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    Chapter One


    HARLOW


    The day I flew to into California was Fat Tony’s birthday.


    My cousin Bridget picked me up from the airport and we drove straight to Fat Tony’s Pizza Palace, where he was celebrating his special day by making pizzas. After fifty years of flipping pizza bases, apparently it would kill him to take a day off, even on his birthday. So his staff had taken matters into their own hands and gathered family and friends to The Palace to celebrate. The place was packed and as we walked in, I was hit with the delicious aromas of Fat Tony’s traditional pizzas.


    Fat Tony was to be my boss for the next five months. When I’d asked my cousin if I could visit for the summer, she had convinced Fat Tony to give me a job, despite me never having worked a day in my life. He was giving me a job on her word, so I was determined to do my very best.


    As soon as I met him, I loved him. Short and round, he spoke with a heavy Italian accent and favored using his hands when explaining things. He was friendly, kind and jovial, and pulled me into a quick hug when he was introduced to me, like I was long lost family. It was no wonder The Palace was full of people celebrating his birthday. He was one of the nicest guys on the planet.


    Bridget was working, so I sat in a well-situated booth that overlooked the entire floor.


    “Coralee, Piper and Joey will be here soon. You’ll like them,” Bridget said, wrapping an apron around her waist. “Can I get you a drink?”


    I nodded and watched her disappear across the room towards the bar.


    That was when I saw him.


    Everything slowed down and went silent as he caught my eye across the pizzeria.


    He stood talking to Fat Tony, a dimpled smile on a face so damn handsome my breath caught in my throat. He wore jeans over motorcycle boots and a belt slung around his hips, fixed at the front with a decorative belt buckle. His sleeveless shirt exposed thick, muscular arms covered in Celtic artwork and symbols all the way down to his wrists.


    Behind him, two very pretty girls in barely-there tops and daisy dukes so short they were more fabric strips than shorts, giggled and tried to catch his attention with unsubtle flicks of their long hair. But if he noticed them, he didn’t show it. He continued talking to Fat Tony like they were old friends, those glorious dimples flickering either side of his beautiful mouth as they laughed over something he’d said.


    I traced imaginary lines over the curves of the Celtic tattoo that curled over his well-formed shoulder, along his muscular bicep and down his thick forearm. Everything about him was spectacular.


    Forgetting to catch my breath, I watched him raise his head. As if he’d heard someone call his name he looked around and scanned the room until his eyes found mine.


    I couldn’t have looked away if I’d tried, not if my life had depended on it.


    From my vantage point it was impossible to see what color his eyes were, but I could see the reflection of the bar lights in them as he held my stare. He tilted his head to the side, as if he was trying to figure something out, and then righted himself. His brows, perfectly placed on his beautiful face, drew together as if he had just realized something he wasn’t sure about, before he looked away. But not for long. As he turned back to Fat Tony, he cast another look over his shoulder and held me with his eyes.


    “His name is Heath Dillinger.”


    Lost in the moment I hadn’t noticed Bridget return with our drinks.


    I looked at my cousin but before I could speak, Bridget added, “And don’t go there. Believe me. That boy is trouble.”


    I glanced over at the guy called Heath and felt my insides stir. He was still talking to Fat Tony. But as I watched, he cast another look over his shoulder and our eyes held for another, breathless moment. Yet his face remained expressionless.


    “Did you hear me? I said he is bad news Harlow. Don’t be making eyes at the man-whore across the room.”


    I felt spell bound but managed a moment of lucidity. I was probably suffering from jet lag. Although I wasn’t sure you got jet lag from Savannah to Los Angeles.


    “I’m not.”


    Bridget rolled her eyes. “He’ll be notching those two girls on his belt tonight. And he’ll probably eat another one before breakfast.” She sat down next to me. “He’s your quintessential bad boy.”


    I couldn’t help but smile. “Have you…?”


    Bridget looked horrified, like I’d just stuck her with a fork. “What? Him? Are you kidding me? No way! But I know plenty of girls who have and I’m telling you now, he’s a heartbreaker.”


    Someone in the party screamed playfully drawing our attention away from Heath. When I looked back, he was gone. Disappointed, I sipped my beer.


    “Well, well, well, if it ain’t my fav’rite Southern belle,” came an exaggerated Southern accent from behind us. I peered over my shoulder at the handsome young man walking towards us. He climbed over Bridget to squeeze in between us even though the other side of the booth was vacant.


    Sighing he kissed Bridget on the cheek and then turned to look at me. “My God you’re beautiful!” he exclaimed, and then looking back at Bridget added cheekily, “wish I was part of your gene pool.”


    “Don’t mind Leo,” said Bridget, leaning forward and smiling, “He’s our bartender. But he’s also the resident gossip here at The Pizza Palace, so be warned.”


    Leo looked surprised then smiled proudly. “And I’m fabulous at it. Now tell me all about you.”


    “Be careful Harlow, it’ll all be around town tomorrow.”


    “Oh hush!” He waved off Bridget, and then turned back to me with an exaggerated roll of his eyes, and mouthed, “She’s such a liar.”


    “You’re right … it won’t be your version, Harlow. It’ll be Leo’s souped up version.” She looked fondly at my new friend, adding, “Leo is very creative.”


    He shrugged innocently. “So, I have been known to bend the truth on occasion.”


    “Bend the truth? On occasion? Leo, you’re a real Steven Spielberg.”


    He grinned. “I’m flattered.”


    I smiled, and shrugged. “My story isn’t very interesting I’m afraid.” Nodding towards the club where everyone was celebrating. “Why don’t you put those creative super powers to work and tell me about some of the people here?” I suggested, keen to distract Leo’s interest from me and redirect it somewhere else.


    “Oh, this will be good,” Bridget murmured.


    “Oooh, what a fabulous idea. Who would you like me to start with? Randy pants over by the jukebox or Mr. Hot Jock over there with all those glorious muscles and his jeans slung so low I’m surprised we haven’t seen the pet weasel pop out.”


    Bridget almost choked on her beer. I smiled and allowed my eyes to rest on the guy I now knew as Heath.


    “Let’s start with the pet weasel,” I said.


    Leo rolled his eyes. “They all want to know about Heath Dillinger darling.”


    “All?” I raised my eyebrow.


    “Ohhh, I like that,” Leo said, referring to my arched brow, “very Scarlet O’Hara.” He turned back to Heath who was now talking to three girls. “Every single girl that comes to the Pizza Palace sets her target on that lovely piece of man meat. And rumor has it, he doesn’t disappoint.” He sighed dramatically, and flopped his chin down onto his hand, adding dreamily, “Pity he doesn’t bat for my team. I could eat him with a side salad and a nice bottle of Chianti.”


    “Ugh, now you just sound like a creepy Hannibal Lecter,” Bridget said.


    “Like Hannibal Lecter wasn’t already creepy enough?” I asked.


    “Hannibal Lecter with a twist of camp,” Bridget replied.


    “Say what you like my fair ladies, but that man put the sex in sex stick!”


    “And he’s put that sex stick in half the women in Orange County.” Bridget eyed me. “Anyway, Harlow has a man back home, don’t you Harlow?”


    I looked away.


    “Do tell,” Leo insisted, nudging me with his shoulder.


    “He is a thousand miles away. And he’s not really my man anymore.”


    Bridget looked shocked. “What?”


    “It’s a long story.”


    “I’m not in a hurry to go anywhere,” Bridget said.


    “Family gossip, I do love you Southern folk!” Leo interjected with a beaming smile.


    “We are on a break,” I explained.


    “Do your parents know?” Bridget asked, and when I looked away, added, “They don’t? Harlow, you’ve got a big debutante season coming up—“


    “And that is almost five months away.” I gave my cousin a stern look. “So until then, I’m not going to worry about Colton, the deb ball or my parents, okay.”


    Bridget nodded. “Now I understand why you were so desperate to get out of Savannah.”


    “Colton? Your beau is called Colton?” Leo asked.


    “He’s not my beau.”


    “You’re non-beau is called Colton?”


    “Colton Labousse,” I said.


    “Ugh! No wonder you dumped his ass.” Leo pulled a face. Then seeing his latest crush across the room, he exclaimed, “Oooh good, there’s Jeremy. Apparently he can suck a snooker ball through a vacuum cleaner pipe. And that basically ticks all the boxes for me.” He stood up. “So if you will excuse me ladies, I’m going to have to bid you adieu.”


    “You’re deserting us Leo?” asked Bridget.


    “Honey I’m going to go and get myself laid.”


    We watched him disappear across the room toward a rather effeminate looking lad with short dark hair and fluid, feminine movements.


    Bridge climbed out of the booth, ready to get back to work. “And that tornado was Leo Hamilton.”


    “I like him.”


    “He was the first person I met out here. He came straight up to me and told me I had the most fascinating eyes he had ever seen. Then he proceeded to ask me to bear his children if I was still single at thirty, and we’ve been friends ever since.”


    I laughed. “I would expect that of him.”


    A very attractive redhead appeared next to us. She was all of five-foot nothing with the longest red hair I’d ever seen. It was a stunning shade and tumbled in thick waves to her waist. When she smiled, she looked like a beauty queen. God the guys back home would flip over her.


    “Hi, I’m Piper. You and I are going to work together,” she said as she sat down next to me. She was very cute and when she smiled she reminded me of the Australian actress, Isla Fisher.


    “Piper is one of the other waitresses here,” Bridget explained, unnecessarily. “Her other half is in a band with Heath.”


    The gorgeous man-creature was in a band?


    “Actually they’re playing later at Epic,” Piper said.


    Epic? I looked at Bridget.


    “It’s a club,” she explained.


    “You guys should come and watch them play. I’m going there later. Jesse and Heath just dropped me off because they wanted to wish Fat Tony a happy birthday.”


    “I’m working. But you should go, Harlow,” said Bridget.


    “Yeah, Harlow. Come and see them with me. It’ll be fun.” Piper really was stunning when she smiled. And cute. Adorable, even.


    “I’m not really dressed for a club.” Not that I knew what people wore to clubs out here. But I was still dressed in the knee length day dress and cashmere cardigan I’d left Georgia in. I wasn’t sure if pearls and cashmere were acceptable club wear.


    “You look fine. Hey, this is California … anything goes.” Bridget winked.


    “So you’ll come?” Piper asked, tucking one leg underneath her.


    I looked to Bridget.


    “You should go. Have some fun.”


    I shrugged. I’d come to California after an adventure. It might as well start now. “Okay.”


    Piper squealed and hugged me like I’d just offered her a kidney.


    I stayed at The Pizza Palace for another couple of hours where I met the other staff members I’d be working with over the summer. Coralee had worked as a waitress at The Pizza Palace for over thirty years. She had a kind smile and big dangling plastic earrings that jingled as she spoke. Joey was young with shaggy brown hair and dark green eyes. He was one of the bartenders and seemed a little shy.


    When nine o’clock rolled around, Piper looked at her watch. “We should get going. The guys will be going on stage soon.”


    I found Bridget to say goodbye.


    “Have a good time.” She smiled and then raised a perfectly arched eyebrow. “But don’t touch anything. Even the walls will get you pregnant.”


    


    * * * * *


    


    The music was so loud I could barely hear myself think. Everything about the place was a warning to stay away. Set off an alley we passed a fat bouncer and climbed a grimy staircase leading up to the darkened club.


    Before going in I heard the violent thud of live music and powerful male vocals. I hesitated but Piper grabbed my wrist and pulled me through the doorway, into the unknown. Immediately, two scantily clad girls pushed passed us, giggling and squealing something about the singer on stage.


    It took me a moment to focus my eyes and ears in the darkness. I looked across the smoky room to the stage where the band were performing and recognized him immediately. Jean clad and with motorcycle boots, that magnificently muscular and tattooed body was moving amidst a glow of blue and white light. For a moment I couldn’t move. The sight was mesmerizing. He moved from one side of the stage to the other where he rested a booted foot on an amp and belted out such a powerful note that goosebumps tickled my skin.


    Piper bounced about with excitement and tugged at my arm.


    “There they are,” she cried, clutching me close to her. “Look at Jesse, isn’t he gorgeous?”


    She squeezed my hand and squealed again. It was a noise that would be annoying from anyone but her. Somehow she made it sound adorable.


    I nodded and grinned. Her boyfriend was the rhythm guitarist with curly blonde hair. But my eyes fell back to the guy in command of the microphone. I didn’t want to admit it, but he kind of had me spellbound as he performed on that stage in front of a club of adoring fans.


    Piper gave me a quick run-down on the band. “That’s Armie on lead guitar; Tommy on bass, Zack on drums … and that’s Heath singing.”


    Heath.


    The club was full. Everywhere I turned I saw girls dressed in tight clothing. Everyone seemed drunk or well on their way and I felt immediately intimidated and out of place. Perhaps coming here wasn’t such a good idea. Since arriving from Savannah a few hours earlier I hadn’t had a chance to change and my knee length dress and cashmere cardigan fit in here as much as my grandma at a rave party. But Piper had me firmly by the wrist and pulled me deeper into the swarming crowd towards the stage.


    I didn’t recognize the song but everyone reacted to it like it was some kind of anthem. The beat was slow. Seductive. Heath’s voice was hoarse and powerful. The words were raw and sexual; a promise of what was to come.


    Feeling it rise, like a cool hand on your thigh,


    It’s hard in the dark; yeah it’s me you despise


    Cos you know I’m gonna make you scream


    Go ahead hate me; I’m gonna make you say my name


    This is my seductive game


    Put together, the mix was intoxicatingly potent. Heath was fucking each and every woman there with every sexually saturated word. On stage he held them captive with his powerful vocal style and sexy smile. His magnetic stage presence made it hard to look away. The way he looked. The way he moved. The way he strode across the stage and stepped onto the amps, standing luminous in the bluish-white light, looking like a god. His big boots. His jean clad legs. The glint of his belt buckle as it moved with the phallic rhythm of his hips moving to the music. It was hard to look away.


    Every now and then his shirt would rise up and the light would find his perfectly chiseled belly. Each time, women would scream. Or just stare with rampant desire. Others shot him invitations with their eyes or via the not so subtle gyrations of their bodies.


    I tried to look away, but damn it if he hadn’t already sucked me in. Aviators covered his eyes but I could feel them on me and my body reacted with violent longing, surprising the hell out of me. His raspy voice had detonated something inside of me, unfurling it with every word until I began to throb with the beat of the music. Spellbound, I watched as his arm extended forward as he pointed at me.


    Right.


    At.


    Me.


    The seduction had begun. With every word he sang. And it terrified and excited me all at once.


    I reached for the string of pearls around my neck. His words stripped me bare and I felt naked, standing in front of him, waiting, anticipating, needing him to finish me off with every seductive word falling from his lips.


    This wasn’t like me. It wasn’t like me at all. But I’d never seen anything like this back in Savannah.


    Swallowing hard, I peeled my eyes off him to glance around me. Epic was a large club, packed wall to wall with the band’s growing fan base, and you’d have to be blind to not notice that every single woman there was in love with Heath.


    To the left of the stage a stunning blonde, in a tight black dress and boots, stood out in all her glamour blondeness. She focused in on Heath as she moved her hips slowly to the music despite its tempo. Her lithe figure flowed like silk beneath the black dress. She was trying to catch Heath’s attention but he was still singing to me. True, I couldn’t see his eyes. But I could feel them on me like a pair of large, caressing hands as he sang:


    Yes you. By the time this night is through.


    By the first rays of the morning sun.


    I’m going to make you come undone.


    Oh.


    My.


    God.


    I bit my lip. I’d never experienced this before and was utterly spellbound. Which was ridiculous because I was hardly your typical groupie. I was a good Southern girl, church going and well-behaved. Okay, maybe not church going. And perhaps not always so well-behaved thanks to my inner bad girl. But I was Southern.


    To break the spell I looked away and cast my eye around the room. The crowd had separated me from Piper, and she had vanished into the hordes of people that were moving and pushing like a living entity around me. I was in the middle of the action and it was getting more and more frenetic, and aggressive.


    After an elbow to the ribs amidst the violent jostling, I decided to escape the crowd. I turned and struggled towards the other side of the room where there was space to breathe. But as I went I was pushed and pulled in different directions like I was moving with a tricky tide.


    My only escape was to head towards the door. Swimming with the rip, I finally made it towards the back of the room.


    I hadn’t heard the vocals stop.


    The first moment I knew something was amiss was the hand on my arm as it swung me around.


    And there he was.


    The god from the stage, standing before me, his beautiful god-like face looking even more beautiful close up.


    He had parted the crowd to get to me like a modern day Moses parting the Red Sea.


    Wait? To get to me?


    The band was still playing but everyone—and I mean everyone—was looking at me.


    “You can’t leave,” he said in a deep and amazing, hoarse voice.


    My ability for speech had abandoned me. I knew I was staring at him like a fool and I had to tell myself to close my mouth.


    Say something.


    Anything.


    “Okay,” I managed to breathe.


    He smiled and it devastated me. A dimple appeared either side of his glorious mouth. He lifted his aviators so I could see bright blue eyes staring back at me.


    “I’m not going back on stage unless you stay,” he said with a grin.


    He was wildly cocky, in an annoying yet charming way. And somehow it snapped me out of the spell.


    I raised a brow in a very Scarlet O’Hara-ish kind of way. “Is that right?”


    He grinned harder. “If you leave, I will be forced to abandon this gig and chase after you.”


    “And why on earth would you do that?”


    “To find out your name.”


    I folded my arms. “You could just ask me.”


    His lovely mouth opened into a stunning smile. It was so beautiful it caught my breath in my throat.


    Ugh!


    “I have to go,” I said, suddenly panicked. This guy was too much.


    “Then I don’t go back on stage.”


    “Really? You’re going to blackmail me, thirty seconds after meeting me?”


    “If it means you’ll stay.”


    Again I raised a brow. “You don’t play fair.”


    “No, I don’t. I play hard.” He smiled, a big white beautiful smile that I felt from the tips of my toes through to the top of my head.


    “Harlow,” I said, surrendering with a smile. “My name is Harlow.”


    His half-smile tugged on his amazing mouth. “Nice to meet you, Harlow.” He lifted an eyebrow and hit me with those baby blues. “I’m Heath Dillinger.”


    He grinned.


    And everything changed forever.


    


    * * * * *


    


    He went back on stage to finish the set. The rest of the band looked at him with silent questions, their eyes searching across the crowd to find me. Jesse smiled and shook his head as if this unpredictable behavior was somehow typical of their lead singer.


    Thankfully Piper found me, no doubt courtesy of my rather public encounter with Heath, and we watched the rest of the set together. This time, she looped her arm through mine so she wouldn’t lose me.


    When the last song ended, Heath, in true rock star style, thanked the fans for their enthusiasm. His glorious deep voice filled the room with a promise to return after a short break.


    “C’mon,” Piper squealed. She grabbed me by the wrist and dragged me through the club.


    By the time we made our way through the throng to the band’s table, they were all sitting down and ordering drinks. Fans crowded the table making it hard for us to get through. But I had underestimated Piper’s desire to reach her man and she parted that crowd as if she had some kind of magic power. I put my head down and braced myself as she led me into the crowd of fans.


    Jesse appeared and lifted Piper up into his arms. “Did you see me babe?” He swung her around and kissed her. “Now that rocked!”


    I kind of felt out of place but smiled at their public display of adoration. It was obvious Piper and Jesse were made for one another and the way he held her tight was adorable.


    “You are the best baby,” Piper said and kissed him all over his cute face. She giggled and then remembering me standing beside her, turned his chin to look at me. “This is my friend Harlow.”


    Jesse offered me a hand and grinned. “How you doin’, Harlow? Enjoy the show?”


    I felt incredibly aware of how I didn’t fit in. My plain dress, cashmere cardigan and string of pearls screamed Catholic school. But I smiled and shook his tattooed hand. He seemed really nice, very friendly. His hair was short and dirty blonde. He had a kind face and even kinder eyes.


    “You guys were amazing,” I said truthfully.


    He winked. “Thanks!” Then he looked down at Piper in his arms and kissed her again.


    You couldn’t help but smile around them. Their affection for one another was sweet. But it did make me feel a bit like the third wheel. Slipping into a chair next to them I looked around. Across the table Heath was surrounded by girls. Two bottle blondes, attractive and wearing skin-tight clothing that did nothing to hide their big boobs and Californian tans, flanked him. A few steps away, a group of girls did their best to attract his attention.


    I wondered how I was going to slip out unnoticed. I didn’t belong there. And as nice as these people were, I would never fit in with them. They were a popular band with an entourage of very cool friends; I was fresh off the plane from Savannah and dressed like I had just come from church.


    Feeling awkward and out of place, I excused myself to find the bathroom where I had to line up to use a rather scary looking cubicle. Afterwards I washed my hands in a grimy basin that could challenge Ebola for a top level CDC rating. Then I managed to dodge a request for a tampon from a girl in a pair of barely-there denim shorts and a see through net top. She wasn’t wearing a bra and her dark nipples poked out through the mesh.


    After she left I was alone. I stared at the good girl in the mirror, fighting the feeling of not belonging and the desire to slip out of the club unnoticed. But I hadn’t come to California to stay at home.


    I met my eyes in the mirror. It was time to stop being such a flake.


    Back at the table, Piper was sitting on Jesse’s lap and they were laughing about something private. The crowd around the table had thinned. Heath was, for the first time, devoid of groupies draping themselves over him like blankets, but didn’t seem to notice because he was so entrenched in a conversation with the drummer, Zack.


    Looking around the dimly lit club, with luminous writing on the wall, I saw Heath’s girls on the dance floor whipping up a display of tongues and body grinding for his benefit. But when I looked back to Heath he was completely unaware. He was too busy animatedly explaining something to Zack and talking with his hands.


    My curious eyes were drawn back to the bottled-blondes who were working up a frenzy against each other’s bodies. Tongues. Hands. Wet lips. I’d never really seen any girl-on-girl action before. Except in a porno I’d watched with my ex-best friend back home when we were fourteen. And I’d never experienced any girl action, unless you considered me dreaming I was Anthony Keidis and I was nailing an Egyptian princess who had a magic urn.


    I turned away from the spectacle on the dance floor and was startled to see Heath looking at me from the end of the table. Heat flared in my cheeks. Before I knew it, he had claimed the seat beside me, bringing with him the energy of a frenzied shark attack.


    Before I could even open my mouth I was fully aware of his charm. It seeped from every pore that was Heath Dillinger. He smiled at me and I was almost dazed by his attractiveness. White teeth. Dimples. The hint of a cleft on his chin. Eyes like sunlight on the Arctic Ocean. He was the whole package and he knew it.


    While my head seemed determined to be unaffected by him, my body had its own idea. I felt an involuntary pull against my chest as he smiled at me and fixed me with those baby blues. I sucked in a deep breath trying to stop the physical reaction taking place all over my body.


    “So. Harlow,” he said simply. “That’s a very cool name.”


    I nodded but I was so busy trying to seem unaffected by him, I came across as totally affected by him. I started to hate myself a little for it. This guy was used to having this effect on women. And it made him a little too confident that I would drool after him too.


    But I wasn’t about to be one of those girls. He couldn’t just charm me out of my panties. Even his spectacular introduction was laced in cocky arrogance. Like he could just have me, if he wanted me. Well that wasn’t going to happen. Ever. I didn’t care who he was. He’d have to work a little bit harder than that to impress me. But I didn’t want him to. Because this guy was obviously trouble and I had just left a big ol’ bag of trouble back home.


    It was time to let him know.


    “As in Jean Harlow?” he asked.


    I shook my head, looking across at him; it was time to start behaving a little more awesome. Cue the raised brow. Cue the look of disdain.


    “No. As in I’m-not-interested-in-falling-into-bed-with-you,” I said smoothly, like I was some goddess of awesomeness.


    Heath whistled and fell back in his chair with a disarming grin. “Shot down!” He made an explosion gesture with his hands. “You’re a goddamn H-bomb!”


    Damn. I couldn’t help but smile. He smiled back and leaned his elbows on the table.


    I tried not to notice the tattoos crawling over his muscled arms or the way it felt when he looked at me the way he was looking at me.


    “You’re beautiful, has anyone told you that today?”


    I raised my eyebrow. “Does that really work with the girls?”


    He glanced over his shoulder at the girls on the dance floor. “I do alright.”


    Candi and Bambi were all tongues and entwined bodies grinding on the dance floor.


    “Your dinner, no doubt,” I said. “Or are they just for starters, and some other lucky girl is the main?”


    Heaths eyes glittered wickedly. “Maybe you?” he suggested. Not put off by my bitchiness, he said, “I could eat you all night long.”


    I shot him a look, trying not to laugh. ”Did you really just say that to me?” He looked so unapologetic, I gave in and laughed. “Seriously, how do you get in the room with that big head of yours?”


    He smiled and straightened up. “C’mon. Lighten up. I’m just teasing. I came over here to be nice and you were just nasty to me straight away.”


    “Because you came over here to bamboozle me with your charm in an obvious attempt to hit on me.”


    He raised his hands innocently. “Says who?”


    “So now you’re going to tell me you weren’t going to hit on me?”


    He smiled, soft and genuine, and his eyes crinkled at the corners. “I’m a lot of things, but I am not a liar.”


    When he smiled I couldn’t help but smile back. Dammit. So much for being awesomely immune to his charms. I’d kind of hoped it was my new super power.


    “You should do that more often.”


    “What?” I asked.


    “Smile.”


    “Okay, I’ll bite, why?”


    “Because you are stunningly beautiful.”


    Okay, this guy is good.


    I raised my brow. “Why don’t you just get it over with?”


    “What?’


    “Ask me to sleep with you?”


    “Will you sleep with me?”


    I shook my head. “Not in this lifetime.”


    “Then why make me ask you?”


    “So that you will leave me alone.”


    “And you thought that would work?”


    I shrugged. “It seemed like a good idea in theory.”


    “Well it sucked in practice. I still want to sleep with you.”


    “And I still don’t want to sleep with you.”


    “So we are back to where we started,” he said.


    “I believe it’s called a stalemate.”


    He smiled and his two dimples flickered in his cheeks. “I’m just going to have to try a little harder.”


    I had a distinct feeling Heath had just accepted some kind of challenge.


    Before I could respond, Candi and Bambi fell on his lap and were all over him like mold on cheese. He winked at me and I looked away just as one of the band’s guitarists slid into the chair on the other side of me.


    “Don’t waste your time with this loser babe, everyone knows I’m the real talent in this band.” He winked at me and threw a soggy beer coaster in Heath’s direction. Heath replied by extending a middle finger.


    “I’m Armie.” He smiled and offered me a tattooed hand to shake and I liked him immediately.


    “I’m Harlow.”


    “Careful Armie, she bites,” Heath warned, looking at us from between the two blondes who were fighting for attention on his lap.


    Armie’s brows disappeared under spiky black bangs and he looked at me with a cheeky grin. He hooked his arm around my neck. “Let me get you a drink and you can tell me all about it. Whattaya drinking?”


    I had no idea. “Whatever you are you drinking”


    “Beer?”


    “Sounds good to me.”


    When Armie went to the bar I could feel Heath’s eyes on me, despite the two girls cooing on his lap. I glanced sideways and his twinkling eyes met mine. Candi and Bambi were kissing his neck, his jaw, and his ears and running their hands across his chest.


    I looked back down at the table and rocked forward on my arms, forcing back a sudden curiosity to see what was under his Guns N Roses t-shirt. When I looked up the leggy blonde in the black dress and boots who I’d seen earlier by the stage was approaching the table. Her face was pure thunder.


    Before anyone realized her intent, she grabbed a plastic glass of beer from the table and threw the contents all over Heath and the girls.


    Candi and Bambi both squealed as amber liquid soaked them. They leapt up, swearing like truckers, hurriedly trying to fix their appearance and yelling at the blonde.


    “You pig!” Black dress and boots seethed at Heath.


    Candi and Bambi glared at her with panda eyes and soggy hair. Black dress and boots glared back.


    Heath did the unthinkable and started to laugh.


    Black dress stalked off while Candi and Bambi rushed to the bathroom to re-do hair and make-up.


    “Another one of your fan club?” Jesse laughed.


    Zack, the drummer, shook beer from his arm. “I gotta learn not to sit next to you man.”


    Heath ripped off his t-shirt to expose a well-defined six pack and more tattoos across his chest. Involuntarily I gasped, inhaling deeply at the beautiful spectacle of a shirtless Heath Dillinger and then quickly averted my eyes. He threw his shirt at Zack who proceeded to use it to wipe beer off his arm.


    “What did I miss?” Armie asked returning to the table with two beers.


    “Another happy Heath Dillinger customer,” Zack moaned, still wiping up beer with Heath’s shirt.


    “She threw Zack’s beer at Heath and his hoes,” Piper explained with a giggle.


    “Not again.” Armie laughed as he handed me a beer.


    “Again?” I asked. “You mean this is a regular occurrence?”


    “When you piss off that many women, the odds are high,” Zack explained.


    Heath grinned, unapologetic and raised muscular arms in an innocent gesture. “Hey, I don’t know what her problem was. I never promised her anything.”


    Jesse pulled a black Led Zeppelin shirt from his backpack behind his chair, and flicked it across the table. “I want it back.”


    The t-shirt landed in front of me and before I realized what was happening, Heath was next to me, his bare stomach leaning across me to reach the shirt, his glorious thick and muscular torso only inches from my face. His six pack was eye level, his Harley Davidson belt buckle only inches from my face. I could feel the heat radiating off his bare skin and a tingle ran up my arm where his jeans brush against me. Then he looked down at me, those gorgeous dimples deepening as he grinned at me.


    Something inside me broke. Forever.


    For.


    Ever.


    Feigning disinterest, I rolled my eyes even though my cheeks flushed beneath those amazing blue eyes.


    “Oh crap,” Armie murmured, looking through the crowd.


    I followed his eyes, and Jesse and Piper did the same.


    “Here we go,” Jesse muttered.


    The whole table watched as a pretty girl made her way towards us through the throng of people. With blonde curls and large blue eyes, she was pure mid-western America and the picture of pink innocence. Except for the sleeve of tattoos down one arm.


    I looked at Heath who was already looking at me. He leaned down. He was so close his mouth was almost touching my neck as he murmured, “That’s Kelsey. Armie’s very own form of kryptonite.”


    Armie had already moved away from me slightly and was staring gloomily into his beer. With his heavily tattooed arms, black spiky hair and body piercings he was a stark contrast to the girl making her way towards us. He looked like Satan had left him behind on his way to hell and she was straight out of heaven. Blonde. Shiny. Pink. Vanilla. Cute.


    “Hi Armie,” she said shyly, dim light glinting off her shiny pink lips. Suddenly everyone at the table busied themselves, determined not to make her arrival a big deal and to give Armie some space with his girl.


    “They are off and on. I don’t know why they break up so much. It’s a shame because they are perfect together.” Heath sat next to me and slipped the Led Zeppelin t-shirt over his gloriously muscular chest. It’s almost a crime to cover up that chest. I watched him lean his huge, muscular arms on the table. “Right now their relationship is in the off position.”


    “If they are perfect together, why do they keep breaking up?” I asked, desperate to ignore how close Heath to me and the awesome scent he emanated. Is this guy for real?


    “Something about her parents not liking her dating a guy in a band. It causes a lot of problems for them. I don’t know why they let it get to them.” He shrugged and sipped a ginger beer. “Love makes people do stupid shit, I guess. Not that I’d know. I’ve never been dumb enough to find out.”


    I didn’t say anything but nodded. My thoughts drifted back to Colton and everything I had just left behind in Georgia; a boyfriend, now an ex because he broke us with an affair with my now ex-best friend.


    Life could be bizarre. And sometimes it just didn’t make sense. Yesterday I had been standing in a high-end dressmakers studio being measured and pinned for a debutante dress in preparation for a massive event in Savannah high society in six months’ time. Today I was in a dimly lit, alcohol pit of a bar, sitting at a table with the band with residual beer sparkling on my arm. I couldn’t help but smile. Apparently my summer adventure had begun.


    “So tell me a story, H-bomb. What’s a good girl like you doing in a bar like this?” Heath asked.


    As he took another sip of ginger beer, his beautiful blue eyes rolled over my dress and the string of pearls around my neck.


    “H-bomb?” I couldn’t help but smile when Heath made the explosion gesture with his hands again. I rolled my eyes. “I do have a name, you know.”


    “Ahhh, that’s right. Harlow-I’m-never-having-sex-with-Heath.” He grinned. I liked that he didn’t take himself too seriously. It was disarming. “It’s a rather long winded name don’t you think?”


    “Absolutely.” I grinned. “You should hear my last name.”


    “Tell me.”


    “It starts with an F and ends in a U.”


    He whistled and sat back in his seat as if I had pushed him. “Is it all guys you hate? Or is it just me that brings out the friendly side of you.”


    “I don’t even know you,” I said.


    My eyes dropped to his beautiful mouth and watched it curl into a smile. His straight, white teeth were perfect. And his dimples were too damn endearing for his own good.


    “But it seems to me you make the girls around here bipolar. They either love you and will go to all kinds of ridiculous extremes to get your attention. Or they are stabbing you to death with their eyes and throwing beer at you.” Raising one eyebrow I met his gaze, staring right into his too-damn-beautiful eyes. “I plan on staying right here in the middle where it’s safe; impervious to your charms and just out of your reach.”


    He started to laugh and I kind of hated him for being so damn hot.


    “Bipolar?” He leaned closer to me, bringing with him his intoxicating warmth. “Can we at least be friends?”


    “Does it come with the pre-requisite of sleeping with you?”


    “No. I don’t sleep with my friends.”


    “Then consider me your friend.”


    Placing both elbows on the table, he rested his face on his strong forearms and looked up at me with twinkling eyes. “You know what H-bomb, my gut tells me you’re going to be my bestest friend in the whole world.”


    He winked at me and I couldn’t help but feel like something had just begun.


    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    HARLOW


    I didn’t mean to stick around. But when the band returned to the stage I found it hard to leave. They were good. Really good. Plus Heath had promised me breakfast and a continued restraint from trying to sleep with me if I stayed to the end. He had lost interest in Candi and Bambi, and they had left in a huff at his indifference to them.


    Piper was relieved to have someone other than scantily clad groupies or Heath’s one-night stands to keep her company and kept giving me drinks.


    I looked around at the sea of faces, mainly beautiful Californian girls wearing little clothing, many of them hoping to catch Heath’s attention.


    In the luminous white and blue glow of the stage lights he was breathtaking as he did an intoxicating version of Steel Heart’s ‘She’s Gone’. It was an oldie but a goodie. And it showed off his incredible vocal range, from a low baritone to a very high pitched tenor scream.


    Holy hell, it gave me goosebumps!


    He did it so effortlessly. So flawlessly. And like everyone else I was spellbound. By everything. The way he moved his body to the music. The way he grabbed the mike between his hands. The raw but perfectly pitched gravel of his voice. And if I was being honest with myself, I kind of fell in love with him a little bit. Right there. Right by that stage.


    But I hadn’t come to California to have my heart broken and Heath Dillinger was a heartbreak waiting to happen. We could be friends. And I had a feeling that being his friend was going to be one hell of a ride.


    His powerful, raspy voice drew my eyes to him and I realized he was looking right at me as he sang.


    Goosebumps followed the surge of adrenalin tearing through me. I started to laugh and when I saw his dimples I knew he was smiling back at me mid song. Which was kind of strange since it was such a heartbreaking song.


    Piper glanced sideways at me with a grin. The music was too loud for conversation but I knew what she was thinking. Heath hadn’t taken his eyes off me. Whatever that meant. But I had a feeling I had walked straight into his sexual crosshairs.


    Three girls standing in front of us glanced over their shoulders to see what Heath was looking at and gave me the once over with heavily made up eyes. Their glossy lips were pouty and their expressions dripped with disdain. Obviously, I was a disappointment because when they saw me they scoffed and turned back to the stage with their noses in the air.


    “Groupies!” Piper mouthed to me, rolling her eyes and laughing as Heath hit such a powerful note I thought the roof would cave in.


    The crowd screamed with appreciation and as the band finished their set, they started chanting Vengeance! Vengeance! Vengeance! The band relented and did an encore, Led Zeppelin’s ‘Rock n Roll’, which was a perfect end to a perfect show.


    A swarm of adoring fans and scantily clad groupies descended on the band as they came off stage.


    Piper looped her arm through mine. “Let’s go get a drink. It’s always a nightmare to get through the fans at the end of the show.”


    At the bar they served us bourbon on ice, which was free, thanks to band’s bar tab.


    “I noticed Heath doesn’t drink,” I said, smacking together my bourbon soaked lips and resting my empty glass on the bar.


    Piper rolled her eyes. “The big jerk is on probation.” She knocked back the last of her drink and chewed on the ice. “Punched the shit out of some guy.”


    “Why?”


    “He has a hell of a temper.” She indicated for the bartender to refill our glasses. “A hell of temper. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever met a more passionate guy. Once he took on two guys for picking on another dude, just because he thought two guys on one guy was so unfair. Another time, he leapt off the stage mid-song and took on a guy who was pushing a girl around in the crowd. He had watch them argue and when the guy shoved and slapped the girl and Heath flew off that stage with guns a blazing. Big dummy. Always fighting for the underdog. It gets him in trouble every time.” She held up her shot glass. “I’ve never seen him lose a fight though. Ever. You only need to look at him to see what a machine he is.”


    We clinked our glasses and downed another shot of rich alcohol. Its heat spread across my chest.


    As she slammed her empty glass on the slick bar top, Piper’s eyes crinkled across at me. “You’ve certainly grabbed his attention.” She grinned. “I’ve never seen that before.”


    I didn’t get a chance to respond because Jesse snuck up behind her and pulled her into a bear hug. She squealed and laughed and then kissed him. It was easy to see that these guys would never grow tired of each other.


    I used their preoccupation with each other to sneak off to the bathroom, where I checked my reflection in the grubby mirrors.


    Surprisingly, my appearance had held up since leaving Savannah almost twelve hours earlier. Despite the beer and bourbon. Not that I really wore much makeup, but what I did have on seemed to be okay. I dabbed on some extra gloss and tousled my messy hair until it tumbled over my shoulders.


    Fuelled by a heady mix of beer, bourbon and the afterglow of watching the band own the crowd, I left the bathroom to find Heath. I couldn’t help but smile as I worked my way through the throng of people still in the club, feeling some kind of crazy excitement about my breakfast date with Heath. Which was stupid because I didn’t even know him.


    I spotted him near the back of the club and fought off another stupid smile when I saw him, until I realized he wasn’t alone. A young woman had wrapped herself around him, all tanned legs and heels. Long red hair swung down her back as she seemed to be swallowing his tongue.


    I froze, suddenly confused.


    Wait. Wasn’t he waiting for me?


    And if so, why was he halfway down this other girl’s throat?


    Oh crap. Obviously he hadn’t really meant it when he’d asked me to breakfast. I groaned inwardly and felt the prickly heat of embarrassment against my cheeks. Clearly it had been an offhanded invitation. One he had probably forgotten about as soon as it had left his amazing lips.


    I mentally slapped my forehead. Oh God I am an idiot!


    Before he could see me standing there like a drooling groupie, I disappeared back into the crowd. I found Piper and Jesse back at the bar and hurriedly bid them goodnight. What was I doing hanging around anyway? I didn’t belong here.


    “Wait, aren’t you going to breakfast with Heath?” Jesse asked, drawing on his cigarette.


    I thought about Heath at the other end of the club, busy sticking his tongue down the redhead’s throat and forced a smile, waving off the idea like it was no big deal. “I’m a bit tired. And I think he may be a bit busy. I’m just going to grab a cab from out the front.”


    “I can drop you home,” Jesse offered.


    “No, don’t be silly. I saw a cab rank out the front.” I pretended to yawn, desperate to cover my embarrassment over misunderstanding Heath’s invitation. He would be dining on the redhead before I even made it back to my apartment. “Thanks for a great night.”


    I raced out of the dingy club before I ran into Heath and his friend. And before Jesse and Piper picked up on my embarrassment or the reason I was so desperate to get out of there. I ran down the narrow stairwell with the grimy walls and climbed straight into a cab.


    Settling into the worn leather cab seat I rested my head on the back of the seat, suddenly feeling the effects of too much alcohol. My head swirled and I felt sick.


    California lesson one: don’t get involved with the bad boy.


    I sighed and nodded. I had just dodged a bullet.


    I wouldn’t need reminding.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    It felt good. It had been another successful gig and proof that we were gaining more popularity.


    Eighteen months ago no one even knew who Vengeance were. Now we were seeing more and more people at our shows and familiar faces at the different venues we played.


    Okay, granted, some of the familiar faces we could do without. Like that chick in the black dress and boots who threw her beer at me. I had nailed her after a show a few weeks ago … Deanna? Diana? Donna?


    If memory served she was only too happy to splay her legs open on the backseat of her Pinto. She had offered and I obliged. And somehow that made me the bad guy?


    What had she thought? That we were dating after one blowjob and a frantic fuck in the back of her car? I never made promises I couldn’t keep. I never whispered sweet nothings. I never lied to get in their panties. It required a lot less effort than that; they offered and I obliged. Simple. Then I was the asshole for not calling them, or dating them.


    Another familiar face I could do without was the one who had attached herself to my mouth. Kristen was an out-of-state model who always looked me up when she was in town for a photo shoot. She took it for granted that I would be at her beck and call whenever she rolled into the club.


    Wildly beautiful with a knock out body, she had turned up tonight after club-hopping with her rich, elitist friends. She had swooped in, grabbed me on the cock and proceeded to shove her tongue down my throat.


    But I wasn’t feeling it. My mind kept wandering back to Piper’s friend, the H-bomb with the amazing sea-green eyes. Even as Kristen worked her mouth against mine, all I could see behind my closed lids was the H-bomb’s perfect … everything. In fact, I was desperate to detach Kristen from my body so I could find her and take her to breakfast.


    For some reason I was looking forward to spending a bit of quiet time with her and getting to know her. And hopefully peel back the prude layers of cashmere and pearls and find out what was really hiding beneath all those good girl clothes.


    Strangely enough, I was happy to pass up mind-blowing sex with Kristen for a chaste date with a girl who was never, ever going to sleep with me. I didn’t know why. All I really knew was that when I had seen her from the stage she had grabbed my attention, and despite the efforts of a few other girls, she kept it.


    Talking with her during the break in our set had only fuelled my interest in … what? I didn’t know. I just liked being around her. And if being just friends meant that I got to hang out with her, then just friends it would be.


    “Hey, I don’t feel like I have all of your attention tonight, baby,” Kristen cooed, stopping her assault on my mouth long enough to pull back and look me in the eye. Her hand found my crotch and a lack of interest there. “And this? Normally you’d be a fucking ramrod by now.”


    I took this as a chance to disentangle myself from her.


    “It’s been a long night,” I said, undoing her hands from around my neck. “And I’m actually here with somebody.”


    She leaned back, her eyebrow cocked as she scoffed, “You’re kidding me.” Her hands went to her hips. “You mean I left some pretty influential people to come and slum it with you and you’re telling me you’re here with a date?”


    Slum it? What the fuck?


    “Yeah, I guess that is what I’m telling you.”


    She jutted out her hip to one side. “Yet, you just made out with me for the past five minutes?”


    “It’s not that type of date,” I explained, although I had I feeling I desperately wanted it to be. “She’s just a friend.”


    The words just a friend obviously eliminated the threat because Kristen stepped closer and tangled herself around me again.


    “Tell her you’ve had a better offer,” she said, sliding her tongue up my neck, her hand wandering back to my crotch. “I could ring up a girlfriend and the three of us could have some real fun together,” she whispered in my ear.


    Again, I unwound her from me. Even with her offer of a threesome, my chaste breakfast date with Harlow was more appealing.


    “You’re serious?” she said, fixing me with a I can’t believe you’re turning me down glare. “I’ve driven all this way to slum it with you and you’re turning me away … for a friend?”


    Again with the slum it … what the fuck was this chick’s problem?


    Still, I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. Even if she was starting to behave like an arrogant brat.


    “And I appreciate it,” I said, winking at her. “Want me to call you a cab?”


    Her face darkened. Obviously she didn’t take disappointment very well. “You’re really turning me down? The hottest property in here?”


    “I guess I am.”


    She raised her chin, her eyes hard. “No Heath, I don’t want you to call me a cab. I don’t want you to call me period.” She snatched her purse off the table behind me.


    I shrugged. “You do what you gotta do, babe.”


    With a flick of her long hair she stormed off, disappearing into the dark club. Another happy Heath Dillinger customer. I shook my head and smiled. Yeah I felt bad because she was angry at me. But hey, it wasn’t always my fault.


    I searched the club for Harlow, which took some time because I was stopped by various people who wanted to chat, some who I knew and others I didn’t. They were fans of the band and I appreciated their loyalty and talking with fans was something I usually enjoyed. But I was anxious to find Harlow. I hadn’t seen her since coming off stage and then Kristen had monopolized me for way too long.


    Jesse was making out with Piper at the bar when I interrupted them. “Have you guys seen Harlow?”


    “Yeah, she left about five minutes ago,” Piper said. “She came back from the bathroom, said she was tired and left.”


    “She’s gone?” I felt crushed. She had left and I felt the bitterness of disappointment fill me. Oh fuck! Tell me she hadn’t seen Kristen mauling me across the room. “Was she alright? Was she pissed off or …”


    Piper’s brow wrinkled and then smoothed. “She was fine. Just tired, I guess. It is almost three o’clock in the morning, Heath. And she just got off a plane from Savannah this morning.”


    “Do you have her cell number?”


    “No. I only just met her.”


    My disappointment turned to concern. What if that was it? What if I never saw this girl again?


    Christ, why was I so worked up about some chick?


    “What is up with you?” Piper asked, sensing my anxiety. Her lips turned into an amused smile. “It’s not like you’re never going to see her again.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “She’ll be working at Fat Tony’s over the summer, so you’re bound to run into her again. She starts Monday and she’ll be doing the lunch time shift with me.”


    An odd relief ripped through me. Cool. So she was working at Fat Tony’s. I nodded and failed at hiding how pleased I was. Under the scrutiny of Piper’s wise eyes, I made my goodbyes and walked to my car.


    If Harlow started work at Fat Tony’s on Monday, then I’d be waiting when she finished.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    “It’s called a hangover,” Bridge said, handing me a glass of water and two aspirin. “Hanging out in a club all night drinking beer and bourbon will do that to you.”


    She sat on the edge of the bed next to me. The movement on the mattress made my brain cartwheel inside my skull. I looked at her as blood drained from my face and then I bolted to the bathroom to throw up.


    “You know, you’re going to have to toughen up if you plan on hanging out with a band at a club till all hours,” Bridge called out, with what sounded like a smile in her voice.


    I squeezed my eyes shut, threw up again, and then fell against the bathroom wall, cursing the invention of alcohol.


    Bridge ducked her head around the corner. “Are you okay?”


