man lying beside me, the broad expanse of his back tan and wide.

The fact that I slept with a stranger is a little disconcerting, but I sit up gingerly, planning to sneak out. When I stand up, I look down at the guy snoring in the unfamiliar hotel room, curious as to what kind of guy drunk me picked out.

My hand flies to my mouth to cover it when I see Locke Kincaid’s strong jaw snuggled into the pillow.

“What the fuck?” I whisper, my voice sounding muffled beneath my palm.

I rack my brain, trying to remember what happened after that last shot I took with Axel and then a memory hits me like a freight train.

His large hands tugged down my shorts, sliding back up to squeeze the flesh of my hips and I panted as he kissed along the backs of my thighs, pressing his teeth into one curve of my ass before he stood up, standing behind me. He pressed one hand down on my lower back and instantly I arched and bent over the sink, gasping as he pressed his erection against my ass.

“Want you so much, little bit,” he mumbled, brushing my hair back from my shoulder and pressing his mouth there, biting gently, not quite hard enough to leave a mark.

I moaned because I wanted him to leave marks, wanted more of him, and when I opened my eyes he was staring into the mirror, giving me that smirk that was so similar to the one he’d given me in that bar bathroom, with that bartender like putty under him. I couldn’t blame her, not now that I knew what it was like to have his hands all over me.

“Gemma,” he moaned against me when I pressed my ass back against him.

“Say it again,” I said throatily.

“Gemma,” he moaned again, louder, and I turned to kiss him.

“Oh my God,” I whisper, and bolt around the room, tugging on my shorts and my top, not bothering to look for my bra and underwear. I need to get out of here, and now. If I’m lucky, he won’t remember as much as I do and it’ll be like this never happened. No one but me would ever know that I lost my virginity to Locke Kincaid.

Locke makes a snuffling noise in his sleep and I turn and dart out of the room, remembering at the last minute to slip on my heels. I look around and realize that I’m doing the walk of shame in a completely unfamiliar hotel. This isn’t the nice hotel attached to Aphrodite’s Lounge, which I’d booked four rooms in. No, this was at best a Best Western; apparently Locke and I had the sense last night to book a different hotel so that no one would know.

If it were anyone else, I would be offended, but I didn’t want my brother or any of the Spades (or anyone at all, really) to know that I hooked up with Locke, and getting a different hotel was the best way to keep it secret.

Good thing, too, because nothing like this will ever happen again. I won’t allow myself to drink a single drop on the rest of this tour. I know the old adage about tequila making women’s clothes come off, but I never knew that it was true.

Thankfully, I find my phone in my purse and schedule an Uber back to the casino hotel. Another memory, blurry but intense, comes floating into my mind as I ride the elevator down to the ground floor.

Locke kissed me hard, pressing me against the back railing of the elevator. His hands slid up under my shirt, skirting the outsides of my breasts and I kissed his throat and neck over and over.

“God,” Locke groaned, and then he pulled away, staring down at me, his brown eyes dark with something I was too lustful and tipsy to name.

He cupped my breasts with his hands and my nipples tightened.

“Did he touch you like this?” His voice was low and husky and something about his tone shot pleasure up my spine.

“Who?” I asked, and Locke tilted his head down to kiss me, chuckling into my mouth.

“Right answer.”

I shiver even though the air outside is dry and hot, rubbing my arms as I wait for the Uber. What was Locke talking about? Of course I hadn’t advertised my virginity to the group, but all of them knew I didn’t have time for a boyfriend, and they also knew how protective Jackson was.

The Uber driver doesn’t even blink, and I wonder how many times he’s had to pick up some girl dressed in club clothes from this hotel. This is Vegas, after all.

I manage to get into my hotel room without anyone seeing me, which is a miracle since it’s nearing ten in the morning and Jackson’s room is on the same floor as mine. I look in the mirror after I wash off my makeup, wondering if I look any different. I always thought it was stupid, how girls said that: “Do I look different?” As if losing your virginity was visible on the outside somehow.

I gingerly touch the marks on my throat which look red and angry. I guess in a way, it does show on the outside. I owe Susie Carmichael from tenth grade an apology.

Thank God I packed a sleeveless turtleneck that I can wear on our trip to the next city. Although I’m usually on top of our itinerary, after everything that happened last night, I don’t even remember where we’re going next or what time we’re leaving. There are ten weeks left in the tour and twelve more performances, I know that, at least. Ten weeks seems like an extremely long time to ignore Locke Kincaid.

I’m grateful that I schedule most of our departures at noon or later, just because I know my boys and they aren’t exactly early risers. I desperately need a shower because I smell like tequila and whatever cologne Locke uses and I look like hell, my hair is a mess.

I hope I don’t have any more sudden memories about my night with Locke Kincaid, because it makes me ache in places I never have, and I’m already sore. As I step into the shower and look down at the marks on my breasts, I groan. From the brief memories I have of last night, Locke is a possessive lover, which unfortunately happens to be one of my favorite things. I guess it’s because I used to read all my mother’s Harlequin romance books and they were full of male leads who went crazy over any other man so much as looking at the female lead.

Since I’m inexperienced, most of my favorite things in a man are either what I’ve read or the guys I’ve been around, and unfortunately, Locke fits both of those things. He’s my type, whether or not I like to admit it, at least, physically and in bed.

If I keep having flashbacks of how aggressive and possessive he is in bed, I’m going to have a hard time pretending that he doesn’t exist, which is my new plan.

Between those fractured memories and the marks on my neck, breasts, and inner thighs, Locke made sure that even though I barely remember it, last night will be hard to forget.
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After a shower to wash the scent of Gemma Arden off me (some combination of rose and tequila which I find intoxicating), I feel a little less lightheaded, even though my headache remains. I’m able to get it together long enough to find my phone, which had slid behind the headboard of the king-sized bed of this mystery hotel.

I’m stitching together clues like that stupid movie series with Bradley Cooper that Jackson made me watch half a dozen times. There’s a stationary pad on the nightstand that tells me that this is a Best Western, but the street address means absolutely nothing to me. When I pull up the Uber app, I see that I searched for hotels near Aphrodite’s Lounge, even though I spelled “hoetels” instead in my inebriation.

I’m grateful that I was smart enough to book a hotel a few miles away from the casino, because if I’d taken Gemma to my room, my best friend would have surely knocked my head off as soon as he found out. In fact, panic rises in my throat when I think about what might happen if Jackson finds out.

I’m not actually worried that he’ll kill me, but he’s certainly going to hit me, and he’ll probably never talk to me again. He’ll kick me out of the band and by all rights, he should. Although I don’t exactly regret what happened with Gemma—according to my spotty memories, we both enjoyed ourselves immensely—Jackson’s my best friend. He’s been there for me when no one else was, and he believes in me and my music, so I feel like shit for betraying his trust. Not to mention, Gemma hates me. She never would have slept with me if she hadn’t been drunk, and I feel like I might have taken advantage of her.

Axel doesn’t seem to feel that way, though. I huff out a breath, anger flowing through me once more. Tequila made me admit that I am possessive over Gemma for reasons I can’t begin to understand, and after last night? Seeing her flirt around with Axel will be ten times harder. Even if Gemma doesn’t tell Jackson what happened, how am I supposed to act normal around her? Hell, I’ve already been acting crazy around her, especially after I found out about her fling with Axel. I’m sure that Gemma probably never wants to speak to me again, but I need to apologize, at least.

I manage to make it back to the hotel before noon when we’re supposed to leave for the next city. Los Angeles, another big show. Luckily, this time it’s a shorter trip, only about four hours so that I won’t have to stare at Gemma for very long and have more memories of what her skin felt like beneath my palms. I keep having disjointed memories of the night before, about how she breathed out my name, and if I keep having those, it’ll be difficult to even function like a remotely normal person around Gemma or Jackson.

By the time I make it back to the hotel, everyone is waiting for me as it’s nearing two in the afternoon. No one complains, in fact even Samuel looks a little bleary-eyed and hungover. Jackson is already in the driver’s seat of the tour bus, looking more put together than all the rest of us.

I pause when I climb onto the tour bus and Jackson just nods at me and I bite back a sigh of relief. Jackson’s been too distracted to recognize what’s been going on between us. No matter how distracted he might have been, it’s clear from his appearance and demeanor that the distraction isn’t because he’s drinking too much again, and I’m grateful for that.

Gemma seems to be sleeping and I’m grateful for that, too, even though it makes my jaw tighten that she’s sitting next to Axel, her head on his shoulder as they both doze. My face feels hot as I plop down across from them. Samuel took the back bunk as soon as he boarded the bus, face down and snoring before Jackson pulled out of the driveway.

I still can’t comprehend why I feel the way I do about Gemma. Why the very idea of her panting beneath Axel the way she did with me last night makes me want to put my fist through a wall. It’s not like I have feelings for her. I don’t stick around long enough to have feelings for women…not since Janis. I’ve known Gemma for a long time, but I’ve never known her like this, and it’s for the best that nothing like last night ever happens again.

The jealousy, part, though? That’s harder to shake. I’ve always had a possessive streak, even with women that I’ve been casual with. Now that I’ve been with Gemma, now that I’ve tasted her…I just hope that the next ten weeks go by quickly.

Because if Gemma continues seeing Axel after this, instead of a wall, it might be my friend’s face I put my fist through.
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Hangovers suck. For once, I’m upset that the tour bus ride is only around four hours, because I don’t even wake up when we stop, ending up with my head in Axel’s lap when he gently shakes me awake.

“We’re in LA, Gem. Time to rise and shine.” As he speaks, he lets out a huge, jaw cracking yawn and I smile a little.

I can tell Axel suspects something happened between Locke and I, but I’m grateful that he doesn’t ask. For as much as he’d seemed like just a flirt and a womanizer, Axel has proved himself a good friend to me. He’s intuitive and can tell that I don’t want to talk about last night, and I’m happy that things have turned out this way.

Locke’s dead silent and won’t so much as look at me, but I’m not complaining. His eyes on me would probably make me blush all over. I wince a little as I get off the tour bus after Axel, and he raises an eyebrow at me, but doesn’t say a word. I had heard my girlfriends in high school talk about how sore they were after they’d lost their virginity, but I always assumed they were being dramatic.

Once again, I think that I owe my best friend Susie Carmichael from tenth grade an apology, because the ache between my legs, while not unpleasant, is certainly there. It’s a long way from unpleasant, actually, I kind of like the way it feels, my stomach clenching with pleasure when I think about it, when I let myself remember how rough Locke had been. I find my eyes wandering as I get off the tour bus and Locke and Axel are unloading the luggage.

I see Locke’s forearms bulge slightly as he tugs out one of our bigger suitcases and I bite my lip, another memory hitting me.

I closed my eyes, lost in pleasure as he moved his fingers inside me, stretching me out, one finger at first, then two, and I was making these guttural sounds in the back of my throat.

“No,” Locke barked, and I felt his fingers in my hair, gentle at first and then tugging it into a ponytail, pulling so that my scalp stung. “Look at me when you come. Want you to know it’s me who’s making you feel this good.”

My face floods with heat and Samuel gives me a look, stepping closer to me and leaning down to whisper into my ear.

“Gemma Arden, did you lose your v-card last night?”

“Oh God,” I groan. “Shut up, Samuel. Not now.”

“You did!” Samuel crows and Jackson climbs down off the bus, conveniently having waited to get off until Axel and Locke had finished unloading our luggage.

“Did what?” Jackson asks, and I look at him blankly, too dazed and hungover to be quick witted.

“She admitted that she cheated that last round of Slapjack we played,” Samuel quickly covers and I could have kissed him if I hadn’t already kissed one member of the Spades.

Jackson laughs. “Only Gem could figure out a way to cheat at Slapjack.”

“I’m resourceful,” I quip, and Jackson ruffles my hair, which I hate, but this time I accept it without protest.

Jackson looks down at his phone.

“We made good time. Four hours until we need to leave for the concert. I’m gonna get some sleep. Wake me up if you order food, yeah?”

I nod. Jackson will always use petty cash to buy food and for expenses instead of his own money and lucky for him, I’d budgeted for the big appetites of the Spades. I’ll order five pizzas and there won’t be many leftovers.

When Jackson heads towards check in, I punch Samuel in the arm and he just laughs.

“You can tell me all about it later,” he teases, and I roll my eyes. I might tell him about it, though, because it’s not like I have a long list of female friends that I can call and tell.

I had plenty of them when I was in my freshman and sophomore year of high school, but when my parents were killed in a car accident one icy night, Jackson and I had to move a few hours away near our aunt and uncle and I was too devastated to try and keep in touch. Besides, we had nothing in common anymore. They were worried about boys and when they’d go off to college while I had dead parents and a brother who was working two jobs to help my aunt and uncle take care of me. I did my fair share of rebelling and sneaking out, but Jackson made sure I didn’t get into any real trouble. As a result, he spent every moment he wasn’t working with me, dragging me along to practices with various bands he’d had over the years, and all my friends had ended up being guys in the rock star circuit.

Not that I want to gush about Locke Kincaid, of course. But it would be nice to have someone unbiased to talk to…I may end up confiding in Samuel, after all.

For a few moments, I’m able to stop thinking about Locke and what happened last night as I head up to my room. He’s gotten on the elevator before me, thankfully, because I certainly don’t want to think about how he acted in the elevator last night. When I step out of the elevator, I almost bump into a man that’s standing in the middle of the hall. I don’t even have to look up to know that it’s Locke, and I let a long breath out through my nostrils.

“Excuse me,” I mumble, and Locke reaches out a hand as if to touch me, but he just hovers over my upper arm.

“C-can I talk to you?” Locke sounds uncertain, and he rarely ever sounds uncertain.

Shit.

I shrug, figuring that playing it cool is the best way to go. “I guess so.”

Locke clears his throat and looks around the hallway. I look down at the itinerary I have pulled up in my phone with notes about the room numbers I’d booked and inwardly groan.

Locke and I are both on the third floor. Jackson, Samuel, and Axel all managed to get first floor rooms, those lucky bastards.

“I’m sorry about last night.”

I stare at him, shocked. Of all the things I’d expected him to say, this isn’t it. This is the second time Locke Kincaid has apologized to me on this tour, and I’m beginning to think he’s been body snatched or something.

“You’re sorry?”

Locke winces, taking my words the wrong way. I must have sounded indignant instead of just confused.

“I really am sorry. I should have never taken advantage-”

I scoff, I can’t help it. As much as I’m annoyed that he remembers, the idea that he might think what happened wasn’t my choice pisses me off.

“I’m not some drunk sixteen-year-old, Locke, you didn’t take advantage of me.”

Locke blinks. “I didn’t?”

“No, you idiot. I kissed you back, didn’t I?”

It’s admittedly blurry, but I remember the parking lot and how he’d kissed me after I’d yelled at him. It was one of those kisses I wouldn’t easily forget, even with my blood flowing with tequila.

“I guess you did,” Locke says slowly, and I roll my eyes.

“You know, you’re a lot of things, Locke, but I never thought you were an idiot.”

Locke grins, and it lights up his whole face and my heart skips a beat.

“Little do you know.”

Oh no. He’s being cute. I have to get out of here immediately.

“Anyway, no harm no foul. We were drunk and angry and sometimes shit happens, right?” I babble, shifting my tote bag up on my shoulder to indicate that I’m in a hurry.

“Right,” Locke responds, his smile fading. “And it can never happen again.”

“Of course not!” I chirp, and that’s exactly what I want, for him to agree that we can never hook up again, but it stings a little, all the same.

“Never,” Locke repeats, and I huff out a breath, slightly offended.

“Yeah, never. One time thing.”

Locke just nods and I take a step forward but he doesn’t move, making me brush past him. Tears aren’t burning at the backs of my eyes, definitely not. I don’t even like Locke Kincaid.

It doesn’t matter, anyway. We both decided. It will never happen again.

The concert in Los Angeles goes off without a hitch and we’re not even halfway through the tour and I’ve sold over half our merchandise and records. It’s a wonderful night to celebrate, but I stay away from tequila because I’m smart.

Instead, I go back to my old standard, filthy martinis with Ketel One, and I stick to three instead of God knows how many shots. I still have a slight headache from lack of sleep and overindulging last night, and it just gets worse when a swarm of women surrounds Locke after the show.

Jackson has once again announced that Locke wrote and produced our most popular original song, “Keyed Up,” and there’s a wealth of skinny Los Angeles blondes all around him. It’s not that I’m jealous because he’s grinning at them and accepting drinks from them. It’s not that I’m jealous at all, but given what happened last night, it seems just a little disrespectful.

Samuel and Axel both notice the sour look on my face and Samuel looks as if he’s slowly realizing something.

“Don’t you dare!” I hiss, although it’s more of a screech over the club music.

“You fucked Locke Kincaid,” Samuel gasps, and I look around for Jackson even though I know that he couldn’t possibly have heard us over the music.

Jackson is nowhere to be found, though, he’s been ducking out after every concert, but since my brother has the tendency to go off the rails if he spends too much time in bars, I’m not too concerned. In fact, I’m more relieved, since Axel is gaping at me like I’m an alien from the planet Krypton and Samuel is laughing uproariously, Jackson would definitely know something was up if he were here.

“I should have known,” Axel says, and I groan and gulp down the rest of my martini.

I put my head down on the table that we’re sitting at near the back of the bar.

“Everyone makes mistakes, okay?”

“I should have known,” Axel repeats. “He glared at me like he wanted to take my head off when I made a comment…”

The guitarist trails off and I lift my head and narrow my eyes at him.

“What kind of comment, Axel?”

“Uhh…” Axel changes the subject. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, Locke has had a thing for you since we were back in Tucson.”

I sit up at that revelation, unable to continue giving Axel attitude about what comment he might have made.

“What? No he hasn’t.”

“He kinda has,” Samuel agrees, and I look at him incredulously.

“What the hell are you two talking about? He’s hated me forever!”

“Locke hates everybody,” Axel says dryly, and Samuel nods in agreement.

“You guys are both crazy.” I dismiss this whole conversation because it’s making my head hurt, but at least it’s taking my mind off all the blondes swarming Locke. Does he have a thing for blondes? After all, that bartender had been blonde…

“The way he acted that night in Tucson, Gem - it’s obvious he was jealous,” Axel insists, his words jerking me out of my thoughts.

“Jealous? Why would he be jealous?”

Axel shrugs. “He’s just that kind of guy. You should have seen him with his ex, he got in a lot of bar fights over her in the early days.”

“The early days?” I ask, curious. I’m beginning to understand that as much time as I’ve spent with the Spades, I don’t know that much about their lives from before I was old enough to spend more time with them. After all, I hadn’t known that Axel is divorced, and I didn’t even know Locke has an ex-girlfriend. The only girls I’d seen around Locke had lasted two weeks, at best.

“Yeah, when they first got engaged,” Axel explains, and my eyes nearly bug out of my head.

“Locke was engaged?”

Samuel looks unsure. “I don’t know if we should be talking about this, Ax.”

“Shit. I guess not.” Axel looks down at his beer. “I really gotta stop drinking so much.”

“It’s okay,” I assure him, and for a moment, everyone shuts up, lost in their own thoughts. I keep trying not to order another filthy martini because my eyes keep wandering over to Locke at the bar with all those women. It makes my stomach roll. Lots of them seem to be his own age, too.

Is that why he was so quick to say “never again?”

“Hey, Gem,” Axel calls, and I look up, jerking out of my thoughts again.

“Hmm?” I ask absentmindedly, still staring over at Locke.

Axel grabs my wrist and I look up, not having noticed that he’s now up.

“C’mere. I wanna prove a point.”
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Thank God the concert went so well, and thank Los Angeles for having a wealth of attractive women who happen to be into drummers. Distraction is just what I need, and I can fight the urge to look over at Gemma as long as hot blondes are buying me drinks.

Gemma happens to look phenomenal tonight, too, going all out for our show in the city of angels. She’s wearing a floor-length, sea-green dress that’s slit up to her hip on both sides and clings to every curve. The color brings out her eyes and she’s curled her auburn hair so that she damn near looks like a mermaid that’s just gained her legs. Those damn stilettos she loves show off her calves and thighs, and the way those floral tattoos on her right thigh peeks out from that slit in her skirt makes my mouth go dry.

It had been all I could do during the concert not to stare at her dancing in the crowd. I managed to keep myself focused on the music, though, and now, I’ve got plenty to keep me distracted.

That is, until I hear Samuel whoop, a sound that is pretty unusual. Samuel isn’t exactly a wallflower, but he doesn’t exactly party, either, so I look up, a bit concerned. He looks okay, though, not too drunk, standing at the edge of the dance floor and hyping Axel up, who’s dirty dancing with some girl. I laugh a little, but it fades fast when Axel spins her and I see those tiger lilies on her thigh.

I tell myself not to react, tell myself over and over that it doesn’t matter, that I don’t own Gemma Arden, but my caveman brain says something else and I abruptly stand up, nearly knocking a blonde off my lap.

“Hey!”

“Sorry, sweetheart,” I mumble, and that’s when I should have stopped. I should have taken that blonde back to the hotel and been done with the night.

I’m not very good at doing what I should, though. Goes with the territory of being a rocker, I guess.

I stalk out onto the dance floor and tap Axel on the shoulder, twice, hard.

Axel turns, giving me a surprised look so dramatic that it almost looks fake. Axel’s always dramatic, though, so I don’t think much of it.

“What’s up?”

“I’m cutting in,” I bark, and Axel grins sheepishly and steps aside.

Gemma looks up at me, her auburn hair slightly mussed, sweat beading between her breasts. She pouts at me and I want to bite that full bottom lip.

“I was having fun,” she whines, but she doesn’t sound drunk, not like last night.

“I’m more fun than he is,” I growl, and she giggles softly and wraps her arms around my neck.

“Yeah? Guess you better prove it.”

Fuck. She’s cute and sassy and she looks amazing. How am I supposed to say no to that? I’m not even much of a dancer, but now I’ve got to prove myself.

It’s fine. I think. It’s just a dance. She said never again, right?
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An hour later, I check into a Best Western ten miles from the venue under the name James Hendrix. They only have a suite available with a kitchenette, but I would have taken a bare mattress on the floor to get my hands under that dress.

The moment we step into the room, her tugging my hand as if she can’t wait, I twirl her toward me and kiss her hard, hefting her up by her ass and thighs and depositing her on the small dining room table in the suite, moving my hands to knead the flesh of her thighs. She drags her nails across my shoulders and I groan.

“Kiss me,” she pouts, pointing at her lips cutely, and I grin up at her as I kneel on the floor.

“Oh, I will, little bit. Just not there.”

I slide my hands under her thick thighs, pulling her to the edge of the table. She cries out and it’s an almost guttural sound that makes my jeans feel even tighter. I’m glad that I didn’t drink much back at the bar, glad that I will remember this scene vividly tomorrow morning, because Gemma’s body is fucking perfect, and I tell her as much.

“Shut up and-” she doesn’t finish because I press my mouth against her sex and she gasps out my name, and that’s a sound I’ll replay over the coming weeks. She tastes like sweet musk and all my filthiest dreams.

I moan against her and she clenches her thighs around my head as I knead her ass with my hands, supple beneath my palms. If I had been told to mold a woman with my perfect body type, it would be Gemma, with her thick thighs and firm ass with just a slight jiggle, her slim waist and small, pert breasts.

I slide a finger inside her, and then two, as my lips wrap around her bud. She clenches around them, making my cock ache. I remember how tight and slick she’d felt around me, that is the one vivid memory that I have of the other night. She cries out my name when she comes and I can’t wait any longer.

When we’d ended up kissing in the alley outside the venue, I’d told myself that I’d take my time with Gemma tonight, since it was likely that we’d never do this again.

That doesn’t happen, though, because she’s so gorgeous and she tastes so good; I can’t wait to have her, standing up. Gemma whines when my fingers slide out of her.

“Be patient, little bit,” I murmur, but I’m not patient at all, fumbling with my belt and whipping it off to toss it on the floor.

Gemma’s green eyes are hungry on my face, her pouty bottom lip caught between her teeth.

“Locke,” she breathes, and I love the way she does that, how she says my name like she can barely bear to speak but just has to say it.

“Say it again,” I command, not bothering to take off my clothes or hers, just pulling my cock free from my jeans and boxer briefs and sliding myself against her slick heat, but not inside her. Not yet.

Gemma writhes on the table and I smirk down at her pouty expression. Her cheeks redden as I watch her work her hips against me, but she keeps her mouth closed.

"Should have known you won’t do what's asked of you, little bit. Always pegged you as a brat."

I slide myself against her, working my tip against her bud and she groans throatily.

"Say it," I command again. "Say my name."

Gemma huffs out a breath and then looks me right in the eye and sticks her tongue out at me, not lewdly but like a brat who didn't get her way, and it surprises a laugh out of me.

"All right," I say, amicably enough. "Guess I'll have to make you."

I lean over, nearly doubling myself to suck on the tongue she'd stuck out at me. She moans into my mouth, clawing her fingernails down my back. It stings through my thin t-shirt and I hiss and my hips jut forward, sliding into her after one failed try where I just slide up her slick lips again.

Gemma bites my bottom lip, the little minx, but that stings just as sweet as her nails on my back. I rock into her slowly, gritting my teeth as she pulls away from my mouth to gasp in a breath. I'm holding back, and not because I think I'll hurt her. I'm no slouch in the size department but I'm not huge, either, and Gemma's all but begging me to go rougher and harder.

That's why I can't go rougher and harder, because she wants me to and I want her to say it. I've got this burning need for her to say my name, acknowledge that it's me she wants sliding her across this kitchen table.

Gemma has turned her face away, though, so I lean up and use one of my hands to rip down the plunging neckline of her dress, exposing her breasts. I hear the seam pop, but I don't care, just cup her right breast in my left hand (a perfect handful), squeezing gently before pinching her nipple between my middle finger and thumb.

"Ah!" she cries out, her green eyes shooting to mine, her hips bucking up toward my thrusts.

"You know you want to say it," I croon, smirking, and Gemma glares up at me for only a second before her eyes go unfocused as I roll her nipple between my fingers, more gently this time.

Her mouth opens in a silent moan and she grinds her hips up in a move that has me gasping.

"Please," she begs, finally, and I think about denying her again but she licks her lips, focuses on my face. "Locke."

That's it, folks, I can't hold back anymore, already close to bursting from all the foreplay and the way she'd tasted on my tongue. I snap my hips into her, panting, angling up because of the direction she's grinding against me.

I'm not a super expert in the bedroom, but I know my way around and I pay attention.

Before the Spades, I'd been with Janis, so relationship sex is what I’m used to. I don't do a lot of one-night stands. Usually they turn into flings, at least, simply because I'm not the charmer that Axel or Jackson are, and because, in my opinion, one-night stands simply aren't very fun. I can't know a woman's triggers to orgasm in one night (unless it's some rare marathon session), can't bring them pleasure in the same way that I can if we've hooked up multiple times.

So when I do have a one (or in this case two) night stand, I'm extra observant, intuitive even. I watch what she does, how she moves, and from there I can discern where she wants me to touch her, how she wants me to move my hips.

I once said something to the guys about why I preferred flings to one-night stands, and Axel told me that was a weirdly logical and scientific way to look at sex. Maybe that's true, but I can't help feeling pride that Gemma is begging for me instead of him right now, despite how this tour had started.

Besides, if I start thinking about sex with my emotions…I know where that leads, and I'm not about to go through that again.

I focus on Gemma again and try every trick I know to last, but the way her mouth is open, face contorted, I know she's close and it's only a few moments before she calls out my name again, louder, and I spill inside her.

"Never again," Gemma announces as she's tucking those perfect breasts of hers back into her dress and then they fall right back out because the seam is ripped.

I manage to stifle a laugh and I tug off my t-shirt and put it over her head as she sputters.

She glares at me after she puts her arms through the sleeves.

God, she's cute. I blink, not liking where that thought might lead and focus instead on how I can see her nipples through my shirt.

My tongue darts out to wet my lips. Something about a woman wearing my clothes has always done something for me. It's not Gemma specifically. It's not.

"Never again," I agree, and raise an eyebrow. "After tonight."

Gemma purses her lips as if thinking. "I mean, we didn't even use the bed that we paid for."

"That I paid for," I remark and she narrows her eyes.

"You're talking yourself right out of-"

I cut her off by grabbing her around the waist and throwing her over my shoulder, depositing her on the bed while she lets out a giggle that makes my chest expand.
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Never again. Never again. It becomes a mantra in my head. I tell it to myself before every show. It’s not exactly as if I can avoid Locke during the tour. We’re all in close quarters on the bus and at the hotel I end up running into him at meals, no matter how much I try to stick closer to Axel or Samuel.

I’m avoiding Jackson, too, mostly because as my big brother, he can always tell when I have a secret. He always knows when I’m lying, and I’m more than grateful that he’s been scarce ever since Albuquerque. I know I should be worried, but this isn’t like before, when Jackson went off the rails a bit after his last breakup. He’s being secretive, but he’s also showing up on time for shows, barely drinking after, and he seems…happy. Happy in a way I haven’t seen him in a long time. Maybe since before our parents died.

Since I have my own secret—which will never happen again—I can’t really judge, can I? So I let Jackson sneak around and I cover for him around Samuel and Axel. Locke doesn’t ask questions, but then again, I guess he’s distracted too.

I bend over further than I need to in order to pick up my tote bag from where I’d put it on the ground while checking us into the hotel in Oklahoma City. I smirk when I glance over my shoulder and Locke is staring.

Maybe I’ve been making a point to wear yoga shorts and tight jeans ever since Locke made a pillow-talk comment about my “perfect body,” but who could blame me? For a girl who’s as inexperienced as I am, having a man who looks like Locke appreciating my form is flattering, to say the least. If I’m honest with myself, it’s more than flattering. It’s downright intoxicating. Locke Kincaid is more intoxicating than the tequila shots I take with Axel or the filthy martinis that I order for myself.

Oklahoma City is our eighth show and our seventh week on the road, and I’m beginning to forget what my apartment looks like. More than that, I hadn’t even used the hotel rooms I booked for myself in Denver or Olympia. I spent the nights after those shows in a hotel room that Locke paid for, last minute. It’s like we’re repeating that night in Vegas over and over, except not.

In Denver, Locke and I had an argument about the set list. The rest of the Spades stared at us as we yelled at each other, mostly because I never messed with the set list. I wanted the show to open with “Keyed Up” because I thought it would draw in more people from outside, but Locke was determined for it to be the last song, like at all the rest of the concerts. I was so mad about it I was turning red, and finally, Jackson decided things by siding with Locke and I stormed off with Axel to drown out my anger with a couple of tequila shots.

After the show, Locke cornered me near the bathrooms in a full circle to when I’d caught him with that blond bartender.

“You here to apologize?” I asked, crossing my arms.

Locke raised an eyebrow but I could see the ghost of a smile at the corner of his mouth, that dimple popping out just slightly.

“I was going to ask the same to you.”

I opened my mouth to curse at him but Locke glanced over his shoulder and then back at me before he grabbed the back of my head, leaning down to kiss me hard and fast before pulling away.

We snuck out the back, and before I knew it, Locke picked me up, grinding against me against the back of the tour bus. He nipped the base of my throat and I moaned, shocked when he clapped his hand over my mouth.

I should have been furious with him for the argument and the way he was trying to order me around, but my body was on fire. I ground my hips against him desperately and he squeezed my hip bone to stop me.

“Shh,” he whispered into my ear and then I heard Axel babbling to Jackson, something about IHOP vs. Waffle House, and I froze, my eyes popping open to look at Locke.

He slowly lowered me to the ground and took a step back from me, placing his finger against his lips with a slow smirk.

God, I hated him so much.

An hour later, we were back at the hotel and I was determined to go straight to my room and take a hot shower.

Locke was on the third floor and I was on the sixth, so it shouldn’t have been too hard to stay away. My brother said good night in the lobby since he was on the first floor, and I gave him a thin smile.

When Samuel and Axel got off on the second floor, Locke didn’t say a word to me, but when the elevator doors opened, he wrapped his fingers around my wrist and tugged me out into the hallway.

I could have protested, but I didn’t, and instead, I woke up at six in the morning with my head on his bare chest.

I told myself I wouldn’t do that in Olympia, but guess where I woke up?
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But none of that matters because never again. Yes, it’s fun, hooking up with Locke, and maybe it’s even more fun because it’s forbidden, because my brother will lose his mind if he finds out, maybe it’s even more fun because Locke is older, more experienced. I might have been a virgin before this tour, but I was no blushing school girl. I’d made out with guys before, even let a couple of them get to third base, and I always assumed that going all the way would just be a step above that.

Turns out, instead of a step, it’s more like a whole damn staircase. Before Locke, I always figured I could please myself better than any man could, but now? It’s like I never knew what I was missing and now that I’ve had it, I crave it. I crave him. I crave his mouth and his body and the way that he looks at me, something almost predatory in his brown eyes.

I’m just going to have to make do with the sideways glances he gives me, though, because I cannot allow myself to get in any deeper with Locke Kincaid. The sex is amazing and it’s fun to sneak around, but at the end of the day, I know that it can’t go anywhere. I’ve known Locke since I was nineteen, and he’s never had a steady girlfriend.

At the beginning of the tour, I focused on Axel because I knew that it’d be casual for both of us. I like Axel well enough for us to part as friends, and he’s relatively harmless even if he’s a bit of a womanizer. Jackson is close with all the members of the Spades, but he’s not particularly close with Axel, so even if he found out, it wouldn’t be catastrophic.

Locke, on the other hand, is exactly my type and we’ve never been friends. If I end up catching feelings for him, I’ll never forgive myself. There’s also the fact that Locke is Jackson’s best friend, and he’s always trusted him to keep an eye on me at venues when Jackson couldn’t be there. If he finds out that it was Locke Kincaid who was the danger all along… let’s just say catastrophic isn’t a strong enough word.

Right now, everything is fine. I don’t like Locke, and if we stop now, I can keep myself from falling into a cycle of continuing to hook up with him. My friend Susie always told me there was a science to falling in love and it was about the amount of time you spent alone with someone. According to Susie, in order to keep a fling casual, you can’t spend more than a few hours with them when you hook up, and you can’t spend a total of more than two weeks alone with them. Luckily for me, spending that much time with Locke isn’t even a possibility, even with Jackson distracted.

I sure miss Susie now that I finally have something going on with my sex life. I always felt left out during girl talk since I spent so much time at dive bars and mosh pits. I met a lot of guys, had a lot of drinks bought for me, but I never had much to say when Susie and the couple other girls I spend time with talked about men. Now, I’m bursting at the seams to talk to someone, but Samuel and Axel are absolutely not interested in hearing about my sex life, and besides, they’re his friends. It’s not like I can be honest and gush about how great sex with Locke is to them.

God, maybe it’s for the best that I don’t have anyone to talk to about this. Even my own thoughts sound like a teenage girl and it makes me cringe.

My mind is racing in the elevator and I don’t even notice that Locke has moved to the back and is standing behind me until he leans forward and murmurs in my ear.

“I think you’re starting to like me, little bit.”

I jump as his hand slowly moves to my lower back.

I scoff. “Don’t get your hopes up.

Locke chuckles and I can feel his breath on my bare shoulder. I shiver and he moves his hand lower, squeezing the curve of my right ass cheek just hard enough that I let out a squeak.

Jackson, at the front of the elevator, turns to look at me, raising a dark blond eyebrow.

I cover it with a cough. “Think I’m coming down with something.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t come tonight, Gem,” my brother offers, looking concerned, and instead of arguing like I usually would, I nod. I can guarantee that I won’t end up hooking up with Locke if I stay at the hotel.

“I can handle the merchandise,” Locke offers, and I look up at him, surprised. Locke is the least sociable of all the Spades, and he never offers that kind of help.

Jackson laughs. “Yeah, all the ladies seem to love you after I announced that you wrote our title song.”

I stiffen and something tightens in my throat. I remember that night in Los Angeles, when all those blondes converged around Locke and it felt like I was the last picked in high school volleyball all over again.

I tune out whatever the guys are saying until my brother says my name once and then twice.

“Gem? You really are sick.”

“I-” I shake my head. “Yeah, I guess I should go lie down.”

Jackson’s brow furrows as the elevator doors ding open. The only hotel I could find close enough to the venue downtown had twenty-two floors, and Jackson was on eleven.

“Locke, walk her to her room, will you?”

Locke nods, but I shake my head frantically.

“N-no, Axel can do it.” Axel is my best friend and I trust myself not to kiss him. I can’t say the same about Locke.

Jackson gives me a strange look. “Axel is on the same floor as me, Locke is on the one above yours.”

I feel nauseous, and I wonder if what my mother said was true. She’d always said that if you told a lie big enough, it would become true, and sure enough, I’m beginning to feel sick.

“Don’t worry,” Locke assures Jackson, and I feel dizzy. I have no idea how Locke manages to act so nonchalant when the simple act of him walking me to my room makes me feel like I’m going to vomit.

Jackson nods to him. “Besides, you know all the technical stuff is like Greek to me. Fill Locke in.”

I don’t even try to nod again, worrying that it will make the sudden wave of vertigo worse, and Jackson frowns at me when he gets off the elevator, wheeling his overnight bag behind him.

“Get some rest,” he commands, and I give him a thumbs up instead of risking the nod. Instead of asking questions, he just shakes his head quizzically and heads toward his room.

Axel, on the other hand, stays on the elevator for a long moment, looking between me and Locke.

“You want me to walk you, sweetheart?” he asks, and I smile at him gratefully. Axel’s just looking out for me, he knows that Locke and I hooked up in Vegas but I haven’t mentioned anything else. I’m glad that we’ve become closer friends on the tour, and I make a mental note to check in with him about how things are going with his ex.

“Nope,” Locke says firmly before I can speak. “We’re good.”

I look up at him and he’s just staring at Axel, his face blank, jaw locked.

Why does he look so good when he looks so serious? Not that he doesn’t have a great smile—that dimple makes him look positively rakish when he grins, but something about how tight and square his jaw looks like this, the long line of his nose…

I must be sick. My mother was right.

Axel touches my shoulder gently before getting off the elevator.

Locke draws in a long breath through his nostrils.

The doors close and I look at the numbers going up with acid rising in my throat. We’re on the 18th floor and I really don’t know if I’ll make it before losing my breakfast. The link sausages I ate at Waffle House desperately want out.

Twelve… up it goes… thirteen…I focus on the numbers and try to breathe in through my nose…fourteen…out through my mouth…fifteen…the elevator lurches to a stop at sixteen and I nearly tumble over, leaning on to Locke for balance.

“Hey, now,” Locke murmurs, gentle and low and almost soothing as he rights me, keeping an arm around my shoulder. “Are you really sick, little bit?”

I make a noncommittal noise in the back of my throat, unable to look at anything but the red light of the elevator floor number.

An older woman, around sixty, shuffles on to the elevator and she looks at the elevator arrow and then back at us sheepishly.

“I’m so sorry, I thought this was going down to the lobby.”

“No worries,” I choke out, and everything would have been fine if Locke didn’t squeeze my shoulder. I lean in to him, his touch making me feel less queasy.

The woman looks at Locke and then back to me.

“How long have you two been married?”

My face goes pale and I look up at Locke but he’s straight faced.

“Newlyweds,” he deadpans, and I choke back laughter.

The woman gets back off the elevator and I want to hit him but I don’t think I have the balance, so instead I allow myself to laugh.

Locke laughs with me, and for a moment, my heart skips a beat. I don’t read into it. I’m sick, after all.

“Should have booked us the honeymoon suite,” I crack, and Locke laughs, too, but low instead of loud and open like usual when I happen to make the right joke.

Locke has this deadpan wit that used to confuse me, but lately, I’ve been catching on and he’s quite funny, really. He’s not out there like Axel and Jackson or understated and witty like Samuel, but his sense of humor appeals to me.

Locke insists on carrying my luggage and I let him, mostly because I’m having to hold on to the wall for balance. He deposits everything inside and I gingerly lie face down on the bed. I close my eyes and expect to hear the click of the door behind him any second.

Instead, I hear the bathroom door open and the running of water, and then a cool cloth on the back of my neck.

I let out a long sigh. So good, I was almost sweating although my skin felt cool to the touch, a clear sign that I am indeed coming down with something.

“I’m never lying again,” I say, and it comes out in a slur. I’m more tired than I thought I was, but this tour has had us all running ragged.

"Good to know," Locke murmurs agreeably even though I'm not making any sense, and he rubs the middle of my back.

Jackson used to do that when I was little and couldn't sleep. I hadn't wanted to give up my crib so when my dad finally got rid of it I'd climb out of my little twin bed and crawl into Jackson's bed, which was a full size. He was barely a teenager and he'd grumble for me to go to our parents' room but I never did, just whined until he'd rub my back and put me to sleep.

If this was Jackson or even Samuel or Axel rubbing my back, it might feel just as comforting, and I tell myself that's what this is. As I start to drift off, though, I wish that Locke would climb into bed with me and hold me, remembering how his closeness had nearly taken away my nausea in the elevator.

I don't realize I've said it out loud until the covers shift and a pair of strong, warm arms go around my waist, pulling me close, my back against his chest. I think I’m delirious because I hear my voice, but I’m not sure what I’m saying or where I am anymore, and Locke simply spreads his hands across my belly and the pressure and warmth of them make my stomach hurt less, and the queasiness less awful.

I’m lying diagonally across the bed, near the wastebasket just in case, but Locke doesn’t complain about the lack of space for his big frame. He hums softly into my ear, some melody I’ve never heard.

“Did you write that?” I slur, half asleep, and he nods, his chin pressing into my shoulder. “When? I’ve never heard it.”

“Just now.”

“Can it be my song?”

Locke is quiet for a long moment and I’m drifting off to sleep despite how bad I feel, so later, I’m not sure if I dreamed his answer.

“I think it already is.”
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I wake to my alarm going off, one I’d neglected to turn off after I decided not to go to the concert. It’s cold in my room and I’m still feeling too sick to question why I’m disappointed that I’m alone.

I get up and wash my face and send a barrage of texts to Locke to make sure he remembers each detail of the show. Infuriatingly, he only sends back a thumbs up emoji, but honestly, I know that he knows what to do. Locke has been in the music business since I was still jailbait, and Jackson was right. My brother’s not so good at the financial part of music. Locke can handle it, and I’m not too worried as I settle back into bed, nibbling on saltine crackers I found in my purse. I’m angry with myself for eating pork since it doesn’t always agree with me, but this seems like overkill. I feel pale and clammy and everything aches.

It’s a strange feeling, not quite like when I had food poisoning in high school from some gas station sushi, but close enough. Something feels off, unstable in a way, and it leads me to text Axel, who was the only other one of us who ordered the link sausages. I text that I’m sick and ask if the sausages are disagreeing with him, too. He quickly texts back that he’s healthy as a horse and I frown down at my phone but shrug, turning on the television.

An hour later, Axel sends me the weirdest text I’ve ever gotten from a man in my life.

Gemma, is your period late?




I nearly choke on my saltine crackers and I’m about to ask what the fuck he’s talking about when it slowly dawns on me. I’ve taken birth control religiously since I was thirteen because of awful period cramps that kept me out of gym class, and on some months, out of school for two days. I haven’t been sexually active until this tour, so maybe I’ve skipped a day here and there, but surely….

It’s been so busy that I haven’t been great about keeping track, so I frantically open my tracker app to see the little liquid drop of red and have to scroll back over a month to see it.

Two weeks. I’m nearly two weeks late.

I don’t respond to Axel, and eventually, he texts me again while I’m staring blankly at the television, which has some kind of QVC channel playing, but I can’t be bothered to pick up my phone.

Two weeks late.

What the hell am I going to do now?
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I'm not the clingy type, even in a long-term relationship instead of a casual fling, so I tell myself there's no reason to get bent out of shape about Gemma avoiding me over the next few days. She's sick, after all, and just because she's stuck right next to Axel at all times shouldn’t give me a reason to worry. But I'm possessive over even casual partners, so I can't help sitting between them on the tour bus from Oklahoma City to Dallas.

Gemma looks pale and I'm a little worried about her.

"Do you want me to get you a ginger ale?" I ask her softly when we stop at a gas station, and she favors me with a weak smile.

"Thanks, Axel's grabbing one for me."

Of course he is, I think, and then my mouth runs away with me.

"If you were…you know…with someone else, you'd tell me, wouldn't you?"

I hate myself the second I say it because her green eyes flash with anger.

"And why would I do that?" she snaps and gets up to storm off the bus into the gas station.

I'm alone on the bus, so I groan and sit back in the seat. Gemma's comment doesn't make me feel better in the slightest.

What does that mean, anyway? If she's still sleeping with Axel…I can’t even think about it without red rage forming in the corners of my vision. I press the heels of my hands into my eyes until I see spots and when I remove them, Samuel is staring at me with a raised eyebrow.

“You gonna do anything about that?” he asks, as if this is a hole in one of my drums or something.

“About what?” I ask, playing dumb. I can see Jackson milling around the front of the gas station, on the phone with someone, probably a girl. Probably the girl, from what I can tell by his furrowed brow. Jackson hasn’t picked up a single girl in weeks, as far as I know, so someone must have hooked him. Unlike myself and Axel, Jackson falls into relationships sometimes after a fling.

“About Gemma,” Samuel replies, sounding exasperated, as if he thinks I’m an idiot. He probably does.

Hell, I think I’m an idiot, and not for what I just said to Gemma or my jealousy. I’m an idiot for feeling the way I do about her. I worry about her all the time, and that started happening even before she got sick. I’m worried about what she’s doing when she’s alone with Axel, worried about someone bumping her around during a concert, worried someone will follow her to a club bathroom and harass her. Most of all, I’m an idiot for worrying if she likes me as much as I’ve come to like her.

I’m an idiot because I do like her. I buy Zero bars and blue Takis at every gas station we go to. I’ve got a whole damn tote bag full of the things, just because they’re her favorite snacks. I told myself when I started that I was just making myself a backup for one of our long stretch trips, but so far, I haven’t eaten a single one, passing a bag of Takis to her on the tour bus or handing her a Zero bar after the show. She doesn’t always eat before the shows, and of course, I worry about that, too.

That’s the thing. I get possessive over women that I barely know, so that doesn’t tip me off, it’s all the worrying that means that I like her. I only worry at that level about the people I care most about. So now I’m stuck in a casual fling relationship with my best friend’s little sister and she doesn’t seem to like me any more than she did when we first met—at least, not outside the bedroom. And now, my possessive nature isn’t just possessive, but jealous, and that’s a much harder emotion for me to control.

It’s not like I don’t have good reason to be jealous, given how she’s running around with our lead guitarist. Not just that, but given the way things went the last time I liked a girl…let's just say I have plenty of baggage.

"Nothing," I say flatly.

"Every woman isn't Janis, Locke." Samuel says softly, as if he read my mind, and I flinch.

"Of course not," I reply, grinning, and look over to make sure Jackson is still out of earshot. "Gemma's much hotter than Janis ever was."

"Can't wait to watch Jack beat your ass," Samuel mutters under his breath, and I can't help but smile.

Samuel's ticked off at me, but he won't rat me out. I reach over and ruffle his hair and he groans.

Axel jumps up into the tour bus looking like he hasn't slept in a week, but I guess we all kind of look like that. I definitely shouldn't assume that he's been up all night with Gemma.

She's been too sick for that, I tell myself. My gut still feels like it's in knots thinking about Axel comforting her and bringing her ginger ale when she's not feeling well, though. That's not exactly worse than my imagination, but it's not better, either.

I want that to be my job, and therein lies the problem. I like Gemma, and that’s a problem, but if I fall in love… When that happens, I risk everything.

I fell for Janis Childs when I was twenty years old, and it was a flame that burned until I was nearly thirty, off and on.

We moved in together when we were twenty-two, after a few splits here and there and got engaged when we were twenty-four. One year in, she told me that she was overwhelmed at work and that my music was going nowhere. It hurt, but she was right, and I wanted to take care of her. It became more important than anything else to me.

I quit the band I was in and started working construction full-time to make her happy. On my twenty-seventh birthday, I attended a concert for Dirty Liars, the band I had been a drummer for with a few of my friends.

The band name turned out to be a warning.

I caught Janis with the lead singer and a close friend of mine, Mike. They were making out in an alley behind the club and I couldn’t even muster the anger to hit him, just stared at her as she babbled.

“Locke. I was going to tell you-”

I walked away, not saying a word as she chased me down the street. I didn’t say a word when I packed my things, either, or even when she threw a ceramic frog at my head. I ducked and it crashed against the wall and I moved into a hotel room and was drunk for a solid week.

I was a mess until I met Jackson and began playing with the Spades. Getting back into music brought me back, and I was grateful for it.

Gemma climbs back on to the bus slowly, holding on to the rails, and I immediately stand up at the same time that Axel steadies her.

I sit back down, gritting my teeth so hard that my jaw aches, and Gemma won’t so much as look at me.

This is going to be the longest road trip in the world.
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I hate Locke Kincaid. I hate blue Takis because I love them but now they make me want to puke, I hate this tour bus, I hate the heat in the Midwest, and I hate Locke Kincaid for doing this to me.

I glare at him and Locke gives me a smile, that half one that shows the dimple in his right cheek and I narrow my eyes. That’s exactly what got me into this mess, that smile. It’s the same one he had given me that first night that he’d hooked up with that bartender and made me question everything.

I huff out a breath and turn back to the cards I’ve got lined up along the floor, but I can’t find a jack of spades no matter what I do so I throw the cards and they scatter across the floor. Samuel raises an eyebrow at me but no one says a word. Everything and everyone seems to irritate me these days, I even snap at Samuel when he offers to help me off of the tour bus when we arrive at the hotel in Dallas.

“You need me to walk you to your room again, little bit?” Locke asks me on the elevator, leaning down so only I can hear him, and I shake my head furiously.

“Absolutely not.”

Locke sighs, which is a little dramatic in my opinion, and I take in a deep breath so that I don’t snap at him.

He’s watching Axel like a hawk, which normally, would just make me laugh and tease him. In fact, I kind of like it when Locke goes all protective and possessive, and it’s certainly made the sex interesting, but right now, all I need is a damn pregnancy test. Axel’s the only person in the world who knows, and it’s not like I can sneak out with a tour bus full of the band’s equipment in the middle of the night with both Jackson and Locke watching out for me since I’ve been sick.

I’m googling “will Postmates deliver a pregnancy test” as I’m walking down the hallway when Samuel gasps behind my shoulder. He’s been following me since he’s on the same floor as me, and apparently, my brother and Locke Kincaid think I can’t walk a hundred feet without supervision.

“You’re pregnant?”

“Stop reading over my shoulder!” I bark.

“I’m sorry,” Samuel apologizes, wide eyed and holding his hands up as if in surrender and I open my mouth and everything just spills out.

“I don’t know if I’m pregnant because my brother watches me like I’m a wayward toddler and the only person who knows is Axel and Locke is watching him as if he’s on an America’s Most Wanted list and I’m sick all the time and I don’t know what to do!” I burst out, tears rolling down my face.

“Aw, Gem.”

Samuel pulls me into his arms and I sob against his chest for a moment.

“Take a deep breath. There’s a Walgreen’s right around the corner, I’ll grab one for you. I want some Oreos anyway.”

I sniffle, looking up at him. “Will you get me the vanilla Oreos?”

“I thought you hated the vanilla Oreos?” Samuel looks confused.

“I do, but now that’s all I want to eat!” I wail.

Samuel wants to laugh, I can tell, but he holds back and I'm grateful because I cannot seem to stop my eyes from leaking.

It doesn't mean you're pregnant, I think to myself as Samuel promises to hurry back with the test (and the vanilla Oreos). It just means you aren't sleeping.

That much is true, I'm not sleeping much at all between hooking up with Locke and our punishing road trip and concert schedule. Everyone gets irritable on long trips and with little sleep. It'll be fine. Right? Besides, it’s not like I’m hooking up with Locke anymore, is it? Since I’m doing all I can to stay as far away from him as possible ever since I realized I was late.
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Samuel returns with a Walgreen's bag full of blue Powerade, vanilla Oreos, and three brands of pregnancy tests and I could kiss him if my mouth didn't taste like nervous vomit. Then again, Locke Kincaid kissing me is what got me into this mess so I’m not surprised. I text Axel that I got a test and before I even make it to the bathroom, there’s a knock on my hotel door.

As soon as I open the door, Axel sneaks inside like we’re doing a drug deal.

“You got the stuff?” he asks, and I choke back a barrage of nearly hysterical laughter.

I shake the bag. “There’s three, so I’m chugging Powerade.”

Axel looks in the bag. “That’s the good one, I think.”

I raise an eyebrow at him. “How would you know?”

Axel shrugs. “I’ve got a sister and plenty of girls I know have had scares, okay?”

“Girls you know, huh?” I snicker. “In the biblical way, I take it.”

Axel grins and I roll my eyes as he hands me the test.

The box is pink and white and the instructions are simple enough—pee on the stick and in five minutes it will have two lines if you’re pregnant and one line if you’re not.

“So, I’m praying for one line,” I mutter, and Axel nods.

“Unless…” he starts, and I shake my head.

“No way. I’m not pregnant, this is gonna be fine. I just caught a bug because I haven’t been sleeping well.”

“Okay,” Axel says, as if he thinks I’m crazy, and before my blood starts to boil I go to the bathroom and take the test, sitting the capped test on the back of the toilet before exiting the room.

As I exit, a sense of calm comes over me. Women have pregnancy scares all the time, right? Susie, my best friend from high school, had a few when we were young, even, but everything turned out okay.

Axel juggles his leg anxiously and I want to push him off the end of my bed, but I don’t. He seems almost as anxious as I am, as if this is his problem too, and while I appreciate the support, I find it strange. I mean, I know he’s kind of a womanizer, or was before this whole situation with his ex-wife, but how many scares could he possibly have had with girls he was only with a few nights? I wonder if he’s ever had a scare with his ex-wife, but every time I mention that situation, Axel gets all mopey, so I keep my mouth shut.

I jump when the timer goes off on my phone and walk calmly to the bathroom. Picking up the test, I clearly detect one line in the test area, so the test isn’t faulty, good. And one very faint blue line in the results area. I don’t make a sound, just start to shake the test and Axel grabs my arm, knowing by my blank face what the results are.

“It’s not an Etch-a-Sketch, Gem,” he cracks, and I laugh a little hysterically before I burst into tears.

After I calm down (relatively, since my life is coming apart at the seams), Axel sits me down on the edge of the bed.

“What are you going to do?”

I worry my bottom lip between my teeth. “I don’t…I don’t know.”

“I mean, are you going to…” Axel trails off as if he doesn’t want to say it, and in fact, I’m not sure I’ve made that decision yet until I find myself nodding.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m gonna keep her. I just don’t know if I’m going to tell him.”

“It’s…it’s Locke’s, right?” Axel asks hesitantly, and this time, I do push him off the bed.

“Of course, it is!” I snap, and then help him off the floor in a half-assed apology. “You won’t say anything, will you?”

Axel looks offended. “Of course not.”

I wipe at my wet face. My eyes and cheeks feel puffy and I lean my head against Axel’s chest. “Thank you for being my friend.”

Axel rubs soothing circles on my back and I take in a deep, shaky breath, pulling away and plopping down on the bed.

“Now get out of my room so I can contemplate all my many, many mistakes.”

Axel chuckles, heading to the door, and I sit up.

“Wait!” He looks back, concerned.

“Give me the bag with the vanilla Oreos in it.”
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Gemma’s acting weird, and not normally weird. Normally weird would be ignoring me or being sassy toward me, but now she’s outright mean to me, and that’s unusual. Because of her illness, I pass it off as her being irritable, but the thing is, she’s not irritable with Axel, and that’s what pisses me off.

It’s like Gemma and Axel are attached at the hip, and Samuel sometimes seems in on it, too. Jackson doesn’t seem to care, but then again, lately he doesn’t seem to care about anything but the shows we do and sneaking around after. I don’t think he’s slept a single night in the hotels we booked in four shows now, and I’m not asking questions because I don’t want him to suspect me of something.

Not that I’m doing anything nefarious right now, anyway—Gemma won’t even look at me except to tell me I’m an idiot, even when I try to give her a Zero bar or a bottle of Powerade. She seems to have one around all the time, along with vanilla Oreos, which I’ve always loved and she says she hates.

If I still felt the way I did when we started things, Gemma ignoring me would be a godsend. It would get her out of my hair and keep me from having to break things off. Unfortunately, I’ve allowed myself to develop feelings for a twenty-one-year-old girl, and I’m chasing her around trying to tell her how I feel.

I know that I haven’t been the most open to relationships in the past, and I know what Gemma thinks of me, but the only way to change the way she thinks is to talk to her, no matter how worried I am about what might happen in the future.

God knows I don’t want to end up in the same place I was after I left Janis.

Gemma’s different, I tell myself. She’s not like Janis.

It’s hard to convince myself of that, though, when she’s glaring daggers at me and smiling at Axel when he brings her a drink after the show in Atlanta, something light colored. She downs about three of them and I’m a little concerned about how much she’s drinking. There it goes again, that concern that I have when I care about someone. It should be terrifying but right now, all I want to do is talk to Gemma.

I mill around the concert hall which has a full bar, but I’m not drinking and barely speaking to anyone. I’m seething because Gemma ignores my very existence but keeps talking to Axel in hushed whispers, their heads close together. Jealousy and worry are a bad combination, and my stomach feels sick.

“Can I talk to you, little bit?” I ask her when Axel finally goes to the bathroom.

“Don’t call me that,” she snaps, and that’s when I snap, wrapping my fingers around her wrist and tugging her up.

She’s surprised and bounces against my chest but she doesn’t fight me, just like before. I lead her outside and she’s breathing a bit hard but I don’t have it in me to ask her how she’s feeling at the moment, after she’s been drinking and chatting with our guitarist for hours.

“I need to talk to you, Gemma,” I say firmly, and she looks up at me, seeming a little pale. “I want to…I need to tell you something.” I’m angry and frustrated, but suddenly, I feel shy and hesitant. What if she really is still sleeping with Axel? What if she’s chosen him instead of me? What if I tell her I like her and she gives me the “let’s just be friends” speech?

“It’s not the right time, Locke,” Gemma says, her words slow, and I wonder if the alcohol is hitting her.

“You shouldn’t have let Axel buy you all those drinks,” I scold, without even meaning to, and Gemma frowns.

“He didn’t-”

“And what’s going on with you and Axel, anyway? I asked if you were seeing someone else and you wouldn’t tell me, and now-”

“Locke-” Gemma puts a hand over her mouth but I keep going.

“I just wanted to tell you that I…I don’t feel the same way that I used to about this, and I think we need to define things because I’m going kind of nuts, little bit. I like you, in a way that means that it makes me crazy to think about you and Axel…” I trail off because somewhere in the middle of my tirade, Gemma runs off into the back, throwing up in the bushes outside of the venue.

Before I can go and comfort her, I realize that Gemma has dropped her phone on the pavement and I pick it up. I’m examining it for cracks when a text notification pops up from Axel on her locked screen.

Where did you go? I thought we were going to talk about the baby tonight.




I furrow my brow, confused, and look up at Gemma but she’s already gone inside. It dawns on me slowly, so slowly that I feel stupid, afterward. This isn’t exactly like what happened with Janis, since Gemma and I had never defined things, but damnit, it sure feels like it, my throat feeling tight and my chest aching.

Not only has she chosen Axel, but that sonofabitch has gotten her pregnant.

Jackson comes out of the back doors.

“What’s going on? Is she drunk?” Jackson asks me, and I put Gemma’s phone in his hand.

“No,” is all I say, and stalk back into the club to look for the guitarist.

I’m going to kill him.
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Luckily for my arrest record, I don’t find Axel in the venue. The tour bus is gone and Jackson and I are stuck but he tells me to go on ahead, that he’s meeting someone.

I don’t ask any questions. I don’t speak a word, actually, because I’m not sure what might come out of my mouth if I open it.

I walk the mile to the hotel, trying to calm down, but it doesn’t seem to be working. All I can think about is wrapping my hands around my former friend’s throat. Gemma’s been so sick and stressed, all because of him. What did he mean, talk about the baby? He’d done this, so he has to deal with it, now, and I’m beyond furious.

It’s easier to focus on the anger than the ache in my chest, the way there’s a voice in the back of my mind saying that if I had only told her earlier, if I’d only made a different choice…

What it boils down to is me not being good enough. I know that Gemma deserves better than an aging rock star with only a two-bedroom house and a shitty 1997 Plymouth to his name. I know she deserves better than the baggage I’ll bring with me, worrying about what she’s doing every time she’s not at home because of how Janis hurt me. Gemma deserves better, but Axel fucking Jermaine isn’t better.

It doesn’t matter, now. It’s over and all I have to do is kill Axel. Well, not kill. I can only maim him because, at the end of the day, I want Gemma to be safe and happy.

That’s all I want for the people I love.

There’s no point in denying it now, even to myself. I’m in love with Gemma Arden, despite the fact that she’s eleven years my junior and my best friend’s baby sister. I don’t know when it happened, if it was gradual or sudden, but right now it feels like I’ve been hit by a truck. I love her pale green eyes and all her curves and the way she loves the same snacks as I do. I love the way she sasses me and the way she arches her back beneath me, but it’s so much more than that. So much more that I can’t even think of her without my heart leaping into my throat.

I’m in love with her and she’s pregnant with another man’s baby, a man who used to be my friend, and it hurts somewhere deep in my bones, so instead of thinking about it, I focus on my goal.

Find Axel and knock some sense into him. He’s going to do right by Gemma if it kills us both.

I finally find him on the fourth floor, walking Gemma to her room, and I tell myself to wait, pause until she closes the door, but when he steps inside with her, I can’t help it, I lose it.

I grab the back of Axel’s shirt, tugging him backwards. He lets go of Gemma’s arm and stumbles backward, surprised.

“Oh shit, Locke, listen to me, it’s not what it looks like-” he starts, and I tackle him to the ground.

“So you didn’t knock up my girl?” I bark, and Axel elbows me in the throat and I lose my breath only for a moment before grabbing him again as he tries to crawl away.

We go rolling through the hallway with Axel fighting me the whole way, but I’m taller and I outweigh him by about twenty pounds, so I’m able to pin him. Blood is rushing in my ears and I can barely hear Gemma’s yells for me to stop or Axel’s protests. Axel is finally able to break through to me by screaming my name, but it barely registers and as he wiggles and almost breaks free, I headbutt him. It hurts my head but it cuts a line across Axel’s eyebrow and the blood makes something dark and primal in me satisfied.

Axel groans and I feel ten familiar manicured nails on my shoulder, trying to pull me off. Exhaustion washes over me in a wave, from the sleep deprivation or the heartbreak, I don’t know, but I let Gemma pull me off of my ex-friend and sit down on the hotel hallway floor.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Gemma yells, and I just look up at her, my head spinning from adrenaline. I regret not accepting the four or five tequila shots I’d been offered back at the venue, because I wish to God I was numb instead of all the anger and pain that’s swirling inside me.

“Locke,” Axel rasps, sitting up, and of course, Gemma goes to him, pressing a tissue she’d had in her purse against the wound above his eye.

“Don’t fucking talk to me,” I growl, standing up to loom over him, but Axel’s next words shake me more than I’m already shaken and I brace myself against the wall.

“The baby is yours, you fucking idiot,” Axel says tiredly, and when I look at Gemma, her pale green eyes widen and I know he’s telling the truth.

I put Gemma’s phone in her hand, still looking into her eyes. I pause for a moment, wanting to say something, anything.

Instead, I turn and walk away, making it to the elevator as Gemma calls out my name, and brushing past Samuel, who must have heard all the commotion.

There’s a mantra going through my head now, over and over. It has for a while, but it’s louder than ever, screaming in the front of my head.

Not good enough. Not good enough. Not good enough.
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In the commotion, I get blood all over my white tank top, so when Samuel sees me, his eyes widen.

I shake my head to let him know I’m not hurt.

“I’m okay, just help me get Axel on his feet.”

“What the hell happened?” Samuel asks, and I sigh heavily.

“I’ll explain everything, just get Axel to his room and I’ll come to yours, okay?”

Samuel’s brow furrows, but he grabs Axel’s hand and heaves him to his feet.

“I’m okay, it’s just right above my eye,” Axel complains, blinking rapidly. Sure enough, there’s blood in one of his bright blue eyes, and I feel awful about it.

I’m still reeling from what happened, the way Locke had said he had something important to tell me, that he didn’t feel the same way anymore, and I figured he had been gearing up to break up with me.

I got sick before he could, though, and I didn’t realize that I’d lost my phone until Axel and I made it back to the hotel. I guess Locke must have seen Alex’s text and gotten the wrong idea. Looking back, it makes sense, him asking me on the bus if I’m seeing anyone else.

I already know that he thinks I’m seeing Axel and to be honest, I’ve played it up here and there just because it’s easier to keep him away from me. It’s hard enough seeing him every day, but if I have no buffer, I’m sure I’d have caved by now or told him something I might regret.

I had no idea that it actually affected him this way, though, and I don’t know how to feel about what just happened. It’s like something out of an action movie, really, the way he tackled Axel and it’s all a stupid misunderstanding, anyway.

What did it mean that he called me “his girl” but when he found out the baby is his, he bolted? That doesn’t bode well. It’s not like I thought we’d live happily ever after, but I thought he might, at least, want to talk about it.

“If you guys hadn’t abandoned me after the concert, maybe I could have kept Locke from trying to kill you,” Samuel says dryly.

Axel gives me a wry smile as Samuel walks him to his room, and I sigh and follow them, for once not feeling nauseous, even though my face feels hot from all the adrenaline.

I can’t stop thinking about how Locke looked at me when I pulled him off Axel. He looked so…hurt, as if I punched him in the throat instead of keeping him from killing our mutual friend.

I feel guilt flow through me. No matter how badly Locke reacted, it’s my fault that he thinks that Axel and I are seeing each other. I’ve been letting him believe that because it served my purposes, and that’s a shitty thing to do to someone, even if they don’t have real feelings for you. Hell, no wonder Locke planned to break up with me after the show. No wonder he stormed off the way he did.

I’m the asshole, I think to myself, in wonder, but there’s so much more to worry about that I can’t even process that thought. I have no idea how Locke feels about kids, no idea how he really feels about me, and no idea what to do next.

Axel must be okay, because he babbles everything that happened to Samuel in an excited tone, and I swear, he must be one of those people who lives for adrenaline. I feel like I’ve been on one giant ride for about a week now, but Axel seems to be happy to have something to focus on that isn’t his ex-wife.

I’m quiet when I walk with Samuel back to his room, and he opens the door for me.

“So, you let Locke Kincaid knock you up, huh?”

“I hate that term,” I mutter. “And I just skipped a couple of days on my birth control, I didn’t know–”

“You didn’t know unprotected sex equals babies?” Samuel drawls, and I huff out a long breath.

“Stop acting like my big brother and give me some real advice,” I snap, and then rub my hand over my face.

“I’m sorry. Congratulations.” Samuel gives me a sheepish smile. “You’re still the baby, after all.”

I put a hand on my stomach. “Not anymore,” I say softly.

Samuel leads me to the bed, sitting me down on the foot of the bed and turning on the television. I still feel like I’m in a haze, and it helps that he puts on some dumb reality show that I don’t have to really focus on.

“You have to tell Jackson.”

I look over at Samuel, shocked at his words.

“What?”

“Everyone knows but him, Gemma, you can’t just let him find out on his own.”

“Fuck, You’re right, but…how do I tell him when I haven’t even talked to Locke?”

Samuel shrugs. “I can’t tell you how to do it, Gem, but he’s got to know, and sooner rather than later.”

I scoot back on the bed and keep watching some Real Housewives show, not wanting to think about admitting to my brother that I’ve been not only sleeping with his best friend, but am now pregnant.

“Tomorrow,” I state, yawning widely, and Samuel sighs and agrees, sitting down on the couch and throwing me a blanket.

As soon as I wrap it around me, I start to doze off.
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I’m woken up by my phone ringing and I stare at my phone for a long moment before answering my brother’s call.

Samuel’s passed out on the couch, snoring softly.

“Hey,” I greet as cheerily as I can muster.

“Where are you? I’ve been knocking on your hotel room door for twenty minutes-”

I sigh heavily. “I’m in Samuel’s room.”

“No one is downstairs for breakfast and I’ve been waiting for an hour and…wait. You’re in…you’re where, now?”

I roll my eyes at Jackson’s tone and think of reminding him that our father is dead and he doesn’t have to fill his shoes, but I decide not to be cruel.

For once, it wasn’t Jackson who ruined my social life (and possibly my life in general), but his best friend.

“Samuel’s room,” I repeat. “I’ll be down for breakfast in ten minutes.” I pause. “We need to talk.”

“About what? About Samuel?” Jackson sounds a little panicked and it almost makes me laugh.

I know he’s been worried about Axel, so I guess it’s a wild card that I ended up in Samuel’s hotel room. Jackson must also know there isn’t much chemistry between Samuel and I, though, because otherwise he’d be yelling and banging down the door.

“No. I’ll be down soon.”
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I don’t sleep, up all night with my mind racing. I’m not good enough for Gemma as it is, how am I going to be good enough to be a father? Even when I’d quit my passion, stopped doing music, and began to work a steady job I wasn’t good enough for Janis. What changed since then? The fact that I get a bigger payday when we do a concert? That we sell a few more records and t-shirts? I can’t provide for a family on what we make. The only reason I’m keeping my house is because I’d bought it with cash I saved for a wedding that never happened.

Last night, I hurt a good friend because I believed he was doing wrong by Gemma, but how am I going to do right by her? Does she even want me to? I’m certainly not first on her list of priorities, it seems.

I have no idea what I’m going to do about Gemma and the baby, but I do know that I need to apologize to my friend. Unfortunately, Axel won't answer my calls and we end up playing the show in Fairfax without him.

Samuel does a great job on lead guitar, so great, in fact, that he’s surrounded by fans who want autographs and he’s grinning ear to ear. Samuel might be less extroverted than Axel and Jackson, but he’s happy with the attention, especially from the women.

Gemma shows up a little late and Jackson furrows his brow and seems concerned, going to talk to her right after the show. I take my time loading up the equipment on the tour bus since all eyes are on Samuel and I have no idea what to say to Gemma. She catches me outside in the parking garage, clearing her throat to get my attention.

I close my eyes against the way they’re burning from exhaustion and emotion, but finally work the bigger amp into the back before turning around to face her.

“So, are we going to talk about this?” She crosses her arms over her chest, which is less intimidating than she wants it to be since she’s wearing a Pussycat Dolls t-shirt.

“Didn’t seem like you had any plans to talk to me about it,” I shoot back. I don’t realize I’m angry until I am, suddenly.

“I only found out a couple of weeks ago.” Her voice sounds softer and less harsh, and I want to be less angry but I’m not.

“Weeks? And you told Axel? Are you even sure the baby is mine?”

The hurt look on her face makes me regret my words, but it’s too late now, in for a penny in for a pound.

“Fuck you for even asking me that.”

“What am I supposed to think? You run around with him and avoid me for two weeks and then he’s the one who gets to comfort you, gets to talk to you about my baby-”

“So, is it yours or is it his? Make up your mind.” Her voice has gone cold again and I know I’ve fucked up but my heart still aches thinking about her with Axel, with or without this baby being mine.

“You say it’s mine, it’s mine,” I say, and I feel a surge of possessiveness, looking down at her hand on her belly. Damn right it’s mine, I think. And I want you to be mine, too.

“It’s yours. So, what do you want to do about it?”

I open my mouth to tell her what I’m thinking, that I want her to be mine, but the words stick in my throat. I have issues expressing myself through words, I have my whole life, and so instead, I step forward and wrap my arms around her waist, pulling her close to me just like I had before.

Gemma sighs and it sounds half exasperated but half relieved, somehow, so I twist her in the small parking garage, press her against the tour bus. I’m more careful of her stomach, even though it’s no different than it had been a couple of weeks ago when I’d kissed down her body.

“What if you were both mine?” There it is. I say it without thinking and Gemma’s brow furrows only for a moment until she wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me, hard, nipping at my lower lip. I think for a moment that pregnancy hasn’t changed her sex drive and then she jumps up, clenching her thighs around my waist and I pant against her throat.

There’s always a deep, dark part of me that wants to claim the women I sleep with, but it’s always been stronger with Gemma, and now? It’s tenfold. I want to mark her everywhere, make her mine, but I keep my bites soft around the base of her throat and through her shirt where her breasts separate. The last thing we need is for Jackson to find out what’s going on, especially since I can barely wrap my head around my feelings for her and this baby.

“Locke,” she breathes, and of all the songs I’ve loved, this is my favorite, the way she sings out my name when she wants me.