    Keeping my eyes shut, I whispered, “If you love me, you will kill me.”


    In fear of the jackhammer starting up again in my brain I didn’t want to move.


    Bridge knelt down in front of me. “Did Heath Dillinger do this to you?”


    “No.” I opened one eye. “Why would you assume he was involved?”


    “Because where there is trouble, there is usually Heath Dillinger.”


    “He was too busy to even notice me,” I murmured, shutting my eye. My fractured brain rolled back to the image of the stunning redhead and how he was too consumed sticking his tongue down her throat to notice me leave.


    “Well that’s not what I heard.”


    “Heard? It’s nine am and you’ve already heard something?”


    “I have my spies.” I felt her stand up. “You didn’t think I’d let you stay out all night and not have someone out there keeping an eye on you did you? I’m your older cousin. I take the responsibility of keeping you alive very seriously, you know.”


    She grabbed my hands to help me up. “Come on, a shower will make you feel better.”


    The motion of standing up sent waves of nausea crashing over me and I threw up into the toilet again.


    “I’m sorry,” I groaned, forcing myself upright. “It’s my first hangover.”


    “I know. And lucky me gets to witness it.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    HARLOW


    Fat Tony’s Pizza Palace was an Orange County icon. For more than three decades it had served the best tasting pizza this side of Tuscany.


    It was also known for the bands that played on the small stage across the far side of the room. Unknown bands would play one night, followed by well-known bands the next. It was a lucky dip. You never knew what you were going to get. Fat Tony never advertised who would be playing. If the band wanted to advertise, it was up to them, but he never tried to attract customers with band names. He didn’t have to. His pizzeria was an icon, like the Rainbow Bar on Sunset, or The Roxy and the Troubadour.


    Over the years some of the larger, more famous bands that sold out stadiums began to use it as a venue for side gigs, or surprise gigs. Fat Tony figured they liked to relive the early days, when a small crowd gave them more intimacy with their fans. After a few big names had done it, others followed and soon he had a wall full of signed plates from some of the biggest names in the music industry.


    Fat Tony’s Pizza Palace, or The Palace, as it was called, was in desperate need of renovation. Dimly lit, with carpet that had seen better days, the interior was stuck in the seventies and the once shiny red vinyl in the booths that lined the walls had worn down to a dull sheen. But it was easy to forgive the weathered interior because of the atmosphere. If there wasn’t a band playing, the awesome jukebox across the room was always belting out something worth singing along to.


    Five minutes into my shift I was positive I was going to love working there. Both Bridget and Piper were rostered on and they were guaranteed to make my time working there a lot of fun.


    When Leo arrived, I knew without a doubt that I belonged there.


    The uniform was simple; we either wore jeans or denim shorts and a top. Because I had never owned a pair of jeans (my mama didn’t allow denim in the house) Bridget had loaned me a pair of her denim shorts until I could go shopping for my own. They were short and showed off more leg than my daddy would like. But they were comfortable and cool.


    Leo nudged me on the ass with his hip as he strutted by.


    “Hot patootie! Wait ’til the animals get a look at those pins … girlfriend, you’ll retire to the Bahamas on those tips.” And then he smacked his lips together and made noises like he was enjoying a delicious rack of ribs.


    As far as jobs went, it was pretty easy. I took orders for pizza and drinks, sent them to the kitchen or the bar, and then served the customers with their orders when they were ready. It looked pretty straightforward.


    Not that I’d ever done it before. My high-society affected parents were filthy rich and frowned upon the idea of their children working until after college when we would get proper jobs. It didn’t matter how much their unaffected children begged them. So when my friends were serving fries and pizzas, I was somewhere being taught how to be a proper Southern lady or raising funds for one of my Mama’s charities.


    But this didn’t look difficult. In fact, it looked like a bit of fun.


    Thankfully we started off slow so I could learn and work out a system. And by the time I was rushed off my feet taking orders and serving, I had pretty much found my groove. It was fun and I managed to score plenty in tips, which I think had more to do with the amount of leg I was showing, than my waitressing skills.


    Overall it had been a pretty successful first day. That is, if you didn’t take into consideration the beer I accidently tipped over the hot looking guy sitting by himself in one of the booths near the jukebox.


    “Oh my God, I am so sorry!” I gasped horrified, quickly grabbing some serviettes to wipe up the beer. I was sure he’d be pissed at me but when I looked up, he was smiling.


    “It’s okay. No harm done.” He seemed more amused by my fussing than pissed about the beer all over his sleeve.


    “I’m not usually such a klutz.”


    “First day?”


    “Is it that obvious?”


    “Either that or you wanted to get my attention.” His green eyes twinkled up at me. “Which I think would be very cool, by the way.”


    Was he flirting with me?


    “Let’s put it down to being my first day. And after this, hopefully not my last.”


    “I promise not to tell … on one condition.”


    I raised a brow. “And what’s that?”


    He leaned forward and grinned. “You tell me your name.”


    What was it with these Californian guys? Why did they feel they needed to blackmail me into telling them my name? Back in Georgia when we wanted to know someone’s name, we asked them.


    I smiled. Because it made me think of Heath. Which was unexpected. Just like the butterflies in my belly.


    “Harlow,” I replied, pushing Heath and the butterflies he gave me, aside.


    He offered me his hand. “Nice to meet you Harlow. I’m Dean.”


    “Nice to meet you too, Dean. Sorry about throwing your beer at you,” I joked and his grin grew wider as his eyes studied me.


    “It’s no problem. It gave us the opportunity to meet. And for that I’m grateful.”


    I threw the wet serviettes onto my tray. “I’ll be back with another beer and this time I promise not to throw it all over you.”


    When I returned with a freshly poured beer, I noticed Piper had brought him his pizza in my absence.


    “So Harlow, do you get a lunch break?” he asked. “Because I would love you to join me.”


    I shook my head. Even though I was due for a break, I didn’t know what the policy was about dining with the customers. “I appreciate the offer but I’m not due for a break for a while. But you enjoy.”


    He stopped me from leaving by putting his hand on my forearm. “How about dinner then? Or is the real reason you’re turning down this delicious pizza because you have a boyfriend? I imagine a girl as beautiful as you would have a boyfriend?”


    I shook my head. “No. No boyfriend. And I didn’t come to California looking for one either.”


    He nodded and after thinking about it for a moment, asked, “What about a guy who is a friend?”


    I smiled. He was very cute. I nodded.


    “Now that, I can handle.”


    “Excellent. Then let me take you for coffee tomorrow.”


    I relaxed a little, grateful I wouldn’t have to go into the whole spiel about not wanting to date anyone. Tomorrow was my day off and other than shopping for jeans, I really didn’t have much else planned. Plus, this guy was a hottie. And he seemed like a nice enough guy. Friendly. Funny. Easy going.


    “Okay. Coffee sounds like fun.”


    We made arrangements to meet at a coffee shop just down from the Pier the following day.


    The lunchtime rush hit not long afterwards and I didn’t see him again until I was standing at the bar waiting for Leo to pour a couple of beers. He ducked his head around the corner on his way out the door.


    “I’ll see you tomorrow at ten?”


    I nodded, my cheeks flushed because I could feel Leo smirking next to me. Dean grinned and disappeared out the door.


    Fully aware Leo had something smart-assed tumbling around on his tongue, I turned to him and warned, “Don’t you say a word.”


    He looked at me with a flamboyant what me? and then mimed zipping his lips closed with his fingers.


    “It’s just coffee. With a friend,” I insisted. When Leo didn’t reply and just stared at me like he was holding his breath, I sighed, frustrated. “Okay. Speak.”


    He dramatically unzipped his lips. “Honey, his idea of coffee will get you pregnant.”


    I threw a dishrag at him. “It’s not like that.”


    He shrugged. “Hey, don’t sweat it, patootie. I like coffee. I’d coffee all day and all night if I could. I’d coffee for breakfast, lunch and for dinner.”


    “Of course you would.”


    He winked. “You just gotta ask yourself if he is who you really want to have coffee with.”


    


    * * * * *


    


    I worked until four o’clock and on my way home stopped in at the grocery store across the road to get something for dinner. There was a homeless man sitting in the sun on the steps outside the supermarket. He was unshaven, quiet and despite the heat of the afternoon he wore an army jacket. What looked like his life’s possessions were tied up in a bundle behind him. He strummed a guitar and his guitar case was open with only a handful of coins glinting in the late afternoon sunlight.


    Before heading into the market I stopped in front of him, and dug into my pocket for what I had received in tips and handed him the roll of notes. There was close to a hundred dollars. He stopped strumming and looked up at me. I didn’t say anything to him but I nodded and he nodded back. He had kind eyes and I could see his face masked the pain and grief of whatever had led him to be there, on the side of the road, alone.


    As I entered the supermarket I heard him say in a gravelly voice, “Thank you, Miss. God bless you.”


    It was nothing. I’d grown up surrounded in wealth and I would never have to go without if I didn’t want to. I liked earning my pay, but my tips were best used by someone less fortunate.


    Standing in front of the freezer section, I was too busy deciding which frozen TV meal was going to be my dinner to notice him until he spoke.


    “Are you stalking me?”


    Looking up I saw his reflection in the glass doors of the freezer. He was standing behind me, dressed in jeans, his sleeves pushed up to reveal strong, tattooed forearms. With his closed-lip smile and dimples the overall package was ridiculously hot.


    “Stalking?” I turned to face him and flashed him a look of mild disgust. “Hardly.”


    Blue eyes took in the length of me and then settled on mine. Penetrating. Magnetic. It was a look I felt all over me. His appreciation for my tiny shorts and tight shirt was reflected all over his amazing face.


    “What happened to you the other night? Why did you run away?” he asked.


    “Run away?”


    Wait. Had he really expected me to hang around and wait for him to finish mauling the girl in the red dress so we could go to breakfast together?


    I raised a brow at his directness, and smiled. “Last I saw you were … preoccupied.”


    When he realized what I was talking about, he grimaced. At least he had the courtesy to look uncomfortable.


    “Oh … you saw that.”


    Amused by his discomfort, I tipped my head to the side. “Yeah, I saw that.”


    “Sorry, H-bomb,” he said sincerely. “She’s a friend from out of town … I hadn’t expected her to turn up …”


    I smiled and shrugged. “It’s okay … you don’t owe me an explanation. It doesn’t bother me.”


    His perfectly shaped brows drew in as he frowned. I don’t think he liked that I’d seen him with the redhead. Either that, or he didn’t like the idea that it didn’t bother me. I couldn’t be sure. But I think he was hoping for more of a response from me. Who knew with him?


    His eyes dropped to the frozen dinners in my hand. “I didn’t take you for a TV dinner kinda girl.”


    “It’s not by choice, believe me. But it’ll do until I can do a proper grocery shop.” I held up both boxes. “Mac and cheese? Or chicken parmigiana with roast vegetables?”


    “Neither.” He shook his head and took the frozen dinners from me and put them back into the freezer. “C’mon. I still owe you breakfast,” he said closing the freezer doors.


    “It’s five o’clock in the afternoon. A little too late for breakfast don’t you think?”


    “Or early. Depends on which way you look at it.” He winked and started to head down the cereal aisle towards the front doors. “C’mon, I’m starving.”


    I followed him out the front doors and into the late afternoon sunlight. When I saw the Harley, I faltered.


    “Oh don’t be a baby!” he said climbing on.


    Hesitantly, I followed him, awkwardly straddling the back of the Harley.


    “I guess it’s one way to get between my legs,” I grumbled as I tied my hair into a knot on top of my head.


    Heath laughed and grabbed my hands, securing them around his waist.


    “I like how you think, H-bomb,” he said, flicking down his aviators.


    With a flick of his strong wrist the Harley rumbled to life and he eased us into the traffic. It only took me a few minutes to relax and begin to enjoy our ride through the sunny streets. The warmth of his body against my chest and the deep vibration of the motorbike sent tiny tremors down my spine and throughout my body. I could hold onto him all day and night and not get tired of it.


    Wind whipped past us and I ducked in closer to shield myself against its cool bite. Holding him this close I could feel the taut muscles beneath his t-shirt whenever he moved and the sensation was … wow.


    All too soon our ride was over and we pulled up out the front of a dinner with the name Johnny Rockets illuminated in a neon sign out the front.


    Johnny Rockets was a quintessential 1950s diner with a shiny checkered floor and gleaming red booths. Framed posters of Marilyn Monroe, James Dean and other icons of the era lined the walls alongside ’50s pin up girls in modest bikinis. Against one wall an old-style jukebox played early rock n roll. The smell of burgers and fries lingered with that of milkshake and cherry pie.


    We slid into a booth along the far wall. It was too early for the dinner crowd, and apart from a couple at the soda bar and a table of tourists at a booth by the front windows, it was quiet.


    Straightaway an eager blonde waitress appeared at our table.


    “Hey, Heath, sugar,” she greeted Heath in a heavy Texan accent and with a playful wink. Shiny pink lips parted into a large white smile. Her blonde hair was pulled into a style reminiscent of the era and she wore a tight Rockabilly dress that did little to hide her curves. “How’s my favorite babe? Have you been behaving?”


    Heath smiled, feigning innocence. “When don’t I?”


    Her long lashes blinked and she smiled. “Oh I can think of a few times. Can I get you your usual drink?”


    He nodded. “Thanks Elly.”


    “What about you honey?” She turned her attention to me, her blue eyes twinkling and rolling over me. “What can I get you?”


    Heath leaned forward. “You should try the malt shakes here. They’ll ruin you.”


    I was all for a bit of ruining so I shrugged, “Okay. Why not.”


    I could feel the waitress looking at me. “Sure thing. I’ll be back with your drinks and I’ll take your order then.” An unusual look passed between her and Heath. It was a secret smile from her that made his dimples crease in his cheeks.


    I frowned.


    “What?” Heath asked.


    After watching the gorgeous blonde disappear into the kitchen, I asked, “A fan of yours?”


    Heath looked puzzled. “Elly?”


    “If that’s what her name is.”


    “It’s what’s on her name badge,” he said with a wicked twinkle in his eyes.


    “Whatever. I guess I should just be pleased she isn’t throwing a drink at you.”


    Heath laughed. “She hasn’t come out with them yet. Maybe you should get ready to duck.”


    “Really? You’ve nailed her too?” I rolled my eyes. “Why am I surprised?”


    Heath burst into laughter, holding his palm flat against his stomach. “Oh c’mon H-bomb! You seem think if it has girlie bits and a pulse that I have nailed it. I’m not really that bad.”


    Girlie bits? Did he really just say that?


    I shrugged. “I don’t care.”


    His smile faded and his eyes were serious. “I didn’t nail her.”


    I shrugged again. “Like I said, I don’t care. Y’all can sleep with whomever you like. It makes no difference to me.”


    He took on a mischievous look. “H-bomb, I wouldn’t have a chance with Elly if I were the last man on earth.”


    “C’mon Heath. I saw the look she gave you when she was walking away. It’s okay. I’m here for the food. Not to sleep with you.”


    “You’re not going to sleep with me, I get it.” He leaned in, his eyes bright and a playful smile on his face. “And that look … that was Elly letting me know she approves.”


    “Of what?”


    It was his turn to roll his eyes. “You.”


    “Me?”


    “Don’t be so surprised. You’re gorgeous.”


    “I’m confused.”


    He grinned. “Let’s just say, you would have more of a chance with Elly, than me.”


    Momentarily, I was puzzled and then it dawned on me. “She…?”


    Heath nodded. “Likes women … yes.”


    I cocked a brow at him. “Bullshit.”


    “True story.”


    I studied his face for a moment and then shrugged. “Whatever.”


    “She thinks you’re hot. I can tell.”


    “Of course you can.” I studied my menu.


    He cocked his brow in the sexist way. “I do too.”


    I shot him a warning look over my menu. Even if it was kind of nice hearing him say it. I decided to change the subject.


    “So, are there more Dillingers, or did they break the mold when they made you?”


    He grinned. “I have an older brother, Leigh, and a younger brother and sister, Nikki and Rhett. They’re twins.”


    “Do you see them often?”


    “I live with them. A few years back Mom and Dad bought a property in Napa Valley but us kids stayed in the family home.” He shrugged. “We make it work. And it’s nice having them around. As a family we’re pretty close. Although, Leigh is away a lot because he competes in the UFC and Rhett’s at college and lives on campus. Well he says he does, but he always seems to be at our place eating our food.”


    He dipped his French fries in mayo and then ketchup. “We also have cousins in Alabama. Dad was born in Eureka and still has family there.” He bit into his French fries. “What about you? Is it just you or are there more of you back in Georgia?”


    “I have an older brother, Harry. Well it’s Harrison, actually, but he’d cringe if y’all called him that. He’s twenty-one. And then there’s Harper, my younger sister. She’s sixteen going on twenty-one.”


    When I looked up Heath was grinning.


    “What?”


    “I just enjoy listening to your accent.”


    “I don’t have an accent.”


    “You’re in my town now, remember? You’ve got an accent and it’s awesome.”


    I rolled my eyes and Elly arrived with our drinks. I had to admit that the malt shake was just as amazing as Heath had said. Trying not to make eye contact with Elly, only because I knew it would make Heath happy to see me blush under her gaze, I ordered my burger and fries off the menu, fully aware of Heath’s amused grin.


    When she left, I took a mouthful of my frothy milkshake.


    “So how did you come up with the name Vengeance?”


    “It’s from a John Legend song called ‘Who Did That To You?’ Do you know it?”


    When I shook my head he explained. “It’s from the first two lines of the song.” He sang them to me and added, “It’s an awesome song. Slow tempo. Distinct beat. Dark undertones. It’s a promise of revenge.” His blue eyes gleamed. “Quiet revenge.”


    “Have you thought of doing a cover of it?” I asked.


    “I thought about it. But I don’t really want to mess with it.”


    “Do you have any other favorite songs you’d like to do?”


    “In the real early days we use to do quite a few covers. Credence Clearwater’s ‘Run Through the Jungle’, Pink Floyd’s ‘Young Lust’, hell, I even managed to get David Bowie’s ‘Starman’ mashed into one of our sets mid-performance one night. 70s glam rock with twenty-first century metal … who would’ve thought it would prove to be so popular.” He shrugged and asked, “What about you, H-bomb? What song do you think we should cover?” before biting into his burger.


    I picked up a fry, dipped it into mayonnaise and thought for a moment, before popping it into my mouth. Music had been a big part of my growing up back in Georgia. My cousin, Bobby—Bridget’s older brother—was a massive music lover and had bought me my first iPod. He introduced me to good old rock n roll.


    “That’s easy,” I said. “Gimme Shelter. The Rolling Stones. It would have to be my favorite of all time.”


    Heath’s eyebrows disappeared all the way up his brow. “You know The Stones?”


    “I grew up in Georgia, Heath. Not on Mars.” I took a sip of my milkshake. “I grew up on the classics. Led Zepplin. Hendrix. Pink Floyd. Ozzy.”


    Heath smiled broadly. “So under all that cashmere and pearls, you’re just a badass rock chick.”


    I laughed. “Hardly.”


    “Zeppelin? Hendrix? I think I just fell in love with you.” His eyes twinkled and he looked amused as he popped fries into his mouth. “Enough about me. What’s your story? Is there someone back home? Some preppy prince back on the plantation pining away for you amongst all his money?”


    I shook my head. “Not anymore. We broke up just before I came out here.”


    “Oh yeah? Why? Did the good girl want to be bad out west?”


    “He was cheating on me.”


    Heath paused and was still and then said with what seemed like genuine regret, “Sorry.”


    “Don’t be. I’m okay with it now. I got over it.” I smiled. “Anyway, the more time I spend out here the more I realize he did me a favor.”


    A half-smile curled on his lips. “How long were you together?”


    “Two years.”


    He whistled. “I haven’t been with a girl for two days let alone two years.”


    I didn’t go into details about Colton’s cheating but I did notice how the thought of it didn’t register even the remotest hint of hurt inside. It hadn’t always been the case. When I’d discovered Colton had been having an affair with my best friend I had been devastated. It was like my world had been ripped away. On the same day I had lost my boyfriend and my best friend. It was one of the reasons my parents had relented and let me come out to California. They thought the break from Colton would do me some good. I guess they assumed I was still pining for him. The truth was I wasn’t but I just used their assumptions to my benefit.


    “So you’ve never been in a long-term relationship?” I asked.


    He chuckled. “No. Never.”


    “Really?”


    He smiled. “I’m not boyfriend material. Or so I’ve been told.”


    After we’d finished our burgers, I noticed the smallest amount of mayonnaise on the corner of his mouth and without thinking, reached over and wiped it with my napkin. It surprised both of us.


    Immediately, heat flamed against my cheeks.


    OMG, why the hell did I do that?


    Heath’s eyes were bright and then gleamed. They held mine in a blue gaze that drew the air from my lungs. A small half-smile tugged at his lips, deepening the dimples either side of his mouth.


    Embarrassed, I sat back and looked away.


    “We should go,” I mumbled, not sure what had just happened.


    “I like that you did that,” he said quietly.


    I looked up at him and felt a small tug on my heart. Away from the stage lights and hordes of screaming women, he looked harmless and gentle. Not that he was your regular Joe. The absence of his stage persona didn’t make him any less attractive. In truth, he was devastating. I could see why all the girls fell for him.


    But I could also see he was trouble. And not someone you could trust with your heart. It would be exhausting trying to compete with all those girls who went to watch them play. I’d just left a whole world of trouble behind me and I was done with the popular boys. The next guy was going to be vanilla safe, not beautiful dangerous like Heath Dillinger.


    “Can I take you for a ride somewhere?” he asked.


    “Where to?”


    “Somewhere special,” he said as he pulled several bills from his billfold and dropped them on the table.


    “Sure. Why not.”


    I may have been wary of this beautiful man but I wasn’t ready to call it a night just yet. I guess you could say my curiosity was piqued. He was a nice guy and I actually enjoyed being around him.


    Plus, I was pretty much friendless in California so I was running low on offers.


    We slid out of the booth and I turned to grab my denim jacket. I didn’t notice the attractive brunette until she was standing in front of us. Her face was a contorted mask of anger. Eyes heavy with makeup bounced back and forth between Heath and me.


    Before I could avoid it, she flung her milkshake at us. Chocolate milk flew out of the silver milkshake cup and, of course, I bore the brunt of it.


    “You’ve. Got. To. Be. Kidding. Me!” I exclaimed, shaking chocolate milk from my hands. I glared at Heath. “Really? REALLY?”


    Seriously? What was the go with this guy and these women throwing their drinks at him?


    “Jesus Christ!” he yelled at the brunette. “What the fuck is your problem?”


    “You, you jerk!” she shrieked. “I had a great time, you said. I’ll call you, you said. So I wait for you to call me. I wait for two fucking weeks but no fucking phone call. Did you lose my number? Or are you really just the prick they say you are?”


    “Listen I don’t know what your fucking deal is …” He meant to say her name but stalled. This only enraged her further. Her eyes widened and her face went so red I thought she would pop.


    “Sherry! My fucking name is Sherry! Or did you forget that right after you fucked me on my grandmother’s couch?”


    Eeeeeewwwww! I wrinkled my nose.


    “Apologize to Harlow,” Heath demanded looking furious.


    She flicked me a vile look, glaring at me as if I had just run over her cat.


    “Fuck you and your Harlot!” she snapped, and turning on her stiletto heels, stormed off.


    Elly magically appeared with a towel. “Here Sugar, it won’t take the stain out but at least it’ll help dry you off.”


    “Thanks,” I mumbled, wiping at the stain across my chest. But it was pointless. My white shirt looked like Willy Wonka had thrown up on me.


    “Harlow I am so sorry …”


    I held up my arms but bit my tongue, afraid of the words that might tumble out. Heath looked crestfallen.


    I gave up on my stained shirt and sighed. “I’m going home. Don’t worry about taking me, I’ll catch the bus.”


    “No! Please,” He stood in front of me, gently stopping me with his big hands. “I am so sorry …”


    “So you keep saying.”


    “Please let me take you home. It’s the least I can do,” he said, humbly.


    The idea of catching the bus home with a shirt soaked in milkshake didn’t appeal to me. Especially when it made the fabric cling tightly to every curve.


    “Fine,” I mumbled and handed Elly the towel. “Thanks Elly.”


    “No problem, sugar.” She nodded and then patted Heath gently on the arm. “Take care, babe.”


    He nodded solemnly and we left the diner in silence.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    The situation was shit. Plain and simple. I knew Harlow had a preconceived idea of who I was and I had hoped to prove her wrong. But again, my dick had gotten me in trouble, with yet another girl deciding to unleash her anger right in front of the one girl I might be seriously interested in. Things were going from bad to worse. And the way Harlow was looking at me in sheer disgust made me want to take her by the shoulders and tell her that this isn’t what I’m about.


    But that would be a lie.


    This was what I was about.


    Those girls, I made them act that way. Maybe not intentionally. But it was because of me that they were angry. So I kept my mouth shut. I didn’t need her thinking about what a piece of crap I was.


    I took my time riding us back to the apartment she shared with her cousin. It was a small tall and skinny by the beach. I kept the Harley at a low speed, trying to think of a way to make this better. For some crazy reason I really cared about what she thought of me. Even more crazy was me dreading the idea of her climbing off my bike and storming out of my life.


    For whatever reason, I seemed to like being around her.


    A little too much for my liking.


    Pulling the throttle back I slowed down as I turned into her street, and pulled my bike to a halt out the front of her apartment block.


    She didn’t take her time getting off the back of the bike and I couldn’t blame her. In the two times we had been out together, some crazy chick had thrown drinks at me because they felt I had let them down somehow. No matter who you are, that had to be some kind of fucking red flag.


    After climbing off the bike she shook her hair free of its elastic band. It cascaded around her shoulders in thick chocolate waves and in the soft light of the dying sun she looked fucking amazing. I wanted to grab her and keep her with me. I didn’t want her walking away thinking I was such a jerk, even if it was the truth.


    My eyes fell to the splash of chocolate milkshake across her shirt and I grimaced. She looked at me with those amazing bright eyes and I felt desperate for our date not to be over.


    Date? Had I just thought that?


    What the fuck?


    I. don’t. date.


    This chick was messing with my head.


    “I guess I’ll see you around,” she said with a half-smile that made her look so freakin’ beautiful I wanted to beg her not to walk away from me and let me make it up to her somehow. “Thanks for dinner. It was … interesting.”


    As she turned to walk away, I reached for her arm. “Hey, I really am sorry.”


    It sounded feeble, but I was struggling to find the words to show her how sorry I really was.


    “I know. But I think it’s probably best if …” She bit her lip in the most distracting way. “I’m sorry Heath, but you’re not a mistake I’m willing to make.”


    Her words hit me like a kick in the face.


    I stood there like a dick, speechless, as I watched her walk away.


    “Look I don’t know why I am how I am.” I said suddenly, not sure where this sudden outburst had come from, yet unable to stop it. “And until I met you I never thought about it.”


    She stopped and half-turned to look at me over her shoulder.


    “I know girls throw themselves at me because I am a singer in a band. They’re not really interested in me as a person. They’re interested in the showman, the guy up there on stage in the lights. And they think that because I get up in front of a few thousand people and entertain them for a set that it makes me something that I am not. I know that. I’m not an idiot. But I am a red blooded male and if they’re offering …” He shrugged and held up his hands. “Why does that make me so bad? I’m a twenty-two year old guy. I don’t lie and I never promise anything I can’t deliver … ever …”


    By now she had fully turned to look at me and in the late afternoon light she looked so fucking amazing I couldn’t help but fuck her a million times in my mind. But it wasn’t enough. There was something about her that had grabbed my attention and now it wouldn’t let me go.


    She walked forward. “I’m not judging you Heath,” she said sincerely. “It’s just that I’ve seen enough to know I should stay away from you.”


    Her words gutted me.


    I didn’t want that.


    And I wasn’t prepared to give up without a fight.


    “I know you don’t believe me, but I am one of the good guys. I don’t intentionally set out to hurt anyone. Let me prove it to you.”


    She cocked her head to the side in the most adorable way that I wanted to take her face in my hands and kiss her.


    “Why do you care so much about what I think?”


    It was a good question, and one I couldn’t answer.


    “I don’t know. But I do. And I would like a chance to know why I worry so much about what you think of me. If you’d give me a chance?”


    She smiled but looked apologetic.


    “Thanks again for dinner.” Her eyes glinted like precious stones in the dusk light and I could see a hint of wickedness there. “I guess I’ll see you around.”


    Watching her walk away, gutted me. I took it slow riding home along the beachfront. The sun was setting but it was still warm. I rode up to my favorite spot on the Peninsula. It was a good place to think. To get some peace and quiet. I pulled my bike off the road and followed the rutted path down to the outlook. The sky was alight with the colors of sunset and the Pacific Ocean crashed onto the rocks below. I could taste sea salt on my tongue and inhaled a deep breath of ocean air. This was where God gave me perspective. This was where I felt humbled. Standing on the cliff edge with a wide blue ocean stretching out before me.


    This was where God reminded you how fucking big the world was and how small you were in the grand scheme of things; how important it was to leave your ego at the door because at the end of the day, you were only as significant as your actions. It didn’t matter who you were, if you were a douche, you were a douche.


    I didn’t plan on being a douche.


    Heels to haunch I stared at the wide expanse of ocean. Something was happening inside of me. It was a feeling I’d never felt before.


    I didn’t know why I was so hung up on this girl.


    I just knew that I was, and it seemed I was prepared to do anything—anything—to get her attention.


    And I wasn’t going to stop until I did.


    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    HARLOW


    “Are you coming to the show tonight?”


    The sound of Heath’s voice turned me around. He was walking up the street towards me.


    “Now who’s stalking who?” I asked. I had just hopped off the bus and was heading towards work.


    “I was on my way to see Fat Tony. Pure coincidence you’re going the same way.” He gestured with his arms to suggest the situation was completely out of his hands. “So are you coming to the gig at Lost City tonight?”


    “Why would I?”


    “Why wouldn’t you?”


    I stopped walking; my eyes squinted against the Californian sun. “You’re not used to girls saying no to you, are you?”


    “Why would they?”


    “Or why wouldn’t they …”


    “Good question.”


    I frowned, confused, and Heath grinned.


    Seeing his smug smile I gave up and started walking away from him. “God you’re annoying.”


    He held his arms up again in an innocent gesture. “What?”


    “Go away, Heath,” I said over my shoulder.


    Not that he listened. In a second, he was trotting beside me. “I thought you might come along with Piper. Make some friends. Have fun. Hey, you could bring your cousin.”


    “Bridge?”


    “Yeah, the hot brunette,” he said with a grin.


    I stopped, eyebrow raised. “She won’t have sex with you either.”


    He gave me a sexy, mischievous half-smile. “You know I’m beginning to wonder about your obsession with sex.”


    “I don’t have an obsession with sex.”


    “You and I have probably had three conversations since we met and every one of them has involved you, me and sex. Is there something you want to tell me?”


    “Yes. I will never have sex with you.” I paused to look at him. “And neither will Bridge.”


    “Good. Then you can both not have sex with me together.”


    I shook my head. He was rapacious.


    “God you’re gross.”


    “What?”


    “Now you’re thinking about a threesome with me and my cousin.”


    “Hey, you said it, not me.” He grinned. “But now that you mention it, I’ve never done cousins before.” He chuckled. “Well, not at the same time, anyway.”


    I rolled my eyes and started walking again. “Thanks for the overshare.”


    He jogged up beside me but was briefly distracted by a strawberry blonde in a tight skirt entering The Palace at the same time as us.


    “Don’t let me stop you,” I said to him.


    He looked at me blankly. “What? Her?” He waved off the idea. “I’ll get her number another time.”


    I laughed at his arrogance and massive self-assurance. “Just like that.” I clicked my fingers. “You’ll get her number?”


    He looked slightly perplexed. “Yeah, of course. If I want.”


    I rolled my eyes. “Sure, Heath.”


    “You don’t believe me?”


    “No, I just don’t care.”


    He eyed me and licked his lips. I could tell something devious was rolling over the cogs in his brain.


    “Okay, I’ll make you a deal. If I get that girl’s number, you’ll come to the gig tonight.”


    “And if you don’t?”


    He laughed like the notion was absurd. “Then I will leave you alone and you won’t even know I’m around.”


    I had to admit it; I was intrigued by his display of confidence. “Okay, fine. Why not.”


    As Heath went off to talk to the girl, I put my handbag out the back and popped on my apron. It was quiet. Tony and Leo were in the kitchen chopping vegetable toppings for the rush on pizza later. Coralee was serving on the floor. Only three booths were occupied but that would change in an hour or so. Alice In Chains ‘Got Me Wrong’ played on the jukebox, near where Heath was talking to the girl in the tight skirt.


    Although I couldn’t hear their conversation there was a lot of girlie giggling and hair twirling around well-manicured fingers. I aimlessly dried the same glass as I watched them, trying to ignore how irresistible Heath looked as he chatted up the girl. Aviators. White teeth. That damn smile that could melt the coldest of hearts.


    Tight skirt girl wasn’t oblivious to it either. Her body language begged him to take her to bed.


    When she leaned into him and put her hand on his chest and whispered something in his ear, I had to look away. I could only imagine what she was saying.


    “Ooooh Heath, you’re so sexy, let me touch your dimples …”


    “Ooooh Heath, you’re so funny and charming …”


    “Ooooh Heath, look how big and strong your arms are … I bet you work out …”


    I turned my back to them and replaced the over-dried glass into the rack. For some stupid reason the spectacle was really bugging me. Not that I cared if he went out with her. She was just one in a long line queuing up to be with him.


    “Ooooh Heath, look at my big boobs. You can touch them later with your big hands, if you want …”


    “Is that an invitation?”


    My head shot up and I swung around. Heath stood opposite me, sunglasses up, his bright blue eyes twinkling. Heat rushed to my cheeks. Before I could say anything he held up a drink coaster, looking smug. I leaned in. There was a phone number scrawled across the cardboard. Anastasia was written underneath and the i in her name was dotted with a love heart.


    “Ugh!” I rolled my eyes.


    Heath grinned. He flicked his sunglasses down and he looked so damn hot I hated myself for thinking it. But it wasn’t the way he looked that caught my breath in my throat. It was the rich, raspy tone of his voice when he said, “Guess I’ll be seeing you tonight.”


    His words fucked me right there on the spot and when he walked away I realized he had given me goosebumps.


    And how relieved I was that Tight Skirt had given him her number.


    


    * * * * *


    


    This is not a date.


    You do not like this guy.


    This guy is a player.


    This guy uses women.


    This guy is trouble.


    Get involved with this guy and chances are you will end up throwing a drink at him.


    “What are you doing,” Bridge asked, wandering into my room. “You’re muttering away to yourself like a psycho. And if you yank through all your clothes anymore, they’re all going to fall off their hangers.”


    I swung around, frustrated at the lack of clothes in my wardrobe. “I’ve got nothing to wear.”


    “To?”


    “Vengeance are playing at some club tonight. I’m going with Piper.” I held up a top and checked my reflection in the mirror. “You’re invited too.”


    “I’m covering Coralee’s shift at The Palace tonight. Where are Vengeance playing?”


    “Lost City.”


    Bridge grimaced. “Home to Laguna’s finest,” she said sarcastically. “But don’t worry; you’ve been to Epic so you’ve already scraped the bottom of the barrel.”


    “That’s so reassuring,” I said holding up another top.


    She shook her head at my choice, so I held up another.


    “With jeans?” she asked.


    I nodded. After my shift at The Palace I’d gone jean shopping and bought three pairs.


    Bridge shook her head. “No.”


    Surrendering, I threw the top onto the stack of rejected tops piling up on my bed and bit my lip. I really needed a makeover. A Californian makeover. None of my clothes seemed right and looking at the pile of discarded clothes, I was amazed I had ever worn any of them.


    Bridge held up a finger. “Wait.” She disappeared out of the room and returned moments later with a silky aqua blue halter top.


    “Since I’m not going to be able to talk you out of going, I might as well help you look fabulous.” She handed me the top and I slipped it over the bra I was wearing.


    “But you can’t wear a bra,” she said, helping to dress me as I removed my bra. She took a step back and whistled. “You look hot.”


    I stood and turned to look at my reflection in the mirror. The top was perfect. Shiny and tight with a cowl neckline that occasionally showed the rise of my boobs. It was also short and did nothing to hide my belly. Against the gentle aqua my skin looked dark. It was a sexy top. Like nothing I had ever worn in my life.


    “Are you sure?” I asked, wondering if I could pull something like this off. I’d never gone anywhere without a bra.


    “You look incredible.” She smiled. “But I must need my head read letting you go out with Heath Dillinger when you look this hot.”


    For some stupid reason I felt the sudden release of butterflies in my belly at the mention of his name. Which was stupid because he had heartache written all over him. Yet for some reason I wasn’t quite ready to stay away from him.


    I gently shook my head. Nothing would ever happen between us. I was in California to have fun and in five months I would return to Georgia and start college in the Fall. I didn’t have time for romantic complications. Plus, after my break up with Colton, a boyfriend was the last thing I needed.


    Not that Heath was boyfriend material. He had said it himself. He was a master at one night stands. And I didn’t care how good he was, I didn’t do one night stands.


    Bridget disappeared to her room, returning with lip gloss and shoes.


    “Try this lipstick.” She passed me the vial of gloss. It was pale pink and a perfect match to go with the aqua top.


    She also handed me a stunning pair of heels. Stiletto. Black and chrome. And way too sexy for their own good. They raised me four inches taller and made my legs go on forever.


    After a little accessorizing with silver bangles and a choker, the outfit was complete. I stood in front of the full length mirror and shook my chocolate mane to mess it up a bit.


    The girl looking back at me didn’t look like a nineteen year old from Georgia; she looked like a hot, twenty-one-year-old Californian girl ready for a good time.


    And that’s exactly what she was looking for.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    Goddamn! I was in serious trouble. As soon as she walked in wearing that seriously smokin’ top, I knew I was in a whole world of trouble.


    I was onstage singing to a club bursting at the seams with fans. The crowd was lapping it up. Then she walked in and I forgot the words to the song I was singing. A song I’d sung a million times. Because when she walked in all my brain knew was her.


    She smiled at me and I came fucking undone. I tried to focus. After all, these people had hauled their cookies out there to see us and I wasn’t about to disappoint them. But damn, that girl had me distracted.


    We had three songs left in the set before we were due to take a break and in all honesty, I just wanted them over and done with so I could go and talk to her.


    It was torture seeing her across the room and not being able to stand next to her. Usually I loved performing, but right now it was getting in the way of the only thing I wanted to do; be with her.


    Christ, I bet she smelled amazing. I bet her flawless brown skin was smooth and polished. I bet her amazing long hair was fragrant and would feel like silk against your skin. God, I bet she felt amazing to touch. Damn, was she braless? The thought went straight to my crotch. Christ, I needed to get off stage and take a cold shower.


    As she moved through the crowd she cast those big green eyes in my direction and it took everything I had not to dive in there and chase after her. She made her way towards Piper and Kelsey, who were across the room in a VIP seating area, but she swung around as a guy tapped her on the shoulder.


    Recognition lit up her face and the next thing I knew, she was fucking hugging the guy. Goddamn, why did that make me feel like punching something?


    In three seconds I had him pegged. Clean cut and rich. Was this her preppy ex-prince from back home?


    I knew I was distracted. And it wasn’t fair to the fans. So I tried to shut her out. Tried not to think about who he was and why she had her slender arms around him. Granted, it was only brief, and it was him who pulled her into a hug. And judging by her reaction, she didn’t really know this guy too well so it wasn’t her ex-boyfriend.


    But it was obvious he wanted to know her. And why the fuck wouldn’t he? I noticed how he kept her engaged in conversation for a little bit. She was trying to keep it friendly but distant. Every time she put distance between them, he would close it and step closer. That’s when I recognized him. Dean. A regular at Fat Tony’s. A regular player. Good looking. Very popular with the co-eds who frequented The Palace. And a real douche.


    Damn it, Dillinger. Focus!


    I ripped my eyes off them in time to belt out a signature roar into the microphone, and stomped across the stage so I’d stop obsessing about her and Mr. Handsy. Thankfully, by the time I looked back, Dean was gone and Harlow had joined Piper and Kelsey in the VIP lounge.


    It seemed like it took forever to finish the set. But I was careful not to let the crowd know how keen I was for a break because they deserved better. But I was hardly subtle when I leapt off the stage and almost ran across the club towards the VIP lounge as soon as the set ended.


    When Harlow smiled up at me I knew it was all over for me. She looked so damn good I just wanted scoop her up and keep her.


    Yeah. I was in serious trouble.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    I’d be lying if I said just the sight of him didn’t do things to me. It did. Big time. My stomach fluttered with a million butterflies as soon he came over to where I was sitting with Piper, Kelsey and the band’s two favorite roadies, Topher and Bandit. Straight away I was pleased I had come. The way everyone was looking at me in this top and jeans made me feel like I was Sandy in Grease and Heath was my Danny Zuko.


    When I arrived at the club, I had run into Dean, the hottie I’d thrown beer over at Fat Tony’s. Distracted by Heath on stage, it had taken me a moment to recognize him when he tapped me on the shoulder. He was friendly and we giggled about my superior waitressing skills. He reminded me of our coffee date the following day, which kind of made me wonder what his intentions really were.


    But as soon as Heath arrived at our table I pushed Dean from my mind. Heath’s attention didn’t waver from me all night. He was oblivious to the girls who tried to get his attention. Even the brazen attempt by a girl in gold hot pants who tried to wrap herself around him as he walked to the bar was met with a preoccupied rebuff. He simply untangled her with a smile and kept walking.


    As soon as he finished each set he would rush back to our table. Then at the end of the night he leaned in and whispered, “Come for a ride with me?”


    “Now?” I asked, trying to ignore how close his lips were to mine.


    “I’m ready if you are?”


    He had ridden his bike to the show and it was securely parked behind the club in a small alcove. Again, when I climbed on the back he took my hands and wrapped them around his waist.


    We rode for a while before the city streets disappeared behind us and we were on the winding road leading out to the Palos Verdes Peninsula. Streetlights gave way to native plants and fragrant shrubs as we wound our way along the unlit coastal road. The moon was high and cast a silvery glow along the coastline.


    Being so late, the roads were empty and with my arms wrapped around Heath’s waist, it felt like we were the only people on Earth.


    I breathed in the fresh summer night air, heavy with salt, as it rushed passed my face. Despite the late hour it was still warm even with the ocean breeze rolling up from the beach below us. Being on the back of Heath’s bike seemed like the most natural thing in the world and I relaxed, and enjoyed the ride.


    Heath slowed the Harley on a ridge high up over the point. He pulled over and climbed off, taking my hand in his. Guided by moonlight, he led me down a narrow trail, walking confidently over the uneven ground until we reached a small clearing.


    He stopped and I gasped at the view stretching out endlessly in front and above me.


    We were on the bluff, not far from the edge of the sheer drop that plummeted to the Pacific Ocean below. Above us, a velvet night sky stretched out and sparkled with luminous star shine. Away from the lights of the beachfront, a billion stars twinkled brightly like sky glitter.


    We sat on patchy grass and the world seemed so big and wide above and around us.


    “This is so magical,” I whispered. When I turned to look at Heath he was already looking at me. In the milky light his handsome features were magnified.


    “I come here to unwind. Like after a show when I’m still too wired to sleep. Sometimes it’s nice to get away from the crowd and the noise. It calms me, you know?”


    “I can see why. It’s beautiful.”


    He leaned back on his elbows and his biceps stretched the fabric of his t-shirt. “I like the peace and quiet.”


    I leaned back too and rested my hands behind my head. I felt so small beneath the star scatter above.


    “So … you and Dean…?” Heath said, his eyes still fixed on the sky. “Are you really going on a date with him tomorrow?”


    “How do you know about that?”


    “Piper mentioned it in passing.”


    “It’s just coffee, Heath. It’s hardly a date.”


    “I know Dean. I know what he’s like.”


    I leaned up onto my elbow and cocked a brow. “Oh really?”


    He didn’t look at me, choosing to keep his eyes trained on the stars. In the star shine he looked almost angelic. His skin gleamed like marble. His eyes were dark and shiny like polished stone. His big arms were behind his head and his biceps flexed whenever he moved.


    “He’s a player.”


    As he said it the muscles in his jaw clenched.


    I laughed. “Coming from you, that’s pretty funny.”


    His face flinched but smoothed just as quickly.


    “We’re nothing alike,” he said, his brows drawn in again. “I just think you should be more selective of who you go out with.”


    “I can’t believe you of all people are giving me dating advice,” I said.


    He looked mildly offended. “Just because I don’t date doesn’t mean I don’t understand the concept.”


    There was silence for a moment. Just the sound of the ocean crashing against the rocks below.


    “Why do you care if it’s a date or not?” I asked. “We’re just friends, remember.”


    “I don’t want you to get …”


    “What?”


    He gave a small shake of his head. “I just don’t want him to fuck with you.” He turned his head and his eyes found mine. “You deserve so much better than him.”


    “Like you?” I asked before I had the sense to stop myself.


    Seriously, what was wrong with me?


    He turned back toward the starlit sky, his face serious. “No. You’re way too good for me.”


    I didn’t know how to reply. It was the craziest thing I had ever heard. So I lay back down and rested my head against my hands again.


    “It’s just coffee.”


    “Whatever.”


    I turned my head to look at him. “It’s not a date.”


    “So you keep saying.”


    I turned back to look at the star shine in the sky above us.


    “I’m not in California to date anyone. But it’d be nice to have some friends.”


    “I’m your friend.”


    “Good. I like that.”


    Heath kept his eyes on the sky. “But if we’re going to be just friends, H-bomb, don’t wear tops like that around me okay? Because that top makes me want to do some seriously unfriend-like things to you.”


    


    * * * * *


    


    I met Dean the next day for coffee at a small café and dessert bar just a short walk from the Pier. He kissed me on the cheek and gave me a friendly hug. Inside we were met with the rich, inviting aroma of freshly brewed coffee and the heady sweetness of chocolate and caramel. We sat in a booth towards the back of the café and talked over coffee.


    Dean was friendly and charming, and fully aware of his good looks. He listened patiently and was attentive. His smile was bright and perfectly white, although not as disarming as Heath’s. A student at the local university, he was studying law and worked part time at his parent’s photography business. Until he finished college, he was living with his parents.


    We were on our second coffee when I heard the door open and looked up to see Heath saunter in.


    You have to be kidding me!


    He was with the girl from our bet who was wearing another tight and short denim skirt and a barely-there top. When his eyes found mine, he grinned.


    I raised a brow and glared at him but this only made his grin grow broader.


    They sat at a table on the other side of the room from us, but I had a clear view of Heath from where I was sitting. He deliberately sat facing me, that cheeky grin not far from his lips.


    From that point on I was distracted. I tried to focus on Dean and our conversation but my eyes had a mind of their own and kept sliding over to the other side of the room. Heath appeared to be listening to whatever Miss Tight Skirt was saying but he was only being polite because he kept glancing over at me. When I threw him a disapproving look he grinned more. I rolled my eyes. He was enjoying himself. He was taking great pleasure in annoying me.


    After a second coffee, Dean had to use the bathroom so I took the opportunity to escape to the dessert bar just to avoid Heath’s attention. I tried not to look over at him and his date, but of course my eyes wandered where they shouldn’t and fell straight onto Heath’s who was stealing another glance in my direction. His date had no clue. She appeared to be mindlessly talking about something he had no interest in, waving the straw of her iced coffee about and then slipping it between her glossy lips.


    Within seconds of getting to the dessert bar, he was at my side.


    “What are you doing here?” I whispered through gritted teeth.


    “Having coffee with, Anastasia. You told me to ask her out, remember?”


    “And you just happened to make the date for the same time and place as my date with Dean?”


    His brow furrowed. “I thought you said it wasn’t a date.”


    I shot him an exasperated look and shook my head, turning back to the dessert bar.


    “You’re mad at me because I’m on a date?” he asked, hopefully.


    “No, I’m mad because you’re crashing mine,” I replied, walking around the dessert bar but too distracted to take in the array of gourmet desserts because I was concerned about Dean coming back from the bathroom and seeing Heath with me.


    Not that it should matter. But I didn’t want him to think anything was happening between Heath and I.


    Because nothing was happening between Heath and I.


    “What are you doing later? Perhaps we could catch up?”


    “Are you seriously asking me out while you’re on a date with another girl?”


    “It’s not a date. It’s coffee.”


    Was this the most infuriating man in the world?


    “I’m busy,” I hissed, eyeing the bathroom door.


    “So what’s the difference between him and me?” He nodded towards the bathroom.


    “He isn’t asking me out on a date while still on a date with another girl,” I growled. “I’m busy tonight. Plus,” I nodded in Anastasia’s direction, “you’re probably going to be busy later.”


    He shook his head. “She isn’t really my type.”


    I raised a brow and cocked my head to the side. “She has a pulse, Heath. Isn’t that your type?”


    “Hey, I do have standards, you know.”


    “Yes, and I’ve seen those—” I used my fingers to do air quotation marks, “standards. They are usually throwing drinks in your direction.”


    “Hey, I meant it when I said I was sorry about that.” He looked so apologetic, I almost felt bad for giving him a hard time.


    “Whatever.”


    I picked some ridiculously decadent chocolate concoction out of the dessert arrangement and put it on my plate.


    “I was thinking about taking a ride out to our spot,” he said.


    “We don’t have a spot.”


    “Weatherman says it’s going to be the hottest night of the summer.”


    “So?”


    “Good breeze on the bluff.”


    I sighed. “You’re not going to let this go are you?”


    “No. Absolutely not.”


    Yes, he was the most infuriating man in the world.


    Worn down I looked at him. “If I agree, will you leave me alone?”


    Two dimples flicked next to his floodlight smile. “Pick you up around eight?”


    I looked over at Anastasia who was tapping her foot against the table leg and sucking on the end of her straw.


    “You’ll be finished by then?” I asked.


    His gaze followed mine to Anastasia who was now looking at the bottom of her straw as if seeing how it worked for the very first time.


    He turned back to me, his bright eyes firmly fixed to mine.


    “I’ll see you at eight.”


    


    * * * * *


    


    Heath arrived on time. I heard the rumble of the Harley as it turned into our street and watched him from the window as he pulled up to the curb. My stomach flipped and curled at the sight of him as he climbed off the bike, dressed in a pair of jeans and a white t-shirt that clung to his broad chest and shoulders. I couldn’t deny it. When I saw him, he did things to me. Complicated things. Things I really shouldn’t feel. Things that made me hope he had kept his hands off Anastasia.


    “Wow, you look great,” he said when I opened the door.


    “You’re not so bad yourself.” He kissed me and God his scent was incredible.


    It was another magical night on the bluff. The sky was clear and bright with a full moon. Heath had been right, the day had been hot and the evening the same, but up there it was beautiful. And the cool salty sea air rolled up from the ocean. When Heath took my hand, I didn’t stop him. Nor did I stop to over analyze it. I just curled my fingers around his and enjoyed the warmth of his hand around mine.


    We lay down on the grassy embankment looking up at the explosion of stars above. It was magical. We talked about everything while the ocean breezes blew in from the waves below to cool the summer heat. We had been there for a while before Heath mentioned my coffee date with Dean.


    “We’re friends. That’s all,” I said, turning to look at him. His skin glowed luminous in the light of the moon. His lashes were long and the shadows deepened his dimples as he spoke.


    “Does he know that?”


    “He knows.” I rose up on my elbow. Moonlight washed us in milky light. Heath looked almost angelic. Being there—with him—was doing stuff to my head. “What you said. Last night. That I was too good for you. That’s not true. I’m not too good for you. But—” I bit my lip and his eyes shifted from the sky to me.


    “What?”


    “You scare me.” I laid my head against his chest and his arms came around me.


    He smelled so good and his strong arms made me feel safe. And happy.


    Too damn happy.


    “I wish I didn’t,” he said softly.


    “Me too.”


    “The best thing I could do for you would be to stay away from you.” His voice was soft and raspy. “But you make that too damn hard. I like being around you too much.”


    “I like being around you too,” I whispered. “You make me wish I was here for longer than I am going to be.”


    “I don’t want to wreck things by overstepping lines,” he said. “I like you too much to do that.”


    I felt the gentle thud of his heart against my cheek and it was comforting. His thumb caressed the bare skin of my shoulder. Being in his arms felt right. I just had to work out how Heath fit into my life.


    After a while, he disentangled himself from our embrace, gently laying me onto my back and shifting onto his side so he was looking down at me. He gave me a half-smile. The back of his fingers found my cheek and drifted down to my neck, setting tiny fires beneath my skin.


    We were close, enough for me to feel the strong thump of his heart and the gentle whisper of his breath on my face. His eyes dropped to my mouth and seemed to glaze over as he scraped his white teeth across his bottom lip. Soft fingertips followed his line of vision, tracing invisible lines across my lips. His brow furrowed and I shivered, waiting for him to lean forward and kiss me. Willing him to lean forward and kiss me.


    I closed my eyes. California Harlow was yelling at me to say to hell with it and begged me to go for it.


    To reach out. And. Just. Kiss. Him!


    Up here in this magical place my reckless inner voice was far louder than it was in the cold reality of daylight.


    But I was at the edge, done with resisting him, ready to dive in.


    Drunk on the starlit atmosphere I about to step off the edge when he said, “Don’t worry H-bomb. I’m not going to kiss you. I know we can’t be anything more than friends. And I don’t want to fuck up what we have by trying.” His fingers were tender across my cheek. “It’s better this way. I’ve never had a girl who was just a friend. Other than my friends’ girlfriends.” He smiled and it was the most incredible smile I had ever seen. “I think I’m going to like it.”


    I took a giant step back from the edge and California Harlow threw herself on the floor with a cry. She had missed her chance.


    Georgia Harlow breathed a heavy sigh of relief.


    Somehow Georgia Harlow was able to keep dodging the bullets California Harlow shot her way.


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    My friendship with Heath seemed like the most natural thing in the world. Almost immediately we slipped into a comfortable and often comical routine, which usually consisted of Heath flirting rapaciously with me and me reproaching him. It was easy with him. Relaxed. We talked easily, about everything, and we laughed, sometimes until our stomachs ached. Heath seemed to like me close. I didn’t know why. I just knew I liked it.


    We both knew it couldn’t be anything more. I would be gone in the Fall and Heath seemed happy with whatever we were. In fact, he seemed more interested in spending time with me than the string of women who offered themselves up to him every time he stepped out his front door.


    It confused me sometimes and I often wondered what he wanted from me. But there was no point in trying to make sense of it. I couldn’t compare what we were to anything because I didn’t know what we compared to. Other than best friends. He was protective like a brother, flirty like a lover, attentive like a boyfriend, and as fun as a best friend.


    Yes it confused me. But it also made me smile whenever I thought about it.


    If he wasn’t performing somewhere, he would be waiting for me at the end of my shift at The Palace to take me home. On my days off he would turn up on his bike and we would spend the day together. Sometimes we’d just spend the day riding up or down the coast, and other days were spent at the beach or exploring local sights.


    I hadn’t seen him with a girl since Anastasia at the coffee shop. I told myself it wouldn’t bother me when I did. But as the days passed I began to wonder. The lines were beginning to blur, no matter how much I insisted they weren’t.


    When Fat Tony gave me a weekend off so I could do some sightseeing, Piper and I drove up to San Diego to visit the colorful Bazaar Del Mundo for some shopping and pre-lunch margaritas.


    After more shopping at the Horton Plaza, we drove to the Coronado Ferry Landing to explore the stores. Then we visited the legendary Hotel Del Coronado where we sat out in the sun at the Sun Deck Bar and Grill and had lunch, enjoying the sea breeze blowing in off the Pacific Ocean.


    Vengeance had left town during the week to attend a two day festival just out of Tuscan and were due back sometime over the weekend. Because they didn’t have the cost for flights, they were taking the Greyhound and Bandit and Devo were driving a beat-up tour van full of gear. It meant they didn’t know when they would roll back into town.


    Piper and I decided to have a girl’s night in on the Saturday night, complete with face masks, cucumber eye packs and a few pitchers of homemade sangrias.


    “So what’s happening with you and Heath?” Piper asked over a third glass of pretty potent sangria.


    “We’re friends,” I replied, applying a second coat of polish to my toes.


    “Friends? That’s all?”


    “Yeah. That’s all.”


    “Does he know?”


    I shook the bottle of nail polish. “He understands I’m not looking for anything more than that.”


    “He might understand that … but …”


    “But…?”


    She paused, looking at me. “It’s just … I’ve never seen Heath like this.”


    “Like what?”


    “When he looks at you, it’s like you’re the only person in the room.”


    I shrugged and wiggled my toes to help dry the polish.


    “We’re just friends. And he understands that. He’s probably with some hottie right now, as we speak.”


    Secretly I hoped I was wrong.


    Piper picked a shade of nail polish from the basket and shook it. “Probably.”


    It was an offhanded reply. But one I felt in the pit of my stomach. To distract me from the idea I focused on painting my toenails again. If I were honest, I hated the idea of Heath touching, kissing and loving another girl while I sat there missing him. Which was just ridiculous. Because he wasn’t mine.


    “Want me to call Jesse and find out?” she asked.


    When I looked up she was looking at me. It was a gentle, kind look. As if she somehow knew what I was thinking and wanted to put my fears at ease.


    I shrugged and then shook my head.


    “If Heath wants to play with other girls then he can. Like I said, we are just friends.”


    She reluctantly nodded.


    “Okay.” She went back to painting her toes. “But what happens at the end of summer?”


    “At the end of summer I go home.”


    “And Heath?”


    “Heath?” I looked up. “Heath keeps being Heath. He’ll be fine.”


    She scoffed. “Are you kidding me? If you leave at the end of summer, he’ll shatter like a porcelain doll.”


    I frowned. “What do you mean?”


    She sighed and shook her hair. “When are you going to face the facts? That boy is crazy about you.”


    “Crazy is right,” I joked. Then added, “As a friend maybe. Nothing more.”


    She shook her head. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he is in love with you.”


    “What?” I waved her off. “No way. Apparently he doesn’t do love.”


    She shrugged. “Well he does now. He just hasn’t worked it out yet.”


    I should have wanted her to be wrong. But part of me hoped she was right. I had to push the thought away before I over analyzed it. What Heath and I had was a friendship. We would never have a love affair. It would ruin what we had when I upped and left.


    After two pitchers of Sangria and a whole lot of laughter, we fell asleep sometime after midnight.


    I woke up on the couch to the smell of bacon and a shirtless Jesse standing over the hob stirring scrambled eggs. I vaguely remembered hearing him arrive home in the early hours of the morning.


    The freshly percolated coffee he handed me was a welcomed sight after the night of alcohol.


    “You’re not leading my girl astray are you, Harlow? Up drinking all night and such. I think Heath is starting to rub off on you.”


    At the mention of Heath’s name I realized that he would be back too. Even groggy with sleep I felt butterflies let loose in my stomach and couldn’t stop the secretive smile touching my lips.


    Piper appeared in her robe and wrapped her arms around Jesse, resting her head on his bare back.


    “Heath doesn’t drink anymore, remember,” she reminded him, her voice still sleepy.


    “Or anything else. Seems he’s giving up on all his vices.” Jesse said.


    When Piper slumped down at the table, Jesse started to serve up the bacon and eggs. He leaned in close to his girlfriend and whispered, “I think the dude is whipped.” And nodded towards me.


    I rolled my eyes as I joined them at the table. It was too early to debate my relationship with Heath.


    During breakfast, Heath rang Jesse’s cell. He took the call outside and they talked for a few minutes before he came back inside.


    “Wow, he really mustn’t want to sleep with you,” Jesse said, putting his cell back in his jeans pocket.


    I looked up from my scrambled eggs, not realizing it had been a topic he’d given much thought to.


    “Why?” I asked, a little too eager for my liking. Suddenly feeling deflated.


    “He just asked us over to his place to watch the game.”


    The game being the Boston Red Sox playing Heath’s favorite team, the Los Angeles Dodgers.


    He was a mad Dodgers fan. Apparently he’d gotten into a fight once with an overzealous Giants fan and the two had landed themselves in the ER needing stitches. All over who was the better team between the Giants and the Dodgers. When Heath was passionate about something, he was usually over the top about it. According to Piper anyway.


    “And what does that have to do with Heath not wanting to have sex with Harlow?” Piper asked.


    “Because, he never invites girls over to his house. Ever.”


    For all the time we had hung out together, I had never been to his home.


    “I’ve been there loads of times,” Piper said.


    Jesse flicked her a look. “Girls he intends to sleep with.”


    “I would assume that’s why he would invite girls back to his house,” I suggested.


    Jesse shook his head. “I’ve known Heath for most my life and not once has he ever invited a girl around to his house. He doesn’t want them knowing where he lives. Once he’s …” He looked apologetic. “You know … been with them … he doesn’t want them just dropping in. He has enough problems with girls stalking him at The Palace and the venues we play at.”


    “Talk about an occupational hazard,” I muttered, returning to my magazine, preferring to read about the bizarre OCDs of some Hollywood celebrities, than to talk about Heath and his conquests.


    “So what do you think?” Piper asked.


    “About Heath’s lack of sexual interest in me?” I flicked the page of my magazine. “Great!”


    “No, about going to watch the game at his place this afternoon?”


    The day stretched ahead of me with no plans. “Sure. Why not.”


    


    * * * * *


    


    We stopped at Trader Joes for Cheetos and Budweisers along the way and then a short drive later, Jesse pulled up his Charger out the front of a nice brick and tile home on Baltimore. The house was partially hidden from the street by palm and jacaranda trees, but I could see it had a large, covered-in porch out the front and large stone steps down to the grass. A Harley and an old beat-up van sat in the driveway, alongside a mean looking black Dodge Challenger.


    The front door was open and I could hear the sound of the television.


    When Jesse called out, a guy who was obviously Heath’s brother appeared in the doorway.


    It had to be Leigh. He was an older version of Heath with the same lift-you-off-the-floor-and-dump-you-on-your-ass-smile, dark spiky hair and bright blue eyes.


    Like Heath he had killer dimples, although not as deep. A massive Celtic tattoo curled around his right bicep and crawled across his shoulder to his well-chiseled chest. The words “All or Nothing” curled across his collarbones. Strong forearms flexed as he undid tape from around his knuckles and I remembered Heath telling me he was training for an MMA championship. He had also mentioned that Leigh travelled a lot for his sport and was rarely at home when he was in town because he was usually at the gym. But sometimes he trained in the home gym that was under the house.


    His torso was slick from his workout. Sweat glistened on his flawless skin and dribbled down his washboard stomach. He and Jesse shook hands and he greeted Piper with a kiss on the cheek.


    When it came to me his baby blues twinkled and he grinned broadly. “So you’re the H-bomb.”


    My cheeks went red under his appraisal. “Harlow,” I managed to mumble.


    He kissed me on the cheek and I was caught in a cloud of pure male testosterone and the musky scent of his deodorant.


    He nodded and stood back, shaking his head and grinning, before saying, “Baby brother.” Like Heath had achieved something monumental.


    Whatever. It was obviously some private joke between the two brothers.


    “Heath invited us around to watch the game,” Jesse explained walking in, Budweiser’s under his arm and Piper under the other.


    “The douche is in the shower,” Leigh said, and then looking at me with a grin added, “Probably prettying himself up for company.”


    He led us into the lounge room. The house was an old family home centered around the main lounge room which was huge. Kitchen and dining were to the left, bathrooms and bedrooms to the right. In the center of it all was a massive plasma television that almost took up the entire length of one wall. Three couches were arranged in an L shape in front, for maximum viewing.


    “Make yourselves at home guys. Want me to put those in the fridge?” Leigh offered, nodding towards the beers.


    As he disappeared into the kitchen, a door in the hallway opened and Heath appeared. Freshly showered he padded out from the bathroom with only a towel hanging off his hips.


    Oh.


    Hell!


    Before I could stop them, my eyes crawled up the length of his flawless torso of thick muscles to the deeply defined perfection of his chest, and across the broad expanse of powerful shoulders.


    My mouth fell open. Damp skin still sparkled with water and his short hair was wet and spiky.


    I hurriedly dragged my eyes away and shifted awkwardly on the spot, determined not to be affected by him. He would find that amusing. Hilarious even. So I put on my most nonchalant face and feigned disinterest. I wasn’t about to let him see the affect he had on me being so … undressed.


    As I drew my eyes up I found his beautiful blue eyes twinkling over at me in amusement.


    I tried to look mildly bored. Just so he knew I wasn’t impressed.


    But then he smiled at me and I was devastated all over again.


    “You came,” he said, almost excited. I couldn’t help but smile because his face lit up as he spoke and he looked so happy. He was a very attentive host. He sat us down and brought us beers and bowls of potato chips and Cheetos.


    “Dude … seriously … go put some pants on,” Jesse said, shoving potato chips into his mouth. “And while you’re at it, how about a shirt? You’re making me look bad.”


    When Heath disappeared to put on clothes, I heard a female voice down the hall. Within seconds a stunning brunette came around the corner looking effortlessly beautiful in a pair of tight jeans, a red strapless top and lots of accessories. She was incredibly beautiful.


    So much for Heath not inviting his girls over.


    She smiled brightly at us and then came over to me.


    “Hey, I’m Nikki.”


    “I’m Harlow.” I smiled back.


    Her grin grew bigger and her blue eyes twinkled mischievously. “So you’re Harlow.” Just like Leigh she began nodding as if Heath had achieved something super incredible. “Well. Done. Big. Brother.”


    It clicked then. The blue eyes. The cleft in the chin. The defined jaw and flawless brown skin.


    This was Heath’s sister.


    “Boy, when Heath said you were attractive, he wasn’t lying,” Nikki said as she grabbed a handful of potato chips and perched on the arm of the sofa.


    I really didn’t know what to say. Firstly, Heath had spoken to her about me? And secondly, he had called me attractive?


    A thrill of excitement made its way through me.


    Not knowing what to say, I bit my bottom lip and mumbled, “Thanks.”


    Heath reappeared, dressed in army shorts and a black t-shirt that hugged every perfect muscle of his chest and shoulders. His hair was still damp and he smelled like fresh deodorant and soap.


    “I’ve met your girl Heath. You didn’t tell me she was so beautiful,” Nikki teased. Her eyes sparkled with mischievousness as she popped a potato chip into her mouth.


    Heath shot her a warning look. “She’s not my girl, Nikki.”


    “Really? Because the amount of times you talk about her—”


    “Don’t you have a date or something?” Heath interrupted, obviously trying to put an end to his sister’s amusement at his expense.


    She shrugged. “It can wait.”


    “I wish it wouldn’t,” Heath replied.


    Nikki sighed and stood up. “Fine. I’ll be back later. Enjoy the game.” Once again her bright blue eyes found mine and crinkled with amusement. “It was lovely to meet you Harlow.”


    I nodded and smiled. “Thanks, you too.”


    Leigh re-joined us after his shower and promptly took over one of the couches.


    With Jesse and Piper on the other couch, Heath and I had to share the remaining one. When he grabbed my feet and put them over his legs, I didn’t stop him.


    The game started, and Heath decided to explain baseball to me. I didn’t have the heart to tell them my brother played pro-ball and that I’d been raised on a steady diet of Braves and Sand Gnats. It was as if he believed I was raised wearing ribbon and bows. Like I was sugar and spice and all things nice.


    Truth was, I had an older brother and older cousins and we liked to get up close and personal with mud. My youth wasn’t spent in a parlor, primped and perfumed with my hair perfectly coiffed. It was spent climbing trees, fishing local creeks and playing ball in the large fields that surrounded our home.


    Primping and perfuming didn’t start until I needed a bra. When playing with my brother, cousin and the local boys became inappropriate. And my life became about appearances, high teas and bullshit social expectations.


    When one of the Sox hit a foul ball and Heath started to explain what was happening, I told him I’d played baseball before. I just didn’t tell him how much I had played.


    Surprised, he threw me the baseball he was chucking between his hands.


    He scoffed. “You know how to play ball?”


    Offended by his automatic disbelief in my ball abilities, I cocked a brow and my eyes narrowed and twinkled mischievously. “Baby, I was born to play ball.”


    His lips twitched. “Well, you might just have to prove that to me.”


    “Another bet?”


    He smirked. “You’ll lose.”


    I shook my head. Game on. “I don’t think so.”


    He leaned closer, trying to intimidate me. “I swung a bat before I could walk.”


    I threw the ball back to him. “What’s wrong Heath, scared you might lose?”


    He laughed. “Okay, Mickey Mantle, I’ll call your bluff.”


    To Heath’s displeasure the Sox beat the Dodgers, which inspired him to take on our bet and prove a point. We decided to hit the local sports field for a friendly ball game.


    It was late afternoon when we arrived. Heath. Me. Jesse and Piper. Leigh. Armie and Kelsey, whose relationship was currently in the on position. Nikki turned up as we were leaving the house, and joined us too. It was going to be girls against boys so there was a fair bit of good natured sex against sex rivalry.


    My girls and I were going to bat first.


    Time to show Heath there was a little more to me than cashmere and pearls.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    It was guys versus girls. Nothing like a little friendly battle of the sexes. Losers would shout dinner.


    Privately, Harlow and I had our own bet. If she scored more runs than me, I would cook her dinner. The works. Three courses. Apparently the girl liked food.


    If I scored more runs than her, I would still cook her dinner. But she would have to spend the night with me.


    Not in that way.


    I wasn’t dumb enough to think I could bet my way into her libido.


    But the idea of falling asleep with her in my bed … just having the warmth of her next to me, I’d be lying if I said I’d never thought about it. Fantasized about it. And not with my hand on it. I just wanted to feel her in my bed and wake up next to her.


    Surprisingly, she had agreed to the bet. Which was exciting, because there was no way she was going to win. After all, I’d gone to college on a baseball scholarship.


    “This is your last chance,” she whispered in my ear as we made our way towards the field.


    “For what? For me to back out?” I scoffed. “Like I told you when I met you … I play hard.”


    Harlow suddenly grabbed me by the crotch, surprising the hell out of me.


    “Hmmm, that’s yet be seen.” Her eyes twinkled mischievously across at mine. She smiled and swung the bat over her shoulder as she walked off. “See you on the field.”


    Fuck me. This was a side to her I’d never seen. Sassy. Assertive. Ballsy. If I wasn’t so turned on, I’d probably be worried about losing the bet.


    She was just trying to put me off my game. Psyche me out. I wasn’t blind. But hey, if that involved her putting her hands on me—especially there—then that was just fine by me.


    “I dunno dude, you got much riding on this game?” Armie asked. He was wearing a pair of ladies oversized sunglasses and a cigarette was hanging off his lip. Babe Ruth or Joe DiMaggio he wasn’t. “She looks like she knows her way around that bat.”


    We both watched her walk over to the home plate.


    “Yeah, well, she hasn’t had to face my fastball.” I said.


    Armie didn’t look convinced and took his rock star butt over to right field. He threw a kiss to Kelsey on the batting bench, pitching it like a baseball and almost falling over in the process.


    Harlow was first up to bat. She had pulled her long hair into a high ponytail and looked fucking amazing wearing one of my Dodger’s caps.


    In high school and college I was pitcher. I would spend hours practicing and had pretty much perfected my fastball. It would be unkind to unload that on her, especially since she probably had no real idea how to play. The chances Harlow had played high school baseball were slim, and she had probably only handled a bat once or twice in her life.


    Although, her stance over the home plate was pretty good.


    “I promise I’ll be gentle,” I said to her.


    She raised a perfectly arched eyebrow at me. “Don’t hold back on my account, Heath. Give me everything you’ve got.”


    Damn. Did she have to say shit like that to me? My brain interpreted it in so many different ways and none of them had anything to do with baseball.


    I thought for a moment then without hesitation pitched it to her with all I had.


    To say Harlow knew how to play would be an understatement, and in the next few seconds she pretty much dashed my hopes for winning our bet. She swung that bat like Babe Ruth and smashed the ball right out to left field. I didn’t see where or who it went to because I was left standing there, mouth gaping, as I watched her take off to first base. Then second. Then third. When she slid into home, I was so turned on I just wanted to take her home and spend the rest of the afternoon learning what other talents she had.


    Now I understood why she had agreed to our bet so easily.


    She looked up and winked, and I came undone. This was love.


    Next up, my sassy sister took to the plate. I knew she could play. She had grown up with three Dillinger brothers, so she knew her way around a baseball bat.


    Like me she was left handed, and she smashed the ball out to right field where Armie was running around in circles with his arms skyward, trying to gauge where the ball was going to drop. It was a wonder he could see anything with those big Jackie O sunglasses on. Needless to say the ball slipped through his usually talented fingers and he fell on his ass.


    Nikki took her sweet time, strutting to first base.


    Kelsey was up next. She was still wearing her cowboy boots and short denim skirt and her blonde hair was pulled into plaits. If it wasn’t for the full-sleeve tattoo on her left arm, she’d look fresh out a North Dakota tourism catalogue.


    She swung at the first two pitches, then hit a foul on the third.


    Piper didn’t fare much better despite Jesse’s cries of support from left field. “Come on baby … you can do it … kick our ass!”


    I swung around to look at him, my arms raised in a what-the-hell kind of fashion. The dude was so whipped. He looked at me and shrugged.


    When Piper missed the second pitch, Jesse complained that I was pitching them too hard and too fast.


    “Don’t worry baby, it’s just the way I like it.” She winked at her boyfriend.


    I rolled my eyes and threw her an easy third, which she belted straight down the line and into my hands.


    Pissed at me, she flicked me her middle finger as she walked back to the bench.


    Harlow reappeared at the plate, looking smug and so damn sexy. The way her palm slid up the handle and her fingers curled around the shaft of the bat sent carnal pleasure tearing through me. I shivered. Damn it. I had to focus and take her out. I didn’t want her winning the bet.


    She leaned into her batter’s stance. My eyes rolled over her perfectly round ass and long legs that went on forever in those jeans and I felt an appreciation for them everywhere in my body. She fixed me with those bright glittering eyes, with a small curl on her full lips and I was more determined than ever to win our bet.


    But she had different ideas. And unfortunately, she had the ability to back it up.


    She hit a homer skyward sending her and Nikki over the home plate.


    If I wasn’t so turned on, I would have felt a little incompetent as a pitcher. But damn, this girl was good.


    She was damn good.


    That was two home runs.


    Piper stepped up to the plate, determined to be a part of the play. I admit, I went easy on her because we go way back and I’ve always adored her like a sister. Even if she did scare me sometimes. But hell, I wanted her find her way around the field. Let one of the fielders be the bad guy and get her out.


    She missed the first ball but hit the second, sending it trundling along the ground towards left field. She squealed, genuinely surprised by her achievement, and bolted towards first base.


    When Kelsey sent one straight into Leigh’s waiting hands, the girls were out.


    Harlow strolled over to me.


    “Well aren’t you full of surprises,” I said.


    She winked and took the ball from me. “You think I’m good with a bat, wait ’til you see my ball work.”


    Okay, now she was just teasing. She was trying to psyche me out again. I got it. But damn … tell that to my dick.


    “Don’t hold back,” I said.


    “Don’t worry Heath, I’m going to give you everything I’ve got.”


    Fuck. Me.


    I had to win this bet.


    The sooner she was in my bed, the better.


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    HARLOW


    Armie was first up to bat. Before stepping up to the home plate he lit a cigarette and let it dangle from his bottom lip. He was a glorious sight—tight black jeans and a sleeveless A7X t-shirt that exposed slim arms covered in tattoos. He wore big round sunglasses that were … wait … were they ladies glasses?


    “Okay H-lady, show me what you’ve got.” He exaggerated his batting swing, as if he knew what he was doing.


    He didn’t.


    “You know, you’re gonna have to step a little closer to the plate Armie.” I explained.


    He sucked on his cigarette without even using his hands, and blew smoke out in two streams from his nose. He sheepishly approached the plate where he pushed his butt out in a batting stance I’d never seen before.


    It took everything I had to be able to pitch the ball to him without keeling over in laughter.


    “C’mon buddy,” he said, swinging the bat like he was a pro.


    “Are you ready?” I asked.


    “H-lady, I got this. Hit me!”


    He missed the first two pitches, then hit the third to the floor.


    “I’m just warming up,” he yelled.


    “No Armie, you’re out,” Nikki said, using her thumb in a gesture that he was out.


    He looked crestfallen and his shoulders slumped. “Well that’s fucked.”


    “It’s okay baby,” Kelsey called from the field. “You’ll get another chance to play.”


    He pressed his fingers to his lips and threw three kisses out to her.


    Heath stepped up to the plate, looking fifty shades of sexy.


    He did look like he was born to play baseball. The stance. The way he held the bat. The bulge and flex of arm muscles as they grasped the bat. The smoldering game face that sent small pulses of delight to every nerve ending in my body.


    I cocked a brow and grinned. “Ready?”


    “I was born ready baby.” He winked.


    I put everything behind my pitch. And somewhere in a small corner of my mind I thought there was a chance he might miss. But of course he didn’t. He smashed that ball so far into the afternoon sky it took Nikki a good five minutes to find it. Heath didn’t even run to home base. He took his time, winking at me as he crossed the home plate.


    “Show off,” Nikki called out to him as she threw me the ball. He flipped her the bird and she put her thumb and forefinger to her forehead in the shape of an L.


    Things went downhill for the girls from there. Jesse stepped up to bat and pelted the ball out mid field, sending him across the home plate before Kelsey had even managed to pick it up. Someone had failed to mention he had been on the baseball team with Heath in high school.


    I knew Leigh would be tricky. Something told me he was pretty much good at everything he set his mind to, so I unleashed a furiously fast pitch at him. He swung and, to my pleasure, missed. Unfortunately he got the second and managed a sprint to second base.


    Armie was easy pickings. And if I hadn’t been feeling so damn competitive, I would have felt a little bad about sending an unbridled fastball at him. Three times.


    That was two out. Heath stepped up to the plate and winked. If I got him out, and if Leigh didn’t sneak over home plate … the girls had this game nailed.


    Swinging around to Nikki and Piper, I signaled for them to keep an eye on Leigh, whom I suspected would attempt a sprint to third base as soon as the ball left my fingers. Both had their game faces on and nodded, ready to take out the eldest Dillinger.


    I turned back to Heath. With a smirk, I said, “You’re going down.”


    He smirked right back, with a wicked glint in his eyes. “Promise?”


    I smiled and shook my head. He wasn’t referring to baseball at all.


    Hoping he still had his mind in the gutter I did what my pro-ball playing brother would do, and sent a changeup at him. He had expected me to pitch a fastball and even though the bat made contact with the ball, his timing was off, sending the ball straight up in the air above me.


    Looking up at the ball descending from the late afternoon sky I knew I had a decision to make. In that split second I could change the course of everything. If I caught the ball, it would be game over and I would have won the bet. If I missed, Heath could still win our bet.


    I don’t know if I had fully made up my mind as I let the ball slip through my fingers. But I did, and it hit the dirt below with a thud.


    Heath took off to first base and then second. Leigh headed home. I picked up the ball and threw it to Nikki, hoping she’d catch Heath between second and third. But he was too quick.


    As he crossed the home plate, the guys cheered. Hats went skyward. They patted one another’s backs and congratulated each other as if they had just won the World Series.


    The girls slowly wandered in from the field and I felt a little bad. Had I deliberately missed that catch? They didn’t seem to mind losing though. Afterall, it had been a fun way to see out the afternoon.


    When I looked over at Heath, he wasn’t looking smug like I thought he would. He was staring at me, his expression thoughtful, and I could feel the magnetic pull of his gaze. Something about the way he was looking at me made my heart stutter.


    When I reached him he smiled softly, his blue eyes bright in the late afternoon sun.


    “Congratulations. That was a good win,” I said with good sportsmanship.


    He didn’t say anything for a moment and I got the distinctive feeling he was scrutinizing me. Like he was sorting something out in his head. But then he smiled. A big smile. Like he had worked whatever it was out and it made him happy.


    He curled his arm around my neck and pulled me against his chest. “Come on, Mickey Mantel. You owe me dinner.”


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    She lost the bet on purpose. The changeup she pitched to me fucked me up and I basically handed her the win on a silver platter.


    But she missed.


    And there’s no way she should have missed that ball. Unless it was on purpose.


    I couldn’t help but grin. She had lost the bet on purpose because she wanted to spend the night with me. Were her feelings towards me changing? The idea made my insides light up with so much fucking sunshine I didn’t know what to do with myself.


    “Should we go get your stuff now or later?” I asked her as we made our way back to my house.


    “Stuff?” she asked.


    “Yeah. You lost the bet. Remember?”


    A small smile curled on her lips. “Yeah. I remember.”


    “Or are you telling me you sleep naked?”


    She shot me a look.


    “Because I am totally cool with it, if you do.”


    She tried but she couldn’t help but smile. “Sorry to disappoint you, Heath. But no, I don’t sleep naked.”


    I tried to look disappointed but the truth was, I was so excited by the idea of her sleeping over, nothing was going to bother me. She could wrap herself in a hessian sack for all I cared, just as long as I got to feel the weight of her next to me in my bed.


    “So you want me to stay over tonight?” she asked.


    I wanted her to stay over every night.


    Wait. What?


    Oh, hell. What the fuck was happening to me?


    Truth was, I couldn’t wait to spend some alone time with her.


    “No point waiting,” I replied. “Plus, tomorrow night we’ve got a show in town. And if we wait ’til the following night, I’m afraid you’ll work out a way to weasel out of it.”


    She looked mildly offended. “I don’t weasel. A bet’s, a bet. But you’re the winner, so if you say you want me to stay tonight, then I’ll stay tonight.”


    Her smile went straight to every sensitive part of my body.


    “Where are you guys playing tomorrow night?” she asked.


    “The DeSoto. Will you come?”


    “Of course.”


    Since we’d started hanging out, if she wasn’t working she had made it to every show we had played locally. It was always a buzz knowing she was in the crowd, watching me.


    We had Vegas coming up in a few weeks. We’d been asked to play at the Maypole Music Festival alongside some pretty big bands. It would be our first time playing a massive crowd and I needed her there with me. I wanted her to be a part of my life. For no rhyme or reason, having her there seemed almost important as being there myself.


    It was dusk when we arrived back at my house. Somehow it was decided dinner would be at Whistler, a local karaoke bar. I’m not sure how it happened, but I’m pretty sure it had something to do with that pussy, Jesse. He and Piper were a couple of karaoke nerds.


    To get the eight of us there I took my Challenger and Jesse took the Charger. The bar was pretty crowded, but we were lucky to score a large table at the front, near the stage. Straightaway, Piper and Jesse were picking out songs.


    “What about you Harlow, do you sing?” Piper asked, looking up from the song list.


    “Not even to save myself,” Harlow replied.


    “Yeah, right,” I said. “Just like you couldn’t play baseball.”


    “I never said I couldn’t. You just assumed I couldn’t. And for that, you will pay.” Dark eyes gleamed wickedly through long lashes at me.


    The way she looked at me. The way I felt around her. I felt a million fucking bucks. And tonight she was going to hang with me. The whole night.


    “I can run fast,” I replied.


    “Yes, but you have to sleep sometime …”


    Piper sighed and turned to Jesse. “This is exhausting.”


    “I wish they’d get their shit together.”


    “Who?” I asked.


    They both looked at me as if I’d just spoken Klingon.


    Piper rolled her eyes and then shook her head, like I was a lost cause. Then she nudged Jesse and pointed to the song list in front of her. They smiled conspiratorially and turned their attention back to me.


    “You know that was pretty mean of you to pitch my girl a fastball this afternoon, dude. Wasn’t very sportsman-like,” Jesse said.


    I squinted at him. What the fuck was he talking about?


    “Yeah. That was a bit rough, Heath,” Piper chimed in. “Kinda hurt my feelings.”


    Harlow looked at me and I could see she was just as lost as I was.


    “I’ll tell you what … let me pick a song for you to sing … then we’ll call it even,” Piper continued.


    I was still confused, but agreed anyway, anything to end this weird-ass conversation. “Okaaaaay.”


    Piper slid the song list across the table and pointed to a song.


    She had to be kidding!


    I looked up.


    “And sing it like you mean it,” she said with a raise of her eyebrows.


    Both her and her pussy-whipped boyfriend were looking at me smugly.


    I knew what they were doing. God love them.


    “Fine,” I said, standing up.


    The song was a pop song. I didn’t do pop songs. It wasn’t really my thing. So they were going to get the Heath Dillinger high-powered gravel version.


    It was a little known song called ‘I Want Her’ by Blind Truth. I knew it because it had been on Scary Movie 5 and I’d seen that movie a hundred times, thanks to a failed guys weekend at a snowed-in mountain chalet, with no TV channels and only a DVD and bottle of bourbon to keep us entertained. Worst fucking weekend of my life.


    I accepted the microphone off a rather large-chested karaoke employee and then offered Piper and Jesse a special salute, which involved my middle finger.


    At the table next to us a couple of girls were trying to get my attention. Two months ago they would have succeeded. Now I offered them nothing. No wink. No smile. Nothing. All that mattered was the girl with the long brown hair and bright green eyes, grinning up at me from our table.


    As the music began she started the appreciative applause and the rest of the table joined in. There was clapping and yelping, a few whistles and catcalls. The rest of the room was quick to follow and before I knew it, they were all getting into it.


    The table of girls next to us looked on enraptured. Hair was flicked. Lips licked and glossed. Eyes threw not-so-subtle offers in my direction.


    But it was Harlow I was singing to.


    You know, because Piper insisted. And I didn’t want to piss her off. Because Piper may be little, but she was a tornado of scary when pissed off.


    “… don’t want to be a good guy, ’cos I am so in love with her …”


    The showman in me came out. The one that got me up in front of thousands of people and let me sing in front of them for a few hours. The one that didn’t care that I was singing a fucking pop song.


    I leapt off the small stage and worked my way around the room, my raspy voice making this pop song my bitch.


    I couldn’t help but grin. And when Harlow smiled up at me, hell, life was awesome.


    When I didn’t know the words, I just made them up. I also threw in a few gravelly growls and powerful high notes, just because I was having so much fun. Just like the rest of the room who joined me in the chorus.


    When the song finished, the room erupted in applause. The girls at the adjacent table leapt up, screaming as if I’d just done something amazing. Whistles came from another table towards the back of the room. I looked over at Harlow and she was furiously clapping and laughing. I gave her a wink as I sat down next to her.


    “That was awesome.” She laughed.


    “Good because I’m thinking of adding it to our song list.”


    She grinned. “Who knew Mr. Rock n roll could sing pop songs so well.”


    “Baby, I can sing anything.”


    “Especially if the motivation is right, hey Heath?” Piper grinned.


    If Harlow realized Piper and Jesse had made me sing that song because of her, then she didn’t show it. She just smiled and her sea-green eyes twinkled back at me. The urge to kiss her—to just say fuck it—and take her beautiful face between my hands and put my lips to hers, ripped through me like wildfire.


    But I forced it back. Because she had made it clear that anything but friendship was impossible. And oddly enough, I felt fiercely protective of what I had with her. I wasn’t about to jeopardize it by trying to kiss her.


    Her cell phone pinged and I watched her face as she read the message. She quickly replied and then it pinged again. As she read the second message she smiled. When she looked up and saw me watching, her smile faded.


    She bit her lip and her eyes dropped to the screen. When she raised them again, she looked as if she had just realized something.


    “What?” I asked.


    She hesitated and I hated the feeling that filled me as she said, “That was Dean. He asked me if I wanted to go with him to the gallery tomorrow afternoon. There’s an Irving Klaw tribute showing and tomorrow is its last day.”


    At least she looked a tiny bit apologetic when she added, “I told him I’d go. But just as—”


    “Friends … yeah, I know.”


    But did I?


    My chest felt heavy and I was filled with a sudden possessiveness. Which was ridiculous, since I had no claim to her. But the idea of her spending time with Dean drove me crazy. She assured me they were only friends, but I doubted Dean saw it that way. He was using the friends things as a way in.


    But wasn’t that what I was doing?


    I frowned. No.


    Then what was the fucking problem?


    I shrugged like it was no big deal and then excused myself to go the bathroom.


    The problem was that I liked Harlow a lot more than just a friend. But I would have to get over it. Because she didn’t want anything from me. Or Dean. Apparently.


    Anyway, she deserved … better. A guy who didn’t have a history of one-night stands and a reputation for being a player. I looked at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. Unfortunately, I wasn’t that guy.


    When I came out of the bathroom, the attractive blonde who had been sitting at the table next to us, grabbed me. Apparently our paths had crossed a few times before and while nothing had happened between us, that was something she now wanted to rectify.


    The feel of her hand on my crotch reminded me of who I was and how I was probably every shade of wrong for Harlow. We could only ever be friends. Because Harlow deserved better than this.


    She deserved better than Dean.


    And she sure as hell deserved better than me.


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    HARLOW


    “So which side do you sleep on?” Heath asked with a grin.


    “I don’t have a side. I sleep in the middle,” I replied, dropping my overnight bag on the black and grey comforter.


    “What about when you share? You know, with a guy.”


    I shook my head. “I’ve never spent the night with a guy.”


    Heath looked like I had just told him the location of Atlantis.


    Then he looked confused. “You’re … a virgin…?”


    I frowned. He of all people should realize that just because I have never slept over with a guy, didn’t necessarily make me a virgin.


    You didn’t date the most sought after guy in five counties and get out of town a virgin.


    “I grew up in a strict household, Heath. Not a convent.” I shrugged. “I’m not a virgin. I’ve just never spent the night with a guy.”


    “So, I’m your first sleepover buddy?”


    I giggled and at down on the bed. “I guess so.”


    He sat down next to me. “Me too.”


    I raised an eyebrow. “I’m calling bullshit.”


    “Why?”


    “You’ve slept with a lot of girls.”


    He shook his head. “Not in this bed baby. This bed is virginal when it comes to the opposite sex. You’re the first girl to ever sleep in here. Hell, other than Nikki, you’re the only other girl to see the inside of my room.”


    It was hard to believe but I didn’t push it.


    “So what am I doing here?”


    He shrugged like it was no big deal. In the soft light of his bedroom he looked nothing like the showman who oozed sex on stage. He looked adorable.


    “You’re my friend. I want to show you that I can be your friend without you worrying that I’m going to try and molest you every chance I get.” He nudged me with his shoulder. “It’s safe to be my friend, H-bomb. I promise.”


    What he said made me smile.


    “Okay, what side do you want?” I asked.


    He lay back. “This is as good a place as any.”


    I flopped down beside him and turned my head to look at him. His eyes glittered with blue as he smiled back at me.


    “You were really amazing up there tonight,” I said.


    “You think? It was just karaoke.”


    “Yeah, but you totally had that crowd eating out of your hand.”


    He smiled that closed-lipped smile that made his dimples deepen. Then he shifted and put his hands behind his head.


    “Especially the blonde who had you cornered outside the restroom. I think she would have eaten you if I hadn’t come along.”


    He chuckled. “She was pretty straight forward about what she wanted.”


    “I noticed—you know, considering she had her hand all over your crotch.”


    “Just another day at the office, babe.”


    I yawned. It was late. Well after midnight. I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “We should get some sleep.”


    “Do you want to have a shower before or after me? Or we could save water and shower together. You know, because I’m totally down with that environmentally friendly shit.”


    “One of these days I might scare the hell out of you Heath and take you up on your absurd invitations.”


    He sat up. “I live in hope, H-bomb. I live in hope.”


    I nudged him. “Do you have something I can wear to bed?”


    “You mean you were serious about not sleeping naked?” Mock disappointment crossed his face.


    I grinned. “A woman should keep some mystery about her.”


    “Fuck mystery.” He winked at me and climbed off the bed. He crossed the room to his dresser and pulled out a pair of boxers and a t-shirt. “You have a shower and I’ll make us a hot chocolate each.”


    Their bathroom was big and full of light. The shower was above a big porcelain tub. There was no shower curtain, which was a bit of a worry, but as soon as I felt the warm spray of water on my skin, I relaxed. The warm water brought out all the aches and pains from our baseball game and I let the warm spray soak into me.


    When I came out of the shower, Heath was in the kitchen leaning against the counter. He was shirtless and his legs were crossed at his ankles. I paused a moment, suddenly stalled by the image of him. Engrossed in reading the back of the hot chocolate packet he didn’t notice I was there, staring at him like a stalker. I bit my lip. With his shirt off he was very impressive. Broad shoulders rounded into thick arms that flexed and flinched as he turned the cardboard box in his hand. His expansive chest gently rose and fell with each breath he took. Light and shadow carved deeply sculpted lines where muscle met muscle across a torso rippled with a zillion abdominal muscles, which tapered off and disappeared beneath the waistband of his jeans.


    I sucked in a deep breath aware of a sudden and intense physical longing. It tingled and pulsated through me, hitting the most sensitive parts of me with unrelenting force. I exhaled. Perhaps agreeing to this sleep over had been unwise.


    The whistle of the kettle broke the spell and Heath put down the packet of chocolate and set about making our drinks. Aware I was fully aroused, I hurried off to the bedroom determined to fight any physical attraction I felt for this man.


    This was bad.


    Bad bad.


    The type of bad that killed the dinosaurs.


    Heath wasn’t far behind me and walked into the bedroom carrying two mugs of hot chocolate. I grinned as if truly excited by the hot chocolate. But the truth was, I was so turned on I could hardly think straight. It was going to be hard to hide it from him.


    Inwardly I groaned. Oh God, if he knew … he would die laughing.