I feel blessed that Gemma has world class legs and knows it, always wearing skirts to our concerts. She’s already bunching her black shirt up around her hips and rocking against me, moaning so loudly that it reverberates in the parking garage. I clamp my hand over her mouth and her eyes widen. I remember doing this before, the way I thought she might bite me but she doesn’t this time as she didn’t before.

Gemma is slippery wet when I slide my fingers through her lower lips and she rocks against me, her cries muffled beneath my palm.

“You gotta be quiet, little bit. Can you do that for me?”

Gemma nods eagerly, her pale green eyes bright in the dim lights of the garage, and I slowly remove my hand and she takes a deep breath in and out.

“Only if you promise not to go easy on me just because I’m pregnant,” she says brattily, and I let out a low chuckle.

I work her clit between my thumb and forefinger and she gasps but doesn’t make a loud noise, just like I told her. For a brat, she takes orders well, at least in the bedroom. Or, in this case, the parking garage.

The angle is off and I move away to unbutton my pants and Gemma whines softly. I’m still holding her against the back of the tour bus with my body but she slides down, which works because her legs are still wrapped around me and that’s just the angle I need to slide inside her.

In retrospect, we should have been using condoms all this time, but the way we had to hook up was so secretive and spontaneous that neither of us thought of it. Now she’s pregnant, and it’s mine.

Mine, mine, mine, that primal part of me repeats, and my cock is so hard I feel like I might bust inside her embarrassingly fast.

“You’re so tight, clenching around me like a vice,” I growl, and Gemma’s nails rake down my back. If she wasn’t so diligent about her manicures, I’d be cut to ribbons by now.

I love dirty talk, but something about how Gemma doesn’t talk much, how she just takes what I say and lets her body react, makes my mouth run away with me.

“I’m so close,” she whimpers, and I haven’t even begun to move yet. She’s so hot and wet and responsive, her nipples hard and peaked through her thin t-shirt. Her eyes close and something tightens in my throat.

“Tell me you want me.” I order, and her green eyes pop open.

“I…I want you,” she gasps, rolling her hips, impatient, but I’ve got her pinned against the door.

“Tell me you want only me,” I command, and she frowns at me but she’s still rocking her hips. I don’t move, clamp my hands down on her hips so that she can’t get any friction and she huffs out a breath.

“I only want you,” she breathes. “I only want you, Locke, please.”

It’s the way she says my name that does it, makes my body take over, instead of my brain, and I fuck her at a brutal pace. Her ass slides up and down the back of the tour bus doors.

“You’re mine, Gemma, all full with my baby and all mine, yeah?”

“Yes, yes,” she pants, her face contorts and I feel her inner muscles clamp down tight around me but I keep my fingers working her clit and she cries out into my mouth when I kiss her deeply.

I’m so close to bursting I can feel my heartbeat in my ears, but I keep fucking her through her orgasm and mine, biting a mark onto the side of her neck without thinking about it. As soon as my teeth touch her flesh Gemma cries out and clamps down on me even harder.

“I’m coming again,” she whines, and it almost hurts how she pulsates around my spent cock but it’s so worth it, the way she goes limp and glassy-eyed. I love the way she looks like this, all fucked out, all mine.

I slowly lower her to the ground and she rests her forehead against my chest for a long moment. I rub her back and kiss the top of her head and this is probably the softest moment we’ve had together after sex. Gemma doesn’t like to cuddle, after, at least not with me, which is why I was so surprised when she let me hold her the other day.

I open my mouth to tell her all the things I’m thinking, how I want things to change, how I want to be able to open myself up to love her, but then I hear a familiar voice.

Jackson calls out to Gemma, something about the cover charge cash box, and Gemma flushes and turns away from me, adjusting her skirt as she strides back toward the venue.

It seems like we’re always walking away from each other, and I hate it, especially now. It makes me feel like I’m missing a limb or something, some kind of phantom pain from something I never truly had, so I head to the bar.

Gemma’s busy and Jackson is as distracted as ever, so I end up drinking a lot more than I plan. I usually feel energized after a session with Gemma, but everything’s so different now and all I can think about is how Janis told me we could never have a family and my music career. All I can think about is how I’m not good enough.

A woman, around thirty by her looks and dressed in a hot pink bodysuit with rhinestones on the neckline, buys me my fifth shot.

“Drummer, right?” Usually, I’d be all over the way she’s appreciatively staring at my forearms, but my head is a mess and now spinning with alcohol.

“Do you have kids?” I blurt out, and she blinks.

“Uh, yeah, I do. One,” she responds, and I swivel on my bar stool to face her.

“I’m Locke. I’m going to be a dad.”

I’m the type of drunk where I don’t know exactly what to say until I say it, but the brunette in the pink bodysuit doesn’t mind.

“Congratulations…” she trails off, asking for my name, and when I give it to her, she smiles. “Locke. My name is Daniela. My son is four next month.”

She puts her small hand in mine to shake, and I appreciate her grace even though it seems she originally approached me to hit on me.

Daniela can tell that I’m in no shape to get home after we chat for a while, so she takes me to her place instead and I pass out on the couch after we talk for hours about Gemma and the baby and what I should do.
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When I wake up, a pair of green eyes are staring at me and the little boy pops his thumb in his mouth when I sit up, his eyes widening at my size.

“It’s okay,” I say softly, and I notice he’s dragging a stuffed lion behind him and wearing lion pajamas. “You like lions, huh?”

He nods eagerly, his eyes lighting up, and for half an hour he babbles to me about lions and prides and how The Lion King is his favorite movie. It turns out he likes lions because of how they growl and look cool but they also value family. He’s precocious for his age and when he makes his way back to his room, I miss him a little, my heart feeling wide and open.

I wonder if that’s what our kid will be like, open and loving and chatty. I leave my number on the side table because it’s early and I don’t want to wake up Daniela. She seemed like a party girl at first, one of those groupies that we deal with on a weekly basis, but she’s nothing like some of the women I’ve met.

She’s a good mother, and I know that Gemma will be, too.

I get back to the hotel with a different mindset. I know what I want out of this, and I can only hope that Gemma wants it too.
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Locke fucks me up against the back of the tour bus, tells me I’m all his, and then promptly goes to the bar and picks up a thirty-something brunette. Axel and Samuel are both on my ass to tell Jackson what’s going on, but at this point I might be arrested for murder before I get a chance to talk to my brother on my own. The talk at breakfast never happened, so he is still in the dark about everything.

I wish I was in the dark about Locke too. I can’t even deny to myself that I’m jealous. I’m not just jealous, I’m furious. I want to throw a bar stool when I see Locke and the brunette leaving together. He’s clearly drunk, leaning into her, and all I can think about is how he seduced that blond bartender the night that everything changed for me.

“What if you were both mine?”

Why would he ask me that and then go do a stupid rockstar thing that makes me question everything I think I know about him? I cannot understand men no matter how I try.

I barely sleep, tossing and turning and having dreams of Locke fucking both the blond bartender and the brunette from the bar, and when I wake up I’m livid all over again.

I know that I have to tell my brother at some point, but after the tour seems like a better idea. I’m hormonal and traveling and I’ve already called to make an appointment in three weeks when we’ll be back at home. There’s only three more shows, the last being Nashville in ten days. We’ll be turning in the tour bus to the rental company and flying back home, so I’ll have plenty of time to think about it. After all, I have to tell my very protective older brother that I’ve been impregnated by his best friend, who is eleven years my senior.

Yeah. That’s gonna go over well.

I consider ordering breakfast instead of going downstairs for the continental breakfast. I’ve been hormonal and snippy with everyone, not just Locke, and I feel like kind of an asshole about it. Axel and Samuel have been nothing but helpful ever since I started hooking up with Locke, so I feel particularly bad snapping at one of them.

The problem is, this baby is extremely picky when it comes to food, and something that I love (like onions and peppers with eggs, for example) can suddenly make me want to upchuck all over the place. I’m still feeling nauseous and dizzy off and on, so I want to make decisions that are less likely to make me throw up. I know that everything bagels with the salmon spread they usually have at the Marriott doesn’t make me sick, even though I’ve always hated salmon, so I throw on a pair of sweats and a camisole and get on the elevator.

The good news is that surely Locke will still be at brunette’s place; it's early, barely seven in the morning.

I cannot believe my bad luck when he’s the only member of the Spades down at the breakfast bar, making his own waffles with bacon on top.

The waffle maker is, of course, right next to the salmon spread, so I have no choice but to walk up next to him. The smell of cooking pork threatens to make me sick, so I get it as quickly as I can and sit down at a free table.

Locke’s been avoiding me like the plague since he found out I’m pregnant, so I’m more than surprised when he sits across from me.

“We need to talk about the baby,” he says firmly, and I raise an eyebrow.

“Thought you’d be busy most of the morning,” I say nonchalantly, as if it doesn’t matter to me one way or the other.

“That’s not…” Locke sighs. “Not what we need to talk about.”

“You don’t have to do anything, you know.”

I take a bite of my everything bagel and for once, I don’t feel like instantly spitting it out, so I continue. I’ve been getting decaf coffee, which is a real drag, but I read online that caffeine is bad for the baby. I’ve been reading a lot online actually, and there’s a lot of terrifying things on the internet that I’ve been babbling to Axel about. He goes really pale any time I mention infant mortality, though, so eventually I started babbling to Samuel instead. These are all things I should be talking to the father of the baby about, but for a couple of weeks I wasn’t sure I wanted him to know. And when he learned about it, he ignored me until just now. I look up and Locke is staring at me, his face blank.

“What do you mean, I don’t have to do anything?” His voice is low, like he’s almost whispering. I want to roll my eyes. I know that we’ve both been each other’s dirty little secret for a while now, but now it irritates me.

“If you don’t want to be a part of this, you don’t have to be.”

“How exactly does that work?” His tone is still low and serious, and I guess he must really be considering this possibility.

That doesn’t break my heart at all, nope. Not even a little.

I shrug. “After the tour is over, I’ll tell my brother I’m pregnant. I won’t tell Jackson that the baby is yours, say it’s some guy I picked up while we were on tour. You get to walk away with your hands clean.”

“Is this…is this about Axel?”

I look him straight in the eyes because this part, at least, is the entire truth.

“This has nothing to do with Axel. This is about you and me and this baby.”

Locke nods slowly and for a moment he doesn’t speak and I think the conversation is over.

“Is this what you want?” Locke’s searching my face and I know what he wants. I know he just wants to be done with this. He never planned for things to go this far. Hell, neither did I.

I swallow hard, the words sticking in my throat and feeling like acid.

“Yeah. Yeah, this is what I want. You don’t like me; I don’t like you. We couldn’t possibly get along just for the sake of a baby.”

“That’s how it is,” Locke says mysteriously, and he looks dead serious still, that muscle in his jaw twitching. He runs a hand through his hair, nostrils flaring, and that’s the only sign that he’s feeling any emotion other than…nothing.

“That’s how it is,” I repeat hollowly, fighting tears that threaten at the backs of my eyes.

“That’s what you want,” he says, repeating my words, and I want to change them. I want to take it all back and tell him that I’m terrified, that I need his help, that I want…

But I can’t tell him what I want. Not after last night, after he fucked me in a parking garage and then went home with someone else just because he’s panicking about my pregnancy.

“That’s what I want.” My voice sounds shaky.

Locke stares at me a moment longer, searching my face with those big brown eyes, and then he slides the chair back from the table with a screech and storms toward the elevators.

I take in a deep breath through my nostrils to keep from bursting into tears.

That’s how it is.
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Despite the way my heart aches, my lack of nausea makes me feel like Wonder Woman and I’m able to pack all my things without the help of Axel or Samuel. Axel and I have been texting and calling, but I haven’t actually seen him since his fight with Locke. It’s obvious that he’s avoiding the drummer, and I certainly can’t blame him. Jackson is late, as usual, and Locke is nowhere to be found, so Samuel and I are loading up the tour bus while we wait for the rest of the Spades.

I begin to feel dizzy as I roll my luggage to the tour bus, and Samuel scolds me for putting it in the back myself without waiting for him to help. I grumble but let him put the luggage in. I guess maybe the lack of sleep last night and overdoing it this morning by packing has my vertigo coming back. This baby really wants to put me through the wringer with all the food aversions and cravings and sickness.

I put my hand on my belly. It’s way too early to feel any movement, but I feel protective, nonetheless, and I’m considering what Locke said to me and feeling worse and worse as I sit down on the bench in the parking lot.

Samuel finishes loading up and turns around to look at me. His eyes go wide and frightened.

“Gemma?”

I look down at my white shorts and they’re stained with red. Suddenly, all the horrible things I’d read start running through my mind and I feel dizzier than ever, my stomach churning. Right now, I’m not thinking of Locke or how hurt I am, all I’m thinking about is my baby and I’m afraid. I’m afraid and there’s only one person I trust to be with me when I’m sick and afraid.

“Samuel,” I whisper. “I want my brother. Please call Jackson.”

My vision starts to black out around the edges and the last thing I remember is Samuel sprinting to keep me from falling on to the pavement.
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So that’s it. It’s over and I’ll just have Gemma raising a little toddler with my eyes or my smile and have no say in any of it. I’m angry; angrier than I should be, maybe, given that I haven’t told her how I feel or what I want.

That’s the thing, though. Does it matter? What’s most important is for Gemma and the baby to be happy and healthy, and I don’t know that I can provide that. We barely know each other, and no matter how much I feel, it doesn’t matter. Feelings don’t pay for diapers and formula. My passion for music won’t pay our kid’s tuition. My emotions won’t make Gemma love me back.

I make plans for the future when I’m feeling unsure, because it’s the only thing that keeps me on the ground. Otherwise, I’ll lie in bed with a bottle of tequila and the world will stop turning, and that’s not how it should work. Not now.

I’m going to quit the Spades. I know that I should finish the tour, keep my responsibilities because I’m the only drummer, but I don’t know if I can stand it. I don’t know if I can stand seeing Gemma every day, thinking of what I’ve begun to look at as my future and know I can never have it.

I can’t go to my best friend first, as much as I’d like to, because it’s up to Gemma when she wants to tell him. I might be furious that she didn’t tell me what was going on or that she’d chosen someone else, if that was the case, but I shouldn’t have hit him. Axel was my friend before I fell in love with Gemma, and I can’t leave the band without making amends, even if I can’t bear to be his friend afterward. That’s another thing. I’m not just losing Gemma and our child, but the family that I’ve found. I consider Samuel, Jackson, and even Axel my brothers, in a way, since I never had that sense of family growing up.

I’ll call my old boss down at the construction crew and see if he’s got a position open, send money to Gemma and the baby every month. She says I can walk away with my hands clean, but that’s not true. If I walk away, I lose everything.

I’m hungover and slept only a few thin, alcohol-soaked hours at Daniela’s the night before, so I wait until well after nine in the morning to go to Axel’s door.

He answers. He’s got a band-aid on his forehead and he flinches when he sees me, clearly expecting someone else. Probably Gemma, but I can’t think about that too much or I’ll hit him again.

He’s got his things packed, and I feel lucky that I haven’t unpacked my things during all the commotion, since I’ve already reserved a car to rent to go to the airport.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I tell him, brushing past him into his room, and Axel shuts the door and turns to me slowly, as if I’m a cornered animal.

“Likely story,” he says dryly, but he’s smiling just a little.

“I came to apologize.”

Axel blinks. “What? Locke Kincaid, apologizing? Are you still drunk from last night?”

I shake my head and then pause. “Well, maybe a little, but that’s not why I’m here. I need to talk to you about-”

Axel holds up a hand to cut me off, his phone buzzing. “Samuel’s calling to bitch at me for not being downstairs already, hold on.”

He greets with a “yo!” and I sigh, sitting down on the edge of his unmade bed. I stand up again quickly when I realize that Gemma might have spent the night on that bed, for all I know. That’s something that I definitely shouldn’t be thinking about, if I want to preserve my dignity while leaving the Spades.

“Oh fuck, he knows?” I watch the color drain from Axel’s face but I’m not worried. Jackson’s definitely going to lose his mind, but I’ve accepted that, at this point. The next thing he says makes my blood go ice cold, my shoulders stiffen. “The hospital?”

“Is it Gemma?” I ask, loudly, and Axel just stares at me until I take his shoulders in my hands and shake him gently. He nods, and I curse under my breath, pacing around Axel’s hotel room.

She doesn’t want you. She didn’t even call you, I tell myself, but it doesn’t matter. I don’t care. All I care about is Gemma and our baby being safe. She might not want to see me, but I have to know that she’s okay.

Axel hangs up the phone and grabs his wallet, shoving it into his basketball shorts and rifling through a duffel bag for a shirt.

I know that I should hurry, go straight to the elevator, but my head feels fuzzy from lack of sleep and everything that’s happened in the last few days, and I feel numb and slow. I wonder if I’m in shock or if I am still a little drunk.

While Axel lets out a string of curses trying to find a shirt, there’s a bang on the door like the police are here and Axel throws it open.

Jackson stands there in sweats and a sleeveless shirt, gaping at Axel, more than likely shocked by the state of his face.

Axel ruins everything by going outside with his hands raised as if in surrender.

“It’s not mine!” he blurts out. “I swear to God, I never touched her! Well, not like that, anyway.”

“What the fuck do you mean, it isn’t yours?” Jackson approaches Axel menacingly and backs up. “Are you calling my sister a slut?”

“No! I’m just saying it’s not mine!”

“Then who the hell-”

That’s my cue to leave, bolt for the elevator and hope Jackson doesn’t catch me. Yet, I just keep standing there like an idiot as Jackson’s gaze follows Axel’s and I can see the realization dawn on his face.

“You motherfucker!” Jackson yells, and again, I can run. I can run and try to make it, but instead, I just stand there and stare at him.

He hits me right in my nose and it begins to spurt blood immediately. My eyes water, and I make a choking noise in the back of my throat. The pain wakes me up considerably, makes everything seem crystal clear, and I see Axel holding Jackson back by his arms as Jackson struggles and that’s when I say it.

“I’m in love with her.” It sounds nasally and thick but Jackson stops struggling and Axel slowly lets him go.

Then Jackson tackles me around the waist, and for a guy smaller than me, he sure is sturdy, because I go over like a sack of potatoes, whacking the back of my head on the hallway floor.

“Stop it!” Axel does his level best to keep Jackson away from me, but Jackson just growls and hits him from behind. “Gemma’s sick, we need to-” Jackson elbows him in the throat and Axel chokes, stepping away.

I don't even wrestle with Jackson, just repeat myself as if I'm coming to terms with it myself as he punches me in the ribs.

“Aw, jeez, you guys, we’re all gonna get arrested,” Axel complains, and sure enough, people are coming out of their rooms, watching the fight, some of them on their cell phones.

"I'm in love with Gemma," I say, almost in awe, and then it's lights out when Jackson hits me right on the cheekbone.
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I come to being put into a squad car with Axel and he sighs heavily and rests the back of his head on the seat.

“I didn’t even get any and I get thrown in jail,” he mumbles, I laugh and it sounds tinny to my own ears. I wonder if Jackson gave me a concussion.

If so, I deserve it, that’s for sure.

The right way to do things would have been to go to Jackson and tell him that I have feelings for Gemma, to tell him that I wanted to date her and confess that we’d been hooking up. The right thing to do would be to talk to Gemma now, but I can’t exactly do that from a jail cell or with her in the hospital, and panic rises in my throat just from thinking about it. The cops have taken our phones, so of course, we can’t get updates. I can’t even think about it too much, it makes me feel like I can’t breathe, not knowing what’s happening, not knowing if they’re okay. I don’t know when I started thinking about Gemma as two, when I started thinking of her and the life inside her as mine, but now it’s like a part of me is missing.

After two fights and a night of barely sleeping, I’m in and out on the way to the county jail. They separate me from Jackson for obvious reasons, and he’s chomping at the bit to get to me even in a jail cell, close to the bars.

“Jack, calm down before they taze you or something,” Axel comments tiredly and Jackson gives him a death glare.

“That fucker knocked up my baby sister,” Jackson spits out.

“And I made out with her a couple of times, you gonna hang me up by my balls too?” Axel taunts, and I blink, surprised that he’s bolder than I am.

I swear, Jackson nearly shakes the bars like Donkey Kong, he’s so mad, his face red, his dirty blond hair mussed.

“Are there any of my friends not making a play for my sister?”

“I’m pretty sure Samuel isn’t,” Axel comments idly, and I can’t help but laugh.

I’ve been doing that a lot, lately. I’ve been laughing and having fun and enjoying my life

instead of just enjoying my music, and Gemma Arden is the one to thank.

“Not a single one of you is good enough for her, and you all kept this from me and now she might be hurt,” Jackson growls, and I find myself nodding.

“You’re right. I’m not good enough for her,” I’m not. And though I know how I feel about Gemma, but I have no idea how she feels about me.

“What you both seem to be forgetting is what Gemma wants,” Axel comments.

Jackson and I both fall silent at that, and in what feels like half a day but is probably only a couple of hours, an officer comes in to tell us that we’ve made bail.

“Five grand,” Gemma rages the second we pile onto the tour bus. I can’t stop staring at her. She looks a bit pale but otherwise okay. ”Five grand and now we have to cancel the show, all because you three can’t keep from trying to kill each other!”

I whisper to Samuel to find out what happened, and he gives me a sympathetic smile.

“She’s okay,” Samuel assures me, and when I keep staring at him, my brow furrowed, he adds, “and so is the baby.”

I let out a big sigh of relief. I know that I should have asked Gemma about it, but given our last conversation, I don’t feel like she’s interested.

Even Jackson, as mad as he must be, doesn’t argue. He doesn’t say anything, actually, heading to the back of the bus and leaving me and Axel in the front with Gemma driving like a maniac.

I keep looking at the profile of her face, her chin with the little dimple in it, and wondering if the baby will have that same dimple, or maybe the one like I have in my cheek. I look away, picking dried blood off my upper lip and avoiding that thought all together.

“Gem,” Jackson says to her when she parks in the hotel parking garage, but Gemma shakes her head.

“Not now,” she says softly, and Jackson looks down at her and then at me, his face softening just a little, as he gets off the bus. Axel follows with a groan, holding his back, and I do remember hitting him there a couple of times.

Too bad I still can’t feel sorry for him. After all, he lied to Jackson, saying that he only made out with Gemma. I know what the score is, and I find a certain dark satisfaction in Axel’s sore back.

I walk to the front of the bus and I should just keep going, head into the hotel and be done, text Jackson that I’m leaving so he doesn’t try to kill me again, but I can’t. I can’t seem to move my feet any further than the first step of the tour bus.

“Locke, I’m tired and sick and I need you to get your big ass off the bus-” Gemma snaps from behind me and I turn around to face her and her mouth snaps shut.

I don’t realize that I’m crying until she brushes a tear from my cheek. It’s strange because since I’m on the first step of the bus, she’s nearly my height. It’s also strange because I’ve cried a handful of times in my whole life, and not for two years.

“You’re okay?” I ask her, reaching out to touch her belly gently, and she nods slowly.

“Yeah, we’re okay. They said that some breakthrough bleeding is normal, especially…especially if you’re sexually active.” Gemma blushes slightly.

“So, it was my fault?” Fresh tears spring to my eyes and I can’t believe I’m not already bolting for the hotel by now. Crying in public is something I’ve never done before, even those handful of times.

Gemma shakes her head, her beautiful green eyes focused on my face.

“No. No, I’m just supposed to take it easy for a few days.”

“I’m so sorry.” I move my hands to her hips to bring her closer, pressing my forehead against hers.

I feel like I’m barely there, standing outside of my body, somehow, given everything that’s happened. I’ve been feeling like she’s been a million miles away in the hospital, and I realize now that in the back of my head I thought maybe she lost the baby. I’m so grateful that she’s here and she and the baby are safe that I don’t know how to express it.

“I told you, it wasn’t your fault,” she murmurs, and I shake my head, pulling away to look at her.

“No. No. I’m sorry for…for everything. I’m sorry that I didn’t use protection–”

“So what? You regret this? You regret-”

“No!” I cry out and she shuts her mouth, her bottom lip trembling, her chin jutting out. I want to kiss the little dimple in her chin but instead I just take in a sharp breath through my nostrils and exhale slowly through my mouth like I always do when I’m trying to calm myself. “I don’t regret anything. I don’t regret you, Gemma, and I won’t. Not ever. I know that you have other plans. I know that you don’t…that you don’t want me.”

Gemma’s eyes are the color of the sea when they’re swimming with tears. She’s so beautiful and I feel so stupid for not noticing it six months or a year ago.

“Locke,” she starts, and I love hearing her say my name, but in this context, it hurts. I don’t want her to pity me, that hurts more than her rejection.

“I know that you want me to walk away, little bit, but I can’t. I don’t want to. I want to be a part of this baby’s family, just like the guys are a part of mine.”

“You…you do?” Gemma’s voice sounds hesitant and shaky.

I shake my head and her face falls, so I take her hands, kissing her knuckles.

“Not just that. Not just the baby. I want to be yours and I want you to be mine, Gem.”

“What are you saying, Locke?” Gemma’s still got her chin jutted out like she’s mad at me but there are tears rolling down her cheeks and she doesn’t remove her hands from mine.

“I’m saying…” I pause and take in another deep breath. “I’m saying that I’m in love with you, Gemma.”

She catches her bottom lip between her teeth and I thumb it. She huffs out a breath and I can’t help but laugh even though my heart is in my throat since she hasn’t responded.

She stares at me and it feels like my whole life is in her small hands.
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GEMMA




I knock softly on the hotel door, taking in a deep breath, not exactly excited about what’s about to come.

My brother answers the door right away and grabs my hand, pulling me inside and forcing me to sit down on the bed.

“Are you okay?” he asks, his brow furrowed, and I smile.

“I’m fine. The baby’s fine, too.”

“Good,” Jackson says and then his face turns sour. “Now, you wanna tell me what in the fuck you were thinking, hooking up with my best friend?”

I sigh heavily. “ I wasn’t thinking, honestly. And if it helps, at first I was trying to hook up with your other friend.”

“Yes, yes, I know,” Jackson groans. “I’ve heard, and that’s no less gross.”

I tilt my head, looking at him for a long moment and he sighs.

“You look so much like Mom when you do that.”

It’s bittersweet, knowing how much I look like our mother and that she’s gone, but I’m glad to have her no-nonsense attitude and grounded personality. Jackson is more like our father. Dreamy, with his head in the clouds, and reactive. I think things through, analyze things, or at least, I used to do that. Now, it seems like I’m flying by the seat of my pants, but it’s good to know that I can still analyze my big brother.

“Does it matter who it is?” I ask. “Or would you be angry no matter what?”

“I’m not…I’m not angry with you, Gem.”

"You're not?" I feel my bottom lip trembling and I hate it. Jackson doesn't exactly try to fill the shoes of our parents but he has taken care of me for years.

“I’m angry at Locke,” he elaborates, and I frown. Jackson sighs. “I’m not even exactly angry at him anymore, I’m just upset that neither of you came to me about this situation.”

“Jack, don’t pretend like you wouldn’t have hit him if he’d come to you and said that he wanted to hook up with your little sister.”

“Of course I would have, but it would have been a lot less hard than I hit him after he lied to me for weeks and then got my little sister pregnant.”

“It’s not like he meant to get me pregnant, Jackson, he-”

“He fell in love with you,” Jackson comments flatly, and I blink, looking up at him in shock. “Yeah, he told me.”

“Guess I know what it’s like to be the last to know,” I comment dryly, and Jackson laughs.

“The thing is, Gemma, Locke is a good guy. He really is. Sometimes, he loses his way, but we all do, now and again. It’s not like I hate the idea of you with Locke, it’s just…it’s hard for me to look at you and not remember what you were like at fifteen when…”

Jackson trails off. We don’t talk about it, how our parents died, what we went through. We haven’t really talked about it since it happened.

I put my hand on his shoulder. “I know. I know, Jack. But I’m not fifteen anymore.”

Jackson shakes his head, laughing softly. “You’re not. I know that. You’re a lot older at twenty-one than I was at twenty-five, but Gem, there’s so much life you haven’t lived. So many things you haven’t done, and that’s…that’s partially my fault.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Partially?”

“Okay, okay, mostly,” Jackson sighs. “I know I’ve been too protective, and I know that you had to grow up fast. I took care of you when we were kids but you’ve taken care of me as an adult a lot of times, and don’t think I don’t appreciate it, Gem.”

I’m tearing up again. Damn hormones. I’ve never been much of a crier, but now it’s like the waterworks turn on at the slightest thing.

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” I start, and Jackson sits up straight, holds up his hand to stop me.

“I’m not finished. You didn’t tell me because I’ve tried to be Dad instead of being your big brother, and I understand that. But I need to know one thing.”

He gives me a hard look, that one that tells me that I better tell the truth or I’ll be grounded, and I smile a little, thinking that he’s more like Dad than he thinks.

“Is this what you want?” he asks, taking my hand. “Do you want this baby, to be a mother so young?”

I nod, not trusting myself to speak.

Jackson is still giving me that look, though, and I know he’s not finished.

“Is Locke what you want? Do you feel the same way about him as he does about you?”

I take in a deep breath, close my eyes, and tell my brother the truth.
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It’s been almost a year since the first tour started and there’s been so much success since then. The Spades blew up on Tiktok and Soundcloud after the tour and Axel has become our in-house social media influencer, posting clips of originals, playing covers and acoustic versions of Spades’ songs on his guitar having Samuel with him in some of them as well. He hasn’t given up on his ex and other than seeing him every two weeks for garage rehearsal, there hasn’t been a lot of time to speak with him one on one since the baby was born. I’ve been busy, and I guess he has too.

We kept playing our shows, up until my last trimester, and all hell broke loose when I went into labor at a concert, so baby Cain was quite literally born into the life. The guys decided this was a good time for the band to go on a concert hiatus, in order to prepare their first real album.

Having sold out all our merchandise on our first tour, and with all the new fans we have on social media, we expect to get a good deal of money when their official album hits Spotify and iTunes. There are even talks about an international tour, and that is on the horizon, but for now, the comeback tour would be local.

Jackson still kind of hates the idea of me growing up, but he sure loves Cain, even stayed up a few nights helping me feed and diapering. The Spades are a family and the fact that we are all even closer now, despite everything that had gone on during the tour, shows how much we all love each other.

As for me….well…I’m in the same place I was around a year ago (roughly), except now it’s my ass against the inside stall door of a club women’s bathroom in Las Vegas with a man kissing my throat and neck, groaning against my flesh.

“The last time I did this was with my baby’s father,” I groan as he rolls his hips against me.

He lifts his head, grinning at me, a dimple popping out in his right cheek.

“Oh yeah, what happened to him?”

“He’s around somewhere,” I drawl, running my fingers through his hair, which has gotten longer in the past year.

“He’s in the band or something, right?”

“Drummer,” I comment.

“Boring,” my beau says, bunching my skirt around my hips. “Should have gone for a guitarist.”

I let out a peal of laughter that ends in a moan when he slides his fingers up inside me. I can never get enough…and since having the baby (after the six-weeks mark, of course) every time is almost like losing my virginity again, even though that night is still in bits and pieces given all the alcohol I ingested that night.

“I tried,” I insist, and he frowns, pulling away and stilling his fingers inside me.

“Do you regret that you chose me, little bit?”

I roll my eyes. “You know I don’t, Locke. You’re the only man for me, you know that.” 

“Damn straight,” he grunts, and slides inside me.

“God, I love it every time,” I groan, clenching around him.

“So damn tight.” Locke tugs at my hair so that he can suck marks on to my neck.

After all those weeks keeping things secret, Locke has a penchant now for marking a necklace of hickeys around my throat and collarbone. I say it’s tacky but he says he wears the claw marks on his back with pride and all the marks I give him, so I just cover mine up in public with makeup.

Locke doesn’t like it, always rubs the makeup off as soon as I get home, but I’ve learned to deal with it.

“Tell me you want me,” Locke commands, and it’s a repeat, my favorite re-run.

“I want you,” I say easily, and Locke kisses me hard on the mouth, our teeth almost gnashing together, and then presses his forehead against mine.

“Tell me you love me,” he says, softer, almost asking this time, and I smile.

“I love you, Locke Kincaid.”

These soft moments are usually followed by some mix between primal and romantic sex, but the sound of the outer bathroom door swinging open stops everything.

Locke freezes, and I whine loudly and he clamps his hand over my mouth and suddenly I’m transported back to a year ago when we were sneaking around, keeping our relationship and my pregnancy a secret.

It doesn’t do much to stop my hips from rolling against him, after all, the sneaky part was one of the hottest things about Locke, at least in the beginning.

“Ten minutes until show time,” Axel says dryly. “I’m covering my eyes, so just put your clothes on and get out here, Locke.”

Locke groans and I giggle, the sound muffled against his palm. Locke gives me a look that I absolutely live for, one that makes me know that the next time we’re alone together, I’ll have a great time.

Locke remains slightly salty about Axel, but it’s tit for tat since Locke started up a friendship with Daniela, the woman that he went home with the night before he confessed his feelings to me. Granted, her little boy, Leo, is absolutely lovely and Cain will grow up almost viewing him as a big brother, given all their playdates, but every time she calls Locke instead of me (which isn’t often), I feel a burst of jealousy. Of course, I think the story of him meeting her son, Leo, is adorable, but I hate the idea that Locke slept with someone else.

Locke thrusts his hips and rocks into me one final time, making me gasp, before he slowly pulls out, adjusting his clothes and pulling my skirt down my thighs with a sigh.

“I can’t believe your ex-boyfriend cockblocked me,” Locke jokes.

“You tried to do it plenty of that to him last year,” I remind him, and Locke grumbles, running a hand through his hair since I’d mussed it.

He opens the stall and I walk out first.

“Axel cockblocked himself, from what he tells me,” Locke responds as I wash my face in the sink, and I look in the mirror, seeing him standing behind me, his arms around my waist.

I raise an eyebrow.

“Did he tell you the whole story?”

Locke shrugs. “Most of it, I think. He didn’t give me any details so I wouldn’t bust open that scar on his eyebrow again.”

I laugh a little. “Yeah, Daniela doesn’t give me details, either. She did try to tell me that you slept on the couch, though, which kind of pissed me off. You didn’t give me any details about Daniela either, except that you slept on the couch,” I scoff. “I don’t know why you lied about it. There’s no reason to lie about it, after all this time. We weren’t technically together, after all.”

Locke slowly removes his hands from my waist, frowning.

“I did sleep on the couch. Little bit, nothing happened with Daniela. We just talked about you and Cain and then I passed out.”

My eyes widen in shock and I turn around and hit him softly on the shoulder with the heel of my hand.

“You mean I’ve been seething about this for a year and you didn’t even sleep with her?”

Locke scoffs. “You’re one to talk. You get to be best friends with your ex-lover and you get mad at me if I get snippy about it.”

I stare at him for a moment and then erupt into a peal of giggles, holding my stomach.

“What? It’s not funny, Gemma, I-” Locke actually looks angry and I can’t even listen to what he’s saying because I’m laughing so hard.

“I never slept with Axel, you idiot. You took my virginity.”

Locke makes the most comical face, and I swear I’m going to fall over laughing.

He grabs me around the waist and picks me up, swinging me around before kissing me soundly on my laughing mouth.

“I knew it,” he says, and I know that’s a damn lie given all the fights we’ve had about Axel calling me to ask for advice. “You’ve always been mine.”

I let him have it, though, since we’re already late for Jack and the Spade’s big comeback concert. 

Locke makes his way backstage and I stand right in front, elbowing a groupie out of the way to get my spot. It feels good to have everyone back on stage again: Axel, who looks healthier than he has in years, Samuel with his hair cut short and a big grin on his face, my brother, as big and loud as ever, and Locke Kincaid, giving me a sly smile from the back of the stage as the lights go up. Locke hits the snare drum and the sound makes my skin tingle.

As Keyed Up cues in I think of how we were all those months ago. And guess what?

I guess I like him, after all.
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AXEL




Returning to my hometown after all those weeks away on tour feels surreal. Everything looks the same, but somehow, it feels different. It might be because I’ve been in all these big cities performing, but I think mostly is because there is one major difference. Harley isn’t here.

Harley Telman has been the love of my life since I was sixteen years old and she moved almost next door to me. From the moment I met her, I couldn’t see anyone else. Hell, I still can’t, no matter how many groupies throw themselves at me.

The tribal tattoo on my arm is a constant reminder of all I had and lost. The dates camouflaged into it mark the happiest days of my life. The day she said yes to being my girl and the day I made her mine forever. Or so I thought. Regardless, Harley will always be a part of me. Like she’s imprinted in my very soul.

I shake my head, trying to rid myself of thoughts of her. The pain is too raw still. It has been five months since I saw her last and it still hurts as much as if it had been yesterday. But I can’t dwell on that now because I have an important meeting with a real estate agent.

While I was on tour, things weren’t as bad because I had multiple distractions, including endless amounts of booze, the shows, my friends, and the never-ending supply of bed partners. But coming home to the memories of her is crushing me. I can’t stay in that house. Our house.

So, I need a new place to stay. Thank God for Theresa, my realtor friend. She told me of this little duplex that should be perfect for me, or so she says. Since I started taking care of social media for the band and recording covers and unplugged versions of our songs, I realized I need a space that will allow me to have a room just for my equipment. The band is doing well, so now is the perfect time to take the risk and buy a new place.

If I weren’t doing the social media stuff, a bedroom and a bathroom with a little kitchen would be more than enough, because there is no way I’ll ever get to share my life with anyone ever again. In the span of eleven years, I found and lost my soulmate. There is no way I’ll ever want anyone other than her.

I don’t much look forward to living right next door to someone, but maybe having someone around will help me. After these months of always having the guys and Gemma around, I think I might be lonely living by myself, but it’s not like I have much of a choice.

The realtor assures me that the other occupant is a lovely woman, and she hinted that she’s around my age. Maybe we can become friends and it’ll be fun. At least, that’s the hope.

I’m starving by the time I make it to the little duplex that I’m touring on the request of my realtor, and I see her there, smiling and waving, as I pull up on my motorcycle, parking with plenty of room for the U-Haul trailer behind it. I take my helmet off slowly, appreciating the back view of the woman standing in the yard next to Theresa.

Holy shit. She looks good from the back and she’s got all this blonde hair in curls down her back, which I have to admit, does something for me. Reminds me of Harley’s mane of hair and how much I loved seeing it sprawled on my pillow.

As I approach Theresa, I try to shake myself off thoughts of Harley. My eyes stay on the woman and I realize that she’s very pregnant, probably ready to pop. Not sure how friendly we can become if she’ll soon have all her time consumed by a mini-human being, but I love people and there is no harm in saying hi, I guess.

At my approach, she turns and smiles at me, as I stop right in front of Theresa and her, holding my helmet in one hand.

When our eyes connect, my helmet drops to the ground.

It has been five long months since the last time I heard her voice. Longer since I looked at her face. And now, here she is, right in front of me, blinking at me with those big blue eyes of hers, and she’s pregnant.

What the fuck?
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HARLEY




This cannot be happening to me. Axel Jermaine cannot be standing in my yard. And he’s staring at my stomach like I have an alien inside me instead of a baby.

“Harley, this is -” Theresa starts, and I hold up my hand to stop her.

“We’ve met,” I say dryly, and Axel barks out a laugh.

“You could say that,” he responds, and there’s a bite in his voice. He’s mad.

I can’t really blame him. After all, I have been radio silent for months. I can feel the blood leaving my face, waiting for him to put it together.

“Where is he?” he asks in a clipped tone, although his face doesn’t show his distress. Axel’s really good at hiding his emotions when the situation calls for it.

I pause, confused, until I finally realize that he thinks I’ve got some boyfriend or new husband around that got me in this situation, which is both sad and a relief. Sad because he thinks I’d do that. A relief because as long as he thinks that, I don’t have to worry about him putting the dates together from the last time we were intimate.

I shrug. “Around.”

Theresa stares at me but she doesn’t say anything. Bless her.

Theresa Santos and I became close since I moved into the duplex, mostly because I was on my own and terrified, trying to keep my pregnancy a secret from all the people close to me. She knows it’s just me and the baby, but she doesn’t know my past or who Axel is to me.

All my friends know my history with Axel, and they’d know immediately what was going on, so I isolated myself from them. From everyone, really, preferring to be alone than risking my secret. I’m the only one who can be trusted, because there’s no way in hell I ever want my ex-husband to find out he knocked me up.

As much as it pains me and my heart breaks at the thought, Axel and I are done. I had my reasons and those haven’t changed. There is no way a baby is going to change things or make them any better.

There’s a muscle twitching in Axel’s jaw as he keeps staring at me, and something like hurt flashes across his face when he meets my eyes. It’s so quick anyone but me would have missed it. I look away, my heart sinking. I’m still too attuned to his moods, as mercurial as they are. And the thought of hurting him hurts me tenfold.

Fuck. I thought I was almost over him. The way my heart is aching tells me I’m wrong.

“Um, is there something I’m missing, here?” Theresa asks.

“Nope,” Axel responds. “I’ll take it.”

My eyes shoot to his, but he won’t look at me now.

“What do you mean, you’ll take it?” I ask, dread filling me. He can’t stay here. Axel shrugs.

“It’s a nice place. I like the lawn.” He hasn’t even seen the inside of the duplex.

Anxiety and anger rise inside me. I know he’s just doing this to get a rise out of me, that he wants to stay here to try and figure out who got me pregnant. But that can’t happen. There is a reason I had to stay away from him. And now I have my baby to think about too. My child needs to be the most important thing in my life now, and I can’t focus on her if I have to see him every day.

“Fine, I’ll move out,” I shoot back, and Theresa gives me a pained look.

“Harley, I’m all booked up for the summer. There isn’t a single two-bedroom available anywhere in town,” she says slowly.

Fuck. I need a two bedroom for the nursery. As I contemplate what the hell I’m going to do, Axel shakes Theresa’s hand and takes the key.

The next thing I know, Theresa is leaving and he’s moving boxes out of the U-Haul into the left side of the duplex as I’m standing there, shell-shocked. I watch his biceps bulge as he picks up a large suitcase, and my mind tries to run away from me, taking me back to a different time. A time when we couldn’t stand being apart for a second.

I look away. I have to. There is no way I will allow my hormones to get the best of me. Axel Jermaine shattered my heart. Yeah, he’s hot, but that’s not enough to make up for how he is.

It’s not even like Axel is a bad guy. He’s a good guy, but just not the right guy for me. I can’t handle all the partying and the girls hanging off his arm. It’s not that I don’t trust him, though Axel has always been a big flirt. It’s that I don’t trust them. The fans. The women constantly throwing themselves at him. I hate that I am that insecure, but my past growing up taught me that men can’t always be trusted, no matter how much you love them or how much they claim to love you.

At first, we were together all the time. From the time I moved a bit down the street from him, he had been enchanted by me. Me? Not so much. His flirty ways always had me doubting if I was enough. From the moment we met, and for four years, we were glued at the hip. Right after he joined the band, he proposed to me, and that was one of the happiest days of my life. Becoming his wife was a dream come true, but it soon became a nightmare.

“When do I get to meet the lucky guy?” Axel asks, jolting me out of my head.

“What?” I ask, confused, and Axel scoffs.

“The daddy. He must be proud,” he drawls, and I give him a hard look.

“You won’t. He doesn’t come around here,” I tell him, and Axel stares at me for a long moment.

He takes in a deep breath, and I swear I can tell he’s inwardly counting to ten. Axel’s always had a temper, and honestly, I’m surprised that he’s taking it this well. In fact, it makes my heart sink. If he’s barely even jealous, does he even care anymore? Maybe he met someone else on that big tour Jack and the Spades did. And why do I even care, anyway? Why does it crush me to even consider that?

“Good,” he grumbles, and I take in a breath of my own.

“What about you? I don’t want girls coming in and out of here,” I shoot back, and Axel grins.

“Not that you can dictate who I can or can’t have in my house, since I’m paying for rent same as you, but don’t worry, sweetheart. They rarely stay the night.”

He’s right, of course, but that doesn’t stop anger from boiling up in me, something bitter at the back of my throat. I huff out a breath and head inside, tears springing to the backs of my eyes. I’ve always been an angry crier, and I hate that about myself. It’s only gotten worse with all the hormones, and I certainly don’t want Axel to think I’m upset instead of just mad.

Before I can escape inside, he asks, “How far along are you?”

“Going on seven months,” I lie. I’m eight months. It’s been precisely eight months, two days, and seventeen hours since this baby was made. Eight months, two days, seventeen hours since I was with a man, but who is counting. Thing is, he can’t know that. Ever.

Axel grunts, looking away from me. “You didn’t waste any time.”

“Why should I? I doubt you did,” I retort, and I can feel Axel’s sharp blue eyes driving a hole on my back. But I can’t face him.

“You think you know everything, don’t you, Harl?” he says mysteriously, and his heavy footsteps retreat, probably heading toward the U-Haul.

I take the opportunity to sneak into the house, breathing hard and trying not to cry. When we got married, I had dreamed of a loving family with Axel. Being with him forever, our children running and playing and wreaking havoc all around us as we happily watched them grow. Gently setting my hand on my belly, I contemplate the fact that my dream was an illusion. I know now I’ll never stop loving Axel, and this little one is the only part I’ll ever have of him. I wish he could be part of this, of us, but his priorities lie elsewhere. And I may not be able to change that but there is no way my baby will grow up feeling like she isn’t the most important person in the world. I rather she thinks her dad died or went away than feel like she is an afterthought in his life.

Noise from outside draws my curiosity and it only takes a minute before I get go peeking out of my blinds to see him carrying more boxes inside.

He pauses to tug off his shirt. Damnit. I can’t seem to look away, watching the muscles in his abdomen and chest as he wipes sweat from his brow with his T-shirt. It reminds me of when he was on stage, after a solo, when he’d grin and throw his sweaty T-shirt right at me. Axel is perfect for lead guitar, perfect for the stage, and for most of my life, I thought he was perfect for me.

I want to call my best friend, Charlotte, but I haven’t talked to her in months. She’d even sent me a letter at my parents’ house, pleading with me to call her, but I’d kept ignoring her calls, kept telling my mother to tell her that I wasn’t feeling well when she finally showed up. I can’t call her, as badly as I need my best friend.

Instead, I call Theresa, my only friend now.

“Harley Telman, what the hell is going on with you and Axel?” Theresa answers, and I almost want to laugh.

I’m glad that she’s my friend and not just my landlord, that’s for sure.

“He’s my ex-husband,” I say, and Theresa gasps dramatically. She must still be in the car, on the way back to the office, because it’s only been an hour since Axel showed up.

“He’s your what? Is he...is he the father?” she asks.

I bite my lip, thinking, but in the end, I decide that it’s best to keep this secret to myself, because no one can slip if no one knows.

“No, he’s not. He’s just a pain in my ass,” I respond, and Theresa lets out a low whistle.

“I noticed there was some tension between you two, but I never imagined you used to be married.”

“You’ve got to get him out of here,” I say firmly, and Theresa pauses on the line.

“Is he a bad guy? Was it an abusive relationship?”

“No, no,” I say instantly. Axel would never lay a hand on me, despite his short temper. That was never the problem. I never doubted his love for me. He was the sweetest, most loving man ever. “Nothing like that. It just didn’t work out.”

“I can’t kick someone out of a duplex they paid for just because you have history with him, Harley. You’ve got to give me something more,” Theresa says with a sigh.

I worry my bottom lip between my teeth. “Then you’ve got to find me something else, Theresa. I can’t live like this, not with him right next door...” Tears start to well in my eyes again and I angrily wipe my eyes. Stupid hormones.

“I’ll keep an eye out, but it’s going to be a while, Harl. Like I said, everything’s booked up for the summer.”

I heave a deep sigh. “Thank you for looking.”

We chat for another few minutes and then I hang up, rubbing my hands across my face. I look over at the half put together crib in the corner and sigh again. I hate DIYs and I’ve never been particularly handy.

I can’t help myself from peering out the window again, and this time, Axel is on his motorcycle and looking right at me. Part of me wants to snap the blinds closed, but I’m not sure if he can see me from this distance.

There’s this pull in my stomach as we meet eyes, some kind of line of fate drawing me back to him, but I push it away. Just like before, something flashes across his face, so quickly anyone else might have missed it. I’m not sure if it’s anger or hurt or both, and I almost expect him to get off his bike and come stalking up to the front door.

My breath catches in my throat. Do I want him to come to the door? Do I want him to take me in his arms, tell me everything is okay? Yes. No. Maybe…

Finally, he breaks eye contact, putting on his helmet. He takes off, tires squealing as he pulls the motorcycle and the U-Haul into the street.

I finally let out the breath I’ve been holding and my mind clears. I can’t want him. We’ve been there before and there was only hurt for me at the end. Axel Jermaine, living no more than a hundred feet from me and my baby is a recipe for disaster.

How am I going to get out of this?
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I empty the U-Haul in record time, trying to burn off all the anger and jealousy that’s coursing through me. Harley’s pregnant. The sight of her distended belly keeps flashing through my mind over and over. She’s got someone else’s baby in her stomach. She let someone else inside her, let someone else spread her legs, fill her up.

My head pounds with rage and my jaw hurts from gritting my teeth. As far as I know, Harley had only had one boyfriend before me, some jerk named Chadwick, and it was just a couple of hookups when they were kids. We started seeing each other when she was fifteen and I was sixteen. I might not have been her first kiss, but I was her first everything else. Except, I’m not the baby’s dad, and there’s something so wrong about thinking of her with someone else.

It’s driving me crazy. My blood feels like it’s boiling and I’ve got no outlet for it. I try to start unpacking, but eventually, I just end up slamming cabinets and throwing boxes. Usually, I’d go to the gym, but since I’m moving, I have to find a new gym. With those months on tour, I let the last gym membership lapse. I set up the television and flip it on, but it doesn’t help in the slightest. The sound of my heart pounding in my ears over the sound of the television is deafening. I keep picturing it in my mind, someone else’s cock entering Harley. It doesn’t help that I remember vividly the way she feels and sounds underneath me, the way her mouth pops open in an “o” of pleasure. The thought of her doing that for someone else makes me want to scream.

Instead, I text Samuel: Meet me at the Dirty Dozen?

The Dirty Dozen is the first dive bar that Jack and the Spades had ever played at, and it became a regular spot for all of us. Samuel and I had always been close since we grew up in the same neighborhood. I nearly cheer when he texts me back: Sure. If I don’t get some tequila in my stomach I might just lose my mind.

I change into a fresh black t-shirt and a pair of tight jeans, noting in the mirror that my eyes are a bit bloodshot. Sleep had been hard to come by on the tour, especially since I’d gotten divorced not long before we embarked on it, and it seems like I’m not going to get much of it tonight, either.

I head out to my bike and hop on, and a ray of light from Harley’s side of the duplex catches my eye. When I turn, she’s looking at me through the blinds, the light from the kitchen shining through. I can’t quite make out the expression on her face, only able to see her big blue eyes. My heart aches so much I can barely stand it, and I think about storming over to confront her. I don’t even know what I would say, but everything in me wants to go to her.

Finally, I tear my eyes away, swallowing hard, and put on my helmet. I nearly spin out pulling out onto the highway, but I don’t care.

When I arrive at the Dozen, Samuel is already there and he’s ordered us a pitcher of Blue Moon. Bless him.

“You’re an angel among men, Sam,” I tell him, clapping him on the shoulder, and he arches a dark eyebrow.

“What’s going on?” he asks, and I groan, sitting on the barstool next to him.

“Harley’s pregnant,” I say flatly, and Samuel’s eyes nearly bulge out of his head.

“She’s what?” Samuel looks almost as shell shocked as I feel.

“Yep. Seven months. She must have grabbed the first guy who looked at her twice.” I feel bad the instant I say it. It’s not my business what Harley did after we divorced, but it feels like a betrayal nonetheless.

“You signed the papers, Axel,” Samuel comments, taking up for Harley. I can’t blame him. He knows her just as well as he knows me, and they’d been friends, too. “You knew this was a possibility.”

Yes, I did. But did it have to be as my bed side was still warm? We had been together on last time eight months ago. That is the last time I had seen her until today. And a couple of months after that, she stopped answering my calls, replying to my texts. Could that be why? Had she just hooked up with the first guy who looked at her? It’s unkind of me to think of Harley picking out the first guy who hit on her after we divorced, but I can’t help feeling bitter. In fact, that’s how my mouth tastes, bitter, like I’ve been sucking on lemons, so I pour myself a glass of beer and drink half of it.

“You should take it easy,” Samuel says nervously. “You partied pretty hard on the tour.”

I look at Samuel and finish the rest of the glass. “I appreciate your concern, bud, but tonight there’s no way I’m going to take it easy.”

Samuel sighs and orders us two shots of Don Julio with lime and salt.

“I could kiss you,” I say, grinning at him and throwing an arm around him, and Samuel pretends to gag.

Samuel clinks his shot glass with mine and takes it, grimacing.

As the alcohol starts to warm my stomach, I feel a tiny bit better and start talking to the bartender. She’s pretty, a blonde like Harley, although her hair is probably from a bottle instead of natural.

“My name’s Axel,” I tell her. “I play lead guitar for Jack and the Spades.”

The bartender’s eyes widen. “No shit? I just heard you guys on the radio! That song, what’s it called?”

“Keyed Up,” I say dryly, knowing that it must be the one that Locke penned. The song had become our title track, despite it being a B side. Locke’s love affair with our lead singer’s little sister had really caused him to be a better songwriter.

“That’s the one!” The bartender leans over the bar, showing off her cleavage. I look respectfully before looking back at her face, and she grins.

After all, I am a hot-blooded American male, aren’t I?

Maybe tonight’s the night that I finally break my dry spell. I know the guys think I sleep around. I certainly act the part. I leave with one or more women after every show and we pick up the party right at our destination, usually one of their houses. But when push comes to shove, I just haven’t been able to take that last step. I know I signed the papers. I know I’m divorced. That’s clear in my mind, but my heart and my cock haven’t gotten the memo. So, I haven’t been able to touch anyone, or let anyone touch me. I haven’t been with anyone since Harley, and it’s beginning to bug me. Especially now that I know she certainly hasn’t been celibate.

“I’m Sophie,” she purrs, and Samuel rolls his eyes.

“I’m in the band, too,” he grumbles, and she favors him with a big smile.

“Nice to meet you, Sophie. You’re a wonderful bartender,” I flirt, although since she’s only served us beer and shots, I don’t know what kind of bartender she is.

“I only do this on the side. I’m a singer,” she tells me, and slides another two shots to us. She winks. “On the house for my favorite band.”

Samuel stares at the shot like it might bite him, but I take mine, biting down on the lime afterward. The tequila and beer are starting to do their job, making my head fuzzy and my heartache less painful.

“A singer? Lucky me, I could use a backup singer for one of the video posts I’m doing for the band,” I tell her. This is turning into more of a work conversation than a romantic one, but I don’t mind. Anything that keeps my mind off Harley and that bun in her oven that I didn’t put there.

“Really? I’d love to show you some of my stuff,” she says excitedly, ignoring the two guys who just walked up to the end of the bar. “Maybe we could work together.”

“I should be so lucky,” I drawl, and she grins at me again. She really is pretty, although her eyes are brown instead of blue, like Harley’s.

Somewhere around the fourth shot, everything goes hazy and the room starts spinning.

Samuel is in the bathroom, probably puking up his guts. He doesn’t have half the tolerance I do. I usually wouldn’t be this drunk, but I haven’t eaten today.

“I get off work in thirty minutes. Why don’t I take you home, handsome?”

I’m holding myself up by bracing my hands on the bar, so I figure that’s a great idea.

“You don’t mind me crashing at your place?” I try to be careful not to slur my words, but it’s a losing battle.

“You’re gorgeous,” Sophie gushes. “Plus, I’m hoping that you’ll give me a job.”

“You’re hired,” I tell her, and the next thing I know she’s pushing me into her car. I’m not quite sure how we got there, but I’m not complaining.

My head lolls against the seat and finally the pounding in my ears has calmed down. I feel a little nauseous due to not eating, but the motion of the car doesn’t make me worse.

I reach out to touch her blonde hair, curling it around the ends of my fingers.

Harley. I remember her waking up in bed next to me, sitting straight up when the alarm sounds instead of hitting the snooze button like I do every morning.

“Good morning, sunshine!” She’d chirp, bouncing on the bed to wake me, and I’d groan and slip my arms around her waist, pulling her close.

Tears spring to the backs of my eyes and I rub my hands across my face.

“Are you okay?” Sophie asks, and I bark out a laugh.

“No,” I admit, and she looks at me, concerned.

“Are you going to ralph in my car?”

I shake my head and the world spins on its axis. “I don’t think so.”

“Okay, then.” She sings along to the radio as she takes me back to her apartment, and I fade in and out of consciousness, having dreams about Harley’s sleepy blue eyes first thing in the morning.

By the time we get to her place, she has to help me inside, groaning as she puts me on the couch.

“It’s too bad that you’re too drunk to hook up,” she whines, and I look up at her.

“Who said that?” I ask stubbornly, trying to sit up straight.

“Something about the way you called me Harley twice,” she drawls, and I chuckle low in my throat.

“Okay, Sophie. Work it is, I guess. Sing something for me.”

She stares at me, wide eyed. “Right now?”

I nod, managing to sit up straighter. The movement clears my head a little.

She sings a few bars of “Keyed Up,” and she really does have a good voice. She’s an alto, which will mix well with my baritone.

I spend the rest of the night talking with her about music and we even do some recording. At least I’m not still dreaming about Harley.
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Despite not getting much sleep because I couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that my ex-husband moved into my duplex yesterday, I get up early. I don’t sleep much anyway, now that the baby has gotten so big. I’m still working because I need money for the baby since I sure as hell won’t ask Axel for alimony. I just wanted to be rid of him, even though he is making that difficult.

My stomach growls as I drive past a new diner that’s opened up in the last few weeks, and I swing into the parking lot. The baby demands food, I get it. That’s how things work around here. I don’t mind, not really. This baby is my reason to live now. She is why I wake up every morning and am able to get out of bed, why I’m able to work, to move on.

I don’t know for sure if the baby is a girl–he or she has been shy and hasn’t been playing exhibitionist during ultrasounds, so it’s a guessing game at this point, but I just have a feeling. I haven’t even thought about names. Hell, I haven’t even gotten her crib together, yet. I’ve been feeling so alone and overwhelmed, taking each day as it comes and dealing with the now, so I don’t have to face the fact that I’m all this baby will ever have.

The only problem with that is that I haven’t done nearly enough to get ready for this baby. I have about one month to go, give or take, and I don’t even have her crib ready. This baby is my priority, my world, but I’ve just been so tired, so alone.

The inside of the diner smells amazing, like smoked prime rib, and that’s the special for the day, according to the sign. My mouth waters instantly until the sound of an awfully familiar low chuckle breaks through my hunger.

I turn to the sight of a blonde leaning over a booth, smiling widely at my ex-husband.

My mouth turns bitter, and I can taste acid at the back of my throat. I’m not jealous, I tell myself. I’m just pregnant and hungry. I clear my throat and Axel turns toward me.

“Oh, hey, Harls,” he drawls, as if he’s not sitting across from some bimbo.

Hiding the shattering of my heart, I huff out a breath and ignore him, ordering a prime rib sandwich with tater tots at the counter. Axel comes up behind me and the hair on the back of my neck stands up as he murmurs in my ear.

“Fancy meeting you here.”

“Let me guess, breakfast with the new squeeze?” My voice sounds clipped and angry even to my own ears, but I can’t bring myself to care. I know he’s been out all night because I didn’t see his motorcycle in the driveway. He smells faintly of tequila, which doesn’t surprise me in the least.

“Jealous, sweetheart?” he asks, the pet name sounding familiar on his lips.

“No. Just don’t bring her to the house at three in the morning and we’ll be fine,” I spit out.

Axel chuckles. “You are jealous. A bit hypocritical, don’t you think?”

I turn to look at him and he’s looking down at my swollen belly. I swallow hard.

“I told you; I’m not jealous. I just need my rest since the baby is coming soon,” I argue, and Axel takes a step back.

“I guess you do, being a single mom and all that,” Axel says, a bitter tone to his low voice.

“That’s none of your business.”

How long did it take to put a prime rib sandwich together? I jiggle my leg anxiously. I don’t know how I’m going to live right next to him when I can’t stand being in the same room with him for five minutes. I really mean it when I say I don’t want him bringing girls over, and although I can tell him and myself it’s because I need my rest, I know that’s not true. I need my sanity, and it will drive me absolutely bonkers to hear him making someone else moan.

“Nothing seems to be my business anymore,” Axel comments.

“That’s how divorce works, Axel. We split up and nothing I do should matter to you anymore,” I say firmly, not looking at him. I don’t want to see it flash across his face, that look of shock and hurt. It makes my heart ache, and I don’t want to think about how I’m not over him nearly as much as I think I am.

“You’re probably right. Which means things go both ways, Harley. So, if your life is none of my business, what I do is none of yours, including who I invite or don’t invite over to my house. If that’s how you want it, then that’s how it is,” Axel says flatly.

“That’s how it is,” I respond, and nearly snatch the to-go bag out of the server’s hand, throwing cash at her and telling her to keep the change. I do my best not to look at the blonde in the booth that Axel is with, rushing out of the diner and making it to the car before tears start to spill from my eyes. Because he is right. I can’t make any demands or stop him from taking girls home, but damnit, it will kill me if he does.

As tears start streaming down my face, I wipe them away angrily. Stupid hormones.

I don’t lie to myself often, but when I do, it’s a doozy. I keep trying to tell myself that I’m over Axel Jermaine, that I don’t lie awake at night and wonder whose arms he’s in, that it’s just the hormones that are making me so emotional. I know the truth, though.

I still love him, always have, and I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do about it because I can’t go back. Because nothing has really changed from when I left, and I can’t stand the fact that he doesn’t care anymore.

I take in a deep breath and back the car out of the parking lot, heading to my job that it’s closer and closer to be put on hold. It’s getting harder and harder to move around and sitting all day is not good for me or the baby, so soon I’ll have to ask for my leave. I tell myself it’s just one more week, because I really do need the money, but I know I’ll work until this baby pops if that’s what it takes to keep both my sanity and support her better.

I would ask my parents for help if I were desperate, but I don’t want to burden them. They are retired and living the life, though dad still consults sometimes, which keeps him busy and happy. Mom says she enjoys the peace and quiet and her ‘me’ time while he is gone.

I arrive at work and my coworker, Roland, gives me a big smile. I smile back weakly.

“How was your weekend?” he asks. Roland has always been nice to me, and I want to do my best not to lash out at him, but I can’t help feeling grumpy after what just happened.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I mumble, and he arches a dark eyebrow, but doesn’t say anything, bless him.

“I bought you some decaf,” he says softly, pushing it toward me, and I take it gratefully.

“Thanks, Roland.” I take a sip and I miss the jolt of caffeine, but it’s not good for the baby. Roland is sweet enough to know that.

I know he has a thing for me, but I can’t imagine dating anyone while I’m this pregnant with another man’s baby. If I’m truthful to myself, the thought of being with anyone other than Axel is unconceivable. Besides, my baby is my life now, so there will be no man in my life anytime soon, unless in the colleague or friend capacity, and I’m just fine with that.

Roland looks at me like he wants to ask more questions, but he doesn’t, and I’m grateful for it. I don’t feel like talking, even to someone as nice as him. He’s cute, in his own way that’s totally different than Axel, but I just can’t bring myself to be attracted to anyone else.

Axel has a hold on me, and I can’t deny that, even to myself. I remember seeing him shirtless, tattoos on display and muscles bulging, and I take in a deep breath through my nostrils, trying to rid myself of the memory.

It’s hard because it’s not like Axel was awful to me. He was just more focused on his career than on us. And while I’d had no problem with it when life allowed me to accompany him, things had changed and he wouldn’t compromise. Him staying out all night, all the social media Gemma posted of him flirting with fans onstage while I had to stay home had driven a wedge between us. Seeing him this morning only proved to me that he’s the same man he always was–staying out all night and having breakfast with some girl he met the night before.

Theresa calls me around noon.

“Please tell me you found me a place to live,” I answer excitedly.

“Nothing like that, Harley, sorry. I was just calling to check on you,” Theresa answers, and I heave a deep sigh.

“It’s not that I’m not grateful you’re checking up on me, but I was really hoping that I could get out of here soon.”

“No such luck, babes. I know it must be hard for you, living right next door to him. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

I groan. “You have no idea. He didn’t come home last night.”

“Isn’t that a good thing? At least he wasn’t there. Wasn’t that what you wanted?”

“I guess, but this morning I saw him at a diner with some woman.”

Theresa whistles in sympathy. “That must be hard. Things seemed really tense between you two.”

“For months after the divorce, he wanted us to get back together, but I kept pushing him back. And I haven’t even answered his calls or texts in months. Until I saw him again, I thought I was over him,” I say glumly. “I guess I was kidding myself. And looking at him this morning, looked like he had finally moved on.”

Theresa pauses on the line, and I can hear her breathing. “So... Why don’t you try talking to him? Maybe even try to work things out?”

“No, our time has passed,” I say resolutely. “We’ve been doing this dance since I was sixteen, and though life changes, he never did. I can’t put my baby through that.”

Theresa sighs. “I guess that makes sense. Do you want to come over, have a girl’s night? Some popcorn and a rom com?’

“No romance. A horror movie. Something bloody,” I insist, and Theresa chortles.

“Fair enough. I’ll pick you up from work.”

“You’re an angel, Theresa,” I say gratefully. “I gotta go, lunch break is over.”

“See you at five!” Theresa chirps.

I let out a relived breath. My chest felt tight, and now everything is loosening up a little.

Maybe this is just what I need to get my mind off Axel Jermaine.
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I call Samuel first, knowing that I won’t be able to be alone tonight. I’ll end up drinking too much beer by myself and go to Harley and beg her to take me back. I have my dignity, after all.

“What about a garage jam session?” I ask him, and Samuel groans.

“I don’t know, Locke has been so busy with Gemma and preparing for the baby, and Jackson—”

“I’ll convince them,” I say firmly, and I plan to. They’re my brothers, more than just my band members, after all, and I need them.

Samuel grumbles on the line but I know that he’s going to give in, and I grin.

“Fine, if you get everyone there, I’ll be there,” he says, and I whoop.

“Jack and the Spades reunion is on!”

“You act like we broke up, or something.” Samuel laughs. “We are still doing gigs here and there. Gemma is handling all the contacts to see when and where we’ll start.”

After I get off the line with Samuel, I go to the local liquor store and pick up a case of beer. I swear that I’m not following Harley, but I see her in the aisle, holding a bottle of sparkling cider and frowning at the label.

I tell myself not to go over to her, but I can’t help riling her up. She always hated it when we rehearsed in the garage.

“Just a heads up, I invited the guys over tonight,” I tell her, and she looks up at me with an exasperated expression.

“Are you following me?” she asks, and I snort.

“Nah, I’m past that point in my life,” I tell her, because not too long ago, there was definitely a time that I was following her around, asking her to talk to me, after we split. “But this is a small town, sweetheart, and we’re neighbors. You should get used to seeing me.”

“At least I don’t have to tonight,” she shoots back, and I raise an eyebrow.

“What, you got a hot date?” I ask, not thinking that she really does.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” She smirks up at me, and my blood starts to heat up.

“Really? Dating, in your condition?” I ask her incredulously, and she just shrugs.

I take in a deep breath through my nostrils to calm myself and I shrug back.

“Like you said, it’s none of my business,” I mumble, and head toward the checkout counter.

My good mood dissipates, just like that. Harley going on a date? I know that I’ll be checking through the blinds every half hour until she gets back. And what if she doesn’t get back? What if she stays the night?

“Fuck,” I curse as I put the beer into my backpack and put it on, getting onto my motorcycle. I hate this, being apart from her, not knowing who she’s with or what she’s doing. I’d never been particularly jealous while we were together, but this feels so different, so final. She’s already pregnant with someone else’s kid, so why wouldn’t she go on dates?

I’m two beers deep by the time Jackson and Locke roll up, with Samuel only fifteen minutes behind them.

“Spades!” I greet them, pulling Locke into a hug.

The bigger man wrinkles his nose. “You smell like tequila and depression.”

“That’s the smell of divorce,” Jackson comments, and I glare at him.

“Thanks a lot,” I mumble, cracking open another beer and handing it to him. Jackson takes one and Locke declines with a groan.

“Gemma’s pregnant so I’m not drinking in solidarity.”

“Whipped,” I mutter, and Jackson chokes on his beer, laughing.

Samuel walks toward us, his bass guitar slung across his back, and everyone yells about his close-cropped hair.

“You joining the army?” Jackson asks, his own blond hair tied back in a ponytail.

“Shut up, I hate you guys,” Samuel grumbles, but there’s no bite in it.

I feel my mood starting to lift again, and it’s not just the beer. Being around the band members has always been where I feel most at home, and it’s no different now. Half of the jam session would be drinking and bullshitting, like usual, and half would be real work, and I’m excited about it.

That is, until Samuel opens his big mouth.

“Where’s Harley?”

Jackson and Locke stare at me and Locke clears his throat before speaking.

“Are you and Harley back together?”

“No,” I say bitterly. “She just happens to be living in the other duplex.”

“What the fuck?” Jackson curses, and I nod.

“Yeah, I got here, and she was standing in the yard.” I pause, sipping my beer. “And she’s pregnant.”

Locke is staring at me curiously. “Axel, when’s the last time you and Harley were together?”

I wave my hand. “It’s been a little over eight months. She’s only seven months, so the timing doesn’t add up.”

Locke seems suspicious, but I’m not. Harley wouldn’t lie to me about something like that, no matter what my friends might think.

“This isn’t a good place for you, Axel,” Jackson says, his brows furrowed together. I know that they’re worried about me after I partied so hard on tour.

I sigh. “It’s okay. I’m over it. We’ve been divorced for a while now. Eight months and almost a week, I’d say, since we signed the papers… But who is counting, right?”

None of the band members look like they believe me even slightly, and I don’t exactly believe myself.

“C’mon, let’s get everything set up,” I insist, no longer wanting to bullshit if it’s going to be about Harley.

We set up the amps and other equipment and everything’s a little off-key at first, but we get the hang of it. I’m blasting out a solo when I see a Volkswagen Beetle like Harley’s drives drive by, and I miss my cue entirely as it gets to the end of the road. I should have known she’s not the only one driving a bug in this part of town.

I shake my head. ”Sorry, let’s go again. From the top.”

We practice until my calloused fingers feel like they’re going to fall off, and finally Locke throws down his drumsticks.

“I gotta get back home, I promised Gemma a foot massage. She is getting bigger and her back and feet hurt all the time, so I try and make her feel better any way I can.”

“Locke Kincaid, a family man. I never thought I’d see the day,” I tease, and Jackson nudges me.

“Hey, he better be a family man and take care of my little sister,” Jackson complains, and Samuel nods.

“Gemma’s like a little sister to all of us, so you better keep your shit together,” Samuel warns.

Locke groans. “Yeah, I got a band of big brothers to keep me in line, but Gemma does the job just fine.”

“That’s my girl,” I grin, and Locke glares at me. My harmless flirting with Gemma on tour hadn’t impressed him much, it turns out.

Locke leaves first, and then Jackson, begging off so that he can go meet some girl. He hasn’t told us anything about her, but we suspect he has been hooking with the same girl throughout the whole tour, and they are still going. Lucky bastard. We’re down to the last four beers in the case and I crack another one open.

Samuel grimaces. “It has to be warm by now.”

I shrug. “Still does the job.”

“You keep acting like Harley living next door is no big deal, but I know it is,” Samuel starts, and I roll my eyes.

“Don’t act like a girl,” I tell him, but he’s right. It’s a very big deal, and since it’s nearing ten at night, I keep waiting for her car to pull up the street.

Samuel gives me a look and I finally sigh.

“I saw her today and she implied she was going on a date. I can’t stand to even think about it,” I admit.

Samuel snorts. “She’s not going on a date. She’s just trying to rile you up. You know how she gets. She used to shit like this in high school. Remember, for a whole week, she had you convinced that she and I were a thing.”

I growl. “I almost hit you.”

Samuel grins. “I remember, you threw me up against the locker before she stopped you. Don’t worry about it, it’s all an act.”

I feel better for a moment, but then I remember her swollen belly and deflate, gulping down my beer as if there might be an answer at the bottom.

“I don’t know, Sam. It’s different, now. She’s pregnant, for God’s sake.”

Samuel claps me on the shoulder. “I’m sorry, man. Look, I gotta get out of here, I have some shit to do in the morning. Promise me you won’t drink the rest of those beers and wait up for Harley.”

“I think you know I can’t promise that, Sammy,” I say mock-cheerfully, and Samuel rolls his eyes as he packs up his bass guitar. Jackson took the microphone and Locke took his drum set, so the garage seems oddly empty other than a few boxes that Harley had there.

I look over at them, wondering what’s in them. After Samuel leaves and I have another beer, I figure she’ll be none the wiser. I sit down on the ground and go through the first box, and the photo album I find makes my breath catch in my throat.

It’s our wedding album. I flip through the pictures of Harley looking beautiful in her white dress, my heart aching. There are pictures of Jack and the Spades, too, where we’d performed as a wedding act. I’d written a song just for Harley. There’s dust on the outside of the photo album and I hate seeing it. All these memories just thrown away in the garage. It hurts deep in my bones somewhere, that she put them out here, that she just doesn’t care.

When her Volkswagen Beetle pulls into the driveway at one in the morning, I’ve switched to tequila, which might not have been a great idea, and I still have the album in my lap.

“So, now you’re going through my stuff?” she says with a sigh. She’s wearing makeup, and she’s still wearing her work clothes, at least.

“It’s our stuff,” I snarl, unable to hold back the anger that’s been boiling in me all night. “You just threw it out here in a box like it was garbage.”

“It’s over, Axel. It’s done. How many times do I have to tell you that?” She’s standing by the door.

I stand up, less steadily than I would have liked to, striding toward her. She shrinks against the door, but I know she’s not afraid of me.

“I guess you’ll have to tell me again. Look me in the eye, Harley. Tell me again that it’s over.”

Harley’s face is screwed up with frustration and she turns those blue eyes up to mine. She opens her mouth, and I take the opportunity to lean down and kiss her.

I wait for her to punch me, to push me away, but instead, she moans into my mouth, sliding her tongue between my lips.
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I know I shouldn’t do this. I know that I should push him away, that I should yell in his face, look him right in the eye and tell him that it’s really over. I can’t get my hands and arms to move. I can’t bring myself to open my mouth and tell him no. I’ve always had a hard time resisting Axel, and it seems the divorce and our time apart didn’t change things.

“You still taste like cinnamon,” Axel groans, moving his mouth to my neck and kissing me there.

I still chew Big Red gum every day.

“You taste like tequila,” I say, and that’s familiar too. It’s familiar enough that it makes me think that I should push him away, but his hands are roving over my arms, down to my hips, and it feels so good to be touched.

“I can’t stop drinking since you left me. You’re driving me fucking crazy,” Axel growls, biting down on my neck and I let out an involuntary moan.

“I am?” I ask, because I have been wondering about it, especially since I’ve seen him with someone else just this morning.

Axel pulls away to look at me, his blue eyes hazy from booze.

“You know you do, Harls. I’ve been a mess since you left, and now...” He looks down at my belly, and I bite my lip.

“You wouldn’t even want me now,” I whisper, and Axel scoffs.

“I’ll always want you, Harley. You could never do anything to make me not want you,” he says fiercely, and he kisses me again.

My arms go around his neck as if they have a mind of their own, and I can’t help opening my mouth, letting his tongue slide in next to mine. The bitter taste of tequila mixes well with the cinnamon, somehow, making me want more. I press my body against his. Axel’s nearly pins me against the wall, his hands all over me. He cups my breasts and I gasp into his mouth.

“Let me in,” Axel pleads. “Let me in, just tonight.”

I know that I need to stop. I know that I need to say no.

“Just tonight,” I say firmly, and Axel grins. He knows he’s got me, there’s no way I’m going to let him into my duplex and turn him down.

He steps back long enough for me to unlock the door, and when I get inside, his hands are all over my ass and thighs as I put my purse down and slip off my shoes.

“I missed you so much, sweetheart,” he mumbles in my ear, his words only a little slurred around the edges. I don’t want to think about how much he’s had to drink, or how much his tolerance must have gone up since we split up.

I saw the case of beer in the garage and the bottle of tequila he was holding when I first came in.

I don’t respond, throwing my keys on the counter, but then Axel is lifting me up, seemingly having no problem even though I’m much heavier than I was the last time we hooked up. He places me gently on the kitchen counter, pulling at my thigh-highs to get them off me and leaning down to suck marks onto my skin.

I gasp out his name, my legs spreading automatically. God, it has been so long since he’s touched me that my skin is singing under his hands and mouth. I feel like I’m going to explode. Pregnancy hormones haven’t taken away my sex drive the way I thought it would. On the contrary. I’ve been feeling cranky as a result of sexual frustration.

Axel’s mouth feels like fire as he leaves a series of kisses on my inner thighs, and with no warning, he buries his face in my sex. I brace my hands on the counter behind me, moaning, as his nose bumps my clit.

He laps at my entrance, those intense blue eyes of his looking up at me from between my thighs. I have to lean up to see him over the swell of my stomach, but Axel doesn’t seem to mind.

He moves his mouth up to suction around my clit and I gasp out his name. Axel hums happily against me, moving his right hand from my thigh to slide his index and middle finger inside me.

I nearly shout in pleasure before I clap my hand over my mouth. Axel makes a sound of displeasure in the back of his throat and stands up, moving my hand from my mouth.

“I want to hear you, sweetheart. Want to hear it’s me that’s making you feel so good.” His voice is low and raspy from the late hour and the alcohol, and it makes heat pool in my stomach. I’m already slick enough to be embarrassed, but when Axel angles his fingers up, kissing the base of my throat, I let out a long moan.

I guess I don’t have neighbors to worry about since my neighbor is the one making me make all these wanton noises. My head feels fuzzy, as if I’ve had a few glasses of wine at dinner although I haven’t had a drop. I’m drunk on Axel, on the way he makes me feel, and I know this is dangerous.

I could still stop this. I could still push him away and tell him that I changed my mind, tell him that we can’t do this.

“Axel,” I gasp, and his eyes snap to mine.

“Say it again,” he commands, and his voice sends a jolt of pleasure through me as he pushes his fingers deeper.

“Axel,” I repeat, louder, and I mean to tell him to back off, to tell him that we should stop, but he leans forward and bites my neck. My head goes fuzzy all over again.

“I could make you come right here on this counter,” Axel says, and I almost feel dizzy with lust, letting out a low whimper.

“Please,” I plead. “Please, your fingers feel so good.”

“My cock will feel better.” Axel slowly removes his fingers and I pant, feeling empty, wanting more.

I start to hop off the counter, not wanting him to lift me and grunt with effort, but he scoops me up anyway, as if I’m light as a feather. I’ve gained nearly thirty pounds during my pregnancy, but Axel acts as if I weigh nothing at all.

He holds me tightly around my ass and thighs, my belly bumping against his. I’m almost embarrassed, but I guess I’m too far gone, because all I can do is wrap my arms around his neck to help him carry me.

He deposits me on the bed gently, crawling toward me, and I spread my legs in anticipation.

“I wanted to taste you all night, but I don’t think I can wait, sweetheart,” he groans. “It’s been so long....”

“Please, please,” I plead, and I hate that I’ve lost all dignity so quickly, but there’s just something about the way he touches me, something about the way he makes love to me.

Something about it feels like coming home, although I can’t say that to him.

Axel shifts, fumbling a bit with the button of his jeans before pushing them down over his ass, finally freeing himself with a groan. He’s not huge, but Axel’s always been well-endowed, more girthy than he is long, and it’s always felt perfect to me.

We fit together like puzzle pieces, and it’s the same when he pushes into me, looping my knees over his considerable biceps. I look at the swirls there, the tribal I know has our dates in it, and close my eyes, not wanting to think anymore.

Axel takes my chin in his hands, pressing down on either side of my jaw to pop my mouth open before leaning down to kiss me, sticking his tongue in my mouth sloppily.

“Look at me. I want you to know who’s making love to you, who’s making you come,” he demands, and my eyes pop open.

“Axel,” I say again, as if I’m unable to say anything else, and he smirks.

“That’s right, sweetheart,” he croons, and starts to move his hips. My belly is in the way, and I huff out a frustrated breath when I can’t get him deep enough.

Once upon a time, I would have locked my ankles around his waist, pulled him in deeper, but I can’t do that in my condition.

As if he’s reading my mind, Axel pulls out of me, holding one of my ankles in his hand to turn me over onto my side and sliding up behind me, his mouth on my neck, his breath hot on my flesh.

He lifts my leg up and slides back into me and I moan so loudly I’m glad we don’t have close neighbors. It’s more intimate like this, him buried inside me with his body pressed up against mine. I remember us doing this position before, on sleepy mornings before I had to go into work.

“I missed you so fucking much,” Axel moans into my ear, voice hoarse, and I turn my head to kiss him, my heart aching.

The thing is, for all the resentment I feel, I miss him too, so much that I can’t even express it. It doesn’t matter, now, anyway. This is a one-time thing, just a small reprieve that I can allow myself, and then it will be over.

Axel is sucking marks onto my skin, so much that I’ll probably have to wear a turtleneck to work tomorrow, but I can’t bring myself to complain.

His breathing is getting shorter and I know he’s close, but so am I so I roll my hips back against him, crying out when I finally reach my peak, his name coming from my lips over and over like a chant.

“Fuck, you’re so hot and tight around me, sweetheart. Sucking me in,” Axel pants, and he bites down on my shoulder when he spills inside me in ropes.

I squeeze my eyes shut, breathing hard, and then Axel starts to kiss the marks he’d left on my skin, soft and sweet. After I catch my breath, I turn to tell him that he should go, to push him away, but his eyes are closed, his eyelashes fanning across his cheekbones.

I could tell him to go, shake him awake, kick him out of my bed. I should.

But I like the way he feels, softening inside me, his arms tight around my waist, just above the swell of my belly.

This is the way it should be, something in the back of my head says, but instead of listening, I close my eyes and manage to drift off to sleep.
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When I open my eyes, I wonder if last night was a dream. Harley isn’t in my arms the way she had been when I fell asleep. The bed feels empty and unfamiliar, but that’s not unusual since I’ve just set up my bed in a new place. I look around, frowning, and realize that I’m not in my duplex, even though Harley’s place looks so similar it’s no wonder I’m confused.

Not to mention the tequila I’d downed, looking at our wedding pictures. It comes back to me in flashes, kissing Harley’s frowning mouth, how she’d invited me inside.

“Fuck,” I curse, but it’s almost in wonder instead of in anger. I wonder if things will be different, now, if I’ll smell her cooking bacon in the kitchen, see her in one of my old T-shirts the way it used to be, the curve of her ass tempting me.

When I sit up, my head pounds and I groan softly.

A bottle of painkillers hits me in the chest and I look up to see Harley standing there in a pair of overalls and a tank top, the swell of her belly reminding me that things aren’t as different as I’d been imagining.

She’s frowning at me, just like she did the night before, but my mouth has made marks like purple blossoms all the way around her neck, and I can’t help but grin.

“Your boyfriend gonna be mad about all the marks I left?” I know it’s a low blow and the words feel bitter in the back of my throat. My heart seems to be slowly sinking in my chest the more I wake up.

“I don’t have a boyfriend,” she snaps, rifling through her clothes in the closet, and I tilt my head.

“Date didn’t go well?” I hope it hasn’t. I hope he was a total asshole, or better yet, a dud, so boring she could barely stand it.

“I’m not talking about this with you,” she mutters, sliding on a pair of flats. “Get out. I have to go to work.”

I’m not surprised that she’s pissed off, but I have to admit that I expected a little more softness after what happened last night. I feel stupid for thinking anything could change so easily. But then again, I didn’t make it easy on her going on the attack when I saw her scowl.

“Harley,” I start, and she storms toward the door, opening it wide.

“You have to go, Axel. I’m serious.” She looks serious, her brows furrowed together, her little chin upturned.

“Fine,” I finally mumble, standing up a bit unsteadily and walking toward the door. I’d been barefoot when she’d returned last night, but I was still in all my clothes. I remember vaguely being unable to even think when I’d kissed her, just reacting.

I hope that maybe she’ll follow me into the garage, get into her car so that I can see her a bit longer, talk to her. It’s pathetic, how I feel about Harley, how I want her around all the time despite the baby in her belly that someone else has put there.

But I’ve always been that way about her, haven’t I? I hate to think it, but nothing’s changed since we were sixteen years old.

“We’re not going to talk about this?” I ask her as I step out into the garage, and she shakes her head and slams the door in my face.

“Goddamnit!” I yell, storming back into my duplex where boxes are still strewn around the room. I haven’t even begun to unpack, and I’ve already fucked everything up. I should have never kissed her, but she let me do it. She kissed me back. She put her arms around my neck just like she had a thousand times before...

I look at the counter where I have a couple of bottles of tequila and my stomach rumbles. I don’t even remember if I ate the day before, and I feel lightheaded from the hangover already. There’s nothing in the fridge, either, since I haven’t gone grocery shopping.

I walk out to the garage, half of me hoping that Harley will still be there, but she’s already gone, her Beetle missing. I get on my bike and put on my helmet, driving too fast to the diner around the corner. I feel antsy, reckless, like I should be doing something more to get her back. I don’t know how to make her understand that we’re meant to be together.

I’m angry, of course, about the baby and that she let someone else inside her, but we were split up so I can’t really complain, as much as I hate it. I hope whoever knocked her up sees those marks all over her throat. I hope he sees it and it’s a punch in the gut, just like it is for me every time I see her swollen belly.

At the diner, there’s a blonde standing at the counter and I walk up behind her, just waiting in line. She turns and I recognize her face. Susan? Sarah?

“Sophie,” she tells me helpfully, smiling widely. “I figure you were too drunk the other day to remember my name.”

She sticks out her hand and I shake it, smiling back.

“Sophie with the velvet voice, how could I forget?” Fuck it, I might as well flirt with someone else since Harley doesn’t seem to care.

Sophie giggles and she really is pretty. It’s too bad that I can’t see anyone but Harley. “I thought you were going to offer me a job, but I forgot to give you my number when we came here the next day.”

I consider it for a long moment. I do need someone to sing backup vocals, particularly in TikToks for promotion. For a while, Gemma said that she would do it, but Locke shut that down pretty quickly. I guess he’s still mad that I flirted with her on tour.

“What are you doing after this?” I ask her, and Sophie grins.

An hour later, Sophie is sitting on a box in the garage with me, with my camera and lights set up for social media. Filming in the garage isn’t ideal because of the lighting, but until I get something set up in the den of the duplex, it’ll have to do.

I strum my guitar to make sure it’s tuned correctly and Sophie sips water, getting ready. I play the opening bars of a popular pop song that I’ve changed to a rock vibe, and Sophie laughs.

“I love this song!”

She’s bubbly and cheery in a way I didn’t expect, and I find myself smiling back. She sings the first few bars off key, but then sips more water and tries again. This time, it’s near perfect, and I wish that we’d already been recording instead of practicing.

“You ready?” I ask her, and she comes to sit behind me, waiting for me to start the opening bars.

The song goes off with only a couple of stops and starts. Sophie yells every time she misses a cue, which I have to admit is pretty cute. I stop thinking about Harley for a few hours, and that’s better than all the tequila in my duplex.

It’s around dusk when we finish up, recording two TikToks which I’ll post according to Gemma’s schedule. I put all her information in my phone, including her TikTok screenname so that I can tag her.

“That was so much fun,” Sophie gushes, her hand on my arm, and she doesn’t lean in and ask for more, like most of our fans did while I was on tour. I smile back at her, and then my heart sinks when she leans in to me.

I turn my head, letting her lips land on my cheek instead of my mouth, and since I have the worst luck in the world, that’s when Harley pulls her Beetle into the driveway.

Luckily, we’ve already cleaned up all of the equipment, or Harley would have run right into the lights’ setup. She gets out of the car, slamming the door, her face all screwed up in anger.

“I asked you not to bring girls here,” she says in a low, calm voice, and since I know Harley, I know that’s more dangerous than if she was yelling.

I stand up and Sophie remains seated, wide eyed. “It’s not three AM, which, if I remember correctly, was the timeline you issued, besides, I’m working. Even if I wasn’t, there is the little matter of the fact that we established I pay rent just like you and it really is none of your business just like what you do isn’t mine, as you so gracefully reminded me,” I say in a clipped voice.

She gasps, her eyes widening slightly. Before storming inside her house she mutters something that sounds like, “Looks like work, all right.”

She threw me out this morning, keeps giving me the cold shoulder, attacking me left and right, and now she wants to dictate who I can and can’t invite over? I’m pissed, but more than that, I’m hurt. And no, I’m not proud of having been blunt with her, but fuck it. I need to let her know it is not okay to treat me like this. I have feelings. And I can’t bring a friend or co-worker home when she just went and slept with the first guy she saw right after I signed those divorce papers. I bet the ink hadn’t even dried yet!

I heave a deep sigh and Sophie looks up at me with wide brown eyes.

“I didn’t know you had a girlfriend.”

“I don’t,” I mutter, and Sophie gives me a look like she doesn’t believe me. I sigh again. “She’s my ex-wife.”

“Oh, shit.” Sophie stands up. “I guess that means it’s my cue to go.”

I nod. “Sorry.”

Sophie tilts her head, smiling. “It’s okay. Thank you for the gig.”

“I’ll Cash App you,” I promise, and she heads on her merry way, getting into the little Honda she parked on the street.

I stare after her for a moment, wondering what to do. My feelings from just a while ago come roaring back with a vengeance. Harley kicked me out this morning as if last night meant absolutely nothing to her, but now she’s mad that I have a woman over? That I’m working?

Anger boils in me and I bang on her door loudly. I have to do it twice before she comes to the door, staring up at me, this time in a turtleneck and A-line skirt. She must have changed before she left for work. That makes me even madder, somehow, that she’s ashamed of the marks I left.

“If we’re going to live like this, you can’t talk to me like that in front of my guests, no matter who they are,” I say coldly, and Harley glares up at me, her blue eyes flashing.

“This is my house,” she says, and I scoff.

“Newsflash! I pay the rent here just like you do, sweetheart. I don’t think the contract came with a nag.” I know that my words are cruel but I can’t bring myself to stop. I’m hurt and pissed, damnit.

“Oh, fuck you,” she says under her breath, almost in a whisper, and she tries to slam the door but I stick my foot in it so she can’t. She glares at me again. “Get out,” she whispers.

“Don’t tell me what to do.” Harley opens her mouth and I kiss her again, just like I did last night.

At first, she melts into me, her arms creeping up, but then she puts both hands on my chest and pushes me, making me stumble backward. She slams the door before I can say anything else, and I want to scream.

Instead, I punch the drywall next to her door, putting a dent in it with my fist and scraping my knuckles up pretty badly. Blood trails down my arm and I curse.

Harley swings the door back open. “What the hell was-” She sees the blood dripping down my arm and her face pales.

“Get in here,” she mutters, tugging my good arm, and I stumble inside.

She bustles around for a moment, going to the bathroom to get some rubbing alcohol and bandages, muttering something under her breath that I can’t quite make out.

“I’m not going to apologize,” I tell her firmly, and she rolls her eyes, pressing a bandage wet with alcohol on my scraped knuckles. I hiss.

“Wouldn’t dream of asking you to,” she tells me, dabbing the alcohol on my wound. “Why did you punch the door, you idiot?”

“I was mad,” I say simply. There isn’t another explanation for it. I’m mad all the time, anger and pain boiling up in me, and it’s because of her.

“Next time, punch your own duplex, okay? I’ll have to pay for this.”

“I’ll pay,” I say stubbornly, and Harley steps a bit closer, wrapping the gauze around my hand and putting a piece of tape there to keep it.

“There,” she says, as if satisfied, and I look down. Blood is staining the outside of the gauze, but it seems to be slowing down.

“I don’t want to say thank you, either,” I say, knowing I sound childish but unable to help myself.

Harley laughs, and the sound is like a melody to my ears. It’s been a long time since I’ve heard it.

“You’re welcome, anyway.” She pats my arm and takes a step back, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth. “Last night-”

“A mistake. I know. You made that crystal clear this morning.”

Harley nods slowly. “So, then, you should go back to your place.”

I’m still standing in the kitchen and she’s so close, just a few steps and I could close the distance, pull her into my arms. Something inside me pulls me toward her and I sway forward a bit from the force of it.

Finally, I turn on my heel and leave, closing the door softly behind me.
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I have got to find something to keep my mind off Axel fucking Jermaine. Him living just a few hundred feet from me notwithstanding, I’m thinking about him all the time. Especially after last night. I kicked him out this morning because I didn’t want this to become a regular thing.

Now, he’s trying to kiss me again, moments after I’d seen him with someone else? Not likely. He says that it’s work, but what kind of work requires a woman to be that up close and personal?

I sigh, sitting down at the kitchen counter. I suppose that it could have been work, something to do with music. Maybe I reacted too quickly. Nevertheless, I don’t want anything to do with him, for my baby’s sake, I can’t, so I need to stop him from coming in my house again. My baby needs a steady home and a routine. He will bring none of that. His schedules are crazy, he is never here, and I won’t be able to rely on him for anything, so I might as well go at it solo and save her from the heartache I went through when I realized we will always be last on his priority list.

I gave in way too quickly when I realized he was hurt, and I need to get my head on straight again. I think maybe a hot bath might help, so I run myself one and remove my clothes, running my fingers over the marks that Axel left on my neck.

I look in the mirror, biting my bottom lip. I hate that I find all those marks so attractive. Axel has always been the possessive type, and it seems like it’s just tenfold now that I’m pregnant. After all, he thinks it’s someone else’s kid. That’s what he’s going to continue to think, if I have anything to say about it.

For as much as I wanted the happy family with him, I love him too much to keep him on a leash, but I also love this baby too much to have her going through life thinking she doesn’t deserve being a priority. Axel’s priorities were clear from the start, and it was my mistake that I thought he loved me enough to change them. To put me first once in a while. It’s sad really, that I don’t love me enough to have demanded it from the start. To have asked him to compromise. But it is too late for us now. That being said, it is not too late to save my baby from the hurt I went through, so I’m doing this for her. Because she is worth it being the center of someone’s life, even if it is just mine. She’ll never know the neglect and abandonment I felt when I asked him to come home after a show and he always said no, that he would be staying to mingle with the guys and the fans. Not once did he choose me, so why would he choose the baby?

He is happy with his fans, as he always was, and the baby and I will always have each other, and I will always put her first.

I slide naked into the water, running my hands over my belly. The baby kicks until the water rises up, and then she calms down. I really need to schedule a new ultrasound, and I make a mental note to do that in the morning. I take in a deep breath, trying to calm myself down.

I’d pulled into the driveway and seen someone else’s car there, and I’d just lost it. I had a feeling that it was a woman, since I didn’t recognize the car. Locke, Samuel, and Jackson all had vehicles that I’d recognize, so I swung into the garage like a bat out of hell.

I giggle to myself. I probably gave that girl a hell of a fright. Good. Maybe she won’t come back around here anymore. I can’t deny that I’m just as possessive as Axel, in my own way.

I trust Axel, but I don’t trust his lady fans, that’s for sure. I know that Gemma must feel the same way, now that she’s with Locke, even though I don’t talk to her anymore. I know what type of woman she is, though, and I’m sure she only stays with Locke because she’s their manager and she can keep a close eye on him.

I sigh. I miss my friends. I even miss the band members to some degree, especially Samuel. He was always a friend to me, and I kind of regret that I was out the night the band came over to play. I’ve been so isolated from all my friends in my hometown that I feel lonely most of the time.

Maybe I should look some of them up. Maybe that would keep me from breaking the next time Axel found an excuse to come over. I remember how he kissed me, how he pressed me against the brick, and my skin heats up, feeling hotter than the water swirling around my body.

I slide my hands up to cup my breasts, gasping at the sensations. My sex drive seems to have rocketed up since I reached my second trimester and hasn’t gone down since, and yet I have no one to help me with it. No one, that is, except Axel.

I moan as my thumb brushes across my nipple. I squeeze it more gently than he would, can’t quite get my fingers deep enough. I just end up feeling frustrated and hot, and I stand up out of the bath water, still dripping. Once I’m dressed in a maternity nightie, I peek out of the blinds to see that Axel’s motorcycle is still in the garage.

My eyes find the box he’d been looking through, the bottle of tequila still sitting open and half empty beside it. I’d put all of those albums out there because they were too painful to look at. I can’t deal with the way my heart aches when I look at our wedding photos or watch the video. I wonder if he even knows that it’s in there. Remembering what was and imagining what could have been hurt too much, so I had just put them away to see if it would help me heal. It hadn’t. Not really.

As I watch, Axel comes out of his duplex and I gasp and back away from the window. I slip the blinds closed but can’t help my curiosity and look out again.

Axel takes the bottle of tequila, and after a moment, returns to pick up the box of our wedding mementos and brings it inside his duplex.

I take a deep breath, my heart aching. I have to talk to my mother. That will make things easier.

I call her, and it rings for so long that I’m worried she’s not going to pick up.

“Harley? Is it the baby?” She sounds out of breath.

“Oh, God, no, Mom, I’ve still got a month left,” I assure her, and she lets out a long breath.

“You scared me. I was on the elliptical.”

That explains the heavy breathing. My mother has always been obsessed with fitness and had tried to pass that habit onto me too, though I wasn’t all that fitness-crazy, I had inherited her curves and I stayed in pretty good shape. I enjoy a workout here and there. It certainly takes my mind off things, but my doctor recommended no heavy cardio in the last trimester.

“Everything’s okay. I just...needed to talk,” I explain hesitantly.

“Is something wrong, honey?” My mother’s soft voice makes tears spring to my eyes.

“Everything seems wrong, Mom,” I sob, and my mother makes a noise in the back of her throat.

“Oh, honey. Everything’s going to be okay. I know the hormones are making you emotional, and you feel all alone right now. But you have me and your father. We’re always going to be here for you.” My mother’s words comfort me, but only a little.

“Can I come over and spend the night with you?” I ask, and my mother chuckles.

“Of course you can, baby. Your dad is on one of his business trips, but he should be here to see you off in the morning.”

“Thank you, Mom,” I say gratefully, and Mom makes a non-committal sound in the back of her throat.

“Everything’s going to be okay, Harley. You’ll see.”

I hang up the phone and pack myself a quick overnight bag before heading to the garage. Thankfully, Axel is nowhere in sight.

I’m still sniffling when I turn over the key to start the engine, and there’s a huge clacking sound before it refuses to start.

“No, don’t do this to me,” I plead to the car. Axel had bought me this Beetle for our first wedding anniversary. It’s been my daily drive ever since, and I’ve always loved it. All I want is a hug from my mother, and now my car won’t start.

The tears come before I even realize I’m sobbing, everything crashing down on my shoulders suddenly, and I lean over the steering wheel and sob.

I could schedule an Uber, or call my mother to come pick me up, but I just feel so defeated that I cry in the car for a while before going back inside. I text my mother that I’m not coming until tomorrow, assuring her that I’m okay even though I feel far from it.

I plop on my bed, exhausted from all the emotions I’ve been fighting, and slip into a dreamless sleep.
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I don’t sleep, and the sun streaming through my window stabs into my exhausted eyeballs. I didn’t pick up the tequila, so that’s a plus, at least. I really wanted to, but it’d been sitting out in the garage all night and was probably full of fruit flies. I hadn’t had the energy to go to the liquor store, and I polished off the case of beer I’d bought for the band the night before last.

I groan and go to close the blinds, which I’d left open, and see Harley waddling out of the garage into the driveway. She pauses while looking at her yellow Beetle and kicks the tire. I squint, my eyes feeling heavy and my vision fuzzy from lack of sleep.

A man, tall and dressed in a suit, meets her at the driveway, taking her hands in his and squeezing them. I can’t see her face clearly to see if she’s smiling at him, but I’m sure that she is.

Who the hell is this asshole? I think about storming out and asking if this is the coward father of her baby, but I think better of it. She’d all but kicked me out the night we hooked up, and the next day hadn’t gone much better.

He opens the car door for her, and I grit my teeth. It makes me want to scream, seeing her slide into his slick silver sedan. I don’t know what’s going on with her Beetle, but if she needed a ride to work, I could have taken her. Hell, I still have her pink helmet sitting in a box in the duplex. Why hadn’t she asked me?

I could stand here and worry about what Harley is up to all day, but I have a meeting with Gemma about the social media schedule. She’s probably going to scold me for missing a couple of weeks while I was moving in. I look down at my phone and she’s sent me a text message to meet her at the new diner. That’s a popular place in this city, I suppose.

Locke and Gemma live about forty-five minutes out, but I guess she’s coming in to meet me personally. She must really be mad.

I let out a long breath, snapping the blinds closed as Harley and her mystery man pull out of the driveway. I manage to find a clean pair of jeans and a black t-shirt, and I decide that’s good enough for a meeting with the Jack and the Spades’ manager.

Gemma’s a great manager, but she has a sharp tongue, and I expect to feel its wrath today. Gemma’s been sleep deprived from the pregnancy, or so they say, and she’s been in a mood every time we’ve met up. I wonder if Harley is suffering too, but soon shut that off. I can’t think about her now.

When I take the motorcycle to the diner and walk in, though, Gemma seems almost...glowing.

I give her a look as I slide into the booth. ”You’re looking good.”

Gemma beams. “Thank you.”

“You're glowing. If that baby had popped yet, I’d guess you were pregnant again,” Gemma stares at me for a long moment. “That’s a funny way to say I’ve looked like shit for the past three weeks.”

I groan. “Come on, Gemma, that’s not what I meant.”

Gemma laughs. “Nah, I know I’ve haven’t been my best lately. Cain has been kicking like crazy, and he never sleeps. And if he doesn’t sleep, I don’t sleep.”

I wince. Poor Gemma. Again I find myself wondering if Harley is going through the same.

“But I finally got a full night’s sleep last night, thus I look hot.” She grins at me.

“You always look hot,” I grin back, knowing that Locke would hit me for that comment. Oh well. I am who I am.

“Thanks, Axel,” Gemma takes a big gulp of her latte. “Now, we need to talk.”

I gulp. “Am I in trouble?”

Gemma sighs. “No, of course not. I know you were moving into a new place, so I’m not going to get on your ass about missing a couple of weeks doing your TikToks. It’s your income stream, after all.”

“Minus your fifteen percent,” I drawl, and Gemma rolls her eyes.

“Minus The Spades’ fifteen percent. It all goes back into the band.” She ticks off with her fingers while she makes a list. ”Marketing, equipment, venues, taxes...”

“I know, I know. I’m getting a great deal,” I respond, repeating her words to me when we first drew up the contract. Gemma does a great job keeping up with the self-employment taxes and all the legal stuff, so I don’t complain about any money she takes off the top. Hell, after all, she was able to finance our whole national tour with just cover charges, so in my opinion she works miracles.

“I wanted to talk to you because Locke told me that you moved into a duplex with Harley.”

Shit. I shouldn’t have run my mouth off at garage practice. I should have known Locke would spill everything to his new wife. Traitor.

“I didn’t move in with Harley. I just happened to move in next to her.”

Gemma arches a well-groomed eyebrow. “You’re trying to tell me you couldn’t find anywhere else to stay but next to your ex-wife?”

I open my mouth but then shut it again, not having a good response. It doesn’t matter, because Gemma isn’t finished.

“Your ex-wife who you’re still very much in love with,” she continues, and I bang my head lightly on the table as the server comes over.

The server looks at me curiously but doesn’t comment, thank God. I order the home fries and a bacon cheeseburger while Gemma orders hashbrowns and the prime rib sandwich.

“I didn’t know that she was staying there until the papers were signed,” I lied, and Gemma raises an eyebrow again.

“You’re lying,” she says simply, drinking more of her latte, and I let out a long sigh.

“Fine. I’m lying. I saw her when I toured the place, and I don’t know, I thought...” I trail off. I’m not sure what I thought. Maybe that I could annoy Harley into getting back together with me? I guess that’d been my hope, that she’d see me every day and eventually realize that we were meant to be together, despite the baby in her belly.

“You thought what? That she’d fall back into your arms?” Gemma scoffs.

My heart sinks a little. I feel stupid, like it’s ridiculous to think that way, but part of me did. Part of me still does.

“You never know,” I mumble, tearing apart the straw for my water with my hands. My stomach rumbles again, the smells of the diner making hunger gnaw at me.

“Are you sleeping?” she asks me, looking at me shrewdly, and I feel like it’s pointless to lie.

“Not much,” I admit, and Gemma makes a tsking sound in the back of her throat.

“Drinking too much, not eating or sleeping enough....you’re starting to sound like Jackson a couple of years ago,” Gemma warns.

I bang my head on the table once more before lifting my head, the Formica stinging my forehead enough to bring things back into focus again. I find that being exhausted is almost worse than being drunk in terms of keeping my wits about me.

“I know. I’m going to do better,” I promise, and desperately try to change the subject. “What do you think about the new TikTok? Sophie?”

Gemma shrugs. “She’s cute. Got a good voice.” She looks at me again with those shrewd eyes of hers. “Are you fucking her?”

This time, I’m the one that chokes, on air instead of water since I hadn’t even been drinking anything. I know that Gemma doesn’t pull any punches, but I wasn’t expecting her to be that blunt.

“So what if I was?” I ask, and Gemma bites at her lower lip, a nervous habit.

“I know that I’m not the best person to be saying this, but shitting where you eat isn’t always the right move.” Gemma has a point there, even though she is married to our drummer. “Especially if it’s just a fling to get back at Harley for being pregnant.”

“Locke told you that, too, huh?” I ask, only a little bitter. I know that Locke doesn’t keep secrets from his wife, and even if he hadn’t told her, Jackson would have.

“How are you, Axel? Really?” Gemma reaches across the table to touch my arm and I soften at the gesture.

Gemma had been my best friend on tour other than the guys, and I’d been able to reveal a lot to her that I wouldn’t to the men that I consider my brothers. I can’t lie to her, no matter how much I might want to avoid the situation.

“I’m...I’m not great,” I manage, my voice sounding hoarse from lack of sleep. “I can’t stop thinking about how some asshole got her pregnant, about how she might still be seeing him now.”

“You’re divorced, Axel,” Gemma says gently, squeezing my forearm. “You have to let her go.”

I look at her for a moment, my brow furrowed. “How do I do that, Gem?” I ask, and I sound almost desperate. I am desperate, desperate to feel any other way than awful about what’s going on with me and Harley right now.

Gemma sighs. “I can’t tell you that, bubs. Have you told her how you feel?”

“Only about a hundred times,” I mutter, even though I’m not sure I really have. I’ve begged for her to come back. I’ve told her that I missed her. Hell, I’d even told her that I’d change even though I wasn’t sure that I would. I’ve always been faithful to her, hell, even after we were divorced, but I can’t imagine giving up music, which I guess is what she wants.

“Then there’s nothing else you can do. You have to let it go.” Gemma pauses as the food comes, picking a ranch and bacon drenched fry off the plate. “And you need to get the hell out of that duplex.”

She pops the fry into her mouth and that’s it, advice over. I have no idea how the hell to go about letting go of Harley Telman. She’s been my north star for as long as I can remember, the one thing that I reach for, other than my music. I thought that she was supportive of me in that, too.

After all, it was how we had first bonded.

“Green Day,” she said, licking the lollipop that I’d watched her steal from the corner store. “Don’t you think they’re a little over-rated?”

“American Idiot is the punk rock anthem of our generation,” I said earnestly, and Harley giggled, a sound that seemed to light up the dark alley we were standing in.

“I think so too.” She leaned in closer, as if she were telling me a secret. “Just don’t tell my friends I said that. They’re into Maroon Five, now.”

“Bunch of try-hards,” I scoffed, and Harley giggled again, nodding her head. I watched her for a moment, the line of her jaw, the way her chin turned up just slightly, as if she were defiant. I wanted her so much that it hurt somewhere deep in my bones. “I play guitar,” I told her, hoping that it would grease the wheels, and her blue eyes lit up.

“Oh yeah? Can you play any Audioslave?”

That was it, the moment I’d been lost. She was the star pointing north and I just followed.

I shake my head, trying to rid myself of the memories.

“I have to let her go,” I repeat, and Gemma nods sympathetically with a mouth full of home fries.

I look down at my food, and suddenly, I’m not hungry at all.
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After my mini-breakdown last night, I texted my work group chat to tell them that I’d be a little late for work, given that my car was broken down.

A few minutes later, Roland had texted me privately: Do you need a ride to work in the morning?

I’m grateful for the offer, because I'm stressed out and can’t imagine dealing with a tow truck and an Uber first thing in the morning. I don’t think much about saying yes. After all, Roland has never pushed about us being more, though he has stated the possibility is there, he says he wants us to be more but is happy being my friend until I’m ready. I can only wonder if I’ll ever be.

I kick the tire of my stupid car as I walk by, and Roland chuckles, taking my hands in his. I must have had tears in my eyes, because he squeezes my hands comfortingly. It’s nice that he opens the car door for me. That’s not really something I’m used to, since before I was used to riding on the back of Axel’s motorcycle and now I just pretty much drive myself.

“Thank you for coming to pick me up,” I tell him, and he waves his hands dismissively.

“No problem. You’re on my way, anyway.”

I raise an eyebrow because I’m pretty sure he lives about half an hour away from me, but I don’t comment. He’s being nice, and I don’t want to ruin it by asking questions.

I blow my bangs out of my face, sweating a little. I’m always hot since I’ve gotten pregnant, and he doesn’t have the air on.

As if he senses my discomfort, he turns on the air full blast and I sigh, the breeze making me feel ten times better.

“How is everything going with the baby? Healthy?” he asks, and I wince.

“I’ve got an appointment coming up,” I lie, even though I have yet to schedule my appointment. I reminded myself yet again to schedule that on my lunch break.

It isn’t like I’m not worried about the baby. At my twenty-week appointment, everything had been perfect. The baby is healthy, even though I don’t yet know the sex, and the doctor told me that I’d likely carry her to term or even beyond, since this is my first baby.

Roland nods. “I see you have a new neighbor.”

I stare at him for a moment before I remember that he was the only coworker to take me up on my offer to cook for them if they helped me move, and that’s why he’d known where I lived and that I used to live alone.

“Don’t get me started,” I mutter, and Roland laughs.

“Not the world's best neighbor, I’m guessing? I saw the motorcycle. The engines on those are so annoying.”

I don’t agree, since the sound of a motorcycle engine spikes my adrenaline and makes me feel excited, so I just hum in the back of my throat.

Roland doesn’t keep talking about my neighbor, thank God, changing the subject to talk about work, and I’m grateful for it.

Work itself goes by quickly and quietly enough, nothing of note happening. I remembered to schedule my doctor’s appointment at lunch and when Roland offers me a ride home at five, I accept.

“Would you like to get something to eat on the way?” he asks, and I shake my head.

“Not today. I’m not feeling so well.” That isn’t a lie, I have been feeling off ever since last night when the Beetle wouldn’t start. It doesn’t escape me that The Beetle is the one thing I still have from our marriage that isn’t boxed up in the garage, and now it’s shot to shit. Just like my marriage to Axel.

I guess that’s why I’m feeling so depressed about it. That isn’t exactly something that I can tell Roland, though, without giving him what amounts to my whole life story. I’m quiet on the drive home, and Roland clears his throat when he pulls up in the drive, looking over at me.

Axel’s motorcycle is parked in the garage, but he must be inside. I let out a relieved breath.

“Harley,” Roland starts, waiting to continue until I look at him. “I’d like to take you out sometime soon.”

I blink at him. “What?”

What happened to being happy just being my friend until I’m ready? In another lifetime, this might be a welcome overture. Roland is handsome and sweet as can be, but I’m just not in the right frame of mind to go out on a date, especially not now. Not while I’m so pregnant. Not with Axel so… here.

“You know I like you and I’d like to show you how great we could be,” Roland says softly, and I begin to feel bad that I’m going to turn him down.

“Roland, I’m sorry,” I start, and Roland smiles weakly, looking away.

“That’s what I thought you were going to say.”

“It’s just...it’s not a good time for me....” I gesture to my stomach, even though that’s not the only reason it isn’t a good time.

“I don’t care about that,” Roland insists. “I love kids.”

I let out a little laugh, I can’t help it, but not because I’m making fun of him. I just find it cute.

“I am sorry, Roland,” I tell him earnestly, and he gives me another smile, stronger this time.

“Maybe someday the timing won’t be off,” he says hopefully, and I smile back sadly.

“Maybe,” I answer, even though I’m positive that I’ll never be in the right place to date someone like Roland. And not because he has any problem or flaw. No. I should be so happy getting such a nice guy.

I just don’t think I’ll ever be over Axel Jermaine.

[image: ]


I cook myself some salmon, rice, and vegetables and everything goes well until I start to wash up the dishes from dinner. The pipes groan, which isn’t unusual, but then the water won’t come out of the faucet.

Irritated, I turn off the water and turn it back on. The second I do, the faucet (which had admittedly been a little wobbly since I moved in), falls off and water sprays all over my face and chest.

I can’t help myself, the cold water makes me scream shrilly, and the next thing I know someone’s banging on my door. There are tears springing to the backs of my eyes from the shock and frustration. Fucking hormones.

“I’m okay!” I yell, but Axel pounds on the door again, probably unable to hear me over the spray of the water.

When I let him in, his eyes look wild until he surveys the room and the water pooling on the floor.

“Oh, shit,” he mumbles, and a hysterical laugh starts to bubble in the back of my throat. I manage to keep it down and sit at the counter, defeated. I have no idea how to shut the water off or what’s wrong with the pipe.

I don’t want to ask Axel to do it, so I’m grateful when he climbs below the sink to turn the valve off, water beading on his face and neck when he stands back up.

“I can handle it,” I tell him, and he gives me a look like I’m crazy.

“You’re about to pop that baby out any moment and you’re standing ankle deep in water, Harley. Let me help you.”

“I’ll call a plumber,” I say stubbornly.

“Call the baby’s father,” Axel mumbles, and anger heats up my blood.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Axel straightens up from where he’d been looking under the sink and he gestures to the room and then points at the half-finished crib in the living room.

“You’re doing all this by yourself, Harley!” His voice rises. “Where the hell is he? Who’s taking care of you?”

I stand up, nearly knocking over the barstool with my clumsy pregnant body.

“I can take care of myself. I took care of myself all those nights you didn’t come home, or don’t you remember?”

Axel advances toward me but I don’t back down, raising my chin up and frowning up at him.

“I remember everything, Harley. Every moment that I spent with you,” he says in a low voice, and I swallow hard, fighting tears all over again.

“And every moment that you didn’t?” I respond softly, and Axel winces as if I’d hit him.

“I don’t want to spend another moment without you,” Axel tells me, and it’s the same old story. It’s the same old song and dance we’ve been doing for years, but somehow, it still works. In the back of my head, I know this is what I want. I want Axel and this baby, for us to be a family.

I lean toward him, unable to help myself, and he sweeps me into his arms. My belly bounces against his but he doesn’t seem to care, leaning down to kiss me deep and thoroughly.

My arms go around his neck, and I’m lost all over again to Axel, the man I’ll never get over.


11

AXEL




Harley feels the same in my arms as she ever did, except for the swell of her belly against mine. I’d been angry when she’d been so stubborn, but it was like anger went right to lust with Harley. That’s the way it’s always been.

We always make love after we fight, and it doesn’t seem like much has changed since we divorced. Not much except for her swollen belly, that is.

It still makes jealousy boil in my blood, makes me want to ask a dozen questions about who he is, how it happened, why he isn’t still around. But I know that the more questions I ask, the more likely she is to kick me out.

“You drive me crazy,” I tell Harley, another rerun, something I’d said to her a hundred times. I kiss along her collarbone and on the marks I left on her throat, tugging down the turtleneck she is still wearing from work. “I don’t want you to hide these. I want everyone to know you’re mine.”

“I belong to myself,” Harley says stubbornly, and that’s a repeat, too, something she often said in response to my possessiveness.

“I belong to you,” I say earnestly, kissing her pouting mouth again, and the furrow of her brow starts to smooth out as she melts into me.

“What about that girl?” Harley asks me, and I honestly have no idea who she’s talking about.

“What girl?” I murmur, kissing below her ear before nipping at her earlobe, but Harley puts both small hands on my chest to push me away, more gently now than the last time.

“The girl who was here in the garage,” Harley manages, sounding like she is speaking through gritted teeth. I hold back a grin.

I love it when Harley is as possessive as I am, which is often. She’s always been jealous of my fans, and to be honest, sometimes I played it up to rile her.

“It’s just for work,” I say honestly, not blinking as I stare down at her and Harley narrows her eyes. I’m telling the truth. I have no interest in Sophie beyond her singing, and I made that clear to her.

“She sure was sitting close to you,” she mutters, and I laugh this time, I can’t help it.

It feels like something’s changing and I hope it’s changing for the better, hope that Harley comes to her senses, realizes that we can work through this. I’m still angry about the baby and I know that will be something we need to work through, but I can work through anything, if I’ve got Harley by my side.

“What about that jerk who came to pick you up this morning?” I ask her, more teasing than actually angry. If he’d been the baby’s father, I assumed he would have come inside after he dropped her off.

“He’s a friend,” she says, but I don’t like the way she looks away from me. I take her jaw in my hand, squeezing to make her mouth pop open and she lets out a moan in the back of her throat.

As feisty as Harley is, she loves it when I take control, when I manhandle her, and it seems like that hasn’t changed, either.

I cover her mouth with my own, sticking my tongue to slide alongside hers and nipping at her bottom lip, hard enough to get her attention.

“Axel,” she moans, and God, I love the way my name sounds on her lips.

“Tell me you want me,” I command. I want to say: “Tell me you love me,” but I know that will scare her off, make her push me away.

“I want you. Want you right now, Axel, I can’t wait.” She bunches her A-line skirt over her hips, turns to bend over the barstool, holding her forearms over it instead of draping her body over it to protect her belly.

I groan low in my throat and take off her panties, not a particularly sexy pair but the way her thigh-highs wrap around her thick flesh makes my cock plump in my jeans. I love Harley’s curves, can never seem to find any other women with her figure. I can’t help but bite gently at the curve of her ass as I stand up from removing her panties.

I roll my hips against her, still in my jeans but rubbing my clothed erection against her bare sex. Harley rocks back against me, turning her head to kiss me sloppily. I kiss her back eagerly, moaning into her mouth as I rock up against her again. She’s so slick against me she might stain my jeans, but I don’t care.

I unbutton them and push them down, releasing myself with a hiss before wrapping one hand around myself, guiding myself inside her. She’s always so slick, so wet that I can slide right in.

“You fit me like a glove, you know that? You always have,” I growl right up against her ear, thrusting up the way I know she likes and she cries out, putting her head down.

I wrap my hand around her blonde hair, pull her head up. “Want to hear you, sweetheart,” I croon, and she grunts before crying out again when I thrust into her harder.

My balls are drawing up already as she clenches around me in a vice, and I know she’s close to coming so I grit my teeth and keep going, my hips moving faster with losing rhythm as I get closer myself.

My mouth often runs away with me when I’m buried inside Harley, and nothing’s changed there, either, it turns out.

“I love you,” I moan against her ear, holding her up with my forearm just under her breasts and she’s up on her tip toes as I thrust up into her but the angle is just right. She whispers my name over and over when she comes, tightening around me, and I spill inside of her with a shout.

When I start to come down, my ears heat up as I realize what I said. I wait for her to push me away, wait for her to kick me out and when she doesn’t, panting, anxiety rises up in me just waiting for it.

She turns to me and opens her mouth, and I shake my head, pulling out of her slowly and zipping my jeans up.

“I know,” I say, softly and a little bitterly. “I know you want me to go.”

Harley’s mouth snaps close and she gives me a barely perceptible nod that makes my heart drop to somewhere around my toes.

I can’t look at her as I walk out and storm back toward my duplex. This time, I don’t ignore the fresh bottle of tequila on my counter.

I’m only human, after all.
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For the first time since he’s moved in, I honestly want Axel to stay, but when he pulls out of me, tells me that he knows I want him to go, I just nod. If he wanted to stay, he would have, right?

If he wanted to, he would, my friend Greta always told me in high school. It’s a sentiment I've thought about many times. It doesn’t matter what Axel says if he never changes, and that’s what I hold onto as he walks out the door, closing it softly behind him.

I have to stop doing this. My heart aches and tears burn at the backs of my eyes as I go to the bedroom, telling myself that I’ll clean up the mess of the kitchen in the morning. It’s Friday, so I don’t have to go to work in the morning, and I don’t need Axel to help me.

Do I want Axel, though? Still? After all this time?

Yes, something in the back of my head says. You’ll always want him. But regardless of what I want, I can’t think of just me anymore. I have someone else who will depend on me to make the right decisions soon enough, and him staying would definitely be the wrong decision.

My biggest fear, other than something happening to the life growing inside me, is Axel finding out that the baby is his. It isn’t as if I think he’ll be a terrible father. Far from it. In fact, Axel’s good around kids. He would be an amazing father. But the problem is, if Axel knows this baby is his, he’ll never give up on us. He’ll want us to be a family no matter what, and it won’t matter if he really wants us or not. He’ll settle down because he has to, not because he wants to. I want him to want us, and not just because his baby is growing in my belly. I want him to choose us.

When we were together, all I ever wanted was for him to find a balance in which he would choose to be with me at least once in a while. But when asked to choose, I was never the answer. He had his nightlife and he never once decided to come home early just to be able to spend time with me. The fans were more important. And I get that he has to, because of his career, but could he not choose to be just the two of us once in a while?

A baby might make him settle down, but it wouldn’t mean he is choosing us because he wants to. Only because he felt some kind of obligation. I don’t want him like that. I’d never do that to him. Clip his wings like that. I’d rather let him go. Just like I did before.

And no matter how much I try to tell myself that I don’t want him in any case, I know that’s a lie. I tug off my clothes and lie down on my side on my bed, not even bothering to wash off my makeup from work.

After fighting them so many times in the last twenty-four hours, I let the tears come.

[image: ]


A knocking on my door, softer than Axel’s usual pounding, wakes me up, and I throw on a robe to answer the door.

It’s Axel, surprisingly, holding a toolbox in one hand and a new faucet in the other. He pushes past me into the duplex before I can stop him.

“Please don’t argue with me, Harley. I’m fixing your sink.” He looks around at the floor, which is still pooled with water, and he goes to the linen closet to grab some towels, lying them over the mess.

I worry my bottom lip between my teeth, a bad habit, especially since I tend to bite it pretty hard. “You don’t have to do this,” I insist, and Axel gives me a hard look.

“Is your baby daddy going to come over and do it? Because I haven’t seen him around here.” he snaps, and I roll my eyes, turning away from him.

I want to tell him my baby daddy is doing it right now, but I can never reveal that secret. Some part of me wants to yell at him, tell him that it’s his fault that I can’t go out with anyone else, that he’s ruined me for all other men somehow. But I can’t. Even though he’d probably like that too much.

“I could have done it myself,” I grumbled, and Axel barks out a laugh.

“Sweetheart, you don’t have a handy bone in your body and you know that I know that.”

I huff. He’s right, but he didn’t have to say it. I’m clumsy and don’t know a Phillips screwdriver from a flathead, if I’m honest. My father or Axel had always taken care of everything.

Axel slides under the sink and starts to bang around in there, and he calls to me to keep the conversation going.

“What happened to the Beetle?”

I’m surprised he hasn’t already asked me that, given that he bought me the car for our first wedding anniversary.

“I don’t know. It just wouldn’t start.”

Axel grunts. “I’ll take a look at it after I’m done here.”

I don’t know how to tell him not to, and I really do need the help. I have a little nest egg saved for the baby, but I don’t want to dip into that to get the Beetle fixed.

“Thank you,” I say softly, and Axel peeks his head from under the sink.

“What was that?” he asks, grinning, and I shake my head.

“Never mind,” I mumble, and he chuckles low in his throat.

Axel gets the faucet fitted in no time, and he sits up, brushing his hands as if telling me he was done.

He stands up and turns on the cold water, and then the hot. It doesn’t go spraying all over him. Traitor faucet.

“Look, I appreciate your help, let me give you some money for it,” I tell him, picking up my purse, and Axel frowns at me, looking offended.

“You don’t have to pay me, Harley. I’m your neighbor.”

“Is that why you’re doing all this? Being a good neighbor?” I ask suspiciously, and he takes a couple of steps toward me.

“What do you think, Harley? Why am I doing all this? Why am I helping you?”

I swallow, having not expected him to ask me so point blank.

“I don’t know,” I say softly, looking away, and Axel snorts.

“No, I guess you wouldn’t.”

He storms outside to the car, popping the hood. I meekly took the keys out to him, knowing that he’s angry and not wanting to make it worse.

“Axel,” I tell him as he reaches down into the car.

He grunts in response.

“Axel, I’m sorry,” I say, my voice a little louder, and his blue eyes shoot up to mine.

“It’s okay,” he says, his face softening, and he favors me with a smile. “Just let me help you, okay?”

I nod slowly, unsure why tears are filling my eyes. I look away and discreetly wipe them, standing around for a bit to see if I can help.

I lie down on the couch after an hour when he’s still not finished, and as I’m dozing, I hear his motorcycle take off, presumably to get more parts from the store.

“Harley,” someone murmurs my name and I slowly open my eyes to see Axel sitting next to me on the couch. The curtains are drawn, the room dark.

“Axel?” I call, confused, and he strokes my cheek, brushing a piece of hair from my face.

“The Beetle’s up and running,” he tells me, and I grin.

“Really?” I sit up. “Thank you, Axel.” I look up at him, biting my bottom lip again.

My legs spread when he puts a hand on my thigh.

“This doesn’t mean anything, you know,” I say, although that fact is seeming less and less true every day.

Axel’s eyes shoot to mine and I can see the hurt in them. He looks wide open, raw in a way that he hasn’t been since we’d moved into this duplex.

It makes my heart ache, seeing the hurt on his face, knowing it mirrors mine perfectly.

“I know that. I’ll take anything I can get,” Axel murmurs, trailing his hand up my thigh, my robe falling open.

I swallow hard, knowing that I should stop him but he parts my lower lips with one hand, looks down at me.

“So pink and pretty,” he praises, and he kneels down on the floor, looping my knees around his shoulders.

He tugs my legs to get me closer, so that my sex is right up in his face, and he buries his face in me, his mouth latching around my clit.

“Oh, fuck, Axel,” I moan loudly, and I swear I can feel him grin against me. He loves the way I moan his name in bed. He always has, and seems like nothing has changed.

The way my body reacts to him doesn’t change, either, I’m sitting up on the couch and trying to see over my belly as he sucks my clit, sliding one finger, then two, inside me. When I gasp out his name, Axel lifts his head and I pout.

“Don’t stop,” I plead, and this time he does grin at me, openly, the lower half of his mouth covered in my slick.

He pumps his fingers in and out of me until he adds a third and he plants a kiss on my inner thigh, moaning against my skin.

“Told myself I’d eat you out all night, wait until your thighs were shaking,” he murmurs. Pleasure shoots up my spine and I arch my back as he angles his fingers up in a “come hither” motion. “But all I can think about is being inside you.”

“It won’t.....it won’t work from this angle,” I manage, and Axel hums, looking at the swell of my pregnant belly with something like bitterness.

Then he removes his fingers from me and pulls me up on shaking legs.

“Then I’ll bend you over the couch arm,” he says simply, always the problem solver, and I let out a giddy laugh.

I feel almost lightheaded with lust like so many times before with Axel. He’s like a drug to me, one I’m addicted to and I just can’t stop at one.

Axel presses gently on my lower back and I drape myself over the couch arm, making sure my belly is on the inside of the couch and not split by the couch arm.

He doesn’t enter me right away, and I whine, turning around to look at him. He spreads my cheeks apart, looking down at me hungrily, before he makes a sound in the back of his throat.

The sight of his hunger for me makes me moan so loudly that I press my mouth against my forearm to stop the sound and Axel wraps his fist around my hair, tugging, and not gently.

He pushes himself into me while he twists my face around to look at him.

“Don’t you hide your sounds from me, sweetheart. Want to know I’m doing a good job.”

“Fuck, Axel, you know you are,” I gasp, rolling my hips back against him when he stubbornly refuses to move. “You fuck me so good.”

“Is that right?” he drawls, and slowly begins to move, not fast enough, not hard enough and I let out a frustrated breath. “I know how you like it, Harls. Hard and fast and rough. But tonight, I’m going to take my time with you.”

He moves his hips into me slow and steady, hard like I like but slower than the pace that can get me off quickly, and I let out a low whine.

“Axel,” I gasp, pleading with him, but he doesn’t speed up. This isn’t like him. Axel usually likes to get me off as quickly as possible, and he’s good at it. He knows just where to touch me, just how to angle so that I come hard and fast, but this time it’s like a slow build at the bottom of my stomach. It reminds me of when we first started dating and he would eat me out for an hour before he ever entered me.

Axel grips onto my hips so that I can’t roll back against him.

“You’re not going to tease me into going faster, sweetheart. I only get a little time with you, so I’m going to take advantage,” he murmurs, and I’m not sure what he means but it feels good, how he’s slowly pushing into me, almost pulling out and ramming back into me hard but with a steady rhythm. I’m close before I realize it, after only a few thrusts, and I blame it on being worked up from all the pregnancy hormones.

“I’m close,” I whisper, and then I groan when Axel tugs my head back up from where I’d been hanging over the couch.

“What was that? I couldn’t hear you,” he drawls, and I know he’s got a smug grin on his face.

“I’m close, I’m close,” I say louder, and Axel keeps his pace, achingly slow, but it doesn’t matter, I’m tumbling over the edge of my orgasm and crying out his name in just a few more thrusts.

Now, Axel will speed up, give me what I want and vault me into another orgasm. Despite what I think, though, he doesn’t, still pressing against my walls slow and steady.

“Oh fuck,” I manage, and Axel chuckles low in his throat.

“I told you I was going to take my time with you. Want to make this last,” he pants. His breathing is getting shorter, and I can tell that he’s close to the edge, so I purposely clench my inner muscles around him.

“C’mon, baby. Come inside me. Fill me up,” I say throatily, knowing that’s what he likes to hear, and Axel groans loud in the back of his throat.

“Should have thought to gag you. Forgot what a filthy mouth you have,” he murmurs, and I can’t help but grin.

“You love my filthy mouth,” I say, not thinking about the words that are coming out of my mouth, and Axel goes silent for a moment, his hips stuttering before he resumes his slow pace.

“I do,” he admits, doubling over me to kiss my neck, nipping there so that there will be a small line of his teeth later. “I love every part of you, you know that?”

Axel hadn’t talked like this since we’d started hooking up again, and I frown. I don’t want feelings to go along with my lust, so I don’t respond. He starts to move faster, and I groan, bracing my hands on the cushion in front of me.

“You look beautiful like this, you know, all spread open for me,” he continues, and I’m glad that he has gone back to dirty talk instead of sweet nothings. “All for me.”

I don’t complain or argue, but Axel tugs at my hair, nonetheless.

“Tell me you want me,” he commands, and I swallow hard before I speak.

“I want you. I always want you,” I say honestly, and Axel looks at me as if he’s not quite satisfied.

“Does anyone else make you feel the way I do?” he asks in a low, dangerous tone, having almost completely stopped his thrusts.

I don’t know what he’s asking, exactly, but the answer, if I want to be truthful, is the same either way.

“No,” I breathe out. “No, no one else, Axel.”

“Say my name again,” he demands, his fist wrapping tighter in my blonde hair.

“Axel,” I say again, louder, and I feel his thrusts speed up, getting sloppier.

“Fuck,” he curses. “Wanted this to last. Didn’t want this to be over.”

I don’t know what he means by that, but he drops my head and begins to fuck me hard and fast, in earnest, and I cry out his name again when I come for a second time.

When I feel him spill inside me, I can hear him breathing hard, nearly doubled over me, kissing along my shoulder. He doesn’t pull out and I wince, in an uncomfortable position.

“Let me up,” I tell him, and he hesitates.

“I’m not done,” he says, but he’s softening inside me and I laugh a little.

“We’re done for now,” I say, and he reluctantly pulls out of me, readjusting his jeans. I flush a little as I stand up on shaky legs, adjusting my skirt.

Axel is staring at me like he wants to say something, and I bite down on my bottom lip, looking away.

“Ask me to stay,” he says quietly, and I close my mouth tight, making my lips a thin line. I don’t say that I can’t ask him to do that, and I don’t have to, because he strides out the door, slamming it behind him.
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As soon as I get back to my duplex, I call up Jackson. Locke is too busy with Gemma to give me what I need, and Samuel is too buttoned up. I need the lead singer of the Spades tonight, and I’m hoping he’s available.

Jackson answers the phone after the fourth ring. “Hey, Ax.”

“I need to go out tonight,” I blurt out, and Jackson laughs, the sound tinny through the phone.

“Need is a pretty strong word.”

“Let me rephrase. If I don’t replace my blood with tequila in the next few hours, I don’t know what I’ll do.”

Jackson pauses, and I can nearly hear him frowning over the phone line. ”Is everything okay, bubs?”

Tears spring to the backs of my eyes but I blink them away. “Sure. Everything’s five by five,” I say, attempting to sound cheerful. “’I’m just going a little stir-crazy.”

I hear shuffling on the line and then Jackson’s voice lowers.

“Is it Harley?” he asks in a soft voice, and I squeeze my eyes shut, sighing.

“Isn’t it always Harley?” I ask, and Jackson hums.

“Fair enough. You want me to come pick you up?”

“Nah, I’m taking an Uber. Not planning to be sober more than half an hour.”

“Shit, okay. I’ll get a ride. See you at the Dozen in half an hour.”

I chug the rest of the tequila that I had left over, only a couple of shots worth, as I wait for the Uber. The driver tries to make small talk but I’m silent long enough that he gives up.

I get to the Dirty Dozen before Jackson, and I camp out at the bar, ordering two tequila shots. This time, Sophie isn’t working, it’s some guy named Andrew who seems nice enough. When I take both the tequila shots and ask for another, he raises an eyebrow, but he doesn’t say anything, luckily.

I’m only a little drunk when Jackson arrives and I grin at him and throw an arm around his shoulders, sliding him a shot of tequila.

“My best friend!”

“Samuel’s your best friend,” Jackson says dryly. “I’m just the friend most willing to get fucked up with you.”

“That makes you my best friend, this week,” I insist. “Everything’s on me.”

Jackson’s mouth is turned down at the corners, which means he’s in a mood, but that’s good for me. When Jackson’s in a mood is when he goes off the rails, and I would love to go off the rails tonight.

“What’s going on?” Jackson asks after the second tequila shot, his shoulders seeming looser than before. “With you and Harley, I mean.”

I shrug. “We’ve been hooking up.”

Jackson gapes at me. “You’ve been what?”

I groan. “I know, I know, it’s a bad idea. I just can’t seem to help myself. I can’t keep my hands off her.”

“Even though she’s knocked up with someone else’s kid?”

That stings, and I roll my head around my shoulders. “Even so,” I say tersely, and Jackson sighs.

“I’m not trying to be an asshole, Ax. It’s just like–where does this go? What are you gonna do if the father comes back into the picture?”

I stiffen. “That’s not going to happen. He abandoned her. She won’t let him back in.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know Harley,” I insist.

Jackson stares at me. “Do you? Anymore?”

I think about it for a long moment. Things have changed, that’s for sure, with her swollen belly and the way she kicks me out every time we hook up. I’ve only been able to stay the night once, and she pushed me out the door first thing the next morning. Harley doesn’t seem to want to get back together, and I know it’s a bad idea to keep hooking up with her.

“I don’t know,” I say softly, and order us another round.

Things begin to go fuzzy around the edges and Sophie comes in for her shift, smiling at me and chatting with Jackson about social media. I’m barely listening, thinking of how Harley writhes up beneath me when I touch her, the sound of my name on her lips. All I ever think about is Harley, lately, and I try to focus my double vision on Sophie. I should get some work done, try to get my mind off things.

“Do you want to take me home?” I ask, words slurred around the edges, and Sophie’s eyes widen. I don’t tell her that’s not what I meant, figuring it doesn’t matter. Nothing matters anymore, not without Harley.

Alcohol is a depressant, after all, and it’s beginning to do its job on my mood. Everything seems to hang over me in a cloud: Harley’s pregnancy, the way she keeps pushing me away.

I barely remember getting home, and when I wake up, there’s a pounding on the door to match the pounding in my head.

I groan and make it to the doorway in a stumble, still reeling. I must still be a little drunk, and when I look at my phone it’s only six in the morning, meaning I’d only gotten a few thin hours of sleep.

When I open the door, I’m not completely surprised to see Harley standing there, her chin jutted upward, glaring up at me with fire in her blue eyes.

“I asked you for one thing, Axel,” she said tightly, and I blinked at her, my eyes bleary.

“What?” My voice is hoarse even to my own ears.

“You know what, Axel,” she says firmly, and to my horror, I realize that tears are welling in her eyes. She wipes at them angrily, turning away from me.

“Harley, honey-” I begin, and her eyes snap to mine.

“Don’t you dare call me that. Not now,” she hisses, and I inwardly groan. What the hell did I do last night?

“Listen, Harley, I swear I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I try again.

Harley scoffs. “Don’t play dumb, Axel. I know you were drunk but you don’t black out.”

I blink at her. “Maybe I didn’t use to black out. I drink a lot more now, sweetheart. Wanna know why?”

Harley huffs out a breath. “Don’t turn this around on me. I had one rule when you moved in here, and you have broken it twice.”

I think about it for a long moment, the gears in my head turning way too slowly for comfort. The last time she was angry with me was....oh shit. Sophie.

I swallow hard. “Uh, if this is about Sophie, it was for work.”

“So, she kissed you for work?” Harley spits out, and I realize she’s not just mad. She’s jealous. That’s rich, coming from her.

I manage to bite back a smile, but it’s tough.

“So, you’re jealous? That’s what all this is about?”

“No!” she nearly yells, and then she looks down at the floor, wiping away more tears. I want to caress her face, brush those tears away with my thumbs, but I think she would hit me if I tried. “I just... I asked you not to bring women here.”

Her words are softer on that last sentence, almost sad, and my heart aches.

“Sophie and I aren’t anything, Harley. I was shitfaced. I barely remember getting home, so I don’t even remember what happened with her. Doesn’t that tell you that it’s not anything serious?”

“I don’t care if it’s serious, Axel. I don’t want you fucking other women here,” she says firmly, and then pauses. “Maybe that’s not fair. I don’t know.”

I feel anger rise up in me, even though she’s being shockingly self-aware.

“I pay rent here, Harley. This is my home. I can do whatever I want to within the confines of my duplex.”

Harley’s eyes shoot to mine again, and this time she doesn’t bother wiping away the tears that spill down her cheeks.

“Then keep it out of the garage,” she says firmly, and stalks off toward her side of the duplex.

I sigh heavily, stepping after her and stumbling off the front stoop.

“Harley!” I call, but she’s getting into a car, the same one that the guy picked her up in last time.

I curse under my breath. How did she expect me to apologize for something I don’t even remember? Especially when she won’t even let me.

I watch as the guy in the driver’s side reaches over to hug her, gritting my teeth, and look away as they pull off.

Who the hell is that? If I can’t bring girls home, then why is it okay for this asshole to come and pick her up every morning? Is he the father? My blood boils just thinking about it.

Harley Telman-Jermaine has some things to answer for when she gets home.
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Work goes by in a blur. As much as Roland starts up conversations, I just can’t keep track of them. Everything feels fuzzy and off somehow, like I’m in some sort of trance.

I can’t stop thinking about how my heart nearly stopped when I saw that woman kissing Axel before pushing him into his duplex. She’d seen me, turned to me, and her eyes widened a bit, but then she smiled. This knowing smirk that made my blood boil.

I’d pounded on his door right after, unable to wait, but he hadn’t answered, likely passed out. Axel used to never black out, no matter how much he drank, but I guess that things must have changed.

Everything’s changed. Everything’s gone so topsy turvy that I don’t know which way is up, and it’s beginning to drive me crazy. I almost forget about my ultrasound appointment, cursing when I realize that I could have asked Roland not to pick me up today.

I’d been so upset that I’d forgotten to text him that my car is working. Now I have to Uber to the appointment. I can’t ask Roland to take me. That would seem strange, too intimate. I know he has a crush on me. I don’t want to encourage him.

The Uber driver lifts an eyebrow when I waddle to the car and get in, breathing heavily. The baby seems to have grown tenfold in the last couple of weeks, and I’m a little ashamed that I’ve put off my appointment for so long.

Sure enough, the ob-gyn tsks at me about it, and also about gaining so much weight. I huff out a breath.

“I’m hungry all the time,” I tell her. “You try carrying this thing around without sustenance.”

The doctor laughs. She’s a nice woman, and I know she just wants me and the baby to be healthy, but my hormones make me cranky, especially when it comes to my weight.

“It’s all right, Ms. Telman. You’re still within the range of healthy, I just wanted to let you know to be careful. You’re right on the edge.”

I grumble under my breath. I feel right on the edge, all right, on the edge of cursing her out.

The ultrasound jelly is cold, and I yelp when she dollops it on my belly with no warning.

The panic rises in my throat like it always does when there’s silence on the doppler, but then the sound of the strong, fast heartbeat is like music to my ears. I sigh in relief.

The doctor frowns as she presses the wand around my belly, and my eyes widen.

“Is something wrong?”

The doctor shakes her head. “Nothing to worry about. It’s just that at this point in your pregnancy, the baby should be facing downward. It seems like she might end up being breech, which just means we need to try to turn her or schedule a c-section.”

I frown. “I don’t want a c-section.”

“You’ve still got four weeks left till your due date, plenty of time for her to turn. I’ll print you out a pamphlet on natural ways to get her to turn, but wort case scenario, we have to do what’s best for you and baby girl.”

My mouth opens in shock and the doctor clamps her hand over her mouth.

“I’m sorry. That just slipped out,” she laughs, and I can’t believe it.

A baby girl. I was right. I’ll have a little mini-me to love. I wonder if she’ll have Axel’s light blue eyes or my darker ones, and tears well in my eyes. I wish I could tell him. I wish I could share this with him, but it won’t do any good. I wouldn’t want to shackle him and have me regret this later on. He might say he wouldn’t mind and be happy for a while, but how long until he started resenting me for stopping him from partying as much as he likes?

The doctor takes off her gloves. “You can get dressed now. I’ll write you a note to take the afternoon off work, if you’d like,” she suggests, a twinkle in her eyes.

I give her a grateful smile. “That’d be nice.”

I’m already texting my supervisor that I won’t be in the rest of the afternoon, and although he doesn’t respond, I’m sure it’ll be fine. I’ve barely ever taken any time off, after all.

I can’t bring myself to go home and face Axel, even though it’s only two in the afternoon and I could nap the rest of the day. Instead, I head to my family’s house, a near mansion on the north side of town.

Six bedrooms, because my mother had wanted a big family. Unfortunately, she had infertility issues, and I was the only child they’d managed to have. As a result, I could admit that I was spoiled, at least financially.

My father was absent most of my childhood due to his job, but he’s trying to make up for it now as best he can. He’s doing a good job, especially since he hasn’t pressed me when I told him that I didn’t know who the father was. I think my mother suspects that it might be Axel, but she hasn't said a word. I also think my father would rather think I fooled around than have this be Axel’s. He never really liked him much.

Now, it’s like old times again, like when I lived at home as a teenager, sneaking out to see Axel. I can’t tell them that he’s living next to me, and I definitely can’t tell them that we’ve been hooking up again.

My mother gives me a big hug the instant I walk into the room, and I feel tears stinging my eyes again. Damn hormones. I cry almost every day because of them, and it’s beginning to get on my nerves.

“How did it go?” she asks, since I’d texted her about my appointment, and I give her a tired smile. I didn’t sleep much last night due to Axel’s antics and my own anger.

“Good, I think,” I tell her, handing her the pictures of the ultrasound with the baby floating around. “I found out it’s a girl.”

My mother squeals and hugs me again, looking intently at the pictures. “She’s going to look just like you.”

I laugh softly. It’s not like you can tell from the blurry ultrasound pictures what the baby is going to look like, but at least I know she’s healthy.

“The only problem is that she hasn’t turned.”

My mother nods sagely. “You were a breech baby. That’s why I have this awful scar.” She pokes at her belly, wrinkling her nose, and I want to roll my eyes.

She complains about that scar every moment she gets a chance, and it’s one of the reasons I’m against having a c-section myself. Not the scar itself, I’d be proud to wear it, but the memories of her using hers against me.

“There are ways to turn her. She gave me a list.”

“My mother always swore by lots of green tea, although it didn’t help you turn. I’ll make some.”

My mother bustles around the kitchen while I slowly lower myself into a chair in the dining room, wincing at the ache in my back. Having all the extra baby weight certainly takes a toll.

“How much is she weighing in at?” my mother calls.

“Six pounds, give or take a few ounces,” I tell her. I wait for a comment about my weight and how the baby only takes up six pounds, but for once, she doesn’t start.