    While he showered I lay on the bed, desperately trying to not picture him naked in the bathroom. Desperately trying not to picture the warm water hitting his perfectly sculptured body … or the parts of him I’d never seen …


    He walked in with the towel slung around his hips. With his broad back to me he rummaged around in the drawer for a pair of boxer shorts. Muscles moved beneath taut, flawless skin. One slip of the towel and I would see everything. I closed my eyes at the thought.


    “Why are your eyes closed and your face all screwed up?” he asked.


    I opened my eyes. “You’re wearing nothing under your towel.”


    “Yeah. I just got out of the shower. That’s what I usually do, you know, shower naked.”


    To hide the impact his near-nakedness had on me, I sipped my drink. “I was just giving you some privacy,” I lied. It had nothing to do with privacy and everything to do with the fact I was so attracted to him.


    He smiled and it did nothing to dampen what I felt aching at all the sensitive spots.


    The fact that he slept shirtless didn’t help. Sure he put boxers on but his glorious chest was one hundred percent naked.


    Damn.


    It took all my strength to appear totally unfazed by him and keep myself from staring as we talked candidly over our hot chocolates. Meryl Streep had nothing on my acting abilities.


    By one o’ clock I was exhausted and we climbed into bed. Heath turned off the light and a July moon burst into the room, casting shadows of the outside world against the wall.


    I rolled onto my side with my back to him. Afraid of what I might do if I faced him, knowing there was nothing but a few inches of bed between us. I felt the bed move as he got comfortable. His warmth next to me was comforting. My sleepiness had abandoned me and I stared at the shadows dancing on the wall.


    “Heath?”


    “Yeah?” He was still lying on his back with his hands behind his head on the pillow.


    “What am I doing here?”


    There was a long period of silence.


    When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet. “That’s exactly what I’m trying to work out, H-bomb.”


    I rolled over to look at him. The sheet had slipped down to his waist, exposing that lethal torso. His arms flexed against the pillow.


    I rose up on my elbow. “You’re every girl’s dream.”


    “Except one,” he whispered.


    I paused and bit my lip. He reached over and pushed a stray lock of hair behind my ear.


    “Will you tell me something?” he asked.


    I shivered beneath his touch. “Anything.”


    “Why did you deliberately lose the bet?”


    I blinked. His question caught me off guard. “I …”


    Fuck! I what…?


    I sighed, not ready to admit anything. Because I didn’t know anything yet.


    I bit my bottom lip, shook my head and whispered, “I don’t know.”


    He rose up and smiled. His bulk was dark against the moonlight. I saw the flick of his tongue across his bottom lip and the white of his teeth as he smiled.


    “Then let’s keep things real simple and work it out together.” He leaned in and his fingers were warm on the nape of my neck. He pulled me to him and pressed his lips to my forehead where they lingered. I was engulfed in his warmth and the subtle scent of soap. “We don’t have to work it all out tonight. But we will work it out.”


    I nodded and he released me. As I sank into my pillow, I stared up at the ceiling. But within seconds his big arms drew me against his chest where they held me close to his warm body. I didn’t fight it and relaxed into him. Within minutes his breathing slowed and I knew he was asleep.


    But it took a little longer for sleep to claim me.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    It was bliss. Being trapped in that space between sleep and wakefulness where you float free of your body, your mind is lulled by the beauty of sleep but somehow aware of the reality of being awake. It was there that I walked through the murky shadows of sleepiness, aware of the weight next to me on the bed and the sweet, sweet sensation of her warm skin on mine.


    I felt the warmth of her breath first. Then the gentleness of her his lips along the curve of my throat. Her body slid across mine to lay against me, her strong thighs either side of my hips as she pressed down against me. I moaned at the pleasure of her mouth on my skin. Her lips were smooth and soft and I sighed beneath their touch, and licked my bottom lip at the rising sensation. I could feel her against me. Her most intimate parts. And they were exquisite as they rubbed against mine with a slow, intoxicating rhythm. I wouldn’t last. It was too good. Too much. She was so warm. Infinitely warm. But she trembled at my touch as my hands swept along the subtle curve of her thighs and pulled her tighter against me. One move and I’d be inside her.


    “Heath—!”


    I woke with a start and realized Harlow was shaking me.


    For a moment I just stared at her. Then reality sank in, and so did the disappointment. It had been a dream. A goddamn dream. And probably a wet one too if it had gone any further.


    Fuck. How old was I? Twelve?


    “You okay? You sounded like you were having a nightmare.”


    No, the nightmare was waking up and finding out I wasn’t having sex with her. Now I had a raging hard on which was going to be a bitch to get rid of without some kind of release.


    Hell, I needed to get laid.


    I frowned. “I don’t know, I can’t remember.”


    She smiled down at me and I realized I was going to have to take a shower. A longer shower than usual.


    “You sure you’re okay?” Her hair fell in messy waves around her face and over her shoulders. Damn, why did she have to look so hot first thing in the morning? It was doing nothing to kill my hard on.


    “I’m good.” I sighed and rubbed my eyes with my palms. “Did you sleep okay?”


    “Like a baby. What about you?”


    Like a porn star. “Yeah, good.”


    “Let’s go for breakfast. My shout.” She said.


    I was going to have to get her out of the room before I could get up.


    “Sure. You go and get changed and do all that scary girl stuff that you girls do, and I’ll throw on some jeans.”


    I wasn’t going to get a chance to do anything about my … arousal. Thankfully, by the time Harlow emerged from the bathroom, things had settled down. Five minutes in the bathroom and she came out looking like a goddess.


    We rode to Cherry Doll, a bakery along the boardwalk with a view of the Pier. We sat inside at a window booth and Harlow ordered a stack of pancakes. Which was cool because I couldn’t stand it when girls ordered salads. Or water. Or nothing. Apparently she liked food. A lot of food. God knows where she put it all. I joined her with a stack of buttermilk pancakes with lots of maple syrup and cream.


    “How do you eat all of that and stay so fit?” she asked, forking up a blueberry and popping it into her mouth.


    I grinned. “Is that your way of saying I’ve got a hot body?”


    She rolled her eyes as if it was the last thing she would think. But the flush to her cheeks let me know otherwise. I couldn’t help but smile.


    “I train every day. Weights. Cardio. My dad got me into boxing as a kid and it helps me keep in shape.” I shrugged. “Helps me when I’m on stage too.”


    “And you’ve never smoked?”


    I shook my head. “I grew up with parents who were always active. You know, running or playing sports. They encouraged all of us kids to play sports and I knew smoking would get in the way of how I performed, so I never bothered trying.”


    She scooped up a mouthful of pancake and berry sauce.


    “I notice you don’t drink alcohol, either.” She said.


    “I’ve done a lot dumb things on alcohol. I used to drink every time I got on stage - you know, to calm the nerves. But sometimes I did things I regretted. So I stopped.”


    I wasn’t going to tell her about the time I’d gotten so rotten drunk I had slept with a good friend’s wife. When he found out it had destroyed our friendship, not to mention his marriage. It was the crux that made me decide to stop drinking and something I would go to my grave regretting. Alcohol made me do stupid shit, so I stayed away from it as much as possible.


    She finished all her pancakes and I was impressed. But our breakfast date was drawing to a close and I felt the onset of disappointment in my stomach. Every time it came time to saying goodbye to her, I felt the same hollowness in my belly.


    As we drained our cups of coffee, she picked up the spoon from her plate. Absentmindedly, she sucked the syrup from her spoon and I felt every slippery slide of her tongue on my skin.


    “Jesus Christ!” I couldn’t help but moan, my eyes fixed on her lips. “You’d better stop doing that or we’re gonna have to wait a while before I can get up and leave.”


    With a burst of mischievousness she put the entire spoon in her mouth, then slowly dragged it from between her lips. Her tongue slid along the cold silver metal and I went as hard as a missile.


    With a wink she smiled and dropped the spoon to her plate. “Okay let’s go.”


    My hand closed over hers. “We’re gonna have to wait a bit.”


    Her eyes dropped to my crotch and the bulge beneath the denim. She rolled her eyes. Obviously she hadn’t expected that.


    Trying to distract myself from my … situation … I brought up her afternoon plans with Dean. Because God knows, just the thought of her spending the afternoon with that weasel was enough to kill my hard on. But in the end I just managed to irritate her, which wasn’t my plan.


    “Does Dean know today isn’t a date?”


    Harlow gave me one of her are-you-kidding-me? looks. I couldn’t blame her. She had explained it to me enough times. She stood up and grabbed her handbag.


    “What’s it going to take for me to get it through to you that I only see Dean as a friend?”


    “Not go out with him,” I said lightly.


    It was a joke but at the same time I meant it.


    It made me sound like a bit of a possessive douche. But I would bet my life savings that the jerk was playing the friendship card to worm his way into her panties. I knew he could be very persuasive as I’d seen him in action a few times at the Pizza Palace and a couple of other venues we had played at.


    Worse, he was more Harlow’s type than me. So my paranoia had me second guessing her ability to turn him down when faced with the full assault of his charms.


    Harlow didn’t bother saying anymore. She just fixed me with those piercing green eyes that said it all, and headed towards the door.


    I rode her home on my bike so she could get ready for work. Again I took my time through the early morning streets, not keen to end my time with her. Having her on the back of my bike with her arms wound tight around my waist seemed like the most natural thing in the world.


    “You’re still coming tonight, right?”


    “Sure. I’ll catch a cab from the gallery.” She gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks for the ride home. I’ll see you tonight.”


    


    * * * * *


    


    I was in a bad mood. Why the fuck wasn’t she here? It was almost eleven o’clock. She said she was coming.


    Moodily, I stared into the almost full glass of coke. If she wasn’t here, then she was still out with him. And what the fuck was so fucking great about the date that she’d still be out with him?


    We were due to go back on stage for our last set, but I didn’t want to. For the first time in my fucking life, I didn’t want to go back on that stage. What I wanted was to find out where my girl was.


    Whoa! What?


    She’s not your girl, asshole.


    I pushed my coke away and ran frustrated fingers down my face. God, this was doing my head in. I knew I should do her a favor and stay away from her. She was way too good for me and when she worked it out I’d be in too deep and it would hurt like a bitch.


    But goddamn it, there was a part of me—a big part—that just couldn’t let her go. It was turning me into a psycho.


    My cell vibrated in my pocket and I grabbed it.


    Harlow: How you doing mr rock star? Having a good gig? I’m not going to make it but I will catch you tomorrow, ok? Lunch?


    What. The. Fuck?


    What did that mean? Why wasn’t she going to make it?


    Before I had the sense to stop them, my fingers started texting.


    Me: You said you would come.


    Almost immediately my phone pinged with her response.


    Harlow: In bed ;-)


    Was that a winking smiley face?


    Seriously, I think I saw red. Blood fucking red.


    She was in bed? What, with that douche?


    I wanted to punch something.


    Okay, I had no proof that she was with him. But my imagination was making me her bitch with some pretty fucked up mental images.


    See? A fucking psycho…!!


    “Hey dude, what’s up?” Jesse slid onto the barstool next to me.


    “Harlow can’t make it.”


    He shrugged like it was no big deal. “So?”


    “So asshole, she said she would.”


    His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Whoa, what’s with the name calling dude?”


    When he picked up my glass and sniffed the contents, I wanted to yell at him. He was checking for alcohol because basically I was an asshole on alcohol.


    No. I was just an asshole full stop and Harlow knew that, that was why she was with Dean and not with me.


    “Sorry,” I said, frustrated. This morning I’d woken up with her in my arms and for the first time in my life I had felt an overwhelming contentment. Life was good, because she was in it.


    How could everything turn around so quickly?


    Jesse shrugged. “Why don’t you ring her?”


    Although I wanted to, I was afraid of what I might find out if I did. I didn’t know how I’d cope if I heard him in the background.


    Shaking my head I put my phone back in my back pocket. “Come on, we’re due to go back on.”


    I climbed off the barstool. But when I turned, I walked straight into a douche bag from Fat Tony’s who had run into Harlow and Dean earlier.


    And what he had to say to me was the final straw.


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    HARLOW


    My phone rang just after midnight. The screen told me it was Piper.


    “Hey, is everything okay?”


    “No. The big dummy went and got himself into another fight.”


    “Who? Jesse?” I asked, surprised.


    “No. Heath. The big jerk.” She paused. “Listen, I know you might be, you know … busy. But can you come down to the hospital? I think seeing you might … it’s just …” She sighed. “I think he needs to see you.”


    She gave me the address for the hospital and I took Bridget’s car. When I arrived twenty minutes later Piper and Jesse were out the front.


    “Is he okay?” I asked.


    “He’s alright,” Jesse replied sagely, his tone indicative of someone who’d been there many times before. He drew on his cigarette, his brows drawn in. “He’s getting stitched up now.”


    “He needs stitches? What happened?”


    Jesse and Piper looked at one another and Jesse shrugged in a you-tell-her gesture.


    “He got in a scrap with Danny Woods at the show. He was pissed you didn’t turn up. Then Danny said he saw you with Dean—that you guys were looking pretty cozy together and it was no wonder you hadn’t shown. And that he was pretty sure where you two had ended up.” She bit her lip and looked down. “It was too much for Heath. He warned him to shut up.”


    Jesse continued to explain. “But Danny was out to push Heath’s buttons. He knows you are Heath’s Achilles heel. He said if Dean was smart he’d be seven inches deep into you by now.”


    I blushed. “The jerk!”


    “Heath didn’t hold back then. He broke Danny’s nose and a couple of teeth,” Jesse continued. “It took three bouncers to get him off. I’ve known Heath a long time Harlow, and I’ve seen him fight. But I’ve never seen him like this.”


    “This is bad,” I whispered.


    “Yes,” Piper agreed. “He’s already on probation. If Danny presses charges, then he’s gonna be in some serious shit.”


    “That douche bag won’t press charges,” Jesse said blowing out a funnel of cigarette smoke. “The guy’s got so many warrants out for him, he won’t be going anywhere near a police station.”


    I exhaled deeply. It was almost one am. “If you guys want to go, I can make sure he gets home.”


    “Are you sure?” Jesse asked. “I mean, if you have somewhere you need to be …”


    He and Piper looked at me weirdly and I twigged. They were wondering if Danny Woods was right. They were wondering if I had come here from Dean’s bed. Seriously, what sort of girl did these people think I was? Was it a stretch to think I was just hanging out with Dean as a friend?


    “You guys go. I’ll make sure he gets home safe. Thanks for calling me.” I started to walk away and then swung around. “And guys … when you called, I was in my bed asleep. Alone. Dean is just a friend. No more. And just in case it matters, if I were to date anyone, it wouldn’t be him.”


    Because they both looked so relieved, I shook my head as I walked away and entered the hospital.


    Inside, I told the triage nurse I was there to pick up Heath and she buzzed me in. I found him in a cubicle in the ER receiving stitches to a small gash in his left eyebrow.


    I leaned against the doorway. “So I miss one gig and this is what you get up to?”


    It was a feeble attempt to lighten a dark moment and it didn’t work. Heath’s face was pure thunder. He was pissed at me. So pissed I doubted the pain from the needle was even registering.


    Just like Jesse and Piper he thought I’d come from Dean’s bed.


    Not that it should matter. How many groupies did he have for dinner tonight?


    But he wouldn’t look at me, instead he studied his fingers. “What are you doing here?”


    “I’ve come to take you home.”


    “Don’t bother. I’ll hitch with Jesse and Piper.”


    “I sent them home.”


    He looked up, his face still thunder. “Why did you do that? Don’t you have somewhere you need to be?”


    “I am where I need to be.”


    “Aren’t you on a date or something?”


    How many times did I have to tell him it wasn’t a date? I gritted my teeth and was going to snap something at him but the nurse dropped the suture into a stainless steel bowl with a clang.


    “All done,” she said. I watched as she stuck medical tape over the cut. “You just need to sign out at reception and you’re right to go.”


    “Thanks babe.” He winked at her and I couldn’t help but feel it was for my benefit.


    We walked in silence to the reception where I watched him sign insurance papers, observing his drawn in brows and the anger simmering just beneath the surface. He still wouldn’t look at me. Wouldn’t talk to me. I wasn’t stupid. He was angry at me for not showing up at his show and was now determined to make me pay.


    I sighed. “You’re pissed at me. I get it.” I unlocked Bridget’s car. “I’m sorry I didn’t show up tonight.”


    Heath said nothing as he climbed in the car and slammed the door.


    Inside I turned to him. “Heath, I’m sorry I didn’t make it tonight. I didn’t realize it was such a big deal. I did send you a text message.”


    He snickered. Actually, it was more like a scoff. “Yeah. Nothing like a bit of salt in the wound.”


    I shook my head. “I don’t get you. Why are you so upset with me?”


    He didn’t say a word but just glared ahead, his big arms folded across his broad chest.


    “Now you’re just acting like a child.” I inserted the key in the ignition but looked at him before turning the key. “Jesse and Piper told me what happened.”


    He turned away from me to look out the window and I could see the thick beat of his pulse against his throat.


    “The guy is a jerk,” he said.


    Nodding, I said, “Yes. And he was wrong.” I sighed and asked quietly, “Can you answer me one question?”


    He turned to look at me, his brows drawn in, his lips full, his chin dimple deep in the shadows of the car.


    “Did you hit Danny because he said those things about me? Or because I went out with Dean?”


    His eyes held mine and then slowly he turned his head to look out the window again.


    “Like I said, the guy is a jerk. He has trouble keeping his mouth closed, so I helped him shut it.”


    I shook my head and started the car. We drove the few blocks to his home in silence.


    When we pulled into his driveway he ripped open the door and stormed up to the house. Something inside of me ignited.


    “Oh no you don’t!” I snapped, jumping out of the car and following him up the front path to the porch. “You don’t get to treat me like that and then just walk away,” I yelled at him.


    Ignoring me he slammed the key into the front door. He pushed the door open and disappeared inside.


    Angrily I followed him in, determined to put an end to this ridiculous tantrum.


    Inside, a single couch-side lamp barely made a dent in the shadows. The house was quiet. Leigh was at work and Nikki was out of town on a modeling assignment. I let the door bang closed behind me. Heath stood across the room with his back to me, his broad shoulders stiff. The distance between us was tense and I didn’t need to see his face to know how angry he was.


    “Heath!” I was ready to fight but stopped when he turned to face me.


    His eyes reached out for me from across the room. A look of anguish on his face.


    Within seconds he had crossed the distance between us and slammed his lips to mine, knocking the wind out of me. Powerful hands cupped my face as his strong tongue filled my mouth in a kiss that left me dizzy and turned my world upside down.


    Instead of pushing him away like I knew I should I grabbed his t-shirt with two fists and pulled him closer.


    He walked me backwards until my back was against the wall, moaning as he held his body firm against mine. My world toppled. I could see nothing. Only what was happening in my mind’s eye as he awakened things in me with the slow, powerful rhythm of his mouth.


    A guttural groan escaped from deep within him and I could feel all of him. Every muscle. Every thud of his pounding pulse. Every deliciously hard part of his body against me.


    I knew I should stop. I knew this was overstepping the line of our friendship but I was too intoxicated by the tempo of his tongue in my mouth and the sweet serenity of his luscious warm lips against mine to see sense. And suddenly it wasn’t enough.


    I wanted him.


    Every single delicious inch of him.


    I felt breathless as he stopped our kiss and pulled his face back. But only slightly, so we were almost touching.


    His eyes were dark and they dropped to my lips. “Did you fuck him?” he breathed heavily.


    “Heath—”


    He stopped me by nudging my head with his.


    “Tell me,” he demanded.


    His breath was a warm caress against my neck and I could feel the heat radiating from his body as it trapped me against the wall.


    Excitement mingled with anxiety. I was mortified by his question, yet aroused by his display of emotion. He wasn’t supposed to care this much. Yet pinned beneath him I could feel his desperation. He nuzzled his face to my neck and I could feel his lips against my throat as he spoke.


    “Tell me.”


    “No.” I swallowed hard, more aroused than I had ever been in my entire life. “No, I didn’t.”


    His body relaxed slightly, as if he was relieved.


    “Did you want to?”


    “No,” I whispered.


    He leaned deeper into me, so I felt just how much he wanted me. “Do you want to fuck me?”


    Oh. God. Yes.


    “Yes,” I breathed.


    His lips and tongue caressed my neck, whispering slowly across my jaw until they found mine and he kissed me fiercely.


    “Tell me you’re mine.” His lips glided across mine as he spoke. But I was too distracted by the sheer pleasure of his body pressing against mine in all the right places to respond. He took my jaw in his hand. “Tell me you’re mine.”


    I blinked up at him.


    “Are you all mine?” I asked breathlessly.


    He pulled back just enough for me to look into his eyes. They were alight with dark fire. His jaw clenched. “You are everything,” he breathed huskily.


    It wasn’t something I ever expect to hear him say and my own words failed me.


    He closed his eyes, frowning as he breathed in deeply and I could feel the rapid thud of his heartbeat between us.


    “Damn it H-bomb,” he whispered as his forehead fell to mine. “You’re going to have to stop this before it goes too far, because I can’t. I’ve tried. I’ve tried so hard. ” He looked pained, his brows drawn, grimacing as he fought the war between pleasure and pain. “But you make me weak,” he whispered. “What I feel for you … it’s too strong … you need to stop me.”


    I looked at him, dazed. Stop? Was he kidding?


    It was easy to forget all the reasons I couldn’t be with him when his delicious body had me pinned against the wall.


    “What if I don’t want to stop?” I whispered, feeling reckless.


    He groaned and squeezed his eyes shut. “You have to stop me,” he begged. He leaned in to kiss me again but stopped short of my mouth. “I want you H-bomb. I want you so fucking bad it makes me crazy. But I’m no good for you so you need to stop me before I go too far and ruin us.”


    His body was a wall of muscle against me, and I could feel the full, hard length of him through his jeans.


    And in that crazy moment all I wanted was what I could feel pressed into me. I didn’t care about right or wrong. This felt too good to be wrong.


    “I’m not going to stop,” I said, sounding more confident than I felt.


    He growled. “If you don’t then I am going to fuck things up. Do you understand me? I’m going to take you into my bedroom and spend the night exploring every delicious inch of your body with every inch of mine. And then I’ll do something to ruin this. To ruin us.”


    I didn’t care. I had made up my mind.


    Taking his chin in my fingers I turned his beautiful face so he had no choice but to look at me. His face was tortured, his eyes glazed with a desire he seemed desperate to fight.


    “Kiss me,” I whispered.


    My body was on fire at the thought of what could happen beyond his bedroom walls.


    He pushed himself away from me. “You have to go. You have to stay away from me. You’re too good for me.”


    “Stop saying that. I’m not too good for you.” I was sick of hearing that bullshit.


    “Yes you are. And if I don’t stop this now, it’s going to kill me that little bit more when you work it out.” His brow furrowed, as if just the idea hurt him. “It’s a self-preservation thing. Do you understand? If you care for me at all, you’ll go.”


    “Heath, please …”


    Yes, I was ready to beg.


    “You have to go Harlow.”


    His words were like cold water. He was serious. But …


    Hot desire was quickly replaced by the heat of humiliation. I dropped my eyes to the floor and bit my bottom lip. Why the hell did I feel like crying?


    When I looked up, I looked into a pair of pained eyes. He swallowed hard and the muscles in his jaw clenched. “You need to stay away from me,” he warned.


    I was confused. I didn’t understand where any of this was coming from.


    “Heath—”


    “Just go … please …” He squeezed his eyes shut.


    I bit my bottom lip to stop my chin from quivering. Then without a word I launched off the wall and disappeared out the door.


    


    * * * * *


    


    He was avoiding me. He wouldn’t answer my texts. He wasn’t waiting for me after work to drive me home. It was like he had disappeared off the face of the planet. I didn’t see or hear from him. He didn’t ring. He didn’t show up unannounced. I even rang his home phone and when Leigh answered he said, “Yeah, Heath’s here … er … no apparently he’s not. Sorry Harlow. Looks like the asshole is out.”


    Over the week I experienced a range of emotions. At first I was annoyed by his unexpected rejection, insulted even, but this was quickly followed by a crushing sadness. Not seeing him made me realize how important he had become to my day-to-day happiness.


    By Thursday I was overcome with an overwhelming irritation that he would just walk away from our friendship so easily.


    By Friday I was pissed off.


    But no matter how I felt, insulted, sad or irritated, it didn’t change the fact that I missed him. More than I could have imagined. And I wanted him back. He was my best friend. And I wasn’t going to let him just throw that away. I missed him. I missed him terribly.


    I didn’t fully understand why he’d done what he’d done. One minute he was insisting he didn’t see me like he saw the other girls. The next, he had my back pressed against the wall, his mouth rhythmically working with mine in what had to be the most devastating kiss known to man.


    And then, in a complete 360, he didn’t want anything to do with me.


    No wonder women threw their drinks at him.


    I gave up trying to work it out. I didn’t need to know. All I needed was for Heath to see how we belonged together as best friends, and to give up this ridiculous behavior.


    On Saturday I found him at the gym, pummeling the hell out of a punching bag with relentless thrusts of his fists.


    “What are you doing?” he asked, cautiously walking over to me. He was shirtless and his flawless torso gleamed with sweat.


    “I could ask you the same thing.”


    He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Why are you here?”


    His attitude towards me was rattling but I wasn’t going to let his cool demeanor scare me off.


    “I want to know why you’re doing this, Heath?” I cocked my head slightly to the side. “You don’t answer my calls, my texts …”


    “It’s been a busy week.”


    I’m not a hysterical type of girl. So I wasn’t going to react to his obvious lie with anything other than calmness. I got straight to the point.


    “Why are you treating me like this? How can you just cast me aside like … like all the others?”


    He flinched, his brows drawing in, and took a quick step towards me. “It’s not like that. You’re not like that …” He stopped himself and took a step back. As if standing too close to me was dangerous. “You should go.”


    “I’m not going anywhere. Not until you tell me what’s going on.”


    His beautiful blue eyes finally found mine. They softened and for a moment it was the old Heath standing in front of me. But then they filled with an emotion I couldn’t put a finger on and they looked pained.


    “Please …” he begged quietly.


    I crossed the space between us and threw my arms around him, pulling him close as I pressed my face into his neck.


    “I miss you Heath. You’re my best friend. Please don’t … please don’t end this.”


    His big arms pulled me closer and I felt his body relax as he held me tight against him. His scent and warmth engulfed me and I squeezed my eyes shut. I could feel the strong width of his biceps around me, holding me against the wall of muscle that was his body. And it felt like home. It felt right. And I wanted to tell him that maybe, maybe we were wrong, maybe we could try … To hell with Georgia and college and my parents. To hell with the naysayers and everyone who said we’d never work. To hell with it all! None of it mattered because this was right. Being in his arms was right.


    But I didn’t. Afraid of his rejection, I said none of that. Because the heat of humiliation from the other night was still on my skin.


    Heath pushed me away and said, “You need to leave.”


    “Heath,” I objected but he lost his patience with me.


    “Jesus Christ Harlow. Don’t you get it?”


    His tone made me frown and my voice rose. “No, no I don’t, Heath. I don’t understand this at all! Why don’t you explain it to me?”


    He shook his head. “I don’t know how else to put it.” He looked pained. Frustrated. Agitated. “You need to move on. Okay? I don’t want you Harlow.”


    His words, like a Tyson punch to the side of the head, punched the fight right out of me.


    “You don’t mean that.” I whispered, feeling the sudden onset of heartache rise in my throat.


    Through my hurt I saw him suck in a deep breath and frown.


    “What is it going to take for you to understand, Harlow?” His jaw flinched and his fists clenched at his side. “I. Don’t. Want. You. Around.”


    Another Tyson blow. This time to the belly where it winded me and left me breathless.


    “I don’t understand.” Feeling dazed by his rejection I stood very still. “You’re breaking up with me?”


    He looked frustrated. “We were never together!”


    “I thought you were … that we were best—”


    The thought dawned on me like an approaching tsunami. Heath had played me. We weren’t best friends. We never had been. He had played me just like he played every other girl he encountered. Now that he knew I wanted him, now the challenge of the chase was over, he wasn’t interested in me anymore.


    It was hard to process and my brain struggled. Fucking asshole.


    I looked up at him. My eyes wet. He was casting me aside.


    “Just like that?”


    “Yeah, just like that.”


    The hurt in me bubbled over but my eyes never left his shimmering blue gaze. We stared at each other without speaking. And in that moment my proud little heart broke in half.


    I fixed him with my most hateful look. “Fuck you, Heath.”


    It was all I could manage. But it seemed fitting.


    And just to back it up I shoved him—a good, you’re a fucking asshole shove to the chest—before I stormed out.


    Just like the others.


    Just like all those girls he’d fucked over before me.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    HEATH


    There was no point trying to pull me out of my morose because it wasn’t possible.


    She rubbed my arm, my back, my hand.


    She being my sister Nikki. We were sitting on the porch steps.


    “That’s because you are being an asshole,” she said, matter-of-factly.


    “That isn’t helping.”


    “It’s not meant to. I don’t want you to feel better. I want you to see that you’re being an asshole.”


    “It’s called self-preservation.”


    She scoffed. “Oh purleeese.” She gave me a playful shove in the shoulder. “It’s called being a jerk and you know it. This girl adores you. You adore her. She isn’t asking anything of you, other than you be a good friend to her.”


    Nikki pulled her long hair over one shoulder. “But you’re in love with her, aren’t you Heath? This is what it’s about. You’re in love with her and it terrifies you.”


    Reluctantly I found her blue eyes. I didn’t need to say anything. Nikki knew me too well. She didn’t need me confirming nothing.


    She sighed. “And you think pushing her away is going to fix how you feel about her?”


    I shrugged.


    “I’ll tell you what it’s going to do, it’s going to send her running straight into the arms of that guy she’s been seeing.”


    My head shot up to look at her. “What?”


    “You just rejected her.” She put her arm around my shoulder. “You just took yourself out of the picture and left a clear path for her. And that path leads straight to the other guy.”


    Nikki is two years younger than me. Sometimes I think she’s the older, more sensible one when she comes out with this kind of shit.


    Because she was right.


    Like a fool, I had just pushed Harlow right into Dean’s more than willing arms.


    Goddamn it! If he laid a finger on her I was going to have to hurt him.


    “When did the fight fall out of you?” Nikki asked.


    “What do you mean?”


    She looked disappointed. “You’re a fighter, Heath Dillinger. Why aren’t you fighting for her?”


    I couldn’t answer. Why wasn’t I? Why wasn’t I fighting for the girl I had fallen for?


    “Because she isn’t my girl.”


    Nikki shook her head. “She became your girl the moment you fell in love with her.”


    Oh fuck. My sister was right.


    She took my chin in her hand and turned my face to her. “You do love her, don’t you?”


    When I paused—because I have never been in love before—she shook my chin and repeated the question.


    Did I love Harlow?


    Was it even fucking possible for me to fall in love with someone?


    And then I saw her. In my head. Every single fucking amazing thing about her.


    “I’m batshit crazy in love with her,” I whispered.


    Nikki smiled broadly. “Then you need to do whatever it takes and make her your girl. Do you understand me brother? Stop being a dipshit and go get that girl.”


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    Heath was still on my mind when I got ready for my evening with Dean and his friends.


    You are going to have a good time tonight, I reminded my reflection in the mirror as I applied another coat of red lipstick and then stepped back.


    My dress was black, short and clung to every curve. Definitely the type of dress that would raise Heath’s pulse. Not that it mattered, because I wasn’t friends with Heath anymore. Which was good, because he was an asshole.


    To match my lipstick I slipped on a pair of red stilettos that raised my height four inches. The outfit was a knock out.


    Because we were checking out a new club which was more upmarket that some of our usual haunts I’d decided to dress up, foregoing my usual jeans and a top for something more glamorous.


    Plus, my ego had taken a battering as a result of Heath’s assholeness and I figured a little dressing up always made a girl feel better.


    Remembering Heath’s attitude towards me over the past week, I forced back pangs of hurt and humiliation. I was done with his bullshit games. I deserved a night out to take my mind off it. Let karma take care of him. Let her be a bitch when she turned up. And let her be wearing a pair of stilettos when she kicked his ass.


    “Wow! You look amazing. Heath is going to blow a gasket when he sees you in that,” Bridge said from the couch. She was sick with the flu and her nose was red from blowing it so much. A blanket covered her legs, and she clutched a scrunched up tissue.


    “I’m not going out with Heath. I’m going out with Dean and his friends to the opening of a new club,” I replied, looking for the pair of earrings I remembered seeing on our coffee table earlier.


    “Dean? I though you weren’t interested in him.”


    “I’m not. What I am interested in is having a good time while I am here. Dean understands we’re nothing more than friends so when he asked me to check out this new club with him and a few of his friends I thought it might be fun.”


    “And what does Heath think about that?”


    “I don’t know. You’d have to ask Heath. But good luck. He seems to have lost his ability for speech lately.”


    Bridge shifted on the couch. “Uh oh. What happened?”


    I found my earrings in the coconut shell we used as a coin bowl.


    “Apparently we are no longer friends,” I said putting my earrings in. “Apparently he doesn’t want anything to do with me.”


    “Since when?”


    “Since this morning when I confronted him at the gym,”


    “You confronted him at the gym?”


    “He’s completely ignored me all week. He hasn’t answered any of my calls or text messages. I wanted to know why.”


    I briefly explained the encounter at the gym.


    “All right, I’m calling a cab,” I said, not wanting to spend a moment more on Heath and his bullshit. I checked my reflection one last time in the mirror by the front door.


    “Dean’s not picking you up?”


    “It’s not a date Bridge,” I said, looking at her through the mirror as I curled a stray hair behind my ear. “I said I’d meet him and his friends at the club. That way it sets clear boundaries.”


    “Which are?”


    I turned to look at her. “That this is not a date. Not even close.”


    “At least let me drive you,” she said, but as she moved to get off the couch she burst into a rapid fire of sneezing.


    “Are you kidding me? You rest. I’m calling a cab and then fixing you one of Grandma Pearl’s cold elixirs while I wait.”


    Twenty minutes after mixing my cousin a hot toddy of tea, honey, lemon, ginger, cloves and a good shot of whiskey, I was in a cab heading into town.


    Dean was waiting for me outside the club when the cab pulled up. He looked handsome and wore a bright smile but I had to force myself to be happy to see him. It felt like the wrong guy was waiting for me, and the thought instantly left me deflated. I shouldn’t want it to be Heath waiting for me. But I did. And once I realized that, I immediately regretted coming out. The urge to ring Heath was palpable. Yes I hated him right now. But a part of me was desperate for contact.


    “You look gorgeous,” Dean greeted me, helping me out of the cab. When he didn’t stand back I had to brush up against him, my body flush with his as I stood up. I knew it was deliberate and it made me feel awkward.


    “Thanks,” I said looking past his shoulders for his friends. There was a long line of people waiting to get inside the club but no one seemed to be waiting for him. “Are your friends inside the club already?”


    He grimaced. “Unfortunately they pulled out. Last minute family emergency.”


    “Oh no. Would you like to postpone and make it another night?” I asked, a little too eagerly.


    “Are you kidding?” He grinned, putting his arm around me and steering me towards the entrance of the club. “This is opening night and I’ve got free tickets. Plus, you look too beautiful to be sitting at home alone.”


    He nodded at the intimidating bouncer who let us past the line-up and into the club. It was dim inside, with soft lighting along the walls. I stopped just inside the door and looked at him.


    “Just so we’re clear, this isn’t a date. Okay?”


    He smiled but his eyes were busy scouring the club. “So you keep saying,” he said, and then nodded towards the bar, which was aglow in pink light. “How about I get us a drink, and you can tell me all about it.”


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    I waited for the front door to open, impatiently tapping my foot. I was anxious to speak to Harlow and to tell her I was sorry. I’d been a jerk. No. An asshole. And it would take a lot of groveling from me to make up for treating her so badly.


    When her cousin Bridget opened the door her eyes dropped the brightly-colored mix of flowers in my hand.


    “Heath…?” She was surprised to see me. And she looked terrible. Like she was unwell.


    “Are you okay?” I asked.


    “No. I’m dying of the flu,” she mumbled nasally. “What are you doing here?”


    “Is Harlow home?”


    “No, she’s out.”


    “Where?” I hated the desperate edge to my voice.


    She eyed me suspiciously. Obviously Harlow had filled her in on what an asswipe I’d been this last week.


    Cocking her head slightly to the side, she eyeballed me, and then sighed. “What are you doing Heath?”


    Her question caught me off guard but the way she said it was kind and sympathetic. I exhaled deeply.


    “Fucking things up by the looks of it,” I said regretfully. “She’s out with Dean, isn’t she?”


    Bridget nodded but opened the door wider. “And if you want to fix this, then you’d better come inside.”


    


    * * * * *


    


    I had met Bridget when she’d started working at The Palace a year earlier. Back then we’d been playing there at least once a week. It was just before our debut album was released. But I’d never gotten to know her well. I didn’t remember hitting on her, but seeing how attractive she was, I probably I had. She was very similar in looks to her cousin, with her large green eyes and long dark hair, but while Bridget was very attractive, Harlow was outright beautiful.


    Unfortunately, Bridget had known me long enough to see my behavior at its worst. She’d seen all the girls I’d been with and the crazy things I’d done so it was kind of a surprise she had even let me near Harlow. Although I’m sure she would have warned her about me. It was going to be hard to convince her that I wasn’t as bad as she imagined. Although standing across from her as she put the flowers into a vase, I could feel her empathy. Even if I didn’t deserve it, I appreciated it.


    “Are you in love with Harlow?” she asked matter-of-factly.


    “Yes.”


    I didn’t need to think about my response but I wondered what she would think about the admission. Would she approve? Would she think I was good enough for Harlow?


    I thought she might laugh but she didn’t. She just nodded as she arranged the flowers in the vase and carried them over to where I was sitting. Placing them on the table in front of us she sat down opposite me and fixed me with dark eyes.


    “If you love her, Heath, why are you pushing her away? Why have you ignored her all week?”


    I shook my head at my own stupidity. “Because I’m an idiot.”


    “She thinks you played her.”


    “I didn’t,” I said quickly. “I’d never do anything like that to her.”


    “Then, what’s with the vanishing act?”


    I thought for a moment. I thought of how Harlow had become my everything and how it terrified me. Of how I didn’t think I deserved her. That I’d spent so long being the bad guy, I wasn’t sure I knew how to be the good guy.


    When I’d kissed her it had felt so right and so wrong at the same time. Because I thought she deserved better. But at the end of the day the terror of losing her was worse than any feelings of inadequacy I felt. I would rather spend a lifetime of feeling inadequate than the misery of living without her.


    “Because she doesn’t want me,” I said quietly. “And rightfully so, because I could live a million fucking years and never be good enough for her.”


    “You’re wrong, Heath. Don’t sell yourself so short.” A small smile curled at Bridget’s lips. “She may not know it. You may not know it. But that girl is a hundred and fifty percent crazy in love with you.”


    My eyes shot to hers. “What do you mean? She’s leaving in a few—”


    “Pfft!” Bridget waved off my comment. “One word from you and that girl isn’t going anywhere.”


    Her words shot some well-needed heat into my heart. Somewhere in the back of my mind I felt the warmth of sunshine and all that gooey stuff you heard about when people described what it was like to be in love.


    Was it possible I had a chance with her?


    “You really think so?” I didn’t care how pathetic I sounded.


    She nodded and smiled.


    “I do. So you’d better go and tell her exactly how you feel before this gets any more complicated than what the two of you have already made it.”


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    The night was going from bad to worse. As the club filled with people and we had less and less room to move, Dean made every opportunity to stand close and touch me. At one point he even started to rub his fingers up and down my arm as we waited at the bar for a drink.


    To get away from his hands-on approach to our evening, I escaped to the bathroom and sat in the cubicle, desperately trying to come up with an exit strategy. I would need to remind him that this wasn’t a date … but how many times did I have to do that?


    I was desperate to ring Heath. To ask him to pick me up. To ask him to be my friend again.


    God I was pathetic.


    Back in the bar the night went from bad to worse, as the alcohol he consumed took effect and Dean became more and more handsy.


    When I reproached him, he would flash that million-dollar smile and throw his hands up in jest like it was all a big joke.


    To take the edge off, I started on the shots and totally misjudged my tolerance levels.


    Dean, however, seemed to appreciate me letting my guard down and I began to wonder if he was trying to get me drunk. He lined up a row of shots for us to do. I didn’t know what they were, only that they were better if you didn’t taste them going down.


    When I picked up my last shot, Heath suddenly swooped in and removed the shot glass from between my fingers.


    “Hey—” I protested.


    “She isn’t used to alcohol, asshole,” he seethed at Dean.


    Even in my drunken haze the sight of him set off fireworks throughout my body.


    “Relax Heath, she’s an adult,” Dean said calmly.


    “She’s nineteen. She’s not even legal!”


    “Maybe not for Tequila.” Dean said, his eyes twinkling lasciviously as they rolled over my breasts.


    Heath breathed in deeply, squeezing his eyes closed. I knew he was fighting an urge to thump Dean. Even in my inebriated state I could see the thin restraint on his face.


    Instead, he turned his back on Dean to face me.


    “You’re drunk Harlow. I’m taking you home before you pass out.” He went to help me up from my stool but I clumsily pushed him away and almost fell over before he caught me in his strong arms.


    Dean stood up. “I’ll take her home.”


    Heath shot him a murderous look. “She’s drunk. She isn’t going anywhere with you.”


    “Back off Heath,” Dean warned.


    Heath plopped me back on the stool and swung around. He was taller and far more imposing than Dean.


    “Listen to me you asshole, I know what you’re doing but it ain’t gonna happen. Trying to get her drunk enough so you can talk her out of her clothes?” He leaned in close, his voice dangerously low. “I should beat the hell outta you for trying.”


    Dean’s eyes narrowed. “Any time you wanna try, pretty boy.”


    Suddenly I felt woozy and the world began to spin.


    “I think I’m gonna be sick,” I slurred.


    Without hesitation Heath scooped me up and had me outside before I knew it. As soon as the night air blasted me, I threw up everything in my stomach.


    Heath held me around my hips with one hand so I didn’t fall over, while his other hand held my hair back.


    When the convulsions finally stopped, I steadied myself against him.


    “I’m okay,” I murmured, a little unsure if that was true. Then remembering Dean was still inside I gave Heath an unsteady push. “I’m going back in.”


    He held me tighter. “I don’t think so, Harlow. The only place you’re going is home.”


    A second attempt at pushing him was equally ineffective—I was no match for those arms.


    “You can’t tell me what to do,” I complained.


    “I can when you have more alcohol in your veins than plasma.” He tried steering me away from the entrance of the club but I was able to shake him free.


    “Let me go.” I wobbled on my high heels and shakily straightened my dress. “Don’t you have some girl to go stick your dick into?”


    Heath’s eyebrows shot up but quickly evened out. “Right now I’m pretty busy trying to make sure you get home safely.”


    “I’m not going home!”


    “Yes you are.”


    I tried to walk back towards the club but Heath stepped in my way.


    Drunk, frustrated and a little bit pissed at him for being such a jerk, I thrust my palms into his chest to push him back. He didn’t budge.


    “Get out of my way, you jerk!”


    “If you think I’m gonna let you go back in there and get violated by that asshole, then you’re crazy.”


    “He’s not an asshole. He’s hot!” I snapped, trying unsuccessfully to focus.


    “You’re more drunk than I thought,” he mumbled.


    Wobbling unsteadily on my heels, I said, “Where do you get off trying to tell me what to do? You don’t even like me the way you like other girls.”


    I swayed and Heath grabbed my arms to steady me.


    “Those may be the truest words you’ve said since opening your mouth,” he said evenly.


    If I had been sober I may have felt slightly offended. But full of tequila and ridiculously drunk, his words stung me deeply. It made me feel so inadequate in comparison. Obviously, I wasn’t good enough for him like his hordes of admirers were. Or all the other girls he made scream.


    Hating how I felt, I pushed him in the chest again. “You’re such a player—”


    The next thing I knew, Heath lifted me up and threw me over his shoulder.


    “Put me down!” I yelled, wriggling my legs and slapping his back.


    He ignored me and just kept walking.


    “I’m. Not. Kidding,” I cried.


    “Yeah. Yeah,” Heath lilted.


    When he put me down we were next to his sexy sleek Challenger and Heath was bundling me into the passenger seat.


    “Just so you know H-bomb, if you puke in it, you clean it. Got it?”


    Before I could process the thought in my punch-drunk brain, he was beside me in the driver’s seat and the engine roared to life. My head lolled to the side as the lights of the city blurred past.


    “Just for the record, I want you to know I am not drunk,” I slurred.


    He glanced sideways. “Just for the record, I want you to know that you are fall-down drunk.”


    My head lolled about and rested to look at him. He was staring straight ahead, the defined line of his chiseled jaw sharpened in the street light.


    Goddamn it he’s hot, I thought before rolling my head to the side and passing out.


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    HEATH


    Drunk girls weren’t exactly a favorite of mine. God knows I’d come across my fair share of them. They filled the clubs and a lot of them were our fans, so I respected them for being loyal to the band and our music. But they could be difficult. Demanding. Insistent.


    Trouble.


    So I was used to how it played out. They got drunk. And things came out of their mouths that they might not ever say if they were sober. And they did things—things they might regret later. Including throwing drinks at me because they expected something more from me, when I had never offered it to them in the first place.


    So when Harlow threw her arms around my neck and began to gently nuzzle my throat, despite the fucking amazing pleasure it sent coursing through me, I had to remind myself that it wasn’t real. She was drunk and I was helping her into my house where I planned to put her to bed and nurse her until she sobered up. That’s all. Nothing more. She had insisted she didn’t want to go back to her house, so I brought her back to mine, where she was safe and I could make sure nothing happened to her.


    But, Jesus Christ, the way she was nuzzling my neck with those amazing lips of hers. I felt it all over my body. Every touch of them against my neck and shoulder sent me as hard as a fucking torpedo. It was driving me crazy. She would only have to put them on my mouth and I would lose all self-control.


    Jesus Christ.


    “Why don’t you look at me like all those other girls?” she slurred, her head lolling about like one of those dog statues you see in the back of an elderly person’s car.


    “Because you’re not like all those other girls.”


    She frowned and I wondered if she was going to throw up again but she wriggled free to stand up. Which was a bit of relief because I needed to unlock the front door and was wondering how I was going to do it with her in my arms.


    Once inside she saw the pool through the dining room window and twirled back towards me, excited.


    “I want to swim!”


    Which is just what you want to hear from someone who has a belly full of alcohol.


    “Um, no … not a good idea, H-bomb,” I said throwing the keys, my wallet and cell phone into the bowl beside the front door.


    Not that Harlow would ever listen to me. She had already made it across the dining room and was out on the patio before I caught up to her.


    "Alcohol and swimming do not mix, Harlow. Let me get you some aspirin and put you to bed.”


    But she wouldn’t listen to me. She loosened the knot in her hair and it tumbled down her back and over her shoulders. Fuck, could she be any more beautiful?