I sigh in relief, glad that she doesn’t have anything to say about it. My mother can be a bit much when it comes to my body. She’s always been small, petite even, and since I’m curvier and more muscular, we sometimes butt heads. She taught me her love for exercise, but I struggled with the diets she used to put me on as a teenager. She doesn’t have control over what I eat and how much I exercise now, and I think sometimes it rankles her.

My mother brings in a big bowl of cut fruit, and I guess that’s her way of telling me I should eat healthier. I pop a couple of grapes in my mouth, grateful for the food since I skipped lunch to go to my appointment.

“So, what was going on the other night when you called me?” My mother’s voice seems nonchalant, but I know that she truly wants to know.

I shrug. “Just hormones, I guess.”

My mother looks up at me over her small reading glasses. I guess she must have been reading the newspaper before I arrived, because she doesn’t wear them as often as she should.

“Harley,” she says, and I know that she doesn’t believe me.

I sigh. “We should wait for Dad to talk about this.”

My mother arches a well-groomed eyebrow. “It must be serious.”

I give her a wan smile. “Not so serious,” I mumble, popping more fruit into my mouth to keep from having to talk.
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I take a nap on the couch before my father arrives, just in time for dinner. I wake up feeling refreshed, but still dreading this conversation. My parents were there to witness my struggles with Axel’s constant absences, and I know they will worry that he’s living so close to me.

My mother clears her throat after she sits down, everyone having their perfectly portioned plates of meat and vegetables.

“Was there something you wanted to tell us, Harley?”

I nearly choke on my water. I’m not ready to start talking about this, but I guess I have no choice.

“Uh, you know that duplex that I moved into?”

My mother nods and my father is scrolling through emails on his phone, barely paying attention, which isn’t unusual.

I take in a deep breath. “Well, someone moved into the other side. Someone... that I know.”

“Oh! Well, that sounds nice!” My mother chirps. “You need to have more people around. You’ve been so isolated since you got pregnant, dear, it’s not good for you.”

My father looks up from his phone. “Who is it? Anyone we know?”

I swallow hard. “Uh, yeah. I think you know him pretty well. It’s Axel.”

I blurt it out, not wanting to hesitate.

My father’s face changes instantly, his mouth turning down at the corners, and my mother sighs and rubs a hand across her face.

“Oh, goodness,” she mutters.

“Your ex-husband moved in next door to you, and you haven’t told us?” My father’s voice booms across the long table, and I wince.

“I am telling you. I’m trying to move out, but there are no properties available that have a room I can use for a nursery,” I try to explain in a meek voice, but my father isn’t having it.

“Why should you be the one to move? What’s his angle, anyway? Is he trying to get back into your life? Weasel his way in?”

“N-nothing like that, Dad,” I stutter, finding it hard to lie to him.

“You don’t need this kind of stress, honey.” My mother’s voice is a lot softer than my father’s, and I relax a little.

I sigh. “I know. It’s been... difficult.”

“Well, you’ll just have to move back in here,” my father announces, as if it’s a done deal. “We have plenty of extra space, after all, and you and the baby will be welcome.”

“She found out it’s a girl, honey!” My mother tells him, clearly trying to change the subject, but I frown.

My father chuckles. “Another baby girl. I’ll be surrounded.”

“Wait just a minute. Back up. I’m not moving back in here. I need my own space to take care of the baby—” I begin, and my father holds up a hand to stop me, a common gesture in our household.

“I won’t hear of it, Harley. Axel will just keep trying to get back together with you, and you know that you’re not right for each other. He’s always treated you like an afterthought to his damn music, and you deserve better than that.”

My frown grows deeper. I can’t deny that I’d thought much the same thing several times during our marriage, but there’s some part of me that hates it coming out of my father’s mouth.

“I don’t think that matters now, Dad. He needs a place to stay, and I can’t just kick him out.”

“I don’t see why not. Don’t you pay the rent there?” My father pauses. “In fact, why don’t I just buy the whole duplex? Then you won’t have to worry about him living there.”

I gape at him. “Dad, you can’t do that. You can’t just buy it out from under me. I’m renting to own so that it can be my place.”

“It’ll still be your place,” Dad says dismissively. “Of course, I’ll give it to you. I’ll even put it in your name.”

“How generous of you,” I say dryly, and my mother gives me a sharp look.

“Don’t sass, Harley,” she warns, and I feel sixteen all over again.

I hate this. I hate feeling like a kid all over again, and that’s exactly how it will be if I move back in.

I stand up with some effort, pushing my chair back. “I think I need to go home now.”

“You’re not going back there,” my father insists.

“Honey,” my mother put a hand on his, trying to stop the fight, but it’s too late.

“You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore, Dad. I’m twenty-six years old. I’m not a little girl anymore.” I’m not shouting, but it’s a near thing. “That’s why I can’t move back in here. I need my own space, my own time to learn to be a mother.”

“But, Harley, we could help you,” my mother says, her bottom lip trembling.

Great. Here come the water works. My mother’s biggest manipulation tool is crying, but I’m not going to let it work this time.

“We’ll talk about this later,” I manage, grabbing my purse. I wait for a moment for my father to stand up and continue arguing, but he doesn’t, huffing out a breath and looking down at his phone again.

When I make it outside and call Uber, I’m almost crying again.

This time, I can’t blame it on the hormones.
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I don’t start drinking until Harley doesn’t come home after nine in the evening. I’ve only managed a few slugs of tequila when she pulls into the drive, and I’m grateful that I'm only tipsy instead of drunk.

If I was drunk, I probably would have been a lot meaner about what I have to ask her.

She looks at me, bags under her eyes, and part of me thinks that I shouldn’t ask, that it isn’t the right time. But when is the right time to ask the love of your life this question?

“Who’s the father?” I blurt out, and it sounds like a demand.

Harley sighs. “I’m not talking about this.”

I stand up, no stumble in sight thanks to the high tolerance I’ve built since Harley and I split.

“Harley, please,” I beg. “I need to know.”

Harley looks up at me, her blue eyes still seeming tired and red, like she’s been crying.

“Why does it matter? What are you going to do? Track him down? Beat him up?”

I blink at her. I can’t deny that those two options have occurred to me more than once, but really, I just feel like I need to know, like it’ll drive me crazy if I don’t.

“N-no,” I stutter. “Nothing like that. I just... I’m curious.” I take a couple steps toward her and she backs up, resting her back against the brick of her duplex.

“It’s nobody,” Harley dismisses, and I huff out a breath, frustration rising in me. “No one that you know. Don’t worry about it.”

“Don’t worry about it? Harley, it drives me crazy every goddamn day and you’re telling me not to worry about it?”

“It doesn’t matter, Axel!” she bursts out, and I can’t help it. I slam my hand above her, the brick stinging my palms.

“Of course it does, Harley,” I hiss. “You let someone else touch you. You let someone else inside what’s mine. It fucking matters.”

Harley’s breathing hard as she looks up at me and I wonder if she’ll hit me, push me away like she used to when we fought and I got in her face, but instead she snakes her arms around my neck.

She stands up on her tiptoes, traces just the tip of her tongue along my collarbone, making my skin tingle and heat flood to my belly.

“You’ve got me, now, so it doesn’t matter,” she murmurs, and I moan when she sucks a mark at the base of my throat.

I want to say again that it fucking does matter, that I need to know who she spread her legs for, but I’m weakening. Goddamnit, the things she does to me. I can’t resist her. I never could.

“Harley,” I murmur, and I tilt her chin up and kiss her, hard and hungry, our teeth gnashing together in my hurry. “We can’t keep doing this.”

“We can’t? Why not?” She pouts a little, her eyes half-lidded, and I let out a long breath.

“Because I want more,” I tell her, not knowing that I’m going to say it until I do. I’m just as surprised as she is. I was sure that I was going to give in.

Harley sighs. “I know,” she says, and her voice shakes.

I trace my thumb along her cheekbone slowly. “Why won’t you let me in, sweetheart? Let me help you.”

Let me love you, I want to say but don’t. It feels like too much, like my heart is already close to breaking all over again.

Harley’s blue eyes well with tears as she looks up at me.

“I can’t,” she whispers, and slips her arms from my neck, ducking under my arm to go inside to her duplex.

I stare at the brick where she’d been standing, wondering how badly I’ll fuck up my knuckles if I punch there the way I want to, but I decide against it.

At least I still have half a bottle of tequila.
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I have another headache when I wake up the next morning, and it’s no wonder, since I’d finished the bottle while looking at our wedding album, flipping through the pictures that contained all the memories I wish that I could forget.

I don’t know what to do. I don’t know where to go from here. Do I give up? The very thought feels like a rock in my stomach. My heart aches every time I think about her, but I can’t imagine not being around her, not seeing her every day.

The time we spent apart has already been like hell to me, and I can’t imagine willingly going back to that. But alternately, could I be around her like this and not have her?

I could have her physically, that part helps, but it’s not enough. I want all of her, not just her body. I don’t know if just having this piece of her will be enough or if it will kill me wanting more.

I take a shower, thinking of what to do next. The only thing I can do is try to keep talking to her, keep the communication open. I had ordered a part for her sink that I needed to install, and that could be a way to get back in, to somehow get closer.

After showering and dressing, I take my toolbox to her door and I don’t have to knock, she’s bustling out dressed in her work clothes. She stares at me.

“What are you doing?”

I shrug. “I got the part for your sink, thought I could fix it while you were at work.”

Harley lets out a long breath. “Do you promise not to snoop?”

I raise an eyebrow, smiling slightly. “Will I find anything good?”

Harley shakes her head and I think I see the beginnings of a smile at the corners of her lips. It’s not enough, but it’s something.

“Lock up when you’re finished,” she says, and I hold back a whoop of victory. It seems small, her letting me fix her sink, but I know Harley, and she’s fiercely independent. She doesn’t ask for help, and if you push it on her, she usually won’t take it.

It’s a step in the right direction, and I hum a little while fixing the sink, my mood lifting. She also took the Beetle to work instead of that asshole picking her up, so that makes my mood better, too.

When I’m done, my shirt is covered in dirty water but I stand in the kitchen for a long moment, looking over the island into the living room. There’s a crib, not even half put together, piled in the corner.

I bite my bottom lip, thinking. It’s not like I approve of Harley being pregnant, in fact, it drives me crazy not knowing who put that baby inside her. But if I want Harley back, don’t I have to accept it? I have to accept that she’s going to have a baby, going to keep some kid with some other guy’s eyes. I let out a long breath.

That’s going to be a lot harder than any of the rest of it. I walk over toward the crib and start reading the instructions.

By the time Harley returns, I’m only halfway through it. Damn those Swedish instructions. She gapes at me from the doorway.

“Axel?”

I twist around to look at her, a small wrench in my hand. I smile at her.

“How was work?”

“Axel, you don’t have to put together the crib. I just need the sink fixed—” she begins, but I stand up, holding up my hands to stop her.

“Just got on a roll and started it, that’s all. I’m sorry.”

Harley looks at me, her blue eyes confused but not angry.

“You don’t have to be sorry,” she says softly, and I wonder if she’s going to kiss me again. To keep her from doing so, I clear my throat and pick up my toolbox.

“I’ll get out of your hair.”

She stares at me for a moment longer, then looks away.

I can’t stop smiling as I head across the garage to my duplex. She’s letting me in, one small moment at a time.
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Walking in on Axel working on the crib threw me through a loop and I plop down on the couch after he leaves, my head spinning. I know (and have known ever since we split) that Axel wants to get back together, but I never thought that he would accept the baby, as well.

That’s one thing that’s been holding me back: if Axel can’t accept that I’m going to have a baby, we’ll never be right for each other. The fact that it’s his baby shouldn’t matter. Him not knowing it’s his is a way to make sure he isn’t staying for the wrong reasons. If he decides he wants to stay anyway, I’ll know it was his choice, not an obligation he felt toward me or the baby.

I know that he loves me, deep down, I just don’t know if he loves me enough to put me first sometimes. I can admit that I’m a little jealous and that I can be paranoid. But I witnessed enough growing up that I want to make sure I’m not an afterthought. That my daughter isn’t an afterthought.

When we first started, I’d go with him to his gigs and we’d always be together, but then I started college and my partying times had to end because I had to focus on school. He would go By the time he joined the band, it was all about the fans and how he had to give them some attention because they had to build a fan base. So, he was out all night partying and I felt invisible. Undesired. I knew he was faithful and loved me, but I also knew how fans were and the lengths they would go to just to be with any of the guys. So, after years of asking him to choose me, to please stay home or come home early and never once getting my way, could I trust him now? After just this week I’d walked in on some girl kissing him in our garage?

I groan and roll over onto my side on the couch, staring over at the crib, which is now almost halfway put together. If Axel can accept me and the baby, that might mean things could be different.

Am I actually considering giving him another chance? I avert my eyes from the crib. I’m really uncomfortable, watching the ceiling fan go around and around. I’m exhausted from work, the baby having been moving around all of last night after my fight with my parents. I drape my forearm over my eyes, closing them and hoping that I can catch a nap.

I wake up with a start. Someone is yelling outside, and I try to scramble up off the couch. It’s a struggle, and as I finally rise, I waddle to the door. It takes me a few minutes to get out to the garage.

“I’m not leaving,” Axel says just as I walk outside, and to my dismay, I see my father standing in my driveway, glaring at my ex-husband.

“I don’t think I was asking,” my father shot back. “I’m in the process of purchasing this duplex, and we don’t want any tenants.”

“I think you should look into the rules for tenants,” Axel drawls, seeming calm while my father’s voice keeps raising. “You have to have a reason to kick someone out.”

“I have plenty of reasons!” my father yells, and I huff out a breath and walk up to him.

“What are you doing?” I hiss, and my father barely looks at me, still staring down Axel as if they’re in the midst of a Western duel.

“He was a shitty husband and he’s a shitty tenant,” my father insists. “He has to go.”

“You can’t just kick him out, Dad, that’s not how it works.”

“I’ve got this house in escrow, so it’s only a matter of time.” My father takes a menacing step toward Axel. “In the meantime, you leave my baby girl alone. She’s moved on. She divorced you.”

Axel doesn’t answer, his jaw clenched tight like he’s gritting his teeth.

I push at my Dad’s shoulder until he reluctantly starts to walk back to his car.

“I don’t need your help, Dad. I’m going to figure this out. Tell them you’re not going to buy the duplex,” I order, and my father shakes his head.

“It’s a done deal, petal.” He hasn’t used that pet name for me in years, and I resent that he’s using it now, to butter me up.

“I didn’t ask you to do that!” I burst out, but my yelling doesn’t seem to faze my father.

“Tell him he has thirty days after the close of escrow in a week,” my father snarls, and gets back into his car, pulling out of the drive while I stand there, flabbergasted.

I turn to look at Axel, and his brows are furrowed together, blue eyes flashing with anger.

“Did you do this?” he demands, and I blink at him.

“What? Of course I didn’t!” I can’t believe that he’d even think that of me.

“It seems real convenient, Harley. You wanted me gone, so you went to Daddy to ask him to buy the house,” Axel accuses.

“I wouldn’t do that, Axel. You know me.” I insist, tears springing to the backs of my eyes. I want him to believe me. I need him to believe me.

“Do I?” Axel asks, his voice softer but no less harsh. “I don’t know that I do, Harley. You let me in, spread your legs for me, but you have someone else’s baby growing in your belly, and now suddenly, you want me out? Is it because I stopped putting out? Is that all you want from me?”

I stare at him, heartbreak and anger warring up inside me when it had just been sadness before.

“Fuck you,” I manage, my voice shaking. “You’re right; you don’t know me at all.”

I storm back into my house and slam the door behind me, locking the top lock. I’m sure he won’t be here tomorrow morning to fix my sink or put together the crib.

I hear his motorcycle revving up and I look out the window to see him peeling out onto the driveway. I check my phone to see that earlier today he’d sent me a text, an invitation to a concert here in Tucson.

“Fuck,” I mutter, looking down at my phone with tears blurring my vision. I might have gone if we hadn’t gotten into this fight. It’d been so long since I’d seen him play.

My sniffles turn to sobs, and I head into the bedroom, sitting down and scrolling through my contacts. I need someone to talk to but it’s not like I can call my mother or father. Finally, my thumb hovers over an old contact. My childhood best friend: Charlotte. I’d cut her out after she’d bought me the pregnancy test. I hadn’t answered any of her calls in months.

I draw in a deep, shaky breath and hit the call button.

“Hello?” she answers, and the sound of her voice makes me let out a sob.

“Charlotte? It’s me, Harley,” I choke out, sniffling, and there’s a long pause on the other end of the line.

“Oh my God, Harley. Are you okay? Shit, are you crying?”

“I’m okay,” I tell her but then choke out another sob, unable to help myself. “I just... I need someone to talk to,” I admit, and Charlotte is quiet again, so quiet I wonder for a moment if she had hung up.

“Where are you?”

I give her my address and we hang up after I can’t stop crying enough to make my words make sense. I lie down on my bed until she gets there and I waddle to the door, my sobs finally having turned to sniffles.

Charlotte’s eyes nearly bulge out of her head when she sees me. “Holy shit!”

I tug her inside and she hugs me tightly. “Jesus, Harley, I didn’t know the test was positive. I thought all this time you’d run off to a new city and become a big-time journalist or something.”

I snort. “Yeah, right.” I pause, feeling miserable. A sob racks me.

“What happened? Something with your parents?”

“So much has happened,” I tell her, sitting down on the couch and rubbing my belly to get baby girl out of my ribs.

I explain everything to her, starting with Axel moving in and ending with my father showing up and making a scene, and the way Axel and I had fought.

Charlotte listens, offering me tissues from her purse, and nodding here and there.

“So much has happened, Harley. You have to be beyond stressed out. It’s not good for the baby.”

I rub a hand across my face. “I know. I’ve kind of been ignoring everything, but Axel, you know how that goes.”

“I do,” she says dryly. She’d been there when Axel and I split. “So, the baby...it’s Axel’s?”

I nod miserably, but it feels like something heavy has been lifted off my shoulders to finally tell someone. “I haven’t told him. I don’t want him to know. Actually, other than me, you’re the only one who knows the truth.”

Charlotte stares at me. “What? Why?”

“Because he’ll never give up, Charlie. You know Axel.” We’d all known each other since we were teenagers, having all attended the high school at the same time.

“Looks to me like he hasn’t given up even without knowing the truth about the baby.”

I pause. “I guess you’re right. He’s just so angry with me, Charlotte, you don’t understand. It’s like he doesn’t trust me anymore.”

Charlotte raises a black eyebrow. “Doesn’t that sound familiar?”

I give her a look. “Don’t start.”

“I’m serious, Harl. Axel has said the very same thing to you, about how you didn’t trust him. You are now feeling in the flesh what he felt for all those years.”

“That’s not fair,” I argue, and she shrugs.

“All’s fair in love and war, they say,” she jokes, and I manage to give her a wan smile.

“I just...I thought that things were different, but now that I think about it, I don’t think things are that different after all. After all, he brought that girl home—”

“Axel’s single now, Harley. You can’t be mad at him for seeing other people.”

“The hell I can’t,” I say firmly, and Charlotte laughs.

“You two, always so possessive, even when we were kids. Besides, how can you blame him? He thinks you are pregnant with someone else’s baby! It’s time to grow up, for both of you.”

I take in a deep breath, having forgotten how level-headed she could be. And she is right.

“I missed you,” I say, leaning my head against her shoulder, and she puts an arm around me.

“I missed you, too,” she says softly. “I missed giving you advice that I knew you would never take.”

I bark out a surprised laugh. “I take some of your advice.”

“Like what?” she asks, and I have to think for a long, long moment.

“Well, I took the pregnancy test, didn’t I?”

Charlotte shakes her head, laughing. “I guess so.”

“So, what do I do, Charlie? Where do I go from here?”

Charlie looks over at the half-finished crib in the corner. “I think right now, you have to do what’s best for the baby. You have to relieve yourself of some of this stress.”

I sigh heavily. “How the hell do I do that?”

“Maybe you could come and stay with me and Daniel?” Charlotte offers, something hopeful in her voice.

“Wait, Daniel? Daniel Jacobs?” I ask, and Charlotte sticks out her left hand, showing me a big ring on her finger.

She grins. “Yeah, I’m Charlotte Jacobs, now.”

Unlike me and Axel who were glued at the hip until I went to college and couldn’t keep up anymore, she and Daniel had been on and off again since high school, and mostly off in the last few years, so I’m surprised.

I hug her tightly. “I’m so happy for you!”

“Then do me a favor. Come and stay with me for a few days,” Charlotte insistes.

I bite my bottom lip. “I don’t want to intrude on a couple of newlyweds.”

Charlotte waves her hand dismissively. “We’ve been together forever, we’re not exactly newlyweds, even if we just got married three months ago. Besides, you know Daniel. He’s not the most romantic guy.”

Axel has always been the opposite, but I don’t want to think about that right now.

I take Charlotte’s hand. “I’d love to have a sleepover with you.

Charlotte grins, and I know I’ve made the right decision.

“After work tomorrow,” I promise. “I’ll stay a few days.”
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I can’t drink as much tequila as I want to, since we’re performing tonight, and I’m early for rehearsal. Locke and Jackson are at the bar and they beckon me over for a beer. When I chug it, Locke gives me a look.

“Don’t ask,” Jackson warns, and Locke shrugs, sipping his beer.

Samuel comes in a little late but he comes ready to play, wearing a pair of ripped jeans and a Pink Floyd t-shirt.

I miss two of my queues in rehearsal and Locke and Jackson both groan.

“Sorry, sorry,” I mumble. I know that I haven’t been practicing enough, too focused on Harley and everything that’s been going on.

The next run-through, I get everything right on point, and Jackson sighs in relief. I think he thought I was going to fuck up our whole concert, but I had no plans to ruin the one good thing in my life.

Being a part of Jack and the Spades makes me feel at home in a way that I haven’t since I moved in next door to Harley, and I’m grateful for the distraction, especially after our fight.

I can’t stop thinking about it, how she’d run to her father, who she knew hated me, and gotten him to buy the place out from under me. I’m not about to go without a fight, regardless of her father’s money.

The man had once offered me ten grand to leave town like we were in some eighties rom-com, and I’d of course, said no. I’d never even told Harley about it. I don’t want Harley to see her father as some kind of villain, even though at times he’d acted like one.

“No more tequila, okay?” Jackson warns, clapping a hand on my shoulder to show that he doesn’t mean it harshly.

I nod. No more tequila, at least, not until the concert is over. Beer will keep my head light throughout our sets. Out in the crowd, there are a dozen blonde girls, but none of them are Harley.

I don’t know why I expected that she might show up anyway, after everything that happened tonight. It makes me feel depressed but the opening bars of “Amped Up,” the song I’d penned right after my split with Harley, make me feel a bit better. The beat opens me up somehow, makes me feel lighter than I have in weeks, maybe months.

The first half of the concert goes by without a hitch, and other than some technical difficulties with the amps (which is a little ironic since it happened just after we performed “Amped Up”), the second half goes by well. The guys whoop and holler along with the crowd after my last solo, which I have to admit I killed.

Everyone’s in a good mood and the liquor is flowing for all except Locke and Gemma, but they are as cheerful as the rest of us anyway.

“Tonight was a success!” Gemma announces, clinking her shot glass with me. “And part of it is thanks to you, Axel. You brought in a big crowd from social media. We made bank in covers and merch tonight!”

Locke grumbles a little at Gemma giving me praise, but despite the concert putting me in a good mood, I’m not quite feeling well enough to flirt back with her to rile him up. That’s unusual, but I guess with everything going on with Harley, it’s not surprising.

Samuel is the one who whoops at the amount of money we made, and I chuckle, knowing he must be a bit tipsy from the beer we’d had during the set. He’s not a drinker like the rest of us are, and it’s pretty funny when he gets lit. The fact that I can laugh means that I’m in a better mood than earlier, and I try my best to enjoy myself.

I ignore the girls that try to get my attention, though, knowing that no matter how drunk I get, their touch won’t feel like Harley’s. It’ll feel wrong, somehow, broken, and I don’t want to feel like that tonight. I just want to forget that women exist, minus Gemma, of course, who’s become one of my best friends.

Locke’s attached to her at the hip, though, and I smile fondly at them dirty dancing in the middle of the club. Their back and forth on tour had kept my mind off Harley, even if I’d gotten a sock in the nose for my trouble.

Everything seems to be lining up for a great night, even though I’m probably too drunk by the time they do last call at the club around three in the morning. It’s after daylight when we arrive home, and I have no idea what time it actually is, since I’d left my phone at home, knowing that I have a tendency to drunk dial my ex-wife when I drink.

“Everything’s gonna be okay, Axel, you know that, right?” Gemma says, and I raise an eyebrow. Somehow I’d missed that Locke is our designated driver. Gemma turns around, looking at me seriously.

“We love you. And you deserve to have what we have,” she tells me.

“You do,” Locke states, more softly, looking at me in the rearview mirror. “Why don’t you talk to Harley?”

“Now?” I ask incredulously, looking down at my shirt, which I’d spilled nearly a whole margarita on.

Gemma laughs. “Not now, you idiot, but sometime soon. After you sleep it off.”

We pull up in the garage just as Harley is leaving, and she frowns when I stumble out of the backseat of the car, bracing myself on the driver’s side of the Beetle.

“Sorry,” I mumble, and start to walk, albeit unsteadily, over to my duplex.

“Axel,” Harley calls. “Are you okay to get home?”

“It’s just... right there,” I insist, pointing somewhere in the direction of my duplex.

Harley sighs. “You’re trashed. Look, I don’t think you can unlock the door in this state, why don’t you stay at my place?”

I give her a huge grin, and she glares at me. “On the couch,” she says firmly, and I pout a little but let her put her arm around my waist and lead me into her duplex.

I plop down on the couch, honestly mostly because I’m barely able to stand, and Harley wrinkles her nose.

“Shower,” she demands, and then looking at the way I’m swaying on the couch, she amends, “Bath.”

“You gonna bathe me?” I ask, not even knowing if I’m coherent. It seems like the last three shots have hit me all at once, and everything is going in and out of focus.

“I have work,” she says, but she’s still biting her lip.

“Call in,” I plead. “Need you, Harley.”

Harley lets out a low curse and brings out her phone, texting something.

It seems like there are two of Harleys while she runs the water, and I manage to undress myself. She helps me into the tub with a grunt.

I stare after her as the water continues to run, feeling warm and lovely against my alcohol-flushed skin.

“Wash my back?” I ask, my voice hoarse from the liquor, and Harley bites down on her bottom lip, a familiar habit. I know she’s thinking about it, at least, and I hide a grin.

She runs a washcloth down my back and I groan, her touch feeling amazing even through the booze haze.

“Are you still mad at me?” I ask softly, trying to focus on her face. I’m not mad anymore. I know that Harley wouldn’t have gone to her father, but earlier, I couldn’t help thinking that she wanted to be rid of me, that it would be easier for her if I was gone.

Harley sighs. “I don’t know, Axel. I don’t know much of anything anymore.”

I frown, not liking the way her voice sounds, how down she seems.

“What does that mean?” I try hard not to slur my words and my head clears just a little.

Harley’s crying, tears streaming down her cheeks. I make a distressed sound in the back of my throat and cup her face in my hands, thumbing away tears.

“It means I don’t know what to do, Axel. I don’t know where to go from here.”

“Me either,” I admit. That’s what I’d been thinking earlier tonight, actually. It’s like we’re on the same page, even if it’s a confusing one. I think of what Gemma had said, that I should sleep it off first, and shut my mouth, not wanting to say too much.

“Axel?” Harley tilts her head, looking at me curiously. “What’s wrong?”

I’m tired all of a sudden, exhausted, and I don’t know how to keep what I want to say locked away anymore.

“Everything,” I say hoarsely. “Everything’s wrong without you, Harley. Why did you leave me? Why did you send me away? I never knew… But whatever it was I did, I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

Harley’s biting her lip again, but I’m too drunk and tired to know what it means.

Softly whispering the words, she says, “Because I felt I was just another piece of furniture. Like I didn’t matter anymore.”

“How could you think that? You are and always were the most important thing in my life.” How can she not know this? How could she ever doubt my love? Where had I gone so wrong?

“Was I? Because no matter how many times I hinted, asked or full out begged, you never once chose to come home to me after a show. You always, always chose the fans, the parties. And I figured I didn’t matter anymore.” Her eyes fall to the floor and her tears keep cascading down her face.

“Harley…” Her name comes out so broken. I can’t begin to think how she even felt, because that was never my intent. We were building a fan base and interaction with our fans is key. I thought she understood that it was something I had to do. We all had. Had I known this was how she felt, I’d have figured some alternatives, some way to balance things better, talk to the guys and see some other way I could help. It was never my intention to have to choose between her and the band, but didn’t she know she’d always come first? She was my forever!

“What if...” she begins and then clears her throat and starts again, her voice shaking. “What if for today, we just pretend?”

I’m too raw to speak right now, so I just nod slowly. I’m not sure what she means by that but I don’t care, as long as I get to be with her for a little while longer, wake up with her in my arms in a few hours, because I do have to crash soon, even if all I want is to soak every second I have with her. Even if all I want is to show her how much she matters to me. How much I care. How sorry I am, for everything.

“Pretend everything’s okay?” I ask, finding my voice as Harley tilts my head back, pouring water over my head with a cup to wash my hair.

Harley nods. “Pretend everything’s okay, like there’s no more obstacles. Forget about the past and the future. Just enjoy today as if nothing had ever gone wrong.”

I sigh in relief, tears welling in my eyes. “That sounds wonderful.”

This is what I want, what I’ve always wanted. I just want her to let me in, to give me one day, one night, and maybe then I can get past it. I say that, but she’s given me these nights before and it doesn’t change how much I love her.

I’ll fight for her for as long as she lets me. I’ll take what I can get, until she stops giving it to me. Maybe that makes me pathetic. Maybe that makes me a sap, but I can’t help it. I love her so much that I don’t know what to do with it. It sits on my chest, spreads through my veins, and it’s like I can’t breathe with how much I want her.

The bath sobers me up a bit and I’m able to sling a towel around me and follow Harley to her bedroom. I slide up behind her, pressing my body against hers, even though there’s no way I’m sober enough to make love to her. I want to be as close as I can, want to feel her skin through the nightie she’s changed into.

“I love you, Harley,” I say, not expecting her to say it back, and for a long moment, she’s silent.

“I love you too, Axel.” Her voice is so quiet it’s almost a whisper, but it’s enough. I sigh happily and bury my face in her sweet-smelling hair, passing out easily.
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I wake up slowly, blinking, with Axel’s arms tight around me. He’s scooped one hand underneath my waist and locked his hands together with his other arm above my waist, his face buried in my neck.

Yesterday and last night had been great. He had slept part of the day, then we’d talked about sweet nothings, ate, and made love until we fell asleep in each other’s arms again. Now our bubble in time had come to an end and I had to deal with the consequences.

The first consequence seems to be that Axel won’t let me up. No matter how much I wiggle, his arms stay locked around me, and then a low moan rumbles from his chest. I can feel him growing hard against my ass and I bite down on my lip to keep from pushing back against him.

It’s ridiculous, how much I still want him. I know I shouldn’t after he’d stayed out partying with the band again before he came home.

Home. That’s what this feels like, in the end. Axel’s arms around me feel like coming home, and I have to get out of here.

“Axel, let me up,” I say. I’d called into work on a Friday, and that wasn’t going to go over well with my supervisor. Maybe if I offer to come in for a few hours today and make up for it...

“Why? It’s Saturday,” Axel murmurs against my neck, leaving open mouthed kisses there and on my shoulder that make my skin tingle and pop out with goosebumps.

“I might need to go into work,” I protest, but it’s weak. I’m weak, with his arms around me and his erection pressing up against me. I still want him. God, will I always want him?

“Not yet,” Axel pleads, biting down on my shoulder and pulling up my nightie, his hands roving over my thighs and ass. “Just give me a few minutes. I could slide right inside, I bet. You’re already worked up, I can tell.”

I let out a moan and twist my head to kiss him, hoping to distract him enough to wiggle out of his arms. Axel’s smarter than that, though, because he locks his forearms around my waist, just above the swell of my belly and ruts against me again.

I lift my left leg and he grunts and shifts to slide inside me, groaning low in his chest, almost like a growl.

I give in, closing my eyes, letting myself be weak, letting my body love the way he’s stretching me out as he moves his hips slow and steady.

“God, I miss this. I miss this every day, Harley.”

“You miss my pussy?” I breathe, and Axel groans louder.

“Yes,” he admits, “but I miss so much more.”

He doesn’t elaborate, and I’m glad. He was so soft and sweet yesterday that I could barely stand it. I can’t stay mad at him for anything, it turns out.

“I miss this, too,” I confess, and Axel takes my chin in his hand and kisses me again, slow and dirty.

I suck on his tongue, knowing exactly what he likes, and his hips buck, hitting a sweet spot that makes me moan into his mouth.

It’s only a few more thrusts before I begin to come, gasping out his name, and when he spills inside me it takes me a moment to realize what he’s saying.

“I love you, Harley. Love you so fucking much,” he’s panting, and it feels like an arrow through my heart.

Because I know it's true. I know that he loves me, but I also know that we’re not right for each other and it feels like my heart might split wide open. I have to protect myself, yes, but most of all, I have to protect the little girl that I carry inside me. The little piece of him that will forever be mine.

“You have to go,” I tell him, my voice shaking, and Axel stiffens.

“Don’t make me go,” he pleads, kissing along my back and down my spine, but I pull away from him. He slips out of me and I stand up, pulling down my nightie.

“I can’t do this, Axel,” I sniffle. “I can’t do this again.”

“Why not? Harley, please, just... talk to me. I’ll change, I promise. I’ll do anything you want me to. Just let me in. Why can’t we try again?” He sits up in my bed, looking at me so earnestly that it just makes me cry harder.

“The baby,” I begin, but then dissolve into sobs.

Axel crawls across the bed, trying to grab me around the waist and pull me back down, but I step away, wiping angrily at my eyes.

“What about the baby? Have you... have you been talking to the father again?” Axel asks slowly, something like realization dawning on his handsome face.

“Well, yes, but—” I’m this close to telling him. I’m this close to letting everything out, getting it off my chest and letting the chips fall where they may.

Axel’s face sours instantly. “Who is he? It’s that asshole who keeps coming to pick you up, isn’t it? Someone from work? Someone Daddy approves of?” he spits out, and I take in a deep, shaking breath, trying to stop crying.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Axel, please, just listen to me—”

But he’s past listening, and I can see it all over his face. He stands up, stalking around to find his shirt and jeans, pulling them on while I’m still crying and trying to get words out.

“You don’t understand, Axel, the baby is—”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” Axel says stonily. “I don’t want to talk about the baby or the father or whatever other excuse you have, Harley. I was willing to try. I was willing to accept that you fucked someone else while I was still reeling, that you got pregnant and didn’t even breathe a word to me, but I can’t deal with this anymore. I can’t do this back and forth. Either you want me, or you don’t. And every single step of the way you keep showing me that you don’t. I’ve just been too blind to see it.”

“Axel,” I gasp, unable to keep the tears from spilling out of my eyes, and he looks at me for a long moment, as if he wants to come to me and God, I want him to. I want him to take me in his arms and tell me everything is going to be okay.

Instead, he turns on his heel and leaves my duplex. A few moments later, the sound of his motorcycle revving up comes through my open kitchen window, and I collapse on the couch, sobbing.

Finally, after I feel like all the water in my body has come out of my eyes, I stop crying and manage to call Charlotte.

“Charlie? I could really use that sleepover now,” I ask with a blocked nose.
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Charlotte comes to get me and, on the way, I can barely tell her anything because I keep wanting to cry again. Another crying spell and I don’t think that I can stop, and Charlotte doesn’t push, thank God.

When we arrive at her place, Daniel, her husband, is sitting in the living room, watching some football game. Charlotte gives him a look and he makes himself scarce. She flips the television to some horror channel, remembering that I said absolutely no romantic comedies.

“Thank you for this, Charlotte. I couldn’t stay in that duplex one more second,” I tell her, squeezing her hand gratefully.

“Did something happen?” she asks, and I groan.

“Nothing more than me being an idiot,” I mutter. “I let him in again.”

Charlotte raises an eyebrow. “By let him in, you mean....”

I nod, knowing what she’s asking. “Yes, I slept with him.” I sigh heavily. “I know it’s stupid but he was drunk and he was being so sweet...”

Charlotte chuckles softly. “Axel’s always been a sweet drunk. I remember that one fight that you guys had over that friend of yours—”

My eyes widen as I remember. “Jason! He was just a guy that I went to school with, but Axel couldn’t stand him.”

“Exactly! And you told him he didn’t trust you and you guys had that big drag out fight and he got shitfaced before the graduation party and went to your house to try and serenade you.”

I laugh out loud. “He ended up at my father’s window. I thought Dad was going to kill him.”

“He showed up at that graduation party with a bloody nose and a promise ring.” Charlotte reminds me.

I take in a deep breath through my nostrils and let it out slowly, the baby kicking my ribs uncomfortably, as if she knows we are talking about her daddy.

“Sweet isn’t always enough, Charlie.”

“What would be enough?” I stare at her for a moment, and she props her elbow on the couch to cup her chin.

I think for a long moment. “I don’t ask for much, Charlie, really. I just want him to choose me. I want him to show me that I matter too.”

“You want him to stop performing? Give up his music? His dream?” Charlotte asks, and I shake my head vehemently.

“God, no! I’d never ask him to do that. I just... I want him to make me feel like I’m a priority too.” I rub my belly. “I can’t be with him and have his baby knowing that we’ll be last on the list behind Jack and the Spades and the fans and the partying and whatever else.”

Charlotte hums in the back of her throat. “Have you ever asked him what his priorities are? Do you think that he would say the Spades?”

I blink. I'd never thought about that. But it doesn’t matter, and I said as much to Charlotte.

“Even if he said it was me, actions speak louder than words.”

Charlotte pinches the bridge of her nose between her index and middle finger, as if frustrated. “He had a concert last night, right? But he ended up in your bed instead of some groupie’s.”

I frown, but she has a point.

“He could have any number of girls at that concert, Harls, but he came home to you. Doesn’t that mean something to you?”

Fuck. I hate it when my best friend is right. I had barely seen Axel work on any of his music, had only heard him practicing once or twice. He’d been focused on me, and in the end, isn’t that what I want? I want to be number one, and he’s been making me his number one priority ever since he moved in to the duplex.

“What if it’s just because we’re split up, though?” I ask hesitantly. “What if it all ends the second I say that we’ll try again?”

Charlotte shrugs. “What if Daniel in there cheats on me? Finds some floozy at work and leaves me for a younger woman? Anything can happen, Harley. We can all get hurt, but we take the risk because it’s worth the potential for pain, right?”

I gnaw on my bottom lip, a bad habit I need to break myself of.

“I can’t imagine losing him again, Charlie. I don’t think I’d make it.”

“You’re losing him now, Harley,” Charlotte says gently, and my heart aches because she’s right.

She’s right and I don’t have a single clue what to do about it.
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After Harley kicks me out (again), I do the only thing that ever makes me feel better in situations when I feel down: I write music. This song won’t have the high-energy party music sound that “Amped Up” does. Hell, it might even be more of a ballad, which Jack and the Spades is known for.

Our ballads are famous among our fans, but Jackson and Locke write those. Samuel and I are the ones that write the hard rock songs, the ones that people jump up and down and dance to. Today, however, I can’t bring myself to write a hard rock song when my heart feels so heavy.

I’m playing with the melody when my phone buzzes in my pocket.

I don’t recognize the number, but I answer it anyway with a tired, “Hello?”

“Axel!” Sophie’s voice chirps in my ear, triggering my hangover and making my head hurt.

I wince and move the phone a bit away from my ear.

“Sophie,” I greet her. “What’s up?”

“I was thinking it’s been a few days since we posted anything, and I have some video footage from the concert last night – I couldn’t catch you after it was over, but I wanted to talk to you.”

She’s almost babbling and I remember what Harley had said, that she’d kissed me. I figure Harley is exaggerating, maybe Sophie was helping my drunk ass inside. That seems more likely than her wanting to kiss my tequila breath.

I know I’m handsome, but God knows I’ve been a mess the past several months. Harley has the tendency to be possessive, almost as much as I do, and I figure that Sophie had just triggered that in her.

I’ve been living the rockstar lifestyle hard, and I need a break. Something small like recording a few TikToks with Sophie might be just what I need.

“All right, I’m in the garage, come on over,” I tell her and hang up.

She’s there in an alarmingly short period of time, and I remember vaguely her saying that she lived close. Very close, it turns out, if she’s able to get here this quickly.

I don’t think much of it, smiling to greet her even though the sunlight streaming through the garage door while it opens feels like a knife stabbing through my eyeballs. Fuck. I have got to stop with all the tequila. I feel like hell, and I must look it, too because Sophie whistles.

“You must have tied one on last night,” she giggles, and I give her a weak smile.

“You can say that again,” I say dryly, and Sophie perches next to me on one of the old boxes in the garage. I’m sitting on a storage bin with my guitar hooked up to an amp and laid over my lap. I’ve been strumming it off and on, trying to find the right rhythm.

Sophie hums along with the melody, and her humming helps me find the right key.

“Thanks, Soph. I’ve been struggling with that all morning.”

“Seems like you’ve been struggling a lot lately,” Sophie says gently, and I groan in the back of my throat and laugh a little.

“Yeah, I guess you could say that.” I look up and I’m shocked to see how close she’s sitting, having leaned over, close enough that she could tilt forward just a bit and kiss me.

Do I want her to kiss me? Part of me just wants her to do it, to get it over with, so that maybe I can finally move on. I’m tired of the back and forth with Harley, of the will she/won’t she every single day. Maybe if I let Sophie kiss me...

She leans forward, her eyes closing shut slowly, and I pull away, clearing my throat.

“Show me the footage you have of the concert,” I say softly, and Sophie pouts only for a moment before perking up and scrolling through the footage on her phone.

Even if I think that kissing Sophie might get me a little further past my relationship with Harley, it isn’t right to lead her on. Sophie is a nice girl, and I don’t want to fuck her over. I’m not in the right head space to be kissing anyone, let alone someone new.

I fix up and post a few TikToks with her concert footage. I can’t believe she’d been so close to the stage, and I hadn’t seen her at all. I guess I’d been preoccupied for a long time now.

Sophie helps me a little more with the lyrics of my new song, and while listening to me sing it she tilts her head, looking at me quizzically.

“You really feel what you’re singing, don’t you?” she asks, and I think that’s probably the most interesting question I’ve been asked in my career.

I nod. “Yeah, I feel it all pretty hard,” I laugh a little. “I guess that’s not always a good thing.”

“You’re passionate,” she insists. “That’s sexy.”

I look away from her and she chuckles softly.

“Don’t worry. I know you’re still hung up on your ex. If you ask me, she’s still hung up on you, too.”

My eyes shoot to hers. “Why do you say that?”

“She wanted to beat my ass the other night when I tried to kiss you. You were too drunk and not into it, so I just smiled at her, trying to make amends. She wasn’t having it. I’m surprised she didn’t take a swing at me.”

I laugh. “Harley can be a spitfire.”

Sophie nods. “That your kid that she’s hauling around? That’s probably why she was so grumpy, you know.”

The reality of the situation washes down on me suddenly at her words, and I feel glum all over again, looking down at my guitar.

“Not mine,” I say softly, and Sophie touches my upper arm.

“From what I can tell, she might be, though, Axel.”

Sophie probably has no idea how much those simple words make me feel better, but I promise myself that I’ll let her know. I want to be her friend since I can’t be anything else to her. She’s a good person, and without her, I’m not sure if I would have done so well the last few months. She keeps me focused on work, helps with my music, and she’s a good friend to me.

Just like Gemma.

I figure it’ll hurt Sophie if I tell her that I view her like a little sister, so I keep my mouth shut. Maybe if I stay focused on work, even after Sophie leaves, I can make things right with Harley again.

The way things turn out, I couldn’t have been more wrong.
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Harley doesn’t come home that night, or the night after. I can’t deny that I’m going a little crazy. I send her repeated text messages and leave her a voicemail, even though I’m not quite sure she doesn’t still have me blocked.

Where could she be? I curse myself for not waiting to see where she’d gone and instead riding off on my motorcycle to the diner to drown my sorrows in pancakes and syrup. When she finally returns, I haven’t had a drink in two days and I’m so sober it feels like the clarity of everything actually hurts.

It’s a little frightening to imagine how little I’ve been actually sober in the last six months, better yet, ever since Harley and I split. I’m lucky I don’t start having withdrawal symptoms.

She steps out of someone’s car and I frown but when I get closer I can see Charlotte and her trademark red hair. I wave at her and she waves back genially enough.

Harley is frowning, lowering her head as she storms toward her side of the duplex.

“Harley,” I start, my voice tired. I haven’t been able to sleep at all the last two nights, wondering where she’d been. It seems like she’s been with Charlotte, which makes me feel infinitely better, and I just want to make things right.

“Leave me alone, Axel. I’m busy tonight,” she mumbles, barely any fight in her, and that makes me worry.

As long as Harley’s fighting, I know she still cares, but she just sounds tired, now.

“Busy doing what?” I ask. “I was going to finish up the crib—”

Harley slams the door of her duplex open after fumbling with the key.

“That’s not your responsibility, Axel. The baby is none of your business.”

I hold up my hands as if in defense. “Okay, okay. Sorry I give a shit, Harley.”

“Do you? Do you really give a shit, Axel?” Harley spits at me, and I blink.

I didn’t expect this type of vitriol from her, despite how we’d left things.

“Of course I do,” I insist, but Harley’s chin is tilted up and her blue eyes are full of fire.

“You didn’t care before, when we were married. You’d come home at daylight smelling like tequila and your groupie whores and you didn’t care about what I thought then, did you?”

“Harley, we’ve been over this. I never let any of them touch me, hell, even after we split up, I couldn’t bring myself to sleep with anyone else!” I burst out, and Harley stares at me, narrowing her eyes.

“You’re full of shit. You’re trying to tell me that you didn’t get laid for—”

“Eight months,” I say dryly. “Not until I moved here, the first time you and I hooked up.”

“That’s...that’s bullshit, Axel. With your sex drive? There’s no way.”

“I didn’t want anyone else,” I insist. “I still don’t want anyone else. This isn’t over for me, Harley. This will never be over for me.”

“Oh yeah? So why didn’t you even hesitate to sign those divorce papers when I gave them to you?”

“I did. I asked you if you were sure. If that was what you wanted. You said yes. I didn’t want to sign them, but if that was what would make you happy, I would. I couldn’t keep you tied to me when you didn’t want to be. But sweetheart, it killed me to sign those papers, because this thing between us? My love for you? This will never end. It can’t.”

Blinking at me, tears streaming down her eyes, she turns from me and heads to her side of the duplex. Before she enters, she says the words that shatter my heart. “It is over.” Before I can say anything else, she slams the door in my face.

I stare at her closed door for what seems like ten minutes before I let out a string of curses. I want to punch the wall again, or the brick this time, but I’d learned my lesson last time. My knuckles still ached from the injury, and I don’t want to have to ask for her help to bandage them. Not now.

I’m furious, suddenly. She doesn’t believe me? After she spread her legs for someone else maybe a month after we split up? That’s rich, coming from her. And what is she so busy doing tonight, anyway? I swear if she leaves the house with that fucking guy...

I stay out in the garage, playing my guitar obnoxiously loud, unable to help myself. Harley peeks through the blinds a couple of times but she doesn’t come storming outside, much to my annoyance.

I want her to be as mad as I am, want her to fight with me, but she’s shutting me out. She’s been shutting me out ever since we split up, and it hurts worse than the cruelest thing she could say to me.

Sure enough, in a couple of hours she comes out dressed in a red sundress that’s a little too small across the bust, her cleavage spilling out. She looks amazing, but the words stick in my throat when I want to tell her that.

She gets into the Beetle without even looking at me and I go up to the window.

“Where are you going dressed like that?” I blurt out, before I know what I’m saying. Panic rises in my throat.

“None of your business,” she shoots back, but she doesn’t roll up her window, and that’s something.

I place my hands on her window, bracing myself. “I want it to be my business.”

“Well, it’s not. We’re divorced, remember?”

I throw up my hands in frustration. “Yeah, you won’t let me fucking forget. You and that baby bump!”

“It’s not a baby bump,” she says through gritted teeth. “It’s a baby, a girl, actually, and she’s mine.”

“Who else’s is she, Harley?” I ask, a dangerous tone in my voice. I’m right on the edge of snapping and I know it. I want to destroy the whole garage with my bare hands, I’m so angry.

“That’s none of your fucking business, either,” Harley spits. “Now move. I’ll be late.”

“Late for what, Harley?” I nearly yell, but she puts the car in reverse, backing up so that I stumble forward and almost fall. I let out a hoarse yell and that’s when it happens.

I snap. Everything comes down around me like a crowd: the divorce, how hard Harley’s eyes had been when she signed those papers. The way she’d glared at me when I first showed up at her house, after, how she’d kicked me out the next morning. The way she’d turned, holding her belly that was full of someone else’s baby, a screaming reminder that she’d let someone else touch her, let someone else love her. And now, who the hell knows where she’s going? A date? To the father?

I kick around the boxes in the garage in a fury, throwing my guitar across so that it bangs against the wall. I don’t care that it’ll be expensive to fix or replace. I don’t care about anything, a red rage flooding over my vision.

Pictures of Harley as a child spill out of some of the boxes, along with some old pictures of us as teenagers, and I want to rip them to pieces. It’s just a reminder of a past that I’ll never have again. Just a reminder of what I want and can’t have, no matter how hard I try.

I simply can’t hold it in anymore, and I destroy most of the garage, even kick over my motorcycle which is sitting on its kickstand.

When it’s over, I sit down on one of the overturned crates, putting my face in my hand and trying to remember how to breathe normally.
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I had thought a lot about my last conversation with Axel and all Charlotte had told me. My thoughts kept coming back to the fact that he had signed those papers for me, not because he’d wanted to. Thing is, I had gone to a lawyer and asked for those papers to test him. I loved him and I wanted to see if he loved me back. I didn’t really want a divorce, I had wanted him to fight for me, but he hadn’t. I had been so sure he didn’t love me anymore, that he wanted his freedom.

And to find out now that he was only giving me mine because that’s what I had asked made me look at everything in a new light.

I had to talk to Axel, to apologize and say all the things I need to say.

But as Charlotte is about to pull up, I see a familiar little car coming out of my driveway, and as she passes us, I see the little blonde that Axel brought home the other night.

I grit my teeth, stiffening.

“Harley,” Charlotte warns, and I give her a big, fake smile.

“Don’t worry,” I assure her. “Everything’s fine.”

Of course, everything is not even remotely fine, and I’m boiling inside. I tell myself not to talk to him, tell myself not even to look at him, but he keeps saying my name, keeps walking closer to me, and I can’t help myself.

I know I was awful, and I’d been implying that I am going out on a date when I’m not, but I’m just so mad. I couldn’t help myself from saying all the cruel things I had locked deep inside me.

The only place I’m going to is my parents’ house for dinner, but I had let Axel believe something else. I know how much that will fuck with his head, and I feel so cruel. This isn’t me. I wipe at my eyes as I pull up to my parents’ place.

My mother has gone all out with the dinner, roasting a chicken with some small potatoes. I’m surprised to see carbs in the meal since she’s normally against them. When we eat, she doesn’t get any for herself, though, and gives me the side eye when I get a big portion.

I don’t care. I need comfort, and if it comes in food, so be it. I can’t have what I want, after all, which is to go to Axel and start sobbing in his arms, tell him how sorry I am for everything. While we were hooking up, everything seemed so much simpler. Now that we’re fighting all the time and he’s stopped letting me in, everything seems awful. And I know this time I’m to blame, because I’ve been all over the place while he has been nothing but caring to me, blonde girl or not.

What I’m feeling now is what it was like before he moved in, when we were split up. This is the heartbreak I felt then. My whole life, I’ve been in love with Axel Jermaine, and I can’t just turn that on and off like a switch. My body still craves him, yes, and I’ve been telling myself that’s the only reason we were hooking up, but I’m a liar.

I still love him, and I don’t know what the hell to do about it. Because I want to make sure I do the best for my baby girl, but what if by keeping him away, I’m making things worse?

My father is supposedly going to apologize for the other night, that’s why my mother had drawn me here, but he’s nowhere to be found.

“Where’s Dad?” I ask, my teeth gritted. I’m not looking forward to his apology, which will probably be something like, “I’m sorry, but.” That’s the only way my father ever apologizes.

“He should be here soon,” my mother says, eyeing my sundress. “That dress is getting a little tight, don’t you think?”

I shovel potatoes into my mouth. “I’m eating for two,” I say, giving her a forced smile.

My mother would usually say something like “You know that doesn’t mean you can eat all you want,” and tell me how during her pregnancy with me she only gained eleven pounds, but today, I guess she sensed my bad mood. She shuts her mouth and takes a sip of wine.

I look at the wine longingly. I have never been as big a drinker as Axel, but I love a glass of wine with dinner, and it’s been a long eight months without it. I figure tonight, I’m going to miss it more than ever.

My father comes in already looking a little disheveled, and I can smell whiskey on him. He must have stopped by the bar after work, something he does on occasion. I roll my eyes and Mom gives me a hard look.

“Harley,” he greets, and I shut my mouth, pressing my lips closed. I refuse to speak to him until I hear that apology. “Harley,” he says again, as if he’s pressing me to speak, but I keep my mouth closed.

He sighs heavily and plops down a bit unsteadily in the chair at the head of the table. My mother begins spooning out chicken, vegetables, and potatoes for him. Funny how she fills his plate and judges me for filling mine.

“I’m sorry that you’re mad at me,” he starts, and that’s hardly an apology, so I keep eating, ignoring him. “But you know that I only want what’s best for you.”

“And how, exactly, do you know what’s best for me?” I ask, unable to keep my silence. “You barely speak to me unless it’s to criticize me.”

My father looks taken aback. To be fair, since I’d gotten pregnant, he’d been less absent, but it doesn’t make up for a lifetime of him being in and out of my life.

“You’re my daughter, Harley.”

“I hope that I treat my daughter’s decisions better than you’ve treated mine,” I mumble, and my mother throws her napkin down on the table.

“Now, Harley, don’t talk to your father that way,” she hedges, and I frown at her.

“I’m not a teenager anymore, Mom. I can speak my mind.”

“Not at my dinner table, you won’t,” she snaps back, and I push back from the table.

My father holds out a hand to stop me. “Wait, Harley.” He pauses. “Please.”

I don’t get up, but I also don’t scoot my chair back up. It will just be harder for me to leave angrily when I need to.

“Axel isn’t right for you. I’ve told you that before,” my father says, and my jaw tightens.

“Is Mom right for you? Or should it have been one of those affair partners of yours? Remember when I caught you out to dinner with Elena, my au pair?”

My father blanches. “Harley, that was years ago.”

“I guess it’s hard for me to forget. Do you know that’s why it didn’t work between me and Axel? I didn’t trust him. Couldn’t trust him. I wonder why.” I sneer at him.

“Harley Eloise Telman,” my mother says in a warning tone, but I don’t care. I stand up from the table.

“Axel Jermaine never lifted a finger for you, Harley. We’re the ones that helped you put down the deposit on this duplex. We’re the ones who have been here for you all this time.”

My eyes snap to my father’s. “Oh, like the first year we were married, when Axel worked two jobs on top of performing with the Spades every weekend? He put me through college, because you cut me off when we got married. I got my English degree and he supported me. You told me my degree was useless.”

“You’re rich, You don’t need a degree,” my father drawls, as if that’s a dirty word, something like scum beneath his shoe, and I glared at him.

“After he paid for me to get through four years of school, I thought the least I could do was help him by getting a job. Maybe I should have been more. Maybe I would have been more, if I had a family that supported me no matter what I chose.”

“You chose wrong, Harley!” my father bellowed. “Axel comes from nothing and you—”

“I come from a home where my father would rather be getting his dick wet than coming home to see his daughter,” I shoot back, and my mother gasps. “Axel was the only decision I ever made for myself. You two controlled everything in my life. You won’t control me anymore, and you will not control this baby.”

I put a hand on my stomach, something twinging deep in my abdomen. I wince as I storm out to the car, wondering if I should mention it to the doctor. She said that Braxton Hicks contractions were normal, but these that I’ve been having lately are intense.

On the way home, I think about what I said about Axel, how he supported me when we were first married. It’s true, he did put me through college, and the only reason I’d steeled for the first job opening that had accepted me was to help him with his music. I resented that, but at the end of the day, he’d helped me and I’d helped him, like couples do. I’d also told my father that I hadn’t trusted Axel, and that was true, too, although as far as I know, he was never unfaithful.

Have I let the damage my parents did to me color my reactions to him? Axel has never given me a reason not to trust him, yet I worried every time he came in late, every time a fan touched his arm on stage. Have I been wrong all this time?

I decide to talk to him, to tell him that maybe I’ve been wrong. Even if we can’t be together anymore, maybe one day, we can be friends. Maybe one day, I can tell him about the baby, make him understand why I lied to him. I bite down on my bottom lip as I approach the house. There is a small U-Haul trailer in the driveway, one like Axel had moved in with.

I figure he’s bringing in some new equipment for the band so I pull up next to the U-Haul, walking inside the garage.

Axel’s bringing boxes out of his duplex and taking them to the trailer. He walks past me without speaking.

“What... what are you doing?” My heart has dropped somewhere among my toes, and I feel like I can barely breathe, my throat closing with panic.

“Moving out,” he grunts, throwing the boxes with not much gentleness into the trailer and returning to his duplex for more.

I just stand in the middle of the garage, shell-shocked. “My father isn’t buying the place, Axel. You don’t have to do this.”

Axel pauses, brushing off his pants where dust has gathered on some of the boxes. “Isn’t this what you wanted?” He takes a few steps toward me, his blue eyes flashing with anger. “Didn’t you want me gone?”

I nod slowly, thinking that’s what I used to want.

Something different flashes across his face, something like hurt, but he shutters it up quickly, making his expression blank.

“Then I’m giving you what you want. Again,” he said, his voice low and almost hoarse, and I wonder if he’s been drinking or crying or both. His eyes look red-rimmed and a little bloodshot, but I don’t smell tequila on him.

“Axel,” I start, but he keeps moving. I just watch him, tears welling in my eyes, until he brings out one final box. He hands it to me, shoving it against my chest so that I fumble and drop it. A framed picture of us at our wedding falls to the garage floor and shatters.

Axel looks down at it for a moment before looking back up at me, searching my face and I don’t know what he’s searching for.

“Goodbye, Harley,” he says, and puts on his helmet. He gets on the motorcycle, slowly turning the wheel so that he can exit with the trailer through the yard.

I stand there, looking down at the shattered picture, and burst into tears.
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“Thanks for letting me stay here for a while,” I say to Samuel, holding a bottle of tequila between my thighs on his couch.

Samuel arches an eyebrow. “Yeah, yeah, okay, just don’t throw up on my floor this time, okay?”

“That was one time,” I argue. It had been the first week after Harley served me divorce papers, so I think I should be forgiven based on the circumstances.

Samuel rubs a hand over the back of his neck. “Seriously, though, wake me if you need me, yeah?”

I nod, taking a swig from the bottle and wincing. It’s a cheap bottle, cheaper than I’m used to, and it stings in the back of my throat. It numbs the edges of my mind and the ache in my heart, though, so it’s doing its job.

Harley hasn’t called, not that I expect her to. She hadn’t called the whole time we’d been split up, despite my alcohol and regret-soaked voicemails and incoherent text messages. It doesn’t matter what I do: it’s over.

“Fuck,” I mumble, running a hand across my face and Samuel looks at me.

“Are you sure you’re okay to be alone?” he asks softly, and I think about it.

The truth is, I honestly don’t know. It’s not like I’m going to off myself, but after half a bottle of tequila I might get maudlin.

“Nah. I’ll wake you up if I get all weepy,” I promise with a weak grin. “I promise.”

Samuel nods but he doesn’t look convinced, trailing off to his bedroom after a few moments.

I look down at my phone, at her contact picture, which is one of her open mouthed, laughing, looking as beautiful as I’ve never seen her. I swallow hard, feeling like something’s stuck in my throat. It feels like I don’t have any tears left to give, and honestly, I don’t know what I’m going to do next.

I could go out to a bar, but what happens there? We don’t have a concert for another three days, with Gemma setting us up for a few gigs around the biggest cities in Arizona. I have nothing to occupy my time, and that can be bad when I feel like this.

I don’t think I’d be any fun out, but the tequila starts to taste like maybe it might be a better idea than scrolling through pictures of Harley on my phone. I miss her, and not just her body, like she’d claimed. I miss her smile and her blue eyes and the way she’d loved me.

I sigh heavily, angrily wiping at my eyes, and schedule myself an Uber with one eye squeezed shut to keep my vision from doubling. I don’t plan to remember the next few hours, so why not spend it out?

What’s the worst that can happen?

[image: ]


I wake up eight hours later with my mouth so dry that I can barely get my lips apart. I’m in an unfamiliar bed, and I groan when I sit up, my head pounding. I’m not wearing a shirt, and it occurs to me that I should be worried that I slept with someone. From the state of me, though, I think it’s unlikely.

“You threw up all over your clothes,” the voice from the doorway says dryly.

I squint, looking up, to see Jackson standing there, leaning against the doorjamb.

“Did we hook up?” I ask jokingly, and Jackson barks out a laugh.

“Yeah, yeah, you were a real animal. You puked on my shoes, so you owe me a new pair.” He points at me.

“Got it,” I manage, trying to blink the sleep from my eyes. “Did I call you?”

“I went out to try to find you. Samuel was worried, said you’d downed half a fifth of tequila before you ever went out.”

Jackson is no stranger to going off the rails, having his own period of time in which he could barely keep his shit together. I always suspected it was over some girl, the same way me going off the rails is because of Harley, but he wouldn’t ever spill.

Jackson can be close-mouthed about his personal life, even to us guys, and I respect that. I don’t have the same problem, though. Everyone knows about me and Harley by this point, and everyone knows I’m a mess over her. I look around for my phone but it’s nowhere to be found, probably cracked on the ground in the alley outside the Dirty Dozen.

Jackson hands me a bottle of water.

“I could kiss you, Jack,” I tell him, sucking half of it down.

“Please don’t. I bet your breath smells like death,” he complains, and it surprises me into a laugh. I almost spray water everywhere, suddenly feeling nauseous and dizzy. Jackson looks at me. “When's the last time you ate?”

My stomach grumbles as if reacting to his words. “Uh...I don’t know. Sometime yesterday. Maybe the day before.”

My appetite leaves me when I’m stressed, and I’d been extremely stressed ever since I moved in with Harley.

“Jesus,” Jackson mumbles. “We need to get something on top of all that liquor. Stay here, I’ll order us something.”

I give him a weak smile. “My hero.”

Jackson snorts and pulls out his phone. I can’t care less what he orders, knowing that any food will look unappetizing until I ate it given the state of my hangover. Anything will help the feeling, but it’ll be hard keeping it down at first.

“I feel like you’re becoming way too familiar with hangovers,” Jackson says, and I realize that I’d said some of that out loud.

I bark out a laugh that doesn’t have much mirth in it. “Maybe. You know how it goes.”

Jackson nods. “I do. And I know where it ends,” he says softly.

I sigh, running my hands over my head. “I know. I know I need to get it together, Jack, but Harley...” I trail off as he tilts his head at me.

“What you’ve got to do is move on, Ax. You have to let her go.”

“I can’t,” I say, looking away as my voice breaks. “That’s the one thing I can’t do.”

Jackson sits with me for a moment, and he doesn’t clown me for crying, thank God, just claps me on the shoulder and heads off to the living room to give me some space.

When he returns, I’ve dried it up and he brings me a breakfast platter from the nearby diner. I get half of it down, at least, and start to feel a little more human.

“What happened?” Jackson asks finally, and I groan.

“Nothing. Everything. She just doesn’t want me there. She’s got the new baby and somebody else.”

“Somebody else?”

“She went out on a date last night. I trashed the garage after she left. I can’t stay there, man. I can’t stay there and watch her go out on dates and have that baby.... it’ll kill me,” I admit.

“And you’ve told her how you feel? Or have you just told all of us,” Jackson says dryly.

“She knows how I feel,” I argue. “She knows that I love her.”

“How? Because you’ve been fucking her lately?”

I rankle at that. “That’s not what I mean. I’ve told her that I love her.”

“After you fucked her?” Jackson asks, and I sigh.

“Why does that matter?”

Jackson rolls his eyes. “C’mon, man. After all this time, you don’t understand women?”

“I’ve only ever been with Harley and one other girl,” I admit, my face flushing a little.

Jackson gapes at me. “What? You must still be drunk.”

“I’m serious,” I admit. “There was one girl before Harley, and ever since I met her, I haven’t even been able to look at anyone else.”

“Jesus Christ. All that time on tour, and you-”

“Not once,” I admit. “Although there were a few times I got close. They just felt wrong, you know?”

Jackson presses his lips together like he knows exactly what I’m talking about, but I don’t pry even though I’m curious.

“And you’ve told her that?”

“She doesn’t believe me,” I say glumly.

“Hell, I don’t believe you,” Jackson laughs. “But you better have your shit together before the Santa Fe concert.”

“Yeah, yeah. Music first, I know,” I say, and Jackson shakes his head.

“Nah. Music is second next to family, but right now, it’s what you need.”

Jackson’s right, and I know it. There’s nothing to do but go on with my life, no matter how much it hurts. I’ve got to put away the tequila and get over Harley Telman. I don’t have much faith that I will, given that it’s been nearly nine months since our divorce, and I can’t let it go.

I have to try. Step one is getting rid of the tequila. Step two is trying to stop thinking about who she might have gone on that date with. The father? That fucking guy who kept showing up to pick her up for work?

I tell myself it doesn't matter, that I need to stop thinking about how I know where she works, how I could blow it all up. I could tell the guy that I’m her ex, that we’ve fucked three times now. I could end it, ruin her relationship just to be petty and spiteful. Funny thing is, I’m thinking this (moderately) sober instead of drunk, and that almost convinces me to do it.

It’s not like I think it’s a good idea. At the very least it’ll blow up everything between me and Harley, but what does it matter if it’s over anyway? What else do I have to lose?

“Your dignity,” Jackson says when I tell him my plan, and I grin at him.

“Bold of you to assume I ever had any to begin with when it comes to Harley Telman-Jermaine.”

Jackson rolls his eyes. “All right. Well, unhook your trailer or whatever before you make an ass of yourself. I’ll meet you at the Dozen later.”

The lead singer of the band looks tired, bags under his eyes, and I tilt my head.

“Is something going on with you, Jackson?”

Jackson rubs his hand across his face. “You could say that,” he mutters but doesn’t offer any more and I don’t push.

After all, he’s enabling me to do maybe the most impulsive and stupid thing I’ve ever done.

That’s what real friends are for.
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So, it’s over. After a dozen years of my life being in love with Axel Jermaine, he’s done with me, and it is all my fault. He’s moved out of the duplex, and he doesn’t answer my calls all night. I only call him twice, to be fair, but it goes straight to voicemail.

I almost call in to work the next morning, my eyes puffy from crying all night and exhausted from not sleeping, but in the end, I decide to go. I need to get my life back to normal before this baby is born, and this is the way to do it.

I put on some light makeup and a maxi dress that contains the baby bump to some degree, although it’s hard to do that at this stage in my pregnancy. My mother would probably have something to say about it.

I get a call from Theresa on my morning break.

“Did you know someone’s trying to buy the duplex?” she asks as soon as I answer the phone.

I sigh heavily. “Yeah, my father. Can I ask you not to sell it to him? At least until you find me something else?”

Theresa lets out a long breath. “It’s not up to me, Harls. He’s buying it from the company, not from me, but I can stall the escrow for a bit. I’ve got a two-bedroom coming up in a couple of weeks.”

That will be cutting it pretty close with the birth of the baby, but what else can I do?

“Thanks. Please put me on the list.”

“Are you... are you doing okay, Harley?”

Tears spring to my eyes at the question. Stupid hormones, I think to myself for about the four hundredth time this month.

“I’ll be okay, Theresa. We should do dinner soon.”

“Absolutely! How about Saturday?”

We chat for just a few moments more before I hang up, and I find myself grateful that I’ve connected with her and reconnected with Charlotte. I need people in my life, people who aren’t my parents or Axel, even if I’ve been trying to push everyone away. Charlotte is the only one who knows my secret, and I know that she won’t tell.

Part of me has been considering telling Axel, seeing what his reaction is, but after he’s moved out without warning, I think it might be bad timing. If I tell him now, it might seem like a desperate attempt to get him back. I’m going right back around to the same thoughts, how I don’t want him to choose me because of the baby.

I want him to choose me because he wants me. And for more than just sex. But the first time he thinks I might be seeing someone else, he runs. What does that say about us? Nothing good. We had always both been possessive, but running at the first sign of trouble doesn’t bode well. If he doesn’t want me and this baby now, why would he if he knew it was his?

I frown down at my empty lunchbox. Roland, who works in the office beside mine, comes up to the my desk.

“You hungry?” he asks, and I can’t help but nod. I’m starving, the baby’s kicking around and craving sushi that I can’t have because of the raw fish. I could make do with some salmon, though.

He gives me a half smile and I realize once again that Roland really is attractive. He’s clean-cut, different in nearly every way than Axel is, but he’s a handsome guy. Not really my type, though.

My type is one Axel Jermaine, and that’s something I need to work on. I guess that’s why I say yes to Roland’s lunch invitation, even though I make it clear that it’s a co-workers and friends only date.

Roland laughs and holds up his hands. “Fair enough. No funny business.” He winks at me and I blush a little as we exit the building.

Our boss, Sheila, can be kind of a hound about us getting back on time and she’s leaving the office at the same time, so I’m trying to hurry, waddling along behind Roland.

He pauses to wait for me, and that’s when I hear the sound of the motorcycle roaring up to the building, parking in a no-parking zone with red sighs.

No, I tell myself. It can’t be.

But I’d know Axel’s flame covered helmet anywhere, and I just focus on Roland’s car, trying to get there before he catches sight of me.

“Hey!” he calls, pulling his helmet off and grinning. It doesn’t have much mirth in it, though, seeming almost fake, and I stop in my tracks. Roland looks at me, tilting his head in confusion, and I give him an apologetic smile.

Axel walks up to me, still giving me that fake grin.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I hiss, and he shrugs.

“Haven’t seen the place where you work in a while. Maybe I was curious.”

Roland walks up behind me and I squeeze my eyes shut, expecting nothing good to come out of this.

“Who’s this?” Roland asks, and I grit my teeth.

“Her husband," Axel replies.

“Ex-husband,” I say through gritted teeth, and Roland frowns.

“Huh. Well, we were just about to go to lunch. Would you like to join us?”

Bless Roland, he can be so sweet and calm, but his jaw is tight and he reaches down to take my hand, hoping to comfort me, maybe. I’m not sure why he did it, but looking back, I think that’s where it all fell apart.

Axel looks down at our hands, and there’s a muscle twitching in his jaw. “Are you the one that knocked her up?”

I gasp at the crass way he asks, out on the street where my boss is still trailing behind us.

“I don’t think that’s any of your business,” Roland says tightly, and keeps my hand tight in his even when I try to pull away.

“As her husband, I think it’s very well my business,” Axel growls, all sign of that fake grin dropping from his face. His blue eyes look bloodshot and wild, and my breath catches in my throat.

“Axel, don’t!” I cry out, but it’s too late, he shoves Roland right in the middle of the chest, and I stumble backward when he’s forced to release my hands.

Roland, who I’ve always thought of as sweet and meek, doesn’t back down, pushing Axel back. Axel stumbles off a curb and into the street.

“Axel, stop!” I yell, but I can’t stop it, it’s too late.

Axel throws a right hook and Roland goes down. Axel straddles him immediately, punching him in the face, and I scream.

Sheila has her phone out, calling the cops, and I’m just crying and yelling.

I pull at Axel’s shoulders, my nails digging into his shoulders, and finally, he stops. Roland gasps in a breath, his nose spurting blood, but he must be okay because he sits up.

My eyes are on Axel, who’s bloody from Roland’s injury and... smiling?

“This is what you wanted, right?" Axel asks me in a hoarse voice. “You wanted me to act like the unhinged rockstar you’ve always believed me to be? You wanted me to blow it all up? There you go, Harley. You’re welcome.”

I open my mouth to speak but I can’t get a single word out as the cops pull up to my workplace. Axel raises his hands and hits his knees like he’s done this before and my eyes widen as I stare at him in shock.