    She stood at the edge of the pool and cast a look at me over her shoulder, a small smile curled on her lips.


    “Harlow—”


    Water cascaded into the air as she dived in and resurfaced, laughing. “Oh my god, Heath … it’s beautiful!”


    I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re crazy!”


    “Come in.”


    I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”


    When she stood up and looked at me, I swear to God she set my body on fire with that mere gaze. I drew in a deep breath. And I ignored the desperate need to walk into that water and gather her into my arms and walk out again. Because if I did, I would take her straight to my bedroom and spend the rest of the night fucking that need right out of my body.


    She smiled and then nodded as she extended an arm to me. “Will you help me out?”


    I knelt down and offered her my hand. Wet fingers curled around mine. Her eyes fixed mine and slowly her lips curled into a mischievous grin.


    “Harlow—” I warned.


    My words were drowned by the rush of water as she pulled me into the pool. When I surfaced she threw her arms around me and curled her long legs around my body.


    Before I could stop her, her soft lips found my mouth and she kissed me. I wanted to stop. I really did. Because I knew she was drunk. But the most incredible lips were kissing me and her tongue filled my mouth and worked against mine in a kiss wild horses couldn’t drag me away from. It was so sweet, and so wet, and so I kissed her right back. And when she moaned, I moaned right back, taking it all in. The wetness of her mouth, the smooth glide of her lips, the soft gentle lap of her tongue against mine, the subtle grind of her hips as she pressed her legs tighter around my waist. It was killing my resolve.


    Even lost in the bliss of her mouth against mine I could see those long legs wrapped tightly around me. Only the thin piece of fabric of her panties separated us and the thought made me dizzy. I was hard and I throbbed. And even as I was losing myself in that kiss and responding to the unsubtle language of her body, I knew I would have to stop.


    But goddamn it … it was a war inside of me. I wanted nothing more than to pull off my jeans, rip the thin fabric of those panties and plunge deep into her.


    I closed my eyes against the thought.


    “Harlow … no …” I breathed hard. “You’re drunk.”


    She was determined.


    “I don’t care,” she said between her assaults against my mouth. Smooth hands cupped my jaw. Hips rocked against mine. Jesus, I could feel her grinding against me, against every part that mattered right now.


    I breathed hard against the raging desire that tore through me.


    “Harlow, let me take you inside.”


    She pulled back, her beautiful face glimmering with tiny droplets of water. She cocked a brow.


    “I want you to take me inside …”


    I shook my head and if I wasn’t fighting a raging hard-on and a violent urge to be inside her, I would have smiled at how adorable and sexy she was.


    “Let me put you to bed,” I said, trying hard to do the right thing.


    “Yes. I want you to put me in your bed and show me what drives all the girls crazy for you.” She kissed my neck and I couldn’t stop the groan. Fuck. Me. She was making it hard on me.


    “Baby …” The word slipped from my lips as she kissed them. “Not now. Not like this,” I whispered.


    She fixed me with those amazing eyes. “Yes now. Yes, like this.”


    I smoothed her wet hair from her forehead and looked into her perfect face. “Harlow, I don’t want to make love to you when you’re like this. When I make love to you, I want you to be sober and—”


    She frowned. Her eyes rounded. “You don’t want to make love to me?” she slurred. She looked hurt and then brushed her lips against my throat. “Then don’t make love to me. Fuck me.”


    Her words made me harder than I’d ever been in my life.


    “Not when you’re drunk.”


    Pulling back, she fixed me with dark, shiny eyes and released my neck from her grasp. She waded backwards a little and stood before me, suddenly shivering, her skin glistening with diamonds of water, the fabric of her dress clinging to her every perfect curve.


    Her brows drew in sharply.


    “Fuck you Heath!” she suddenly cried, flinging an arm out and letting it drop limply to her side. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck you!”


    Drunk Harlow had re-emerged and she was D.R.U.N.K.


    She waded towards the edge and clumsily climbed out. “Fuck you. You fuck!”


    Apparently she was attempting to see how many f-bombs she could fit into the one sentence. And she was going for gold.


    She stumbled across the patio and slipped over, crashing to her knees. With a rush of water I leapt out of the pool and guided her to her feet.


    “Don’t touch me.” She slapped my hand away. The hand I wasn’t using to help her up. Conveniently.


    “Let me get you inside.”


    She pushed me and took a wobbly step backwards, hugging her wet arms around her waist.


    “Why not me?” she asked suddenly. “Why not me, Heath?”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “What’s wrong with me? You want everything with a pulse … except me …”


    And then it dawned on me. What she was saying.


    “Wait. You think I don’t want you?” I asked.


    Was she really that blind?


    She shivered and nodded, and I stepped towards her and took her by the shoulders. But she wouldn’t look at me. I turned her chin to me and she looked up at me with those large soft eyes. Her lashes were long and thick with droplets and her skin sparkled with diamonds of water. She shivered again and her chin quivered.


    “I’ve never wanted anyone more than I want you, Harlow,” I said quietly.


    She blinked and water trickled down her cheeks. “You want me?”


    I nodded and ran the pad of my fingertips down her cheek. “More than you could ever know. But you are drunk. It’s not meant to happen this way.”


    She closed her eyes and slowly opened them again. “I wish I wasn’t.”


    “Me too.”


    She smiled up at me and pulled me closer by the belt loop of my wet jeans. “When I wake up tomorrow … I hope I remember this moment.”


    “I doubt you will.”


    “You’re probably right.” She reached around and held me, placing her wet cheek against my chest. “I think I’m in love with you Heath.”


    “I think I might be in love with you too H-bomb.”


    She pulled back and smiled up at me. But her smile suddenly faded and she abruptly pulled away, quickly disappearing behind a shrub to throw up.


    I had to laugh at the irony. It was the first time I’d ever told anyone I might be in love with them.


    And it had made her violently ill.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    I had died and I was in hell.


    Either that or I had been in some kind of terrible accident and was lying injured somewhere. Various scenarios skipped across my injured brain before I bit the bullet and braved opening my eyes.


    Bright light flooded my vision and I quickly squeezed them shut again. Where the hell was I? And who had loosed the stampede of jackhammers on my brain?


    I rolled over in search of a place where my brain would stop hurting and I found a cool spot. Settling into it, I waited for sleep to take me away on its soothing tides again. I felt warm. Relaxed. Content amongst the sheets. Feeling the softness of the fabric against my skin and the warm body beside me.


    What the…?


    My eyes flew open.


    Holy hell!


    I. Was. In. Heath’s. Bed.


    With Heath.


    Wearing nothing but an unfamiliar pair of boxer shorts and singlet.


    Almost too afraid to move I peered under the sheet.


    Oh thank God! Heath had his boxers on.


    I snapped the sheet back down and turned my neck to see Heath smiling at me.


    “See anything you like?” He grinned.


    “Oh God,” I moaned, pulling the pillow over my face.


    Desperately, I tried to recall the events of the previous night. Namely, how the hell had I ended up in Heath’s bed and did they include me having sex with my stupid ex-best friend? I rolled my memory back as far as it would go, but last night was nothing but a blur.


    Heath just wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into the warm contour of his body. It felt so good I didn’t even struggle.


    Too good.


    “Anyone ever tell you how much you wriggle in your sleep?” he murmured into the back of my neck. Magical sensations shot along my skin at the warmth of his breath on my neck and the closeness of his firm body pressed up against mine. His arm held me close, his gentle fingers sweeping across my belly as his hand dropped to the sheet.


    My headache dissipated as a thousand pleasures tore threw me. Every nerve in my body tingled.


    “Heath?”


    He shifted next to me, the warmth of his body engulfing me.


    “Mmmm?” he murmured into my hair.


    “Where are my clothes?”


    “You don’t remember?”


    My mind reached back as far as it could go. Nope. Nothing.


    “Why am I not wearing them?”


    His lips curled into a smile against my neck. “Think about it … it’ll come back to you.”


    “Oh God … I … we … didn’t…?”


    I felt him rise up onto an elbow and when I turned to look at him, he was smiling.


    “Relax H-bomb, your virtue is still intact.”


    I felt dumb for having to ask. And dumber for actually asking. But it wasn’t every day I woke up hung over and semi-naked in bed with a guy every woman wanted between her thighs.


    “Believe me baby—” He fluffed his pillow and lay back down again. “If we’d gone there together, you wouldn’t need me to remind you.”


    His arrogant charm pushed through my hangover and I laughed until my throbbing brain shut me up and I pressed my hands over my eyes.


    He pulled me back into him, his bare chest and stomach warm against my back, as his arms secured around my waist. He sighed and I melted against him, my entire body relaxed and content.


    Slept crept up on me and when I opened my eyes four hours had passed and I was alone. I rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling. It was ridiculous that I could feel so content lying amongst the tangled sheets of the biggest player in town. Yet I was.


    I covered my face with my hands. I shouldn’t feel so relaxed here.


    When the door crept open I sat up. Heath came in carrying a glass of water.


    “How are you feeling?” he asked handing me the water.


    “I’m fine.” I raised the glass in a toast. “Thanks.”


    He bounced onto the bed, lay on his side and flopped his arms over my legs.


    “So what do you want to do today?”


    “Do?” I shrugged. “I should probably go home. “


    I ran my hands through my hair, shaking it loose over my shoulders.


    “Stay here. We can hang out. Chill on the couch and watch a couple of movies.” He looked up at me, his eyes soft as he grinned. It was no wonder women fell over themselves for his attention. How could I turn down that face?


    “Will there be popcorn and ice-cream?”


    His smile widened. “Baby, I’m talking about the full cinema experience.”


    “Then how can I refuse?” I said, laughing at his enthusiasm.


    “I’m hoping you can’t.”


    Then I remembered I had work the next day. “I have work in the morning.”


    “I can get you there. I’ll take you on the bike.”


    “I’ll need a change of clothes.”


    He sat up. “We’ll go now and then grab some lunch.”


    I cocked my head to the side as I looked at him. “Why do you want me to stay so much?”


    He shrugged. “I’m not use to a girl cuddling me in my bed. I guess I kinda liked it.”


    “That’s ’cos after you have sex with them, you’re showing them the door before they even have a chance to put their panties back on.”


    His eyebrows pressed together into a frown and I thought it was because I’d just reminded him of what a player he was. But he must have been thinking about the past week because he said, “I’m sorry about how I acted. How I avoided you.”


    “So you admit it. You were avoiding me.”


    “I don’t know what I was doing. I just thought it’d be easier …” He trailed off and frowned again. His eyes dropped to his big hands where he was absentmindedly playing with his thumbnail. “Whatever it was, it was dumb. And I’m sorry.”


    I knew we should discuss the night I picked him up from the hospital. Namely, about the kiss in his lounge room and how I’d practically begged him to take it further. But last night—what I didn’t know about last night—was seriously playing havoc with my head. It had left my head murky and I couldn’t remember a thing.


    Despite my current state of hangover hell, I still had the sense to see that a serious conversation about our relationship was best left until I could think straight. But it wasn’t just that. Because if I were honest, the simple truth was: I had no idea what I wanted anymore. And I needed time to think.


    Heath Dillinger was breaking my steely resolve.


    And it terrified me.


    “Apology accepted.” I took his hand and squeezed it. “I’m sorry I called you an asshole.”


    He looked up. “You didn’t.”


    I grinned. “Oh, yes I did.”


    He chuckled. “Well, it was deserved.”


    “No more being mean to me, okay?”


    “You have my word.” He smiled. “Unless you start with the name calling again. So was it just asshole? Or were there more creative adjectives?”


    “I can be very creative.”


    He cocked an eyebrow. “Now you’re just teasing.”


    I smiled and stretched, then remembering my lack of clothes pulled the sheet around me self-consciously. “I need a shower.”


    Heath leapt off the bed and grabbed a fresh pair of boxers and a t-shirt from the dresser, throwing them on the bed. “You can wear these while your clothes are drying. I’ll make us a coffee while you shower.”


    Standing lathered in soap under the warm spray of the shower, I couldn’t help but smile at Heath’s kindness. He had a big heart. I wondered if those girls with their false eyelashes, long nails and short skirts, knew what a great guy he really was under all that showmanship he presented onstage. I wondered if they knew he was always smiling, always friendly, always thinking of others first. Or if they even cared. Onstage he was a magnificent creature who soaked panties and set hearts on fire; offstage he was one of the nicest guys I had ever encountered.


    He made me feel things I couldn’t explain. But I would be leaving soon. My life wasn’t in California. There was no point in starting anything that I couldn’t stop when I returned to Georgia. And something told me if I started anything with this guy, I wouldn’t be able to stop. He was too much to love. And I was on a time limit.


    The spray of water felt good on my head and I sighed.


    After a thorough shampoo, I found a tub of conditioner to run through my hair and took time soaping up my body. My hangover was subsiding and I was starting to feel better with every passing minute. The shower was bringing me to life again when suddenly small fragments of the night before swung before my closed lids.


    He broke the surface and rose out of the water, his thick, muscular body tanned and glittering with beads of water. His wet jeans hung low on his hips, the wet fabric of his t-shirt clinging to every curve, every ripple of muscle on his torso. He turned to face me and I could see the wide expanse of his broad shoulders, so round and large beneath his shirt. Big hands ran through his wet hair and his tattoos moved as if they were alive over strong forearms as his muscles flexed. But it was his face, that beautiful, amazing face that caught the breath in my throat. Wet lips broke into a dazzling smile, as blue eyes sparkled at me through dark lashes.


    My eyes flicked opened.


    Oh hell.


    His lips were wet but oh so warm against my mouth. His tongue was smooth and strong as it worked with mine in a slow, intoxicating rhythm.


    I was rooted to the spot, with soapsuds sliding down my slick skin, as more fractured memories slowly came back to me.


    “Harlow, I don’t want to make love to you when you’re like this. When I make love to you, I want you to be sober …”


    Oh hell. God. Holy Jesus. Fuck.


    Had Heath really said that? Or had I dreamed it?


    I dropped to the floor of the bath and drew my knees to my chin. Water gushed over my head and over my shoulders.


    “Why not me, Heath?”


    “What are you talking about?”


    Oh my God. No! I covered my face with my hands.


    No. No. No. No. No.


    I was not that girl.


    Not, some whiny girl having a cry about a guy not wanting me.


    “What’s wrong with me? You want everything with a pulse … except me …”


    Ugh! Apparently, I was.


    I groaned and closed my eyes. Great. I’d thrown myself at Heath just like all the other girls and the thought made me feel sick. I would have to apologize. But could I make up for acting like such a whiny princess?


    Rising to my feet, I let the water wash away the last of the soapsuds. Of course I could. I would apologize to Heath for … oh God, did he really have to hold me up while I threw up outside of the club?


    After turning off the faucet I squeezed the water from my hair and wrapped myself in a towel. I was running a comb through my tangled hair when there was a knock on the bathroom door.


    “Harlow…?”


    “Yeah?”


    “There is a spare toothbrush in the third drawer of the vanity. It’s yours if you want to brush your teeth.”


    I retrieved the brush and gave my teeth a good scrub with minty toothpaste and rinsed them well. Slipping into the boxers and baseball shirt Heath had given me I flicked my hair back and stared at my reflection in the mirror. It was then I remembered.


    “I think I’m in love with you Heath.”


    Oh my god. I had mentioned the L-word.


    I think I might be in love with you too H-bomb.


    I gasped.


    Oh hell.


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    HEATH


    The look on her face when she came out of the bathroom told me all I needed to know.


    She remembered last night. Or at least some of it.


    When she hesitantly entered the room I knew she was feeling awkward. She looked adorable in my boxers and baseball shirt with Dillinger across the back. It made me smile. My name looked good on her.


    She sat down next to me, curling one leg under the other. Her hair fell in dark wet strands around her freshly scrubbed face. She looked embarrassed and I couldn’t help but grin. Call me a dick, but she was so cute when she felt uncomfortable and I kind of enjoyed it.


    “So I guess you remember a lot more about last night than I do, huh?” she said, looking so adorable that I fought off the urge to grab her face and kiss her.


    “Considering the amount of alcohol you had … I’d say that is a fair assumption.” I grinned and she closed her eyes in embarrassment.


    When she opened them again she said, “I’m so sorry Heath …”


    I feigned ignorance. You know. Just to fuck with her. Yeah. Yeah. I was douche. But if you saw how amazing she looked sitting there, so pretty and sweet, looking all awkward … hell, she was perfect.


    She bit her bottom lip and my dick felt the tiny flick of her tongue and the soft scrap of her teeth right through to its tip. It moved and pulsed and I could feel it growing. If she kept doing shit like that, I would have to take care of it myself. I hadn’t been laid in weeks and I had world of built up sexual urges begging for release.


    “I told you I was in love with you, didn’t I?” she said, sheepishly.


    “Maybe.” I glanced at her sideways.


    “Sorry about that.”


    My smile faded. “Don’t ever apologize for that,” I said.


    She smiled sweetly. But our eyes locked and something passed between us. The air crackled with it. Something we both felt. A silent fork in the road. It was time to stop circling each other. It was time to admit how we truly felt about one another. I knew it. And in that moment, so did she.


    She shook her head and stood up abruptly. “I can’t do this, Heath.”


    I jumped up and took her wrists in my hands. “Why not? Why can’t this be right?”


    “Because I can’t give you what you want.” She fixed me with those piercing sea-green eyes. “I won’t be this week’s flavor and next week’s leftovers.”


    “What is that supposed to mean?” I asked a little harshly.


    “You can have any girl you want, and you’re choosing me?”


    “Yes,” I cried. “Yes, that is exactly what I am doing.”


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    It was hard not to scoff.


    “I’ve seen the girls you’ve been with. I don’t even compare to them.”


    “No. You’re so much more than what they are.” Heath’s fingers slipped to mine. “I’ve never met a girl like you, H-bomb. I don’t want any other girl. The truth is, I haven’t gotten laid since I met you.”


    “Bullshit. I’ve seen you with lots of girls.”


    “Doesn’t mean I had sex with them.”


    I eyed him suspiciously. “Why?”


    He sighed. “Because none of them were you.”


    “Heath, that’s crazy.”


    “What’s crazy, is how I feel about you H-bomb,” he said with sudden enthusiasm, his eyes warm and soft. “You’re in every corner of my brain. From the moment I wake up to when I fall asleep. You’re all I can think about.”


    I looked away. It was hard to look at him. Because when I did, I wanted him.


    “Heath, what I said last night … I’d had too much to drink …” I said.


    He frowned but my words didn’t deter him. “Don’t say that. Don’t reduce it to that level. We both meant what we said last night.”


    “I’m leaving in a few weeks. If we … it won’t work … I don’t belong here.”


    He took my hands. “You belong with me.”


    I looked at him and bit my bottom lip. “What you want is impossible.”


    “What I want is you.”


    He was making it hard.


    “How do I start something that I will only have to finish in a few weeks?”


    His smile was soft. “We can face that when the time comes. We’ll work it out. We can do this, Harlow.” He gave my hands a gentle shake. “I want you to be my girl. My only girl.”


    I found his eyes and was momentarily lost in the infinite blue. It would be easy to give into him.


    But giving in would mean risking everything.


    If I jumped into something with him and lost myself in him, it would only end badly. He was surrounded by too many temptations. Yes, he said he wanted me as his only girl. But for how long?


    Until another challenge came along?


    Could I risk my future when that was a real possibility?


    Look at how quickly he had changed his mind about me the night I’d picked him up from hospital. One minute he wanted me; the next he was rejecting me.


    Was that the sort of guy I could give up my future for?


    I needed to go for a walk. I felt so muddled. I needed time to myself to think. My heart and head were fighting and it was an all-out war. My heart was begging me to take the plunge; while my head was gripping onto the edge for dear life.


    “I’m going for a walk.” I grabbed my coat from the back of a sofa and put it around me. At the dining table I slipped my feet into a pair of Nikki’s sandals.


    “I’ll come with you.”


    “No. I need time.”


    “Harlow …”


    “You don’t know what you’re asking of me,” I said with more force than I had intended.


    Choosing Heath would mean giving up everything. My life in Georgia. My plans for college. I’d have to face the wrath and immense disappointment of my daddy. Not to mention the venom of my mother. All for … whatever this was.


    “You don’t have to be afraid of anything with me. I will never hurt you,” he said gently. “I’ll give you everything you need. Everything you want. If you’ll just be mine.”


    I stopped at the door but only half turned. “I just need some time to think.”


    He looked gutted. “Will you be back?”


    I nodded but couldn’t meet his eyes as I turned and walked out.


    Needing to feel the sea breeze in my hair and the tang of salt on my skin, I headed to the Pier. My head was filled with fog and I needed to clear it before it drove me crazy. I hadn’t expected to meet anyone. And I certainly hadn’t expected to meet Heath. But I had and he had become my best friend and now I couldn’t imagine my life without him.


    What if I pursued something with him and went too far to turn back? But hadn’t I already gone too far?


    As the street beneath my feet turned into the Pier, I felt the gentle tingle of light rain on my face. The smell and sound of the ocean was an immediate comfort and I drew in a deep hearty breath of salty sea air.


    It was late afternoon and the sun was bleeding into a horizon heavy with grey clouds. Foggy coach lights along the Pier created a welcome glow. The rain and approaching storm had driven visitors from the Pier, leaving behind only a few die-hard fishermen. Waves rushed beneath us and thunder rumbled in the distance.


    Midway along the Pier I sat down on a bench and raised my face to the sky. I closed my eyes against the light rain on my face.


    Yes, I was afraid of starting something with Heath, because I was only staying for such a short time and didn’t want the heartache of ending something when I left. But in reality, hadn’t we already had started something?


    Yes, I was afraid of falling for him and having to end it. But hadn’t I already fallen for him?


    Yes, I was afraid of having to turn my life upside down so I could be with him. But hadn’t he already turned my life upside down by making me love him?


    Most of all, I was afraid of giving him my heart and having him break it. But he had already taken it from me.


    It seemed clear then. Sitting there, feeling the gentle rain on my skin and the ocean air in my lungs. All my fears were pointless. Because they were too late. I was already one hundred percent, head over heels in love with him.


    In that one crazy beautiful moment I felt a bright burst of hope. My eyes opened. It was time to give up fighting something so powerful. I would be okay. It would work out.


    I stood up, suddenly filled with so much damn love for Heath I could feel it tingling throughout my body.


    “What am I doing?” I asked myself incredulously, wondering why I was so hesitant, when it all seemed so clear now.


    I had to get back to him.


    I had to tell him I loved him and to hell with everything else.


    Not hesitating a moment longer, I made my way back down the darkening Pier as the clouds opened and released a heavy downpour. I quickened my step.


    Up ahead in dim glow of the Pier lamps I saw the effigy of a man walking towards me through the rain. I slowed as it neared and when it paused, I paused. Then my heart gave an almighty thump and I took off as fast as I could towards it.


    I crashed against Heath and mashed my mouth to his. My arms encircled his waist and pulled him to me. Strong hands cupped my face to his and we kissed as the rain poured over us.


    “Did you mean it when you said we could make it work?” I yelled over the rain.


    He grinned and even in the dim light I could see the brilliant blue of his eyes and the deep crease of his dimples. His lashes were wet. Raindrops fell from his lips. “I will do whatever I have to do to stay by your side,” he said, still holding my face between his hands. “Just say you’ll be my girl and I promise you we will work it out.”


    Now that the wall had crumbled, I was flooded with an overwhelming love for him.


    “I think I’ve been your girl since the moment you asked me my name.”


    He grinned broadly and kissed me again. I closed my eyes and was lost in the slow rhythm of his mouth against mine.


    Yes, I was his girl.


    Every single morsel of me. And I was done fighting it. I would give myself completely to him.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    It was all I could have wanted, and more. Harlow telling me she loved me. Telling me we had a chance. It was magical and I couldn’t stop smiling like a lovesick fool. The walk home took a ridiculously long time because despite the rain, and despite being soaked through, we couldn’t stop kissing each other. We walked through the rain soaked streets, our hands entangled, laughing and stopping to kiss, letting the rain pour over us without a care. I’d never known a feeling like it. I was so crazy for this girl; I didn’t know what to do with myself.


    As we climbed the steps to the porch I stopped her and took her face in my hands.


    “Tell me this is real,” I said, suddenly serious. “That you’re mine.”


    She smiled up at me. Her lips were wet with raindrops and her long dark hair fell in wet strands around her perfect face. “I’m all yours.”


    I sighed and inhaled deeply, suddenly overwhelmed with emotion. She grabbed my wet shirt and pulled me closer towards her. “Now take me inside.”


    So preoccupied by the idea of this amazing girl being mine, I hadn’t even thought of making love to her. And now that I could, my body responded with an immediate need to be doing exactly that.


    She led me to the bathroom where she turned on the shower and then turned to me. Her expression was determined, yet shy, her big, beautiful eyes not leaving my face as she slowly peeled the wet clothes from her body.


    All. Of. Them.


    My mouth dropped and I was unable to move, spellbound by the sight of her clothes disappearing from her body and dropping to the floor. She was glorious naked. Perfect. Flawless. Every curve. Every bare inch of her. From the rise of her breasts to the firm and taut plane of her flat stomach.


    “Oh Harlow,” I murmured and stepped closer to her, looking into her eyes as she removed my t-shirt and undid my jeans. She pulled them down and then did the same with my boxers, her eyes wide when she saw me completely naked. She looked up at me and I shivered when she touched me.


    We kissed and I pressed myself to her, pleasure flooding every pore and cell of my body. We kissed slowly, our fingers exploring the slick surface of our skin. She felt so good to touch. Warm and smooth. Her skin was flawless and sun kissed. But it was her gentle moans as she touched me that almost made me come undone.


    She pulled away but took me with her as she stepped into the shower. The water was warm, a welcome contrast to the cold rain. I was desperate to be inside her but it was our first time and I wanted to make it last.


    Now wasn’t the time to rush. Now was a time for making it last until we couldn’t stand it any longer. I had thought about making love to her a lot and now that it was actually happening, I was damned determined to make it better than any fantasy I’d had. I pulled her against me and kissed her again.


    “I’ve wanted to do this for such a long time,” I murmured, my hands finding the soft curves of her throat and her jaw. “Tell me you want me as much as I want you.”


    “I want you Heath,” she whispered, her lips brushing against mine in response. “I want you so bad I can hardly stand it.”


    Her hands slid over my hips and across my pelvis, her fingers wandering lower, sliding around my cock and gently squeezing. I exhaled deeply. Jesus, it was going to be hard to hold back.


    “That feels so good.” I breathed hard.


    “And this?” She took my hand and placed it between her legs. “Does that feel good? Feeling how wet you make me?”


    She touched my fingers to her and dear god, she was so wet I had to fight off the urge to bend her over and slam deep into her.


    “Oh baby you’re so wet,” I groaned, my voice raspy. “Let me be inside you.”


    “Have you got any protection?” she whispered, her hand moving up and down the length of me.


    Thank god there were condoms in the bathroom vanity. I grabbed one, ripped open the foil packet with my teeth and hastily rolled it over me. When I rejoined her under the spray she pushed me down so I was lying in the tub, my back against the porcelain as she straddled me. Strong thighs gripped me and suddenly I was right there, right at the beginning of her. She took me in her hands and slowly rubbed the head of my erection through the warm and soft folds of flesh. Oh God. Then slowly, very, very slowly, she placed me there and gently slid down the full length of me. Right to the very hilt.


    She gasped as I stretched and filled her and I almost came because it was so damn intense.


    She paused for a moment, her eyes closed and her muscles pulsing around the length of me. Then, opening her eyes she smiled and looked at me with smoldering intensity. Her eyes were dark pools of heat and desire. She moved and used her thighs to slowly lift herself up, dragging her tight flesh along the length of my erection before plunging back down again. I moaned and she fell forward to find my mouth, breathing hard between kissing me and moving up and down on my cock. It was excruciatingly exquisite. Like nothing I’d ever known.


    “Baby if you keep doing that …” I moaned, knowing I wasn’t going to be able to hold on too much longer.


    But she wasn’t going to stop. She rode me slowly, her eyes closed, her hips and thighs moving against me, her muscles milking me. Her head was tilted back. Her thighs were rock hard against me as she pressed harder. It was mesmerizing to watch. And I soaked it in. Spellbound by my beautiful girl, only momentarily distracted by the magical sensations racing throughout my body. Her brows drew in and her lips parted with a moan. Then she slowed, and her breathing became ragged as she rocked against me, grinding and pulsating. It was torture, a sweet, sweet torture. And just when I couldn’t hold back any longer her head fell back and she cried out in pleasure. I closed my eyes then, finally giving into the euphoria. Weeks of built up sexual inactivity let go in one massive orgasm. White light burst across my brain. Holy fuck!


    It was like an immediate rush of some kind of drug in my veins. It filled me and took over me completely. It dropped my head backwards. Oh God, it felt so good! I didn’t move as it descended on me. Every part of me detonated with blinding pleasure.


    Fuck.


    Me.


    I couldn’t move. Even as the pleasure slowly eddied away … my body was a rag doll.


    It took Harlow leaning in and kissing me before I could function again.


    I looked up at her and slid my teeth across my bottom lip. She smiled and I fell in love with her all over again.


    We toweled off and headed to the kitchen to make coffee, still unable to keep our hands off each other, and then took our coffees to my bedroom where we lost our towels and I got to make love to this amazing girl again.


    Afterwards, I watched her sleep as the rain rattled against my bedroom window. She was beautiful. I couldn’t believe how such an amazing girl could somehow be mine. She was too good for me. I knew that. But I would do everything in my power to make sure she never found out. I would treat her well. So well, she’d never want to leave me. Because I couldn’t bear the thought of ever hurting her. Or ever being apart from her. Not now. Not ever.


    First up would be to remove anything that could complicate our relationship. That would include emptying out all the girls phone numbers I had stored in my cell. I wasn’t sure how many of them there were. Too many probably. And most of them had been one-night stands. But those days were behind me and from this point on I would be a one-girl guy. Forever.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    HARLOW


    I feigned the flu to get out of work and spent the next three days in bed with Heath. A cool front had moved in, bringing with it rain and wind and cold, grey days. Heath and I barely made it out of bed and we made love a disproportionate number of times. Sex with him was fast becoming an addiction I didn’t think I would ever be able to shake.


    On the third day we ran out of condoms and ventured out into the grey day to visit the pharmacy. We took his Harley and he held my arms around his waist with one free hand as we slowly made our way through the streets. After making our necessary purchases, which included two boxes of condoms, two Gatorades and a handful of chocolate bars, we left. We had to pass his favorite tattoo parlor to get back to the bike and in a moment of craziness I dragged him inside.


    “I’m going to get one,” I said. “What do you think?”


    “I think its permanent,” he warned.


    “Says he who has more pictures on him than the walls in the Louvre.” I pointed to the wall of designs. “I always wanted one. But I’ve never been inspired enough to get one.”


    “And I inspire you to ink yourself?” He slipped his arms around my waist and pulled me to him.


    “I want something to help me remember this crazy wonderful time. When I’m old and grey. I want to remember how incredible this felt.”


    “I’ll be sitting beside you, so you could just ask me.”


    He kissed me, reluctantly breaking away when one of the tattoo artists appeared. He recognized Heath and they greeted each other warmly. His name was Ari and he looked like a six-foot commando, covered in artwork. He had nice eyes and when he smiled, his teeth were like a floodlight.


    “My girl wants some ink,” Heath explained.


    “Did you have anything in particular in mind?” Ari asked me.


    “I’d like the infinity symbol.”


    He nodded. “The infinity symbol is cool.”


    I picked up a pen and scribbled three words onto a post-it note.


    “With these words.” I slid the paper across the counter.


    Heath looked questioningly at me.


    Ari nodded. “How about you guys give me half an hour and let me come up with a design for you? See what I can work out.”


    While Ari worked on my tattoo design we walked down to the Pier. It was cold for summer but the beach was still dotted with holidaymakers and families. Heath bought us Reubens for lunch and we ate them on the Pier, while trying to keep our hands off each another. Less than an hour later we were back at the tattoo parlor standing in front of Ari as he showed us his design.


    “That’s it. That’s exactly what I want.”


    It took half an hour with Heath firmly clutching my right hand as Ari worked on the inside of my left wrist. It didn’t hurt as much as I thought it would. In fact, it was more irritating than anything.


    When Ari finished, I looked down at it excitedly. Written in fine black script ‘make it real’ broke through the elegant black scrolls and decorative swirls of the infinity symbol.


    “Make it real?” Heath asked.


    “Another way of saying follow your dreams, I guess.” I looked from the tattoo to him. “I wouldn’t be sitting here, in California, with you, if I hadn’t made it happen. And I am so grateful that I did. I made it real.”


    After Ari dressed it with an antiseptic cream and covered it with a protective bandage he told me how to take care of it while it healed. Not that it was necessary. I had a walking art gallery sitting next to me who would make sure I looked after it properly.


    “I was right. You really are a bad ass rock chick,” he said as we left the dimly lit tattoo parlor and climbed onto his bike.


    I laughed and nodded. “I guess I’m not so innocent after all.”


    Heath threw me a smoldering look. “You showed me that in the shower three days ago and you seem pretty determined to drive that point home.”


    Careful to avoid knocking my bandaged wrist, I wrapped my arms around his waist and rested my chin on his shoulder. “And if you stop wasting time, I’d like to get back to your place and drive that point home even further.”


    He smiled and with a flick of his wrist, the Harley rumbled to life.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    I didn’t know what I’d done, but God knows I must have done something right for my life to be this good. It just didn’t get any better than lying there with my girl in my arms. Everything in my life was coming together. I had my girl. The band had our first record deal with a big record label, as well as a nice fat cash advance.


    In a few hours we would leave for Vegas, where we would perform in front of a 20,000 strong crowd and then next month we would be heading out on a five-week tour with the Masters of Mayhem Music Festival.


    Yeah, life was fucking amazing.


    “What are you smiling about?” Harlow was awake and shifted beside me to lean up on her elbow. She rested her palm flat against my belly.


    “I was just thinking how good life is.” I smiled up at her.


    “Yeah?” Her fingers traced the outline of my shoulder tattoo. “Why?”


    That was easy. “Because you’re mine.”


    Her fingers found the taut curves of my belly and gently rolled over the bumps of each abdominal muscle. “Why is it that you say all the right things, Mr. Dillinger?”


    “That’s because I am a very smart man.”


    “Not bad looking either.”


    Her lips curled into a wicked closed-lipped smile as her fingers found the black ink that flanked my right obliques. She was seducing me with her fingertips and their featherlike delicacy against my skin. They were such tiny touches but they sent pleasure to every part of my body.


    “Do you know what it says?” I asked as her fingers whispered against the black ink etched into my flesh.


    She nodded. “It’s the final verse to Stairway to Heaven.”


    Beautiful and smart. I was so fucking pleased she was my girl.


    “Why did you choose them?” she asked.


    I thought about it for a moment. “I know it can be interpreted in so many ways. But to me, it’s a reminder to trust your instincts, no matter how wild they may seem.” I shivered beneath her touch as the tips of her finger swirled around the elegant script of the last sentence. “When we first started the band no-one truly believed we’d become anything. They told me to get a real job. But I just knew we could become something if we persevered. And I was right. Our hard work and faith paid off. When we released our first album, I got the tat to remind me to always follow my instincts.” Her feather-like caresses were making made me hard. “It’s a reminder to be a good person. No matter how successful you become.”


    “You are a good person.”


    Hearing her say it, almost made me believe it. And the way she was looking at me, the way her fingers caressed my skin, the way her dark eyes smoldered across at me … the front of my boxers started to rise. I was going to have to make love to her again.


    In one swift move I rolled her until I was on top, pressing my pelvis into her. I would never get tired of this.


    But the knock on the front door couldn’t have been any more badly timed.


    “Ignore it,” she whispered, teasingly shifting beneath me so all I would have to do would be to move slightly and I would slide into her. My body begged me to ignore whoever was at the door. But a second round of knocking distracted me.


    Growling, I kissed her and reluctantly climbed off the bed. Every part of me protested. The insistent knocking continued.


    Walking down the hallway, I shoved on my sweatpants, ready to get rid of our visitor quickly so I could get back to bed with Harlow and finish what I’d just started.


    When I reached the front door and opened it, fire ripped through my chest.


    Straight away, I knew who was standing across from me.


    I’d just come face to face with Harlow’s past.


    Colton.


    He smiled and I swear to God I wanted to punch him in it.


    He was like something out of a fucking shaving commercial. Strong jaw. Dark eyes. Clean cut. Typically handsome. He was an unwelcome introduction to Harlow’s other life.


    The one before me.


    I remained poker faced despite the rise of anxiety I felt in my core. It seemed to be my only defense against such an unwanted intrusion.


    “You must be the renowned lead singer extraordinaire,” he said in his thick Southern accent. He followed it up with a million dollar smile, like we were old friends. But there was something in his eyes. A wicked gleam. An arrogance. A mockery.


    “I was hoping to see Harlow. I believe this is the right place. The Dillinger residence, am I right?”


    Just hearing him say Harlow’s name was like a razor blade to the brain.


    I didn’t want him there. I’d just found and landed the girl of my dreams—I didn’t need this polar opposite of me turning up to ruin it.


    Feigning ignorance, I asked, “And who are you?”


    He smiled as if privy to something I wasn’t, then looked at the gold signet ring on his pinky finger. When he looked up, he fixed me with the arrogant stare only known by those of old money and privilege.


    Dark eyes fixed on mine and he smirked.


    “I’m her boyfriend.”


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    As soon as I heard that familiar Southern drawl, I leapt off the bed and hurriedly dressed in a pair of shorts and a tank top.


    Quickly, I left the bedroom, ready to face my past.


    By the look on Heath’s face, he had already worked out who was standing in front of him. My stomach sank. I had a bad feeling about this.


    “I’m her boyfriend,” Colton said, a little smugly.


    “EX-boyfriend,” I said without thinking.


    At the sound of my voice, they both turned to face me.


    “Well, my Harlow, you are a sight for sore eyes,” Colton beamed.


    “Colton, what are you doing here?” I asked.


    His eyes rolled over the length of me. When he grinned I noticed Heath’s jaw clench.


    “I’m pleased to have found you, that is for sure,” he said with a high-wattage smile.


    Standing closely behind Heath I asked, “Why are you here?”


    He looked at Heath and then back to me, and his smile faded. “It’s Poppy,” he said. “She had a stroke.”


    “Poppy?” I stepped forward. “Is she okay? What happened?”


    “She was out here on business. At a vineyard just north of Los Angeles. Now she is convalescing in hospital until she is well enough to return home to Georgia.”


    Poppy was the matriarch of the Labousse family. Spritely. Astute. I liked her very much. We’d spent a lot of time together over the past few years. When I’d told her about my plans to spend the summer in California, she had thought it was a good idea.


    Poppy was stoic. Stubborn. You didn’t get much past her. Grey but still as elegant as the ’40s debutante that she once was, I adored her. She ruled the Labousse clan with an iron fist. Iron yes. But festooned with jewels, as she would say.


    In a few weeks I would be attending the very same debutante ball she had sparkled at almost seventy years earlier.


    “Oh Colton, I’m so sorry, is she going to be okay?” I forgot myself and stepped towards my ex-boyfriend. “What do the doctors say?”


    “She’s stable. But too unwell to return to Georgia in her current condition.”


    “Where is she staying? I should visit with her.”


    “She would appreciate the gesture. She has a room at Cedars-Sinai, LA.”


    I turned to Heath.


    “I have to go,” I whispered.


    His eyes were like an auger boring through me. He felt threatened, I could tell. But if Poppy was as ill as Colton had said, I needed to see her. Heath would have to understand.


    “Of course,” Heath agreed, although I could tell he was reluctant.


    “I can drive us, unless you’re otherwise …” He cast an arrogant appraisal over Heath’s tattooed torso. “Occupied?”


    Heath’s hands fisted at his sides. “I will drive her.”


    “You have a flight to catch,” I said quietly. “There’s no time.”


    “We have a flight to catch.” He reminded me. His tone left nothing to the imagination. He didn’t want to go to Vegas without me. And he certainly didn’t want me travelling to LA with Colton.


    But it would take an hour each way, at least, to drive to LA. The flight to Vegas was in less than three.


    “Heath please.” I didn’t want to argue the point. Not in front of Colton. My two worlds had just collided and to say there was an awkwardness in the air was like saying Atlantis had sprung a leak.


    “I’ll reschedule our flights. We can join the band later,” Heath said, his eyes still fixed firmly on my ex-boyfriend. When he looked at me, his face softened. “Let me do this for you. Let me take you to the hospital.”


    “Are you sure?”


    He smiled and I fell in love with him all over again. “Whatever you want to do, we’ll do it.”


    Colton didn’t argue. He told me Poppy’s room details and after another disapproving appraisal of Heath’s magnificent shirtless form, drove off in his rented Audi Spyder.


    While I showered and changed, Heath rang the airline. When I was in the bathroom pulling my hair back into a high ponytail, he walked in with a frown on his face.


    “I couldn’t get us on other flights that will get me there in time for this afternoon’s publicity shoot.”


    The band was committed to the shoot. Heath had to be there.


    “Then you have to go. I will take a later flight.”


    “Or you could come with me.”


    I swung around to face him.


    “I have to see Poppy, Heath. She has done a lot for me over the years. You heard Colton, she is very ill. If I don’t go and something happens -” I tilted my head, suddenly realizing what was behind his frown. My eyes rounded. “My God, you don’t trust me!”


    When he didn’t respond, it was like a slap in the face.


    Finally, after everything we’d been through—after finally pulling down the walls and letting him in—he still didn’t trust me. Something inside of me snapped.


    “Tell me I’m wrong,” I demanded. “Tell me you trust me.”


    He had to think about it.


    “I trust you. It’s your ex-boyfriend I don’t trust,” he finally said. But it was too late. His mistrust had hit a raw nerve and I’d fallen into a deep well of anger while I waited for him to tell me I was wrong.


    “What about all the women who couldn’t care less about you having a girlfriend. I don’t trust them, but do you see me throwing a tantrum like a two year old?”


    “They’re strangers. Colton is your ex-boyfriend.”


    I gritted my teeth. “Exactly. My EX boyfriend. EX!”


    “Something tells me that doesn’t mean a hell of a lot to him.”


    “Just because you’re helpless when it comes to keeping your hands off the opposite sex, doesn’t mean we all suffer from the same affliction,” I snapped.


    I didn’t mean it, but I was angry. And my mouth couldn’t be trusted to keep itself shut when I was angry.


    Heath narrowed his eyes. “If I’m not mistaken you just called me a slut.”


    “Well … if the shoe fits …” I raised my arms outwards.


    Yep. My mouth just couldn’t help itself.


    Heath’s eyes flashed and his jaw flinched as he clenched his teeth. He stepped closer to me as he snapped, “I’m not the one riding off with my ex-boyfriend.”


    My hands went to my hips. “Oh, so now I’m a slut?”


    Because he was angry at me, he raised his arms outwards just as I had. “Like you said Harlow, if the shoe fits …”


    It took approximately three seconds for the brush in my hand to collide with his shoulder. Bad shot. I was aiming for the head.


    “Fuck you, Heath. Go to Vegas. I’m staying right here so I can see Poppy. With Colton.”


    “Fine.”


    “Fine!”


    I grabbed my denim jacket and stormed through the house. My cell was by the front door. Angry I rang Colton. I wasn’t hanging around to be insulted any further.


    “I think I’m going to need that ride to the hospital, after all.”


    Pretending not hear the smile in his voice I grabbed my handbag, slamming the door behind me as I left Heath’s house.


    This was our first argument as a couple and it had spiraled out of controlled so quickly. Heath felt threatened by Colton. I got it. But just as he had expected me to get over the threat of all the women who wanted to get into his jeans, I expected the same of him. Yet instead of dealing with it, he acted like a jerk.


    Riding in the Audi towards Beverly Hills, I tried to calm myself down.


    “You care to tell me what happened?” Colton asked in his Southern drawl.


    I shook my head and gazed out the window. I wasn’t sharing what I had with Heath, with him.


    “You shouldn’t have called yourself my boyfriend. You and I broke up, remember?”


    “I apologize.”


    Even though I wasn’t looking at him, I knew he was smiling. Colton liked to cause mischief. But when I didn’t reply, the smile left his voice. “I didn’t mean no harm, Harlow. I didn’t mean to upset your summer fling.”


    I turned to face him. “It’s not a summer fling, Colton. It’s so much more than that.”


    He looked surprised and stared at me a little longer. Then his eyebrows rose and he turned away, shaking his head.


    “I sure hope I’m in the room when your daddy meets him,” he said, turning back to the road and grinning. “And when your mama sees those pictures all over him.”


    “They will accept him.”


    Colton raised his eyebrow.


    “You truly believe that?”


    Did I? How on earth was I going to explain Heath to my parents?


    I raised my chin. They would have no choice but to accept him. Accept us. Just because they had never envisioned their eldest daughter falling in love with a heavily tattooed musician, it didn’t mean it wasn’t in my future. And Heath was my future.


    If he stopped being such an ass.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    HEATH


    Because we had argued I woke up with a big ache in my chest.


    Because she wasn’t with me, I felt empty and frustrated.


    I lay in my bed and looked up at the ceiling, lost in the lazy rhythm of the ceiling fan. I missed Harlow and wanted to hear her voice. I checked my cell phone on the bedside table in case she’d called or texted, but there was only a text from Devo and Bandit with a picture of them and a couple of showgirls they’d picked up overnight.


    I lay back and rested my hands behind my head. It was only 7:09 am. Half of Vegas was only now getting to bed and I was wide fucking awake. I hated that Harlow and I had fought. Hated how I had left. Hated that I had an entire day ahead of me with nothing to do but think about our argument and question myself.


    Had I fucked things up between us? Would my jealousy send her back into the arms of her ex-boyfriend?


    I rolled onto my side and punched the pillow and replayed our argument.


    It reminded me how charming and handsome her ex-boyfriend was. I detested that he’d been with her. That he’d once touched her. Kissed her. Made love to her. I had never known jealousy until he’d walked back into her life.


    He was everything I wasn’t. He was from her world; I wasn’t.


    Frustrated, I got up and took a shower to clear my head.


    Somewhere between LA and Vegas I’d lost my mind. I was obsessing and I knew it.


    Was she with him now? Is that why I hadn’t heard from her? Was she sitting across from him somewhere, mentally comparing the two of us?


    Oh hell! Was she in his arms?


    I paused, breathing hard as I stood under the shower spray, and closed my eyes to brace myself against the image of the two of them together. Him touching her. Kissing her. In bed with her …


    I slammed my palms against the tiled wall. I couldn’t take any more of my own self-sabotaging behavior. It was like I was stuck in the middle of a Clapton song. On my knees because my girl had turned my whole world upside down.


    Fuck. I’d officially entered crazy town.


    Shoving off the faucets I toweled off and went to the bedside table to retrieve my phone. I hit Harlow’s number and waited for her to answer. Ready to beg forgiveness. Plead insanity. Promise her everything she needed to hear. Anything to end this madness I was plagued with. But the call went straight to message bank. I tried a second time but again it went to message bank.


    I threw my cell on the bed. She was avoiding me. And deservedly so. I’d thrown a tantrum like a toddler.


    Either that or she was …


    I shook my head to clear away another paranoid thought.


    It was 7:30 am. We had press and publicity scheduled for 4:30 that afternoon. I could easily get to LA and back before then.


    I rang Bandit.


    “You’d better be dead. Or a size 0 blonde with big tits and a wet pussy, ringing me for a good time.” He grumbled into the phone.


    “I’m heading back to LA but I’ll be back in town for the meet and greet.”


    “You forget something?” I could hear the concern in his gruff voice. But I wasn’t about to explain myself to him. He’d call me pussy-whipped and I wasn’t in the mood.


    “Yeah, I left the iron on.”


    Delta had a 9:30 am flight to John Wayne but it was delayed so we didn’t get into the air until after 10 am. But we made good time and by eleven o’clock I was standing in Harlow’s doorway, looking across at Bridget.


    “Aren’t you supposed to be in Vegas?” she asked, yawning.


    I wondered if Harlow had told her about our argument.


    “I have to take care of something first. Is Harlow home?”


    Bridget shook her head. “I haven’t seen her since yesterday.”


    Her words sent my paranoia into overdrive. Harlow hadn’t come home last night?


    Panic set in. “She didn’t come home last night?”


    Bridge must have noticed the desperation in my voice because she was quick to correct me.


    “She probably did, Heath. I just haven’t seen her, that’s all. I pulled a late one at The Palace last night and only just got up. What’s wrong?”


    I felt sick. “I just … I need to talk to her.” I paused. “Colton’s back.”


    “Oh, yes.” She suddenly looked preoccupied with her painted toenails. “She told me.”


    “Bridge … do I have anything to worry about? With Colton?”


    She looked up. “I don’t think so, Heath.” She made sure she looked me square in the eye. “Once you’ve burned your bridge with Harlow there’s no swimming to shore and begging for forgiveness. Once she’s done; she’s done. And he made sure of it when he cheated on her with her best friend.”


    Somewhere inside the apartment her cell phone beeped.


    “Come in, that’s probably her. If not, she might’ve sent me one earlier. She usually sends me a text if we keep missing each other.”


    I waited by the kitchen counter as she checked her cell. Panic swelled like a wave when I saw her frown and pause.


    “Harlow?” I asked.


    She nodded and paused as if she was trying to work something out. Then she smiled brightly but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. I couldn’t help but feel like she was keeping something from me.


    “She’s fine. Colton has talked her into brunch at The Vine.”


    It was a restaurant ten minutes away. If Colton was taking her there, then I’d be meeting them there. If she wasn’t going to answer my phone calls, she’d have no choice but to talk to me face to face.


    Bridge sneezed. “Damn hay fever.” She sneezed again, put down her phone and disappeared to the bathroom to retrieve a tissue.


    I didn’t touch her phone. I didn’t have to. The screen was still lit up. I glanced at it, hating myself but desperate to know where my girl was. I twisted my head so I could read the screen. And there it was. Written in a text in front of me:


    Sorry I didn’t come home last night. Long story. Explain later. With Colton. At The Vine for brunch.


    My stomach flipped and twisted on itself. My girl was with her charismatic ex-boyfriend and hadn’t been home all night. Black shadows filled my head and the urge to punch something was palpable. The dread was like deadly venom carving a slow and painful course through my brain.


    This was killing me. I had to find her. I had to sort this shit out.


    Exhaling deeply I ran my hand through my hair and tried to control the surge of anxiety firing against every nerve and fiber.


    Bridge walked back in and could tell by the look on my face something was up. Her eyes dropped to the phone and back to me and her lips settled into a thin line. She sighed.


    “She didn’t say she was with him last night.”


    “No,” I snapped and headed for the door. “She didn’t have to.”


    


    * * * * *


    


    I’d heard that love led you to do crazy shit. But I’d never experienced it firsthand. It didn’t seem like that long ago when I’d pitied those fools around me who seemed determined to swim those stormy waters. I was never going to be one of them.


    Yet here I was. Flailing about in the water like I was caught in a shark attack.


    Fear. Panic. Anxiety. I wasn’t used to this bullshit. And I was never this paranoid.


    The Vine was less than ten minutes away. Parking across the street I took a moment to work out my game plan. I needed to handle this right. To work out the best angle to play this instead of charging into the restaurant like a psycho and freaking her out. I wanted things to be right between us. It was tough to admit it but I really needed to hear her tell me we were okay. It was the only thing that would calm me down.


    Christ, what had happened to me? This girl had messed me up.


    Inhaling deeply I closed my eyes and took a moment to center myself. To get myself calm. I’d handle this with a composed heart. I’d go in and tell my girl I was sorry. And fix this.


    Feeling calmer I exhaled and opened my eyes. I was ready to climb out of the car when she came into my line of vision. My girlfriend. Across the road. Out the front of the restaurant. In Colton’s arms.


    Kissing him.


    She. Was. Fucking. Kissing. Him.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    My cell phone had died. I knew Bridge would be worried and Heath would probably be frantic. My visit with Poppy had turned into an all-nighter. Even though visiting hours had long past, when you’re a determined old Southern lady with more money than the national deficit, you pretty much got what you asked for.


    The stroke had taken its toll on her. Usually feisty and stubborn, she was weak and tired. But my visit was a good elixir, or so she said, smiling up at me from her hospital bed.


    When Colton left for the evening, she asked me to stay and eat dinner with her. Dinner turned in to me reading to her until she fell asleep which wasn’t until late in the evening. Still seething from my argument with Heath, I wasn’t eager to return home and was pleased for the distraction. It was easy to fall asleep on the plush sofa in her impressive suite, which was more luxurious than some five star hotels.


    I woke up startled when Colton appeared, freshly showered and bearing a Starbucks for me. I was surprised to see it was after eight o’clock.


    “Oh hell, my cell has died,” I said, noticing the blank screen. In my rush to get away from Heath and our argument I hadn’t made sure my phone was charged.


    “You can charge it in my rental.”


    “That’s okay Colton. I can get a cab home.”


    “Now what kind of gentleman would I be if I didn’t see a lady to her door?” he drawled. “Let me drop you home Harlow, I promise I won’t bite.”


    After we bid Poppy a goodbye and I promised to make more effort to keep in touch, Colton and I left in his rented Audi Spyder and headed south. I plugged my cell into his phone charger and was disappointed to see nothing from Heath. He was obviously still sulking.


    I considered texting him but thought better of it. Still annoyed by his words and his lack of trust in me, I needed to get my head right first. Once I’d calmed down I would ring him. Maybe we could talk and I could still fly to Vegas for their performance at the festival.


    “Where are we going?” I asked Colton when he missed the turnoff to my street.


    “I really appreciate you taking time out to visit Poppy. Your visit meant a lot to her and I know it’s come at a cost. So I’m taking you for breakfast.”


    “I should really just get home.”


    He looked at me. “Please, let me do this and then I’ll leave you alone. I promise.”


    I half smiled. “Fine. Breakfast, but then I need to get home, okay?”


    He took me to The Vine, a fine dining restaurant near the beach. I had to admit, it was a welcome distraction from worrying about my argument with Heath. It also gave us a chance to clear the air regarding our break up. And if I was honest, it was nice to wrap up the loose ends of our relationship.


    When breakfast was finished and Colton paid, we left the restaurant. He opened the wrought iron gates for me to step through and followed me down the short pathway towards the street.


    As we stepped out onto the pavement, Colton surprised the hell out of me by pulling me to him and crashing his lips onto mine. Caught off guard I fell against him, allowing him—not by choice—a moment longer to kiss me. His mouth worked to open my mine and he thrust his tongue in. From a distance I’m sure we looked like two lovers embraced in a loving and mutual kiss. But it couldn’t be further from the truth.


    Mustering up my strength, I pushed free, but not before he had given me a long, passionate kiss.


    I shoved him with the palm of both hands. “Get off me!” Then, without thinking, I drew back my arm and punched him hard in the jaw. He collapsed like a house of cards.


    Stunned, I glared down at him sprawled on his ass on the pavement.


    Colton’s eyes crinkled into slits and he burst into laughter. “You should see your face.”


    “You should see yours!” I reproached him.


    He rubbed his jaw. “You can take the girl out of the south … but not the south out of the girl …”


    “You deserved it,” I snapped. “You promised you wouldn’t bite!”


    “But I said nothing about kissing you.”


    He planted his palms flat on the concrete and tilted his head back in laughter.


    “Oh come on Harlow—two years we spent together. You can’t blame me for trying to get one last kiss in.” He grinned and extended an arm for me to help him up.


    I couldn’t help but smile and offered him my hand. I pulled him to his feet. But I was ready to deck him again if he tried anything foolish like kissing me again.


    We stood across from each other. Colton’s laughter faded and he looked serious, his good looks softening into a reflective smile. “Do you love him?”


    I didn’t have to think about the answer. “I do.”


    “Then why are you still here?”


    “Because I’m a stubborn fool. And a stupid teenager who needs to grow up,” I answered honestly. “But I love him, Colton. I love him more than I could have ever imagined.”


    He nodded resignedly. “Can I at least drive you home, to say sorry for my behavior?”


    “You can do me one better,” I said.


    “What?”


    “You can drive me to the airport.” I looped my arms through his and laughed as we descended the steps to the sidewalk below, suddenly excited by the afternoon that lay out before me. “Because I’m heading to Vegas to see my boyfriend.”


    I hated that Heath and I had fought and that he’d left angry at me. If I flew out to see him … the gesture might repair some of the damage to our relationship. It would reassure him that he had nothing to worry about.


    Further along the sidewalk, Colton paused to rub his chin.


    “Jesus,” he muttered, “You punch like Tyson.”


    I smiled, but it quickly faded when I saw the swelling at the corner of his mouth and the red mark on his cheek. I reached up but stopped short of touching him.


    “Oh Colton … I didn’t mean to—”


    He raised a hand and his lips curled into a swollen, but friendly smile. “You kiss it better and we’re even.”


    I raised a brow, not wanting to kiss anyone but Heath.


    I rolled my eyes. “Fine!” And on tiptoes, I quickly kissed the red mark on his cheek.


    He didn’t try to turn his face so his lips met mine; he simply kept his cheek turned, and then grinned.


    I took his chin, turned his head to face me, and said, “Our last kiss, okay?”


    His eyes grew serious and he nodded. “I know it’s over, Harlow. It has been for a while. Thanks to my stupidity. And now you’re in love with another guy.”


    I nodded, our faces still close. “Very much.”


    He smiled and gently rubbed my arm. “I’m happy for you. You deserve someone who is going to make you happy. He does make you happy doesn’t he?”


    “More than anything.”


    He looked disappointed, but nodded and offered me a closed-lip smile.


    “Come on,” he said taking my hand, “Let’s get you to the airport. I’ve kept you from your beau long enough.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    HEATH


    The pain was unbearable. Like nothing I had ever felt. It started at my toes and overcame me, not stopping until it exploded out of my ears. I flinched.


    Anger followed not long after, chasing it through every nerve and fiber of my body. I wanted to break every bone in his goddamn body. I wanted to scream at him to get his hands off my girl.


    I wanted him to feel the same agony I felt coursing through me as I realized Harlow no longer wanted me. That she had chosen this asshole over me.


    Christ it hurt. And I had no idea of how to handle it.


    I thrust my fist against the dashboard, the pain shooting up my wrist but barely registering against the heartache in my chest and the storm in my mind.


    I tore my eyes away from them and buried my face in my hands. The scream inside my head was overwhelming. It fractured me, allowing my grief to spill free. I became aware of my rapidly beating heart and the quickened pulse in my neck.


    Harlow didn’t want me. She wanted him. And when she knew I was back in town, she would break up with me and tell me she was going back to him.


    My heart tripped on that last thought and I felt frantic.


    My girl didn’t want me anymore.


    Minutes passed with my head in my hands before I finally raised my face again. I tried not to look at them but my eyes sought them out before I could stop.


    They were off the pathway now and descending the steps to the sidewalk below. They were laughing. In fact, Harlow looked highly amused. She had her arm looped through his and looked like a woman in love. She was beaming with it.


    Goddamn beaming with it!


    Was she really that relieved to be back with him?


    Self-preservation kicked in and I briefly wondered if what I was seeing was true. Perhaps there was a perfectly reasonable explanation? No, there was no perfectly reasonable explanation for some guy to put his lips all over my girl.


    As much as my heart wanted me to, I couldn’t deny that they looked like reunited lovers. And as if to confirm my fears, when I looked up they had stopped further down the sidewalk and she was kissing his mother fucking cheek and he was gently rubbing her arm. Jesus, the way she was looking at him as they spoke broke my heart and a part of me began to die.


    I didn’t need to see any more. It was already taking all my strength to stop myself from ripping off the car door and tearing down the street to knock him off his feet. And two months ago that was probably what I would have done.


    I inhaled and exhaled deeply, fighting off the heartache that was spreading through me.


    The moment I’d always dreaded but had somehow expected, was here; Harlow had finally realized I wasn’t good enough for her and had gone back to her rich prince.


    Even with my mind crazy with hurt, I realized it was much better to be angry because anger was much stronger than heartache. If I could hold on to my anger, I reasoned, this was going to hurt less. And watching them walk away in the Californian sunshine, it wasn’t hard to focus on my anger.


    On autopilot, I drove back to the airport and like a zombie, purchased a ticket back to Vegas.


    Suspended in a daze, all I could see was Harlow in Colton’s arms. Even the not-so-subtle interest of the flight attendant as she greeted me barely registered on my radar.


    I sank into my seat and glared out the window.


    Just before takeoff, a stunning woman with long black hair and penetrating blue eyes slipped into the seat next to me. She smelt like jasmine and offered me a sparkling smile. She was pure Vegas and definitely my type.


    Or at least, my type-right-now.


    Our flight was delayed fifty minutes but thankfully the flight attendant brought around the drinks trolley because the air conditioning was playing up and it was getting hot and stuffy. I bought myself and the girl next to me a drink, followed by several more. I knew I shouldn’t. I did dumb shit on alcohol. But seeing my girl in the arms of her ex-boyfriend made for a good excuse to break the rules. I was going to do my best to drink the visions of her with her ex out of my head.


    With so much time to kill during the delay, and a few bourbons mixed in, there was a lot of flirting and inappropriate innuendo and banter back and forth with the girl next to me. At one stage she even rested her hand on my thigh and gave me a seductive wink.


    By the time we took off, I was on my way to being numb drunk. Fifteen minutes later, my co-passenger and I were becoming a part of the exclusive mile high club in the first class toilet cubicle to the front of the plane. She straddled me with her long legs and climbed on top of the erection she had so expertly rolled a condom onto.


    Bourbon swirled in me as her tongue filled my mouth and I filled her. With an unrestrained moan, she sank onto me, her hands holding my face as she kissed me, moaning into my mouth.


    Anger erupted inside of me, restless and prickly, swirling and mixing with the bourbon. In my alcohol soaked mind this was revenge on Harlow for ditching me for that asshole. I didn’t need her. I could have any woman I wanted.


    If she wanted to be with someone else, then so the fuck what?


    Wasn’t this proof that I didn’t need her?


    I ripped open the girl’s shirt, popping buttons along the way. Her big, beautiful breasts spilled free and I buried my face in them as she continued to ride me. My tongue found a nipple and she sighed, moaning as she rocked against me, grinding herself and sucking me deeply into her.


    It was frenzied and sticky. The cubicle was small, cramped and hotter than hell. She rode me like an expert, sliding up the length of me and plunging back down to the hilt. I grabbed her legs and pulled her hard against me, pumping into her, trying to reach that moment of purity where my mind would only feel pleasure.


    “I’m going to come … oh baby, I’m—” she cried out with her orgasm and I followed moments later, pumping into her angrily, blinded by the pleasure of my climax and the rage it collided with.


    My heart thundered with unrestrained fury but even in that moment of blinding, angry pleasure, all I could see was Harlow in Colton’s arms. I gritted my teeth and squeezed my eyes closed tighter, a guttural, agonized growl erupting from deep within me.


    When we stilled my co-passenger looked down at me with her sultry eyes and smiled seductively. “Now that’s one way to pass the time,” she said, breathlessly. She shook her long hair out behind her and gave me a long hot kiss.


    Thankfully she didn’t seem intent on hanging around. She climbed off me, replaced her thong and straightened her skirt. Then she shot me another sexy look, licked her lips and winked at me, and disappeared out the door.


    I took a moment to think. Bourbon spun around in my head, making me hazy, although, it wasn’t enough to dull the ache in my chest or erase the realization that Harlow had picked that douche bag over me.


    A quick glance in the mirror prompted me to smooth down my ruffled hair with my hands and without warning my face crumpled. I covered my eyes and held back a flood of emotion rising behind my usually unreadable face. I sucked in a deep breath. Jesus! I needed more alcohol or I was going to start crying.


    Fighting off the pain and the tears, I mentally sought out the anger. If I could stay angry, I would be okay.


    Back in my seat, I caught the drinks trolley again and threw back another bourbon. The girl—whose name I couldn’t remember—was thankfully not clingy or a talker. For the rest of the flight she spared me the unwanted small talk and after we landed she simply handed me her business card and said, “Maybe next time I can buy you a drink.”


    It was late afternoon when I left the airport and despite being tanked, stopped at the bar in the hotel lobby for another round. I just wanted the pain to go away so I put away several more bourbons, and by the time I made it back my room I was fall down drunk.


    I called Armie and left some ridiculously garbled message about not being able to make it to the meet and greet. Then letting my phone drop to the floor, I fell onto the bed and passed out.


    It hurt less this way.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    My plane landed in Vegas just after seven. With only an overnight bag I jumped straight into a cab out the front of the airport.


    Earlier I had spoken to Piper and she’d told me where the guys were staying. As far as she knew, Heath was in his room, sleeping off a hangover that had kept him from some kind of publicity commitment. That explained why I hadn’t heard from him.


    That, and he was probably still pissed at me.


    It was getting dark when arrived at the hotel and the sky was a deep sapphire. The cab parked beside a row of palm trees and I was suddenly overcome with butterflies in my stomach, wondering if I had done the right thing in showing up unannounced.


    I followed Piper’s instructions and took the elevator to Heath’s room and knocked on his door. When there was no answer I knocked again.


    Again, there was no answer and I wondered if he had gone out, and what I was going to do until he came back.


    Just as I was about to turn and walk away, the door cracked open and Heath’s rumpled face appeared in the doorway.


    He didn’t say anything when he saw me but his brows pulled into a frown. I swallowed hard and my heart was stopped by the cold look on his face. He was still pissed at me.


    “Hey … surprise,” I said quietly, instantly afraid I’d done the wrong thing in coming.


    “Harlow.” His tone made my stomach churn.


    Was he annoyed at me for turning up unannounced? Or was he still angry from our argument?


    Oh God, did he have a girl in there with him?


    “Are you okay?” I asked, suddenly feeling sick. “Do you want me to go?”


    His sleepy eyes darkened. “Sorry, I just woke up.”


    Pushing open the door he stepped aside for me to enter. The room was dark except for a light coming from the bathroom. Across the room the bed was made but I could see the dent from his body on top of the quilt.


    Once he had closed the door behind us, I dropped my bag on the floor and put my arms around him. His familiar warmth was comforting and even though he hesitated when my lips found his, they soon parted and tangled with mine in a deep kiss. Strong arms came around me to pull me against him. He squeezed me tight and then let me go.


    “I’m sorry about the argument,” I said. “I should’ve put you first and I’m sorry that I didn’t.”


    “Harlow …” he went to say something, but stopped.


    He moved away and sat on the bed, and I felt the cold trickle of foreboding in my veins.


    Something was wrong.


    Something big stood between us.


    Something I couldn’t see but I could definitely feel.


    “Heath?”


    Unsure of what was going on I sat next to him. But the unseen presence between us was unnerving. I turned his head to look at me but he pulled away and abruptly stood up, walking towards the bathroom.


    I felt the sting of his rejection but worse, I felt the rising anxiety that things were about to fall apart.


    “What’s going on with you? Do you want me to leave?”


    He stopped in the doorway to the bathroom, with his back to me. His head dropped as he gripped the doorframe. His strong back muscles rolled underneath tight skin.


    “Don’t torture me Harlow. Get it over and done with.” He said quietly.


    “What are you talking about?”


    He swung around. “What are you doing here?”


    Totally taken back by his words and his behavior towards me, I couldn’t hide my confusion. “I wanted to see you.”


    “To break up with me?” he asked desperately.


    His words were like ice water on the face.


    “Break up with you?” It was the most absurd thing I’d ever heard. I shook my head. “Why would I want to break up with you? It was just some stupid argument.” None of this was making sense. I looked at his beautiful, sad face and felt a another surge of fear. “Heath, what’s going on?”


    Now he looked confused.


    “You’re not here to break up with me?”


    I shook my head.


    “Heath, you’re scaring me. Why would you think I was here to break up with you over some stupid fight we had?”


    He walked towards me. But instead of sitting on the bed, he sat on the floor with his back to the mattress. Then, without a word he dropped his head to his hands.


    Puzzled, I kneeled next to him and removed his hands from his face, holding them in mine. Tears welled in his eyes. But there was also something else there, something I didn’t recognize on him.


    Fear.


    “Baby … please tell me what is wrong with you,” I whispered.


    He hesitated, struggling to find the words.


    “I saw you.” His glittering eyes found mine. “Today. I saw you.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Back in California.” He looked at me and the anger returned to his face. “With Colton.”


    My brain rushed to process this muddled conversation. “Wait. You came home today?”


    “I wanted to surprise you. To apologize for our fight. So I took an early flight. Then I saw you …” His eyes filled with sadness. “When were you going to tell me you were back with Colton?”


    Whoa … what?


    “Back with Colton…? Oh my God, this is crazy.”


    It was almost as if I had stepped into this conversation mid-conversation. None of it made sense. Why would Heath think I was back with Colton? Unless … oh hell …


    “You saw Colton kiss me,” I said.


    His eyes flared across at me. “I saw you kiss each other.”


    Mine flared back. “I didn’t kiss him. He kissed me.”


    “I didn’t see you push him away. From where I was sitting it looked pretty mutual.”


    His words made me frown. I sat back from him, startled by his lack of faith in me.


    “I don’t know what you think you saw, but if you think I kissed him, you are wrong. Yes, Colton kissed me. But did I kiss him back? No. Did I get back with him? No. Do I want to? No.” I raised my chin, slightly. “I guess you didn’t stick around long enough to see me punch him in the jaw for it either.”


    His eyes shot to mine. “You hit him?”


    A small smile flickered at my lips. “Floored him. Then I told him I didn’t want to get back together. That I couldn’t.” I bit my bottom lip. “Because I’m crazy in love with someone else.”


    “You’re still in love with me,” he whispered. More to himself than me.


    “Crazy in love with you.”


    To my surprise his face suddenly crumpled. He pressed his hands to his eyes and then ran them down his cheeks with a moan.


    “You’re really not going back to Colton…?”


    “Is that what all of this was about?” I asked, confused by the sadness still in his eyes. “You thought I had stopped loving you over a stupid argument and was getting back with Colton?”


    When he nodded I straddled him and took his face in my hands, holding him close to my lips. “I’m sorry you thought that. But I love you Heath. I promise you. I’m all yours.” I kissed him but there was still a hesitation about him. I pulled back. “Are we okay?”


    He kissed me, this time deeply. He reached up and cupped my face in his hands, his big fingers firm against my jaw. His moan ignited the usual response between my thighs and I pressed harder against his jeans. As our kiss grew in momentum he rolled us, planting my back to the floor as he slid between my legs. His kiss was magnificently tender and passionate, his mouth and tongue keeping perfect rhythm with mine.


    I sighed and shifted beneath him, pressing myself against the places that mattered in an attempt to quench the need growing inside me. Pleasing moans rumbled from his throat, pushing me forward, urging me onwards. My body pulsed; my pelvic muscles throbbed, feeling empty and wanting to be filled.


    But to my complete disappointment, Heath abruptly ended our kiss and dropped his head to my chest.


    I thought I heard him murmur, “I can’t do this tonight.” But I wasn’t sure. Things were weird. Really weird.


    The day had rattled him and I didn’t want to push him. We were in unfamiliar territory, especially Heath, and I didn’t want to pressure him with a hundred questions.


    He looked up at me. His eyes a dark blue. “I think I’m hung over.”


    “How much did you drink last night?”


    He sat up and entwined his fingers through mine. “It’s not from last night.” He looked down, his lashes fanning his cheeks. “After I saw you and Colton … let’s just say the flight back to Vegas is a bit of a blur.” He drew in a deep breath as if the thought physically hurt him. “When you got here I wasn’t taking a nap … I was passed out.”


    “You drank enough to pass out?”


    His dark brows shot in as he stared at my fingers entangled with his. “I just wanted it to stop hurting.”


    I waited ’til I could see the blue of his eyes before I spoke. “I’m here now.”


    He looked exhausted as he said, “I can’t believe how lucky I am that you’re mine.”


    “Nothing is going to take me away from you.”


    He looked down at our fingers entwined and whispered, “I hope so baby. I really, really hope so.”


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    HEATH


    I didn’t tell her for any other reason than I’m an asshole and I wanted one last night with her. I’m a selfish ass, I know. But once I told her, she would break up with me and never let me see her again. And I couldn’t blame her. I was a cheating jerk and didn’t deserve her.


    Keeping it from her tonight wasn’t the right thing to do, I knew that, but I needed something to hold on to once she was gone.


    But my selfish intentions were quick to work against me because everything she did reminded me of just how much in love with her I was. It made my heart ache and I spent the night in agony, knowing she would stop loving me when she found out.


    How could I have done this to us?


    To her?


    Despite my hangover I didn’t want to sleep. I wanted to savor every last moment with her; because in the morning I would tell her and she would walk out of my life forever.


    But sleep crept up on me. Lying with her in my arms I was overcome with an incredible peace like I had never known, and in my contentment I fell asleep.


    I woke up with a start, just as dawn was breaking across the city.


    Harlow was in a deep sleep beside me, her breath quiet, her beautiful dark lashes fanning her cheeks. As I gazed down at her my body physically ached for her.


    How on earth was I going to live without her?


    For the briefest moment I considered not telling her, but immediately vanquished the thought. That wasn’t who I was. I may have been a lot of things, but a coward wasn’t one of them. There was no other option but to man up and admit that I had fucked up the best thing that had ever happened to me.


    When Harlow stirred I kissed her gently on the top of the head and settled next to her, holding her warm body against my chest, breathing in the subtle scent of her, hoping to permanently etch it onto my senses so I could remember it when she was gone.


    My stomach ached at the thought. I didn’t want her to hate me. I didn’t want her to leave me. Being with her made me a better person. She soothed my restlessness and turned an indifferent, angry man into a decent human being. But my insecurity had unraveled it momentarily, just long enough for me to fuck it all up.


    Her gentle lips brought me out of my deep thoughts. She was looking up at me through sleepy eyes, her perfect mouth turned up in a small, contented smile.


    “Hey,” she whispered.


    “Hey, yourself.”


    She curled her warm body around mine and I felt myself respond. She closed her eyes and her hand slid along the length of my chest and across my hips, brushing over my boxers, as a delicious hum escaped her throat.


    Wandering fingers slid under the waistband and inside my boxers, wrapping warmth around me as she gripped me and began to slowly stroke. Another contented smile slid across her lips when she felt how hard she was making me.


    Pleasure pulsed through me and I moaned. Instinctively I raised my hand to brush her hair from her shoulder and trace an invisible line down her throat to her breasts, sighing as a sweet, pleasurable pulse began to beat beneath her fingers.


    I bent my head to kiss her mouth and she murmured against me. Short sweet kisses grew deeper and longer. As another pulse of pleasure shot through me, I sealed my lips over her mouth in a long lingering kiss, savoring the moment and how amazing she felt against my lips.


    She stopped stroking and took my hand, placing it between her thighs where my fingers slid easily into her wet warm body. She sighed softly and I groaned, desperately wanting to be inside her. I rose up and kicked off my boxer shorts in one swift movement and moved myself between her legs, positioning myself against her.


    As she looked up at me, her eyes heavy lidded with desire, I gently, slowly, pushed into her.


    She sighed and moaned, then licked her lips as I pulled back, only to push back into her, deeper and right to the hilt. She gasped and moaned, and adjusted her hips to wrap her legs around me, pulling me deeper into her. The pleasure stalled me and I stopped to catch my breath. The sensation was incredible. Her skin was so warm. So smooth. So wet. As she raised her arms to engulf me in her embrace, she pulled me tightly to her, which forced me deeper into her.


    Pleasure filled every part of me. Like nothing I had never known. And I had to squeeze my eyes shut to fight off the urge to come. I wanted it to last. I wanted her to feel how I was feeling right at that moment. So I thrust deeper into her, making her cry out, but then stopped, and pressed myself hard against her.


    Cupping her face in my hands I looked into her warm eyes.


    “I’m so in love with you Harlow,” I said gently, meaning every word like I had never meant anything else.


    She smiled softly and her long lashes were a gentle fan as she blinked. “I love you too.”


    When I felt her pulsate around me, physical pleasure and love collided within me, forcing me to draw in a deep breath. If she kept doing that, I was going to come. But that wasn’t what this was about. I needed her to know just how much she meant to me.


    “I want you to know that I’ve never felt this way. You make everything worthwhile.”


    We made love then. Slowly. Purposely. Taking our time. Every movement purposeful. Every stroke penetrating deeper and deeper. I had never had sex without protection and the sensation was mind blowing.


    As Harlow’s breaths came quicker she raised her hips to meet the slow grind of mine, her hands running up my back, her nails gently grazing my skin as she came closer to the edge. My name dropped breathlessly from her lips, “Oh Heath.” And her eyes closed tightly as she pulsated around me, her tight wet body throbbing against me. Her neck tilted upwards and her back arched, her hands gripping into my shoulders and the sheets around us.


    One more thrust into her and I was gone. I squeezed my eyes shut and stars cartwheeled across my brain. All the oxygen in my lungs escaped and my body stiffened as the most incredible pleasure overwhelmed me. Warmth and light drugged my senses. Joy and ecstasy seeped into every pore. Goddamn.


    My head fell to her neck and I buried my face in the warmth of her skin. “Oh baby,” I shuddered, spilling into her in what had to be the longest orgasm in my life. I didn’t move. Couldn’t move. I was paralyzed by the euphoria that overwhelmed my brain.


    We were both still as we caught our breath and our bodies cooled. Finally, I raised my head and she looked up at me with lazy contentment. Christ, I was so in love with her, it hurt.


    We stayed entwined for the longest time, with me still inside her.


    When I finally went to move she held me still with her legs, pinning me against the slick skin of her naked body. She clenched and released around me, the slippery warmth of her muscles furling and unfurling, making me harder.


    Slowly. Without words. We made love again. This time lazily, our bodies working together in a perfect, slow rhythm. She came again, clutching the sheet around us and moaning. My orgasm came as a surprise, from out of nowhere, to completely devastate my already hazy brain.


    Afterwards we lay sprawled, exhausted and naked, on the bed. I was spent. Stoned by the magic we had created. Twice. I didn’t even know that was fucking possible.


    “Today is your big day,” she finally murmured, her arm draped across my chest.


    My fingertips swept across the length of her smooth limb but paused as I realized I had completely forgotten about our performance at the festival today. Since Harlow arrived I had been too caught up in telling her what a cheating loser I was to even think about Vengeance’s performance at the festival.


    “Are you nervous?” she asked.


    I turned and looked her in those fucking amazing piercing eyes, and shook my head. “No. I haven’t really thought about it.”


    She smiled. “That doesn’t surprise me. You take everything in your stride. I wish I had half of your confidence.”


    The love I saw looking back at me gave me brief hope. Maybe she would understand. Maybe when I explained the situation … the misunderstanding … the pain … thinking she had gone back to Colton …


    “Baby, I need to tell you something.” I felt my heart thunder against my chest.


    She cocked a brow. “You look so serious.” She grinned but it faded when she realized I was serious. “Is everything alright?”


    “Being here with you, it’s perfect …”


    Her eyes softened and she smiled sweetly. “We are pretty perfect together.”


    “Yesterday, when I saw you with Colton, baby it killed me—”


    “Heath, nothing is going to come between you and me. I love you.”


    She smiled that amazing smile and I just couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t bring myself to tell her what a jerk I had been!


    Fuuuuuuuuck!


    It felt too good, lying across from her, seeing her look at me like that, seeing how much love she had for me, seeing how incandescently beautiful she was. I couldn’t do it. The words weren’t there. I looked for them, I really did, but that smile …


    She sat up and her dark hair cascaded over her smooth shoulders.


    “Okay mister rock star, you need to hit the showers. This is your big day. You need to be ready.” She winked and ushered me off the bed.


    Under the shower I let the hard spray of water wash over me, hoping it would wash away some of the guilt consuming me.


    Christ, it was getting harder to tell her. If I waited for the right time … well, there wasn’t a right time to tell the girl you were crazy about that you had cheated on her with a girl whose name you didn’t even know.


    I had missed my opportunity to say something today. Now I needed to mentally prepare for the show and get my headspace right. It would have to wait now, until tomorrow. I shivered. Fuck.


    The shower screen opened and there was Harlow, perfectly naked in front of me. Flawless and alluring, her dark hair fell around her face and tumbled in waves down her back. Every perfect, amazing inch of her naked body was smooth and tanned. And the look on her face. Goddamn!


    Despite my guilt. Despite my shame at not telling her. The glorious sight of her made parts of me pulse and grow. Again.


    As she stepped into the shower her eyes fell in that directon and her mouth curled into a sexy closed-lip smile. She looked up and her bright green eyes glittered with wickedness. They rolled over me like I was a delectable piece of dessert that she was about to devour.


    “Again?” I laughed as she reached for me.


    Her tongue slid up the length of my neck. “Again, and again, and again,” she whispered.


    Hell, who was I to argue?


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    Vengeance performed a late afternoon time slot just as the sky turned a soft shade of pink and gold. It was a magical time of day. The searing summer heat was cooled by a breeze that blew across the music festival, bringing an atmosphere of excitement amongst the 20,000 strong crowd.


    Piper and I watched from the sidelines, perched on stage risers. When Vengeance appeared on stage the crowd erupted with appreciation and goosebumps covered every inch of my skin.


    From the moment he opened his mouth, Heath owned them. His voice was powerful, his pitch clear, his tone perfect. His charisma won the crowd over as he spoke to them in between songs, usually whipping them into a frenzy and leaving them wanting more. It was easy to see that this was a band that was going to conquer the world someday. And it was hard not to grin like a fool as I watched my man strut his sexy ass across that stage.


    Their set was only fifty minutes and it went by so quickly. But the crowd wasn’t finished with them. Twenty thousand people chanted as one, demanding an encore: Vengeance, Vengeance, Vengeance.


    So the guys obliged with another two songs. And Heath’s dimples were deep as he walked back on stage to a thunderous applause.


    When they finally came off stage, he was pumped. But I didn’t get to see him straight away. People—industry types—flocked to them. Piper and I watched from our vantage point on the stage risers as they talked with their manager and several people I didn’t know. Heath looked up and caught my eye. He winked and smiled.


    When he finally got to me he stepped between my legs and I wrapped them around him tightly as he stretched up to kiss me.


    Piper squealed and leapt off the riser into Jesse’s arms, who then whisked her away to meet a singer from one of the headlining bands.


    “Come down here and kiss your man properly,” Heath said.


    I grinned and slid down from the riser and into his big arms. He was covered in sweat.


    “You’re very aromatic,” I joked, wrinkling my nose at his sweat.


    “Babe, that’s the smell of awesome,” he said, using a towel he had around his neck to wipe his face.


    Piper bundled over to us, a ball of red hair and red hot energy. “We were just speaking to Fletcher Wilkington from Viper and he said a few of the bands were heading over to a club called SkyLab. We were going to check it out too, you guys want to come with us?”


    I looked at Heath who seemed cool with it. I nodded. “Sure, sounds like a plan.”


    He nodded just as Tommy appeared with a stunning brunette dressed in a short blue dress and the longest legs I’d ever seen on a human being. Her long, iron-straight black hair was pulled over one shoulder and plunged past her large cleavage.


    She was smiling broadly.


    At Heath.


    Her vibrant blue eyes twinkled across at him through false lashes.


    I felt Heath tense next to me.


    Tommy looked like he’d just won the lottery. “Guys, this is Mia. She’s with the record label— ”


    “Well you look a lot happier than when I saw you last.” She directed her words at Heath, ignoring the rest of us, and her lips curled seductively as she spoke.


    My heart dropped to the pit of my stomach. I didn’t like the way she was looking at him. Like she was about to eat him. Or worse. Like she had already had him and was coming back for seconds.


    “You guys know each other?” Tommy asked innocently.


    Heath looked uncomfortable. Mia, on the other hand, looked like the cat that ate the cream and seemed oblivious to the rest of us standing there with them.


    “Yes … we met yesterday,” She said, her eyes not leaving his face. “Maybe this time I’ll buy you a drink.”


    Piper looked at me, whereas Heath couldn’t meet my eyes. My spine tingled with an awful foreboding.


    “Oh Jesus,” Tommy muttered.


    I knew I had to say something. To let the bitch know in no uncertain terms who she was standing next to and that flirting with my guy in front of me was really uncool.


    When she licked her lips like she was about to eat him, I stepped forward and offered her my hand. “Since Heath seems to have lost his tongue I should introduce myself. I’m Harlow. His girlfriend.”


    Her well-shaped brows rose high on her forehead and then dropped. She smiled mischievously. Blue eyes glittered over me as she took my hand, but turned back to look in Heath’s direction.


    “Well he didn’t seem to have lost his tongue yesterday. I can vouch for that.”


    I dropped her hand.


    Up until that point I had been prepared to give Heath the benefit of the doubt. Being the girlfriend of the lead singer of a band meant you had to tolerate a certain amount of bad behavior from the girls who wanted to get their hands on him. I accepted that. But this? This was beyond bad behavior.


    It was glaringly obvious that Heath and this girl had done something together the day before which had involved drinking and tongues. Just because I was naïve with a lot of things, didn’t make me stupid.


    “I think you’d better go now,” Piper snapped. All four-foot nothing of her stepped between the girl and me. And when she didn’t move, Piper glared up at her ready to strike. “What? All that fake tan make you deaf? Get the fuck out of here!”


    With another smoldering look at Heath the she-devil in the blue dress sauntered off, throwing a smug backwards glance at me.


    My face was stiff, my throat cold and I was unable to swallow. Piper shot a murderous look in Heath’s direction. She took my hand. “Are you okay?”


    I had no words because my heart had vomited itself into my throat.


    “Don’t let it bother you, Harlow. She’s lying. Girls like that like to cause trouble.” She shot another stare-of-death at Heath and warned, “She’d better be lying!”


    For the first time since Mia had appeared Heath met my eyes. And I knew. Right then. I knew.


    “But she’s not lying, is she Heath,” I said in a strange alien voice.


    His lack of denial was like a slap on my cheek. Heath had been with her the day before.


    I was mindful of where we were. That being in the middle of a music festival was no place to have the confrontation we were about to have. Despite my growing realization and my hurt, I was still capable of thinking rationally and knew I had to get out of there.


    “Baby—” He reached for me but I pushed his hand away.


    “Tell me she’s lying,” I demanded.


    “After I saw you with Colton—”


    “You went and stuck your tongue down the throat of some random girl?” I seethed. But when he still couldn’t meet my eyes I felt the oxygen leave my lungs. Oh God no. “You had sex with her?” I cried out.


    “Harlow, please …” He stepped towards me.


    “Tell me you didn’t have sex with her!” I exclaimed, quickly stepping away from him. “Tell me!”


    His silence sucked away every morsel of hope.


    “No!” I sobbed.


    “It was a mistake.” He grabbed me by the arms and gave me a little shake to make me look at him. “It didn’t mean anything. I was drunk. I’d just seen you with Colton …”


    I found him through my tears and suddenly wanted to hurt him. I wanted to hurt him so bad. I wanted to punch him. To open hand slap him across his face. Yell at him. Scream at him. I wanted to take him out with the most hurtful words I could muster.


    But I did none of that. Instead, I pushed him away in disgust and fled. I ran blindly through the backstage area, pushing past festivalgoers in my urgency to get away. I could hear both Heath and Piper calling after me but I didn’t stop. I was desperate to get away, afraid of what I would feel once I stopped running.


    Thankfully there was a cab waiting by the exit and I hurriedly climbed in. Slumping into the backseat I held off my tears and closed my eyes to the powerful thud of my rapidly beating heart. I didn’t want to know the details. I didn’t want the mental images playing out in my mind. I just wanted to run from the hurt that was chasing me and nipping at my heels.


    Remembering I didn’t have a room key I hurried across the marble foyer of the hotel to the reception desk. Unfortunately I was stuck behind a group of non-English speaking tourists who were testing the patience and organizational skills of the hotel receptionist.


    After an agonizing wait the flushed-cheeked receptionist—her name badge identified her as Sophie—gestured me over to her and apologized for the delay.


    Carefully I explained my predicament. But even as I spoke I realized it wasn’t going to work. Heath had checked in alone, so I probably looked like a desperate groupie trying to get into his room. She apologized and looked genuinely sorry, but said she wouldn’t be able to let me into the room.


    “It’s okay Sophie, I’m here now. I can let her in.”


    I swung around. Heath was standing right behind me looking flushed from running. He nodded politely at Sophie who looked relieved. I thanked her quietly and stalked off towards the elevator, desperate to get my stuff and leave.


    “Whatever you plan on saying to me, don’t,” I said, angrily jabbing at the elevator button.


    “Please let me explain.”


    “I don’t want to hear it.”


    “Don’t throw this away Harlow. Not over my fuck up.”


    “You cheated on me. What do you expect me to do?” I jabbed relentlessly at the elevator button until the doors opened.


    “I thought you were dumping me for Colton,” he said desperately, following me into the elevator.


    “So you stick your dick into the next available vagina? Are you kidding me?” I felt my voice rise and echo around the elevator. I stopped myself. I didn’t want to do this. “No. I’m not doing this. I don’t want to know. I don’t need to know the gruesome details. I’m going to get my things.”


    The elevator doors opened and I stormed out.


    “Please … Harlow, don’t leave. We need to talk about this.”


    I swung around, armed with a pointed finger. “No. You need to talk about this. Not me. I need to get my stuff and leave.”


    I stopped at the door to the room, waiting for Heath to unlock it. But instead of opening the door and letting me in, he blocked the doorway.


    “I can’t let you go back to California without talking about this,” he said desperately.


    “Let me into the room, Heath.”


    “Promise me you’ll hear me out?”


    “You’re not in any position to demand anything here.”


    I expected some smart assed comment about me being the one locked out and him having the key, but it never came. Instead, he reluctantly stood aside so I could walk in.


    “I’m afraid if I let you leave that I’ll never see you again.”


    “That’s the plan!” I snapped angrily, grabbing my overnight bag and shoving yesterday’s clothes into it.


    “Don’t say that …” he begged.


    “Why? There’s no point beating around the bush. We are through Heath.”


    He quickly crossed the distance between us but stopped abruptly when he reached me.


    “Baby, I fucked up. I really fucked up, I know that. But I was hurting. When I saw you with Colton, I lost my mind. I thought you had dumped me. I was in agony. I started drinking on the plane. I just needed something to take the pain away. Next thing, I’m in a toilet cubicle with some stranger.”


    My head shot up and I straightened. “You had sex with her in a toilet cubicle? On a plane?”


    Utterly repulsed I stormed over to the bed to retrieve my boxer shorts from the tangle of sheets. Horror tore through me and I stopped suddenly, swinging around to face him.


    “Oh God … that’s why you wouldn’t make love to me last night,” I whispered. The weight of what was unfolding collapsed against my chest and I swallowed hard.


    “I couldn’t … not when … not on the same day …” He ran his hand through his hair. “I couldn’t do that to you.”


    My eyes shot red-hot anger at him. “Yet fucking some random skank in an airplane toilet cubicle is perfectly acceptable.”


    “I’m so sorry baby, you have to believe me,” he cried desperately.


    “I don’t have to do anything other than get the hell out of this hotel room.”


    I zipped my bag and went to leave. But Heath grabbed my arm.


    “I love you Harlow. Please don’t leave me.”


    His words reminded me of our early morning lovemaking and the absence of any protection between us. I stopped. Horrified.


    “Oh God … tell me you used protection.”


    “You’re the only woman I’ve ever been with without a condom. I promise you.”


    I suddenly hated him.


    “Your promises mean nothing Heath. Not after this.”


    I threw my bag strap over my shoulder, ready to walk out, but Heath stopped me. He looked distraught, his eyes full of tears.


    “I am begging you Harlow … don’t leave me.” His voice trembled with emotion. “I always knew you were too good for me. And when I saw you with Colton … I thought you had decided to get back with him. I swear to God. Since you’ve been in my life I’ve never wanted another woman. You’re all I want. All I need. And if you stay … baby if you stay, I promise you I will never touch another woman for the rest of our lives together. Just give me another chance and I swear you won’t regret it.” He grabbed my hand. “Just stay.”


    His words did little to penetrate the wall of hurt around me. It had gone up the moment I realized he had cheated on me.


    I looked at him as if seeing him for the first time and reefed my hand away. I had to get away. I couldn’t stand being in the same room with him a moment longer. There was no way in hell I was going to let him see the meltdown I could feel building beneath my calm façade. He had broken my heart and I needed to be as far away from him as possible when I fell apart.


    “Don’t touch me,” I snapped coldly, my jaw tense, my body tingling with heartache. “You don’t get to touch me anymore.”


    “Don’t say that,” he begged and then seeing me head for the door, tried stopping me. “Don’t leave … not like this … I can explain …”


    My face was thin ice and about to crack.


    “Okay, explain. Did you have sex with that girl yesterday?”


    “Harlow, I thought—”


    “Did you have sex with that girl yesterday?” I yelled the question at him.


    “Yes.”


    Hearing him admit to it was like a cannon ball to the stomach and for a moment I faltered because it knocked the wind out of me.


    But then I straightened and adjusted the bag strap over my shoulder. My face was stiff with heartache but I held it together.


    “There. You’ve explained it to me. Plain and simple.”


    I shouldered past him and yanked open the door but paused in the doorway to look at him. Anger, hurt and humiliation hijacked my tongue.


    “I knew you were trouble when I met you. But like a fool I trusted you. I should have listened to my instincts because now I am the one paying for it.” I glared at him, ready to deliver the final blow. “I wish I had never met you.”


    I knew my words were cruel and I knew they broke him because his face crumpled as I said them. He slumped down onto the bed and buried his face in his hands.