After that, the day goes by in a blur. I refuse to press charges, and so does Roland, when he looks at me sideways, and I’m sobbing at the back of a police car watching them haul Axel away.

Sheila tells me to go home, that we’ll talk about this later, but I already know I won’t be able to keep my job. I guess it doesn’t matter. With no job, no friends, and no family, since my parents aren’t talking to me, I have nothing and no one but this baby in my stomach.

Just the way I wanted it.
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I’m surprised that the square Harley chose caught me just above the eye and it’s bleeding like a son of a bitch as I sit in my cell.

“Can I get a napkin or something?” I call, but they all ignore me. I groan and sit back down next to the drunk in the corner of the cell who smells like malt liquor.

“Get in a fight?” he slurs.

“Fell down some fist-shaped stairs,” I joke, and lean back against the bars, sighing.

This is the second time I’ve been arrested in a year, so I guess I’m gonna have to get used to it. I’ll have to spend the night here, most likely, and then I’ll bite the bullet and call Samuel or Jackson...

“Jermaine! Release!” Someone shouts down the corridor after about six hours, and I stand up, confused.

When I make it out of processing, the whole band is standing around outside, including Gemma who sticks her head out of the big van she’d bought to haul us all around and narrows her pretty green eyes at me.

“Get in,” she snaps, and Locke shakes his head, laughing a little.

“Shut up,” I mutter. “Last time was your fault, so you owed me one.”

He holds up his hands in defense, grinning, and Samuel gives me a wry look from the very back seat.

“Are me and Gemma the only ones without an arrest record?” he asks, and Gemma clears her throat.

Jackson bursts out laughing and Locke frowns.

“You’ve been arrested, little bit?”

Gemma shrugs. “Once.”

“Underage drinking,” Jackson says, giggling. “She snuck into one of my frat parties during my one semester of college and got caught by the fuzz.”

Samuel rolls his eyes. “I’m friends with a bunch of criminals.”

“Don’t worry, Sammy. We’ll pop your cherry yet,” Jackson says, ruffling his hair, and Samuel blushes but he’s smiling.

“Your charges were dropped, but the state might bring some. The office manager was pretty pissed it happened at the building,” Gemma says.

I groan. “Yeah, I’ll definitely catch a fine, at least.”

It’s over, now. Really over, and I blew it all up myself, just like she always believed I would.

“You guys are lucky that your antics make our fans laugh,” Gemma huffs. “You really embody the rockstar lifestyle.”

“Except for me!” Sam pops up proudly, and Gemma looks into the rearview mirror as she’s pulling out and smiles softly at him.

“Except for you, Sammy.”

Locke rankles a bit in the front seat. He hates it anytime Gemma gives any of us attention, and I can’t help but chuckle under my breath. Too bad I’m too heartbroken to flirt with her myself.

Locke hands me a bunch of napkins and even though the blood has dried up, I dab at my face a little, hissing when it stings.

“What happened?” Gemma asks.

“Harley,” Jackson answers dryly, and Gemma rolls her eyes.

“Obviously. But what?”

I shrug. “Her new boyfriend gave me attitude.”

Jackson snorts. “You planned for him to give you attitude.”

“I just knew he would,” I respond defensively and Gemma pulls into a local burger joint with a squeal.

“Axel Thomas Jermaine,” she says, bringing out my dreaded middle name and everything. “You started a fight?”

“Yes, Mom. I’m sorry,” I joke, but she’s not having it, her green eyes flashing.

“You idiot! How are you supposed to get her back now?” she all but yells.

“I thought you told me to move on!” I cry, and she groans and shakes her head.

“Women never say what they mean,” Locke says sagely, and Gemma hits him on the shoulder.

“I told you that because you never listen, Axel. I knew you’d do some dumb shit to get her back but this is going in the wrong direction! You’ve been a mess the past nine months because of this girl and you just go and blow it all up?”

“She’s having someone else’s baby,” I say glumly. “And she doesn’t want me. She left me. What am I supposed to do?”

“If she asked you to come back right now, baby and all, would you do it?” Gemma’s turned around at the steering wheel now, glaring at me in person instead of through the rearview mirror.

The guys are silent, save Samuel who’s trying to stop from snickering in the backseat.

I look down at my hands in my lap, nodding. It’s embarrassing, that I’d take her back after everything, but I would.

“Then I’m taking you to go talk to her,” Gemma says determinedly, and I rub my hands across my face.

“Can we stop somewhere so I can clean up first?” I ask.

“No,” she says stubbornly, and true to her word when I give her the address, she drives me to Harley’s duplex, the place where I had lived up until the night before.

I have no idea what I’m even going to say, but I guess I’ve got to figure it out because Gemma drops me off at the duplex and drives away while the guys try to keep their laughter in so they won’t face her wrath.

Harley’s Beetle is in the garage, at least, so I know she’s home. I sigh and look in the window of the empty side of the duplex that used to be mine. I look like shit, hungover and with blood drying down one half of my face, but there’s nothing to be done about it. I’ve already turned in the key to the duplex to the real estate office.

I approach the door slowly and I hear the click of the lock before I even lift my hand to knock.

Harley’s standing there, dried tear tracks down her face and her pregnant belly bulging against her maxi dress and I feel like shit for making her cry.

“Harley,” I say, but then I can’t think of anything to make things better.

“I lost my job,” she says hoarsely. “My parents won’t talk to me.”

My heart aches. “Harley, let me help you,” I start, and she cuts me off.

“I don’t need your kind of help, Axel. You did this. What am I supposed to do now?” she begins to cry, and I think she’ll kick me out, push me off the front step, but instead, she walks into my arms, pressing her forehead against my chest. “You idiot. You asshole.”

“I’m sorry,” I say softly, but I’m not. I’m not sorry at all if it makes her come into my arms like this, crying and vulnerable. Maybe that makes me a bad person, but I can’t help it. I just want Harley, any way I can get her, and I don’t care if this is what it takes. “I love you,” I finish, and that’s more true, more genuine, than my apology.

“Do you?” Harley asks, lifting her head to look at me with liquid blue eyes. “Do you really, Axel?”

Instead of answering, instead of telling her the same thing I’ve been telling her over and over since we split, I duck my head to kiss her, softly, just lightly brushing my mouth against hers.

Harley makes a sound in the back of her throat, her arms going around my neck and it’s a repeat, my favorite rerun. She melts against me, pressing her mouth against mine harder than I had, more insistent. Her tongue slips through my lips and I’m already hardening in my jeans.

I rock my hips against her to show her. “You feel what you do to me, sweetheart? I always want you. Every moment of every day,” I rasp, my voice hoarse from drinking the night before and lack of sleep for the past few weeks.

“I always want you, too,” Harley admits in a small voice, and she seems small in my arms despite her belly, seems fragile, somehow.

I crouch to scoop her up, bridal style, and she squeaks.

“You can’t pick me up,” she insists. “I’m too heavy, now.”

I carry her easily to the bedroom, lie her down on the bed. “Light as a feather,” I joke, although she does weigh more than she did before, it doesn’t bother me. I lift more than her body weight every other day at the gym.

I kiss down her throat, leaving a mark at the base of her throat right next to another fading one that I’d left before. I want to mark her all over, leave a purple necklace of marks so that everyone knows that she’s mine, but I contain myself.

I slide my hands down her maxi dress, and she protests when I try to pull it over her head.

“Axel, no, I don’t... I don’t look like I used to,” she says, looking away from me, and I frown.

Her belly has stretched out her skin slightly, leaving little marks, and there’s a dark line beneath her belly button, and her breasts are larger, seeming swollen, but other than that, she’s still the same Harley I married.

“You’re beautiful,” I tell her, and I mean it. It doesn’t matter that she’s pregnant, even though something still rolls in my stomach every time I think about it. It doesn’t matter who the father is, because she’s still mine, and anything that comes from her will be part of her, and be mine too.

I want to tell her that, want to tell her everything, but her back is arching while my hands palm across her nipples, her breath coming shorter. She’s been so sensitive while she’s been pregnant, and I have to admit that I like it, how easy it is to make her come.

I slide my fingers down beneath her panties to slip my thumb across her swollen clit, and she cries out my name, rocking against my hand.

“Axel,” she begs, “please. Want you inside me. Now.”

There’s something firm in her voice that makes me chuckle low in my throat.

“But I love the way you look when you come around my fingers, sweetheart,” I murmur, looking down at her when I slip two fingers inside, curling them up just the way she likes. She gasps loudly, holding her breath, and I know that means she’s close. She always holds her breath when she’s just about to go over the edge.

“I’m going to—” she starts, and holds her breath again.

I grin at her before turning my eyes back to where I’m pumping my fingers in and out of her slowly and then faster as she whines. She finally releases her breath in a burst when she begins to clench around my fingers, her inner thighs trembling.

“Axel,” she moans. “Axel, Axel, Axel.”

My name on her lips makes an ache shoot through my cock, and I’m so ready to be inside her that I fumble with the button of my jeans. She whimpers, almost like she’s going to cry again, when I get onto the bed instead of spearing into her. I don’t want to hurt her, and her belly is in the way too much for missionary, but I have an idea.

I sit with my back against the headboard and pull her up into a sitting position. She frowns at me, and I just smile back at her.

“Miss how you ride me,” I tell her, and her eyes go dark with lust.

She pouts. “I can’t, with the baby,” she starts, and then I tug her back toward me, resting her back against my chest, my dick pressing into her back.

“Oh,” she says in wonder. “Oh.” She shifts her hips so that she can guide me inside, slowly, and I grit my teeth not to buck up beneath her.

I reach my hands around to cup her breasts, thumbing across her nipples and she moans low in the back of her throat, almost animal sounding, when she starts to roll her hips. I match her moans with my own, feeling like I’m close to bursting already with the way she tightens around me.

She rolls her hips back and forth and I take hold of her hips in my hand, bouncing her gently. It’s not fast and hard like usual, not feral like we usually fuck, but I can kiss the side of her neck, leave marks along her shoulders.

Harley turns her head to kiss me and my head spins. This is different, somehow, more intimate than it has been. It makes me want to burst inside her right away, how close we are, how her mouth is soft and sweet against mine.

I reach around our bodies, under her pregnant belly, to thumb across her clit and she cries out, clenching around me, coming again so soon after her first orgasm. I don’t want this to be over. I don’t want her to come down from her orgasms and suddenly kick me out, tell me I’ve ruined her life, but I can’t help it. My orgasm’s approaching like a freight train and I dig my fingers into her hips, thrusting up into her hard and fast.

Harley moans low in the back of her throat, her thighs trembling, and when I spill inside her I bite down on her shoulder and she sighs, as if satisfied with the bite.

I let a long breath out against her skin, licking my teeth marks. As the lust fades, I start to feel down, waiting for her to push me away, climb off me and tell me to leave and never come back.

Instead, Harley leans back against me, nuzzles against the side of my face.

“Harley,” I say softly, and she hums in the back of her throat. “What are we going to do now?”

She pauses, sighs heavily. “I don’t know.”

I swallow hard, squeeze my eyes shut, and press another kiss against her shoulder.

Here goes nothing.
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Axel is breathing hard, his chest heaving against my back. I turn to look at him to ask him if he’s okay but his eyes are shut, his face furrowed.

“Axel?” I call, and he licks his lips, his eyes popping open.

He picks me up, hissing a little as he slips out of me, and deposits me on the bed next to him. I feel a twinge in my stomach, the baby kicking me in the ribs, and I wince.

Axel doesn’t seem to notice, his eyes still shut.

“Axel?" I call again, and his eyes pop open, blue and bloodshot. He looks as if he hasn’t been sleeping, or drinking too much, or both.

“Harley,” he answers, and then shuts his mouth, rubbing a hand over his face.

I smile a little, propping myself up on one elbow, my belly lying on the bed next to me. The baby’s still kicking in strange ways, and it’s a bit uncomfortable.

“Cat got your tongue?” I tease, and Axel pouts just slightly. He’s so handsome, even without sleep, and his hair is growing back in nicely. When we met, it was long and dirty blonde, almost as long as Jackson’s. He’d shaved it just a few months into our marriage, and he looked just as good that way, but I am glad it is growing back a little.

“You know that I love you,” he tells me, and I nod, sighing slightly and leaning back against the pillows. I rub my belly to try to get the baby to move out of my ribcage. “You know that I want you back,” he continues, and I nod again.

“I do,” I assure him, because even with the nod, he seems nervous, hesitant somehow. That’s not like Axel. He wears his heart on his sleeve, especially with me, and he doesn’t keep quiet hardly ever.

I lean against his shoulder, feeling sleepy, and he puts an arm around me. I expect him to continue talking, to tell me whatever it is he’s been trying to tell me, but my eyelids feel so heavy. I suddenly feel tired, and these waves of exhaustion have been happening more and more often. I suppose it must be the baby. I expect Axel to keep talking, to tell me whatever it is he was going to tell me, but instead he’s quiet and I drift off to sleep.
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When I wake, I’m bitterly disappointed to reach over and find the bed empty. I sigh, rolling over onto my back before slowly sitting up on the side of the bed. I rub at my eyes, hoping that tears don’t start to fill them before I even wake up properly. I can blame it on the hormones all I want, but the truth is that I want Axel with me. When I wake up, I want to be able to roll over and throw my arm over his waist, nuzzle into his throat.

I want Axel, but I might have messed everything up. He’s gone and who knows where to. It’s not like he lives next door to me anymore.

I stand up with a little difficulty, the bottom of my stomach feeling taut and painful. I plan to run myself a hot bath to try and soothe the pain, but I need a glass of water first. I slide on one of Axel’s old t-shirts and manage to pull on a pair of sweats.

As I walk into the living room to get to the kitchen, I’m shocked to notice Axel sitting on the floor in front of a fully assembled crib.

He turns and smiles up at me, and that’s when the tears come, streaming down my face before I can stop them.

“Harley,” he calls, scrambling up from the floor. “Don’t cry, sweetheart.”

“Axel, you didn’t have to—” I start, but he interrupts me.

“I did have to,” he says firmly, taking my hands in his. “Because here’s the thing, Harley. I want you, and you know that. But I don’t care about the baby.”

I cast my eyes down. “I know,” I say softly, sniffling, and Axel makes a frustrated sound in the back of his throat.

“No, that’s not what I meant! I mean, I don’t care that you’re pregnant with someone else’s baby. I don’t care who the father is. I want you anyway, Harley. I want you and the baby, because it’ll be a part of you. I want everything with you, and just because we went a little off-course with how we started a family doesn’t mean that I don’t want it.”

Axel takes my hands in his, sliding his thumb across my knuckles.

I look up at him, shocked. “You mean… even with the baby, you want to get back together? Are you sure?”

Axel nods. “Yes. Yes, Harley, I want to marry you again, and it doesn’t matter what happened while we were split. I can love you and this baby more than you can ever imagine.”

I blink, tears still streaming down my face. This is what I want. This is exactly what I want, and I don’t even know what to say. I guess I should start with telling him the truth and hoping that he doesn’t hate me too much.

I had everything so mixed up, before. I kept thinking that Axel would never want me like this, that his love had conditions, but over the past few weeks I realize that Axel loves me unconditionally. Even though he thinks that I’m carrying another man’s baby, he forgives me, and he loves me anyway.

That’s more important than any of the petty reasons that I split up with him: he’s a rockstar, girls are all over him, he might not be faithful. If Axel is willing to take me back even with everything I’ve put him through, it means that he’s more faithful than I ever imagined.

I open my mouth to tell him and a sharp pain rips through my lower abdomen, radiating through to my lower back. I cry out, and I would have fallen if Axel wasn’t holding my hands. He moves to wrap his arms around me and hold me up, looking down into my face.

My vision is blurry from the pain, ripping through in waves through my abdomen, and I manage a grunt before my knees buckle.

“Harley!” Axel cries, and I try to make words but my throat feels tight with panic when I look down at my sweatpants.

They’re covered in red, too much red.

“Axel,” I gasp out. “Tell them to save the baby. It’s yours.”

His face goes blank in shock, and the last thing I remember is him scooping me up in his arms before I pass out.
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No. No no no no. That’s all I’m thinking as I scoop Harley up and take her to the Beetle outside, getting her in the backseat before I curse, realizing that I don’t have the keys.

I run back inside and thank God, they’re in her purse, because I don’t have time to waste. Harley’s hurt, she’s bleeding and the last thing she said had been crazy. It’s crazy, there’s no way that the baby is mine, so she must be really out of it.

I can’t think straight, just focused on getting her there, and I nearly miss the turn three times.

I keep talking to her on the way, humming a few bars of songs to try and comfort her but she’s dead silent and unconscious and I can’t think about that too much or I’ll panic. The panic is already close, rising in my stomach and chest, and if I give in I’ll never get her to the hospital.

They wheel her in on a stretcher and the nurse ask me all kinds of questions: her blood type, her name, how far along she is. I can answer all the questions but that last.

“Are you the father?” The nurse asks, and I freeze as I’m following Harley into the back of the hospital.

“Yes,” I choke out, because I’m doing the math in my fucked-up head and it’s true, it has to be. If Harley’s in labor now, she must have lied to me about how far along she was. It might be pre-term labor, but—she told me. It’s mine.

“You have to wait here,” the nurse says gently, and leads me to a chair in the waiting room. I watch Harley until the double doors close behind her.

When she’s out of sight, my knees give out and I plop down in the chair, shell-shocked. Harley’s having a baby, and it’s mine.

I’m fucking terrified. Harley’s bleeding and that doesn’t seem normal.

And I’m going to be a father. Not just a stepfather, either.

I pull my phone out of my pocket and call the only person I can think of that will help.

“Gemma?” my voice breaks as soon as she answers the phone. “I’m at Lincoln Presbyterian. Can you come?”
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The whole crew shows up instead of just Gemma. Locke, Jackson, and Sam crowd around me for a group hug while Gemma tries to get information at the front desk.

“He’s her husband, you can tell him!” she insists, and thank God, Harley hasn’t changed me as her emergency contact.

While Gemma gets all the information, Locke tilts his head in my direction.

“I’m not gonna ask if you’re okay, because I know you’re not,” he says firmly. “Our time is coming and it fucking terrifies me. I can’t even imagine what you are going through and I only hope I never have to. But we are here for you, brother. Always. Whatever you need.”

“She...she told me the baby is mine,” I manage, rubbing a hand across the back of my neck. “I’m going to be a father, Locke.”

Locke’s eyes widen but he doesn’t react further. “I always thought the timing added up a little too well.”

I stare at him. “What, you suspected?”

Locke shrugs. “Gemma and I talked about it. There’s only a month difference, and it just seemed too convenient.”

“So...she’d be month later? Maybe she’s not pre-term?” I ask hopefully. I know from my sister that pre-term labor is more dangerous, and I want Harley and our baby to have the best chance they can.

I know, somewhere, that I should be angry with her, that I should be furious that she kept this from me, all this time, not to mention making me think she had been with someone else. But I can’t bring myself to be anything but scared shitless that something will happen to her and our baby.

“She’s not pre-term,” Gemma says, coming back to sit across from me. “She’s full-term, but the baby’s breech.”

“Upside down,” Locke provides hopefully. “They told us about it in our last ultrasound.”

“What does that mean for Harley?” I ask Gemma, biting at my lower lip nervously.

“They’ll have to do a c-section,” she says, and gives me a forced smile. “They do them all the time, it’ll be fine.”

There’s something behind her eyes, something that seems off, and I stare at her.

“Something’s wrong,” I say, and stand up, looking around for the doctor.

Gemma stands up, puts a hand on my arm. “Axel, sit down. It’s just...she’s bleeding. Too much. Hemorrhaging. They’re doing everything they can.”

I sit down hard in the chair. “And the baby?”

“They’re working on her,” Gemma says. “The doctor says she’s doing well.”

“She?” I pause, tears springing to my eyes. “It’s a little girl?”

Gemma smiles at me, keeping her hand on my arm. “You can see her soon, if you want to.”

See her. I could see my daughter, brand new, while my wife was bleeding out on a table somewhere.

“No,” I say, my voice cracking. “I’ll wait until Harley can see her. We can see her together.”

Gemma and Locke exchange a look, one of those only reserved for couples, but I squeeze my eyes shut. There’s no way that Harley could be hurt. I won’t accept it. She’s going to be okay, and so is the baby, and that’s that. I can tear her a new one for scaring me to death and lying to me about our baby.

There’s plenty of fights to still be had.

Four hours and three cups of coffee later, I’m shaking as I stand in the nursery. The nurse touches my hand to get my attention, and I look around to see if I can recognize my baby among all the other infants. They all look the same, most of them sleeping, some of them fussing. There’s only one that’s crying, bawling, really, screaming her little lungs out, and that’s the one that they bring me.

“You’ve got some pipes,” I tell her as she nuzzles against me, rooting around and looking for something I can’t give her. She quiets when the nurse adjusts her in my arms, but her little face is still all scrunched up. “Miss your mama, don’t you?” I murmur. “Me, too.”

She makes a little grunt and takes her fist to wrap around my thumb.

I think that maybe I’ll die before I let the nurse take her back from me, but in the end, I let her go, and it’s like the nurse is taking my heart with her when she wheels her back into the nursery.

I’ve never loved anything more than I love that little girl in that moment, and I know that no matter what happens, I’ll protect her with my life. Just like I’ll protect Harley.

The doctor comes out to talk to me right after I return from the nursery.

“She’s lost a lot of blood,” he says, and I nod numbly, feeling my face turn pale.

“Will she be all right?”

The doctor looks at me. “I don’t know. We’ve given her a transfusion, and the bleeding has stopped. We just have to wait for her to wake up. It’s up to her now.”

I nod again, not knowing how else to respond to the news that the woman I’ve loved my whole life might never wake up. I get up to go outside and get some air.

I don’t break down until I get out in the alley behind the hospital, and it’s Samuel who follows me, my best friend in the Spades.

“She’s going to be all right,” I tell him through sobs, and he just hugs me tight.

“I know, Ax. I know.”

She has to be. They both have to be okay, because it’s the only way I’ll ever be okay again.
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Axel doesn’t want. He found someone else, brought home a girl that looks nothing like me.

“It’s over, Harley,” he tells me softly. He’s not angry. Angry would mean that he cares. Angry would mean that he would fight for me. “It’s just over.”

I’m crying and holding my stomach and everything hurts and all I want is for him to take me into his arms.

“We tried as hard as we could,” he says, and that’s not Axel. That’s not my Axel, he’d never give up like that.

“What are you talking about, Axel? You said you wanted me back, you said it didn’t matter if I was pregnant—”

“That was before you lied to me, Harley. That was before you ruined everything.”

“Axel,” I choke out. “Axel, please.” My throat feels tight, like something’s stuck in it, and something’s wrong. Something’s horribly wrong because when I put my hands down to cradle my belly, my stomach is nearly flat.

Axel’s holding a baby in his arms, suddenly, when he wasn’t before, and the girl next to him, the same girl that was in the garage trying to kiss him, kisses the baby on the top of the head.

“I’ll take care of her,” Axel promises, and I cry out, holding out my arms, but he’s gone. I’m still in the duplex where everything ended, and I can see the crib he built standing tall and empty in the corner of the room.

There is darkness then, and I fight my way to the light but I’m barely conscious, in and out, when doctors and nurses come in and out of the room.

“Lots of blood,” I hear someone say.

“She went through several pints of O neg,” someone else says, a woman’s voice. Nothing I recognize.

I wonder, briefly, if anyone has called my parents, and then realize it doesn’t matter. It doesn’t matter because the only person I want to be by my side is Axel.

“Axel,” I murmur, but no sound comes out. It’s like I’m a ghost, floating outside my body, but I can still feel every ache and pain. I feel empty in a way that makes me panic.

Where’s my baby? I think, trying to speak it, but I can’t, drifting off into nothingness.
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When I wake up, I feel disoriented and groggy, and so weak it’s like I can barely stick my tongue out to wet my dry lips. No one is in the room with me and getting to the nurse’s button seems like a Herculean effort, but I manage.

The nurse’s eyes widen when she comes to the room.

“Where’s my baby?” I demand, and she skirts out of the room like I’ve said there was a fire. Doctors come around me, crowding my space and checking my monitors, but eventually, I’m told that I lost a lot of blood during surgery and delivery, and that I’m lucky to be alive.

“I already know I’m lucky,” I croak, trying to joke. “But I want to see my baby. How is she?”

“She’s doing well,” the doctor assures me. I’d gone to such lengths to secure a good ob-gyn, but it ended up that my baby was delivered by a stranger. I suppose he must have done a good job, since we were both okay, within reason. “But someone else has been asking for you.”

When Axel enters the room with our baby, something jumps into my throat, and tears burst from my eyes. I’d cried throughout my whole pregnancy, because I was alone and things seemed hard, not just the hormones. Now, I’m crying because I’ve never been so happy to see Axel grinning ear to ear.

“She looks just like you,” Axel says, but when I look at our baby she has his nose and chin, so obviously, I snort out a laugh.

“Other way around,” I insist, my voice still cracked and hoarse.

Axel kneels next to me, so that I can smell the baby’s fresh scent on the top of her head.

“She’s really mine?” Axel asks, and I freeze for a moment before I realize that I’ve already told him.

“She’s yours,” I insist, and God, it feels good to get it off my chest, feels like there’s something heavy and awful lifting from my shoulders.

“You lied to me,” Axel accuses, and I think of what I know now was dream Axel saying, “It’s just over, Harley,” and I wonder if that’s what’s about to happen, if he’s about to tell me it’s over, that we tried hard enough.

“I know,” I choke out. “I’m sorry.”

“All this time, I could have been going with you to ultrasounds, I could have...” Axel’s voice breaks and the baby coos, as if comforting him. It makes me crack a smile through my tears.

I stroke his hair awkwardly, reaching over the baby. I haven’t even thought about names, not once. I’ve been so occupied with everything else that I’ve been neglecting things. I’ve been neglecting myself, and I could kick myself for not keeping a better eye on my pregnancy symptoms.

“It’s my fault,” I agree. “I was wrong.”

Axel looks up at me, sniffling. He’s crying, which isn’t unusual after a fight, but this time, there’s something full of pain in his face.

“You were wrong. You shouldn’t have lied to me,” he insists. “I missed so much. For both of you. I could have been there for you, Harley! I could have—”

I shush him, biting my lip as I ask him the only question that matters.

“Will you be here now, Axel?”

Axel looks at me, tilting his head and looking down at the baby, and slowly, he smiles.

“Of course I will be. I’ll be here for anything this little girl needs.”

And his answer is bittersweet, because though I know our baby deserves the world, his answer doesn’t include me at all, and I look down at the little girl in Axel’s arms. She has blue eyes, and I wonder if they’ll turn lighter or darker. Summer skies or stormy seas.

“What should we name her?” Axel asks, and for a moment none of it matters, it doesn’t matter if Axel and I get together or how my heart might break, because this baby is what matters.

“Jasmine,” I say, the first name to come to mind.

“Little Jazz,” Axel grins, and I notice that she already has her daddy wrapped around her little finger–quite literally, because she won’t let go of his thumb.

My throat works before I speak again.

“What about...what about us, Axel?” I ask, but then that’s when the crew comes in, all of Jack and the Spades, including Gemma.

Gemma coos over the baby, scolding me for not keeping in touch with her. And I realize how much my past, my misgivings, my fears made me miss out on.

Gemma rubs her giant belly and smiles at me. “You beat me to the punch, but not for long, so the kiddos will grow up together. Like cousins. So, who’s next in the Spades to have a baby?” Gemma asks. “My money’s on Sammy.”

Samuel blushes a bright pink. “Hush, I just now got a girlfriend.”

Everything’s changed so much since Axel and I split that I don’t know which end is up.

Jackson, Locke, and Axel whoop and holler, and I shield Jasmine’s ears, thinking that she’ll be frightened. Instead, she just looks around, as if she’s used to noise already. I guess it’s all the time I spent listening to loud music when she was in my belly.

“She’s a little rockstar already,” Locke says. “I can’t wait to have this little guy out so we can try for a princess next. What do you say, little bit?”

“You don’t get to choose ahead of time, Locke,” Gemma says dryly. Jackson’s sitting in the corner, looking pale. I’m not sure what’s going on with him, but it seems like something.

“Good to see you, Jack,” I call to him, smiling slightly, and he gives me a genuine smile back, coming over to my bedside.

“Harley, you look gorgeous,” he whispers in my ear, and Axel frowns.

“I heard that,” Axel tells him.

“Good, you should. Your wife is a beautiful, brave woman, and someone should tell her,” Jackson teases, winking at me.

“Ex-wife,” Axel murmurs, and wow, that’s a little arrow through my heart. In all the excitement, I’d almost forgotten that Axel and I haven’t technically made up. I don’t know how he’s feeling or what he’s thinking, and there are too many people here for me to ask now.

My heart drops to my toes when Axel goes out into the hall with the Spades, leaving me with Jasmine lying in the low bassinet near the bed.

“How are we going to keep your daddy?” I ask her quietly, and Jasmine grunts in her sleep. “No help, I see.”

No matter what happens, I’m going to get Axel back. I’ll explain to him everything, how my parents fucked me up when I was young, how my father’s issues with infidelity gave me trust issues, how I was jealous and stupid and didn’t give him enough credit. I’ll beg for him to come home on my hands and knees, if I have to, even though I couldn’t exactly do that right after surgery.

Axel still doesn’t talk about it, even when Jasmine gets to go home later that day and he’s strapping her into the car seat. She has her eyes wide open, unlike most newborns, looking around like she’s excited to meet the day.

“I don’t know if you should take her home, Axel,” I say, nervous about being alone in the hospital.

“I know that you’ll miss her, Harley, but you need to get some rest.” He pauses. “And I need some time with her alone, just to get to know her, you know?”

It occurs to me that the only reason he would need to get to know her on his own is if he planned on us splitting up and co-parenting, and I swallow, hard.

Maybe it’s over. Axel doesn’t seem angry, and that’s worse than if he yelled at me every day. Dream Axel wasn’t angry, either, but he didn’t want me. Maybe real Axel doesn’t want me anymore, either, after what I’ve done.

Honestly, I can’t blame him. I guess I better get started trying to get down on my knees to beg.
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The next few days go by in a blur, because I don’t sleep and I don’t have any help with Jasmine. Gemma offers, but I tell her no, telling myself that I have to get used to doing it. Harley won’t be well when she gets home, and I need to figure out all the new parent stuff for the both of us.

Jasmine misses her mama, though, and as soon as dusk falls, she begins to scream and cry. Harley isn’t able to breastfeed due to the sudden surgery and blood loss, so Jazz is on the bottle.

She won’t take it at all the first night, and I have to call Gemma for help. I can’t very well call my sister, since she has no idea that I even have a baby.

“Wet a cloth with some warm water with just a little sugar in it,” Gemma suggests. “That’ll make her hungry and then she’ll take the bottle.”

It sounds crazy to me, giving my daughter sugar water like she’s a damn hummingbird, but it works like a charm, and we both fall asleep on the couch while I’m watching a concert on television. Jasmine loves loud music, just like her parents, it turns out, because she can’t fall asleep without some kind of music on in the background.

She has all these little quirks and eccentricities, just like any grown human being, and I get to know her in the three days that Harley’s in the hospital.

On the second day, when I take her to visit her mother, Harley pouts at me.

“You’re getting to know her better than I do,” she complains.

“You’ve had nine months to get to know her,” I say, and end up storming out of the room when she looks away.

Okay, so I’m still mad. I see no reason that Harley has kept this from me. I have always been upfront about how much I want her back, even after I found out that she was pregnant. It feels like a betrayal, and I hate it. But I can’t very well fight with Harley while she’s in a hospital gown, still looking pale and too thin after the baby was born.

Besides, it’s not like I’m going anywhere. Harley knows that.

The second and final night that Jasmine and I spend alone together goes better than I expected, even though she still starts screaming, like clockwork, at dusk. I suppose that’s when she realizes that something’s missing, that Harley isn’t with us, and I feel the loss too.

“I miss her too, Jazz bug,” I tell her. “I’ve missed her a lot longer than you have. She’ll be home tomorrow.”

I’ve been staying in Harley’s duplex, and I’ve moved in basically all my things while Gemma kept an eye on Jasmine. She’s more than willing to help saying she needs the practice, and I couldn’t be more thankful.

Gemma’s given me some paternity leave, which is good given that we have a big concert coming up in Vegas. Jasmine will be three weeks old, and Harley will be home, but I still can’t imagine leaving them. I might still be angry at Harley, but I still don’t want to be apart from her. I never have.

I sing songs that I wrote for Harley to our daughter, and she kicks around in her crib as if she’s dancing. I can’t wait to show Harley all the little things she does when she’s at home. I can’t wait until she’s home, period. I miss her more than I thought possible, especially now that Jasmine is here.

It feels like there’s a hole in our little family, something missing, and both Jasmine and I are excited to pick Harley up the next day.

I help Harley into the car, being careful with her, but she still winces when she gets into the backseat. It’s just around dusk, and this time, instead of screaming, Jasmine’s sleeping like the baby she is with Harley’s hand resting on the top of her head.

I don’t talk much on the way home, but that’s because I’m exhausted and trying to keep my vision from doubling the road. Harley’s quiet, too, so I assume she’s tired.

When we arrive at the duplex, Harley bites at her lip, waiting for me to take Jasmine inside and come back and help her. I take her hand and she looks up at me from beneath her long eyelashes, her blue eyes wide.

“Are you going to take an Uber?” she asks, and I frown.

“To where? I got formula for Jasmine.”

Harley doesn’t answer, smiling a little, and when I scoop her up gently, bridal style, her arms go around my neck easily.

“So, you’re staying here?” Harley asks, looking around at all my things.

“Obviously?” I tilt my head in her direction. “How else would I help with Jasmine?”

Harley huffs out a breath. “Where are you going to sleep?”

I stare at her. The duplex is one-story so it doesn’t have stairs, and Harley can easily get into the bed. I have no idea what the hell she’s talking about.

“In the bed?”

Harley nods, looking down, and I stare at her for another moment before taking Jasmine out of the car seat and putting her into the crib that’s in the living room, the one that I set up.

Time goes by quickly, and Harley barely speaks, other than to laugh and smile at Jasmine, looking tired and still pale. Around dusk, just like I thought, Jasmine doesn’t make a noise, not crying even a little.

Harley takes the blanket down from the top of the couch, lying down, and I look at her quizzically.

“Getting tired,” she says, yawning. “I think I’ll go to bed.”

I nod, assuming that she wants to be in the same room with Jasmine, so when the baby falls asleep, I sit down in the recliner and doze off myself.

I hear Harley calling for me in a few hours, and she’s managed to sit up on her own, which the doctor told her not to do.

“Harley, stop it! You’ll pull your sutures,” I warn her, and Harley favors me with a half-smile.

“You slept in here with us,” she says, as if surprised.

“Of course I did. You can’t pick up the baby on your own, silly,” I tell her, and her face falls.

The next few days go by in an almost-haze, since I have to do all of the night feedings and still have to help Harley around the house. She asks me, hesitantly, on the fifth day that Jasmine’s home, if I can help her shower.

“Yeah, just let me put bug to sleep,” I tell her.

Jasmine goes down easily and Harley insists on walking herself to the bathroom, although I can tell it pains her to get up into the bath. I could have just carried her, but she seems adamant she should do it alone.

“I’ll have to get used to it,” she says softly, and I think that she means that she needs to keep her strength up, which I agree with.

“Turn around,” she tells me when she is about to slide her nightie down, and I roll my eyes but I humor her. I suppose she doesn’t want me to see the scars, but I will soon enough. Two months will be over in no time and I can’t wait to see her after-baby body, but she seems insecure and so I keep my eyes averted as I help her wash her hair and get dressed again.

“Okay?” I ask her as she’s leaning against the doorjamb, panting a little.

She smiles at me. “Thank you, for all this, Axel. I know that you would probably be somewhere else.”

I snort. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be. My daughter is here.”

Harley nods, and there’s something a little sad in her face.

“Are you in pain?” I ask her, and she nods slightly, so I go to get her pain medication from the living room. When I return, she’s made it all the way to the crib, looking down at Jasmine as she lies there, kicking her feet. She doesn’t like to be swaddled, much to our chagrin.

“You shouldn’t walk so far,” I nag, and she nods, still looking down at our baby.

“We did something right,” she says, and I put my arm around her shoulders. She stiffens, seeming surprised, and then leans against me.

As far as I’m concerned, everything’s right in my world. Finally.
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It’s certainly bittersweet, having Axel there for two weeks while I’m healing. He often falls asleep in the recliner, watching over me and Jasmine, and it makes my heart soar, but I know that when I'm better enough to lift her, he’ll be gone. He’s given no indication that he wants to work things out, and I’m afraid to bring it up around Jasmine. I don’t want to burst into tears, thinking that it will frighten her.

So I cry by myself, sometimes in the bathroom, sometimes on the couch, turned away from Jasmine and Axel, holding in my sobs so that they catch in my chest. It’s hard, knowing that it’s over but having him so close, and I wonder if this is how he felt when he first moved into the duplex next door.

The second week. I get my staples taken out at the doctor, having Charlotte drive me so that Axel can get some sleep with Jasmine. He wakes as I’m leaving.

“Oh, shit, your appointment!” he curses, sitting straight up.

I push a hand against his chest. “It’s fine, I’ve got Charlotte taking me.”

He relaxes, and then frowns. “You didn’t want me to go? I wanted to hear what the doctor had to say.”

I smile. That’s sweet of him, to still care so much despite us not being together. “I’ll tell you when I get back. Sleep while she’s sleeping, okay?”

He huffs a little but lies back in the recliner, and he’s snoring when Charlotte arrives to pick me up.

“How are things going?” Charlotte asks me when she helps me into the passenger seat, and I wince, but not from anything physical.

“Fine. Jasmine’s an angel, and Axel is so good with her.”

Charlotte stares at me. “I meant with you and Axel, you goob. What’d he say when you told him it was his? You haven’t told me nearly anything,” she whines, pouting at me.

I shrug. “There’s nothing to tell. He took me home and he’s been staying long enough for me to get my staples out.”

“He... he said that? That he was just going to leave when you could pick her up?” Charlotte looks at me incredulously.

“Well... no, not explicitly, but I can tell he’s still mad at me.”

“Just because he’s still mad doesn’t mean he’s going to abandon you and your baby, Harls.”

I think for a moment. That’s a good point, but I can’t imagine Axel staying for longer when we can’t be together. When I’m healed again, my sex drive is going to come back, and I’m not sure that I can control myself.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea for him to stay,” I admit.

“Why? I thought that you were coming around to the idea of getting back together?” Charlotte asks, pulling out onto the interstate.

“I would love to get back together, but that’s not what he wants. Not after what I did. How I lied.”

Charlotte raises an eyebrow at me, but she doesn’t say anything else. She’s my best friend, and she knows when I don’t want to talk about something.

Everything goes well at the doctor, although it doesn’t feel good to get those stitches taken out, and I’m glad Charlotte talked me into taking a couple of pain pills before the appointment. They make me feel fuzzy and a little out of it, but I’ll just be at home with Axel and Jasmine. Hopefully, he won’t leave until they wear off.

“You’re crazy, Harley,” Charlotte says, and I realize that I’ve said that out loud. “He’s not going to leave.”

“I hope he never does,” I mumble, feeling lightheaded and giving her a lopsided grin.

Charlotte laughs. “You’re flying high on that pain medication, huh? Not used to taking double?”

“The doctor said that I could, but I never have,” I admit, rolling my head around on my shoulders. It makes me dizzy, so I stop, looking out the window at the sky instead.

Charlotte helps me into the house because I’m a little unsteady on my feet, and Axel meets me at the door, looking refreshed and rested.

“Axel!” I cry out, all but falling into his arms, and he laughs.

“She had to take double her meds before the staples came out, so she’s feeling no pain,” Charlotte says with a wink.

“It didn’t hurt that much,” I say, although it certainly had. It just seems like a faint memory now, with the medication coursing through my blood.

“All right, lightweight. Let’s get you to the couch.”

“Bed,” I say with a pout. “Take me to bed.”

Axel raises an eyebrow, but he scoops me up into his arms and I sigh happily, wrapping my arms around his neck. I’ve always loved it when he carries me like this, like I weigh barely anything. For a girl who’d been considered chubby most of her life, it is a dream.

He lies me down gently on the bed, but I hang on to his wrist, tugging him down with me.

Axel makes an oof sound as he plops down on the bed.

“Will you hold me? Just while Jazz is sleeping?” At first, I’d hated the nickname Jazz, but now, it’s growing on me.

Axel doesn’t speak, just grunts, probably in irritation, and lies behind me, looping an arm around my waist. I wiggle to get closer to him and he backs away.

I make a whining sound in the back of my throat.

“Keep wiggling like that and I’ll be poking you in the ass, Harls,” he jokes, and a grin spreads across my face.

“You still want me?” I ask him, turning around to look at him with wide eyes.

Axel looks puzzled. “Fucking A, I do. What the hell?”

I laugh, feeling dizzy. “I wish you didn’t hate me,” I tell him, my bottom lip turning out in a pout.

Axel barks out a laugh. ”I’ve never hated you, sweetheart. Not even when I tried.”

“You should,” I tell him, my eyes welling with tears. “I fucked up. I lied to you.”

“You did,” he agrees, wrapping his arm around my waist tighter. It doesn’t hurt because he does it just below my breasts, above the surgery scar. He’s gentle even when he brings me closer, and it makes me blubber and whimper. “Harley, what’s wrong?”

“I love you,” I gasp out between sobs and turn over and bury my face in his chest. “I love you and I’m so sorry.”

Axel rubs my back in circles, chuckling softly. “You’re just high, Harls, don’t worry. Everything’s fine.”

“Everything’s not fine,” I insist. “You’re leaving today, and I don’t know what I’m going to do without you.”

“I’m leaving? That’s news to me,” Axel says, and his blue eyes are sparkling with mirth when he looks at me.

“Don’t make fun,” I say glumly. “It’s not nice to tease.”

Axel moves his mouth close to my ear. “If I was teasing, you’d know, sweetheart.”

A shiver runs down my spine. “What does that mean? You still want to hook up?”

“I don’t think you’re in any condition to hook up right now, Harls.”

“I will be,” I insist eagerly, hoping against hope. “We could go back to the way things were, when you moved into the duplex.”

Axel frowns. “What, back when you were driving me crazy making me think you were fucking someone else?”

My face falls. ” Yeah. I guess that wouldn’t work.”

Axel doesn’t respond but he keeps rubbing my back. “We work just fine right now, sweetheart. Don’t worry. And when you’re better, I’ll show you what I mean by teasing.”

I frown, confused tears springing to my eyes again. “I don’t understand. Won’t you be leaving when I get better?”

Axel blinks, pulling away from me to focus on my face. “Do you want me to leave?”

“No! God, no,” I admit, sniffling.

“Then why would I leave, sweetheart? I’ve got everything I want right here.”

I don’t know what he means, and my fuzzy brain is making things seem even more confusing. “Axel, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for everything, and I want you to stay. Not just until I’m better. Forever.”

Axel looks at me, and I continue, almost babbling. “I want you to stay here with me and Jazz, for us to get married again. Don’t you think it’d be good for her to have two parents who were together? You could learn to love me again, Axel, right?”

Axel’s smiling at me, but I have no idea what he’s going to say. Instead of speaking, he just leans forward to kiss me, softly, and that doesn’t answer any of my questions at all.
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The Vegas concert comes up before I realize it, with everything being a blur between Harley getting better and Jasmine. I haven’t slept much the last week, but I manage to snooze on the tour bus, the same one that Gemma rented for us for the last tour.

The Vegas show is just a gig, not part of a tour. I’ve got too much going on for that, although Jack and the Spades will still be performing locally, and Jackson’s still planning to release that solo album.

Our next tour will be planned when none of us have small babies, much to Jackson’s chagrin.

“Everyone’s wrapped up in love and not music,” he grumbles.

“Love is music,” Gemma says brightly, and Jackson snorts.

I’m excited, having not picked up my guitar other than to play songs for Jasmine, trying to get her to sleep. It hadn’t worked very well. She just seemed to kick and coo more when I played instead of falling asleep, but I guess that was her rockstar blood.

“How are the girls?” Locke asks me when we’re about to start rehearsal, and I grin brightly.

“Jasmine’s already about to start crawling, I can just tell. Harley says it’s way too early, but I think my baby girl is a genius. She’s already starting to try to roll over in her crib.” Locke grins at me while I go on and on about Jasmine, talking about her blue eyes beginning to widen and brighten, how much she looks like her mother.

“I can’t wait for that to be me too.”

“I’m tired as all hell, but loving every second of it,” I say, and Locke snorts.

“Not looking forward to that part.”

Rehearsal goes well, only a few technical difficulties from the amps being the wrong size, but Samuel has an adapter. His hair has started to grow out, and things with his girl seem to be going well. They’re even talking about moving in together, this early.

“Whipped,” Locke and I say at the same time, and Samuel doesn’t blush this time, just grins and nods.

Jackson’s been MIA so much we never see him unless it’s time for a rehearsal or a concert, and he’s quiet, almost snappy as he’s getting us all ready.

“Who put a stick up your ass?” Locke asks, and Samuel and I laugh.

Jackson narrows his eyes at us. “You three.”

We all goof around until it’s time for the concert, and I’m not taking tequila shots or even drinking beer on stage, this time. Talking with Locke has made me miss Jasmine viscerally, but luckily, I get to see her eyes in the crowd.

Harley’s standing with Gemma, front and center, in a smoking hot red club dress that I can’t wait to rip off her later, in the hotel room. She’s holding a mojito in one hand and her phone in the other, filming for social media.

Harley said that in order for us not to fight, Sophie had to go, so she’s probably in the concert hall somewhere, but I can’t talk with her one on one anymore. I told Harley that was fair enough, as long as she never so much as looked at that Roland square again, and she agreed.

I used my money from the tour and my salary to buy the duplex that we’d been in, and we plan on knocking down the wall between them when Jasmine is a bit older. Harley’s father had put in an offer, too, but luckily Harley had an in with Theresa at the real estate office, and she slid our offer into the higher-ups.

When I perform “Amped Up,” the hard partying song that I’d written just after Harley and I split, I look right at her, grinning. She jumps up and down, still my hard rock girl.

I’d been worried about finding a sitter, but Harley had insisted, saying she needed to feel like my wife again and not just a mother, and since we’d had to get married at the courthouse instead of having another big wedding due to buying the house, I agreed.

Charlotte is a good sitter, anyway, and she knows both our numbers in case something happens.

As the concert ends, Jackson and Locke are called away immediately. Turns out, Gemma wanted to work until her last pregnant day and the concert was the last straw. Her waters broke as the last note sounded and they drove her to the hospital, arguing the whole time over who would do what until they left. We promise to go to visit in the morning.

Harley’s tipsy. When we get back to the hotel, her hands are all over me. It’s not time for us to be sexually active again, but Harley slides down my body, getting on her knees in the elevator with a wicked grin.

“You deserve a reward for how good you did on stage, baby,” she purrs, raking her nails down my thighs through my jeans, and when she takes me into her mouth I rock my head back, pressing the emergency button on the elevator.

We might be married again after a nine-month break, but right now, I’m just a rockstar, and she’s just a groupie.

A groupie that I hope follows me around for the rest of our lives.
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I still can’t believe how lucky I am to have both Harley and Jazz as my family.

Life with the two of them has been heaven and hell all at once.

Heaven because I’m exactly where I want to be, with my woman in my arms every night and my baby girl filling up my heart to the brim. It is amazing to see that there is no limit to the love I have for these two, and that surprisingly, it grows and grows, every single day.

But it is also hell, not only because Jazz is testing our abilities to function with little to no sleep—little girl is a night owl and loves noise and music at all times of the day and night—but also Harley’s body tempts me every time she is the room with me. Even just her smell when I walk into a room she has been is enough to get me hard these days. And it kills me that there is nothing I can do to claim her, because the doctor hasn’t cleared her yet, and won’t clear her for weeks still.

And then it hits me. This is Vegas!

“I’m taking a shower and then I’m sleeping like the dead. Charlotte is an angel for taking Jazz for the night and I’m taking full advantage of it.”

“Enjoy, sweetheart. Take a bath if you feel like it. I know how you love soaking up.”

“Choices, choices…” She laughs as she heads to the bathroom, and as soon as she closes the door I reach into my pocket and send a couple of text messages.

After I make sure my girl is tucked in and passed out, I take a quick shower and silently leave the room. I have a few things to take care of.
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EPILOGUE


I wake up to someone knocking on my door.

“Axel, can you get that?” I say before I even open my eyes. I’m not ready to wake up yet. There is no answer and my hand reaches out to wake him up, but all I find is cold sheets and an empty bed beside me. What the hell?

“Coming,” I yell, checking my phone to see the time. I groan. It’s barely nine AM. It was already past four in the morning when I fell asleep. I wanted to sleep to my heart’s content today, since Charlotte has Jazz, but apparently, the universe hates me.

Getting out of bed, I head to the door and open it to find a smiling and very perky Charlotte with a bag on her hands. “Are you kidding me, right now? Where is Jazzie?”

“Oh, don’t worry about her, she’s with her daddy, so she is happy as can be. We need to hurry because we have places to go an people to see.”

“Nope! The only place I want to see today is the inside of my bed, so shoo.” I try to throw her out of the room, but she is not budging. So stubborn!

“Come on,” she pulls me to where my clothes are. “Get dressed and hurry up. We have an appointment in twenty minutes.”

I have no idea what she is talking about, but maybe if I humor her, I can come back to bed and sleep in a bit. “Fine.” I throw some skinny jeans and a T-shirt on and put my hair up in a messy bun. Less than five minutes later, I’m ready to leave.

She leads me down the elevator to the hotel salon. A couple of chairs are already waiting for us with what looks like a team of people. Not a single mirror in sight. I squint at Charlotte and she just grins at me. “Beauty treatment day, compliments of your guy.” I can’t help but smile at that. He knows how much I miss having some me time, so he arranged this. When I thought I couldn’t love him more, he goes and does this.

We sit, and for an hour, people fuss over our hair and do our make-up and we get mani-pedis and face masks and the whole shebang. All the while, we are treated with mimosas and I feel like royalty. I missed this.

Finally, they claim we are done, and Charlotte comes to me and says, “Now you have to trust me. Can you do that?”

Frowning, I tentatively say, “I guess…”

She pulls out a blindfold and tries to put it on me. “What the hell are you doing? Are you crazy?”

“Trust me,” she urges. Guess Axel’s plan is not done yet, so signing, I indulge her.

Blind as a bat due to the fabric over my eyes, I’m let somewhere and she asks me to undress.

"No! I don’t even know where I am! I trust you, but there is no way I’m getting naked only God knows where and in front of God knows who. Nuh-uh.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. Spread your arms.” I do, and I can touch what feel like really cold smooth walls all around me. Like glass or mirrors. “This is a dressing room,” she says. “Now do as I say or we’ll be late.”

I take off my clothes and she helps me get into a tight, fitted dress. Is he taking me out on a surprise date? It’s been so long since we’ve gone on a date. Any date.

Clothes, and shoes all handled, she takes me by the hand, still blindfolded and blind as can be. When we stop, I can hear the click of a door opening and we get inside wherever she is taking me.

It is not a restaurant, too quiet. Where the hell am I?

“Ready, Harls?”

“For what? I have no idea what is going on.”

“Here goes nothing," Charlotte says. And her hands touch my blindfold taking it off.

For a few seconds, light blinds me and my eyes blink like crazy. When I can finally see again, my breath wooshes out of me.

Axel is wearing a suit and tie and holding Jazz who is wearing a beautiful white dress. Looking down at me for the first time. Pearly white shoes, pearly white dress. Ohmygod! Ohmygod! Ohmygod!

Tears come to my eyes as Charlotte takes place right beside—is that Theresa? She waves at me. Sammy is right next to Axel, also in a suit and he is holding a phone where Jackson, Locke, and Gemma’s faces are smiling at me. Gemma is holding her newborn baby and looks equal parts happy and exhausted.

Axel comes to me, kneels and says, “Harley, sweetheart, I love you more than words can tell. My feelings for you are something that can’t even be put into words and having you in my life turns my days into a never-ending melody that I want to be part of the soundtrack of my life forever. I know this might seem out of the blue and sudden and crazy, but you would make me the happiest man on Earth if you would please give me the honor, the privilege of becoming my wife. Right now.”

Tears are now tracking down my face and I can only hope I’m wearing waterproof makeup. I can’t speak, so I just nod and nod and nod, a giant grin on my face,

He rises, offering his arm to me. “Shall we?”

I take his arm and together we walk down the aisle.

Vows are exchanged, and tears are spilled, and when I finally hear, “I now pronounce you husband and wife,” I know this second chance is my long-awaited happily ever after with the man I have always loved and will forever love.

“You may now kiss the bride.”

Looking into Axel’s eyes, I wait until his lips take mine and I’m finally home.


SECRET BABY FOR MY BEST FRIEND’S BROTHER

A SECOND CHANCE ROMANCE




1

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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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.
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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.


13

JACKSON




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.


24

ZOE




“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.
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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.


BABY FOR MY BEST FRIEND’S EX

AN OFF LIMITS SURPRISE PREGNANCY ROMANCE
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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.”
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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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Jackson, Zoe, Gemma, and Locke are all on the elevator with us and I’m antsy, wanting to be alone with Brooklyn. I can’t believe I met such a pretty girl at the Dallas show, of all things, and I can’t wait to get better acquainted physically. I enjoyed chatting with her at the bar, but at the same time, I want more.

The two couples aren’t paying any attention to me and Brooklyn in the back, so I put my arm around her, low on her waist, my fingers almost brushing the curve of her ass. She doesn’t move away, and I’m encouraged to spread my hand across one of her cheeks.

Brooklyn gasps and looks up at me, mouthing the word “naughty,” but she leans against me and I grin, pulling her closer. When we finally get to our floor, Jackson whoops and I put a hand on my face, annoyed. Locke’s too drunk and sleepy to join in, thank God, but I’d hear about it as soon as they got me alone.

Brooklyn just laughs and I’m glad she’s such a good sport. I stride quickly to my room and she all but runs to keep up with me.

“You’re in a hurry,” she says, and I feel my cheeks flush.

“Want to get you alone,” I say honestly, and Brooklyn licks her lips. They’re full and stained red from lipstick and I wonder what she tastes like. I’ve been wondering that all night, but the urge to kiss her is stronger now.

Brooklyn follows me into the hotel room, and as soon as the door closes, I give in to temptation. I lean down and kiss her, hard and hungry.

She moans into my mouth and leans up on her tiptoes to wrap her arms around my neck. My hands go around her waist, pulling her to me by her lower back. I need to feel her closer to me.

I grunt, frustrated, when she’s still too short for me to kiss her thoroughly, and lift her up. I moan against her mouth as I get a better angle, sucking on her tongue. She kisses me back just as hungrily and then breaks apart from my mouth, gasping.

“God, I didn’t imagine you to kiss like a porn star,” she says, and I give her a half smile. She gives me a wicked smile back, showing her small, white teeth. With heavy eyelids, she looks me in the eye as she whispers, “Do you fuck like one, too?”

A jolt of pleasure slides through my body, my erection growing in my tight jeans to the point that it’s uncomfortable.

“I don’t fuck like a porn star,” I tell her, lowering my voice and murmuring right next to her ear. “I fuck like a rockstar.”

Brooklyn’s blue eyes widen and her pouty mouth opens. “That’s a tall order, Samuel Hansen. Is that all just talk?”

“Don’t worry, I plan to step up. Besides, my mouth will be too busy to talk much. I can’t wait to show you a few of my tricks,” I drawl, and Brooklyn huffs out a breath.

“I’m waiting, big talker,” she teases, and I deposit her on the bed.

She unbuttons her shorts and I work them off her, sliding them down her slim legs.

“You’re so small,” I marvel, and she pouts.

“Been trying to put on weight since high school. Just have a high metabolism,” she confesses.

“Me too,” I admit, tugging off my shirt. I don’t feel embarrassed about my body, but my chest isn’t as broad as Locke’s, my abs not as defined as Jackson’s, and my arms are not as bulky as Axel’s. When I was younger, it gave me a bit of a complex–it didn’t help that their talent in music was much superior to mine.

As we grew together as a group, though, they all helped me get past that and were proud of my progress.

“You have nothing to worry about,” she says huskily, sitting up on her elbows expectantly, and I lick my lips. I can see the peaks of her nipples through the white T-shirt, and I kind of love the way it looks on her, but I want to see more.

“Take off your shirt,” I order, and she scrambles to do it, throwing it on the floor, and lying there bare. She spreads her legs slightly and I can see her glistening and it makes my mouth water.

My erection is becoming downright painful in these tight jeans Zoe styled us in, though, so I’ll have to wait to show her that my mouth can do more than talking. I fumble with my button, staring at her small, perky breasts, the very slight pouch of her lower stomach. She’s gorgeous, small and petite but perfect.

Brooklyn sits up and helps me tug down my tight jeans, and I flush a little with embarrassment.

“Zoe practically paints these on us,” I mutter irritably, and Brooklyn lets out a peal of laughter.

“Makes your ass look good,” she says, digging her nails into my glutes and making me gasp with the sting of it.

I’m not wearing underwear (who could in these jeans?) and so my dick bobs up against my stomach, close to her face.

She opens her mouth and I look down at her in awe, watching as she puts her mouth just at the head, sucking slightly. A jolt of pleasure shoots through me and I grit my teeth, taking her long dark hair in my hand and wrapping it around my fist to pull her off.

“Not yet,” I rasp. “Want to know what you feel like around me.”

Brooklyn pouts but lies back, spreading her legs further, invitingly, and I cover her body with my own. It takes me a moment to get the right angle given our height difference, but when I slowly slide inside of her, she feels like heaven, clenching around me. So fucking tight.

“Oh, fuck,” she curses.

“Oh, fuck, indeed,” I reply and kiss her for a moment before I start to move my hips, my pelvis bumping against hers, my hands planted on either side of her, bracing me as I move.

She tries to lean up and kiss me but fails, pouting, and I chuckle and lean down. She nips my lower lip with her teeth and I groan low in the back of my throat as it sends an insistent pulse up my dick. I’m already close, despite how I’m trying to think of anything else but how she’s clenching around me.

“I’m so close, keep doing that,” she gasps, rocking her hips below me, making her breasts bounce, and I lick my lips, watching. I can’t wait to get my mouth around one of her nipples, but the height difference makes it difficult. I’ll have plenty of time later, though.

Part of me (well, a lot of me), hopes that after we get back to New Mexico, we can stay in touch, but Brooklyn seems like the type of girl that might be a little flighty, so we’ll see.

Right now, I just focus on the moment, try not to overthink it, let my body take over and fuck her in long, deep strokes. I can tell by her face that she loves it, the way her eyes squeeze shut, how she holds her breath.

When she releases her breath, she’s coming, I can feel her like a vice around me and I moan and fuck her through it. It only takes me a few more strokes before I spill inside her and I gasp in a breath, my chest heaving.

“Oh my God,” she breathes. “Please tell me we can do that again.”

I laugh. “As often as you want to, kid.”

She scrunches up her nose. “How did you know I was younger than you?”

I blink. “I didn’t. You’re just so small.”

Brooklyn pouts and sticks out her tongue. “I’m fun-sized.”

“Very fun,” I agree, pulling out of her with a wince and lying down next to her. She snuggles up against me. “How old are you, anyway?”

“Twenty-one,” she says, and I relax. At least she’s not eighteen or something. It wouldn’t exactly be predatory, but I’d feel weird about dating someone right out of high school.

“A kid for sure,” I tease, and she bites my bicep gently before nuzzling against me.

I usually don’t have the easiest time falling asleep with a stranger in my bed, but with Brooklyn in my arms, I drift off easily.
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I’m hoping that Samuel and I can go for round two when I wake up, feeling his morning wood press against my ass. I murmur his name and then I wince a little, feeling sore between my legs. I hadn’t told Samuel that this had been my first time, but it hadn’t hurt much at all during the act. I’m only a little sore now, so I guess round two is off the table.

It’s disappointing, but I’m hoping that once we get back home, Samuel and I can continue to talk to each other. I can’t wait to stop somewhere and get a new phone so that I can call Robin and tell her everything…

Well, maybe not everything. I’ll tell her that I met a guy, tell her about my first time, but I’m definitely not telling her that I went to a concert with people I barely knew and got stuck out of state. Robin is always telling me that I don’t think enough, and I guess she’s right. I mostly just act, and so it’s not surprising my first time was with Samuel. It felt right even if he is someone I don’t know that well.

Back in my freshman year of beauty school, a guy named Greg had wooed me for six months and we’d made out plenty, but I told him I wasn’t ready. He’d said that was fine, been very sweet about it, but then three weeks later, I caught him at a party with a random girl, her skirt bunched up. It was clear what happened, and it broke my heart.

I find it hard to trust men, now, but Samuel seems so different. I’ve been following him online for over a year and seen his social media and the soft lyrics that he writes and posts online. He seems like he really cares about his bandmates and about his fans, and he’s amazing in bed.

I know I don’t have anything to compare it to, but it’s not like my ex-boyfriend had ever made me come like that with his fingers. I think I’ve hit the jackpot, but I don’t know if he feels the same way.

He’s still asleep, and I hope I didn’t snore or drool while I was out, because I slept like a rock. I twist around to look at him, watching the way his long eyelashes spread across his cheekbones. I want to watch him forever, but I jump as someone bangs on the door.

“Wakey wakey, Sammy!” someone yells from outside the door, and Samuel jolts awake, getting out of bed and rifling through his luggage to find a pair of sweats and a T-shirt to put on.

I hadn’t brought anything with me when we’d come to the concert because we were only supposed to stay one night and drive back, so I just lay there, naked, biting my lip.

Samuel turns around, his big brown eyes dim before he blinks the sleep out of them. He seems still half-asleep and it’s pretty cute.

“Shit,” he murmurs. “You need something to wear, don’t you?”

He throws me a pair of basketball shorts and one of those undershirt tank-tops, and I pull them on while I’m still in bed. When I stand up, the shorts almost fall off of me so I cinch the drawstring as tightly as I can.

Samuel looks at me, chuckling. “Maybe one of the girls has something more suited to you, kid. Those look like they’re going to fall off you any minute.”

“I told you, I’m fun-sized,” I repeat, sticking out my tongue, and Samuel stares at me for a moment before putting his arm around my waist and pulling me to him, kissing me deeply.

I figure I probably have morning breath and still taste like the Redbull and vodkas I drank last night, but Samuel doesn’t seem to care. I’m gasping when he pulls away, and he gives me that half smile I’m beginning to get addicted to. I’m starting to love it.

Oh, no. As if I didn’t have a crush before I even met him, now I’m in real trouble. I blush to my hairline, which isn’t common for me, and Samuel zips up his luggage and walks out the door.

Jackson and what I assume to be his wife are standing outside. Jackson’s leaned against the wall, smirking.

“I’m Zoe,” his wife says, hugging me instead of shaking my hand. “Let me get you some clothes that fit,” she says immediately.

I look down at how they engulf me. “Yeah, these are a little big.”

“Don’t worry. I’m a stylist, I’ll find you something lovely,” she tells me, and I gape at her.

“Something comfortable, if you don’t mind,” I say quietly, feeling like a mooch, but Zoe takes my hand and leads me to the elevator while Samuel and Jackson hang back. I look back over my shoulder at Samuel but he’s looking at Jackson, frowning at him. I figure Jackson must be the one that teases him the most. I pout at not catching his eye, but I guess we’ll see each other plenty on the trip back. It’s nearly a ten-hour drive, after all.

Zoe’s chatting with me incessantly and I’m barely listening, so I shake my head and focus on her.

“I’m sorry, I kind of blacked out, will you repeat that?” I ask her, and she laughs.

“It’s a lot, right? The rockstar thing, I mean,” she says. “Gemma has been in it so long she seems to be comfortable, but I’m a little new to it myself.”

I nod, feeling relieved that she seems to understand. “It all feels like a dream.”

“Exactly. Feels like you’re going to wake up any minute, right?”

Zoe gets me. I like her and Gemma both, and I’m glad there are some women along for the ride home. I just met Samuel, after all, and it might be awkward being on a tour bus with a bunch of guys I don’t know.

“I’ve been a fan for a while now,” I admit.

Zoe’s blue eyes twinkle. “A Spades groupie, huh?”

I blush. “I guess so.”

“We see a lot of those,” she drawls. “But you seem… different. Maybe you’ll stick around after we get home. The rockstar lifestyle isn’t for everyone.”

“We’ll see,” I say mysteriously, not wanting to give away that I want to stick around as long as possible. I don’t want to give away that even though I’ve only known him personally one night, I might be falling in love with Samuel Hansen.

Damn my heart, how easily I develop crushes. I was gone from the very moment I looked into those big brown eyes in person after watching him on a screen for a year.

Zoe leads me to her room and it’s neat but with a lot of luggage. She hums and goes to a smaller suitcase, rifling through it before bringing out a pair of leggings and a cute pink top with flouncy sleeves.

“This will still be a little big on you. You’re so tiny, but it should fit better,” she says, and I nod, looking at her for a moment. She laughs a little and turns around, letting me get dressed.

“Sorry, I’m so used to doing this with Gemma and we’ve been best friends most of our lives,” she says.

I smile. “That’s wonderful. I have one of those,” I tell her.

“All girls should have one,” Zoe says. “Does yours have a brother?” she jokes, and I realize that Zoe married her best friend’s brother.

I laugh out loud, finishing dressing. The clothes fit pretty well, so I don’t have to worry about Samuel’s big T-shirt falling off my shoulder or the basketball shorts falling down anymore.

She takes Samuel’s clothes from me, turning around.

“She’s an only child,” I tell her.

“Good,” Zoe says. “It’s a little drama-filled to date your bestie’s brother.”

I smile and help her with some of the luggage, leaving the room and going back to the elevator. “You seem happy, though,” I tell her, admiring her bright blue hair and wondering which hairstylist she used in New Mexico.

I went to beauty school myself, and there was supposed to be a chair for me at a popular salon called The Cut, but by the time I got moved in, someone had taken it out from under me. My true dream is to do makeup and hair freelance, of course, but I haven’t gotten to that part in my career, yet.

“Happier than I’ve ever been,” Zoe says, smiling and noticing that I’m staring at her hair. “I do it myself,” she adds, as if she knows what I’m thinking.

“Wow,” I marvel. “I’m a hair and makeup stylist, and I know how hard that bright color is to keep up. I’m impressed.”

Zoe’s blue eyes widen. “Really? I’m good at fashion but kind of a mess when it comes to doing other people’s hair and makeup. I've been looking for someone to help us out with styling the guys’ hair and maybe doing some powder and eyeliner so that they look good under those spotlights.”

I nearly gasp in excitement. I can’t believe that I’ve met my idol, lost my virginity to him, and possibly have been offered my dream job in the span of about twelve hours. I definitely am dreaming. I’m going to pinch myself when I’m alone.

I swallow, trying not to seem too eager as we reach the lobby. “I’d love to be considered,” I say quietly.

Zoe looks at me with a discerning eye. “Email me your resume when we get back home,” she says, and I nod eagerly.

This is the best weekend of my life, by far. I don’t think anything can ruin it.
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“Tell me all about it,” Jackson insists the second the elevator doors close with the girls inside it.

I roll my eyes. “Why, so you can live vicariously through me since you’re an old married man?”

“I’ll have you know I’m a happily married old man,” Jackson says, sounding offended, and I can’t help but smile, shaking my head, as he continues, “You just haven’t seemed this into a girl in a long time. Not since Theresa.”

Theresa Santos had been Harley and Axel’s realtor, the one who helped them buy their duplex, and we’d been drawn to each other right away. It turned out that it was just because our personalities meshed and we had a similar dry sense of humor, and the romance part had just fizzled out almost immediately.

I’d been excited about the fact that I was in a relationship, though, and I’d really liked her, so when we called it quits, I was upset for a couple of months, and Jackson had been worried about me. He hadn’t handled breakups well in his youth, and I guess he worried about me being the same way. I’d perked up, though, in the last weeks of the tour, and I kept in touch with Theresa.

I shrug. “I don’t know her that well,” I say, downplaying how much I already like Brooklyn. “She just needed help, that’s all.”

Jackson grins at me. “You gave her more than help last night, don’t lie,” he teases.

I blush. “I don’t kiss and tell,” I say, and Jackson sighs.

“Fine, be a gentleman or whatever. Just don’t get in too deep until you get to know her,” he warns, and I grunt in response as I wheel my luggage out, sticking Brooklyn’s clothes in my bag.

When we make it to the lobby, Zoe and Brooklyn come down right after us, and Gemma and Locke must already be on the bus. Axel and Harley left early, wanting some extra time because traveling with a baby is a little more difficult than traveling with a group.

The tour bus is going to be a little more crowded with Brooklyn on it, but she’s so small she won’t take up much space. No one seems to mind that we have a stow-away, and I'm grateful that they understand.

Even if I didn’t like Brooklyn so much, I would never be able to turn down someone in distress like that.

“We’ll stop a few towns over and I can get you a new phone and some clothes,” I whisper to Brooklyn as she walks up.

She shakes her head. “You don’t have to do that. I’ve got my purse and my credit cards.”

I huff out a breath. “Let me help you out, you’ve had a rough couple of days.”

Brooklyn looks up at me. “Actually, last night was wonderful, in the end,” she says quietly, and the breath goes out of me as she looks up at me. I can see now, in the daylight, that her eyes are more gray than blue, honey gold flecks around her pupils, and they’re even more beautiful than I thought.

My heart clenches in my chest and I look away, not wanting to seem too eager. “It was,” I reply, not knowing what else to say and not wanting Jackson to tease me any further. I know he means well, but it can get annoying.

Brooklyn follows Zoe outside and gets on the tour bus and I hang back, calling Theresa to check in with her.

“Finally, you jerk, I was getting worried,” she answers.

I sigh. “It was kind of a wild night,” I admit. “Lots of people.”

“Did you get stage fright again?” she asks, and I can hear the smile in her voice.

“That was one time, and no, I didn’t,” I argue. “I met a girl.”

Theresa gasps. I’m a little worried at first that she’ll feel weird about it or jealous, but she’s told me that she’s back on Tinder and back out there and it didn’t sting too much, so I’m hoping she’ll take it well.

“Finally!” she says, and I groan.

“I have enough of Jackson making fun of me,” I say flatly, and Theresa giggles.

“I’m not making fun of you, Sam, promise. I’m happy for you. Is she a Spades groupie or whatever?”

Theresa didn’t care much for rock music, and I have to admit that’s one of the reasons we didn’t work out. She didn’t keep up with my music or go to any concerts. She’d grown up in a classical music household, and she just had her favorite genre and I had mine.

“Kind of,” I admit. “But she’s really nice.” I lower my voice, not wanting anyone to hear me. I don’t know how Brooklyn feels about continuing to see each other after all this, and I don’t want her to think I’m too eager.

“Be careful with those,” Theresa warns. “You don’t want her to just want you because you’re some big time famous rockstar now.”

“I don’t think she’s like that,” I say, but now that I think about it, how do I really know? I frown. Theresa has given me something else to worry about and that’s not good. I’m more of an overthinker than any of the other Spades and it doesn’t do me any favors.

“Well, check in when you get home, okay? I worry about all that traveling you do,” she says, and I smile.

It’s nice to have a friend to care about you, even if Theresa is a little overprotective.

“I will, promise.”

We hang up and I feel both better and worse, somehow, checking in with her. I’m glad that she doesn’t seem jealous or hurt by me meeting someone else, but her comment about Brooklyn only wanting me because I’m now kind of famous really got to me.

When I board the bus, Locke’s driving and Gemma’s grabbed the back cot, as usual, spread across it like she owns that spot. Jackson and Zoe are cuddled up, playing some kind of card game on the table on the side, and Brooklyn’s sitting alone on the other side. She gives me a smile and I sit across from her on the other side of Zoe and Jackson.

Brooklyn’s smile fades just a little and she leans forward. “Is everything okay?” she asks, and I nod.

“Five by five,” I say, channeling Axel and his notorious saying. He only uses it when things are absolutely not five by five, and I guess I picked it up over the years.

Brooklyn doesn’t frown, her face is blank, but she sits back and closes her eyes and I wonder briefly if she’s a little hungover.

I hadn’t drank much the night before, just a few beers, but she probably had been drinking before we met. I shouldn’t worry so much about her feelings and thoughts already, but I can’t help myself. I already like her so much.