    But I didn’t care. I was too hurt to care. So I turned and left, not bothering to look back.


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    HEATH


    My self-loathing was palpable.


    I lay motionless on the bed, staring into the dull light breaking through the curtains. I was numb with grief. I didn’t know how long it had been since Harlow had left me but going by the constant ringing of my cell I gathered it had been a while. I didn’t bother answering it.


    At first I had hoped it was Harlow ringing me to tell me she had calmed down and was willing to talk things through. But it wasn’t. And the fact I’d even thought that told me what a delusional fuck I was. Harlow would never talk to me again. I didn’t deserve her talking to me again. In fact I had never deserved anything from her. She was right. I should have left her alone right from the very beginning, because she was so much better off without me fucking up her life.


    The ache of her absence was overwhelming. Everything hurt and I wasn’t sure how I was going to cope without her in my life.


    It was crazy everything could turn upside down within a blink of an eye.


    Only forty-eight hours ago my life had been a dream. I was a king, living the dream. I was in a band that was growing in popularity, surrounded by good friends and with the most amazing girl for a girlfriend.


    Now I was a cheating loser, alone in an unfamiliar hotel room in Vegas with a bottle of bourbon for comfort, and a big fucking hole in my heart.


    I’d done a good job confirming what I’d known all along. That I was an asshole who didn’t deserve her. She was too good for me. And I had just done a brilliant job in proving it.


    A knock at the door bought me back to my gloomy reality. My first instinct was to ignore it and disappear even further into the bottle of bourbon. But the idea that it might be Harlow threw me off the bed.


    But of course it wasn’t Harlow.


    Because she hates you now. Remember asshole?


    It was Piper and Jesse.


    I hesitated, wanting to be left alone to drink myself stupid and indulge in my very own pity party for one.


    “We know you’re in there Heath,” Piper called out.


    I opened the door and let them in. “Have you heard from her?”


    “She’s at the airport waiting for a flight back to John Wayne. Her flight leaves in an hour.” Piper dumped her bag on the table, walked over to me and slammed me in the chest with both palms. “You’re an idiot! You fucked a random girl? In an airplane toilet?”


    “Piper—” Jesse started, but was cut off by a warning look from his feisty girlfriend.


    She shook her head and thrust her hands on her hips.


    Ashamed, I looked down at my bare feet, ready to cry, ready to punch the fuck out of the walls. This misery was like nothing I’d ever known and even though I knew I deserved it, I was desperate for it to stop.


    “I fucked up Piper. I fucked up real bad.” I had to raise my eyes to the ceiling to stop the tears and exhaled deeply. “Tell me what to do and I will do it. Tell me how to get her back. Should I go after her?”


    Piper was projecting four foot nothing of pure disgust. She glared at me but then she shook her head and sighed.


    “Give her a chance to cool down. If you go after her now you’re just going to upset her more.” She looked at the almost empty bottle of Jack on the bed. “That’s not going to help.”


    “It’ll help get me through tonight.”


    “Piper’s right, Heath. If you want to fix your fuck up, annihilating a fifth of bourbon isn’t going to help. You need a clear head to work out your game plan, man,” said Jesse.


    “Yeah? And what’s that? She’s never going to forgive me.”


    “Probably not. But it doesn’t mean you can’t try,” Piper said. She was looking at her cell phone and for a moment I thought she might be reading a message from Harlow. But then she looked up. “There is a fight out of Vegas tomorrow morning at six. I suggest you be on it.”


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    I landed back in California just after seven and took a cab to the apartment. I hadn’t cried but my face was stiff with unshed tears and I felt like someone had punched a gigantic hole through my chest.


    When I let myself into our apartment I was relieved to find it empty. Bridget would be doing her shift at The Palace so I’d have the place to myself for another few hours.


    At least I could fall apart in privacy.


    I dumped my bags on the floor by the front door and headed straight for the wine rack and pulled out a random bottle of red. Not even bothering with a glass, I popped the cork and drank straight from the bottle. The plan wasn’t to get drunk; but if that happened … fuck it. I needed to slow down the tornado of thoughts working its way across my brain.


    I took the bottle with me and settled into the wicker egg chair overlooking the beach. It was still light outside but an indigo dusk was settling across the sky. As I took another swig of wine the phone in my jeans pocket vibrated against my hip. Heath’s name lit up the screen. But just like the other ten calls from him, I hit decline and shoved it back in my pocket.


    My chest felt hollow. But I was too dazed to cry. The wine would help calm me but I knew it wouldn’t erase the awful mental images I had of Heath and that girl with the bright blue eyes. I didn’t think anything could erase them. Not wine. Not even time.


    I exhaled deeply in an attempt to still my thundering heart.


    When I had discovered Colton was cheating on me I had just felt mad. Maybe a little let down but more angry than anything. I was also a little insulted that he’d thought I’d never find out. I mean, he was running around with my so-called best friend, Cassandra, so what were the chances I wouldn’t eventually stumble across the truth?


    But at the end of the day I’d been able to see it was time to move on from him. Our relationship had run its course and I’d recognized that. I didn’t cry over it. I didn’t even get angry at him. I just broke up with him.


    Oh, he had tried to convince me otherwise. He promised to never have anything to do with Cassandra ever again. Which would be easy because Cassandra was moving away. But I had already decided to spend the summer in California and realized I was truly over him. At the end of the day, his cheating on me was my perfect exit strategy.


    But with Heath … his cheating on me was a sword straight through my chest. It tore the ground from under me and left me numb.


    I tried some deep breathing exercises hoping it would calm the pain I felt swell around my heart. But it didn’t and my urge to cry was palpable. My chin quivered and I inhaled air through gritted teeth to calm the tide of heartache as it pushed and pulled throughout my chest.


    I wouldn’t cry. I was afraid that if I started, I wouldn’t stop. So I stared out the window at the beach across the road, watching the sun move lower into the horizon and the shadows grow longer across the sand, and prayed the pain would go away.


    Bridget arrived home sometime after eleven. Taking one look at me and the empty bottle of wine at my feet, she curled into the wicker chair next me and waited for me to explain what was wrong.


    I chose my words slowly. Although my mind rushed to explain everything to her so she could perhaps come up with the answer to why? Why had this happened?


    “Do you want to know what I think?” she asked finally, after I’d explained what had happened.


    “Please.”


    “I think he made a mistake. He fucked up real bad. But not because he wanted to. I think he overreacted to what he saw. And because of who he is, and how he looks, it’s far easier for him to fuck up so badly. You’ve said before, there is always some girl waiting to have her way with him. Unfortunately, this time it worked against him and it made it easier for him to make a mess of things.” She unfurled her legs from under her and leaned forward. “Heath isn’t a bad guy. I actually like him a lot more than I thought I would. I don’t think he’d ever try to hurt you deliberately.”


    “Since when did you become a Heath Dillinger fan?” I asked, surprised that she was sticking up for him.


    She smiled wistfully. “Since I saw how happy he made you.” She paused and thought for a moment, taking her time to choose her words carefully. “Watching you two together is crazy beautiful. The way you look at one another. The way he acts around you and the way you light up when he’s around. It’s obvious you’re crazy about each other.”


    “I am. I mean, I was.” I frowned. “I’m not sure anymore.”


    Her smile was closed-lipped and she looked thoughtful. “I don’t think Heath knew what hit him when you came along. He’s always been a no-strings attached kind of guy. But then you came along and turned his world upside down. Anyone can see he is insanely in love with you.”


    “Insane is right.” I frowned.


    “I think it scared the hell out of him.”


    “What are you saying?”


    She hesitated, looking for the right words. “He made a mistake, Harlow. A huge, vile, massive mistake. But maybe – “


    My eyes widened and I couldn’t hide my disbelief. “Are you saying I should forgive him?”


    “He’s human. He let a stupid chain of events get the better of him. But you,” she paused. “You can make it right again. And you should. Because what you have is too precious to throw away because of a bump in the road.”


    “I can’t believe you think I should forgive him. Seriously?”


    “I think you should think about what you have before you throw it away,” she replied calmly.


    “He already threw it away when he stuck his dick in that thing on the plane,” I protested.


    She nodded. “Granted, it was a fucked up thing to do. But you said it yourself; he thought you had gone back to Colton. So he got himself smashed to cope. And we all know why he doesn’t usually drink alcohol; because he does dumbass shit when he’s drunk.” She sighed. “I think he was out of his mind over the thought of you being back with Colton. He wasn’t interested in that girl on the plane. He was just trying to make himself feel better.”


    “And that’s his excuse?” I exclaimed feeling a little pissed at my cousin for making excuses for him.


    “Not an excuse. A reason, perhaps? Listen, I’m just being your voice of wisdom here. I don’t want you to make a mistake. What you guys have is a once in a lifetime thing.”


    I shook my head. “It was a summer fling,” I snapped like an angry child, reaching for my anger because it hurt less when I felt angry. I wasn’t in the mood to feel anything else. And I definitely didn’t want to hear about forgiveness. “Nothing but a stupid summer fling.”


    But Bridget wasn’t convinced and dismissed my comment with a little shake of her head.


    “You don’t believe that. No-one does.” She sighed and I noticed how weary she looked. It was almost one thirty and we had been talking for more than two hours.


    “So I should just forgive him for cheating on me?”


    “I’m telling you to look at what you have before you throw it all away. And ask yourself if you can move past this to salvage this incredible love you two created.” She stood up. “Give yourself a couple of days to feel like shit. Then make up your mind. But at least give yourself a bit of time to think about it before making any decisions.”


    “I hate him,” I said, even though I knew it wasn’t true. I loved him. But I hated what he had done to us.


    To me.


    Ugh! To that awful thing on the plane.


    “Believe me, if he was here, I’d smack him right between those two charming dimples, for what he did to you,” Bridget said.


    “If he was here, I’d let you.”


    We were both exhausted and called it a night. Before I turned off my light I did what I had avoided doing all night; I checked my cell phone.


    Eighteen missed calls. Sixteen from Heath. And my voice mail was full.


    There were also eleven text messages.


    Nine from Heath.


    One from Piper asking me to call her.


    And one from Jesse begging me to call Piper.


    I quickly sent Piper a message.


    


    I’m ok. Very tired. Will sleep on everything and wake up with a better perspective. I will call you tomorrow xx


    


    Within minutes she had texted back.


    


    Hope you’re ok. He’s a wreck if it makes you feel better L


    


    It didn’t.


    I turned off my phone and bedside lamp before crawling under the covers. As hard as I tried to turn off my brain I couldn’t get the mental image of Heath—my Heath—fucking that girl in a cramped airplane toilet cubicle.


    Or the smug look on her face as she stood in front of me, not so subtly letting me know she had devoured my boyfriend the day before.


    It took hours before I finally fell into a restless sleep. But it was a night of tossing and turning, and punching my pillow. My head was filled with images of Heath.


    And a girl with bright blue eyes.


    


    * * * * *


    


    I woke to the smell of pancakes and forced myself out of bed.


    My head was foggy and thumped with a mean headache. My reflection in the bathroom mirror was no better. A restless night had left my eyes puffy and swollen and no amount of makeup was going to help. So I didn’t even try. There was no point.


    I splashed water on my face and toweled it off. I didn’t even bother running a brush through my hair. Instead, I left the bathroom in search of coffee. But as I walked into the dining room I stopped cold in my tracks. Bridget was in the kitchen moving pancakes around a fry pan.


    And sitting at the dining room table was Heath.


    A creaky floorboard gave me away. Heath jumped up from the chair but stopped as if he was suddenly unsure of what to do. At least I wasn’t the only one who looked like crap. He looked like he hadn’t slept at all.


    I wrapped my arms around my waist. “What are you doing here?”


    Bridget turned off the cooker and set the pancakes aside. “I’m going for a shower. Give you guys some privacy.”


    My eyes didn’t leave Heath as she disappeared from the room.


    “You shouldn’t be here,” I said.


    “I had to see you. I need to know you’re alright.” His voice was hoarse with fatigue.


    I shook my head. “I’m not. But then, that’s to be expected.”


    I knew I looked like a train wreck. Puffy eyes. Pale skin. I didn’t want him to see me like this. He needed to go.


    “I need you to leave.”


    His jaw flinched. “We need to talk, Harlow.”


    I shook my head. “Not yet, Heath.” I closed my eyes. The idea of hearing the sordid details made me nauseous. “I’m not ready.”


    He nodded. “Okay. I understand. But when?”


    Again I shook my head. “I don’t know. I need time to process all of this.”


    “Time is good,” he said, looking hopeful. “I can give you time. Anything you need. Just please … please tell me you’re not going to give up on me.” His voice broke and he exhaled deeply. His eyes filled with tears.


    Seeing him punched a big hole in my chest. I was so in love with him.


    Was.


    Now I was numb.


    “I’m not promising you anything.”


    “I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness. But I love you so much Harlow. More than I thought I was capable of.” He exhaled deeply. “God, baby I’m going crazy …”


    “You need to leave.”


    “Please,” he begged. “I know what I did hurt you. But it’s killed me.”


    I crossed the room to the front door and opened it. “You can’t be here. Like I said, I need time.”


    His face fell, his lashes casting a soft shadow across pale skin. He nodded slowly and crossed the room to leave but paused in the doorway. Pained blue eyes held mine. Dimples flickered either side of his mouth. He hadn’t shaved and he looked rough.


    “This is the worst thing I have ever done. And it always will be. I will never do this again. I promise you.”


    I saw the agony in his eyes. And across his face. I heard it in his voice. And I believed him. But it didn’t change anything. He had still cheated on me and I didn’t know if I would ever be able to forgive him.


    My eyes fell to the floor. “Bye Heath.”


    “I’m going to prove to you Harlow that I’m sorry. I’m going to show you how much I love you.”


    I looked up. “You’ve shown me that already. When you had sex with someone else.”


    My words hurt him but he didn’t defend himself. He just nodded. And then he was gone.


    I closed the door behind me and slid to the floor. I couldn’t hold back the tide of emotion any longer. The dam wall broke and I finally began to cry.


    At lunchtime a bouquet of flowers arrived with a note that simply read: You are everything to me.


    As I lay catatonic and heartbroken on my bed I looked at the card and truly wished I could believe him.


    


    * * * * *


    


    And so it went on over the next few days. The text messages. The phone calls. The flowers.


    “You should talk to him,” Bridget said after a ridiculously huge bouquet of roses and gerberas turned up at work.


    It was my first shift back since the breakup. When the flowers arrived, I stopped the flower delivery girl from leaving, asked her to drop them at the hospital across town and slipped her a twenty for her efforts.


    “Brutal,” Leo said with raised eyebrows.


    Silently, I shot him a warning look as I tied my apron around my waist.


    Thankfully it was a busy night. Fat Tony had a band playing, a young group popular with the college crowd. By 9:30 the place was crowded and I was rushed off my feet taking orders and dishing out beers.


    I was standing at the bar waiting for Leo to pour a couple of beers when he turned up. I looked up to see him standing in front of me. He looked terrible.


    “What are you doing here?”


    “You won’t answer my texts or phone calls. I had to see you.”


    “I’m working.”


    “Can you take a break?”


    “No. Look around, Heath. This place is packed.”


    “Please, I need to talk to you, Harlow.”


    “It’s okay Harlow, you go take a break.” Fat Tony appeared next to me. His eyes were gentle and wise as he nodded his head towards the door. “We got it covered for a while.”


    When I hesitated he gestured again towards the door. Reluctantly, I removed my apron and followed Heath out to the parking lot.


    We stood in the half-light.


    “What do you want Heath?”


    “I’m sorry Harlow. I had to see you. Baby I’m so sorry—”


    “Don’t call me that,” I said interrupting him and folding my arms around my waist.


    He nodded. He looked exhausted. Like he had no more fight left in him.


    “I can’t tell you how sorry I am. I fucked up. I really fucked up. And I know there is no excuse.” He looked pale and void of all the frenetic energy that was typical of him. “But I can’t keep going like this. I can’t lose you. I’m not coping without you –“


    “That’s crazy Heath. If I was so fucking important, why did you fuck someone else?”


    In the past couple of days my heartache had turned to a cold and ferocious anger. And this angry, hurt version of me wasn’t about to beat around the bush.


    Heath shook his head and his eyes closed and opened, as if my words physically hurt him.


    But his voice was calm.


    “Since you came into my life, you have been the only thing I have been able to think about. I never thought I would fall in love like I did with you. I fell hard, Harlow. I fell so damn hard for you. You became everything to me, my every reason for breathing, every reason for living. But then when I saw you with Colton –”


    He drew in a deep breath. “I’ve never known jealousy until I met him. I hated that you had loved him. Hated that he knew you before I did. Hated that you had so much history together. It was all new to me. I didn’t know how to cope with those feelings. And then, when I saw you together, I always knew you were too good for me and then when he kissed you and I thought you were kissing him back …” He groaned and looked desperate. “I’d never felt what I felt in that moment and it drove me insane.”


    “Insane is fucking right.” I bit the inside of my mouth and tightened my arms around my waist.


    “Please Harlow … this is killing me,” he begged softly. “I saw you with Colton and I didn’t know how to cope. I thought you didn’t want me anymore—”


    “I told you that you could trust me. That you had nothing to worry about with Colton,” I snapped. “Yet when you see me with him you automatically think the worst. You’re always telling me to trust you. Yet the minute I need you to trust me, you go off and fuck some random girl in an airplane toilet cubicle.”


    “Don’t you think I know that?” His eyes were suddenly bright with emotion. “Don’t you think I hate myself for not trusting you? Don’t you think I hate myself for all of this? For hurting you. For destroying us. God Harlow, don’t you think I know how much I let down the most important person in the world to me—” His voice broke and he exhaled deeply as he looked to the sky.


    I couldn’t look at him. Because all I could see was him and that awful woman. My face felt stiff with hurt, my throat cold and tight.


    “You need to leave me alone Heath. I need time to get over this.” I shook my head at my words. “If that’s even possible.”


    “Will you ever be able to forgive me?”


    I honestly didn’t know. At that moment it didn’t seem possible. All I could see was him and her. And my imagination was a mean bitch. It tormented me with images of him and her, together. Images of her awful red mouth all over him. Kissing him. Touching him. Fucking him … her tentacles sliming all over him.


    “Probably not,” I whispered looking at the ground.


    “Please don’t say that.”


    “You’ve hurt me Heath. You. My best friend in the whole world. I never thought you’d –” I stopped, because my thoughts and words hurt me. “I need time to process this. To work out why. To work out why you gave up on us.”


    “How could you say that?” he cried. “How could you say I gave up on us? I fucked up, Harlow. But you walking away … that’s you giving up on us!” He ran a hand over his face. “When you left me you took everything. I’m so lost without you I can hardly breathe. I can’t think straight. All I can think of is how I made the most incredible woman in the world stop loving me.”


    Without warning he pulled me into his arms and I was no match for his strength. His strong arms encircled me, pinning my arms to my side. There was no point in struggling. But my body remained stiff and unresponsive. My eyes squeezed shut.


    “Please baby,” he begged, holding me tightly against his thumping chest. “Please take me back.”


    Warm tears played in the corner of my eyes. Being in his arms had once been my sanctuary. Now it only broke my heart. Why? Because I didn’t belong there anymore.


    “Tell me you still love me …” His voice broke.


    I pushed him away. Caught unaware his muscular arms released me and I stepped back from him, glaring at him through unshed tears. He looked like shit. No. He looked worse than that. He looked broken.


    “You did this to us,” I said barely controlling my quivering voice. “You broke us Heath.”


    “I know,” he replied like the wind had been knocked out of him. “But if you take me back Harlow I will spend the rest of our lives making it up to you.”


    “No.”


    His face crumpled. “Don’t do this.”


    I couldn’t take any more of this. I clinched my fists. Only a week ago I had contemplated moving my life from Georgia to California just to be with him. I had been prepared to face the wrath of my mother and the immense disappointment of my daddy. I must have been fucking insane.


    “Do what Heath? Do what?” I yelled. “You already did this to us!”


    I didn’t wait for his response. I turned and blindly ran back into the bar, not stopping until I reached the privacy of the staff bathroom where I slid down the wall and began to sob.


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    HEATH


    So this was hell. Standing there listening to my girl tell me that she could never forgive me for what I’d done to us.


    It was over. She would never be able to get over my mistake.


    If my heart hadn’t already broken into tiny pieces, it would have broken all over again.


    My chest was so tight I could barely breathe. Tears burned in my eyes as I watched her turn and run away from me. The last thing I saw was the swing of her long ponytail as she disappeared inside. I couldn’t breathe. This couldn’t be it. Dear God, this couldn’t be it.


    I climbed on my bike and tore away from the Pizza Palace. For a while I just rode. Streetlights rushed by in a blur. Before I realized it, I was out the front of Armie’s house. He had turned his garage into a studio and the light was on when I pulled up on the driveway. As I climbed off my bike the automatic door rolled up. Armie took one look at my face and nodded. He walked to the bar fridge, pulled out a beer and handed it to me. Kelsey (it was hard to keep up with if they were on or off) came over and hugged me.


    She was so sweet and kind to me, it made me feel even sorrier for myself.


    “I would ask if you’re okay, but your face pretty much tells me that you’re not,” she said. I slumped down on the black leather couch on the back wall and she joined me.


    Armie resumed the spot on the chair where he’d been sitting when I arrived. He picked up his guitar and absentmindedly strummed it.


    “You saw your girl?” He asked.


    I took a swill of beer and nodded. “She fucking hates me.”


    “That’ll pass,” Kelsey offered kindly.


    I picked at the label on the beer bottle. Fuck, now I wanted to cry like a little girl. “You think?”


    She nodded. “It’ll take time. She needs time to process it all and then work out what she needs to do next.”


    “What if that involves moving on without me?” I exhaled deeply, hating the thought.


    Armie stopped strumming. “Then maybe you need to think about moving on without her.”


    I felt Kelsey’s hand on my shoulder. “Armie’s right, you need to get out of your funk and start thinking about getting on with it.”


    It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear. But they were right. Maybe my future involved getting used to not having Harlow in my life. Maybe getting over her was the answer.


    “We’re about to head out on the road, dude. You need to get your head clear.” He started strumming again. “Get pissed. One night. Spill your guts and get it out of your system. Hell, cry on my shoulder if that’s what you need to do. But then put this all behind you and let’s hit the road without her ghost making you so miserable.”


    “Put Harlow behind me?”


    “I love Harlow. You know that. Dude, I think she’s the best thing that ever happened to you. But you need to be on your game when we get out there on road. We need you to be focused.” He smiled. “Some time away from each other is probably the best thing. Maybe when we get back, maybe the timing will be better for you both then?”


    Armie was right. I had to face the fact that Harlow was probably never going to get over what happened. Perhaps the only answer to ending my misery was to move forward. Focus on the band. The music. The upcoming tour. We would be gone for six weeks. Maybe it would be enough time for Harlow to calm down. To see that I’d made a colossal mistake. See how much I regretted it. And realize that I’d never jeopardize our relationship again.


    I sighed and put the empty beer bottle down on the table in front of me. “Got anything stronger?”


    Kelsey retrieved a half bottle of tequila from behind the makeshift bar and lined up three shot glasses in front of me.


    “You’ve got a birthday coming up soon, haven’t you?” she said.


    “Hey, its tomorrow, isn’t it?” Armie chimed in.


    I nodded. “Yep.”


    She handed us a shot glass each and the three of us clinked them. “Then Happy birthday to you, Heath.”


    “Here’s to moving forward,” Armie toasted.


    “To moving forward,” I agreed and threw back the shot.


    The tequila spread its warmth through my chest and I grimaced at the taste. Almost immediately the haze enveloped my brain and I smiled. Shots two, three, four and five quickly followed.


    Joined by Led Zeppelin, Metallica, Avenged Sevenfold and Armie’s favourite Ozzy Osbourne album, Blizzard of Oz, the mix of good music and alcohol lightened the pain in my chest.


    Two hours later and my eyes were heavy with alcohol and I was all talked out. Armie and Kelsey decided to turn in.


    Drunk, I settled into the couch and Kelsey grabbed me a blanket. I would never drink drive, so I decided to sleep off the tequila before riding home in the morning.


    When Kelsey turned out the light and closed the door behind them, I looked down at my phone. It was after midnight and my phone’s date showed August 3. It was the day I would move forward. Without Harlow. Because at the end of the day that was what we both needed me to do.


    I lay on my back and put my forearm over my eyes.


    “Happy fucking birthday to me,” I mumbled and promptly passed out.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    The rest of August passed in an empty haze. Once my anger subsided, sadness had set in and I felt as if a massive part of my life had been cut away.


    Since our confrontation outside The Palace I hadn’t seen or heard from Heath. The next day had been his birthday and it had been hard not to share it with him. I lost count of how many times I’d held my cell phone in my hand desperate to speak to him. I wanted to wish him a happy birthday. Yet at the same time, I couldn’t stand the thought of seeing him, even though I missed him. Because then I’d think about what he’d done and I’d hate him all over again. It was doing my head in and had turned me into a freakin’ psycho!


    Vengeance left town on their short tour with the Masters of Mayhem music festival. I told myself it was a good thing. It meant I wouldn’t have to worry about Heath turning up at work during my shift or running into him whenever I ventured out with Piper and Bridget.


    Not that I did much of that.


    Not that I did much of anything.


    As August became September I sank into a zombie-like depression and hated myself for it.


    Heath was gone. I had told him to go away and he had listened. Worse still, I had told him I could never love him again and he had believed me.


    Ugh! I was such a teenage brat. I needed to grow up. I needed to grow up fast.


    Heath was away on tour. Free as a bird. Probably in the arms of another woman. And where was I? Alone. Struggling with what had happened and my decision to break up with him.


    But I knew I wouldn’t be able to get over what happened in Vegas. Trying to do so would be nothing but heartache for both of us. I would be suspicious of every girl he talked to and that wasn’t me. The best I could do would be to move on. But that was proving hard to do.


    Even though I knew we could never be together again as a couple I missed him. I missed my best friend. If we could just talk, if I could just tell him how much I wanted to be his friend again …


    Thankfully, Fat Tony had given me extra shifts at The Palace, which kept me distracted. And when Piper left to join the band on the East Coast leg of the tour, I took on her shifts as well.


    But I missed her when she was gone.


    In the weeks following the breakup she had been a bottomless source of comfort. She could always make me feel better. Now she was gone too and I was feeling sorry for myself.


    The tour looked to be successful. From what I could tell from Facebook and Instagram anyway. And Piper texted me daily. Not that she ever mentioned Heath. Not once. And at first that was cool. But now that my anger was gone and I found myself missing him, I was desperate for any news about him.


    Had he moved on? Was he with other girls? Was there anyone special or had he gone back to his old ways and started to nail a new girl in each city? Was he over me?


    I was driving myself insane.


    I had no right to know what was going on in his life. I knew that. After all, I had pushed him away with some pretty cold words. But for some reason my crazy heart still ached for him.


    Sitting at the bar just before my Saturday night shift was due to start, I scrolled through the Vengeance Instagram site and my heart sank. There was Heath smiling brightly into the camera, his arm draped around the shoulders of a beautiful girl who was crushing her body against his. Jealousy spread through me like a brush fire.


    It was irrational, I know. But seeing the picture made me feel sick and deflated.


    I dropped the phone on the bar and rubbed my face wearily.


    “Uh oh, what’s happened?” Leo asked, drying a margarita glass.


    I shook my head and murmured an unconvincing, “Nothing.”


    He nodded at my phone. “You’ve got a face like a trail of cat sick. What did you stumble across?”


    “Nothing new,” I mumbled.


    “Let me guess … you were cyber stalking your ex and found him in the arms of another girl?”


    My head shot up. “How did you…?”


    He held up his phone. “I saw it on Instagram too.”


    I sighed. “Good news travels fast.”


    He walked over to me, discarding his dishrag as he leaned his elbows on the bar in front of me. “She’s just a fan, H.”


    I shrugged. “It’s not my problem anymore.”


    “You sure about that? You’ve been miserable since the breakup. Even worse since he’s been gone. Why don’t you just admit it? You’re still in love with him.”


    I chewed the inside of my lip and finally found the end of my tether.


    “Fine. I’m still in love with him.”


    Leo smiled. “So why don’t you go tell him? Put an end to this once and for all?” He straightened. “Tell him you’re still madly in love with him and want to have lots of nasty musician sex and make beautiful babies with him.” He smiled cheekily but when my eyes fell to my cell phone, he looked serious again. “He’s the lead singer in a band, H. Girls are always going to throw themselves at him. But it doesn’t mean he’s interested in any of them.”


    I knew that.


    “I know that.”


    “Then what’s the problem, Patootie? Last I saw him, that guy was so beat up about you he couldn’t walk straight. Why are you making this so difficult on both of you? Wanna know what I think?”


    “You’re going to tell me anyway.”


    He ignored my sarcasm. “I think you should go and find him. Tell him you still love him. He’s never going to risk losing you again. Which kind of makes him the safest guy in the world to date, in my opinion. He’s done it once and it’s destroyed him. He won’t do it again.”


    I hated how I felt. Torn in two. Miserable. Unsure. But it was easier to stay stuck in my misery than risk further heartache.


    “Like I said, it’s not my problem.”


    Leo gave up on me and returned to his tray of glasses, leaving me with my hearty helping of self-pity.


    I was just about to torture myself by looking at Vengeance’s Facebook page when out of nowhere a cool pair of hands came from behind and covered my eyes.


    “Guess who?” a familiar voice whispered in my ear.


    I squealed. “Piper!”


    She let go and I swung around.


    “When did you get back?”


    Before she could answer a pair of strong arms lifted me up from behind and twirled me around.


    “Armie!”


    He squeezed me into a big bear hug and then set me down, kissing me on the cheek. Behind him were Jesse, Zack and Tommy who each greeted me with hugs and winks.


    I looked past them to the doorway, holding my breath as I waited for Heath to walk in.


    But he didn’t.


    “He’s not with us,” Piper whispered in my ear. “He and his brothers have gone for a drink with some friends. He said they might drop in later.”


    Despite my disappointment I smiled brightly. “Are you guys hanging around?”


    “Sure are.” Armie smacked his hands together and rubbed them together. “It’s beer o’clock.”


    Apparently they had arrived back a few hours earlier and had gone home to shower and sleep. Friends of theirs were performing at the Palace so they would be hanging out to watch their friends play and to down a few beers.


    Hearing this brought a much needed ray of sunshine to my mood and for the first time in weeks, I felt happy. I would get to hang out with my friends for the evening.


    There was no further mention of Heath and despite knowing he was with his brothers, my imagination surged into overdrive and automatically arrived at the conclusion that the friends they were with included the girl from the picture on Instagram. I closed my eyes against my paranoia and shook my head at my own patheticness.


    Thankfully it wasn’t long before we got super busy.


    The band started playing—an acoustic band—and they were good. They had quite a big following so a decent sized crowd showed up to watch them play which kept us busy. Leo and Tony were flat out in the kitchen, making up pizzas and garlic bread, while Coralee, Bridget and I were rushed off our feet delivering beers, drinks and pizza orders to the tables.


    But it didn’t matter how busy we got; all night my eyes kept straying in the direction of the doorway for any sign of Heath. Or if I grabbed an order from the kitchen, when I walked back out I would automatically scan the room for him.


    But he never showed and the end of my shift I was exhausted.


    Of course, the guys were the last to leave. They hung around until closing and even then it took Fat Tony throwing them out for them to leave.


    “We’re going to the Sugar Shack, want to come?” Piper asked.


    “I’m beat. I think I’ll just head home.” It was exhausting being a paranoid loser. “But we can catch up tomorrow, yeah?”


    “You should go, H.” Leo interrupted. “You need some time out.”


    “Oh yeah?” Piper looked at me suspiciously. “What’s up?”


    I shot Leo a warning look. Which of course, he ignored.


    “Our H girl has been burning the candle at both ends. I think she needs to be reminded of how to have some fun.” Leo said.


    “Is that true?” Piper looped her arm through mine. “Come on. Come out for one drink. I haven’t seen you in weeks.”


    Seeing her face, and not looking forward to spending the rest of my night alone with my imagination and paranoia, I nodded. “Sure. One drink. Why not.”


    Fortunately, I had a change of clothes in the staff bathroom and quickly slipped into a pair of jeans and a cropped white t-shirt. We had to catch a couple of cabs to the Sugar Shack and by the time we arrived, it was almost midnight.


    In the cab I was dying to ask Piper about Heath, but wanted to wait until we were alone. I didn’t want the guys to think I was still hung up on him. No one mentioned him. Or our breakup. And I felt more at ease to think they were none the wiser.


    The Sugar Shack was a club in town. It was busy with the Saturday night crowd and when we entered an acoustic Nirvana song was playing. We were lucky to find a table towards the far side of the club.


    “Drink?” Jesse asked Piper and me and then disappeared into the crowd.


    “So, did you miss me?” Armie asked, sliding up next to me and flashing me his cheeky grin. He was wearing his glasses, which made him look like Science Geek meets Hell Boy.


    I put my arm around him. “I always miss you when you’re not around, Armie.”


    “Of course you do. I always said you were a very … very smart girl.” He was slurring a little bit. But he was so endearing. I adored him. He just loved to have a good time. Knowing he and the rest of the band were back in town helped fill the big fat hole in my chest. It helped. But did not completely fill it.


    He rested his head on my shoulder.


    Jesse returned with the drinks, but he came back to the table with an odd look on his face. I noticed it pass between Piper and him and straight away felt unsettled. I didn’t say anything. But I knew what it was about. It was Heath. And he was here.


    “Shots!” Zack announced arriving at the table with a tray of shot glasses. Seeing another silent conversation pass between Piper and Jesse, I decided to go and see for myself. Armie handed me a shot and I threw it back for good luck before heading into the crowd.


    It didn’t take me long to find him.


    He was at the bar.


    And he was with a girl.


    Of course she was barely dressed and she was all over him. Granted, he wasn’t touching her. They were talking and he was smiling and God, those dimples. I had to suck in a deep breath. Seeing him, finally after six weeks, it made me weak. But seeing him with her summoned the return of my anger.


    As if sensing my presence, he scanned the room until his eyes zeroed in on mine and for one crazy moment we were locked together in our little world, just staring at one another.


    Until the video vamp next to him broke the spell and intimately turned his chin, compelling him to look at her.


    I closed my eyes as the heartbreak crashed over me.


    I didn’t need to put myself through any more of this. I fled the club and stormed outside. But Heath was right on my heels and as I reached the street he spun me around.


    “It’s not what you think.”


    “It never is,” I cried as six weeks of pent up emotion bubbled to the surface and erupted out of my mouth. I yanked my arm free.


    “I can’t win with you. No matter what I do, you’re always going to hate me for what happened in Vegas,” he cried.


    “That’s not true!”


    We had gone from zero to yelling at each other in mere seconds.


    “Then what was that? Jesus Christ Harlow, I wasn’t doing anything but talk to a girl at the bar. Why do you care anyway? You don’t want me anymore.”


    His words hit me like a giant slap to the face. I wrapped my arms around my chest and looked away, trying to stop the tears in my eyes from falling, afraid my emotions would betray me and he would see my heartache all over my face.


    But it was too late.


    When I looked up, I saw the confusion settle across his face.


    “Is that why you’re upset with me?” he asked with disbelief.


    I looked away, my heart thundering against my chest.


    “Harlow—” I could hear the hope in his voice.


    He covered the steps between us and grabbed me by the arms. His forehead fell to mine and his breath was warm and sweet against my cheek. I closed my eyes and inhaled the familiar scent of him, breathing in the comfort of him. My heart ached as every pore craved to be with him.


    Being that close to him weakened me. There was so much to say. To do. But I wanted nothing more than to feel those strong arms embrace me, and hold me tight once again against the warmth of his body.


    Every reason I had used to convince myself to stay away from him was quickly becoming no reason at all.


    “Are you telling me there is hope?” he asked with quiet desperation. “Please baby, tell me you want me back and I’m yours.” His hands found my face. “Tell me you’re mine or –” He frowned with pain. “I can’t keep doing this. It’s killing me. Every time I see you I die a little more inside. Tell me you love me or set me free.”


    There was almost no space between our lips. Only one small raise of my chin and our mouths would meet in a kiss I was desperate to feel. His breath was a soft whisper against my lips and before I could stop myself I tilted my head back further so we were almost touching.


    The door to the Sugar Shack opened and broke the spell.


    “Heath…?”


    I turned to see the girl from the bar standing in the doorway wearing little more than a pissed off look on her face.


    Suddenly those reasons to stay away from Heath had reappeared as large as life.


    In that moment she encompassed everything I was afraid of. She represented every girl, every groupie, every barely clothed she-devil that would come between us in the future.


    I couldn’t do it. The pain was still too raw. I looked at the girl leaning against the doorway like a Wild West saloon whore and took a step back. It was too soon.


    “No—” Heath whispered desperately.


    How many more of these girls would I have to endure if I went back to him?


    Heath knew what I was thinking and what was coming because he started to shake his head.


    “Baby, don’t—” he pleaded.


    My voice broke as it caught the lump in my throat. “Consider yourself set free.”


    He took a step back as if I’d punched him. The agony on his face quickly turned to despair.


    “Again?” he said disbelievingly. “You’re rejecting me again?”


    I wanted to yell “no” but I had to protect my heart from being broken again.


    He inhaled deeply and his nostrils flared as he slowly dragged his teeth across his bottom lip.


    I could see the hurt and anger collide within him. He couldn’t have looked more hurt if I’d hit him with a sledgehammer.


    He stepped forward, his eyes bright with anger.


    “You’re setting me free?” He could barely contain himself. “Just like that? Knowing how I feel about you? Knowing how much I love you? Knowing how much this hurts me?” His eyes hastily searched my face as his anger rose. He stepped closer. He was furious and when he spoke his voice was dangerously low. “Fine. You don’t want me anymore? You want to set me free … fine! I’m free.” He banged his chest. “I’m done. Do you hear me? I’m done. You won’t have to worry about me fucking up your life anymore.”


    I saw saloon-slut smirk in the doorway and my anger got the better of me.


    “We were done the moment you stuck your dick in someone else!” I yelled at him before turning my back on him and storming away.


    I cried all the way home, then climbed into the shower and cried some more. I cried because we were done and because he had broken us. I cried because we had yelled at each other again and then severed our ties. I cried because we were so fucking dysfunctional despite how amazing it felt being with him.


    But mostly I cried because I missed him and I loved him so fucking much it physically hurt. I didn’t want it to be over. I wanted it to be how it was before he ripped my heart out and stomped all over it.


    But you can’t undo the already done.


    And you can’t unsay the already said.


    A mental image of him fucking his anger out of him with the girl from the bar sent another wave of heartache through me. I didn’t want other girls putting their hands on him. He belonged with me.


    No.


    Not anymore. We had just made absolutely certain of that! My inability to forgive him had just poured gasoline all over our love and set fire to it.


    Feeling miserable, I didn’t even bother removing the towel from my hair before climbing into bed and hiding under the covers.


    When Bridget arrived home and cracked open my bedroom door I pretended to be asleep.


    But sleep was the furtherest thing from my mind.


    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    HEATH


    It had been another great gig. The crowd was smaller than those we had been playing to lately, but they were hard-core fans and their excitement had electrically charged the air. We could do no wrong and for the first time in weeks I’d felt happy and alive again. The music. The fans. Performing with my brothers on stage, it’d all come together to form an awesome show. We were at a small licensed venue on the outskirts of town. And damn it felt good to be home.


    After the show, none of us were keen to leave. We stayed behind for a drink with friends and fans, some we knew, some we didn’t. I was designated driver. I wasn’t going to touch another drop of alcohol until I sorted things out with Harlow.


    Not that I was making any progress.


    Since our confrontation at the Sugar Shack I hadn’t heard from her or made any attempt to see her. I was waiting until her anger had subsided. I thought she might have calmed down a little bit while we were away touring with the Masters of Mayhem music festival, maybe even missed me a little. But that was just proof of what an asshole I was. Time wasn’t going to soften her anger. What I had done to her wasn’t going to be repaired by a few weeks apart.


    Sometimes, as the days passed by me, I wondered if anything could repair what I had done. I was losing hope. I had fucked up the one chance I had with the most amazing girl in the world and I was at a loss as to what to do next.


    There had been plenty of opportunities to move forward. Blondes. Brunettes. Redheads. At every gig. At every meet and greet. Hell, even the thirty-something receptionist at the bus charter company offered me her cell number on a post-it note attached to our charter agreement.


    Then, in Virginia, when I’d returned to the edge-of-town motel we were staying at, I’d flung open the door to see a girl waiting naked for me in my bed. How the hell she’d known it was my room was beyond me. I was learning that some of these girls would do crazy shit given the opportunity and side stepping them was getting exhausting.


    But I wasn’t interested in moving forward. I had tried and I couldn’t. I was in love with the only girl I could ever imagine sharing my life with. And I wasn’t prepared to risk that for anyone else.


    Granted, the only one girl I was interested in actually hated me.


    But there would be no one else.


    While in Seattle during the festival tour, Armie had insisted we visit Renton and the childhood home of his idol, Jimi Hendrix, only to find it had been torn down. “Fuckers,” Armie had yelled disillusioned that the sacred site had been razed. “Let’s go get a drink as a salute to Jimi.”


    So he and I had gone into town and found a bar where Armie had toasted Jimi for both of us with several bourbons. As we walked back to our car we passed a jewelry store down a little side street. It was a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it type place with a small display window out the front and a small, skinny front door with peeling paint and a rusty door knob. But something drew me to the window and there, right there, in the middle of all the other items was the ring. The one I would one day slip onto Harlow’s finger when I made her my girl, permanently.


    If she ever stopped hating me.


    “Dude, seriously? She thinks you’re an asshole.”


    I loved Armie for his brutal honesty.


    “I know, and she’d never say yes to me in a million years,” I said, staring at the stunning diamond and platinum piece. But it was too beautiful not to have. And I knew I would search for a hundred years and never find a ring more perfect for Harlow. It was just like her; one in a million.


    “Well she won’t ever say yes if you never ask her,” Armie said looking at the window display through thick-rimmed glasses. He was a vision of dark spiky hair and black clothing against the stark white timber of the jewelry store. He tapped at the window as if there was a puppy on the other side. “Some things are too precious to walk away from.”


    I didn’t know if he was referring to the ring or if his observations included Harlow. I never asked him, but I had the feeling he was telling me to go for it.


    The ring cost me almost more than I would make on the tour, but just having it made me feel closer to the girl I was crazy about. I couldn’t explain it. I just had to have it. For her. Even when hope for us was fading.


    Now we were back in town and I still hadn’t seen or heard from her and the ring was tucked safely in my sock drawer.


    I wasn’t going to push my luck and force her to see me. I wasn’t in a position to piss her off any more. So the plan was to let time slip by and let the Universe take over. If I kept my faith in us, then somehow we would work this out.


    “So have you thought about how you’re going to ask her?” Armie had whispered to me before we went on stage.


    “I have to work out how I am going to get her to talk to me first. Let alone marry me,” I replied.


    The show was over, it was just after one in the morning and I yawned. It had been a good night but I was feeling the onset of fatigue.


    While on tour, we had landed a recording contract with a major label. Things were finally starting to happen for Vengeance and there was a potent enthusiasm within the band. Armie had written a lot of material on the road and we were keen to get into the studio and start creating our second album.


    We had booked a studio for the next morning, which was only hours away, to work on recording the album and I wanted to start with a clear head.


    My car keys jingled in my hands. “I’m ready to call it a night. Who wants a ride home?”


    Jesse, Piper and Armie decided to come with me. Tommy had already left with his new girlfriend Saskia, and Zack was heading home with a girl called Jane, who was his every-now-and-again girl.


    Armie was a little drunk but talked excitedly about starting in the studio. We were on the verge of something exciting happening to the band. This was our shot at the big time and we were all ready.


    The car park was almost deserted as we left the bar. The night had wrapped up and the people were gone. The lack of heat in the air was a solemn reminder that summer was almost over.


    As we headed towards the Challenger along the side of the road, Armie started to goof around. Jesse and Piper walked ahead of us, their arms around one another as Jesse smoked. Seeing them together and so into each other opened the hole in my chest. It was times like these, when the day was winding down and it was time to turn in, when I missed my girl the most. I let myself think for a moment of how much I wished I was going home to her arms, and how badly I wanted to curl myself around her warm body as I fell asleep. Then I forced the thought away. Because I ached too much when I thought shit like that.


    “Dude, check this …” Armie was attempting a handstand with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. But he was a little too intoxicated and fell flat on his face. I burst out laughing. You could always rely on Armie for some comic relief.


    Jesse and Piper paused and turned to watch him.


    “You’re such a gymnast,” Jesse joked.


    Armie picked himself up and attempted another handstand only to fail once again. He paused on the road to pick up his cigarette.


    “Let’s go Mary Lou Retton,” I said.


    The light appeared from nowhere. One moment it was dark and the road was deserted, the next moment the bright light hit us. I heard the roar of the engine, the sudden screech of brakes and then the brilliant brightness of car headlights as they descended upon us.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    It took me a moment to realize my phone was ringing. I fumbled in the dark and answered it.


    Straight away I heard sobbing. “Harlow. It’s Piper.”


    “Piper? Why are you crying?”


    “You have to come down to the hospital.”


    Fear tingled up my spine. I quickly sat up and turned on the bedside lamp.


    “What’s happened? Are you hurt?”


    There was more sobbing and anxiety prickled across my body.


    Please God, let Heath be okay.


    “He’s dead Harlow …” Piper’s voice broke.


    I sucked in a deep breath and held it.


    Not Heath. Please don’t let it be Heath.


    “There was a car. We were walking –” Piper broke off sobbing and I clutched the phone. I felt sick.


    “Who died Piper? Who?” The sharpness in my voice surprised me and I realized I was speaking through gritted teeth. My heart stuttered and missed a beat.


    She sobbed and sniffed. “Armie’s dead, Harlow. Armie’s goddamn dead.”


    Within twenty minutes I was running through the doors of the emergency department. Tears streaked down my face. They’d started in the car and I’d be damned if I could get them to stop.


    I found Jesse in the waiting room with his head in his hands as Piper comforted him. She looked up when I walked in, her eyes red from crying. She jumped up and hugged me with a sob. I bit back more tears as she broke from our embrace and looked up at me, her face tear stained, her nose swollen from wiping it.


    “What happened?” I asked quietly.


    “The guys had just finished a show. We stayed back for a few drinks.” She sniffed, wiping her eyes with her fingers. “Heath offered me, Jesse and Armie a lift because he wasn’t drinking so he could drive. We were walking to the car when Armie was goofing around on to the road. He was drunk.” She started to cry again. “It happened so quickly. One minute we were goofing around and the next—” She broke off in a sob and Jesse took her in his arms.


    He looked at me, his face drawn. “A car came around the corner. They were speeding but Armie was in the middle of the road. He didn’t have a chance.”