Gemma always told me that I care way too much, too quickly, just like Jackson, but where he wears his heart on his sleeve, I’m more reserved. It’s hard for me to open up to new people and I’m pretty shy around women particularly. I’ve never had my heart broken, but I’d seen Locke and Jackson and Axel all go through it at different times, and it seems awful. I don’t want to put my heart out there if it’s just going to get broken.

Is Brooklyn only interested in me because I’m a Spade? She doesn’t know too much about me, otherwise, I guess, but I really want her to think of me as someone she can date and not just hookup with.

It’s way too early for me to ask her about it, though, so I’ll do what I always do–sit back and observe. I people-watch a lot, feel things out so that I can understand the situation before I act. Brooklyn says she’s one of those people who never looks before they leap, and I’m the opposite. I look way too much before I leap. I need to know it’s safe.

Is Brooklyn safe to take the leap with?
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Somehow, I sleep for about three hours sitting up on the tour bus. I guess I’m more tired from the traveling I did yesterday, and the drinking last night, than I thought. Plus, having my first time last night must have worn me out.

I look over at Samuel when I wake up and he’s dozing off, too, his head cocked to one side. His long limbs are spread out on two seats and it looks uncomfortable. I was disappointed when he didn’t sit next to me, but he’s a tall, lanky guy and maybe he just wanted more room.

I hope it’s that because I really like him and I hope we can continue to at least be friends, though I wouldn’t mind more. But what if he doesn’t like me? What if I was terrible in bed? It’s not like I have any experience to draw from.

“Hey, sleepyhead,” Zoe says, and there’s loud snoring from the back. I’m shocked that it’s Gemma instead of Locke, although they’re both clearly asleep, cuddled up on the small bed in the back.

Jackson’s driving now, and I don’t know when that happened, but he’s driving a lot faster than Locke had and the tour bus feels a lot bumpier going over the bad roads in whatever state we are in now.

“Hey,” I say, wiping at my eyes, and I start to stand up to go to the bathroom in the back of the bus, but as soon as I stand, there’s a sound like a gunshot and the tour bus goes sideways so fast that I fall into Samuel’s lap.

Samuel wakes, his arms going around me protectively, his brown eyes wide.

Jackson yells and steers the tour bus to the side of the road.

“Goddamnit,” he mutters. “Must have popped a tire. These shitty roads.”

Locke and Gemma are up now, too, Locke standing and heading toward the door to check on the tire, presumably, also cursing.

I’m not surprised that these rockstars curse like sailors, but I’m a little worried about the tire. I hope it’s not something so bad that it hurt the rim and we can’t get back home.

Samuel squeezes me as if he knows I’m feeling anxious. “It’s okay. Happened to us once before. We just have to call AAA and they’ll come out and replace it for us.”

Gemma’s already on the phone and I stand up and go to the bathroom, taking a deep breath and using the tiny sink to splash water on my face. There’s a little plastic mirror in there and I frown, wishing I’d put on my makeup before I’d left the hotel. Was this why Samuel didn’t sit next to me?

I usually wear natural makeup, anyway, but last night I’d had some dark eyeliner and blush on to stand out in the crowd. I guess it had done its job, because the eyeliner still looks pretty good and the blush is a little smeared and my lipstick’s all gone, but it doesn’t look bad.

Especially given all the kissing that Samuel and I had done last night. I blush a little, remembering it, and it makes heat pool in my lower stomach. I have to convince him that this isn’t just a one-time thing. I can’t imagine never seeing him again in person after we get home.

I can email Zoe my resume as soon as I get a new phone, and hopefully, that will keep me on his radar for a really long time. I want to date him for real, not just be a one-time hookup on tour.

He’s the first guy in a long while I feel like I can trust, even though I don’t know him that well. Am I leaping before I look again? Is this a bad idea?

I sigh and head out of the bathroom after washing my hands and the bus is empty, everyone standing outside in the sun.

I head outside, too, standing quietly next to Samuel as Locke kicks at the popped tire, frustrated.

“That’s not going to help matters,” Gemma says dryly, and Locke looks up at her, smiling a little sheepishly.

“Sorry, little bit,” he says in a low voice. “Just ready to get home to Cain.”

Gemma squeezes his bicep comfortingly. “I know, baby. Me too.”

“I’ll call Elijah,” Zoe tells Jackson, and he nods.

“Facetime the sitter so I can see his face,” he pleads, and Zoe smiles. They walk off, presumably to call their son, and I look after the two couples.

They seem so happy, married with children, and I guess that’s pretty unusual for a group of rockstars. It’s a good thing my favorite has always been Samuel, because at least he is still unattached. The way the rest of them act, they are loyal to a fault to their wives. Not that I would try to test that loyalty either way. I’m not into married men. Marriage is a sacred thing and I’ll never knowingly be with a guy that is in a committed relationship. I’d never even so much as date an ex-boyfriend of one of my friends. That’s just against the rules. There are always left-over feelings after a relationship, and there’s no way that I would mess with that.

I lean against the tour bus and Samuel sighs, texting someone on his phone. I raise an eyebrow.

“Checking in with your parents?” I ask.

Samuel shakes his head. “Nah, my friend. She worries about us on this tour bus. Says we should fly instead, that driving is too dangerous.”

I frown. I don’t like the idea of him texting some girl, even though I technically have no claim on him. I can’t help being a little jealous, though.

“Just a friend?” I ask, and I instantly feel stupid. Samuel smirks at me.

“Why? You jealous?” he asks.

“A little!” I mumble, pouting and crossing my arms over my chest, and he laughs out loud, throwing a heavy arm around me.

“She’s my ex, but you don’t have to worry. There’s nothing romantic between us,” he says, but I don’t lose my frown.

An ex-girlfriend who’s still a close friend? Isn’t that a bit of a red flag? Samuel has been a big green flag so far, but this is a little worrisome.

Samuel pulls me even closer, kissing my temple. “Don’t worry, kid,” he says. “I like you best.”

Warmth rises in my chest and I suddenly feel better, even though those might just be pretty words to keep me happy on the trip. I was a little offended at first when he called me kid, but now I just think it’s cute. The only thing not cute about him is his friend who’s also an ex-girlfriend. Maybe I can get past it. I just hope there’s no lingering feelings there.

“What about you? Are you friends with any exes?” Samuel asks casually, looking down at me.

I raise an eyebrow. “Why, would you be jealous if I was?”

Samuel takes in a deep breath and then lets it out with a chuckle. “Yeah. Yeah, I would be,” he admits.

I grin. I don’t know why it makes me so happy to hear that, but it does. I kind of have a thing for possessive men, at least in theory, and it means that Samuel at least likes me enough to be jealous.

“So, do you?” he asks, putting his hands in the pockets of his sweats as if he’s nervous.

“Nah,” I say. “Just keeping you on your toes.”

Samuel groans. “You’re something else, kid.”

“Don’t you forget it,” I say brightly, and before I can flirt any further, I hear an ear-splitting scream from the other side of the bus.

I jump and follow Samuel as he goes running around to the other side of the tour bus, and Jackson is climbing up the side of the bus, staring down at the ground where there’s a snake under the bus.

Locke is standing far back from the little snake, too, and Jackson is still yelling although not as high-pitched as it was before.

“Snakes! I hate the fucking desert!” he cries, and it looks to be just a little green snake that isn’t venomous, so I can’t help but start laughing.

These two big guys terrified of a little snake and even Samuel gasps and steps back when the snake comes past him, going back into the desert. Zoe and Gemma laugh along with me but I’m about to fall over I’m laughing so hard, and Samuel looks over at me.

He has such a warm smile on his face that it warms my heart and sobers me a little, and I wipe at my eyes, which have been watering.

“So The Spades are not a fan of creepy-crawlies, despite Axel’s tats,” I say dryly, and Samuel snorts out a laugh.

“He’d be screaming louder than any of us,” he says, and Jackson slowly climbs down off the bus, looking sheepishly at Zoe, who is shaking her head at him.

“I was gonna get down and protect you,” he says, and that makes me laugh all over again.

Even with a popped tire, this trip with the Spades is going to be fun.
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AAA comes to change the tire in about an hour, and we’re all sweating from the desert sun by then. Jackson and Locke have taken off their shirts and Gemma has changed into a pair of shorts. Brooklyn just tied up her tank-top above her bellybutton, showing a tantalizing amount of tan skin.

As they work, we all stand at the front of the bus, waiting. Everyone’s coupled off and I’m glad that I have Brooklyn to couple off with, because usually I feel like a fifth or seventh wheel, depending on whether Axel and Harley are with us.

“So, what do you do for a living?” I ask Brooklyn, realizing that I haven’t asked her much about herself. It’s just been casual flirting, and I want her to know I want something more without actually saying it. It’s complicated. I have to put myself out there, but also protect myself from rejection. Maybe it’s a dumb way to do things, but it’s just how I always am.

Maybe that’s part of the reason Theresa and I didn’t work out. I didn’t put myself out there enough, and she didn’t either. I want to change that about myself, but it takes time.

Brooklyn shrugs. “I’m between jobs at the moment, but I’m a hairstylist and make-up artist,” she replies.

“We need one of those,” I say, and Brooklyn grins.

“Zoe told me this morning. I’m sending her my resume whenever I can get a new phone.”

“That means we’ll be working together,” I say calmly, trying not to let on how happy that makes me.

“It does,” she agrees casually, looking up at me from under her eyelashes. “Closely together.”

“Hmm.” I lean against her a little where she’s propped up against the front of the bus.

“Is that okay with you?” she asks quietly, and I look at her for a moment and then half-smile playfully.

“I guess,” I tease, and she hits my shoulder with the heel of her hand, grunting.

I laugh and kiss her, and I keep kissing her until Jackson yells, “Stop it with the hanky-panky, Sammy, we’re good to go!”

I sigh heavily and pull away from Brooklyn, who blushes a little and hurries to get back onto the bus. This time, I sit right next to her, my thigh against hers, and she leans her head on my shoulder.

I put my arm comfortably around her, and when Gemma walks by us to her usual spot in the back, she smiles and winks at me. I blush, glad that Brooklyn has her eyes closed and can’t see it. As much as I’m trying to take this easy and not overwhelm Brooklyn about wanting to date her, my friends and band mates are making it difficult.

But it’s good that Brooklyn gets along with everyone. Theresa had her issues with Axel due to being friends with Harley, and that had been a point of contention between us before Axel and Harley got remarried. Those two are a whirlwind but they’d been through a lot and found their way back to each other, so I figure all is forgiven on both sides.

Theresa hadn’t seen it that way, and at first, she was rude to Axel, which was a big problem for me. Brooklyn seems to like and get along with everyone just fine, especially since she was a fan before she met us.

I never thought that a Spades groupie would be someone I really wanted to date, but here I am. Brooklyn is everything I want in a girlfriend, really, at least so far, and I’m trying not to jump the gun. Looking before I leap, as it were.

Brooklyn snuggles against me as Locke takes up driving again, arguing with Jackson about it being his fault the tire popped, but it’s no big deal. We butt heads sometimes when we’re hot and hungry, and we’re both since we’ve been stranded in the desert for a couple of hours. Zoe and Gemma look at each other and roll their eyes, having a weird best friend telepathy that always amazes me.

Locke and Jackson are best friends too, even though they seem angry at each other right now.

“Is everything okay?” Brooklyn asks, noticing the change in energy on the bus, and I kiss the side of her face.

“Fine,” I tell her. “Those two just get hangry easily. They’ll be best friends again as soon as we get some calories down.”

“Good,” Brooklyn says. She yawns even though she’s been sleeping half the trip, and I shift so that she can put her head in my lap, stretching out across the seats.

“Take a nap,” I tell her. “I promise, no more popped tires.”

“Mkay,” she slurs, half asleep, and I put my hand in her long, dark hair, curling the strands around my fingers. She hums happily and her breathing goes even and deep.

She looks so pretty even with the wild day we’ve had and her cheeks flushed from the heat. I look away from her, not wanting to get in too deep. I have a feeling that my heart is on the line already, and I’m known for being careful.

At least, usually I am.

“You okay, Sammy?” Gemma asks quietly, looking over at me from the back.

I nod. “Fine,” I say, even though I’m not quite sure I am. As much as I liked Theresa, I was never in love with her. The reason I know that for sure now is my heart feels a lot different than it did when I first met Theresa. I’d been excited, sure, and happy enough, but this is different. I feel like I’m on the edge of some kind of cliff, almost falling over, and it’s a little scary.

“I like her,” Gemma says just as quietly so as not to wake her.

“I do, too,” I say softly, looking down at Brooklyn as I continue to play with her hair.

“Be careful, Sammy,” Gemma warns, and I look up at her frowning.

“I’m always careful,” I tell her. I know that she means well, but sometimes, Gemma, even though she’s younger than me, acts like an older sister. She takes care of all of us, for sure, and she’s been our manager ever since she was very young. She’s a wonderful manager, but sometimes I want to tell her to let me take my own risks.

Not that I take that many of them. At least, not until now.

I take in a deep breath, trying to stop the fear I’m feeling.

Is this what falling in love feels like? Can it happen so quickly?

I guess I’m going to find out.
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I run into a department store in the next town, scampering down the aisle to find a phone that I can use at least temporarily until I do an insurance claim with my phone company. I end up getting a burner phone and feeling like some kind of criminal as I exit the store, but I know my best friend’s number by heart and I call her immediately, knowing she’ll be worried.

“Hello?” she asks suspiciously, not recognizing the number.

“Robin, listen—” I start, and she instantly recognizes my voice.

“Where the hell have you been?” she cries. “I’ve been worried sick about you!”

“I know, I know, I’m sorry,” I say quickly. “I had kind of a wild night,” I admit.

“What did you do, Sparrow?” she asks me dryly, using the nickname that she’d created for me in our childhood when we lived side-by-side in Michigan and used to communicate via walkie-talkies.

I close my eyes and sigh. “I didn’t do anything. Just drank too much,” I lied, not wanting a lecture. Robin is a bit older than me and she’s always been like a big sister to me. Especially since she’s very down-to-earth and put together and I’m, well… not.

She lets out a sigh of relief. “I’m just glad you’re okay. Don’t scare me like that. Whose number is this, anyway?” She gasps. “Did you meet a guy?”

“Yes, but this is just a temporary phone. I, uh, dropped mine.”

“Sparrow,” she says in an exasperated tone and I can’t help but laugh.

“I know, I know. I’ll get a new one when I get home.”

Robin pauses. “Get home from where?”

“Just, um, a little out of town,” I say vaguely.

“I’m gonna get this out of you when you get home, you know that, right?”

I wince. ”Yeah, yeah, I know.”

“Honestly, I envy your ability to get into wacky situations all the time,” she admits. “I can never take risks like that; I’m too anxious.”

“It’s not always the best thing,” I mutter, thinking of how anxious I’d been when I’d been ditched the night before.

“So, what about the guy?” she asks. “Is he nice?”

“I did it, Robin. I lost my virginity to him,” I whisper, not wanting anyone to hear me. Everyone is either in the store or on the tour bus and I’m standing out in the parking lot, but still. This isn’t how I want Samuel to find out he was my first.

“Holy shit!” Robin cries and I hold the phone away from my ear as she yelps, smiling. “Congrats! Was it good?”

“Amazing,” I admit.

“Now I really am jealous,” she mumbles. “My first time was in the bed of a pickup truck when I was sixteen and it was certainly not amazing.”

I giggle. “Sometimes I get lucky,” I say. “All the risks I take, I guess.”

“Rub it in, why don’t you,” she grumbles. “I’ve been on three Tinder dates with this guy and still haven’t gotten any.”

“You will,” I say confidently. I know she is pretty recently out of a breakup with someone she’s been really close-mouthed about. He’s some big-time guy, probably a CEO or something, knowing Robin, and I wonder if she had to sign a non-disclosure agreement or something. She tended to date guys who were well-established, and in her line of work in realty, there were a lot of rich and powerful men.

She’d gotten over it pretty quickly, though, so it must not have been too bad of a breakup.

“Thanks,” she says. “Let’s go out for mimosas and brunch when you get back, yeah?”

“Absolutely. Talk to you later, Robin.”

“See you, little Sparrow,” she says warmly, and I hang up feeling better about my big risk. Robin and I couldn’t be more different as people, but we kind of balance each other. She grounds me, and I help her have a little fun.

I hang up and head back toward the bus. Samuel’s standing outside, frowning until he sees me and a smile spreads across his handsome face. He’s so traditionally attractive, with his strong jaw and wide brown eyes, that I can barely believe he’s real. I guess I always thought there were filters on all the social media videos I’ve seen, but apparently not. He’s just that hot. Won the genetic lottery, I guess.

As for me, I’m kind of plain with my small features, blue eyes, and brown hair. I’ve experimented with different colors like blonde and red, and even one summer, hot pink, but I always feel the most comfortable with my natural dark brown. I’ve let it grow out a lot this year, just doing my own trimming and layering, and I’m happy enough with my looks, at least when I can make myself up pretty nice. I keep my nails done and my hair and makeup nice, because I like those things but also because I need all the help I can get when it comes to my looks.

Not like Robin. She’s one of those striking, classic beauties with nice, strong features. I’ve always been the plain one compared to her, so it’s kind of nice that I’ve met this super-hot guy who seems to be into me. She has had a lot more luck with men than I have, but I really hope my luck has changed.

“Thought you might have ditched me,” Samuel admits, putting his hands on my hips as I get closer.

I frown. “I wouldn’t do that.”

Samuel tilts his head. “You never know about people.”

I lean up on my tiptoes and kiss his chin. “Gotta take the leap, Sammy,” I tell him, and he blushes slightly. I love the way I can make him blush. It’s quickly becoming my favorite thing to do.

“I’ll try,” he says quietly, and I’m not quite sure what that means but I’ll take it as a good thing. I press my forehead against his chest and take in a breath, feeling a little less overwhelmed now that I’ve talked to my best friend.

“Ready to go home?” I ask him.

“Now that you’re here, yeah,” he says softly, and kisses the top of my head.

Jeez. He always knows all the right things to say. That bothers me just a little. My ex Greg was like that, too. He always knew how to charm me and melt me with his words. Samuel seems like the sweetest guy, but I need to remember that so did Greg. Samuel’s right. You never know about people.

The thing about me is that I take risks. I jump in headfirst with both feet, go all in. That’s who I am, and this is no different. Even if I’m afraid, I feel like I’ll regret what I don’t do more than what I do in life.

My mom taught me that. She pursued my father like a hound dog by her own admission, and got him to finally go on a date with her–and here I am. They’ve been happily married for thirty years, and I don’t want to miss out on a love like that.

Even if it’s terrifying and my heart is already racing in my chest. I can’t help but believe in love at first sight, and it feels like I’ve found it.
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I doze off a little at the very end and don’t wake up until Gemma honks the horn to wake everyone like she always does when she does the end of the trip. I startle awake and Brooklyn sits straight up, yelping at the sound.

Zoe laughs at her and I can’t help but laugh too.

“It’s not the cops or anything,” I tease. “You got something to hide, kid?”

Brooklyn chuckles and wipes at her eyes. “No, but this bus has a loud horn. It was a rude awakening.”

“We’re finally home,” I say quietly, hoping that she’ll let me drive her to her place and not just schedule herself an Uber.

“Will you give me a ride to my apartment?” she asks, and I grin, relieved. It’s like she read my mind.

“Nah,” I say playfully, and she narrows her eyes at me and bites at my chest.

I love how affectionate she is. It makes me feel warm inside, and it’s definitely something Theresa and I didn’t have. She wasn’t much of a hugger or cuddler, and that was just her personality, but I missed that. I’d kind of grown up around the Spades who were all a close-knit, touchy-feely bunch, even Locke who’s a bit more reserved would put his arm around me or hug me goodbye.

My parents are always affectionate with each other, too, so I guess I just assumed that a partner of mine would be the same way.

The more I’m around Brooklyn, the more I like her, and I’m getting steadily more afraid but trying to get out of my comfort zone. I just hope she doesn’t ghost me when she gets home. After all, she doesn’t even have a permanent phone.

I wave goodbye to everyone for the moment, since we still have our last show in Albuquerque tomorrow night, I’ll see them again very soon. I lead Brooklyn to my car, and open the door for her. She slides inside with a smile and I lean in, buckling her seatbelt.

Her eyes widen just a bit as I do so and my nose brushes against hers as I pull away. She darts forward to catch my mouth with hers, and kisses me so deeply that I can’t help but moan into our kiss.

“Enough of that,” I say huskily, “or we’ll never make it home.”

Brooklyn grins and puts her hands in her lap. “I’ll be good.”

I shake my head, chuckling, and close her door, getting into the driver’s side and looking over at her. “Where to?”

Brooklyn gives me directions and she only lives about twenty minutes away from my place in an apartment complex–a gated community that’s pretty nice. It’s close to the area where my parents live.

“This place is nice,” I comment, and Brooklyn smiles.

“Yeah, don’t get too excited. I can’t afford it,” she deadpans, and I’m surprised into a laugh.

She’s funny in a way that’s a little undercover, and I really like that about her. Hell, I like everything about her, and I’m falling more and more every hour. This could be bad.

I try to breathe deeply and not worry too much, at least while she’s here with me. I can freak out later at home about how I’ve possibly met the perfect girl.

“My parents are covering my rent until I get a new job,” she says. “I’m lucky to have them.”

I nod. “My parents helped me out a lot when I first joined The Spades,” I tell her. “I give back now since they helped me get to where I am.”

“It’s lovely to have parents who support you, especially with something as risky as music,” she says as she directs me to her apartment.

I park and she bites her lip, looking down at her hands.

“Brooklyn?” I call, and she looks over at me. “Can I come inside for a cup of tea?”

“I only have coffee,” she says, her voice almost panicked, and I smile.

“Coffee’s good, too,” I tell her, although I’ve been drinking energy drinks all day and I’m probably too caffeinated.

I just want to spend more time with her, just want to get her number and talk with her some more. If anything else happens, well, I’ll be more than fine with that too, but really I just want to get to know her better.
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As it turns out, we don’t make it to coffee. She’s in the kitchen making a pot when I come in, leaning against the doorjamb.

“Cream or sugar?” she asks, and I’m looking at how her ass looks in those leggings. Even though she’s small, she has a little bubble butt and I can’t help but stare.

“Neither,” I say, and she turns, wrinkling her nose before she sees my face and her expression changes.

“It’s too bitter like that,” she says.

“I know,” I say. “I usually take both, but right now, I think I want something other than coffee.”

“Told you, I don’t have any tea,” she says, but her tone is playful as she leans against the counter.

I eye the little breakfast table she has in the dining room through the open kitchen and decide it’s just the right height.

I pick her up easily and she squeaks but doesn’t protest, instantly wrapping her arms around my neck. I place her down on the table and she raises an eyebrow.

“Oh, you’re bold,” she says.

“Only when I know what I want,” I respond, tugging off her leggings and placing them on the chair.

Brooklyn looks down at me as I get down on my knees, spreading her thighs with my hands.

“Samuel?”

I tear my eyes away from her sex and look up into her eyes. “Hmm?’

“I need to tell you something.”

I sit back on my knees, my shoulders slumping a little. “You have a boyfriend?” I knew this was too good to be truth.

Brooklyn blinks. “Oh, God, no, nothing like that.”

I take in a big sigh of relief. “Fuck, thank God,” I mumble, and I’m not sure if she hears me clearly, but that’s good. I don’t want her to know how my heart seized in my chest when she said she had to tell me something and my mind instantly went to the worst.

“I, um…well, last night was kind of my first time,” she says, and I’m absolutely floored, staring up at her with my mouth open.

“What?”

Brooklyn winces. “Yeah, I mean, I’ve done… stuff, but I’ve never gone all the way and I just wanted to tell you because I’m a little sore and maybe I can’t, like, go all the way again today but I can definitely do some things—”

She’s babbling and I laugh and cut her off, putting my finger over her lips.

“It’s okay, kid. I understand.” I’m actually ecstatic, because that means I don’t have to worry about an ex-boyfriend or some asshole she used to sleep with. It’s pretty rare to meet a girl who doesn’t have any exes, and I can’t help but think it just makes her more perfect that she can be all mine. “Thank you for telling me and for the privilege. It’s really humbling. And don’t worry, I’ll be gentle,” I assure her, leaning forward and jerking her to the edge of the table, at exactly the right height to press my face against her.

She gasps and puts her hand in my hair, threading her fingers through the strands, and I moan against her, loving the musky way she tastes.

I lap at her entrance, nosing against her clit before I latch my lips around it and she mewls out a moan that’s almost like a whimper, rocking her hips against my face.

I don’t slide a finger in like I usually would since she’s told me that she’s sore. I just focus on licking and sucking at her clit, knowing that she likes it by the way her thighs are trembling, the way her fingers tighten in my hair. She’s putty beneath my mouth, and I can’t help but smirk at how close she is after just a few moments. I wonder if no one has ever done this to her, either, and I hope that’s the case.

There’s something about knowing that you’re the first. I’ve never been with a virgin, but it’s a real ego boost, I have to admit.

“You taste like heaven,” I mumble against her, and she groans.

“You weren’t lying when you said you had tricks,” she gasps. “Oh, Sam, I’m coming, please don’t stop.”

I suck harder on her clit, loving the way she’s soaking my chin with her juices, and slide my hands under her thighs to bring her closer, pressing my face against her pussy.

I know when she comes because she tells me, calling out my name again and again and bucking her hips against my face.

I keep lapping at her until she starts to whine and then I pull away, grinning up at her and wiping the bottom of my face.

“Jesus,” she moans, her blue eyes wide.

“My name’s Samuel, remember?” I tease her in a low tone, and she groans and puts her hands on my shoulder.

“Can I return the favor?” she asks. “I mean, when my legs start working again.”

I raise an eyebrow at her. “Is there any world in which you thought I’d say no to that?” I asked, standing and gesturing down at my erection in my sweats.

Brooklyn grins. “I’m glad I affect you so much.”

“Like no one else,” I say honestly, and she blinks at me.

“You really have a silver tongue,” she says, almost sounding suspicious.

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Not exactly,” she says mysteriously, and then hops off the table, swaying just slightly. I steady her with a hand on her hip and she takes my hand, leading me to her bedroom. “Lie down,” she tells me.

“Bossy,” I tease, but I don’t mind at all, crawling onto the bed and resting my shoulders against the headboard.

When she climbs across the bed like a panther and looks up at me after she tugs down my sweats and puts me into her mouth, it’s easy to think she’s perfect all over again.


10

BROOKLYN




So, I’ve never given a blowjob before and I don’t know if I’m any good at it, but Samuel’s making all kinds of noises as I lower my mouth down around him. He’s big, definitely bigger than my ex, Greg, longer and wider, because although I’d never had sex with Greg I’d felt it pressing against me while we made out.

The corners of my mouth ache slightly for a moment and my gag reflex is triggered but that doesn’t seem to bother him. In fact, he lets out a low growling moan when I gag around him and puts his hand in my hair. He doesn’t push, just has a loose hold on my hair to help me bob up and down and it isn’t uncomfortable.

I can’t believe this is even happening, that he asked to come inside when he drove me home. I was worried that he’d just leave and ghost me, but it seems that he’s interested, at least in this part of things, and that’s something.

It’s kind of embarrassing, but even if Samuel is only interested in sex, I think I’ll stick around because I’ve never had this kind of attraction to someone. Greg was good-looking and everything, but I never felt this kind of spark with him the way I do with Samuel.

He’s also given me the best orgasms of my life, so I don’t want to lose that. Not yet, anyway. Really, I would love to really date him, but I’d be content with just hooking up.

Maybe.

Or maybe we start off like this and he can grow to love me.

Like always, I’m leaping before I look, but oh well. It’s gotten me this far.

I start to bob my head slow at first and then faster. I can’t get him all the way into my throat so I put my hand around his base, choking a bit at first and my eyes watering, but getting used to it quickly. I feel heat between my legs at how heavy he feels in my mouth, how he’s moaning out my name.

I never thought doing this would make me so aroused, but here I am.

“Oh, fuck, I’m close,” Samuel warns and I grip him with my hand harder, move my mouth faster, saliva dripping from my mouth. I usually would be a little embarrassed but I can tell he loves it by the way he’s breathing hard, cursing with every breath.

I’ve always been worried that semen would taste bad, but when Samuel spills in my mouth it’s a neutral taste, just a little salty, and I manage to swallow it down without any trouble, looking up at him with wide eyes.

“Jesus, kid,” he gasps, and I grin.

“My name’s Brooklyn, remember?” I tease him, repeating his words back to him and he laughs and grabs me around the waist, pulling me into his lap.

I have pink and white pillows and sheets, and I probably should be ashamed of how girly my room is, but I’m not. Samuel makes me feel comfortable with myself, and even though I’ve always been pretty confident in my personality, he makes me feel confident in my looks, too. I’ve always thought I was too plain, too skinny, but Samuel makes me feel like every inch of me is perfect.

I wish I could bottle this feeling and keep it in case he ends up leaving me for his ex who’s also his friend. I want to ask about it, ask about her, if she lives near here or how often they meet, but we’ve only met last night and I’m also exhausted. I slept plenty on the bus but it’s different sleeping on a bus than it is in your bed and it’s been a wild couple of days.

Samuel yawns and I brush my nose against his before kissing him softly.

“You tired?” I ask.

He licks his lips. “A little,” he admits. “But if you want me to get out of here—”

We had left the hotel around ten, and with the stops we made, it’d almost taken us ten hours to get home, so the sun is setting and it’s pretty early to go to bed, but since we’re both tired and he’s here…

“Don’t you dare,” I tell him, grabbing his arm when he starts to get up. “I require cuddles after sex, you should remember that about me.”

Samuel chuckles and slides down on the bed, getting comfortable. “I’ll try not to forget.”

I frown. “Why, you got a lot of girls to remember?”

“Jealous?” he accuses, but he’s grinning.

“I’m territorial, what can I say?” I huff, and he pulls me closer and I lie my head against his chest.

“Me, too,” he admits. “The fact that you were a virgin before we met makes me oddly happy.”

I hum. “Because you’re the first?”

Samuel grins. “Hell, yeah, because I’m the first. Don’t have to worry about any crazy ex-boyfriends.”

I huff out a breath. “I’ve had boyfriends.”

Samuel raises a well-groomed eyebrow. “Really?”

“Well… boyfriend. Singular,” I admit.

He frowns just slightly. “But you didn’t sleep with him?”

I shake my head. “I didn’t have sex with him, no. I mean, we did… stuff—” I start and Samuel shakes his head, holding up a hand to stop me.

“You don’t have to tell me,” he says quickly, clearing his throat.

I grin. “Why not? You jealous?”

“Told you I was,” he pouts, and I can’t stop myself from cupping his face in my hands and kissing him softly.

He hums into my mouth and I think that this might be the perfect dream I’m having.
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When I wake up, Samuel’s snoring, and not cute or quietly, either. He’s snoring like a bear and I giggle, watching him and finally pushing at him to wake him up a little. He snorts awake but rolls over and goes right back to sleep, and that’s when I realize what woke me up. It wasn’t Samuel’s snoring, but my phone buzzing to life on the nightstand.

It’s an unknown number on a brand new phone, so I answer it with a frown on my face.

“Loved your resume. When can you start?” Zoe asked, and I let out a little squeak of surprise.

Zoe is the only person other than my best friend, Robin, who has my new number. I didn’t think she would call so soon, since I’d only emailed her my resume a few hours ago.

“Uh, I can start anytime,” I say. “I’m pretty wide open.”

“Can you start tonight?” she asks, and I gulp, looking around at my messy room with boxes everywhere.

“Sure. Can I bring my own kit?” I ask.

“Of course.”

“Then, absolutely!”

“Good. We’ll talk about a salary when you get here, but I’ll pay you four grand for the night in cash, if that works for you.”

“Four thousand… dollars?” I haven’t seen that much money since my father gave me enough to pay my beauty school tuition last year.

“Is that not enough?” Zoe asks, sounding concerned. “I’m sorry; I’m kind of new to the hiring thing, Gemma said she trusts me to do it. I just thought a grand per member would be okay but it is short notice, how about fifteen hundred per member?”

I choke and cough, excusing myself and clearing my throat. “That sounds fine. Thank you.”

Zoe gives me an address and tells me to be there at eight because Jack and the Spades go on stage at ten, and I hang up, staring with my mouth open, unable to believe what just happened.

“You okay?” Samuel murmurs, finally waking up a little but his brown eyes are still half-lidded and glassy with sleep.

“I, um, got the job,” I say in awe, and Samuel’s eyes clear a little bit as he grins.

“Great job, kid!” he cheers. “I’m glad I’ll get to see more of you.”

I frown. “What, you were going to fuck and run if I didn’t get the job?”

Samuel groans. “Don’t put words in my mouth.”

I sigh. “Sorry. I guess I just have had bad experiences.”

“The ex-boyfriend?” he asks.

I nod. “Yeah, he cheated on me and then ghosted me,” I confess.

Samuel makes a sympathetic noise in the back of his throat. “Fuck, I hate cheaters.”

“Me too,” I say quickly, and look at him out of the corner of my eye. “Have you ever cheated on anyone?”

“God, no!” he says, looking slightly offended. “My ex and I just didn’t work out. Had nothing to do with cheating, on either side.”

I bite my lip, not really liking the idea of that. On one hand, I guess I’m glad that he didn’t get cheated on or cheated on someone. It makes him have less baggage and be a better guy. But if he’s still close friends with his ex—

“Do you still have feelings for her?” I ask, unable to stop myself. I have to know. I’m getting more attached by the minute and if he has feelings for her, I need to let him go now, before I fall so hard that it’ll break me.

Of course I know that by asking, I’m giving myself away, but I’ve always been the type to jump in, wear my heart on my sleeve, and I guess it doesn’t matter that I’ve only just met Samuel. I know that I want him, and I need to know if he wants me too.

Samuel hesitates and my heart drops to my toes.

“I still care about her,” he says finally. “But I don’t think it was ever love.”

I tilt my head. “Would you say you’ve never been in love?”

Samuel looks away. “I, um… I don’t know,” he says softly. “I think love is one of those things that’s really personal.”

“You were just inside me. Can’t get more personal than that,” I comment, and he barks out a laugh.

“I guess you’re right. I just never thought about sex as personal, you know? It’s just something that’s happened to me, mostly because I’m a rockstar and there are always girls—”

He looks at me, sees me frowning and closes his mouth. “Am I putting my foot in my mouth?” he asks.

“Not exactly,” I say wryly. “But I think I know what you mean. It becomes impersonal, after a while.”

Samuel nods, his brown eyes widening. “Yeah, exactly. Funny that you understand that even though you’re not experienced.”

“Being a virgin isn’t the same as being inexperienced,” I say, and Samuel makes a face between a frown and a snarl.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I tease, but when he keeps frowning, I kiss his nose. “I was only teasing. I just mean I’ve been on several first dates, and even that gets impersonal after a while. I can imagine that sex for a rockstar gets the same way.”

Samuel pauses. “I didn’t mean that it wasn’t personal with… you,” he says slowly.

I smile. “Good to know.”

He really is putting his foot in his mouth, but I can tell that he knows it, there’s a blush spreading across his cheeks and it’s cute. He doesn’t seem like one of those guys that ghosts girls after hooking up with them once, and now we’ll be working together, so he can’t exactly ignore me.

Samuel seems pretty perfect, except…

One of his best friends is his ex-girlfriend, and it didn’t end badly. Doesn’t that mean there’s still feelings there? Should I be worried? Am I taking all of this too fast?

There’s only one thing I can do: call my best friend. I need advice.
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I’ve never been in this situation before. I’ve never met a girl and wanted more this quickly, and I have no idea how to voice it.

It sounds stupid, right? Love at first sight? Instant attraction to a personality and someone’s looks like this? It’s not a thing, is it? Am I losing my mind? I’ve certainly lost all of my edge, if I ever had any, because I can’t bring myself to get up out of Brooklyn Green’s bed, and I barely even know her.

Can you be in love with someone if you don’t know them? It makes my heart race, makes my throat feel tight, to even think about how I actually feel. I’ve been acting without thinking much, ever since I met Brooklyn. She’s rubbing off on me, I guess. But now I’ve finally got time to think about it, and it’s driving me crazy.

“I’ll see you in a couple hours?” she asks hesitantly, as if I’m going to tell her I don’t want to see her.

“Of course,” I say, but what I really want to say is, “Do you feel the same way I do? Are we moving too fast or not fast enough? I already want to be with you all the time and it’s kind of freaking me out.”

People don’t say things like that, though. They just think them, and when it’s time, they ask about where the relationship is going. We’ve known each other a whole thirty-six hours. It’s not time to ask what we are or where we’re going. Even Theresa and I didn’t move that fast.

Theresa. Maybe she could give me some advice. I’m not ready to face the guys yet, anyway, and I’ve got a few hours before I have to be at rehearsal. I’ll go by and see her, and tell her what happened.

Brooklyn’s looking up at me with the slightest pout on her face and I want to kiss her and toss her back in bed, stay there until rehearsal, but that’s not smart. That’s not good. I need some time away from her in order to figure out what I feel and what I want, and it’s Theresa who will help me do that. Sure, the guys know me better than anyone, but they don’t know me in a relationship. Theresa knows what I did wrong and what I did right, and she can help me through this.

Instead of throwing Brooklyn back into bed, I lean down and kiss her forehead after getting dressed and get in the car. She watches me through the blinds and I sigh and rub my hand across my face.

What the hell have I gotten myself into?

Theresa comes to the door with a frown. “What if I had a date in here?”

“Do you?” I ask, looking around curiously.

Theresa snorts. “No, but I’m just saying.”

“You said new people wouldn’t impede our friendship,” I accuse, plopping down on her couch and she sighs and closes the door.

“And they won’t. At least not on my side. But you wouldn’t be here if something didn’t happen on tour, so what happened with groupie girl?”

“Don’t call her groupie girl,” I groaned.

“That’s what she is, right? So far she’s just a Spades groupie.”

“She’s a Samuel groupie,” I say proudly, and Theresa rolls her eyes.

“Sorry, a Samuel groupie. Aren’t they, like, all the same? That’s what you always told me,” Theresa accuses.

“They were all the same. They just wanted one night and a couple selfies so they could tell all their friends they hooked up with a rockstar and that was it. But this girl… she’s different, Tee.”

Theresa softens at the nickname I’ve always used with her and sits down across from me in her recliner. She has a nice apartment, way nicer than mine. I haven’t upgraded from the studio apartment my parents paid for back when I was still in law school, before I changed my major to music. Luckily, they hadn’t cut me off due to my change in career, even though they hadn’t been excited about it – especially my dad, who wanted me to follow in his footsteps as a divorce lawyer.

I hated all of it, couldn’t even stand all the classes I needed to take, and all I wanted to do was play music. Now, I get to do that all the time, and my mom and dad have even been to a few of my hometown concerts.

“How is she different?” Theresa asks, pulling me out of my thoughts, and I sigh, thinking about her.

“She’s just… different,” I say finally, lamely, and my ex-girlfriend groans.

“That’s not an answer, Sammy.”

“I know, it’s just… I’m going crazy, Tee. The thing is, I like her. I really like her, and I don’t really know what to do about it.”

“You met her when? Just a couple nights ago?” she asks, and I wince.

“I knew you were going to bring that up.”

“Of course I’m going to bring it up! You don’t know that girl, Sammy. I don’t want you getting hurt because some Spades groupie wants some social media clout,” she insists.

I want to roll my eyes, but I guess it’s always a possibility. Gemma had warned me (and Jackson, because at the time this was before he married Zoe) that we should be more careful about who we hook up with on tour. Jack and the Spades had blown up the past few years, and now we weren’t just playing dive bars in our home state.

“I know I don’t know her,” I snap, running a hand through my hair and Theresa raises an eyebrow at me.

I don’t think I’ve ever lost my temper around her, and I take a deep breath.

“You do like her,” she says slowly.

I look at her face, searching it for any signs of hurt or jealousy, but I don’t find any, just surprise.

“You’re not upset?” I ask softly, making sure. I would never want to hurt Theresa, even though we weren’t meant to be together.

She shakes her head. “No. I kinda thought I would be,” she confesses with a small, sad smile. “I think we’re finally over each other, Sammy.”

I smile back, something bittersweet in my chest. “We’re better off friends, right? You’re the one who kept telling me that.”

“I was right and you know it,” Theresa says, sitting back against the chair. “I guess I just thought there’d be leftover feelings if you got with someone else.”

“I didn’t even feel jealous when you told me you were dating again,” I admit.

Theresa’s sad smile widens into a happy grin. “Look how adult we’re being about all of this.” She waves her hands as if to tell me to continue. “Now, more about this groupie.”

“So, she was crying at the concert and I kind of… offered her a ride back to New Mexico on the tour bus.”

“What?” Theresa screeches. “You offered a stranger, a Spades groupie, a ride on the tour bus? Gemma allowed that?”

I shrug. “Don’t panic, everything was fine and Gemma and Zoe both like her. In fact, she’s going to be working for us.”

Theresa stares at me. “So, you met a girl, slept with her once, took her on the tour bus back home and then got her a job? You plan on getting married next?”

I flush and rub a hand across the back of my neck. “It’s moving so fast,” I say slowly, realizing how quickly it has moved. I wince. “I also hooked up with her this morning.”

“Samuel,” Theresa says in a scolding yet teasing tone. “She’s going to want your babies in about two days.”

“Don’t say that,” I say with a groan. “I don’t think she’s like that. She’s not that kind of groupie.”

“What kind of groupie is she? And how do you know, anyway? You’ve known her like two days!” Theresa sounds exasperated and I can understand why.

I’ve never been one to take huge risks in love, even if I’d done it in career with switching my major from law to music and taking a chance on joining the spades. I don’t think Theresa has ever taken a risk in her life, at least not one that she hadn’t calculated.

“I just know, okay? She’s sweet and she’s smart and she likes me. Isn’t that enough?” I ask, irritated even though I do understand her hesitation.

“It can be,” Theresa says, narrowing her eyes at me. “But something tells me you wouldn’t be here asking for my advice if it was that simple.”

“Who says I’m asking for advice?” She gives me a look and I roll my eyes. “Fine, I’m asking for advice. I’ve just never felt like this before, Tee. Not even with you.”

I look up at her, thinking I might find shock or hurt or both on her face, but there’s nothing but a little frown as she thinks.

“I mean… I don’t know, Sam. Maybe that means she’s the girl for you. Or at least she’s got the qualities you need in a girl.”

“I know you don’t believe in the whole love at first sight thing…” I start.

“But you do,” she says, “and that’s what matters, here. Do you think you have that with this groupie…” She pauses and rephrases. “With this girl?”

I lick my lips. “I don’t know. How do you know what love at first sight feels like if you’ve never fallen like that before?”

Theresa shrugs. “Beats me. You know I don’t buy into that whole soulmates thing.”

I sit up, leaning forward and resting my forearms on my thighs. “What if it’s true, though, Tee? What if it’s true and I have it and I’m fucking it up?”

“How could you possibly be fucking it up? You haven’t had time to fuck it up,” Theresa insists.

“I’m thinking too much, aren’t I?” I say sheepishly, and Theresa nods empathically.

“Way too much,” she agrees. “But I know how it is. I overthink everything. God, we were such a neurotic couple,” she complains, and I laugh.

It’s good to talk to her like this. We haven’t really been able to spend time together because of the tour, outside of texts and phone calls, and she truly is one of my best friends. When you’re in a relationship with someone, you get to know them in a way that your other friends can’t really seem to understand, and Theresa got me.

“I just keep wanting to tell her how I feel,” I say, frustrated and running a hand through my hair again. I’m still not used to the cut, keep expecting there to be more hair.

“So tell her,” Theresa says easily.

I snort. “Tell her that I think she might be the one? After two days?”

“Well, when you put it that way.” Theresa laughs, and the sound is pleasant. It’s really nice to be here with her and not have my heart feeling heavy like it used to when we first broke up.

“I’m glad we’re still friends,” I say softly, and stand up to give her a hug.

“Me too, Sammy,” Theresa says, kissing me soundly on the cheek.

Maybe she’s not the best at giving advice about love, but she gets me, and that’s what’s important in a friend.
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I call Robin three times but it keeps going to voicemail, like she’s ignoring my call. I frown. We’re not the kind of friends to ignore each other’s calls, so I’m a little peeved. I guess I’ll just have to show up.

Showing up uninvited is just a thing best friends do, right? At least it is for me and Robin. She’s shown up at my place at two in the morning crying before, when we were in college, so I figure she owes me at least one unexpected visit.

I take my kit with me just in case we end up talking long enough that I need to make it to the concert hall by eight, and luckily, it’s only about a fifteen minute drive.

When I arrive at her swanky apartment, I punch in the key to the gate since she gave it to me when I first moved to town. She and I don’t really have any secrets from each other since we’ve been best friends for so long. Well, I guess I have a couple… Robin is just one of those people who worries too much. She overthinks things, and I just act, so sometimes, she can be just a little bit judgmental of my choices.

It’s time to come clean, though, because I desperately need her grounded, level-headed advice. I live with my head in the clouds, and it’s gotten me this far, but on this matter, Theresa has a lot more experience than I do, and I need her to guide me.

I have to park in the parking lot over because the one near her apartment is full, so it’s a bit of a hike to her place and I huff out a breath. I’m still sore and exhausted from the tour bus ride and all the sex, which I’m not used to. I can’t wait to tell my best friend all about it.

When I round the corner, Theresa’s blinds are open, and I see a man in her apartment, leaning over to hug her. I grin. Oh, shit. That’s why she hasn’t been answering the phone. I guess that one of her Tinder dates must have finally gone well.

I kind of want to stay and peek in some more, just to tease her about it later, but I’ve got plenty to do today, including picking up some new makeup and hair styling products for tonight, so I start to make the trek back to my car.

I’m in the car already and putting it into gear when I see it. There’s a familiar car in the parking lot, and at first, I’m not quite sure where I know it from. Slowly, the realization dawns on me, and I realize that’s Samuel’s car.

My heart begins to thud against my chest plate and I take in a deep breath. This has to be some kind of strange coincidence. Maybe one of the Spades also lives in this apartment complex or something. Robin had sold a duplex to Axel Jermaine, the guitarist, after all, and so it stands to reason….

Wait. If Robin knows Axel, wouldn’t it stand to reason that she also knew Samuel? And she’s fairly recently out of a breakup with someone she was extremely close-mouthed about….

Oh my God.

Samuel’s ex-girlfriend is my Robin.

Tears spring to the backs of my eyes and I wipe them away. I can still be wrong about this, right? There’s no way that Robin wouldn’t have told me that she was dating my favorite rockstar, would she?

Except she doesn’t know he’s my favorite rockstar. Robin doesn’t listen to rock music, she’s kind of boring in her musical tastes, mostly classical and instrumental. She played violin in college, so she got used to that type of music. It’s not like I gush about my rockstar crush around her, because she’s just not interested.

I slide down in the car seat as I see someone leaving Robin’s apartment, hoping that he won’t see me. As I watch, Samuel hugs my best friend at the door, waving as he walks toward me.

I panic and peel out of the parking lot, almost hitting the curb waiting for the gate to open to let me out. I’m breathing hard, my vision blurry through tears. My dream has just turned into a nightmare.

I slept with my best friend’s ex-boyfriend. Theresa Santos, who I called Robin since childhood, has been there for me during all the worst moments of my life, including my breakup, and now I’ve betrayed her.

“Fuck,” I curse in a liquid voice, parking in a random parking garage close to the mall I had planned on going in order to get supplies. What am I going to do now? I can’t tell her. She’ll hate me forever.

God, this sucks. I like him so much.

My heart feels broken even though I’ve only known him for a couple of days. I hate this feeling. It’s so much worse than when Greg broke up with me. I don’t think I ever really loved Greg, but I can’t possibly love Samuel? Can I?

I let myself cry for about twenty minutes, allowing myself that small reprieve, and then I wipe my eyes, blow my nose with some tissues I keep in my purse, and try to figure out what to do. I want to quit before I’ve even started this job, because it means that I’ll have to see Samuel a lot. But this is the last leg of their tour, so maybe they won’t need me much on a freelance basis.

Hell, maybe tonight will be a trial and they won’t end up hiring me. A girl can dream, can’t she? But the thing is, this always has been my dream. To work as a freelance and do makeup and hair for celebrities. I’ve always wanted to go out on my own, and now it’s finally happening, all because of a coincidence.

I can’t quit before I’ve even begun. My career is more important than a couple of hookups with a rockstar who probably doesn’t even want to continue seeing me. Right?

Samuel already told me that he doesn’t see sex as something personal, so why would I think that it was personal with me? I heave a deep sigh, feeling sorry for myself. Theresa has always been the pretty one, the one that all the guys go after with her curves and pretty face. I’m the one who has to slather on makeup to feel like I look anything more than plain.

It doesn’t feel fair. I wanted this one thing for myself, this one guy, even if it turns out that he doesn’t want me long-term, it could have been a good memory for the future. Losing my virginity to my idol had been such a good experience, even if things hadn’t worked out long-term. Now it’s all tainted. Now, I’ve broken girl code accidentally and even if they’ve been broken up for a few months, it’s definitely not something I’d ever considered doing.

It’s against all my morals, and that means there’s only one thing I can do – break it off with Samuel. It hurts in my chest to even think about it, but it’s what I have to do. I have to prioritize the things that are important to me – that were important to me before I ever met Samuel Hansen. Robin and my career.

It takes another few moments before I can get it together enough to go inside and get the supplies I need, and I just focus on that, throwing myself into work. Work is what’s important. The fact that I hooked up with one of the Spades doesn’t mean anything. It never did. I just built it all up in my head, told myself that it was more than it was.

Everything’s going to be okay. I’ll get over it, and Samuel probably will take it in stride – which will hurt, but in the end, this is all new. It’ll be easy to get over.

I hope.


13

SAMUEL




I feel a lot better after leaving Theresa’s place. We have really been adult about this whole thing, and it feels nice to have a friend who knows me in ways that even the Spades don’t. Despite the fact that she doesn’t believe what I’m feeling is real, just infatuation, and I’m not so sure, she made some good points.

I don’t have to tell Brooklyn everything I’m feeling, but even if I do, it’ll be okay. If she’s the right one, she’ll understand what I’m feeling. Even if I decide not to tell her and just feel things out for a while, that’ll be okay, too. It takes time to make a relationship work. It takes time to get to know someone, and I’m willing to make that time with Brooklyn.

All I really have to tell her is that I really want to date her – not just hookups here and there when I’m home from tour. That should be easy enough, even if I’m a little afraid she’s not interested.

However, she seems interested, so maybe I’m just overthinking things. As usual.

I make it to rehearsal on time and then some, and we kill it, which isn’t unusual. Even on nights when we didn’t do as well on stage, we always do great in rehearsal. It’s easy to just pretend that we’re in Locke’s music room or Axel’s garage or the studio. We’ve been rocking together for a long time, and when no one’s watching, that’s when it’s easiest for me. The others don’t have as much of a problem with stage fright, but I’ve had it a few times, so badly that it made me feel ill.

It doesn’t happen nearly as often as it used to, thank God, and this whole tour has been great. The first one, I struggled a little with performing in so many new places, but now it’s a little easier.

After rehearsal, that’s when Brooklyn will be doing our makeup and hair. I assume it’ll be simple, just some styling product in our hair and maybe some powder to keep us from getting shiny or some eyeliner to make us stand out. I can’t wait to see her, though, even though it’s only been a few hours. I feel antsy waiting, jiggling my leg around and Jackson rolls his eyes at me.

“You act like you’ve never been laid before, Sam, chill out.”

“Maybe this time is different,” Locke suggests, sipping a beer. I haven’t gotten myself one, too nervous to see Brooklyn and tell her that I want to date her for real.

Axel looks up at me from his own beer. We’re sitting around at a table next to the bar. The place is empty except for us and our staff that’s getting set up. It’s weird that we have staff now instead of lugging our own equipment around. A lot has changed in just a few years.

“Is that the case, Sammy? You like her?”

I shrug, feeling my face heat up. “Yeah, sure, I like her.”

Jackson groans. “He’s gonna be weird about it. He’s always weird about girls.”

“I am not weird about girls,” I complain.

Locke shakes his head. “He’s really not. He just doesn’t kiss and tell like you guys.”

Axel snorts. “I didn’t kiss and tell. I just lied because I didn’t want you all to know I was still a clown for Harley.”

Harley’s in the back sipping a rare margarita, since she’s finally weaned the baby and they have a sitter for tonight. She hums clown music under her breath and Axel bursts out laughing.

Harley’s a lot more in the background than the other wives, but she’s a lot of fun when she lets loose. I grin at her, grateful that she’s making fun of her husband and not me.

“Not kissing and telling is one thing, but Sam doesn’t even mention that he’s met a girl. Not until this one, and I bet he wouldn’t have if she didn’t hitch a ride with us,” Jackson insists.

“I just like to feel things out before I go running my mouth,” I defend myself.

“I’m with you, buddy,” Locke says, reaching across the table to fist bump me.

Jackson narrows his eyes. “I don’t even wanna hear it. You didn’t kiss and tell because you knew I’d kick your ass for corrupting my baby sister.”

Gemma’s at the bar with Harley and she barks out a laugh. “Corrupting me. Funny.”

Zoe is nowhere to be found, and I hope that means that she’s meeting up with Brooklyn and showing her the green room where we’ll be getting dressed. It’s close to eight, so I’m ready to talk to her. I’m hoping that I can catch her before she comes around to put on everyone’s makeup, but it doesn’t seem like I’m going to get that chance.

As I’m about to open my mouth and tell them that I do like Brooklyn and I’m going to ask her out, Zoe comes into the bar area, clapping her hands.

“Jackson and Axel, get to the green room! Our new makeup artist is going to fix up your ugly mugs,” she jokes.

Jackson pouts and kisses her soundly before he walks back to the green room, and I swear I can see Zoe’s knees go a little weak. Axel makes kissy faces at Harley and I want to roll my eyes but it’s really because I want what they have.

Maybe with Brooklyn.

I give in and down a beer before my turn in the green room, and it does help my nerves a little. When Zoe calls for me and Locke, I head into the green room first but Brooklyn doesn’t even look at me, going straight to start styling Locke’s hair.

I try not to frown, and try even harder not to look as she gets very close to his face, doing his powder and putting concealer under his eyes. I don’t like how close they’re getting, even if it’s the nature of the job and Locke is a happily married man. Like I told Brooklyn, I’m a little jealous and I always have been. I can’t help it, even if it’s only been a couple of days. I know what I want, and I want her, and I plan to tell her that as soon as we get a moment alone together.

It takes what seems like forever for Locke to be finished and he stands up and looks into the mirror, blinking.

“Holy shit. I look great,” he says, and Brooklyn laughs.

“Glad to hear it. Put in a good word for me with your wife.”

“You got it,” he tells her, and something about how she looks up (way up, because Locke is even taller than I am) makes jealousy tighten my throat. I know it’s too early to feel this much, but that’s what’s been going on with Brooklyn the entire time.

Locke goes back out into the bar area, no doubt to get another beer. Locke is the only other Spade who has a hard time with stage fright and crowds, and I get the urge to numb things with a couple of beers before sets. Unlike Axel and Jackson in their bad times, though, he never overdoes it and neither do I. I still remember the constant hangover I had when Axel and Harley were on the outs. No, thank you.

Brooklyn takes in a deep, deep breath as if she’s nervous herself and I smile at her. She doesn’t smile back, going around behind me to run her fingers through my hair. She’s got some kind of product on her fingers and my hair looks slicked back like one of those nineteen-fifties greasers. It’s a good look, especially with the haircut that Zoe talked me into a while back.

I tilt my head back to look at her and smile, but she pushes my head forward.

“Be still,” she orders.

“Yes, ma’am,” I murmur teasingly, but she doesn’t seem to be amused. “Are you one of those people who is very dedicated to their work and acts like a different person?”

“Of course, I’m dedicated to my work,” she snaps, and I tilt my head back further to see her face. Something flashes in her blue eyes and then she looks away.

I frown. “Hey, kid. Are you upset with me?”

She shakes her head and pushes my head forward to finish my hair. “Of course not.”

Her words are clipped. She sounds nothing like she did this morning. Something’s wrong, but I can’t work out what it is.

I keep frowning, looking in the mirror ahead of me as she hurries with my hair. It’s almost time for sound check, and I can’t help but think it’s because she took such a long time with Locke.

Brooklyn takes another deep breath before she walks around the chair and begins to brush my face with powder. I relax my face when she takes my chin in her hand and all I want is to lean forward and kiss her. When I try, though, she pulls away.

“You’ll mess up your makeup,” she complains, and I laugh.

“I don’t care about the makeup, Brooklyn.”

“Well, I do,” she insists. “This is my job, and it’s the first night I’m working here, so I need you to be serious.”

I hold out my hands in defense. “Okay, okay, sorry. Serious face.”

I make my face as blank as possible, trying to make her laugh, but nothing. Not even a smile.

She begins to line my eyes and she’s looking everywhere but catching my gaze and I just feel that something is wrong. I grab her wrist when she goes to work on the other eye.

“What’s going on, kid?”

When she still won’t look at me, I grab her chin in my other hand, turning her head toward mine and she finally meets my eyes.

“What’s going on?” I repeat, and she blinks rapidly before pulling her face out of my grasp and taking a few steps away.

“Just let me finish your other eye,” she says, and she starts but I grab her wrist again, standing up, my heart racing.

“What’s wrong?” I ask again, emphatically, and she throws her makeup brush down on the vanity table, frustrated.

“Fine, I guess your makeup will be half-finished,” she mutters.

“Brooklyn.” My voice is low and serious, almost angry. I’m not mad yet, but I’m getting there. Why is she acting like this?

“Samuel,” she says, looking up at me, her blue eyes flashing with something like anger.

“What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Nothing!” she bursts out. “I’m fine, I just think we made a mistake.”

I drop my arms to the side, my shoulders slumping. “What do you mean, a mistake?”

“Hooking up,” she says, and I swallow hard around the rock in my throat.

“Oh,” I say softly, and I hate the way my voice sounds quiet and hurt. “So it’s like that.”

“Like what?” she asks, frowning.

“Like you used me to get this job and now you’re done with me,” I say quietly, anger making me feel calm but the hurt making me feel almost crazy. I want to throw something, but that’s never been how I dealt with things. Gemma had been right to warn me. Theresa had been right to warn me.

Brooklyn is just a groupie looking for something from me.

Her face screws up in a frown. “You didn’t get me this job. My resume and my portfolio got me this job. You were just—”

“A mistake?” I cut her off, my voice finally raising as I took a step toward her.

She steps backward. “Yeah. A mistake. We took things too fast and I don’t want to be sleeping with someone I work with.”

I nod, looking away from her so she won’t see the hurt on my face. This is why I don’t take risks in love. This is why it’s hard for me to open up to people. Because of people like her. I just never knew it would hurt this much.

“Cool,” I say calmly. “See you next time I need my hair done, I guess.”

I storm out of the green room with only half my makeup done and head straight for the bar.
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It takes all I have to not break down sobbing in the green room. I keep taking deep breaths, patting at my eyes. I’ve done my makeup up well because I want to put in a good impression.

Great. I had planned to break it off with Samuel after the concert, but now his makeup is half done and he’s pissed off. Why is he so pissed off, anyway? Does he even care?

Probably he’s just pissed that I broke it off before he did. Some guys don’t take rejection well, even if they’re not really interested. That has to be what it is, right? It’s only been a couple of days. What kind of explanation do I owe him, after all? We don’t even know each other.

So why does it hurt so much?

I plan to stay in the green room, waiting for Zoe or Gemma to come pay me, but instead, Zoe comes into the room and tugs me out after a couple of hours.

“Time for the concert,” she says excitedly. “We have front row, of course.”

I smile at her wanly. “I think I’ll sit at the bar,” I say quietly.

Zoe frowns. “I thought you were a fan of the Spades.”

“I am!” I insist. “Huge fan. It’s just… been a long couple of days. I need a drink first. I’ll meet you up front.”

She shrugs. “Suit yourself.”

Zoe finds Gemma and takes her hand. Gemma leans against her as they go and stand up front with the blonde I assume is Axel’s wife, and the way they act with each other reminds me so much of me and Robin.

Not that we would ever be at this kind of concert together, but still. Robin is my best friend, the only person there for me when my grandfather died, when my dog had to be put down, when my boyfriend cheated on me. She’s the one constant in my life, and it just strengthens my resolve to keep away from Samuel, her ex-boyfriend.

The bartender is cleaning up shot glasses from the counter when I sit down.

“Rockstars,” he mutters, and I laugh a little, unable to help it despite my mood.

I guess Axel and Locke must be tying one on since it’s their hometown show. I guess it must be Gemma who drew the short straw for designated driver, since she’s holding a bottle of water instead of a martini glass like she was when I first met her.

I’m not really paying attention, looking at the food menu because I’m starving, and as badly as I need a drink, I need to get something on my stomach first. Then I hear a wrong note and I frown, looking toward the stage.

Jackson has his hand on Samuel’s shoulder, speaking to him, and I can’t hear anything, of course, but Samuel’s nodding, his head down. In fact, his head is down the whole first half of the set, and I frown a little.

Is he really that pissed? I know that some guys can’t handle rejection, and God knows I didn’t want to break it off. Maybe he’s just having an off night. It’s just strange, because I’ve never seen Samuel miss a cue. Locke had once or twice, even Jackson, although they were all pretty great at covering it, but Samuel? Never.

The first half of the set doesn’t go terribly but that’s mostly because the crowd are all fans, and I don’t pay that much attention for once. I can’t care about what goes on with Jack and the Spades, not now. Because after what happened in the green room, I know my dream is over. Actually, both my dreams, my career and my love life prospects are both now no more than fleeting memories of moments that teased me with of what could have been.

As for Samuel, is it possible that this has really affected him so badly? He was such a down to earth guy and that’s one of the reasons that I liked him so much before I even met him. Hell, it’s why I still like him so much. I can’t turn my feelings on and off like a faucet.

I eat my mozzarella sticks and order a drink that I nurse, and after a bit, Gemma and Zoe come back over to the bar. They’re talking in low tones and looking over at me and I frown, just knowing that it has something to do with me. This is it. They are going to fire me.

In the end, though, they don’t come over to talk to me, but Gemma gives me a hard look as she passes me. Fuck. This isn’t good.

Maybe I should talk to him, really explain things. I know I wasn’t at my best when I broke it off, but I didn’t even want to do it in the first place. In fact, breaking it off with Samuel is the exact opposite of what I wanted, but what else could I do after finding everything out? I feel betrayed somehow. Like the world is cheating me of the chance to be happy.

I’m jolted out of my thoughts as Jackson makes an announcement.

“Hold on just a bit, sweethearts,” he says to the crowd, his voice smooth and cool as always. There’s a reason he’s the front man. “We’re having some technical difficulties with the amps, so we’ll be back in about an hour to finish up.”

There’s a chorus of sighs but then some cheers. The Spades fans have always been a good bunch and it’s one of the reasons I fell into the fandom outside of the music. Everyone seems so supportive and sweet.

I don’t see Samuel anywhere, and then all of the Spades disappear. I pay my tab at the bar and go outside for some fresh air. I’m about to round the corner when I hear loud voices, and I pause, not wanting to go into the fray. I’m certainly not in the mood for some rowdy drunks outside.

“You’re fucking up out there, Samuel,” someone says, and it’s Jackson’s voice. I’ve been a Spades fan for a long time, and I can recognize the lead singer’s voice anywhere, even if he isn’t my favorite.

“So what?” Samuel snaps, and I peek around the corner to see him leaning up against the brick outside, his hair mussed and not at all like I styled it. He must have been running his hands through it. Even in the last couple of days, I’ve noticed he does that a lot.

“So this is our hometown show! We need to be good. We need to be together on every beat.”

“So it’s fine for Locke to miss cues or when you didn’t show up for rehearsals when you were hungover. It’s fine for Axel to leave a strip club at five in the morning and make us all late getting home, but the one time I fuck up, it’s a big deal?”

“What’s going on with you?” Axel asks. They’re not looking in my direction, so I just keep watching. I know that I shouldn’t be eavesdropping but I can’t help myself.

“Nothing,” Samuel mumbles. “Just give me ten minutes. I’ll be fine.”

“Just shake it off, bud,” Locke says, clapping him on the shoulder.

When the Spades go back in the exit door, Samuel stays, his shoulders slumped, looking at the ground. I watch him for a long moment, biting my lower lip.

“Samuel,” I call, walking toward him, and he lifts his head and his brown eyes are bloodshot and glassy.

“Oh great,” he scoffs. “You’re still here.”

I swallow hard and get closer, realizing that he’s either very drunk or has spilled a bottle of tequila on himself. He smells like a distillery.

“Um, I just wanted to see if you were okay,” I say lamely, and Samuel laughs but there’s no mirth in it.

He turns his head away.

“Yeah, sure. I’m great. Just too much tequila before the first set. I’ll drink some water and shake it off.”

“I could go get you a bottle of water,” I offer, and he looks up at me.

“Why?” he asks. “Haven’t you gotten all the use out of me you can?”

I frown. “Samuel, I didn’t use you.”

“Didn’t you?” He looks so angry, even with the tequila haze across his face, that I can’t do this.

“I’ll just go,” I mutter, and stride off toward the parking garage I’d parked in.

I’m crying by the time I reach my car and that’s when I realize that Samuel is following me.

I press my back up against the driver’s side door of my car, looking up at him.

He gets closer and closer and I can’t bring myself to move away, even when he plants his hands on the top of the car and presses his body against mine.

He leans down to kiss me and he tastes like straight tequila but I melt against him anyway, letting his tongue into my mouth.

Samuel pulls away, kissing down my throat and I make a squeak, putting both hands on his chest.

“C’mon, kid,” he mumbles, his words slurred around the edges. “We had fun, didn’t we? Couldn’t we just keep doing this a little longer?”

He kisses my neck again, biting into my flesh slightly, and I moan. I don’t come to my senses until he puts his hands on my hips, rocking his erection into me.

“I can’t do this,” I gasp.

He pouts, looking at me with those glassy brown eyes. “Why not? What happened? Give me a reason, Brooklyn. I… I need a reason.”

Samuel is searching my face and I can’t think of anything to say but the truth.

“Because you’re my best friend’s ex-boyfriend.”
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I take a step back from Brooklyn, stumbling back against another car. Good thing it doesn’t have an alarm on it. I’m too drunk for this, and I’m not sure what she’s even talking about. All I know is that I wanted to be closer to her, wanted to see her, was desperate to keep going like we were going even if she didn’t want more.

I thought, somewhere in my alcohol-soaked brain, that I could talk her into it, that maybe after some time she’d realize that we were good together and agree to date me. Hell, maybe it would even be her idea.

Now, I’m confused and my head is spinning from more than just the tequila.

“That’s nothing,” I mutter, laughing. “That’s nothing; we can just call her, she’ll be fine with it—” I fumble for my phone and Brooklyn grabs my wrist, stepping closer to me. Her small fingers don’t even wrap fully around.

“You can’t tell her. Don’t say a word,” she hisses, and I gape at her.

“What are you talking about, Brooklyn? I just talked to her today and she’s fine with me seeing someone. Hell, she’s seeing people herself – we’re just friends…”

I trail off when I realize that Brooklyn is shaking her head, still frowning.

“You don’t know her like I do,” she says. “I’ve known her since we were kids. She’ll be hurt. I’ve betrayed her.”

“You didn’t even know!” I say empathically. “Or did you? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t know,” she says glumly. “You never mentioned her name and she never told me she was dating you. She just told me a while back that she was seeing someone high-profile, but not who,” she tries to explain but I just stare at her.

I’m too drunk for this and I still don’t understand.

“So, that’s the only reason you broke it off?” I ask, stepping closer to her. She steps away. It’s like a chase and I don’t like it one bit.

“N-no,” she stutters. “We were just moving too fast. We barely know each other, and this job is important to me.”

“Gemma and Zoe are both married to band members and they work with the Spades. It’s not a big deal, Brooklyn.”

“What’s a big deal is that you’re Theresa’s ex!” she blurts out, sniffling. “She’s my best friend, more like a sister. I don’t date my friend’s exes.”

“So, you’re telling me that all because I dated your childhood best friend—”

“My current best friend,” she corrects.

I sigh. “Your current best friend, but we broke up and are still friends, you won’t hook up with me anymore?”

Brooklyn looks away. “It was just a hookup, right? So, why does it matter?”

“It matters, kid, I ….I thought…” I trail off looking away. I thought we were falling in love. I thought this was the stuff they write songs about.

I can’t say it. Not after she rejected me the way she did in that makeup room. It has to be something more than this. It has to be because of the stupid job. Now that she’s hired, she doesn’t need me anymore. She was just using me.

“You thought what?” she says softly.

“Nothing,” I mutter. “Never mind. I need to get back for my set.”

“Samuel, you’re drunk. You should let me take you home,” she says softly, still holding on to my wrist.

I wrench away from her. “Don’t worry. I’ll have plenty of rides home. Groupies like you are a dime a dozen,” I spit out.

Her lip trembles and she drops her hand.

“So, it’s like that?”

“It’s like that,” I say firmly, anger and hurt rising up in my throat despite how many shots I took before the set. I want another, but I know I’m barely sober enough to finish the set. I’ve already got to apologize to the rest of the Spades because I was an asshole when they confronted me.

I stride away from her, hoping that she leaves but also hoping she stays for the rest of the set. I don’t know what I want. Well, I do. I want Brooklyn, but she doesn’t want me. I guess she never did. All that true love bullshit is just that – bullshit. Theresa is right – love at first sight doesn’t exist. I was stupid to ever think it did.

I make it back to the green room and the door is cracked open so I can hear them talking about me. I lean against the doorjamb, trying to get my bearings. I never drink this much. I haven’t since the last time I drank with Axel, right before he and Harley got back together. Jackson doesn’t drink at all anymore, but he’s taking Zoe home and they live in the opposite direction of me, so I don’t know that I have a ride at all.

Unless I really do pick up a groupie and get a ride home. I don’t know if I can do that, though. I wish I could bury myself in alcohol and women, but I’m not that kind of guy. My head is still all full of Brooklyn.

It’s stupid. I barely know her.

“Do you think it’s that girl?” Jackson says, and Axel scoffs.

“Samuel? Getting this twisted over a girl? I don’t know. He dated Theresa for a while and he wasn’t nearly this bad when they broke up.”

“Yeah, and he’s only known this Brooklyn chick for a couple days,” Jackson muses.

I’m listening and feeling like an idiot because I really thought Brooklyn was something special. Then one of them opens the door and I nearly fall into the greenroom.

Locke grabs me under the arms and heaves me up and it makes the world spin on its axis.

“Jesus, Sammy. You hit the tequila hard before the set, huh?”

“I’m sorry,” I mumble, pushing away from him and sitting down on the couch.

Axel throws me a bottle of water which hits me square in the chest. I barely feel it, which is probably a bad sign. I just wanted to numb the horrible feeling in my chest and stomach that resulted from Brooklyn acting the way she did, but I don’t know if anything will numb it that pain.

I chug the water and it does make me feel a little clearer, although I know from personal experience that only time will help me sober up. If I sober up during the next set, maybe I’ll feel better about everything.

“You sure you’re okay to go on?” Jackson asks warily.

I sigh and rub a hand across my face, blinking. “I don’t know, but there are times you haven’t been okay to go on either, and you managed.”

Jackson looks a little hurt and I groan.

“I’m sorry. I’m being an asshole. Tequila makes me an asshole,” I lie, even though it’s really Brooklyn who is making me an asshole. I don’t want to tell the guys that, it’s embarrassing. I barely know her, just like Jackson says.

“It’s okay,” Axel says. “We’ve all been assholes because of tequila at some point or another.”

Locke and Jackson both nod as if they’re well versed in being assholes due to tequila and it makes me smile despite my bad mood.

Axel helps me up and we go out for the next set. It goes by in a blur and I’m looking around for Brooklyn the whole time, but every time I find a pair of blue eyes in the crowd, they aren’t hers.

I don’t miss all of my cues, though, and I don’t play the wrong notes, so I consider it a win. I end up locking eyes with a blue-eyed redhead in the crowd because I just can’t keep scanning the crowd and when we get done and I step off the stage, she’s right up front, smiling at me.

“Can I buy you a drink?” she asks.

I smile at her. “We drink on the house, but thanks.”

She pouts. “I don’t really have to buy you the drink. You can buy me one instead,” she purrs, and I shrug.

“Why not?”

It’s not exactly the world’s most enthusiastic response, but she doesn’t seem to mind.

Her name is Shelley or Shelby or something like that and she’s a part-time bottle service girl. She’s certainly got the body for it, but I barely notice. I’m thinking of someone smaller, with bigger blue eyes.

Gemma slides up next to me at the bar, pushing the redhead out of the way. The redhead looks annoyed but leaves for the bathroom, or maybe leaves the venue. I don’t know and I don’t particularly care. The tequila and pineapples I’ve ingested after the concert make sure of that, and Brooklyn’s face etched into my mind.

“So, what’s going on with you?” Gemma asks.

“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” I mutter, sipping my third tequila and pineapple, but Gemma plucks it out of my hand and drains it herself.

“It’s the girl, right? Brooklyn? The makeup artist? Did something happen?”

I shrug. “We hooked up a couple of times. She doesn’t want to do it again. No big deal.”

Gemma raises an eyebrow. “You’re acting like it’s a big deal. You never drink like this, Samuel.”

Zoe wedges in on the other side of me. “We could fire her. Do you want us to fire her?”

I don’t even have to think about it. “Is she doing a good job?”

“Other than your half-ass makeup, yes,” Zoe says easily.

“That was my fault,” I admit. “But no, I don’t want you to fire her. She’s a good makeup artist and we need one. I shouldn’t have mixed business with pleasure.”

“You really had a thing for her?” Gemma asks, putting a hand on my shoulder and unlike her brother, she isn’t teasing. She’s serious. I helped Gemma through the beginning of her pregnancy and her rocky start with Locke, and she’s always been there for me, too. “As much as Theresa?”

I swallow hard, tilting my head. “Probably more,” I admit, but only to Gemma. She won’t tell the guys and I know that, and I’m grateful. I don’t think Zoe will say anything either. She knows how badly Jackson teases me.

“Aw, Sammy,” Gemma croons, and hugs me. “I’ll give you some time alone. Find me if you want to go home, okay?”

I nod gratefully and she and Zoe disappear, probably to find their husbands. I’m only lonely for a few moments, though, because Shelly/Shelby comes back over to order her drink, a truly heinous combination of something very blue and coconut rum.

I’m looking off into the crowd as she tells me some long story about her college years, and that’s when I finally lock eyes with the right pair of blue eyes and they’re narrow, glaring at me.

I slide closer to the redhead, putting my arm around her, and she grins up at me.

Brooklyn makes a face, and I can see the jealousy written all over her expression. I don’t know why, exactly, but it fills me with something like triumph. I guess she really is one of those people who is territorial when she hooks up with someone, but it doesn’t matter. It still feels good to be able to get under her skin like she has mine.

When she comes over, I make sure I’m smiling at Shelly/Shelby, looking down at her with my arm around her. Brooklyn taps me on the shoulder.

Maybe it’s wrong to want her to be as upset as I am over all of this, but I can’t help myself.
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“Come on,” I tell him, hoping that he’s drunk enough to just go along with me. “Let me give you a ride.”

“I’ll give him a ride,” the redhead he has slung his arm around titters, but she’s swaying on her feet and even if I wasn’t horrifically, unfairly jealous, I would be worried about Sam going home with her.

Samuel nods, looking back at her. Is this what he wants? Some buxom redhead groupie wearing a T-shirt with Axel’s face on it? Samuel clearly isn’t even her favorite Spade.

“I’m worried about you, Sam, please,” I plead, and finally, the redhead excuses herself, putting a hand over her mouth, probably about to throw up all the blue concoction she’s ingested according to the almost empty cups on the table.

“You want to take me home?” he mumbles, and his words are more slurred, so he’s clearly been drinking more, and I sigh.

“You always drink this much after concerts? Did I just catch you on a good night?”

“No,” he says. “Tonight’s just a bad night.”

I take his hand, but when he stumbles into the bar stool, I groan and tuck my small self under his right shoulder, his arm almost dead weight across my shoulders as I lead him to my car.

I have to let the seat back in the passenger side because of his long legs before he gets in and he braces himself against the car. When I stand up after bending over to adjust the seat, he puts his arm around my waist, pulls me close to him, my back against his chest. I look at him with my head tilted back, my eyes wide.

“Kid,” he murmurs, “take me to your place.”

“Samuel,” I say, exasperated, but then he leans down and kisses my nose.

“Please,” he asks, and what am I going to do? Say no to that face? To those big brown eyes?

Damnit.

He finally lets me go and gets into the car and I get into the driver’s side, getting a notification on my phone that tells me that Zoe has sent me the money for tonight via Venmo. It doesn’t even feel exciting anymore.

“I feel like Gemma and Zoe probably hate me,” I say, and I don’t realize I even said it out loud until Samuel responds.

“I didn’t tell them anything,” he promises. “Don’t worry. They like your work.”

“Yeah?” I ask, and Samuel looks out the window instead of at me.

“God, I am drunk. Why am I being nice to you?”

“Because you’re nice, Samuel. You’ve been nice to me since we met. Why stop now?”

“Because you…” he trails off. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Are you going to tell me where you live or you really want to come back to my place.”

Samuel looks down at his hands for a long moment and then looks over at me. “I want to go back to your place.”

I swallow. “Why?”

“Because I want to talk,” he says, lolling his head against the back of the seat.

“You can barely walk; what are we going to talk about?”

“Us,” he says, and I don’t have the heart to tell him that there is no us. We’ll talk about that later.
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I plan to get Samuel on the couch but when he goes inside, steadier on his feet after the drive, he heads immediately to my bedroom like he owns the place, stripping off his shirt and kicking off his shoes, climbing under my covers.

“Samuel,” I sigh. “What are you doing?”

“The room is spinning,” he mumbles, opening one eye and looking at me before groaning and closing it again. “I’m never drinking tequila again.”

I laugh and sit on the edge of the bed. “Something tells me you’ve said that before.”

“Only three times,” Samuel agrees.

“I guess I’ll take the couch,” I mutter, but Samuel sits up and grabs my upper arm.

“Don’t,” he says. “Stay here. Talk to me.”

“What are we going to talk about?”

Samuel blinks at me as if I’ve grown a second head. “About us, of course.”

“There is no us,” I say softly, and something flashes across his face before he plops back down, covering his eyes with his forearm.

“Because of Theresa?” he asks, just lying there.

“Yes, because of Theresa. And because… because it just wouldn’t work,” I say lamely.

He lifts his forearm slightly to look at me. “Who says it wouldn’t work?”

“I do,” I say, and he sits up again, grabbing me around the waist and effortlessly pulling me into his lap. There’s just my underwear against his because I’m wearing a short skirt, his erection pressing against me.

I bite my lip not to moan.

“This part works,” I manage. “But that doesn’t mean the rest of it would.”

“Who cares about the rest of it?” Samuel asks, rolling his hips into me. “I’m attractive. You’re attractive. We work together. It could be easy.”

“It’s not easy.” I frown down at him. “It’s not easy because of Robin.”

“Theresa doesn’t have to know,” Samuel croons, and God, it’s hard not to give in.

I lick my lips, looking down at him and he’s opened his brown eyes and he’s looking at me, his pupils blown either from the alcohol or lust or both. We’ve already hooked up twice and Robin doesn’t know about it.

What’s one more time?

Just as I’m about to give in, Samuel leans up and kisses me, hard and sloppy, threading his fingers through my hair so that he can dive his tongue deeper into my mouth. Then he moves his hands, bunching my skirt up and grunting as he pulls my panties aside.

He tugs down his boxer briefs with his other hand, freeing himself and I look down. I’ve seen it before, but it’s like I can never get enough of seeing it. I never thought that men’s genitalia could be pretty like Samuel’s, but here I am, staring at it like it’s a piece of art. It’s wider at the base and curved just the right way to hit everything inside me that makes my toes curl.

Samuel takes himself in hand as I shift my hips to slide down on top of him and I’ve never done this before, being on top. I’m worried that I might be bad at it, that I might embarrass myself but it doesn’t matter, anyway, because I’m never going to do this again.

I swear.

I cry out when I seat myself fully on him, giving myself time to adjust because I’m still a little sore from this morning and the night before last. Samuel groans, giving little thrusts up into me while I get used to him, and it feels good but hurts at the same time, like having a good workout that might turn into a great one.

“Hold still,” I whisper, digging my nails into his chest but that doesn’t work because then he moans louder, his hips bucking up beneath me. “Oh, you like that?” I ask.

There’s usually a blush across his cheeks when I say something like that, but not in bed, never in bed – he's just staring at me, slowly sticking out his tongue to wet his bottom lip.

“Yeah, I like it,” he grunts, taking my hips in his hands and bouncing me gently on his dick.

“Oh, my God,” I gasp when the pain gives way entirely to pleasure, the way he drags against my g-spot making my spine tingle. I have goosebumps all over my body.

“Fuck me,” Samuel groans, bouncing me harder, rolling his hips up and I’ve never come so hard and fast in my life, digging my nails into his chest harder, crying out his name. Samuel smirks at me. “Did you come already, kid?”

I flush. “Yeah,” I say breathlessly, and then Samuel flips me over without pulling out of me, beginning to roll his hips into me.

“You’re so wet,” he murmurs. “All for me?”

“Who else would it be for?” I say in an exasperated tone, and Samuel stops moving his hips. I whine. “What are you doing?”

“Not going to fuck you until you admit you want me,” he says firmly, and I groan.

“You know I do,” I say, looking away.

He grabs my jaw in his hands, pressing against my cheeks to make my mouth pop open and sticks a thumb inside, pressing down on my teeth. I close my mouth to suck on his thumb and he pulls it out of my mouth, looking satisfied.

“Say it,” he orders, and I feel my skin heat up everywhere.

“I want you,” I say.

“Want me to what?” Samuel cups a hand around his ear like he can’t hear me.

I hate him. I’m crazy about him. I want him to go away. I want him to stay forever.

I’m confused.

“I want you to fuck me,” I moan, and that’s the only thing I know to say that’s true and clear. I do want him to fuck me, right now and maybe for the last time.

Samuel snaps his hips forward, fucking me hard and fast and my mouth opens in a silent scream before I come again, Samuel’s mouth on my neck and throat. I know that later I’ll have marks that I’ll have to hide, but right now I don’t care.

God, this is wrong. This is so wrong and I’m doing it all over again. But does it count as twice if we already had sex this morning? Shit, it’s probably after midnight, but surely no one really considers that a whole new day. I’m never telling Robin as long as I live.

When I come again, I close my eyes tight and Samuel makes a sound like a growl in the back of his throat when he comes and bites down on my neck, hard enough to sting.

“See?” he says after he pulls out of me and lies next to me with his arm still around me. “Nothing bad happened. Theresa wouldn’t mind.”

“Don’t talk about her here,” I say, rolling over onto my side.

I’m the worst person in the world.
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When I wake up, I think I’m in the redhead’s bed for a long moment before I see long, dark hair splayed across the pillow. I know it’s Brooklyn even before I lean over to look at her face, and I inwardly curse myself.

What am I doing? Brooklyn all but told me she didn’t want me, that me having dated Theresa meant that she didn’t want to see me anymore. She doesn’t want to date me because of that and because she works with the Spades, and I’m trying to accept it.

Tequila didn’t want me to accept it, though. Tequila apparently talked me into going home with Brooklyn instead of home by myself, and I remember bits and pieces of our conversation (however brief) and the sex. The sex had been phenomenal, which is why I remember parts of it, but before that, I don’t remember everything that I said. I hope I didn’t say anything stupid.

I hope I didn’t say “I was falling in love with you” because as much as I wanted to tell her that, to tell her the truth before, there’s no way I can do it now. In fact, I’ve got to get the hell out of here.

I don’t want to go home, though, and I can’t go to Theresa, so instead, I head to Jackson’s. He won’t have any booze in the house and he won’t go out drinking with me or let me call her, and I think he’ll understand. After all. Zoe is his little sister’s best friend, and it was hard for him to accept that he was in love with her.

Maybe he can explain this to me. Maybe he can even tell me how to fix it.

The Spades are more than just my bandmates, they’re my big brothers, and I need advice.

Zoe comes to the door in one of Jackson’s T-shirts, yawning. Elijah is watching television already, eating cereal.

“Oh, hey, Sammy. You’re here early,” she comments, and then yells for Jackson so loud that it almost bursts my eardrums.

Jackson comes down the stairs, blinking when he sees me. He takes me by the arm and leads me out into the garage of the house that he and Zoe bought.

“It’s the girl, isn’t it?” Jackson asks smugly. “I knew it.”

“Yeah, it’s the fucking girl,” I sigh, exasperated at myself. “I know I’ve only known her a couple of days, but—”

“But you know,” Jackson offers.

I nod slowly. ”I think I do. How did you know, with Zoe?”

“I didn’t know the first time,” he admits. “Not when we were kids. But when I met her again on tour – it was like she was what I’d been looking for my entire life. We just clicked.”

I groan. “Don’t tell me that. That’s how I feel about Brooklyn and it’s only been three days.”

Jackson shrugs. “When you know, you know. Axel gets it. Locke doesn’t, really, because he and Gemma didn’t fall in love until way after they met.”

“Axel and Harley were love at first sight?” I ask curiously.

“That’s how he tells it. I’m not sure it was on her side.” Jackson chuckles. “But Ax has been crazy about her since he was sixteen. They were always arguing but then they would make up very publicly.”

“They were young back then,” I defend. Then add, “They still argue a lot.”

“Sometimes that’s how people show their love,” Jackson says, and I smile, shaking my head.

“Maybe. All I want to do is take Brooklyn on a date.”

“You didn't ask her?”

I run my hand through my hair and my fingers get stuck with the styling gel that Brooklyn had left in it. “I was going to, but then she broke things off and then I got drunk…” I sigh. “I made an ass of myself.”

Jackson nods slowly. “You absolutely did.”

I groan. “I mean after I left the concert. I went home with her.”

Jackson winces. “Did you hook up with her again?”

“I think so. Is that bad?”

“Probably,” Jackson says helpfully, and I laugh and groan at the same time.

Zoe comes out and sits down on a crate outside, one that Jackson often puts his microphone on.

“This is about that Brooklyn girl, right?” she asks.

“Yeah,” I mutter, figuring everyone might as well know.

“I told you I would fire her,” Zoe says bluntly.

Jackson gapes at her. “You can’t fire her. She made me look so pretty!”

I bark out another laugh. “I told you; I don’t want you to fire her. It’s my fault. I thought there was more to it than there was.”

“Why isn’t there more?”

I look over at her, embarrassed. “Well, it turns out that Theresa is her best friend.”

Zoe nearly spits out the coffee she’d been drinking.

“You’re trying to date your ex’s best friend?’

“When you say it like that, it sounds so bad!” I complain.

“It is bad, Sammy. That would be like Locke and Gemma breaking up and me dating Locke.”

“I’d kill him,” Jackson growls.

“See? Locke is Jackson’s best friend and he’d hate it if he dated me.”

“Jackson would hate it if anyone dated you,” I defend myself.

“But best friend’s exes are off limits, Sam,” Jackson says seriously. “No shit. I’d never date anyone Locke used to date, even though he’s married now.”

I sigh. “Really? So even though Theresa and I are friends and she’s totally fine with me dating someone else, I can’t date the girl I really want to date because they’re best friends?”

“Yep, exactly.” Jackson turns to Zoe. “Don’t breathe a word of this to Harley or it’ll get back to Theresa.”

Zoe nods, agreeing easily.

“And now I have to lie to Theresa?” I ask, flabbergasted.

“You don’t have to lie, just don’t tell her you fucked her best friend,” Zoe says.

“This is all terrible advice,” I complain.

“It’s good advice, but if I know you, you’re not going to listen,” Jackson says.

I frown. “I don’t see why I should have to hold back just because the girl I like happens to be best friends with a girl I used to date. Briefly. We only dated what, three months?”

“Yeah, and how do you think Theresa would feel knowing what a big mess you were after two days with Brooklyn, but you took the breakup with her almost too easily?”

“It wasn’t easy,” I argue, although I know what he means. I didn’t feel nearly this bad when Theresa and I broke up. Last night, I was feeling wide open, way too much, and had to numb myself with alcohol. I hadn’t felt that way with Theresa, getting through it with just a few nights at home.

“Easier,” Jackson insists, and I frown, unable to dispute it.

“There’s not a possibility she just used me to get the makeup artist job?” I ask.

Zoe frowns and shakes her head. “I don’t think so. She didn’t ask me about the job. I asked her. And I’m pretty sure that was after you two hooked up.”

I have to admit that Zoe and Jackson are right. But I still don’t understand the ex’s best friend thing. If one of the guys were single and dated Theresa, I wouldn’t mind. Did that mean that I didn’t once care about Theresa? No. It just meant that I didn’t care in that way anymore, even though we were friends.

I wish I could make Brooklyn understand that Theresa and I are strictly platonic, but I don’t know how.

Jackson and Zoe are apparently either not the right people to go to for advice, or maybe I’m just in the wrong here and I need to accept Brooklyn’s decision.

Fuck.
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After the concert, a solid two weeks go by with radio silence from Samuel and Zoe. I don’t know if I’ve truly gotten the job or maybe if Samuel got me fired because he’s mad at me.

The hell of it is, I want to be with him again. It’s all I can think about. Now I know why everyone writes songs about love and sex, writes poetry about it. It’s a joyous feeling, and without it, I feel empty somehow.

I tried to get back on Tinder, put myself out there to try and forget him, even if for a few minutes, but no one interested me at all. I just kept swiping left. None of them were sweet, tall rockstars that made me feel like the only girl on earth when they looked at me.

I’m avoiding Theresa, too, isolating myself.

She texted me on the seventh day.

Stop isolating, did that guy ghost you?




Not exactly.




Come over for wine.




I bite my lip, thinking about it.

Sorry, can’t. Have work.




I plop face down on my bed, hating lying to my best friend. When my phone rings, I nearly fall off the bed in surprise, but it’s an unknown number. Damnit. I haven’t saved anyone’s number but Samuel’s and Theresa’s in this phone.

“Hello?” I answer.

“Photo shoot,” Zoe says easily, as if we’ve been talking this whole time. “We have an album photoshoot tomorrow. I need you for hair and makeup. Same deal as last time?”

I blink. That much money for one concert is way too much, but a photoshoot would be a little more work. I hadn’t done any touchups throughout the concert and I’d only half done Samuel’s makeup, though, so I need to make up for it, anyway.

“Perfect,” I say.

I’m so glad I still have my dream job. At least I have something to look forward too. Even if the thing that brings me the most happiness is also the thing that will consistently break my heart.

Zoe texts me a time and place, and the rest of the day goes by in a blur.

When I get to the address, it’s an abandoned building, which is a cool place to shoot an album cover. There’s debris everywhere and no real mirrors, so I’m glad that I brought my kit.

They’re taking photos in order of age, and then group photos, so I do Locke’s hair and makeup first, trimming the ends while Gemma watches with a discerning eye. She smiles at the way he looks if not at me, so I guess I must have done a pretty good job.

Jackson’s next, then Axel, and all goes well until Samuel sits down in front of me.

He doesn’t give me a longing look or do anything that’s out of the ordinary, just gives me a small smile.

“How are you, Brooklyn?” he asks cordially, and I think that makes me feel worse than if he’d said “fuck you, Brooklyn.”

“I’m… okay,” I say softly.

“Good to hear,” he says.

“No more tequila?” I ask teasingly, and he groans, blushing just slightly.

“Not for a long time,” he promises, and his hair already looks great, wind and finger swept, so I just set it with some hairspray and then powder his nose. He has really offensively good skin, hardly any blemishes. He doesn’t have acne scars or anything. Even I have a few of those on my cheekbones.

“Do you take crazy good care of your skin?” I ask.

“Absolutely not,” he says. “I barely remember to wash it unless I’m in the shower.”

I narrow my eyes at him. “I hate you.”

“Not what you said the other night,” he murmurs, and then it’s my turn to blush and take a step back, looking down at him as if deciding what to do with his makeup.

“Are you going to let me do your whole face this time?” I ask.

Samuel smiles. “Yeah. Already got a pep talk from Zoe about it.”

I gasp. “Does she know?”

Samuel rolls his eyes. “Everyone knows we hooked up, kid. We weren’t exactly quiet about it.”

“I mean about Robin,” I say.

“You know, if you didn’t use that nickname, we might have resolved this whole thing a lot earlier,” Samuel complains.

“Earlier than two days?” I ask, pouting. It stings to think that he might have rather found out before we hooked up so that it wouldn’t have happened.

“I guess you’re right,” he mumbles.

I get closer, putting just a touch of concealer under his eyes because he looks like he hasn’t been sleeping much.

“Have you been busy?” I ask, knowing already that he has. He’s released some snippets of a song that sounds beautiful on social media along with Axel. It’s a duet and some girl is singing in the background and I’m bitterly jealous about who it is.

“Just a little,” he says. “No more than usual, really.”

“Zoe wouldn’t tell Harley, would she?” I ask, suddenly worried.

Samuel huffs out a breath. “No, Brooklyn. Can we please stop talking about it? Put it behind us?”

I startle, a little shocked by him just being so casual about it when he’d seemed so upset the other night. “I mean, sure. Sorry,” I mutter.

I don’t take long enough to do his eyeliner and have to re-do it after I look at him more closely. I need it smudged so that it looks a little dirty. Zoe told me that dirty is the theme of the photoshoot.

There are motorcycles parked all over the inside of the abandoned building, and when Axel revs one up, I jump nearly into Samuel’s lap. He steadies me with his hands on my hips, looking up into my eyes from where he’s seated.

“Careful there, kid,” he murmurs, and I want so badly to lean down and kiss him as Axel laughs when Harley slides on the back of the bike with him. I wish so badly that Samuel and I could be like that. That’s what I wanted out of this, but that’s not what I’m going to get.

I take a step back and Samuel lets go of my hips and he doesn’t seem affected at all, talking and laughing with Gemma while I work on fixing his eyeliner.

“Be still,” I complain.

It’s not like I’m jealous of Gemma, I know she’s happily married and like a sister to Samuel. He’s said it publicly many times. I’m just unfairly hurt that he’s suddenly so casual about all of this. Does he really not care? He definitely can’t have felt the same way I did if it’s not keeping him up at night. But I know I’m being unfair. It’s my fault that we are apart, not his. I’m the one that broke this off. He’s a rockstar. Tons of groupies throwing themselves at him, so what did I think would happen?

“All done,” I say softly, too close to his face, so close that I can feel his breath on mine.

“Thanks, kid,” he says, and gets up, headed toward one of the motorcycles, one that my father would have called a “crotch-rocket” instead of a cruiser. Samuel doesn’t pose so much as he just sits, and his long legs and lanky frame look great on the bike.

His back looks extra broad in the pictures when I sneak around to see the photographer’s laptop.

“He your boyfriend?” she asks, and I shake my head.

“N-no. I’m just the makeup artist.”

“Ah. Lots of couples, thought you were one of them. He looks at you a certain way,” she says, and I snort.

He’d barely looked at me at all.

I had to stay for touchups, of course, between shoots, and I ended up doing just powder on Samuel the next go-round. They are all handsome enough that they don’t need much, anyway. Especially Samuel.

It feels awkward around Gemma and Zoe now, but Harley comes to sit next to me when they start doing the group photos.

“You feel like you don’t really fit in?” she asks.

I nod. “Yeah, it’s kind of… close-knit.”

“I know the feeling,” she says sympathetically. “You know, I was kind of a groupie when I first started dating Axel.”

My eyes widen. “Really? A Spades groupie?”

“An Axel groupie, specifically,” she giggles. “We met before he ever joined the band, but I came to every concert at first. I love their music, and I’ve always loved Axel. Groupies aren’t part of the band, not really, you know? It feels like we’re on the outside and Gemma… she was kind of born into it, you know? And Zoe’s just got that personality that fits in anywhere.”

I sigh in relief, feeling a bit better that someone seems to understand.

“Yeah, that’s exactly how it feels,” I admit.

“Plus, Gemma’s protective,” Harley says. “She didn’t like me much because Ax and I were broken up for so long. He was a mess.” She looks over at him fondly. “But he’s my mess.”

“You were broken up?” I’m surprised. The way Axel has talked about his wife the last year, you’d think they’d been together forever.

“Divorced, even,” she says, and my eyes widen even further. “For almost two years.”

“Jesus,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

Harley shrugs. “It’s okay. We found our way back to each other, and that’s what matters. He was stupid. I was stupid. We forgave each other. That’s what couples do.”

I frown, thinking about Samuel and Theresa. What if this is all some way that they find their way back to each other? I would absolutely hate that.

Harley looks at me curiously. “I feel like I’ve met you before. You look familiar.”

I swallow hard, knowing she has probably seen me in pictures at Theresa’s place.

“Uh, I come to a lot of concerts,” I lie. I had only gone to the one concert in Texas, and that had been spur of the moment. I have listened to all the Spades music, though, and would have gone to more concerts if I had friends who liked rock music instead of Theresa, who hated it.

“It’s something else,” Harley says, and then smiles. “It’ll come to me.”

God, I hope not.
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It is absolutely pure torture having Brooklyn that close to me and not being able to touch her, not being able to kiss her. I’d had to hide my phone in my bedside drawer, turned off, to keep from calling her for the whole two weeks we’d been apart. I don’t know how I can miss someone so much when I barely know them. I’m thinking now that I should have gotten advice from Axel instead of Jackson, since he and Harley had that whole soulmates, love at first sight kind of thing.

Brooklyn disappears after the photoshoot, and I’m disappointed because I wanted to talk to her in the parking lot. I keep thinking that if I can just talk to her, make her understand that Theresa wants what’s best for us, she’ll understand and we can keep going like we were.

On the way home, every song I listen to on the radio seems to be about Brooklyn and me, and I keep flipping channels. Finally, it lands on Etta James’ classic, “At Last,” which happens to be one of my favorite songs. It’s almost exactly how I feel about Brooklyn, so I groan and turn off the radio, doing a U-turn at the intersection.

I remember where Brooklyn lives, and I’m going to go and see her. She has to talk to me if I just show up, right? I know that I’m acting a little crazy, that I usually plan things out more than this, look before I leap, but I’m taking a page out of Brooklyn’s playbook.

I just want to leap with her, and I need to make her understand that.

I take in a deep breath and walk up to her door, ringing the doorbell twice before I knock softly. I’m impatient and it takes her a few moments to get to the door.

“No,” she says through the door, without even opening it.

“No?” I ask, rubbing the back of my neck and trying to look through the peephole as if I can see her through it. “No what?”

“No everything,” she says, her voice muffled. “I’m having a bad day, Samuel.”

“I could make it better,” I joke, and then she opens the door, sighing heavily. She looks tired, like she hasn’t been sleeping. “Are you okay?”

“Fine,” she mutters. “Just like you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask, frowning.

“It means you’re fine,” she says unhelpfully, her brows furrowing as she looks up at me with wide blue eyes. They’re flashing like she’s angry but I can’t imagine why she would be.

“Are you mad at me?” I ask incredulously, and she looks away.

“Of course not. Why would I be mad at you just because you’re totally fine and I’m a mess?” she blurts out, still standing in the doorway.

“Kid,” I start, and when she glares at me I pause. “Brooklyn. Let me in, and we can talk about all of this.”

“No,” she insists. “If I let you in, then I’ll do something stupid and betray my best friend some more.”

“Brooklyn, it’s not betrayal, you have to listen to me.”

“Why does it even matter? You’ve moved on,” she says.

I stare at her, my mouth open. “What the hell are you talking about? I haven’t moved on. I’m not moving at all, I’m stuck thinking about you all the time.”

“Really?” Brooklyn asks, looking up at me as if surprised.

“God, of course, Brooklyn. I was a mess when you broke it off, or don’t you remember?”

“I thought it was just the tequila.”

“Oh, you mean the tequila I chugged just to keep you off my mind?” I scoffed. “Come on, kid, you’re smarter than this. You know that I care. You know that I want you back.”

“We weren’t really together, though, Sam, were we? It was just a couple of days.”

“Those couple of days meant something to me, Brooklyn. Are you saying they didn’t mean anything to you?” I look at her and she bites her lip, maintaining eye contact for only a moment before looking away.

“I don’t know,” she hedges, and I want to scream.

“You do know,” I murmur, getting closer to her. I put my hand on her face to turn her toward me and she doesn’t pull away. “You know that it meant something. It was real, kid. And I want more of it. I want more of you.”

She looks up at me for a long moment and when I kiss her, she melts into me for only a second before putting both her hands on my chest and pushing me away.

I stumble backward. “This is how it’s going to be?” I ask, angry, finally, instead of just hurt, and she looks up at me with this absolutely broken look on her face before it shutters back over and her expression is just blank.

“It’s how it has to be,” she says softly, and I let out a frustrated groan and then begin to walk away.

“Samuel!” she calls after me, but I’m done.

I have to get out of here before I throw her over my shoulder and take her to her bedroom, before I say something that I might regret.

But Brooklyn follows me into the parking lot.

“Sam, please,” she calls, and I finally stop in my tracks, my hands making fists at my sides.

“What is it, Brooklyn?” I ask coldly, and turn around to face her.

She looks so small and tired and I just want to scoop her up into my arms, but I can’t.

“I’m sorry,” she says quietly. “I just... I need you to know something.”

I swallow hard and take a step toward her. “What?”

“If you weren’t Robin’s ex....” she pauses. “Theresa’s ex. If you weren’t my best friend’s ex, then I would.”

“Would what?” I ask.

“Take the leap,” she says, looking up at me and her eyes have this hint of gold in them that makes my heart race.

“Brooklyn,” I say, and she takes a step back when I take a step forward.

“You told me you don’t take leaps,” she says. “Maybe that’s for the best.”

She turns around and begins to walk quickly back to her apartment but I can’t help myself, I follow her.

“I want to take the leap,” I say to her back, and she stops, but only for a second, before going back into her apartment and closing and locking the door.

I yell in the empty parking lot, rubbing my hands across my face. This woman is driving me crazy. What am I supposed to do now? Just forget about her?

I go back to the car and turn it on, and press the radio button.

“At Last” by Etta James starts playing, and I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.
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It’s another three weeks before I have another job to do for the Spades, and that’s a good thing, because along with being heartbroken, I’m coming down with the flu or something.

I feel tired, all the time, and nauseous when I so much as think about food. I’m not sleeping well and I haven’t been since I broke things off with Samuel. That’s not new, of course, but it just keeps me feeling worse.

Gemma’s the one who calls me, this time, instead of Zoe.

“I need you to come to the studio,” she says, and her voice isn’t nearly as friendly as it was when we first met. I think she doesn’t like me now that Samuel and I aren’t talking anymore.

“You do? Is there another photoshoot?” I ask, sitting up, having just been lounging on my bed. The jobs I’d already done for the Spades kept me in enough money to make it through the next couple of months, but I can always use more.

“No, but Locke desperately needs a haircut. His undercut is growing out and Zoe says I shouldn’t do it myself like usual.” Gemma sighs. “She says I’m not a real hairstylist.”

I want to laugh but I don’t know how Gemma will take it so I just smile a little, covering my mouth and clearing my throat.

“Okay, I can come and cut it. Why the studio, though? I could come to your place.”

“They’re recording the new album, and there just isn’t time,” Gemma explains. “Can you come or not?”

“I’ll be there in an hour,” I promise.

I don’t even try to negotiate a price, but my Venmo lights up with a five-hundred-dollar payment from Zoe, who must have quite the budget for fashion, hair, and makeup. I know that Jack and the Spades are doing well, but I’m still surprised at the price.

I’m certainly not complaining, though. I head to the address that Zoe sends me, and as a fangirl of Jack and the Spades, it’s pretty surreal to be going to a job at a studio they’re recording in.

I give my I.D. at the front gate and they let me in. Zoe meets me at the front with a smile. I guess she’s not as angry with me as Gemma is about the Samuel situation. Either that, or she’s just better at hiding it.

“Locke’s in the back room,” she says. “Jackson and Axel are laying down the front vocals now, so we need to be done before it’s time for Locke and Samuel to do backup.”

She’s all business but she takes my arm and leads me toward the back room, and at least her voice isn’t as snappy as Gemma’s. I had heard in the Spades fandom that Gemma was protective over the boys, but now I’m experiencing it firsthand.

Locke’s standing up in the back and he does indeed need a haircut. His trademark undercut on both sides has grown out and has just a sprinkling of gray at the temples.

“Thank God you’re here,” Locke says. “Gemma won’t cut my hair and it’s driving me crazy.” He scratches at the sides.

I chuckle. “Okay, you tall drink of water. Let’s sit you down before we get started.”

I put my bag on the counter. It’s a little break room of sorts with a sink, so it’s as good as I can get outside of a salon or bathroom. I haven’t had my own chair in a salon in years, so I’m used to this kind of guerrilla hairstyling.

Locke sits down, spreading his legs, and that’s when I notice Samuel in the back, eating a sandwich. He’s not looking at me and I swallow hard, trying to focus on the task at hand – the drummer.

I’m glad Gemma’s not here because I’ve also heard tell that she’s possessive over her husband, and I wouldn’t want her hovering while I work. I pull out my clippers and plug them in, trying to move Locke’s chair over, but of course I can’t, because he’s sitting in it.

He laughs and moves the chair so that he can lean his head back over the sink, and I take the opportunity to turn on the warm water and wash his hair first, conditioning it. He’s got good, thick hair, and the only indication that he’s in his mid to late thirties is the sprinkling of gray at the temples – which look pretty cool when shaved short the way he likes his undercut.

I can feel eyes on me while I have my fingers in Locke’s hair, and Locke makes a hum of pleasure in the back of his throat.

“Feels good,” he murmurs, and I laugh.

“Don’t tell your wife,” I joke, and I’m only teasing, but I hear Samuel clear his throat. I turn to look at him and he’s glaring at me.

Jeez. I’m only trying to lighten the mood. Locke chuckles, looking over at Samuel as if he thinks this is funny, and if looks could kill, Samuel’s would have Locke dead on the floor.

I take a towel that I keep in my bag and pat his long hair dry, running a comb through the tangles before taking on the sides. Undercuts are a little bit of a process, so it takes me some time to get all of the lines right.

“You keep the hair at your shoulders or above?” I ask.

“Above. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a haircut,” Locke says. “Zoe’s pissed I didn’t get it before the photoshoot.”

“The pictures aren’t that bad,” she hedges, standing over by the door. I wonder suddenly if Gemma couldn’t be there and that’s why Zoe is the one hovering. They are best friends, after all.

Like me and Robin. I shake my head so that I don’t think of her. She’s been texting non-stop but I just haven’t been able to go and see her.

Locke’s so tall that his long legs keep getting in the way and I have to step around them over and over. It’s annoying and he laughs at me as I stumble around him.

“I’m fun-sized,” I say in defense, and Zoe laughs.

Samuel is dead silent. I can still feel his brown eyes boring through us as I work and I can’t help it that it makes my heart race. It’s kind of toxic to be possessive after just a few days together but I can’t deny that it’s attractive to me.

I manage to finish up and Locke looks in the mirror, humming and running his hands through his new cut.

“It looks great, Brooklyn. Thanks,” he says simply.

Locke has always been known as the member who talks the least, and that doesn’t surprise me. His personality comes out a little when you get around him for a bit, though, and I like him pretty well. I like all the members, really, even though I’ve only spent a little time with them all. I like Zoe and Gemma, too, even though they don’t seem to like me. And Harley and I seem to have more in common than I’d realized.

I feel a little sad that I’m a part of this little family but not really a part of it, but that’s the breaks of accidentally sleeping with your best friend’s ex, I guess.

I sweep up the hair off the ground, and before I know it, Locke and Zoe have disappeared. It must be time for backup vocals, but for some reason, Samuel’s still in the back of the break room.

I don’t speak to him, just cleaning up and putting my things away.

“Are you trying to drive me crazy?” he asks, close to my ear, and I didn't realize that he had walked up behind me until he spoke.

I jump, just a little startled. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I think you do,” he says, putting a hand on the counter in front of me, not touching me but almost, and I shiver all over at his nearness.

“Samuel,” I start, turning, and that’s when he kisses me.

I should push him away. I should run out of this room.

Instead, I do what I always do. I leap.

I kiss him back, hard.
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Brooklyn knows what she’s doing, flirting with Locke, laughing with him as she stumbles around his long legs and cuts his hair. She has her hand on him all the time and it’s driving me crazy. I’ve never even been the possessive type, not really. With Theresa I hadn’t been, and not with my flings in high school or on tour, either.

Territorial, sure, but not like this. Maybe it’s because she was never even mine, not really. It certainly feels like she is, though, and now I can better understand my bandmates when they got jealous of one of the girls chatting with me after a few drinks.

I used to rile them up, flirt extra with Gemma or Zoe, but now I think I’ll take a step back and realize what they’re going through. Jealousy sucks. It feels like a rock in my gut and a tightness in my throat and I know I’m late for the backup vocals but all I want to do is reclaim Brooklyn as mine.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she says.

“I think you do,” I snap back, and when she turns around, I kiss her. When she doesn’t push me away, when she kisses me back, I can’t stop myself. I pick her up and put her on the counter, standing between her spread legs.

Her thighs lock around my waist as I continue to kiss her and I cup one of her small breasts in one hand. More than a handful is wasted is something I’ve heard all my life but never understood until now. I love the way she reacts, the way she arches her back into my touch, and I can’t stop kissing her, exploring her mouth with my tongue.

“Samuel,” she says against my mouth, but it’s not to stop me, it’s just a breath of my name, like she wants me to keep going and I have my hand halfway down her pants before Jackson swings open the door.

“Sam, what the hell are you doing back here-”

He stops in his tracks when Brooklyn squeaks and I turn toward him and then he promptly closes the door, walking outside.

“Oh my God,” Brooklyn gasps, adjusting her shirt, her face a bright red. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

I burst out laughing. “You should see your face.”

“Don’t laugh at me,” she warns, but she’s smiling. It’s good to see her smile.

“It’s okay,” I say. “I walk in on Jackson and Zoe at least once a week.”

“That’s different,” she insists. “They’re married. We... we’re not even-”

“We could be,” I say softly, putting my hand on her face and she looks up at me.

“Stop it, Sam.”

“Why not, Brooklyn? We could just talk to Theresa—”

“I told you, we’re not saying anything to her.” She hops down off the counter and begins to gather her things and my heart drops to my toes.

“Kid,” I plead, but she just leaves, closing the door quietly behind her and avoiding Jackson as she goes.

I lean back against the counter with a heavy sigh, running my hand through my hair.

“Should have told her you need a haircut, too,” Jackson teases, opening the door, but when he sees my face he sobers. “I’m sorry, Sammy.”

I shrug. “No reason to be sorry. It is what it is.” I square my shoulders and head into the studio, waiting for Jackson to follow.

Locke’s already there and we lay down the backup vocals before doing the melody and instrumental, and it’s easy to throw myself into work without the tequila. I’m sure Jackson is glad.

I know what I need, and I’m just ready to get this done so that I can get there. I go to a karaoke bar often, by myself, to clear my head and to mitigate my usual stage fright. I never invite friends and don’t take my guitar, just sing along with the music. It helps me to be in front of a group of people who don’t know me as Samuel Hansen of Jack and the Spades. It helps me to be in front of a crowd of sorts without all the pressure.

I need it more than ever now, with everything going on with Brooklyn.

Theresa’s been calling me and I can’t call her back because I just know I’ll burst out everything and Brooklyn will hate me. I’ve been avoiding her and it’s only a matter of time before she shows up at the studio looking for me, or worse, at my apartment.

Part of me wants to do it anyway, talk to my friend who I have no romantic interest in anymore, Brooklyn or no Brooklyn, but I can’t jeopardize Brooklyn changing her mind. That’s what I want, and I have to make sure it happens. If I meet up with Theresa, it never will.

“I’m proud of you, Sam, you’ve been doing well,” Jackson says, giving me a knowing look when we finish up.

“Thanks,” I mumble. “I’m trying to do better after that disaster of a concert.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Axel says, and Jackson snorts out a laugh.

That gets Locke started and then they’re all laughing and I’m laughing with them even though they’re laughing at me.

“It’s a good thing we’re famous now,” Locke comments after we’d all sobered a bit, and that gets everyone started again.

It feels good to laugh with the guys, even though Gemma and Zoe come in and look at us like we’re crazy. Jackson’s on the floor, having fallen out of his chair, and Axel’s wiping tears from his eyes.

My stomach hurts from the force of the laughter, and I sigh, smiling as I lean back in the studio chair.

“What’s gotten all of you so worked up?” Gemma asks.

“You had to be there, little bit,” Locke tells her, rubbing his hand over his face and grinning, picking her up in a bear hug.

I look away. I’m jealous of what they have, and I have been for a while, but it just seems more intense now that I had a taste of it and had it ripped away.

“You want to go out to dinner with us, Sammy?” Gemma asks, and I shake my head. Axel gives me a look.

“I’m going to get some barbeque if you wanna come with me. Harley’s at her parents with the baby and they still can’t stand me.” Axel grins.

“Barbeque sounds good,” I say, even though nothing really sounds good. I haven’t had much of an appetite, and I guess it’s because I’ve been upset. I usually eat a lot because I have a high metabolism, but it’s been hard lately.

I think Axel is someone who can understand what I’m going through, though. Jackson and Locke had both had a rocky time with their wives before they got together, but Axel went through it for years with Harley. They’ve been together off and on since they were teenagers, and from all accounts it was definitely one of those love at first sight type of things.

That’s what I feel I have with Brooklyn, and maybe he’ll have a different take on it.

I’m surprised when Axel pops out of the studio door and one of the staff members hands him Jazz, who coos and babbles at him.

“You’ve got the baby?”

“Yeah, Harley says she’s going to make plans for tonight so I should figure it out.” He chuckles. “When she was born, I had to do all the physical stuff because Harley had to have surgery, so it’s no skin off my nose.” He blows a raspberry at Jazz and she giggles. “Besides, I love spending time with baby girl.”

I smile and lean over to kiss the baby’s head. She smells like baby powder and that fresh milk scent that all babies under the age of three seem to have.

Jazz looks at me like I’m crazy and Axel laughs, walking out to the mini-van that he and Harley had bought when they had Jasmine.

He straps her in and we head to the barbeque joint.

It’s a popular place but we never have to wait for a table because they know us. The hostess smiles at Jazz and Axel and leads us to our usual table. We’ve been celebrities at this barbeque restaurant since before we were ever rockstars, and it’s nice to be at a family-owned place.

It feels more like home to me than the diners and franchise restaurants we have to go to on tour. I like being home, even if it’s only temporary since we have a big show in Vegas. Another nine hour trip on the bus.

“So, you and Brooklyn,” Axel starts when we get our beers and Jazz is set up in her high chair, playing with the kid’s menu.

I sigh. “Yeah, me and Brooklyn.”

“You love her?” Axel asks, and I freeze, my eyes widening.

“I... I don’t know,” I say hesitantly. “I don’t know if what this is... if what this was, is love.”

Axel tilts his head. “I’m a firm believer of ‘when you know, you know,’ so I’ll ask you this, Sammy: do you know?”

It feels scary when he puts it like that, like this is all too much, too intense, but I swallow hard and slowly nod my head.

“Fuck. Yeah, I know.”

“No cursing around the baby,” Axel warns. “I find ‘fudge’ hits the right way.”

I snort. “Okay. Fudge then.”

Jazz smiles at me and bangs her fat little fists on the highchair table.

“So you know,” he says, sipping his beer. “But now what?”

“Now what indeed,” I say. “She doesn’t want me.”

“Because of your ex?” Axel asks. “Harley said something about it, you know how rumors spread around the Spades girls.”

“Yeah, because of Theresa. Apparently, she and Brooklyn grew up together and they’re best friends.”

Axel winces. “So, your ex is her best friend.”

I groan. “Why does everybody say it like that? Why is it such a big fu—” I look over at Jazz. “—fudging deal?” I finish.

Axel shrugs. “It’s a girl thing, mostly. Harley says it’s girl code.”

I give him a wry look. “So you haven’t just heard it around, you’ve actually talked about it.”

“We’re married, Sam, it’s not like I’m going to go run and tell Theresa.”

“Brooklyn would freak out that you and Harley even know. Especially since she and Theresa are close.”

Axel waves his hand. “She's not going to say anything. Trust me, Harley can keep a secret.”

I snort, thinking about how she had kept Axel being Jazz’s father a secret her entire pregnancy. “Fair enough.”

“And you want my advice on what to do?”

“I mean, that would be nice,” I say dryly. “No one else has had any good tips.”

“I spent a lot of time trying to get Harley back, and the only thing that eventually paid off was telling her the truth, and the whole truth.”

“But I’ve told her—”

“Have you told her that you know?” Axel says, and it feels like some kind of vague secret that we both know but won’t say and it’s driving me a little nuts.

“That I might be in love with her?”

“That you are in love with her,” Axel corrects.

I run my hand through my hair. “No, of course not!”

“Because—” Axel moves his hand like he wants me to continue.

“Because that’s crazy,” I burst out. “Because I’ve known her what, five weeks? And we’ve only spent a few days of those weeks together.”

“I only knew Harley for five minutes before I fell in love with her. It happens. And she needs to know. She probably feels the same way as you and feels like she’s going crazy.”

“But what if she doesn’t, Ax? What if she doesn’t feel that way at all and this is all one-sided?”

“Then you need to know that, right? So you can move on.”

The beer I’ve drank feels heavy in my stomach and I barely pick at my barbeque sandwich despite it being the best in the state.

Tell her? Everything? I don’t know if I can do that, risk that kind of rejection. She’s already been pushing me away left and right.

But if it’s the only way to get her back, don’t I have to?
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As I’m all but sprinting to my car, someone grabs my wrist. I know from the size of the hand it isn’t Samuel so I turn around with a smile plastered on my face.

Harley stands in front of me, smiling back, even though hers seems a lot more genuine.

“Hey, Brooklyn. I was hoping I’d catch you.” She sounds a little breathless, like she’d actually been running to catch me.

“What’s up? Does Axel need a haircut?” I joke, knowing that Axel is shaved nearly bald, his hair so close-cropped that you can barely tell it’s there.

Harley laughs and shakes her head, blond curls bouncing. God, who’s her stylist? Where do she and Gemma and Zoe get off having such perfect hair? My hair wouldn’t curl if my life depended on it.

“Nothing like that. I just... I thought we had a good conversation the other day, and I find it hard to make friends...” Harley bites her lip. “I was hoping that maybe you’d be willing to go out with me tonight.”

I blink, shocked. I want to make friends in the area other than Theresa, and this is my chance. But she knows Theresa...

“I don’t know,” I hedge. “I’ll have to check my schedule.”

Harley pouts. “Come on, Brooklyn. It’s just a few drinks. I’m a mom and I don’t get out much, you know? Axel’s having a daddy/daughter night with Jazz and I need something to do.”

I think about it for a moment. Harley doesn’t seem to dislike me like Gemma, or treat me warily like Zoe. And just because she knows Theresa doesn’t mean that she’ll tell her that I had a thing with Samuel.

Why not try? I need something to get my mind off everything that happened with Samuel today, anyway, and I haven’t had a drop of alcohol since the tour. I haven’t been feeling terribly well lately, but maybe that’s just the heartbreak.

“Okay then. Where should we meet?”

Harley grins. “There’s a bar pretty close to here. They have good appetizers for happy hour. You want to walk there with me? We can pick up your car later and Uber home.”

“I might not drink much, so I can give you a ride, if need be,” I say.

“Perfect! I plan to get trashed,” Harley jokes, and she steps up on the sidewalk. I follow her after throwing my things into my car, only taking my wallet with me.

This could be fun, right?

When we arrive, we take a place at the bar and they’re a little busy for happy hour, so it takes us some time to get our buffalo wings and mozzarella sticks. I order a light beer since my stomach hasn’t been feeling so great, but after one sip I get kind of nauseous, so I order water, too. Harley orders a double margarita and I raise an eyebrow.

“You mean business,” I joke.

“I like to go hard when I go out,” she says. “I don’t get to do it very often. Gemma will sometimes come with me, but she and Locke are having a date night.”

“Must be nice,” I mutter, and Harley looks at me from under her eyelashes.

“You’ve got a thing going on with someone, right?”

I try not to choke on my water. “Um, I don’t know. Not really. Not anymore.”

Harley shrugs. “Maybe you’ll meet someone out. They do karaoke here, should be setting up now. I do a mean “Barracuda.” She laughs.

I smile wanly. “I bet you do.”

My heart is racing just from her mention of me having someone on the side. Does she know about Samuel and Theresa? I know that Harley is a part of the Spades family, but I guess I was hoping that she might not be in the inner circle enough to know that Samuel and I had a thing. She wasn’t on the tour bus, after all.

But people talk.

“Harley,” I start, meaning to ask her about it, but the lights go down and someone takes a seat up at the karaoke chair.

“There it is,” Harley says. “Shh, listen.”

I sigh and turn back to my mozzarella sticks, eating them listlessly. I’ve been craving cheese something fierce, which usually means my period is about to start. I’m a little late this month, but I usually have irregular cycles, so it hasn’t bothered me much.

There’s something niggling in the back of my mind, some worry, but it shuts off when I hear the song start.

“At last, my love has come along,” he starts, and I turn to see who has the velvet voice singing my favorite song.

I look up to see Samuel sitting on a barstool, holding the microphone like he’s on stage and looking toward the bar. I’m not sure if he can see me with the lights down low and over the crowd that’s gathered in front of the karaoke machine, but I can’t stop looking.

“My lonely days are over, and life is like a song,” he continues, and I begin to tremble all over. It feels like the universe is trying to tell me something. It feels like I’m supposed to be here, supposed to be feeling this, and it scares me to death. My heart is racing and I feel like I’m going to throw up.

“He’s good,” Harley comments, sipping her margarita, and all I can do is nod dumbly, staring at Samuel.

As I’m watching him sing, his brown eyes light up with recognition and he doesn’t miss a beat, just staring into my eyes as he continues.

“You smile, and then the spell was cast. And here we are, in heaven, for you are mine... at last,” he finishes, passionately, intensely, and I can’t breathe.

I stand up, nearly knocking over Harley’s margarita and my nearly untouched beer. I run to the bathroom and throw up suddenly, barely making it to the toilet. If this is what love is like, I don’t know if I like it.

Harley knocks on the stall door in just a few moments. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I mutter, bracing myself against the stall. I feel dizzy for no reason I can think of, but it’s probably the shock of seeing the man I love singing my favorite song, in a place I didn’t expect him to be at. And I can’t deny it to myself anymore. I do love him.

I come out of the stall and wash my face and hands. Harley leans up against the doorway, looking at me.

“You knew he was going to be here,” I say dryly.

Harley smiles. “Maybe.”

I scoff and use a paper towel to blot off my face. “Why would you do that to me?”

“I think you two need to talk.”

I stare at her. “But Robin—” I pause. “Theresa is your friend.”

“Exactly. Theresa is my friend and I know that she broke up with Samuel for a good reason. They weren’t right for each other. Sam likes you.” Harley tilts her head. “In fact, I think he more than likes you.”

“He barely knows me,” I grumble, pushing open the bathroom door and Samuel’s standing there. “This is an ambush.”

“What are you talking about?” Samuel asks.

“Nothing,” I mumble, my shoulder brushing his when I walk by him.

“She said you barely know her,” Harley, the traitor, says.

“Stay out of this,” I hiss, but she just grins and goes back to the bar and her margarita, unbothered.

“Brooklyn,” Samuel starts. “Why won’t you just talk to me?”

I decide Harley can find her own way home. I know I’m being a little irrational since she was only trying to help me, but I can make my own decisions about Samuel and I know talking to him is a bad idea. I know that Theresa would hate me for this, and there’s no way that I can jeopardize a friendship that I’ve spent my whole life protecting.

I walk toward my car but I can hear his footsteps behind me and finally I just stop. My emotions feel all over the place, and I keep chalking it up to being sick and heartbroken, but right now, I can’t hold it in.

“What are you afraid of?” Samuel asks.

“Everything!” I burst out, turning around. “I’m afraid of Theresa hating me. I’m afraid of what I feel for you, I’m-”

“And what is that?” he asks, cutting me off and taking a couple of steps toward me. He’s wearing a gray T-shirt and a pair of tight jeans, his hair slicked back just the way I’d styled it for the photoshoot and damnit, he looks so good, even beneath the dim lights of the parking lot. “What do you feel for me?”

“It doesn’t matter. It doesn’t even make any sense,” I mutter, turning back to walk toward my car, but Samuel grabs my wrist, pulling me to him and I bounce against his chest, looking up at his intense brown eyes.

“I want to tell you how I feel about you,” he says. “Will you listen?”

I swallow hard. “What can you possibly feel for me, Samuel? We barely know each other.”

“I feel so much for you, Brooklyn—”

I cut him off, not wanting to hear more, not wanting to hear the “but” I can feel coming. “You can always replace me, Samuel. You’re a big famous rockstar now, right? Like you told me after the concert, you can find another me right away.”

Samuel’s face falls. “Is that what you think?”

“That’s what you said, isn’t it?” I snap. I don’t know why I’m being so harsh but at the same time, I’ve been under a lot of stress and I’m sick.

“That’s what I said when I was drunk and upset, Brooklyn. And I don’t get drunk and upset. I don’t get that way ever, so the fact that I was a mess the night you broke it off—”

“Means what, Sam? That you were mad you didn’t break it off yourself?”

“Now you’re not even making sense,” Samuel says harshly. “You’re just looking for an excuse, and fine, if that’s what you want, I won’t bother you anymore.”

“Fine!” I shoot back. “That’s exactly what I want.”

Samuel looks at me for a long moment, his face etched with anger and pain, and then he storms off back toward the parking lot and I brace myself against the driver’s side of my car and burst into tears.

Harley comes around the corner, passing Samuel who is all but running to his car.

“Is it a bad time to ask for that ride?”

I sob and laugh at the same time and just unlock the doors, sitting in the car and sobbing while she gets inside.

“So you’ve got that whole love at first sight, toxic kind of love, huh?”

I sniffle. “I don’t even know anymore, Harley.”

She shifts toward me in her seat. “I didn’t even have time to get drunk before you stormed off, so you know I’m clearheaded when I give you this advice, Brooklyn.”

I wipe at my eyes and look at her. “Yeah? What advice?”

Harley takes both my hands in her own and squeezes. “Don’t let him go, Brooklyn. It was the biggest mistake of my life, divorcing Axel. I’ve loved him since I was sixteen and all the time apart did was make me miss him and love him more. Don’t waste time. I’d do anything to get the time back that I spent apart from Axel. If you love Samuel, if you really know that you love him, even after such a short time... don’t fuck it up.”

I take in a deep, shaky breath. “But what if he doesn’t love me back?”

Harley laughs softly. “Oh, honey. You saw his face just the same way I did. You know he loves you back.”

Do I know that? Deep down, somewhere in my heart, I hope I’m right. I hope that what I wouldn’t let him tell me is that he loves me, that he fell in love with me that first night.

So now, I have only one option before I go begging Samuel to take me back – I need to talk to Theresa.
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So, Brooklyn doesn’t want me, and that’s final. That’s all there is to it. There’s nothing to overthink, there’s nothing to overcome, she’s just done.

So why can’t I stop thinking about her?

It’s not like this is the first time in my life I’ve ever been rejected. There’ve been plenty of girls that I wanted to date that said no, especially in high school. So why is this so different? Axel was right when he asked me if I knew. I do know, and that’s the fucking problem.

She won’t let me tell her about it, either, and that makes everything worse. I could just send her a text message or leave her a voicemail, but I don’t want to do it like that. I want her to really hear me.

I groan, lying on my back in bed and looking up at the ceiling. I haven’t slept a wink, but it’s after ten in the morning and it’s time to shower and do something with my day. We have the Vegas trip coming up in a few days and I guess my only option is to try and get some more advice, from the only person that made me feel like I wasn’t crazy – Axel.

I head to his place and when I ring the doorbell, Harley comes to the door with her blonde hair all crazy, holding a screaming Jazz.

She instantly hands me the baby and moves aside for me to come in. I bounce Jazz around and she stops crying, just pouting at me.

“She's mad because I changed her diaper,” Harley explains. “Usually Axel has to take her because she gets so pissed off after I change it.”

“I thought we weren’t supposed to curse around the baby,” I say, blinking at her and continuing to bounce Jazz.

Harley waves a hand. “That’s just Axel. I curse in front of her all the time.”

“Oh… kay. Where is he?” I ask.

“He’s gone meeting up with some brand for a sponsorship,” she says. “Some local bike shop.”

“Gemma let him go alone?” I ask incredulously.

Harley snorts. “Of course she didn’t. She gave him a ride there, that’s why his bike is in the garage.”

That makes a lot more sense. I’d seen his bike in the garage and just assumed he was home.

“I guess I should go,” I say.

“Why? This is about Brooklyn, right?”

I swallow. “Yeah.”

I guess it makes sense that she knows. She was out with Brooklyn last night and witnessed our fight, after all.

“You wouldn’t tell Theresa, right?”

Harley gives me a look. “Who do you think I am? Spades business is Spades business.”

I laugh. “Okay, fair enough.”

“So, it’s all about Theresa, right?” Harley asks.

“Yeah, of course. It’s the only reason I can think of.”

“Do you think she also might be afraid?”

“Afraid of what?” I ask, genuinely curious.

“Of you! Think of it this way, Samuel. I know that you’re just Sam to you and to us, but to her you’re some big-time rockstar. You’re famous and handsome and she probably feels like the girl-next-door.”

I scoff. “She’s beautiful.”

Harley nods. “I think so, too, but I don’t know if she does.”

“What makes you say that?”

“It’s hard sometimes, to feel beautiful,” Harley admits, and I find that really hard to believe coming from a blue-eyed, blonde-haired bombshell. “Don’t look at me like that,” she says with a sigh. “I wasn’t always this confident, you know? I couldn’t understand why someone who looks like Axel wanted to be with me. I used to wear glasses and have braces, even if I tried to look like a cool goth kid.”

“Glasses and braces don’t make you not beautiful,” I say, and Harley rolls her eyes.

“You really are idealistic, you know that? That’s easy for you to say, but the magazines and everything make us think we have to look a certain way, you know? Brooklyn is young, she probably hasn’t found her confidence yet.”

“So, you’re saying she’s what, afraid I’ll leave her?”

“Afraid you’ll leave, afraid you’ll cheat – all the things I was afraid of when I was married to Axel and you guys started blowing up. I get it; I really do. And with Axel, I had to learn to trust him and it took me far too long.”

“She doesn’t trust me,” I say flatly.

“Why should she, Sammy? You’ve only known her a few weeks, right?”

“Six weeks,” I say stubbornly, and Harley laughs and shakes her head.

“That’s no time at all. Even if she does love you, and for the record, I think she does, she can’t trust you yet, not really.”

“But she says she’s the type of person to take chances.”

“Maybe so, but she probably doesn’t even realize that’s what she’s afraid of. She’s too wrapped up in the Theresa thing. She really is breaking girl code, you know?”

“What does that mean?” I groan.

Harley shrugs. “You’re a man. You can never know the true rules of girl code,” she teases.

I want to yell but Jazz has fallen asleep on my shoulder and she smells like fruit loops and fresh baby scent and I don’t want to disturb her.

“She likes you,” Harley says softly. “You’re good with her.”

“She’s drooling on my shirt,” I say, but I don’t really mind.

Harley smiles. “You want kids, one day?”

“Lot of them,” I admit. “I was an only child and I’ve always wanted a big family.”

“Does Brooklyn want kids?”

“Didn’t you say it’s too early to be thinking about things like that?”

“I said it was too early for her to trust you, not that you shouldn’t be thinking about the future,” Harley corrects.

“I’m thinking too much about the future,” I mutter. “She doesn’t even want me in the present.”

Harley snorts. “She wants you, all right. I just don’t know if she can get past the whole best friend’s ex thing.”

“If she would just let me talk to Theresa...” I started, and then trailed off. Brooklyn had made it crystal clear that she doesn‘t want Theresa to know anything about what happened between us.

“You could always talk to her,” Harley suggests again, but I shake my head.

“That’s a surefire way to get Brooklyn to hate me,” I insist.

She shrugs. “I don’t know what to tell you, Sammy. Just don’t give up. Axel never gave up on me, and look what we have.” Harley smiles at Jazz.

I look at the baby’s sweet, chubby face and something inside me aches. I want what my band mates have. I want a family and a woman to come home to. I want that woman to be Brooklyn. I don’t know about kids yet, it’s too early, but I know that whatever’s in my future, I want it with her.

Harley’s right. I can’t give up. I just have to keep trying, even if Brooklyn rejects me. Even if she keeps hurting me. I can’t let her go.
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Harley had given me some good advice, and I know now what I have to do. I don’t want to do it, though, because it might ruin a lifetime friendship. In fact, it probably will ruin a lifetime friendship.

I don’t bother to text Theresa first, knowing that I’ll chicken out if she’s upset with me for ghosting her for the past six weeks. Everything has been so crazy with the new job and with Samuel... even if I wasn’t trying to actively avoid my best friend it would have been hard to keep in touch.

I spent the rest of the week building it up in my head, thinking about it, trying to figure out what I’ll say and what she’ll say. I’m not usually the type to get anxious and overthink like that, but I guess Theresa is rubbing off on me. I’ve always just acted without thinking of the consequences, while Theresa has always been the level-headed one. I haven’t seen her in what seems like forever. We were attached at the hip as kids and teenagers. Since I’ve moved to New Mexico, we’ve been nearly inseparable, too, so I know I’m going to get an earful when I see her.

I still feel like shit, and I guess I need to find a doctor who will take cash payments because I don’t have any insurance. I’m coming down with a stomach flu and I can barely keep any food down, but despite that, I need to see my best friend. She’s the only person that can help me with this, either way. And I don’t want to keep secrets from her, anyway.

I take a couple of deep breaths on her doorstep, feeling nauseous with anxiety and like I have too much saliva in my mouth. Theresa opens the door with a frown when I ring the doorbell and I promptly throw up on her front stoop.

“Sparrow,” Theresa says, something shocked in her voice. “Are you pregnant?”

I stare up at her in shock, my eyes feeling like they might bulge out of my head. I’ve never even thought about the possibility that I might have become pregnant during the hookups I’ve had recently with Samuel. We hadn’t used protection and I’m not on birth control, so I should have been being safe. What the hell is wrong with me?

“I’m not... I can’t be...” I stutter, and Theresa raises an eyebrow.

“You lost your virginity, Sparrow, so I think you can be.”

“Oh God,” I whisper. “You’re right. It’s possible.”

“Come inside,” Theresa says. “I’ll yell at you for ignoring me once we find out if you have a bun in the oven.”

“Okay,” I say, sighing. “We can go get a pregnancy test after I get cleaned up—”

Theresa is already in the downstairs bathroom, pulling out a box full of pregnancy tests.

I gape at her. “Robin, why do you have so many pregnancy tests?”

She shrugs. “I don’t leap, remember? I’m always prepared, unlike you, my flighty friend.”

“So, we’re still friends?” I ask softly.

Theresa scoffs. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course we’re still friends. You think just a few weeks ignoring me will change that?”

I smile but there’s not much mirth in it. I have something to tell her that might change our friendship quite a lot, but I can’t tell her now, not when there’s this threat of pregnancy looming over my head. I need to know if I need to be freaking out and I need to know now, so I take one of Theresa’s many pregnancy tests and go into the bathroom, closing the door.

After I take the test, I put it on the back of the toilet, biting my lip and staring at it, and in a few moments, Theresa knocks on the door.

“It’s not going to work if you just keep staring at it,” she warns, and I sigh and come out of the bathroom, biting my lip.

“I’m sorry I haven’t called,” I start, and Theresa waves a hand.

“I don’t care about that. I figured you were all wrapped up in a love bubble with that guy you met. Are you gonna tell me about him or?”

I know from the way she’s looking at me that she’s not going to let me get away with not telling her something, so I start talking.

“I met him at a bar,” I say, and I guess that’s technically the truth. We’d shared a pitcher of beer at the concert venue’s bar.

Theresa sits me down on the couch, sitting across from me and leaning forward as if excited. “Go on.”

“And we just clicked, Robin, like right away. I got stuck out of state—”

“You did what?” she screeched. “And you didn’t call me?”

I groan. “Because I knew you’d react like this.”

She frowns. “I just worry about you. You’re my little Sparrow.”

“This little Sparrow can take care of herself,” I insist.

“I know you can, but you know that I’m here,” Theresa says softly. “Robin and Sparrow, right? Forever.”

I swallow hard. I wonder if she’d be saying “Robin and Sparrow forever” if she knew I’d been sleeping with her ex-boyfriend.

The timer on Theresa’s phone goes off and she stands up. “Moment of truth,” she says.

It should be fine, right? I’ve known friends of mine who have taken tons of pregnancy tests, just anxious that maybe they were pregnant, but they’d been negative. There’s no way that I got pregnant after just a few hookups.

I have this sense of calm wash over me, thinking about how it would be negative, and then Theresa calls from the bathroom.

“Uh, Sparrow?”

I walk to the door, my heart in my throat, and she turns over the pregnancy test. There in the little window, it says “pregnant” in bold letters.

“Shit,” I whisper.
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An hour later, I’m still lying on Theresa’s couch, trying not to throw up. I’m not sick, apparently, just pregnant, and I have morning sickness. I can’t believe this is my life. Less than two months ago, I was a virgin, and now I’m pregnant.

What the hell am I going to do?

“Are you gonna hurl if I go and grab you some crackers?” Theresa asks.

I shake my head, but I keep the little trashcan my best friend gave me close, just in case.

Theresa returns with some plain, unsalted crackers and I manage to get a couple of them down.

“I’ve even been losing weight,” I sigh. ”I thought I was just sick. Shit, should I go to the doctor?”

Theresa looks away for just a moment and then back at me. “I guess that depends, Sparrow...”

“Depends on what?”

“On you.”

I tilt my head, frowning. “Are you saying I shouldn’t keep it?”

“I’m saying that if you didn’t want to, I would support you,” Theresa says earnestly.

I frown wider. I haven’t even had time to process the fact that I’d be having a baby in nine months, but the idea of not having it...

“I’m keeping her,” I say suddenly.

Theresa smiles wryly. “You’ve already decided it’s a girl?”

“Of course it is,” I defend. “A mother knows.”

She laughs. “You didn’t even know that you were pregnant until an hour ago. Now you’re already acting like a little mama. You didn’t even tell me the whole story about the daddy yet.”

I shrug. “There’s not much to tell. We met at the bar, we hooked up at his hotel. He gave me a ride home—”

“Across states,” Theresa corrects, frowning. “You caught a ride across states with a guy you just met.”

“Robin, please,” I plead. “I’m pregnant and sick and I’m just trying to tell you this story. Stop judging me.”

Theresa holds up her hands as if in defense. “Okay, okay. I’m not judging; it’s just crazy to me.”

“Lots of things I do are crazy to you,” I point out. “But my craziness got me here so that we can spend more time together.”

“You’re right,” Theresa agrees. “Please, go on.”

“He drove me home and we hooked up again, and it’s been kind of... dramatic ever since.” I try to explain while being as vague as possible.

“Why has it been dramatic?”

“I don’t know,” I lie. “I guess it’s because... I always believed in love at first sight, you know?”

“Sparrow,” she starts, and I take in a deep breath.

“Hear me out. I’ve always believed that when I found the right guy, I’d know. That’s why I was still a virgin at twenty-one. And he felt right, Robin. He still feels right, but it’s... now it’s all complicated.”

“Because of the baby?”

“Because of the baby, because of us barely knowing each other but feeling so much for each other, because of...” I trail off. “There’s lots of reasons why it wouldn’t work out.”

“Sparrow,” Theresa says, and I just know she’s going to judge me, tell me that love at first sight is a silly thing to believe in. “Do you love him?”

I close my eyes, really thinking about it, trying to actually let myself feel what I feel for Samuel and not push it away. When I open my eyes, tears are streaming down my face.

“I love him so much, Robin. So much that it hurts,” I admit, a sob catching in my throat. “And I know it’s crazy. I know it doesn’t make any sense.

“It makes sense to me,” Theresa says, and I blink at her, shocked. She chuckles. “It makes sense to me because this is you, Sparrow. Like you said, you leap. I don’t. I could never fall in love at first sight. But you can. And if you think he feels the same way—”

“I have no idea if he feels the same way,” I sob, sitting up, and Theresa comes over and takes me into her arms, hugging me tightly.

“He must, if things got dramatic instead of him just ignoring you,” she says, rubbing my back to soothe me.

“You think so?”

“Honestly, Sparrow, this is all a bit fast for me, but from what you’ve told me, yeah. He gave you a ride across states just to take you home. He has to like you.”

“I want him to love me like I love him,” I say, and I can’t help but wonder what he was going to tell me outside of that karaoke bar. Would he have said it? Would he have told me that he was falling in love with me?

I’ll never know. Not unless I ask him.

I bite my lip. “You’re going to tell me to talk to him, aren’t you?”

Theresa snorts. “Of course. You have to talk to him, he’s the father of your child.”

I rub my hands across my face. “Okay, I will, but... not right now. I need some time to process this myself.”

“And you need to make a doctor’s appointment,” Theresa points out.

I nod. “I’ll make the call on Monday.”

“I’m going to text and remind you,” Theresa warns. “Also, Julian is coming into town to visit this coming weekend, so you can tell him all about your new mystery man and baby, too.”

I break out into a big grin. Julian Lopez, Theresa, and I had been like the Three Musketeers growing up. We’d nicknamed him “Flamingo,” even though he hadn’t used the walkie talkies with us. We’d met him in high school, and he was an outcast just like me and Theresa, because he was gay in a school with only about three other members of the LGBT community.

Julian is a great friend, and he always has the best advice about men. Also, just like me, he’s the type who leaps, so he’ll understand the way I feel about Samuel. Julian believes in love at first sight, and he won’t judge me.

Honestly, Theresa hasn’t either. I guess I had misjudged her, instead. I’d thought that she would be upset with me for how fast everything was moving, and especially for being pregnant, but she seemed to just support me.

“I love you, Robin,” I tell her, and I mean it with all of my heart. This is the first time since all this started with Samuel that I feel truly understood.

I value her friendship so much, and I don’t know what I’m going to do if she hates me after I finally admit that the man I’m in love with is her ex-boyfriend.
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The show in Vegas is going to be a big one, and we’re doing rehearsals every day leading up to Saturday night’s show. We have to get this perfect, because so many of our fans will be there, and because there’s a film crew that will be filming the concert for an extra on our new album.

It feels strange to be popular enough to have a film crew at our concert, surreal in a way. When I started with Jack and the Spades, honestly it was just for fun and I didn’t expect us to actually get famous. It’s a dream come true, but it’s still work, and all I can do today is be grateful that Brooklyn won’t be here.

Zoe has already warned me that she is hiring Brooklyn to do our makeup and hair for the Vegas show, so I have time to prepare for that. I don’t really know what to do about Brooklyn. Part of me thinks that I should just move on, that she’s rejected me enough. Part of me thinks I should call Theresa and tell her everything, get her to help me convince Brooklyn that it’s okay for us to continue.... whatever it is that we have going on.

All I know is that I miss her, miss getting to know her, miss her body under my hands and the way she looks at me. She looks at me like she knows me, like she gets me, in a way that no one ever has. Axel asked me if it was love.

I’ve never been in love, but I know what I feel for Brooklyn, and I’m falling for her fast, even though we haven’t been able to spend much time together since those first couple of days.

“Don’t get distracted,” Jackson warns when I miss my first cue.

“Sorry,” I mutter. I feel bad now for ever getting frustrated with Jackson showing up late or Axel showing up hungover. Even Locke missed a few cues when things were rocky with Gemma, and I always rolled my eyes at them and was irritated. Now, I understand how hard it is to keep your music together when your romantic life is falling apart.

I’m avoiding alcohol like the plague because whenever I drink, I just want to call Brooklyn, want to tell her how much she’s hurt me and how much I feel for her. I’m just not ready to be that pathetic, I guess.

I manage to hit the rest of the cues and we have a technical issue with the smoke machine but one of the roadies fixes it. The rest of rehearsal goes well.

“We’re all going out to eat with the girls,” Jackson tells me afterward. “Do you want to come along?”

Great. I can go to dinner with the guys and their wives, feeling like the world’s loneliest man since Brooklyn is ignoring me at the best of times.

“I’m good,” I say. “I’m just gonna go home and order in.”

“You sure?” Axel asks. “You shouldn’t isolate when you’re having a hard time, Sammy.”

“I’m not having a hard time,” I lie, and Axel gives me a look. “Well, I am, but I can be alone. You don’t have to put me on suicide watch or anything.”

Locke grunts. “Give him some time alone, guys. I know he’s the baby and we want to protect him but he’s grown up.”

“Thank you,” I say gratefully, even though I don’t love that he called me “the baby.” It’s not like I’m sixteen.

Home will be easier, because Brooklyn’s never been there. I won’t think about how we made love before, how we kissed and touched and how big my heart felt, how it pounded in my chest.

Or at least, I didn’t think I would. Turns out, I was wrong.

When I arrive home, it’s like the place has never been so empty. I still live in a one-bedroom apartment because I haven’t upgraded like Axel after he and Harley got back together. I haven’t had a reason to. I think about Brooklyn’s little apartment, how close everything is, and I wonder if we’d have to move into a bigger place if we got together.

Now I’m planning out our future and I don’t even know if she’ll ever talk to me again. She has to, right? We’ll be working together for the foreseeable future, and if we can’t even be friends, I don’t know how I can deal.

I can’t exactly ask Zoe and Gemma to fire her. That would be wrong on many levels, and I can’t imagine doing it. It’s the wrong thing to do but I have no idea how I’ll be able to see her even sporadically and not want her.

This is a mess, and I feel like it could be so easily resolved.

I look down at my phone and Theresa has called me three times in the last few days and sent me a handful of text messages.

I just want to know you’re okay, Sam. Please let me know.




I sigh heavily and pick up the phone to call her.

“Sam!” she answers, but she sounds distracted.

“Theresa,” I say, smiling a little. “I just wanted to let you know I’m not dead in a ditch anywhere.”

“Good to know,” she says, and her voice sounds far away like she has me on speaker phone “I’m a little busy right now, but I’m glad you’re alive. Can we catch up later?”

“This weekend?” I ask.

“Plans this weekend,” she says. “I’ll call you back, okay?”

She hangs up and I look at the phone, confused. I wonder if maybe one of her Tinder dates worked out and she has a guy with her. Although we’re just platonic, I can imagine that your ex calling while you’re on a date seems a little weird, especially since she had me on speaker. She also could be busy at work. She doesn’t work weekends at the office but she often has paperwork and things like that to do from home.

I wanted to talk to Theresa, but in the end, I know I would have ended up telling her everything if she’d been available. She’s my best friend, other than the guys and Gemma, and I would have spilled everything.

I sigh and head to the bathroom to shower off the sweat I worked up during the performance, and all I can think about as the hot water hits my body is Brooklyn.

I run my hands through my hair, letting out a long breath and trying to relax. A little self-care can’t hurt, can it?

I’m a bit shy when it comes to speaking to women and being around groups of people that I don’t know, but when I’m by myself, it’s different. It’s different in the bedroom with Brooklyn, too. I remember how her mouth used to pop open when I entered her, her brow furrowing, big blue eyes going darker and darker as she looked up at me.

I was the first to enter her, and just that thought, remembering her face and knowing I was the first to touch her like that, makes my dick rise to attention, bouncing against my stomach. I don’t touch myself right away, bracing myself against the wall of the shower with my forehead on the wall. I’m already breathing hard but if I can’t be with Brooklyn in real life, I want to take my time with it in my mind.

Luckily, I’m blessed with an active imagination.

I imagine taking her from behind, watching her ass jiggle as I pump in and out of her. But that’s not good enough, because that way I can’t see her face, can’t see that perfect heart-shaped mouth pop open, watch her eyes go dark with lust. She wets her lips when she’s close, closes her eyes and holds her breath and I remember feeling the way she started to clench around me.

God, I wish she was here. I wish I could cup her chin in my hand, kiss her thoroughly, hold her up in the shower. She’s so small, so easy to man-handle, and it just makes her hotter when I do it. She likes the physicality of it, I can tell, likes how much bigger I am than her. At first, I’d thought that I wouldn’t fit inside her she was so tight and small.

But I’d managed, and I just want to do it again, want to stretch her out until she’s slick and gasping for more. I still haven’t touched myself, just seeing Brooklyn in my mind’s eye, and my dick is throbbing now, at the ready.

I slide a hand down my chest and take myself in hand, groaning loudly as I wrap my fingers around my shaft. My hips thrust forward out of instinct and I like the way it feels, fucking my own hand, thinking of Brooklyn, her small breasts bouncing beneath me, her sensitive nipples peaked, aching for my mouth. I could lean down and take one into my mouth, lick across the peak until she starts to gasp, and why not? This is my imagination, after all.

It’s over for me the second I imagine the way her back would arch, how she’d breathe out my name as she started to come, and I pump myself harder and faster, water running into my face as I breathe hard, finally coming and spilling all over the shower wall.

I pant, still pressing my forehead against the wall. Fuck.

What if that’s all I have? The memory of Brooklyn and how she felt, how good it felt to be with her?

What if that’s all I have to look forward to?
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I spend a couple of days at Theresa’s place and all I really do is lie on her couch, crying intermittently for no reason I can think of and we watch Lifetime movies together. The really dramatic ones based on true life are our favorites, and we watch two about murderesses and one about a woman who kidnapped a child from overseas.

Tears start streaming down my face after we finish the last movie, and Theresa chuckles at me.

“What? It’s sad,” I defend myself, sniffling.

“It’s the hormones,” she says. “Harley was always near tears when she was pregnant with Jazz.”

I try not to make any expression. I just spent the other night with Harley at the karaoke bar, and Theresa doesn’t even know that we’ve met. If I told her, I’d have to explain how we met, and that’s not a good idea.

Not right now. Eventually, I’ll tell Theresa the truth. I’ll tell my Robin that I had sex with her ex-boyfriend (accidentally), and hope that she forgives me. But right now, I’m worried about being pregnant by said ex-boyfriend, and how I’m going to deal with that. I haven’t even considered giving up the baby. I’ve always wanted a family, children, although it was more like “I’ll have them one day,” and now today, I’m pregnant.

“Good to know my eyes aren’t just leaking,” I joke.

“Nah, you’re good, Sparrow. It’s just that your body is going through a lot of changes. I’m going to be here for you, and if you tell the father...”

“Robin, don’t,” I say shortly. “I’ll tell him in my own time.”

She shrugs. “You haven’t even told me mystery man’s name.”

“It’s... George,” I say, and she snorts out a laugh.

“George Lampshade, I presume,” she says. “What’s the deal? Is it somebody famous?”

Theresa’s eyes widen when I don’t answer. “It is somebody famous. Did you have to sign a non-disclosure agreement? I had to do that when I was dating that CEO.”

I sit up, becoming swiftly uncomfortable with the conversation, and before I can think of how to answer, my phone rings. It’s Zoe. I frown at my phone, which is still the burner phone that I picked up somewhere outside of Dallas. I haven’t had the time or energy to replace it.

“Hello?” I answer quickly. I know that I have to be at the concert in Vegas, but that isn’t until Saturday night and it’s only Thursday.

“Brooklyn,” she answers, her tone professional but not harsh. “I need you tonight.”

“Tonight? Why?”

“Turns out the film crew suggested a dress rehearsal, to make sure that the makeup and hairstyles and outfits all look good under the lights. We have it set up at a concert venue here with similar lighting to what they’ll have in Vegas. I’m sorry it’s last minute, but we didn’t realize we’d need such an intense run-through.” She laughs. “I guess The Spades aren’t used to being this famous yet.”

“Uh, I’ll have to check my schedule,” I start, my heart dropping when I realize that Samuel will be there and I’ll have to see him, talk to him, style his hair and makeup. I don’t know if I can do that without bursting out everything, and I want to wait until after the Vegas concert. Especially since everything is so up in the air.

“Brooklyn, please. I don’t have time to find another stylist, and while I can usually get by on my own, this is important. I need a professional, and you’ve been doing such a great job.”

“I... I have?” I can’t help but feel my heart skip a beat with pride. This is my dream job, and for a while, I’ve been thinking that maybe I only got hired because I hooked up with Samuel and not because my work is good. This makes me think otherwise.

“You’re amazing, Brooklyn. I know you and Samuel have had your... issues, but you’re good at your job.”

“Thank you, Zoe,” I say softly. “Text me the address and time and I’ll be there.”

She hangs up quickly, so she must be busy. Theresa is raising an eyebrow at me.

“You got a new job?”

I swallow. I can’t really tell her about that, either, or she’ll put it together. “I did. It’s kind of a part-time gig but it pays well.”

“That’s wonderful, Sparrow!” Theresa smiles widely at me and I feel so much guilt about keeping so much from her that I can barely stand it.

“I should go,” I say, pushing back the blanket she gave me to sleep on the couch because I could barely move I was so nauseous the night before.

When I stand up, though, I feel dizzy and have to brace myself.

“You better eat first before running off, preggo,” she teases. “I’ve already ordered lunch, so you can take it to go.”

I’d been napping so I’d missed the food drop-off, apparently, but when it’s Vietnamese pho, my favorite, my eyes well with tears all over again.

I sniffle and Theresa laughs at me.

“Don’t cry over soup, Sparrow. Call me later, okay? Promise?”

“I promise,” I say, and hug her tightly before leaving, making it home and getting the pho in me before I start to feel too nauseous.

I spend too long in the shower, the hot water making me feel a little more alive. Morning sickness is more like all-day sickness, and it’s been kicking my ass. I’m hoping that it gets better before five this afternoon, when I have to meet up with Zoe.

I do feel a little better after passing out on the couch after showering, and I don’t bother doing my makeup, not having time when I wake up with a start. I have to speed a little to get through town, and by the time I get there I’m still five minutes late.

Pregnancy brain is a real thing, it seems, because I forgot to set an alarm when I took a nap. I’m exhausted all the time, and I’m ready for my doctor’s appointment to see if I can take anything to make it better. It’s tomorrow,

When I arrive, luckily it’s Zoe who greets me instead of all the Spades, who are in the back getting dressed in the outfits that Zoe picked out for them. I’m glad I don’t have to see Samuel right away.

Zoe looks at me curiously. “Are you okay?”

“Just a little hungover,” I lie. “Spent some time with my best friend last night.”

Zoe chuckles. “Yeah, I’ve been there,” she says wryly, glancing over at Gemma who’s setting up the lights.

“Um, where do I start?” I ask.

“Axel and Jackson will be coming out first to do the new song, it’s vocal and guitar heavy for the first part,” Zoe says matter-of-factly as she leads me to the back of the concert venue. “There’s not really much room to work here, but there’s an employee bathroom we’ll be using. This isn’t Vegas,” she finishes, almost apologetic.

I wave my hand. “I’ve worked in much worse conditions,” I say dryly, and Zoe smiles at me.

“That’s why I like you, Brooklyn. You roll with the changes.”

I smile back, glad that Zoe doesn’t seem to dislike me the way that Gemma does. I know that Gemma’s just being protective, but it’s hard to work when she’s glaring at me all the time.

“So Axel and Jackson first, then Samuel, then Locke,” she finishes, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding.

I’m glad that I don’t have to do Samuel’s hair and makeup first, because I’m feeling a little emotionally fragile after last night.

Jackson’s first, and he doesn’t need much, just some gel for his long hair and some eyeliner and powder, so it goes quickly. The bathroom is cramped, though, and when Axel comes in I can barely get around his muscular frame.

“Good thing you’re so small,” he jokes as I finish up his makeup. Axel doesn’t have much hair, so it’s not hard to finish him up, either, and we don’t have too much time to chat.

I’m still nervous, waiting for Samuel to come in, sitting down on the toilet so my knees don’t go weak right in front of him. There’s only a toilet and a little sink, so Axel and Jackson stood up while I did their hair and makeup. I had to stand on my tiptoes for Jackson and Axel, so Samuel is going to have to sit down. He and Locke are the tallest.

Samuel walks in and immediately shuts the door. He stands looking at the mirror instead of at me.

“Samuel?” I call after a few moments of him looking in the mirror, and he sighs.

“I know what you’re going to say.”

“You do?” Panic rises in my throat even though there’s no way that Samuel could know what’s going on with me.

“You’re going to tell me that we have to keep things professional.”

I stand up, standing behind him. “I guess that would be best,” I say softly.

I’m looking at the broad expanse of his back and willing my body not to react, but it’s a losing battle.

Samuel keeps looking at the mirror and I’m too short for him to see me behind it.

“I can’t look at you if you want me to be professional,” he says, his voice low and husky, and it does things to my lower belly. Heat rises in me and I bite my lip, wondering if this is part of being pregnant and hormones, too, or if it’s just how close he is.

“You’re going to have to look at me,” I tell him. “I can’t reach you.”

Samuel sighs. “Shit.”

I reach up and run my fingers through his hair, scratching my nails slightly on his scalp, and Samuel lets out a sound a lot like a moan.

This is professional, right? I have to do his hair, after all, although he’s already styled it, so it just needs a comb, which I could definitely do with a brush instead of with my fingers. I should stop, but I can’t.

Samuel turns around and looks down at me and his brown eyes are dark with lust. “Kid,” he says. “Brooklyn.”

I feel like I’m lost, but when he leans down to kiss me, I turn my face away. I put my hands on his belt.

“We don’t have much time,” I say in a hushed whisper. “And I need you to be quiet.”

When I slide my hand down to grope him through his tailored slacks, he reaches back to brace himself on the sink, licking his lips. I shouldn’t be doing this. I haven’t talked to Theresa; I’m pregnant and I haven’t told Samuel, but I can’t seem to help myself. I want to feel him heavy on my tongue, want to put him in my mouth for only the second time in my life. I can feel myself growing wet beneath my shorts. I just want him, and I can’t control it anymore.

I unbuckle his pants, let them fall to the floor, releasing him from his boxer briefs and he stands up hard and ready. I take him at the base, knowing from the previous time that I can’t take him all the way into my mouth. I put my lips around the head of his cock, sliding down further and he lets out a choked moan and I’m afraid he’s going to rip the sink off, he’s bracing it so hard.

I look up at him, meet his eyes and he bites down hard on his lip. He’s going to draw blood if he isn’t careful and it’ll be hard to hide, but his bottom lip plumps up when he releases it and God, it’s so attractive.

His breath hitches in his chest when I take him further into my mouth. I have time to think that Samuel really likes blowjobs before he takes my ponytail in his hand, bobbing my head and thrusting into my mouth. I gag just slightly before breathing out through my nose and he moans, softly this time like he knows we might be caught.

Just the idea of getting caught makes me feel hot all over. Something about getting walked in on the other day has done something to me, I guess, and now I’ve got Samuel’s cock thrusting down my throat and all I can think about is having him inside me instead. I think about the positioning in this bathroom, wonder if we can do it but it’s too late, Samuel’s breathing hard and thrusting harder, and I have to focus to keep my mouth wrapped over my teeth.

He doesn’t pull my hair, really, just holds it, and it’s oddly gentlemanly and it just makes me hotter.

When he spills into my mouth, I gag again, but it’s more from the morning sickness than anything else. Samuel’s face changes to one of concern and he removes himself from my mouth, gasping. He pulls his pants back up and buckles them while he’s looking down at me with concern.

“Shit, kid, are you okay?”

“Fine,” I mutter, my face heating up. I feel a little embarrassed now that it’s all over, and so horny I can’t really think straight. I want more, but I don’t know what he wants, and this is all wrong anyway—

“You sure?” he murmurs, cutting off my thoughts, and when I stand up and start to gather my things, he just watches me with dark eyes.

“I’m sure,” I say, and then I start to powder his face and Samuel leans down just slightly, shoving his hand down my shorts, and I stop breathing.
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Brooklyn’s crazy if she thinks I’m not going to return the favor. After that mind-blowing orgasm she just gave me, she has another thing coming. There’s not a lot of space in this bathroom but I’ll use that to my advantage.

“Samuel,” she breathes, and I love the way she always uses my whole name during sex, not Sam, not Sammy, always Samuel in that breathy, husky voice.

“Yeah, kid?” I ask in a murmur, sliding my long fingers down through her wetness, finding the nub of her clitoris between my index and middle finger and pressing it between them.

“Should we be doing this?”

“Probably not,” I agree, sliding my fingers deeper, pressing my thumb against her clit instead of sliding it through my fingers. I slide my index finger inside of her and she’s so tight that it makes me moan in the back of my throat.

“I’m trying to work,” she manages.

I smirk. “I think you can do it, kid. Just let me take care of you like you took care of me, okay?”

I manage another finger while she’s putting concealer under my eyes and she nearly pokes me in one of them, gasping out breaths.

I chuckle. “Get it together, Brooklyn.”

She glares at me but then her back arches when I reach that sweet spot inside her with my fingers and I begin to pump them in and out. She drops the makeup brush and arches her back, thrusting her hips as she starts to come. When she comes down, I pull my hand slowly out of her pants and pop my fingers into my mouth and she blushes, looking away.

I love the taste of her on my fingers and I want more, but she’s right, we shouldn’t be doing this. Not until she lets me talk to Theresa.

“Have you talked to Theresa?” I ask her, and Brooklyn swallows, sobering quickly and grabbing a new makeup brush. She begins to highlight around my jawline and down my nose. I have no idea what she’s doing, exactly, but I’m assuming she’s rushing through it since we’ve taken up a lot of time in here.

“I’ve talked to her, but not about you,” she finally answers, turning me around after doing my eyeliner. I look in the mirror. She’s done an amazing job. I don’t look like I’m really wearing any makeup but my eyes pop and my nose and jaw look strong. “It’ll look better under the lights,” she assures me.

“I look great,” I mumble. “You’re good at this.”

“Hell, yeah, I am,” she says with a grin, and I turn around, her chest pressing against mine because of the close quarters.

“Brooklyn,” I murmur. “Can we talk?”

She looks up at me for a long moment before shaking her head. “Not yet. Soon.”

“When?” I ask, and that’s when someone bangs on the door.

“We all have to get pretty, Samuel, stop taking up all the time!” Locke calls, and I groan.

Brooklyn laughs. “Later,” she promises, and my heart feels full of hope for the first time since she broke things off with me.

I don’t even mind that she’s going to be in close quarters with Locke, this time, and I go out on stage smiling.

I don’t miss a single cue during the dress rehearsal, and we all end up looking great. I hope that I can catch Brooklyn on the way out, and I do manage to catch up with her as she’s getting to the parking garage near the venue.

“Not now, Samuel,” she warns, breathing a little heavily and I use my long legs to stride up in front of her, walking backward so that I can see her face. I hadn’t noticed before, she’d just looked so beautiful to me, but now I can see the bags under her eyes, how her face looks drawn and tired.

“Brooklyn, what’s wrong? Are you sick?” I ask, concerned, and Brooklyn stops in her tracks.

She pauses for a long moment before she speaks. “I’m hungover.”

“Hot date last night?” I ask, and it’s a joke, but I’m really asking. When she doesn’t answer, a rock is in my gut and panic rises in my chest. “Brooklyn? Seriously, you didn’t have a date last night, did you?”

“Samuel, nothing has changed. I still haven’t talked to Theresa about you and I can’t be with you.”

“Right now, or ever?” I ask, blocking her from getting in her car by pressing my back against the driver’s side.

“Move,” she orders, and I sigh and do it, sliding to the side so that she can get in the car.

“I just need an answer, Brooklyn, please,” I plead, and then when she rolls down the window to speak to me I can’t help but ask again. “You didn’t really have a date?”

Brooklyn rolls her eyes and cranks up the car. “I’ll see you at the Vegas concert,” she says, and I groan loudly as she drives off.

She couldn’t have had a date, right? She’s just fucking with me. She has to be. There’s no way that she could have moved on in such a short time, or that she would have done what she did with me in that bathroom if she had.

Right?

I head back into the venue, slamming the door behind me and Zoe and Gemma are the only ones around, cleaning up.

Gemma raises an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with you?”

“Brooklyn, probably,” Zoe suggests, and Gemma frowns.

“Are you still messing with her?” Gemma asks, and there’s a hint of judgment in her voice.

“She’s a good person, Gemma,” I say, although I’m a little peeved at her right now.

“I didn’t say she wasn’t,” Gemma defends herself. “But she hurt you, so I have a right to be a little wary.”

I sigh. “I guess you do. But everything’s okay. We’re going to talk about it after the concert.”

Zoe’s blue eyes light up. “Really? I really like her, so I hope you two work it out.”

I smile. “Me, too.”

Gemma groans. “I guess I’ll have to stop finding stupid reasons not to like her.”

I snort. “Like what?”

“Like she’s... short,” Gemma says.

I laugh out loud. “What are you, two inches taller than her?”

“I don’t know but she’s small,” Gemma says, and that just makes me laugh even harder.

“Well, I’m glad you didn’t find anything big to dislike about her, because I like her a lot.”

“More than like, I think,” Zoe says slyly, and I feel my cheeks heating up.

It’s one thing to talk to the guys about this, but if Brooklyn and I do end up together, I don’t want Gemma and Zoe telling her all my secrets.

“Shh,” I hold a hand over my mouth, and Zoe laughs. Gemma pats me on the shoulder.

“Hang in there, Sammy. She looks at you like she’s crazy about you, so I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

I hope she’s right. But what if she was on a date? This is going to drive me crazy.

“The boys are going out tonight,” Zoe tells me. “Jackson and I have a date night but Locke and Axel asked Gemma to invite you.”

“Oh yeah,” Gemma said. “Me and Harley are gonna have a wine mom night stuck at home with the kids.”

I shrug. “I’ll call them,” I say, even though Locke and Axel are the type to party hard and I’ve been avoiding alcohol, why not? Anything to get my mind of Brooklyn and this potential date.
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My phone rings in the wee hours of the morning. It’s not even daylight yet, and I haven’t saved the number, but I’m afraid to let it go to voicemail just in case it’s some kind of emergency.

“Hello?”

“Brooklyn,” the voice breathes, and it takes me a moment to realize that it’s Samuel.

I sit up, concerned. “What? What’s wrong? It’s like three in the morning.”

“Is it? Shit. I’m sorry,” he says almost mournfully, and I pause, realizing his words are slurred around the edges.

“Are you drunk?”

“A little,” he pauses. “Maybe a lot. Locke and Axel kept buying me shots.”

I laugh but cover my mouth so he won’t hear me. It’s a little cute that he's thinking of me while out drinking with the guys, I have to admit.

“And you’re calling me because?”

“Because I’ve been thinking about you all night,” he murmurs, and my heart flutters.

“Oh yeah?”

“How you felt. How you tasted,” he continues, and I blink, sliding back down under the covers.

“We’re not supposed to be talking until after the concert,” I say, but it’s weak. I’m weak to Samuel and at this point I think he knows it.

“I want to talk to you now. I miss you,” he says, sounding boyish and sweet and I want to roll over and squeal into my pillow.

“You can’t miss me. We just saw each other today,” I say.

“I always miss you,” he repeats.

“You still worried about what I did last night?” I ask wryly.

“Very,” he admits. “Were you on a date?”

“Yes,” I tease, and he goes dead silent. “Samuel?”

“Yeah?” he asks in a low, husky tone.

“It was a date with my best friend. I spent a couple days with Robin.”

Samuel lets out a long breath into the phone. “Kid, you nearly killed me,” he complains.

I giggle. “Just keeping you on your toes.”

“You always manage to do that,” he cracks, chuckling. “So, no dates?”

“No dates,” I admit.

“So come and see me,” he murmurs, and I can imagine the phone close up to his full mouth and I hitch in a breath.

“I can’t,” I say. “Plus, I don’t even know where you live.”

“I’ll send you the address,” he promises.

I bite my lip, thinking. I look at the clock and it’s nearly four in the morning. “I really can’t, Samuel. I have plans tomorrow.” I’m thinking about the ultrasound and then lunch with Theresa and Julian.

“What kind of plans?”

“Not a date,” I say, and he lets out another sigh of relief.

“Don’t make any dates until we talk,” he orders, and I laugh.

“Is that an order?”

“Damn right, it is,” he agrees.

“All right. No dates until we talk,” I agree, my heart racing. Is this what they mean when they talk about butterflies in your stomach? Because my stomach is definitely doing something.

“Goodnight, kid,” he says.

“Goodnight,” I murmur, and I hang up the phone, wondering if I’ll ever get back to sleep, looking up at the ceiling.
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I don’t sleep much, just another thin three hours, and I’m a little cranky when I show up to my ob-gyn appointment. They ask me a million questions but all I want to know is if the baby is okay and what I can do about this crippling morning sickness.

Theresa asked me multiple times to come with me, but I want to do this on my own. If Samuel isn’t interested in having a baby, I might have to do all of it on my own, so I wanted to start now just in case.

My heart stops when they can’t find the heartbeat, and as soon as I hear the whooshing sound of the baby’s heart beating, I know that there was never any chance that I would have given up this baby. I thought about it for a long time, by myself at home and at Theresa’s, but now?

This is my baby, and I don’t care about Samuel or Theresa or any of it. I start to cry when they hand me the ultrasound photos and the doctor gives me a few tissues.

I’m still sniffling when I show up at the diner to meet Theresa and Julian. Julian looks great in a blue silk shirt and black pants, his hair dyed blond, and he hugs me tightly in a bear hug when he sees me.

“How are you, princess?” he asks warmly.

“Pregnant,” I say dryly, sniffling, and he blinks at me.

“You’re what now?” he asks, and I sigh.

“It’s a long story.”

“I’ve got all the time in the world, princess,” Julian smiles, and he leads me to the table he and Theresa had gotten.

I sit down next to him, trying to explain the whole thing without naming any names and Julian is blinking at me like I'm crazy and Theresa laughs.

“She’s dating somebody famous, Julian,” Theresa teases, and I blush.

“I didn’t say that,” I argue.

“He has to be, because she made up a fake name and everything.”

“What was the fake name?” Julian asks, grinning.

“George,” Theresa says, giggling.

“Oh, George,” Julian moans, and I burst out laughing, covering my mouth since it’s full of hamburger. “Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.”

“Let’s stop talking about me,” I suggest. “What about you guys? Any new men in your lives?”

Theresa looks away like she’s got a secret and Julian leans forward.

“Do tell. I’ve been dry as a bone for months, so I need to live vicariously through you,” Julian whines.

I stare at Theresa, surprised. I guess I hadn’t really given her time to talk about her personal life because there is so much going on in mine. I feel a stab of guilt, but Theresa smiles and sits straight up.

“Well, I wasn’t going to say anything because it’s early, but he asked me to be his girlfriend recently,” she starts.

Julian whistles. “Good job, Robin!”

“Thank you, Flamingo,” Theresa jokes, and Julian groans.

“I swear, it’s only Flamingo because I’m gay.”

“No, it’s because you wore pink for nearly a year in high school,” I point out.

We’re laughing and having a great time and everything seems okay again. Maybe things will work out. Maybe Theresa won’t be too mad at me. Maybe Samuel will want the baby. I know that Samuel and I probably can’t be together the way that I want, just because I know that it might mess up things with my best friend, but maybe we can co-parent.

Maybe I can fall out of love with him as quickly as I fell in it. Right?

The thought of falling out of love with Samuel makes me feel like there’s a pile of stones in my stomach instead of a bunch of French fries and half a hamburger, and I check my phone to see that he hasn’t texted or called since early this morning. To be fair, it’s only noon and if he called me at three in the morning, he might still be asleep.

The fact that I’m a little disappointed that he hasn’t contacted me probably means that it won’t be as easy to fall out of love with him as I think.

The diner is about thirty minutes away from my place, which means that I’ve never been here, but the food is delicious. I’m actually eating and not feeling nauseous, so that’s definitely a win.

“Shit,” Theresa mumbles when her phone starts to ring. “I have to take this, it’s work.”

We both nod at her and she exits through the back.

The bell above the door of the diner rings and I don’t pay much attention, talking and laughing with Julian. He grabs the bottom of my chair and pulls me closer to him, throwing an arm around me. He’s always been affectionate, and I certainly don’t mind. I’m pretty affectionate myself, and Theresa definitely isn’t, so it’s nice to have some love from one of my friends.

Theresa shows her love in other ways, of course, like calling me “little sparrow” and taking care of me as much as she can. She worries about me all the time and she’s so good to me. I feel another pang of guilt and I bite my lip, looking at the door to see if Theresa is still outside.

She isn’t visible so I look at Julian, who still has his arm around me.

“Jules, can I tell you something secret?”

His green eyes widen. “Oh, absolutely.”

I laugh. Julian has always liked gossip. He’s always been the type to love secrets, and I know he’ll keep this one.

“I have a confession to make, and you can’t say a word to Theresa,” I whisper.

He gets closer to me, leaning his head down to hear me.

I’m about to spill everything when I hear a deep voice bark behind me.

“I thought you said you weren’t making any dates.”

I turn to see Samuel standing there and my eyes widen. He looks hungover and pissed off, which is a bad combination. I open my mouth to explain but Julian just gives me a look, keeping his arm around me.

“You know this guy?” Julian asks, protective.

“Yeah,” Samuel barks. “She does.”

Great. Samuel clearly thinks I’m on some kind of date with my best friend and Theresa is standing right outside.

My whole life is about to blow up if I don’t get him out of here.
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I don’t think I’ve ever been so angry in my life. Jealousy courses through my body and I feel like I’m going to throw up, which isn’t all that different than I felt before. I’m massively hungover, and since I’m the only one between Locke, Axel, and me that could function, I decided to set out to get food at our favorite diner.

Brooklyn lives half an hour away from here, so I could have never predicted that she’d be here, and with a date of all things. He’s got his arm around her, his head close to her ear like he’s whispering sweet nothings and he’s handsome, too, blond and wide-shouldered. They’re talking like they’ve known each other for years.

Has Brooklyn been lying to me? Has she been seeing someone behind my back all this time? My head feels like it’s going to explode and I don’t even want to get the food anymore. I don’t even think I’ve ever felt jealous before, not like this.

I want to snatch that blond up off his chair and punch him in the throat, and I’ve never been a violent guy. I’ve always used my sharp wit and my words, but right now, I have to get the hell out of here before I do something that’s going to get me arrested.

I storm out of the diner, and I get almost to the corner before Brooklyn catches up to me. She grabs my wrist, turning me around to face her.

“What do you want, kid?” I ask harshly, and she looks up at me with her blue eyes flashing.

“I want you to slow down so I can talk to you!”

“You said we can’t talk until after the concert, but I don’t think we need to talk then, either,” I say, not even thinking of what I’m going to say until I say it. I’m just so angry.

“Samuel, please,” she pleads, frowning. “You don’t have any idea what’s going on. Julian is an old friend—”

“I can tell, by how he had his arm around you!” I’m nearly yelling and I hardly ever raise my voice. Brooklyn brings out the best and worst of me and I’m not sure anymore if that is a good thing.

“You’re being hurtful and jealous right now and it’s not what you think!” Brooklyn bursts out. “But you’ve got to get out of here, because Theresa will be back any minute.”

“Theresa? You’re telling me that you’re dating a guy who knows Theresa? Is he another one of her exes? Is this what you do?”

“That doesn’t even make any sense, Samuel, you’re being ridiculous.”

“I was leaving anyway. You stopped me. Why?” I step closer to her and she looks away.

“Because I didn’t want you running out thinking I—”

“Thinking what? That you were on a date with someone else? You haven’t exactly proven to me that you weren’t.”

Brooklyn tries to take my hand but I wrench away from her. I know I’m being unreasonable. I know it probably doesn’t make sense that she’s just out looking for Theresa’s exes, but I don’t know what else to think. She keeps pushing me away. She keeps telling me that she won’t talk to me until after the concert, and by then, what will it matter?

Is she just trying to let me down easy?

As I watch, Theresa comes around the corner of the parking garage and Brooklyn goes pale.

“Oh my God,” Theresa says, her eyes widening, and I laugh but there’s not much that’s actually funny.

“Robin,” Brooklyn starts, and I don’t want to watch this. I don’t want to see Brooklyn say that she didn’t mean it, that she doesn’t want me. I’ve already heard it enough.

I get into the car and leave them both standing in the parking lot. I make it back to my place, where both Locke and Axel crashed for the night since I’m the only one without kids, and slam the door when I enter.

Axel snorts and falls off the couch and Locke jerks awake in the recliner.

“What the hell?” Locke groans. “You can’t wake us up like that after how much tequila we ingested last night.”

“Sorry,” I mutter. “I’m just so damned angry,” I say, and it’s true, I’m practically shaking with fury.

“What happened?” Axel asks and then winces. “God, I feel like a cat shit in my mouth, how much did we drink?”

“Focus, Ax,” Locke says, rubbing a hand down his face. “What happened, Sam?”

“Brooklyn was at the diner—” I start, and Axel cuts me off, his blue eyes lighting up.

“You got food? What an angel—”

“Ax, I said focus,” Locke barks, and Axel groans.

“I’ll try.”

I look between the two of them. “Brooklyn was at the diner with some guy.”

Locke blinks. “Oh, shit. Like a date?”

“He had his arm around her. He was all over her,” I growl, throwing my jacket onto the coat rack and plopping down on the couch next to Locke. “Anybody want to take a shot?”

Axel visibly gags and then bolts for the bathroom.

“Jesus, kid. I’m too old to be day drinking, and you shouldn’t be either. You don’t want to go down the same path that Jackson did.”

I groan and slam my fist down on the couch arm. “I don’t know what else to do, Locke. I’m going crazy. She’s making me crazy.”

“I get it,” Locke says sympathetically .”Gemma did the same thing to me by flirting with Pukey in there.”

“I hate you!” Axel calls from the bathroom, retching.

“I hate you too, buddy,” Locke calls back fondly. “But yeah, Gemma did it just to rile me up. She was never even interested.”

“I wish it was that way with Brooklyn,” I say glumly. “She wouldn’t have any idea I was coming there.”

“Did you talk to her?” Axel asks after brushing his teeth, peeking his head out of the bathroom door.

“I did, but I kind of blacked out,” I admit. “I was just so pissed off, and then Theresa showed up.”

“Your ex, Theresa?” Axel asks, frowning.

“One and the same. So she’s dating some other guy that knows Theresa and all I am is confused.”

“Are you sure she’s dating him?” Locke asks, and I give him a withering look.

“What else do you think they were doing? Plotting fantasy football? Give me a break.”

“You didn’t stay to get the whole story, though,” Axel points out.

“I know, I know. Fuck,” I curse.

“Fuck, indeed,” Locke agrees.

“She says we can talk after the concert,” I comment. “Do you think she’ll tell me I’m a fucking idiot?”

“Probably,” Axel snorts. “But hopefully, she’ll also tell you something good. Harley tells me I’m a fucking idiot all the time.”

“Because you are a fucking idiot,” Locke says happily, and Axel nods, agreeing.

I can’t help but laugh. I’m in an impossible situation, and I’m still mad as hell, but I have until tomorrow night to try to figure out how I’m going to convince Brooklyn that I’m not a stupid, jealous idiot.

And she better have a good explanation, because if not, I’m going to be done.
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Tears start streaming down my face as soon as I see Theresa and the realization dawn on her face.

“Robin—” I start, and she cuts me off with her hand up.

“Is this what all this is about, Brooklyn?”

I wince. She hasn’t called me Brooklyn in years, and she only does it when she’s mad at me.

“I can explain,” I begin, and Theresa chuckles.

“This was all about Samuel? He’s the one you’ve been seeing, right? The one who knocked you up? God, I’m so stupid; I should have put it together.”

“Robin, I’m so sorry,” I sob, taking a step toward her. She doesn’t back away, and I’m hoping that’s a good sign.

“Sorry for what? For fucking my ex or for lying to me about it?” she asks harshly, and I choke in a breath, wanting to fix it, just wanting to make everything better again.

“I didn’t know he was your ex, Robin! I swear, I didn’t. You never told me you dated a rockstar, you don’t even like rock music!”

Theresa pauses. “You... you didn’t know?”

“No, of course not! I had no idea. I got dragged to a concert in a different state by someone I thought was a friend, and they ditched me. Samuel offered me a ride home.”

“I didn’t even know you listened to The Spades,” Theresa says incredulously.

“I’m a big fan,” I say weakly. “Samuel is my favorite.”

“Clearly!” Theresa snorts, and then she begins to laugh.

I stare at her, confused. “Robin? Are you okay?”

She doubles over, holding her stomach. “I was just about to tell you and Julian that I had a boyfriend. I was just about to tell you how glad I was that Samuel found someone else because he’s such a great guy but he’s not my guy, and it turns out you were the one he was seeing all along!”

I swallow hard, my head spinning. What is she saying?

“Theresa, you really have to explain this to me because I don’t understand.”

She stands up straight, wiping at her eyes and smiling. “Sparrow, I don’t care that you slept with Samuel. I don’t care that you’re seeing him. He’s a wonderful man. I couldn’t think of someone better suited to be with my best friend, have a baby with her.”

“I don’t even know if he wants babies,” I admit, smiling a little now that Theresa is smiling at me. Maybe she won’t be too mad. Maybe it’ll all work out somehow.

“He does,” she says. “And I could have told you that if you didn’t lie to me!”

“I’m sorry! I just felt so damn guilty and I didn’t know what to do—” I manage, before Theresa steps forward and hugs me so tight it cuts my words off.

“Brooklyn, you’ve always been my little sparrow. I nest and you fly, that’s how it’s always been. Samuel’s perfect for you, and I would have told you that if you’d only been honest with me.” She speaks close to my ear and I can’t help but choke out another sob.

Julian comes out looking like we’re both crazy and Theresa and I break down laughing and crying and he just pulls us into a group hug.

“Whoever that guy was is pissed off that I had my arm around you,” he says, and I start, remembering that Samuel has the completely wrong idea about me and Julian.

“Shit. Shit,” I curse. “I have to find him. He thinks I’m dating Julian.”

“Does the man have no gaydar at all?” Theresa asks wryly, and Julian snorts.

“Clearly not. He looked like he wanted to punch me in the throat.”

“I don’t even know where he lives,” I panic.

“I do,” Theresa says, and then I start to wilt.

“I can’t go there. I’m going to see him tomorrow. I was going to tell him about the baby, try to work things out so we could co-parent,” I babble, and Theresa takes my hands in hers.

“Do you love him, Sparrow?”

I swallow hard. “I love him so much,” I choke out.

Theresa smiles. “Then that’s all that matters. He’ll understand everything. I understand everything. I think you two will be great together.”

“Really?” I ask, tears welling in my eyes again. “I have your blessing?”

“You have it and then some.” Theresa drops my hands and points at me, looking stern. “But if you ever lie to me like this again, we’re going to have problems.”

“I won’t,” I promise. “I swear I won’t.”

“Let’s go finish your food, preggo,” Julian says, leading me back into the diner and it takes me a long moment to get myself together but once I do, I show them the ultrasound pictures.

Julian bursts into tears at the sight of them and makes me promise that he can be the baby’s uncle, and I ask Theresa to be the godmother.

Theresa doesn’t cry much. It’s just not the way she processes emotions. But I see some tears in her hazel eyes when I ask her, and she bites her lip hard to stop them.

“I’d be honored,” she says, and by the time I get back to my apartment, I feel so emotionally exhausted that I pass out on the bed with all my clothes on.

I don’t wake up until the next morning, which says something about how exhausted I’ve been all week, and that’s when I decide I can’t wait until after the concert. I need to tell him right now, and if I don’t, I might lose him forever.

I call him once, twice, and he doesn’t answer. I frown down at my phone and call Zoe.

She answers right away.

“Zoe Arden.”

“Zoe, it’s Brooklyn. I’ve been trying to get ahold of Samuel—”

“Oh, shit, I meant to call you,” Zoe says. “We took off for Vegas a little early – last night, actually. The guys were hungover and just wanted to get to the hotel so we left and we’re already here in Nevada. No rush, though, the concert doesn’t start until seven—”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I say, and hang up the phone.

I’ve got to find a flight to Las Vegas, and quickly.

Zoe has already paid for the flight, sending me the money via Venmo, and I have to pay extra to get a flight right away, but I don't mind. This is for me and my baby’s future, and it’s important.

My head is all over the place. What if he doesn’t want me after all this drama? What if he rejects me like I rejected him?

My flight gets delayed, of course, during the layover, and all I can think about is getting to him, telling him everything.

I make it to the venue about thirty minutes before the concert and I do everyone’s makeup and hair quickly but efficiently. When I get to Samuel, there’s something hard in his eyes. We’re all in the same room, now, a big green room that they have set up, and it’s not close quarters like before and my heart is beating out of my chest.

“Samuel,” I say, when I finish up, and he’s sitting in a chair in front of me, looking up at me with big brown eyes.

“Brooklyn,” he responds, his tone low, and I bite my lip.

I can’t do it. I can’t blurt out everything in front of all the Spades and the staff that’s in here.

Samuel looks at me for a moment longer and then sighs, standing up and heading toward the stage. I run after him but when he turns around, his face is shuttered, blank.

“I’m done, kid,” he says sadly. “I can’t do this anymore.”

“Samuel, please—” I plead, but then he’s gone and the crowd is screaming and Gemma and Zoe are just watching me from backstage and I can’t breathe all over again, my heart aching in my chest.

They’re halfway through the first song when I can’t take it anymore.

I don’t care if everyone will hear my embarrassing tale. I don’t care what will happen afterward, because it doesn’t matter.

I always leap.

So, I leap. I run out on stage and the music stops after just a moment and Jackson slyly hands me the microphone. I’m nervous and I can’t believe I’m doing this but there’s only three words I really need to say.

I look right at Samuel. “I love you,” I say, my voice broken. “I love you and I know it’s stupid and we’re in front of all these people but I love you and I don’t want to pretend that I don’t anymore.”

Samuel’s eyes widen and he walks toward me, swinging his bass guitar around to his back and pulling me into his arms.

“You’re serious?” he asks, and the crowd goes wild. I can barely hear anything but it doesn’t matter because he kisses me, hard, in front of everyone, and there’s all the butterflies in my stomach and all the fireworks going off in my head.

It’s love at first sight. It’s fairytale, romance stuff that I’ve always dreamed of.

It’s perfect.
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I make every cue and keep looking at her backstage, her smile keeping me going until I can hold her again. I can hardly wait.

She rushes up to me when I leave the stage and I kiss her as I’ve wanted to do for the past two hours.

Together, we get to the green room, and everyone disappears as if they know we need some time alone.

The door is barely closed when she starts talking. “I’m so sorry. I never meant to hurt. I love you so much and I know that you were mad at me about Julian but he’s really just a friend, Samuel. He’s not even into women. And the whole thing with Theresa just had me so twisted up.” She’s babbling and I just look at her fondly. Having her in my arms again feels unbelievable. “And I was so worried because what if you didn’t want the baby, because we never talked about having a family or anything. I mean—”

“Baby?” I cut her off, shaken, blinking at her. “Wh-what baby?”

She blinks. “Um, uh… I… I’m pregnant, Samuel. I just found out, and I told Theresa but I didn’t tell her who you were and then she saw us—”

Brooklyn’s mouth is still moving, so I know she’s still babbling, but all sound except my heart beat has faded after “I’m pregnant” and I just stare at her.

I’m frozen. So many emotions flood me at once and I can’t deal, I can’t react. I can hardly remember how to breathe.

I’m having a baby with Brooklyn. She is having my baby. My baby is in her belly.

All variations of the news are running around my head and the warmth that floods me is unlike anything I’ve ever felt. My eyes drop to her belly, but there’s nothing there yet to show me that this is real.

Her touch in my arm brings me back to the here and now. “Do you… do you not want kids?” she asks hesitantly, looking up at me with those wide, brown eyes.

“No,” I say, and her face falls. “Wait, I mean… yes.” I stumble, nervous. Taking a deep breath, I try again. “Yes, I want kids. Yes, I want you. Yes. All of it, yes.”

“Really?” Tears well in her wide eyes. “You really want me?”

“God, Brooklyn, I want you so bad,” I tell her, being honest for what feels like the first time maybe ever. “I love you so much that it’s been driving me crazy. When I thought you were with someone else—” I pause, searching her face. “I thought you didn’t want me. I thought I wasn’t good enough.”

She shakes her head emphatically. “I was just worried about Robin… Theresa. But she doesn’t care. She told me we were perfect together.”

I snort out a laugh as tears threaten to slide down my face, overflowing due to the happiness inside me. “I kept telling you that!”

“I know, I know, I was being stupid.” She pouts. “But you still want me, right?”

I look at her closely. At the end of the day, we still don’t know each other very well. We still have a lot of obstacles ahead of us. And I’m not the guy who leaps. I’m not the guy who doesn’t think things through.

But the way I feel… it’s like somethings trying to burrow out of me, reaching out of my chest toward her.

I want to tell her everything about me, make her know me more deeply than anyone else ever has.

“I love you, kid,” I tell her. “And I want you and this baby and everything you are willing to give me.”

She jumps up into my arms and I kiss her and kiss her until Jackson threatens to burst open the door to try and get us back to the hotel.

I just laugh into her mouth and carry her to the tour bus. I think I’m owed a make-out session on the bus, after what I’ve witnessed in the last few years.


EPILOGUE
SAMUEL


Six months later

Finally, the day I’ve been dreaming of since I met her is here.

The guys have spent the whole morning with me. We had my bachelor party last night, and with them being dads with little kids and our Rockstar life style, we went big… As in a big night’s sleep. We hung out for a little bit in my hotel room after dinner, just laughing and shooting the shit, and we were in bed by ten.

This morning we were all refreshed and rested and ready for my big day. With the baby almost here, and having witnessed my brothers going through it, I know I have to get my rest anytime I can, since soon, I won’t be able to for a few months.

And I can hardly wait.

A knock on the door has the four of us looking to see who is on the other side. Gemma opens the door and says, “It’s time, Sam.” Her smile is huge and she looks beautiful , though I know the girls were up a lot later than we were. They had wanted to celebrate by visiting all the bars on the island.

Yes, we decided to get married on a tropical island. The band needed a vacation and we talked about it and the decision was to come here and have the wedding and stay for a joint honeymoon. None of them had much of one, so we’re all taking this week to just sit back and relax.

But for now, it’s time to head to the arbor that would serve as our wedding arch.

With the ocean as our landscape and soundtrack, The guys are beside me as my groomsmen as I stand there waiting for the moment I finally get to see my bride. I miss her.

I haven’t seen her since yesterday and it feels like forever.

Suddenly, music starts playing softly around us and I look at the doors. The girls come out one at a time starting with Gemma, then Harley and finally Zoe. They all look beautiful, but my eyes don’t follow any of them. They are glued to the door where Brooklyn looks about to pop in her wedding dress, her belly swelling out, but she has never looked more beautiful.

Tears well in my eyes and a smile spreads in my face.

That is my woman right there.

She walks to me and our eyes never leave each other’s.

When she gets to me, I hold out my hand to her. There is no way I can just stay here and not touch her. Keeping her hand in mine, I turn us to the officiant.

The ceremony is beautiful and Elijah is amazing as the ring bearer. Jackson is beaming with pride at his boy.

Looking into Brooklyn’s eyes, I hold the ring touching the tip of her finger and tell her my vows.

“Brooklyn, I’ve loved you from the moment your eyes met mine from across the venue that first night when you were stranded. To this day and every day for the rest of my life I’ll forever be thankful that what was a terrible event for you brought us together. I’ll always be here to give you a ride home, to give you a room to sleep, and to be your safe haven whenever things don’t go so well.” Her tears are streaming down her face, but by the smile on her face I know these are happy tears, the only ones I want to ever fall from her eyes again. “I love you, baby. Now and forever. And even after that. You are stuck with me now,” I wink at her as I slide the ring on her finger.

Picking up the ring that will go on my finger, she takes my hand and a thrill goes through me. I love her so much.

“Samuel, you were my favorite Spade even before I met you in person. Sorry, guys,” she says, smiling and shrugging as she peers behind me at the coughs and grumbles coming from my band mates. Looking into my eyes again, she continues, “We went through a lot to get here and I love you for your patience and for waiting for me, for fighting for me, for loving me through everything. I promise that I’ll love you forever and will never put you through anything like that ever again. Together forever, baby. And even after that.” She winks at me and I smile a mile wide as a tear fall down my face. As she slides the ring on my finger, she adds, “You’re stuck with me too.”

“I love you so much,” I tell her.

I don’t hear anything else until the officiant says, “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.” And I do.

Cheers and catcalls sound all around us, but I don’t let go of my bride until the officiant clears his throat. I smile into her lips, give her one final peck and, holding her hand, turn us go our friends and family gathered to be with us in the happiest day of my life.

At the reception, the Spades and I perform a cover of Etta James’s “At Last,” our song.

We eat and dance and laugh with our friend, but soon it’s time to leave this party. I want to be alone with my wife.

As we enter the limo to head back to the hotel, Brooklyn’s water breaks.

I ask the driver to get us to the hospital after making a stop at the hotel to get her maternity things. Looks like our baby wants a destination birthplace either and I, for one, can’t wait to meet her.

The following morning, all the Spades and the wives are in the room to meet baby Melody, the little girl who has come to make our family complete. We decided to call her Melody because we owe her to our love for music, so it fit just right.

As I hold her in my arms, I realize how much all of our lives have changed in the last few years. The four of us, along with Gemma as our Manager, have become a family of eight, plus two boys and two girls who are our future.

And Theresa is here as well, as the Godmother, of course.

Everything went perfectly, and Brooklyn was amazing while looking so small against the sheets of the hospital bed.

I place Mel in her arms and kiss her forehead. “Thank you. You have made me the happiest man alive twice in twelve hours. Our marriage is off to a great start.” I look at them with all my love flooding me. “I love you, baby. And I love you, baby girl.”

“I love you too.” Her smile is tired but full of joy and tenderness.

They’re beautiful, and I can’t believe they’re both mine, finally, after what seemed like ages of back and forth.

“Did you think all this would happen when you first saw me crying in Dallas?” Brooklyn asks, nuzzling against our baby girl’s head.

I shake my head. “No idea. But I do know one thing, kid,” I tell her.

She looks up at me and I lean down to kiss her first, and then Mel’s forehead.

“What’s that?”

“I’m glad I took a page out of your playbook. I’m glad I leaped.”

Thank you for reading Baby For My Best Friend’ex.

That’s the end of the Spades Brothers Series. If you like Rockstar Romance series, you would like the Soul Sounds Brothers series: Off Limits Rockstars!

Read on for a preview:
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Prepare for an epic rockstar romance experience with Off Limits Rockstars — the full Soul Sounds Brothers collection! Dive into these four novels that cover everything from age gaps and fake dating to one-night stands and secret babies. Rock on with passion and heart in this irresistible series!

Books included:

Stuck With My Rockstar Boss:

There was one rule and a million reasons not to break it.

But one thing was worth risking it all…him.

I am having my dream job.

And my family needs me to keep this job or they’ll end up on the streets.

Except there is one massive problem.

I’ve fallen head over heels for my Rockstar boss.

He’s a rock n roll heartthrob and I’m a nobody who’s nearly homeless.

Hitting on the bandmates is forbidden and results in immediate termination.

So I tried to avoid him as much as possible.

But when he offers me a secret job that requires me to be with him almost 24/7, I can’t say no.

When we finally kiss I’m left craving an encore.

If anyone found out what we’ve been doing on the side,

both our lives will be ruined forever…

Unexpected Baby For My Brother's Best Friend:

I broke the bro code and took my best friend’s sister’s V card. Now there’s hell to pay.

Rock-n-roll and relationships don’t mix, at least not for me.

I knew my best friend’s sister was trouble, but I wanted a taste anyway.

I shouldn’t be thinking about how her minidress would look crumpled on the floor.

Or how good she’d look on my bed.

Or the feeling of her thighs resting on my shoulders.

But it’s all I can think about.

She’s all I can think about.

One night of bliss may cost me everything.

My best friend, my career, and my carefree future.

But when she tells me I’m going to be her baby’s daddy…

Accidental Fake Fiancé

He left me with more than one memorable night.

Now a surprise is on the way.

One reckless night is all it took to leave me craving his arms and carrying his baby.

Too bad he disappeared, and I have no way to find him.

Oh, it gets worse.

My brother’s wedding is coming up, and I am dateless.

If I show up alone, my cheating ex will be all over me.

When fate throws my one night of fun back together, I swoon over his tatted body and navy-blue eyes.

After a few white lies, I have myself a rockstar fake fiancé.

He broke my heart once, and I knew better than to fall for him again.

But it may be the hormones talking, my heart wants to make him mine.

And I realize I need to tell this rockstar the truth about the baby...before it's too late.

Claimed By My Best Friend's Brother:

Taking my sister’s best friend’s V card wasn’t part of my plan.

An accident almost cost me my life, and I was stuck at my parent’s house to recover.

I miss the lights, the stage, and my Rock n Roll lifestyle.

But being stuck at home has its perks.

Like the girl next door.

Her curvy figure, dark hair, and witty banter drive me wild.

Keep reading Off Limits Rockstars…


CHAPTER 1
DYLAN


The soft music playing in the background as I write down the lyrics to my new song is my motivation. I always enjoy light upbeat tempo, and the bass guitar sounds. It is why I love The Beatles, regardless of how old-school modern-day rock bands consider them to be. They are my inspiration.

I was in the ninth grade when I first discovered my passion for music. It was also the year I met Lucas for the first time. A perfect guitarist and best wingman. Together, we grew up, made music, and had fun. It’s funny how the best things in life happen when you least expect them. My journey with Lucas has been just that.

We are different in many ways, with music the one thing that makes us connect. But while Lucas enjoys the full life of our popularity and the benefits, I prefer to remain in the comfort of my room and make music.

“Hey D-man, come on.” Speak of the devil. Glancing beyond the balcony of my suite, I spot him outside, along with his fiancée, Mika Robertson, and our band mates. They are all dressed for the beach and Mika is clinging to his arm, like always, as he is speaking to Chase and Jay.

“Dylan, let’s go,” Lucas calls again, looking up at where I am. “You’ve been in there all day.”

Resigned, I stand up and walk to the balcony so I don’t have to shout. The smile on my face stays wide, but Lucas frowns at me. “You promised to make this trip fun,” he complains.

“Yeah, D. You know what they say about all work no play, right? Get your ass down here and let’s go!” Chase adds.

“Tonight, I promise. I just need to perfect some notes on the demo. Trust me, we’ll rock and roll tonight.” Winking at Mika, I add, “I promise, Mika. I know I owe you.”

“Whatever, D-man.” Jay dismisses me. Turning to the guys, he says, “I can only imagine what, or should I say who he is working on.” Laughing, they turn and walk away. Always the prankster, that Jay. Shaking my head, I go back inside to the comfort of my solitude again.

Relief fills me as I sit on my chair, face the mirror, and begin practicing the lyrics for the demo.

“Late nights … I love the late nights with you.” The sound of my voice, the melody from my guitar, and my foot tapping on the ground bring the melody to light.

Perfecting my music is my life; it is all I can think of doing most of the time. And as much as I enjoy spending time with my friends, and especially hanging out with Lucas, making sure our band is successful is still the number one goal for me.

It’s the only way I can have the platform to help the people who need a voice.

Also, I enjoy the golden silence of being alone. It helps me think … helps me plan.

There’s one note that’s not quite right, yet, or I’m not quite hitting it. Groaning, I start from the beginning. Again. Taking my time to perfect the tone I want for the bridge of the song. Playing the guitar makes me feel alive, and as I approach the high rock part of the song, I feel my nerves settle inside me.

For years, my peace, my escape came from music. At fourteen, it was the one thing that kept me afloat. “Your son’s borderline depressed, and I think music keeps him going.”

Not like my mother cared what the therapist she was making me see twice a week thought when she came for a joint session. And she let me know just what she thought about it when we got home that day. She had two settings with me: caring mother for the public eye, and insults or just plain right ignoring me the rest of the time. I preferred when she ignored me. It hurt less.

The therapist had been right about so many things, but none of it mattered in the end, because when I reached fifteen, my mom said there was no need for the therapy sessions anymore. So, just as it had started, my therapy stopped. No regard for what I wanted or needed. It was never about that.

Playing at the back-alley club down the street where we lived in San Jose became my new therapy. I didn’t need to listen to my mother’s constant nagging, the loud noises when my parents got into a fight, or the harsh words whenever she was in one of her moods, as Dad called them.

I found solace at that bar. With Lucas, Jay, and Chase, I found my happy place.

Music.

I can’t imagine doing anything else. At seventeen, when I moved out of my parents’ house, my father finally found the courage to ask for a divorce. I suspected my mother would put up a fight, like she always did when she wanted to have her way, but none came.

Their divorce had been silent. Papers were signed, and I never had to see her again. Neither did my father. It had been all over. And yet, fifteen years later, I’m still somewhat that little boy who hated loud sounds and raised voices. Ironic considering my line of work, but when I’m singing and playing, my mind is somewhere else. However, I rarely ever enjoy hanging out in bars.

My cell phone buzzes on the table, distracting me from my thoughts, and I pick it up. “Ken,” I say as I rub the back of my neck. “How’s it going?”

“Great,” Ken Daystar, our manager, and number one fan, answers in a light tone. “Lucas and the others?”

“Having fun someplace at the beach,” I reply.

“And you? Who do you have beside you right now? Blonde or redhead?”

I laugh at Ken’s question, then shake my head and stroke my jaw. Ken thinks I’m a major player. That I am always with a different girl anytime I’m not with the guys. I don’t correct his assumptions.

“Blonde,” I reply, glancing at the poster of Gwen Stefani on my wall. She is my number one celebrity crush and blonde as can be, so it’s not like I’m lying.

“Great, don’t forget, two weeks and we need you back for the tour,” Ken says. “With Lucas out on his honeymoon, we will need you to cover for him for a couple of shows. Think that will work?”

The plan is for Lucas to join us by the time we get to Wyoming. With me as the lead guitar player and second voice, I usually leave the lead singing to him. Not having him there means I’m stuck as lead singer and lead guitar since Chase is our drummer and Jay plays the bass.

Double the fun for me, right?

He doesn’t give me time to answer. “Either way, congratulate Lucas for me. I should join you all on the island before the wedding.”

“Will do, talk later.”

He drops the call, and I drop my phone on the table, place my guitar on the bed, then rub the back of my neck. Rising to my feet, I stretch my muscles for a bit to release the cramps starting to build up on my shoulders.

Guess I should join the others. I take off my shirt and walk to my bathroom for a quick shower.
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Lucas and Mika excuse themselves and leave. Jay and Chase left earlier to go to a club they heard was pumping nearby. Those two are party animals. I’m nursing my third glass of brandy, the same one I had just started when the happy couple decided to call it a night, enjoying the light music in the bar, and thinking it is time to call it quits too when a group of people walks in. Guess the night is just starting for some people.

My eyes immediately land on two girls coming in. Specifically a woman with dirty blonde hair waving down her back and a killer smile. She is facing my way, and I’m blown away by the sparkle in her eyes.

A rush of adrenaline suddenly flows through me. Though beautiful women are always surrounding us when we play, that doesn’t make me appreciate true beauty any less. And unfortunately, no matter how I act, as soon as they find out what I do for a living, they always have one impression of me.

Playboy.

Regardless of how nice or how rough I act, though, they love the attention they can get from hanging out around me. Which is not surprising either. Women are fickle. I often wonder how people manage to find just one to stick with.

And it’s not that I have a thing against commitment, love, or big weddings. Lucas is all in that scene and I am happy for him. I can tell he loves Mika very much, and I like her too because she is one of the few good women I have met, but that’s just it.

Besides Mika and Carol, Lucas’s mom, I never keep any other women around long enough to know what they are like. We meet, have a fun time together, and on they go.

I respect them and admire them, but that is it. There is no point in losing myself, like my father did, or risking the heartbreak that comes with it.

It’s not worth it.

So, I always keep a clear head. I’m always honest about how things are, and we keep things simple and easy. I empty my glass and stand up. I can’t take my eyes off this blonde.

She laughs again. Somehow, her deep timbre reaches me and it’s like every other noise around me fades away. Like a parched man to water, I can’t stop myself from following the sound. As I draw closer, the woman sitting to her side stands and walks away. The blonde casts a glance over her shoulder, and her eyes briefly land on mine.

That single moment is enough to get my pulse racing and my heart thundering in my chest. It is an intense response; one I have never felt.

“No wonder the sky is dark outside,” I say as I take the empty stool next to hers and order for the waiter. “All the color is in your eyes.” My voice is a low, deep baritone that sounds husky even to me, but it doesn’t matter because I love the tingles already racing through me when she gives me a side grin.

“That’s a cheesy pick-up line,” she says and looks at me again.

God, I love her eyes and her smile.

She is gorgeous. The perfect set of white teeth flashes at me. I notice the small button nose on her face and the way her brows arch softly as her eyes flicker over mine.

“You think so? I should try again, then,” I answer, and she laughs.

“I was wondering if you were an artist because you were drawing me in,” I say cheekily. She laughs.

“Wait. I have another one. We are not socks, but we’d still make a great pair. How’s that?” I lay it on really thick, with a smile on my lips.

“That’s so bad,” she replies, still laughing. “Does that work for you?”

“Every time,” I say. “I mean it, though,” I add when she laughs again. “I can’t take my eyes off you. I think it’s your eyes … or maybe your smile. Either way, you’re the most beautiful woman I have seen here tonight.”

Her laugh mesmerizes me for a second. The effect is even stronger at close range and I can’t help but feel like I have superpowers for making her laugh so much in just these couple of minutes.

“Tonight, huh? I see. Do you keep a tally every night?”

“Oh, no. This is definitely a special night,” I play along. She has spunk and I find I’m even more intrigued by the beauty before me.

“Oh yeah? And what’s so special about tonight?”

“You’re here.” And I thank the rock gods that I decided to join my friends tonight.

“Flattering,” she says. “I like it. And I like you.”

She turns back to the table and picks up her glass. The waiter arrives in front of us then, and I ask her, “Let me buy you a drink, and then you can tell me what your story is.”

“What makes you think I have one?”

“You’re at a bar, drinking alone … It’s either, you’re done with one relationship or you’re scouting for another.”

The waiter pours us a drink and I down mine in one go. She does the same, and orders for another. I discreetly notice the rings on her fingers. Her hands are slender, her nails a hot, red shade that makes my blood start to hum with a low wave of desire as I imagine them scratching down my back while I make her scream my name.

“Are you scouting for another?” she asks me. When she looks at me again, her round eyes latch onto mine. There is something so intense about her gaze that a shiver races up my spine. I just can’t explain it, but I sense the fire in her instantly.

The corners of my lips lift into a smile, and I shake my head. “Not at all,” I say. “That’s the last thing on my mind tonight…. You?”

She hesitates. I wish I knew what she’s thinking because her eyes get clouded. I find myself leaning into her without even realizing it, and one more breath brings in her scent. It is intoxicating. My body comes alive and a dance of raw hunger starts inside of me.

My eyes drop to her lips. They are full, soft, and inviting. I can already imagine myself tasting them.

“No,” she answers, and I pull myself back to reality and look into her eyes again. “I’m not looking for one either. Not tonight.”

Keep reading Off Limits Rockstars…


CHAPTER 2
AMY


He has the most captivating eyes ever. His smile and small hand gestures as he talks suck up my attention. I am lost in his eyes and drowning in the sound of his voice. I instantly know this is the man I came looking for tonight.

As I sit here with him and let him pour me another drink, I remember Casey’s advice to me before she ditched me for some random guy some minutes back.

Try to have fun, Amy … It’s a vacation, and you work too hard. Loosen up, get laid, maybe. I remember Casey’s giggle before she left me. As if I could afford to take any time off. This might be a vacation spot, but other than the wedding party, this is business as usual for me. I’m here to work first and enjoy the island second. But then her words, Get laid, come back again as I look at the man before me, leaving me shuddering at the mere thought of some action with this guy. Casey thinks I’ve been with a few guys, but truth is, I haven’t found anyone who made me want to go all the way. I have fooled around, of course. And been in a few relationships. But when push comes to shove, I have never been able to just let go and give myself to anyone. So, here I am, at twenty-two and still a virgin. How sad is that?

I look at him then, and he is staring at my lips. The first thing that crosses my mind is panic. Would I really be able to give myself away to a stranger? Even if it is this god before me?

I came here to Hawaii, regardless of the workload I have right now, for my brother’s wedding. Both he and his fiancée made me promise to show up, and as the designer for the wedding dress and the groom’s sister, how could I not? But the truth is, I would have preferred to avoid my mother. She is a bit too much. And now, with this wedding, I know I will never hear the end of her disappointment—that I am yet to bring any man home, or even a date for the day—all of which I am used to. Sheesh, you’d think I’m going on forty the way she talks sometimes.

My brother was always the golden boy. Mom loves him, Dad was proud of him, and it is difficult being my own person without the tag… My brother’s sister.

I used to hate it when everyone addressed me in association with him, but with time, I learned to get over it. Making my own name and being my own person is all I want to do now, and designing this wedding dress is a huge deal for me because it can give me the exposure I need.

My fashion brand, Keaton Designs, is solely me. Keaton is my late granddad’s name. He was my favorite person in the world and I was his. He always made me feel special. To him, I was always the light that shone brighter. Too bad we lost him so soon.

Shaking myself out of it, I look at the man in front of me again, and I decide maybe I can be bold and stupid for once and do something Casey would do.

“First time in Hawaii?” I ask him.

He immediately shakes his head. “Third.”

“Wow, they say the third time is a charm, right? Have you found yours yet?”

The way he looks at me after that question sends a shiver down my spine. I can’t tell what it is about this man that gets to me. Can it be the perfect shape of his face? Long, light brown hair tied to the back of his head, or his eyes that are a forest green shade? Or is it that voice?

It is smooth and yet terrifying. It makes my skin flush and tingle, and he hasn’t even touched me yet. He lifts a hand to pick up the bottle the waiter left for us, and I move to pick up my glass at the same time. Our fingers brush and his touch on my skin lingers.

The slow hum rising in the pit of my stomach sends my pulse into a pounding rage. My nerves immediately flair. I have never felt anything like this.

“I think I found one,” he says, then picks up his glass and winks at me before drinking.

My heartbeat triples and knocks the wind out of my lungs. I drink too. The fiery liquid burns a path down my throat and the impact on my head is intense.

“It’s my first time in Hawaii,” I tell him, then set my glass on the table. “I’m here for a wedding.”

“Crazy, I’m here for one too. My best friend found his love match and they are perfect for each other.”

“That sounds nice,” I say.

“It does. I love that he is happy.”

“But?” I ask, sensing there is more he wants to say.

He cocks a brow. “No buts.”

When he doesn’t add anything, I raise my left brow suspiciously.

“I mean it,” he says with a smile. “No buts. I genuinely love that he is happy. I’m not some sucker who believes people can’t fall in love.”

“I am not either,” I say, but keep my eyes on him. We stare at each other for a second and he laughs at the exact same time I burst out laughing.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he says, and points a finger at me. “You think I’m a playboy who doesn’t think he can fall in love.”

“Aren’t you?’ I ask. “I mean, here’s one thing. The hair,” I say with a hand demonstrating. “That tattoo that says, ‘For the love of man,’ which sounds sexist, by the way, and then there’s that smile, the rings … Everything about you screams I’d get my heart broken.”

He laughs harder. “But that’s only if you’re looking for love. Are you?”

“No,” I answer. Love is the last thing I want right now. I still have a lot to accomplish. This year, I plan to strike one major milestone and get my designs on a top fashion show like New York or Paris. Then I have to travel for shoots and deals. Love is down at the bottom of my list.

“But I’ll want it someday, won’t you?”

He seems to think for a second before he shrugs. “Let’s just say I’m not out searching.”

Our eyes meet again, and I have the feeling there is more to that story, but I say nothing.

Not my concern.

“What’s with that shirt?” I ask, laughing as I point at it, letting the topic go so we can move on to lighter topics.
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Time goes by unnoticed, and the bar starts to get emptier and emptier. Still, we sit there, laughing and drinking. We talk about anything and everything until he tells me about his passion for music. I can imagine him singing on a stage. His voice is lovely even when he speaks.

“Sing for me,” I ask, but he shakes his head.

“You’d have to do something for me in return,” he answers. I hesitate and he quickly adds, “Don’t worry, it’s not difficult.”

“What is it?”

“Maybe I should get your word and sing first so you can’t back out later,” he says.

I giggle again and I press a hand to my lips. For some reason, I can’t stop laughing and smiling with him.

“Alright, I’ll tell you what it is first.” He sighs theatrically, then shifts back on his chair. “Let me take you someplace nice tonight. I know a great spot near the beach. It’s only past midnight and it’s the perfect time to go there.”

“You think so?” I ask.

He nods. “I promise I’ll sing when we get there.”

“Fine.” I don’t need to think twice.

Standing up, I reach for my purse, but when he puts his hand on mine, I freeze. His skin is not cool like I thought it would be. It’s hot, and the warmth seeps through my skin. My fingers curl even before he tightens his grip around them and places a dollar bill on the table.

The waiter gives him a small salute as he is leading me toward the exit.

Once outside, he pulls me to a power bike and takes out some keys from his pocket. “Ever ridden one of these?”

“Yes, my brother used to have one,” I reply as he hands me a helmet. I secure it on my head and wait for him to climb first.

“Hold on tight,” he says to me, and my hands instinctively tighten around his midsection. Feeling the hard muscles of his rock-solid abdomen, I lick my suddenly dry lips.

My pulse starts racing again, and there’s a fluttering movement inside me. The leather and wood scent combination wrecks my senses. I imagine what it would be like to touch his bare skin.

The leather jacket he is wearing is cool against my cheek as I press it onto his back. He kicks the engine of his bike alive in one start, swerves, and enters the road.

We ride for a while, and the entire time, I am melting inside. When he finally slows his ride at the beach, I get off and he takes my hand again.

He leads me toward the small stand at a distance. There is a crowd of people there, some people seated, others dancing. A band is playing, and though the music is loud, lots of laughter and the cool wind of the night make everything more charming.

“What’s going on?” I ask at the top of my voice because I can barely hear myself.

He grins as he turns to me and says, “It’s a live band for hula dancing.”

“Hula?”

He does a small movement with his hips and hands in front of him, and oh boy, I can’t hold back my laugh. He looks funny and sexy at the same time.

Cheeks wide from all the grinning, I ask. “Who taught you that?”

“It’s Hawaii, everyone loves to dance,” he says, then takes my hand and leads me to the dance floor.

We spend the next twenty minutes dancing and I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m just moving my hips and legs to match his rhythm and having too much fun. The best fun I have had in a while.

“Okay, I’ll sing now,” he says and walks to the stage. He says something to the lead singer, and they give him the mic. Then he turns and points in my direction. “This one is for you.”

He starts to sing a slow song, and my heart warms as I listen to his melodious voice. The warmth spreads through me, and I love the feeling. When he ends the song, as the crowd cheers and claps for him. He comes back to my side and we sit.

“That was amazing,” I tell him.

“Thank you.”

We stay on the beach for a long time, just enjoying the weather, the vibe, the night. Each other. As soon as the crowd starts to disperse, I realize I drank too much. I am laughing hard as I hold onto his hand and stroll with him toward his bike.

The night’s wind is heavy now, probably because we are at the beach. When he faces me as we get to his bike, the wind ruffles my hair and makes it fly all over my face.

I laugh and use both hands to arrange it. He reaches out to help me, and the minute he touches my face, something tenses in the air around us. His eyes are on mine again, and there’s this magnetic pull. My blood starts to hum to the tune of desire stirring inside me, and I feel myself floating away even before his lips touch mine.

His kiss is cool, and it is the best thing I have ever tasted. His tongue sweeps over my lips and makes me shiver. Who knew a kiss could feel like this? His hands move around my waist, and he pulls me to him. I part for him and give in to the sensations wracking through me.

As his hands move up and down my back, I press into him. The stir of his erection makes me yank my lips from his. I am panting and so is he, and he is staring deep into my eyes again.

Oh, the warmth surrounding me is unbearable. I’ve never been with anyone like this before. No man has stirred any feelings as powerful as this. That’s why it was easy for me to focus on my career and school before that. That is why I was able to stay away from boys my age. But that’s just it. This is not a boy, this is a man. All man. And I want to lose control and let myself go for one night because this man is that exciting.

He kisses me again and I can’t deny the passion it stirs in me. His taste is addicting. The blend of rum and brandy on his lips steals every logical sense of reasoning I have left.

“The beach has a suite,” he is saying as he drags his lips down to the side of my neck and feasts on the pulse there. I arch for him, giving him better access. His kisses leave me shivering.

“Hm?” I can’t even form words.

“There’s a suite on the beach.”

I can finally make sense of what he is saying to me.

“I know,” I say, but my voice is husky, and I can barely hear myself. Not sure if he heard me, I nod, moan, and then nibble on my lower lip.

He takes my hand and leads me in the direction of the magnificent building to our left. Once we get inside, he gets a key for us from the reception, and leads me upstairs. Everything is happening so fast I don’t even have the time to question if I’m doing the right thing. Your first time is a big deal, but this feels so right. To be here with him now. And then the time for thinking is over because as soon as the door shuts behind us, I’m in his arms again and what was still left of my brain shuts down.

His lips dip and take mine for another kiss that leaves me breathless. Nothing else matters as I slip my hands under his shirt and touch the hard muscles of his chest.

This is it. I’m really doing this. My first time. And this is going to be the best night ever!

Keep reading Off Limits Rockstars…
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