    “Where are the others? Are they okay?” I asked Jesse.


    “Zack and Tommy are outside, having a smoke. Heath is down the corridor.” He nodded towards a corridor leading away from the waiting room. “He’s not doing too good.”


    I headed down the brightly lit corridor bracing myself for Heath’s condition. I found him leaning against the wall, his forehead buried in his arm. He looked up when I said his name. His beautiful eyes were wet with tears. His face crumpled when he saw me and he pulled me to him, burying his face in my shoulder and grasping me close.


    “We’re going to get through this,” I said quietly. He pulled back and exhaled deeply, fighting off another wave of emotion. He opened his mouth to speak but closed it, turning his eyes to the ceiling. His dimples flickered as he fought with the emotional pain.


    “I just—” He ran his hand through his hair. “I can’t believe he is gone.”


    “Do his parents know?”


    His eyes found mine as tears spilt down his cheeks. “I had to fucking phone them. Jesus Christ, I had to tell them. The police were going to, but I didn’t want some stranger turning up on their doorstep.” He wiped his cheek. “They’re flying in tomorrow.”


    I pulled him into my arms again and felt him relax into me.


    “We need to get you home. There’s nothing more you can do for Armie here at the hospital,” I said gently. “You, the rest of the guys, Piper, we’ll go back to your place and we’ll face this together, okay?”


    He pulled back from me, bewildered, and his blue eyes were bright with tears. “I don’t know if I can do this.” he whispered.


    I held him by the chin so I could look him square in the eye. “You can and you will. But we will do it together, okay?”


    We headed back to Heath’s house. Shock and grief set in on everyone. Hardly anyone spoke. We stopped and picked up a couple of bottles of bourbon and sat in the lounge room and talked. There were tears. The pain was raw. It seemed so unreal.


    When the sun came up I pulled the blinds so it was dark and slowly fatigue took over and sleep finally found everyone.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    When everyone fell asleep, to my surprise Harlow took me by the hand and led me to my bedroom. Without words we slipped out of our clothes, down to our underwear, and climbed into bed. She immediately wrapped her arms around me and held me against her. Her warmth and the soft beat of her heart was an elixir to my torment. It helped me to fight off another wave of tears.


    Being there like that, in her arms and feeling the soft caress of her warm breath against my cheek, calmed me so I felt like I could catch my breath. And God knew, I needed to catch my breath.


    As we lay there in the stillness of the dark morning, gentle fingers traced delicate lines across my skin, lulling my exhausted mind so I finally slipped into a restless sleep.


    It happened so fast. The headlights appeared out of nowhere. Having retrieved his cigarette, Armie stood up and was suddenly silhouetted against the car headlights. Brakes squealed. Armie looked bewildered and turned towards the light as if in slow motion. Suddenly, he was propelled into the air.


    “Nooooooo!” I screamed.


    The impact sent him flying several meters. He hit the road with a sickening thud and slid across the asphalt. The car screeched to a halt, filling the air with burnt rubber.


    I ran to Armie who was bloodied and broken on the side of the road. He was barely conscious. I dropped to my knees. There was so much blood. His eyes found mine and he reached out with a bloodied hand. I grabbed it and held it tight.


    Everything was slow. Like it was happening a few seconds slower than real life; like the audio had been turned down on a playback. I was barely aware of Jesse and Piper next to me. I heard Piper’s voice and it vaguely registered that she was on the phone to paramedics, pleading with them to hurry.


    Armie gave my hand a gentle shake. His dazed eyes were on me and they looked afraid. I could only imagine the pain he was in. He was lying in an awkward position but I didn’t dare move him. God knew what sort of damage had occurred internally. His legs were bent in awkward positions and I could see they were both badly broken.


    “It’s going to be okay Armie, help’s on its way, just hang on buddy.”


    But it wasn’t going to be okay and Armie knew it. He gripped his hand around mine and swallowed hard.


    “Oh damn …” he murmured.


    And then he was gone.


    Just like that.


    Armie took his final breath and died.


    I bolted upright in bed, ripped from my sleep by grief and panic, and those vivid images of Armie’s last moments.


    Harlow sat up next to me but didn’t say anything. Her hand was warm on my back as she gently rubbed it. She didn’t tell me it was going to be okay because it wasn’t going to be, and she knew it. Armie was dead. And nothing could change that. Life had dealt us a cruel blow and no matter how much we wanted to turn back time and change it, life would push forward in this direction and Armie would be gone forever.


    My head fell to my hands. I knew I had to accept it.


    I just didn’t know how I was going to.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    It was mid-afternoon and cloudy when we got up. I made coffee and sandwiches but no one was really hungry. The mood in the house was forlorn and every now and then someone would crack and start to cry or try desperately to fight off a wave of grief. Ringing cell phones was a constant. Tommy and Zack bought another bottle of bourbon and set about polishing it off, while Heath and Jesse decided it was best to stay sober. They left around five pm to meet Armie’s parents at the hospital.


    “Will you be here when I get back?” Heath asked sadly.


    I nodded. There was no work tonight. I had spoken to Fat Tony and he was closing The Palace for the evening out of respect for Armie. He was devastated. He’d had a lot of time for the lovable guitarist and was choked up on the phone when he heard the news. It was the first time The Palace had closed on a Saturday night in more than thirty years. He was buying a bottle of Cinzano, he explained, and getting hammered out of respect for Armie.


    “If you need me to be here, then I’ll be here,” I told Heath and he wrapped his arms around me. His warmth was comforting and his body was a reassuring wall of strength. He held me tightly so my face was pressed firm against his strong chest. I could hear the hammering of his heart and I didn’t want to let him go. But with a kiss to the top of my head, he released me.


    He wore a t-shirt over a long sleeved shirt, with his favorite Dodgers cap turned backwards and a pair of dark aviators. He looked so big and strong but I knew what was happening behind those dark glasses. He was barely holding it together. From the top of the steps I watched him leave and as soon as he was gone, I was desperate for him to come back.


    Piper left not long after. Pale and exhausted, she just wanted to sleep in her own bed. She had known Armie since they were in grade school and was heartbroken. She hugged me and kissed me, her chin shaky as she disappeared out the front door.


    Left alone and feeling empty¸ I ran a bath and sank into the warm water. The Dillinger house was unusually deserted. Leigh was out of town and wasn’t due back for another week. Likewise, Nikki was also out of town with girlfriends but after hearing about Armie had said she would be home the following day. I tilted my head back onto the tiled wall and closed my eyes, trying to make sense of everything. But my brain wasn’t ready to slow down and threw out so much information it made me dizzy. Tears streamed down my cheeks.


    In three days I was due to fly home. But I couldn’t. Not now. I would move my flight forward to after Armie’s funeral. And I would stay and support Heath. He was still my best friend and I couldn’t leave him to face this on his own.


    The sun had set by the time I climbed out of the tub and wrapped myself in a towel. I intended to wait for Heath, to be ready to offer him the support he needed when he came home, but after changing into a cami, sleep crept up on me and I fell into a deep well of dreams.


    When I woke up the room was a pool of shadows and lamplight. Heath sat on the end of the bed, his head in his hands. Pink Floyd’s ‘The Wall’ played softly from the iPod dock. Good Bye Cruel World.


    I crawled across the bed to put my arms around him.


    “Are you okay?” I asked, my voice raspy from sleep.


    He shook his head and his chin quivered. He wouldn’t look at me. His brows were pulled in and his mind seemed so far away. He still had his car keys in his hands.


    “How are Armie’s parents?”


    It took him a moment to answer. “Devastated,” he choked, and when he raised his eyes to look at me I could see the pain in his eyes. His face was a thin mask of control and it was about to break.


    “It’s okay now. You don’t have to be brave anymore Heath. It’s just me here. You can let it out,” I said softly.


    His tears fell quickly down his face and I pulled him to me. Today, when visiting with Armie’s parents, he would have been the strong one. Stoic. In control. A source of comfort. It was in his nature to lead and make sure the situation was well taken care of. But it would have drained him. It would have taken every ounce of his emotional strength to not fall apart.


    Now he could.


    He fell back onto the bed and pulled his forearms over his eyes. I went to the kitchen to get us a glass of wine and when I came back he was still on his back.


    When he sat up again, he looked exhausted.


    In the subdued light he looked young, boyish, more vulnerable than I could have ever imagined. Placing the glasses of wine on the bedside table, I knelt before him. I didn’t have any words. Words were pointless. But he looked so terribly sad and so devoid of hope that I had to give him a small ray of sunlight to hold onto in the darkness.


    I tilted his chin so he had to look at me. The depth of the despair in the blue shadows wedged in my heart.


    We held our gaze long enough for him to understand what I was about to do. His brow drew in and then smoothed again and I felt him relax a little.


    The haunting strings of Hey You floated down from the speakers and filled the room as I leaned in and found his mouth with my lips.


    He hesitated. And for a moment I thought he might pull away. But as my tongue slid over the delicate skin of his mouth, he groaned and his lips parted to let me in. Unsure at first, his tongue found mine and tangled in a gentle, familiar rhythm. Golden light filled my head, drugging my mind, as the sensations in my body collided with the melancholy magic of the music.


    Heath pulled away and exhaled deeply.


    “My head is so fucked up, Harlow,” he whispered.


    I nodded. This would only make things better. Even if it was only for one night. It would be one night less of pain and grief.


    With no words and without breaking eye contact, I rocked back on my heels and lifted my cami above my head. I was naked underneath, no bra, no thong, nothing but skin. Heath’s breath caught between his teeth, but he didn’t move. He waited, his eyes glazed over as they took in the image of me. All of me.


    I walked on my knees until I was between his parted thighs and without words placed my hand on the base of his neck and pulled him into a kiss.


    At first he hesitated. But with a sudden hiss of air he pulled me to my feet, his hands either side of my face as he kissed me, walking me backwards until my back was against the wall.


    “Are you sure?” His eyes searched my face.


    I nodded but he paused again and his beautiful eyes searched deep into mine.


    “Harlow—”


    “I want this,” I whispered. “Let’s just forget everything. For one night.”


    He gave in then and his mouth fell to mine and his tongue filled my mouth. His kiss was desperate, a mix of grief and desire. We barely parted to shed his clothes. Then he lifted me into his strong arms and I wrapped my legs around him as he carried me to his bed.


    When he sat down on the edge of his bed, I straddled him. My fingers curled around his jaw as I drew up on my knees and then very slowly slid down the length of him.


    His eyes held mine but then closed with pleasure. His lips found my throat, his tongue sliding down the smooth plane of skin to the crook of my neck as he filled me. My head fell back. His touch was magical. Beneath me his body was hard and welcoming. He held me to him. His big hands pressed into my back and shoulders as I rode him. I felt high. Drugged by the intensity of the moment. Grateful for this moment where grief no longer existed. Only pleasure.


    It felt amazing. Incredible.


    Beautiful.


    “Heath.” I said his name, even though I didn’t know why. Maybe because in that moment, all I knew was him and the brilliance of his body sliding into mine. And not far off on the horizon ecstasy was on its way. It wouldn’t take much to reach it. I was almost there. I sighed and Heath ducked his head to bury his mouth against my neck. We moved slowly then. Skin against skin. Limb against limb. His hands tangled in my hair. His soft lips warm against my neck. My body moving deeper onto him with every rise and fall of my hips.


    There was nothing else.


    Nothing. Else.


    But him.


    Us.


    “You are so beautiful,” he moaned, his fingers sweeping along the length of my arm to tangle with my fingers. His lips sought out my mouth and I curled my arms around his neck to pull him closer to me.


    It took me then. Completely. The feeling. The euphoria. Like a bright white light. I tilted my head back and gave myself to it completely. Another thrust. Another glide of his tongue against my throat. And we came undone together.


    “Harlow,” he breathed desperately.


    He closed his eyes and together we left that room. Gone. A moment in time away from the pain of our reality.


    Afterwards we lay in silence. Naked. Entwined. Together. My love for him was abundant and I felt fiercely protective of him.


    He looked at me, his beautiful face softened by shadow. We were face to face, our noses almost touching, our lips only a breath away. His tender fingers found the curve of my shoulder and gently traced lines and circles like a whisper across my skin.


    “Please stay,” he pleaded softly, his eyes gentle. “Until we’ve buried, Armie. Please just stay.”


    I nodded. “I will.”


    He searched my face and I could see the sadness etched deep in the blue of his beautiful eyes.


    “I don’t want to do this by myself,” he whispered.


    “You won’t have to. I changed my flight, Heath. I’m staying an extra week.”


    He pulled me against his broad, naked chest and his warmth was infinite. Only an extra week. Nothing more. Nothing less.


    And no holding back.


    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    HEATH


    There was nothing right with the world. That was my first thought when I woke up. But then I saw Harlow curled up beside me and the surge of grief receded briefly, until I remembered that she would be leaving soon too.


    For a moment I let myself watch her sleep. For three days she hadn’t left my side and I had fallen deeper in love with her for it.


    At first I’d been hesitant. Having her around but knowing she would leave was almost unbearable, but it was so much better than the alternative of not having her in my life at all.


    She was my perfect fit. And I knew I would have to work out how to go on without her. But not until I’d dealt with Armie’s death and his funeral.


    Which was today.


    I climbed out of bed and took my time as I showered. Today was going to be one of the hardest days of my life. Today I would bury one of my best friends and the thought punched a massive hole in my heart.


    Under the warm spray I let myself remember back to when we were kids, back to when life was simple. When life was about getting out of chores to ride your bike down to the Pier and meet up with your friends. When the afternoon was heavy with the smoky aroma of dinner being cooked on the backyard barbeque. When your friends came around and you snuck beers from your dad’s cooler and drank them on the sandy beach as the sun went down. When your dream of being in a band was just that … a dream.


    What I’d give to go back …


    In my memories it was always summer time and the days were bright with sunshine and the salty tang of a warm sea breeze. They were carefree days, when adulthood was something we chased and wanted just so we could stay out after dark, drink beer and get laid. Because back then, when we were kids, being an adult seemed like one big party.


    In my memories, it would always be the five of us.


    In my memories, Armie would always be smiling.


    Armie and me … we had wandered these streets as kids, looking for ways to occupy our young minds. Then our two had become three with Jesse, then four and five with Tommy and Zack. By the age of twelve, we were already a band.


    Now our five was to become four when we buried our friend.


    I let go of the wall that contained my grief and let the tears fall. I rubbed my hands to my eyes and let my face crumple.


    Yeah. What I’d give to go back …


    I drew in a deep breath and moaned. The tears needed to stop. I had to get it together. Pull my shit together and get through today.


    I had no idea what lay beyond today. None whatsoever.


    I just had to get through this.


    Just. Get. Through. This.


    


    * * * * *


    


    It was a bright Fall day. The blue sky was a clear arc above us, the sun warm on our backs. As we stared at Armie’s coffin waiting to descent into his final resting place, the preacher spoke about great men and the footprints they left behind.


    To control my tears and the urge to sob, I focused on the purple stole the preacher wore around his neck. I missed Armie. I missed him so bad. And to think I would never see him again. No! I sucked in a deep breath. I wouldn’t fall apart now.


    Jesse stood to my left and Harlow to my right. Her fingers curled around mine. I could feel her stoicism radiating off her rigid body as she stood so straight and so strong beside me.


    As they lowered Armie’s coffin into the ground, my heart finally broke and I faltered. Kelsey’s sobs were my undoing. I put my hands to my face and let my tears fall freely.


    Why hadn’t I told Armie to get off the road?


    Why did I have to leave right at that moment? A few minutes later and Armie would still be alive.


    I ached to go back in time and change the course of events.


    Harlow looked up at me and squeezed my hand. Her eyes were full of tears.


    “You can do this,” she whispered and despite the pain ricocheting across my chest, I knew she was right. I could do this. I would get through this.


    I didn’t have any other choice.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    I wouldn’t have blamed him if he’d wanted to drink himself into oblivion. Hell, I wanted to.


    But he didn’t touch a drop. Even as his friends, including Jesse, sank into the amber depths of their bourbon bottles, Heath didn’t touch a single drop of alcohol.


    “I do stupid shit when I drink,” he reminded me regretfully.


    Armie’s parents held the wake at his grandparents’ home in Bellflower. The old timber and stone home brimmed to overflowing with close friends of Armie and the band. Heath spent a lot of time with Armie’s family, talking about old times and the crazy things Armie would do. He would laugh that infectious laugh of his, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. Outwardly he was broad and strong, while inwardly he was breaking apart.


    Much later, when the sun began to set, he found me on the porch. His face was sad.


    “I need to be away from it all,” he whispered.


    We left at dusk and without a word I returned to his house with him.


    He stood in the half light of his room, his shoulders hunched, his big hands covering his face. He looked so handsome in his suit pants and black tailored shirt. The skull ring on his left hand was bright in the dull light.


    “Should I go?” I asked. “Do you want to be alone?”


    He looked at me, heartbroken. Pain etched his face and he shook his head. “No. Please don’t go.”


    I ran him a bath and together we sank into it. Candlelight shone on the porcelain tiles. I sat behind him amongst the bubbles and he leaned back into me, his head falling against my shoulder.


    “I don’t know where to go from here.”


    “Forward.” I said.


    “I know. I just don’t know how we’re going to do it.”


    I gently caressed his bare shoulder. It was slippery with water and bubbles.


    “Just put one foot in front of the other. Day by day.”


    He was quiet for a moment. Then his head relaxed against my chest and he ran his fingers down his face.


    “I feel I’ve lost my right hand and I don’t know how the band with survive without him. I was talking to the guys today, and we don’t know if we should keep going or not.”


    I thought for a moment as my fingers swept up and down the length of his muscular arms.


    “Bands have kept going after the death of a band member. Metallica. ACDC. Avenged Sevenfold. Ozzy went on after Randy died.”


    “But some don’t. Look at Zeppelin.”


    I wrapped my arms around the broad expanse of his chest and held him tight. “I’m not sure, but I suspect they didn’t make any major decisions on the night of their friend’s funeral.”


    I felt him close his eyes and for the first time in days, felt him relax.


    “You’re right. It’s too soon.” His strong fingers curled around my wrists and he sighed.


    “Where do you think we go? When we die?” He asked.


    “I don’t know. I like the idea of reincarnation, so we all get another chance. But at the same time, I like to think that our loved ones are waiting for us when it’s time to go.”


    He drew in a deep breath to control his emotion, but his voice broke as he asked, “Where do you think Armie is?”


    I felt him tremble against me and I held him just a little bit tighter.


    “With Hendrix, Randy and Dimebag somewhere.” I whispered, my lips brushing against his ear.


    Later, we towelled off and slipped into bed. Without a word he pulled me into his arms and held me against his warm body. His big hands cupped my jaw as he kissed me.


    “Please,” he whispered into the darkness, “just for tonight … one last night … please just make it right.”


    He rolled me onto my back and was between my thighs in a breath. Without hesitating he pushed into me, and a sigh escaped him as he pressed his hips to mine.


    He took it slow, his hands whispering along the length of my body, his lips moving rhythmically across mine as he kissed me so deeply I could feel it through to my very core.


    Shadows danced on the ceiling and the bedroom wall next to us as we moved in perfect symphony. There was no need for words. We were just two bodies moving together in the darkness. Desperate for pain relief. Chasing some kind of brief respite through our physical pleasure. We sighed, our breaths deep and lazy.


    Sometime during the early hours he fell into a deep and peaceful sleep. His beautiful long lashes fanned his cheeks and his body relaxed into the bed. But he didn’t move from my arms. If I tried to disentangle myself from him he would only pull me closer.


    Somewhere in those dark hours it all became clear. Looking down upon his beautiful face all the reasons to stay away from him became so utterly unimportant.


    The only thing that mattered was how he felt about me. And he loved me. I knew that. It was there in every look, every word, every touch … and I had turned my back on him for fucking it up when, really, it was forgivable. He hadn’t set out to hurt me. It had been one big clusterfuck and it was time to move on from it.


    I wasn’t prepared to live without him a moment longer. He was mine. And I was all his. I always had been. From the moment he leapt off that stage and asked me my name.


    I loved him.


    Completely.


    And I forgave him.


    Completely.


    I. Was. His.


    For the first time in days he had relaxed into a deep, restful sleep. His body was warm, pressed against me, and the heaviness of his muscular bulk was comforting.


    I wondered if I should wake him up and tell him that I thought we should be together; if it wasn’t too late. If I hadn’t pushed him too far away.


    But he looked so exhausted, even in his slumber. He needed to sleep. To rest his tortured mind.


    I would tell him tomorrow. Tell him how much I loved him. And that we belong together.


    “I love you,” I whispered into the stillness of the shadows.


    His body was infinite warmth beside me and I felt more content and safer than I had in a long time.


    Sleep came as the moonlight disappeared from the room and settled me in darkness. My body finally relaxed and I was pulled into a deep and heavy slumber.


    When I awoke, sunlight warmed the room with its white light through the curtains. I blinked, my mind slowly coming to life. I reached for him but found only an empty space in the bed beside me.


    I was alone.


    Heath was gone.


    He had left a note on my bedside table.


    If I had stayed I would never be able to let you go. I know you are right. We are better as friends. Thank you for helping me find peace with it. Goodbye my H-bomb. Your friend, Heath.


    I sat frozen and re-read it several times, trying to process it. Trying to make sense of his words. It was goodbye. Heath was letting me go.


    And it was the last fucking thing I wanted.


    But what did I expect? I had pushed him away. I had spent the last month telling him I could never forgive him. Telling him to leave me alone. Because I was hurt and mad, and … goddamn it … what a fucking mess.


    I didn’t want to cry but I did. Because he was gone. And I had made him go away. I had made him think we were better as friends. And now he believed it. Because I was young and stupid and one giant pain in the ass!


    Last night had been his goodbye.


    I slumped back into the spot where not so long ago he had been sleeping. His smell lingered in the sheets. Warm and clean. And the familiar scent of him induced another bout of tears, and I squashed his pillow over my face to muffle my sobs.


    What. Had. I. Done?


    I wanted to ring him. To tell him I was wrong. That I had fucked up. That I was still batshit crazy about him. That I didn’t want to go back to Georgia and my shitty, shitty life. That my home was … fuck, my home was wherever the hell he was …


    But his letter … Thank you for helping me find peace with it.


    If I said anything now it would confuse him. Upset him. Send his world further into a tailspin. It wouldn’t be fair on him. Now wasn’t the right time. He had just lost his best friend. It was about Armie now. Not some stupid teenage girl who couldn’t see the forest for the trees.


    No. I had made my choice and now I had to live with it.


    Even if that meant living without him.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    HARLOW


    It was two days before I saw him again. On my last night in California.


    Fat Tony had organized a surprise farewell dinner at the Pizza Palace. My eyes welled with tears as I walked in and saw everyone there waiting for me. They were all there for me, to help me celebrate my last night in California. Fat Tony. Leo. Bridget. Coralee. Nikki. Piper. Jesse. Zack. Tommy.


    Heath.


    He sat down the other end of the table from me, relaxed and calm. Any residual sadness that I occasionally caught on his beautiful face wasn’t because of me. It was over Armie. And he did an amazing job at keeping it in check. Although when he smiled, it never quite reached his eyes. Apparently he had spent the last two days with his brothers up in the family cabin at Arcadia. Piper said he’d rung Jesse and said, “Fuck it, we have to keep going. Let’s do it for Armie.” And the band was due to start working on their album in the next week.


    Tonight he barely acknowledged me but when he did, he smiled and it was warm, but it lacked everything we had once shared.


    I smiled back at him, my heart aching and longing for him to love me again. But he didn’t. Not anymore. I could see that. From across the table. He didn’t love me anymore because I had told him not to. And he never once tried to catch my eye. And I never caught him stealing a look in my direction.


    Heath had gone and done what I had asked him to do. No. What I had demanded he do. He had moved on.


    It took all my energy to hide my misery. Up until Heath’s note I hadn’t truly believed I was going back to Georgia. But I was. And my Californian adventure had come to an end. Just like Heath and I.


    I sucked in a deep breath trying to fill my heavy chest with oxygen. I smiled brightly and exhaled deeply to shake off the pain.


    It was then I heard the song playing in the jukebox. ‘I Want Her’ by Blind Truth. The song Piper had insisted Heath sing at karaoke. Which he had sung to me in that glorious, raspy voice. I know what’s best and I confess that I want her …


    The memory was like a horse-kick to the chest and I couldn’t stop my eyes from flicking across the table towards him.


    He recognized the song too and his sparkling eyes found mine. He winked, raised his glass and smiled. I forced myself to smile back and nod, as if my heart wasn’t breaking over and over again with every damn minute that passed.


    But the moment was over just as quickly as it had begun. He looked away and continued talking to Jesse, and didn’t glance back at me. Just like that. It was all over. He didn’t look sad. He didn’t look nostalgic. He looked … okay.


    I swallowed deeply. I could barely stand it any longer.


    “Okay, okay, time for the guest of honor to bestow us all with a speech!” Bridget insisted.


    Suddenly, everyone was looking at me and encouraging me to make a speech. I hated being the center of attention and usually did what I could to avoid it. But that wasn’t going to happen thanks to my insistent cousin and Leo. I threw back a shot of tequila that Leo put in front of me. The tequila burned my throat and chest on the way down and my insides lit up.


    It took me a moment to collect myself before I could speak.


    “Where do I start?” I breathed, nervously.


    “How about with how awesome your fellow colleagues and friends are. Namely me,” Leo heckled.


    I smiled. “Well that is true. For sure.” My eyes swept across the faces of my new friends and I couldn’t stop the sadness from passing over my expression. “You have all been such an important part in making my time here … brilliant. Each and every one of you.” I looked at them all, except Heath, because it hurt too much to look at him. “I had no idea what I was going to see and do when I came to California for the summer. I just knew something amazing was going to happen. And boy,” I exhaled deeply, and smiled, “did it ever. I have had the most extraordinary five months here and it’s all because of the people sitting around this table. Each one of you has helped to make this an adventure … one I will never forget … and I thank you, I thank you all so very much.”


    “Don’t forget us, H.” Jesse raised his glass and everyone followed suit. “To Harlow … we will miss you.”


    Piper jumped up and threw her arms around my neck. “I’m going to miss you so much.”


    “The Palace isn’t going to be the same without you, sweet thing,” Coralee said, her large plastic earrings swinging as she spoke.


    “You remember you gotta job here any time. Got it, kid?” Fat Tony patted my shoulder.


    “Are you sure you’ve got to leave?” Leo asked quietly as he hugged me, “I’ve heard education is totally over-rated you know.”


    “Yeah, but I heard it helps avoid law suits if you actually practice medicine with a degree and a license.”


    He pouted. “Well I’ve heard Georgia is nice in the spring. Maybe I’ll come for a visit.”


    I grinned. “You’d better.”


    My heart stalled when Heath appeared in front of me.


    “Listen, I have to go. We start in the studio tomorrow, so there’s a few things I need to do—”


    “Of course.” I smiled but it was awkward. So was the hug he gave me.


    When he stood back, his eyes finally found mine. “Thanks,” he said.


    “What for?”


    He smiled softly. “We sure had some fun, huh?”


    I licked my lips to stop my damn chin from quivering, and nodded. Despite the agony in my chest, I smiled brightly. “We sure did.”


    He went to say something else but stopped himself. Instead, he smiled resignedly. “Well, I guess this is goodbye, then.”


    I nodded.


    “Take care Harlow.” He grinned, all white teeth and dimples.


    And then he turned and walked out of my life.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    Not once.


    Not one fucking time.


    During her entire speech, not once did she look at me.


    Those beautiful eyes of hers cast over everyone there except me. Like I had been just a small, insignificant moment in her life.


    She avoided looking at me.


    We are over. So why not look me in the eye? I’m doing exactly what she asked me to do and still it’s not good enough for her.


    I thrust my fists into the bag, harder and harder. Thump! Thump!


    We have moved on. Just like she wanted. I had deliberately avoided any unnecessary glances at her direction just to prove to her that I was over her. That I was okay with our relationship being over. What more could I do? I don’t phone her. I don’t ask about her. I don’t contact her. I haven’t done anything but move on. I fucked up. I get it. But goddamn it. Why wouldn’t she look at me?


    Thump! Thump! Thump!


    I know I should be grateful that she even acknowledged me after what I did to us. But goddamn it, how long am I going to have to pay for it? It made it easier to understand why we are moving on from one another. But I thought we were at least going to be friends.


    I had left Fat Tony’s with a swift goodbye not long after her speech. Hell, I think I even patted her on the back as I gave her a quick farewell hug. But I had to get out of there before I cracked and fell apart.


    It was all still too raw. Harlow. Armie. My head was a fucking mess. I’d hung in there for as long as possible but felt myself begin to unravel when that fucking song came on the jukebox. I just can’t shake this fantasy … that I want her.


    So I left and hit the gym, hard. I didn’t want to think about her anymore. I didn’t want the reminder that tomorrow she’d be leaving California and turning her back on me for good. She would resume her old life back home in Savannah. Go to college. Get back with Colton. Probably get married and have a family with him. It wouldn’t take long and I would become nothing but a faded memory to her.


    I shoved the boxing bag away from me and slumped against the wall. My skin was slick with sweat and my heart thundered against my chest as I tried to calm my breathing. I didn’t want it to be over. Goddamn it. I was so crazy in love with her I could barely see straight.


    Everything was falling apart around me. I slipped to the floor and my head fell back against the wall. Armie was gone. Dead. And tomorrow Harlow would board a plane to Georgia.


    I squeezed my eyes shut.


    “Please stay,” I whispered into nowhere.


    But I knew there was no hope. Tomorrow she would leave. Because even after all this time—after all the apologies, after everything—Harlow didn’t want me anymore.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    God was mocking me. To signal the sad end to my Californian adventure, he made my last day a cold, uncharacteristically cloudy, grey day.


    To make it worse, I think I woke up with a cold.


    With a little bit of PMS thrown in for good measure.


    I packed my bags with absolutely no enthusiasm. I didn’t want to leave. But it was time to move on. College would be starting soon and I had a life to resume in Savannah.


    To make myself feel better I grabbed my iPod and hit shuffle. When ‘Dreamweaver’ by Gary Wright came on I sat back on my bed and looked out the little window to the beach in the distance. My heart sagged low in my chest. Grey clouds gathered over a bleak ocean and suddenly everywhere seemed completely devoid of warmth and sunlight.


    Summer was well and truly over.


    I stood up and hit stop play. It was time to go.


    “Let me get my keys,” Bridget said as I stood by the front door with my suitcases and carry-on bag.


    As she looked for her keys I glanced around the little apartment I had called home for the last five months and wished desperately my summer was just beginning, and not ending. How was it possible for my life to have changed so much in such a short amount of time?


    I wished I could transport myself back in time to the old Harlow when she arrived for the summer. She’d had no idea just what a brilliant summer lay ahead of her. Would I change any of it? Yes, I would make sure I appreciated every moment just that little bit more.


    “Ready?” Bridget asked, appearing with her keys.


    I nodded but she paused and fixed me with those knowing Montmarte eyes. “Are you sure?”


    Feeling my face stiffen with unshed tears, I looked away. With a nod I bent to pick up my carry-on. “Of course. Let’s go.”


    She opened the front door but closed it suddenly and swung around. “You still love him, don’t you?”


    “What?” I asked startled.


    “Heath. You’re still in love with him, aren’t you?”


    Now my face well and truly threatened to crumple. Damn it!


    “Don’t go without telling him,” she said, looking me directly in the eye. “Don’t leave without letting him know exactly how you feel.”


    “It’s time to go home, Bridge.”


    She shook her head and then looked up at me. “At least let me take you past his house to say a final farewell. He at least deserves that, doesn’t he?”


    “He is over it. He is fine. He said goodbye to me last night with a pat on the back.” I adjusted my carry-on over my shoulder feeling a jolt of disappointment at the memory. “He said his final farewell to me a long time ago.”


    I’m not sure if it was a last ditch effort to break me into staying, but Bridget drove slowly to the airport. She took the longest route possible. And it was torture. Taking in the sights that had become home to me for the last five months. The beach. The Pier. Fat Tony’s Pizza Palace. And Epic—where I had first laid eyes on a performing Heath.


    “Bridge.” My eyes filled with tears behind sunglasses.


    “Yes?” She turned to me hopefully.


    “I don’t want to miss my flight.”


    She looked defeated, but nodded and put her foot down.


    When we made it to the airport, my flight was boarding.


    Bridge hugged me tightly at the gate.


    “I’m going to miss you so much,” she said, holding me tight. I didn’t want to let her go and my face was so frozen with sadness I was afraid it would shatter. “You come back to me whenever you want. There is always a room for you.”


    We broke apart and my eyes scanned the airport. Searching for what? Did I really think he was going to show up to say goodbye? Really?


    Really…?


    “I will, I promise. I will come back soon.” I kissed her and hoped the bright smile I wore was convincing. “You helped give me the most amazing time of my life, Bridge. Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome.”


    I swallowed the hard lump in my throat. “I’ll see you soon, I promise.”


    With that, I turned and boarded my flight, and with a heavy heart I left California and the most incredible summer behind me.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    HARLOW


    “You’ve lost a lot of weight since the last fitting,” the dressmaker complained, pinning the ice-blue satin closer to my hips. “It’s going to take a lot of work to have it ready by the weekend.”


    “But you will be able to fix the dress before the gala, won’t you?” My mother looked horrified.


    “It will be a stretch—”


    “Of course we will pay whatever it takes—”


    As this ridiculous conversation took place around me I stood on the small carpeted box lost in a daydream. My earbuds were stuck in my ears but I could still hear them over the music. In the mirrors that surrounded me I could see I had indeed lost weight. But it was hard to eat when your heart had died in your chest and you just didn’t know how you could continue to put one foot in front of the other.


    “Well of course, Mrs. Montmarte,” said the dressmaker.


    My mother smiled. It amazed me how she could make the warmest gesture feel ice cold.


    She rose from the chaise lounge, crossed the dressing room and yanked the earbuds from my ears.


    “Did you hear that? It’s going to take some effort, but your dress will be ready.” Her eyes were hard. Her face pinched. “At least some people are willing to make an effort.”


    I looked at her. But her words, her sarcasm, her innuendos, didn’t make it past the abundance of heartache and indifference inside of me.


    “I’ve already said I am sorry,” I replied. But my words—all of my words—were born out of a necessity to say something, anything, just to shut her up. “I am a week late, Mama. Not a month.”


    “The season has already started and you aren’t ready,” she snapped, fiddling with the pins at my hips. She hadn’t forgiven me for delaying her enjoyment of the debutante season. Or for the tattoo. She looked at it as if I’d been marked by the devil and had changed my name to Damien.


    “Someone died, Mama. My friend. I had to stay.”


    She sniffed. “If he was dead then what does it matter to him if you’re there or not? Really, Harlow, you have responsibilities.”


    I hated her in that moment. I shoved my earbuds in my ears to stop myself from saying something really hurtful, but was suddenly swung around and found myself looking straight at Colton.


    “Colton!”


    He pulled me into his arms and twirled me around. “Look at you Miss Beautiful. Goddamn, woman! You. Are. Hot.”


    I stepped out of his arms. “What are you doing here?”


    He smiled, conspiratorially. “I’m you’re date.”


    “Date?”


    “The ball. I’ve come back to escort the prettiest debutante to her coming out party.”


    Colton was pure South. His accent. His words. Everything. I couldn’t help but smile. It was comforting to see him.


    “Now, now, Colton Labousse, you’re not supposed to see Harlow until the gala. A lady has to keep some mystery about her for the big day,” Mama reproached him gaily in her thick Carolina dialect as she swept across the room.


    She loved Colton. His family were rich. Filthy rich. And their golden son could do no wrong in her eyes. She swooped between us and kissed him on each cheek before playfully patting him on the chest, and batting her long lashes at him. I rolled my eyes. Ugh! Really?


    “Thus with a kiss I die,” Colton quoted Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet as he kissed her on the cheek. Then offering her his most devastating smile, asked, “Not even a sneak peak?”


    If there was one thing Colton was good at, it was twisting parents around his little finger. He played up to my mother’s ego and she loved it.


    “Okay but just a quick one.” She grinned like a young girl and I rolled my eyes again.


    He turned to me and offered me a more genuine, softer smile. He whispered, like we were playing some kind of conspiracy. “Come out and play with me tonight? Dinner at Alto’s?”


    I did a quick tally of my options in my head. Another cold and stilted evening with my parents? Or forget my heartache with an evening of distraction with an old friend?


    “You got a better offer I am unaware of, Miss Montmarte?”


    He was so smooth. Yet comforting. Like a beacon in the darkness. I smiled and shrugged. “Sure. Why not.”


    He flashed me that million dollar smile.


    “Pick you up at eight?”


    The smile disappeared from my face and the months peeled back so rapidly I felt dizzy. Suddenly, I was standing at the dessert bar at the café in LA, with Heath.


    “You’re not going to let this go are you?” I said.


    “No. Absolutely not,” replied Heath.


    “If I agree, will you leave me alone?”


    Two dimples flicked next to his floodlight smile. “Pick you up around eight?”


    I shifted uncomfortably, bracing myself against the wave of heartache I felt swelling in my chest.


    “Can we make it earlier? Seven?”


    Another million dollar smile. Perfect. Handsome. “I’ll be there.”


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HEATH


    The knock on my front door didn’t rouse a response. I remained on the couch, unmoving, my hands behind my head as I stared up at the ceiling. It was how I’d been for days. At one with the couch.


    Karma had won and I was all out of fight.


    I just wanted to be left alone.


    Now that the album was done, I was chasing some serious time out. Which apparently meant not shaving, showering, eating or functioning like a normal human being. Which was just fine by me. Vengeance would be heading off to promote the album in a few weeks and I’d be stuck on the road with my bandmates with little privacy between us. So, until then, I just wanted everyone to leave me the fuck alone.


    The next round of knocking on the front door rattled the glass in the living room window. Whoever they were, they were persistent.


    I sat up and rubbed my eyes, then scuffed across the floor to the front door ready to tell whoever it was to fuck off.


    But then I opened the door and saw her standing there in all her blonde beauty and mid-western innocence.


    “Kelsey?”


    She fixed those big baby blues on me but her smile faded at the sight of me. Almost a month had passed since she’d last seen me—at Armie’s funeral—and she probably wasn’t expecting the wreck of a man standing before her.


    Yeah, I looked like shit. I had a week’s worth of stubble. And I wasn’t sure when I’d showered last. Yesterday maybe? The day before?


    I would’ve hugged her if I wasn’t afraid of offending her with my current lack of personal care.


    She shook her head and sighed. “I wasn’t sure about coming here today. But now that I’m here, I can see it was the right decision.”


    The closed-lipped smile she gave me was sad.


    “How about you invite me in and I’ll fix us a pot of coffee?” The bright blue of her eyes found mine. “I’ve got something to show you and I think it’s something you’re going to want to see.”


    As I watched Kelsey make coffee I was reminded that the last time she been in my house she was with Armie, and a whole new world of hurt went through me.


    While she poured cream into our coffee, I quickly sprayed deodorant to mask the stale smell of … self-pity.


    We took our coffee back to the lounge room and sat on the couch.


    “Armie kept a journal,” she said opening her large handbag. “Quite a comprehensive one.”


    “Armie kept a journal?” I was surprised. But then, thinking about it, it made sense. He was our lyric master. Always scribbling down ideas on paper napkins, coasters, whatever he could get his hands on. Writing was an outlet for him, so I guess it was only natural for him to keep a personal journal.


    “His mom found it when she packed up his room,” she said softly and the mental image of Armie’s mom having to pack up his things made my chest heavy with grief.


    “She said she flicked through it but couldn’t bring herself to read it. Said she saw my name. Figured I was the best person to have it. To read, when I was ready.” Kelsey pulled a thick bundle of paper out of her bag. “Apparently I was ready yesterday.”


    Tears welled in her eyes as she handed me the reams of paper. They were held together with a large binder clip.


    “It’s not all of it. Just some of the entries I think you need to see.” She was fighting back her tears and swallowed hard. “I photocopied them so you could read them when you’re ready.”


    “Are you sure?” I asked quietly.


    She nodded. “He’d want you to see them.”


    My eyes dropped to Armie’s familiar scribble and I nodded. My grief was a weighted stone around my heart and I had to inhale deeply to catch my breath.


    As I looked up, Kelsey rose from the couch. Tears slid down her cheeks.


    “And Heath …”


    “Yeah?”


    “He’d want you to act on them.”


    She leaned down and kissed me quickly on the cheek, and then she was gone.


    Leaving me alone.


    Just me and Armie’s thoughts.


    I pushed the photocopies off my lap and leaned forward, my fingers steepled against my lips. Was I ready to read what was in those pages?


    I stood up and crossed the room, leaning my elbows on the mantle as I rubbed my hands down my face. My head was in a pretty bad place. Did I want to read it? Could I handle reading it?


    I swung around to look at the pages lying my couch and ran a hand through my hair.


    Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!


    Growling, I crossed the room and picked up the journal.


    One thing I knew for sure, I wasn’t going to read Armie’s journal sober. No fucking way. So I hopped on the Harley and rode down to the beach and picked up a fifth of Bourbon from the liquor store near the boardwalk.


    It was dusk when I arrived home and the air was cool and heavy with the comforting scents of a Californian fall. I sat in Nikki’s wicker egg-chair on the porch and sipped bourbon straight from the bottle. The pages of Armie’s journal lay unread on my knees while I tried to work up enough courage to pick them up and read them.


    Apparently courage came after swallowing the neck of the bourbon bottle. Feeling the warm haze of alcohol in my brain, I started to read.


    A lot of it was about his time with the band. About writing songs. About his own observations of what went on around him. About his hopes for our second album and what the future might hold for the band. He had scribbled little pictures over the paper and I traced them with my fingertips. It was so fucking hard to believe he was gone. I’d seen him almost every day for the past twelve years.


    By the time night fell, the fifth of bourbon was half finished. My head was in a strange place. Full of Armie and Harlow. Of happier days when life was good.


    I sighed and rubbed my eyes. On the day before he died, he’d scribbled down the lyrics to a song he’d written.


    Where do you go to, when you’re gone


    Where do you go to, when I’m all alone


    Without you here, I’m broken apart


    With you gone, I’m torn and I’m scarred


    I wish I knew where to Go To


    So I could leave here and go get you


    


    I climbed off the wicker egg-chair and walked on unsteady legs to the porch steps. Using the handrail to steady myself I slumped down on the top step. The night was bright with moonlight and as I tilted my head back to stare at the milky orb my mind replayed Armie’s words and the lyrics to his unfinished song, Go To.


    I stared up into the massive white light of the moon. It seemed so far away. Yet Armie seemed even further. Being with him again wasn’t going to happen until my time here was done.


    But Harlow.


    Now, that was one thing I could do something about.


    As the fog lifted, I knew what I had to do. Things couldn’t have been clearer if Armie had actually walked down from heaven and said, “Dude, seriously, what the fuck are you waiting for?”


    I smiled. But it was bittersweet. I missed him so much. I wish I knew where to Go To; so I could leave here and go get you …


    I nodded. There was also no denying it. Even from so far away, Armie was so much fucking smarter than me.


    


    * * * * *

  


  
    HARLOW


    “So what happened?”


    “Happened?” I echoed.


    “Between you and the summer fling?”


    Colton and I were sitting on the branch of a great big oak tree. As kids we’d spent a lot of time climbing it, or sitting on the branch amongst the buntings of Spanish moss. Now it was festooned in fairy lights from a previous garden party, like the others that lined the grand driveway leading up to the main house.


    It was dark. Above us a full moon was massive and drenched the night in white light. Colton had taken us to dinner at Alto’s and it had been a good distraction. But now, sitting beneath the night sky, my demons were returning.


    “He was so much more than that,” I replied quietly.


    “You don’t talk about him. Or what happened.”


    “He cheated on me.”


    Colton was quiet. Like he was giving it a lot of thought.


    “Anyone who cheats on you is a fool, Harlow,” he said finally. But his words made no sense. Since he was the one who had started the trend.


    “Is that your way of apologizing?” I asked.


    “You never gave me a chance to apologize. You ran off to California.”


    I glanced at him sideways. “I think we both know it was the best thing.”


    “Me doing wrong by you? Or you going to California?”


    “Both.” I smiled. “Our relationship had run its course.”


    “I’m a fool, Harlow. And so is your Mister Dillinger.” He smiled regretfully. “I will never forgive my actions and how they hurt you. If I could somehow go back in time … well, I wouldn’t be such a fool.”


    I turned back to the moon.


    “If I could go back in time … I’d do it all over again and not change a thing,” I whispered.


    And I would.


    Except for the part when Heath ripped my heart out and put it through the sausage mincer. But even then the pain and heartache was worth it for those precious moments I’d shared with him and my friends back in California.


    We were quiet for a moment. Our legs swung over the branch while the crickets sang in the grass.


    “I’m honored to be escorting you tomorrow, Harlow. I will be very proud, walking down that staircase with you on my arm.”


    I smiled, but it was pensive. “Thank you for being here. And for escorting me tomorrow. It’s a comfort having you here.”


    “Albeit, a bittersweet comfort.”


    I cast my eyes down. “I love him, Colton. As much as I don’t want to, I love him.”


    He nodded. “Then he is a bigger fool than I thought. He should be here.”


    “But he’s not.”


    “No. No, he’s not.”


    We called it a night and Colton saw me to the door. Once inside, I headed towards the grand staircase but my daddy appeared in the doorway of his study and beckoned to me to join him.


    “A word with my daughter?”


    He poured me a brandy as I sat on one of the three leather Chesterfield sofas in the room. I shifted nervously. Chats with my daddy in his study were usually reserved for those discussions about poor grades or the times I’d been busted sneaking out or playing hooky from school because Colton wanted to go make out. Or like the time Bobby, Bridget and I snuck over state lines to go see Van Halen play in South Carolina because Bobby was a crazy Eddie Van Halen fan.


    Oh, and let’s not forget the little chat about tattoos when Mama had seen the black ink inside my wrist. She had gotten so flustered, she’d taken two valium and gone to lie down. How on earth was I going to be the Debutante Queen with that thing on my skin?


    For all our chats in this room, my daddy had never given me a brandy before. I took it as a good sign.


    Then again, it could be a really, really bad one and maybe he was using the brandy to numb me first. I took a hearty sip and almost choked on the hot liquid as my daddy settled in the Chesterfield across from me. He stared into his brandy for a moment, swirling it before he spoke.


    “I had to insist your mother rest. She is worried your heart is not in tomorrow’s events.”


    “Then she’d be right. This is her thing. Not mine.”


    He nodded, resignedly. “I understand. But this boy … Heath? He has you distracted.”


    “I love him,” I said matter-of-factly. Then with less resolve, added, “I just can’t be with him.’


    My daddy thought about my words and then nodded. I watched as he swirled his brandy again and took a mouthful.


    “When I met your mother I was heavily involved with a girl I wanted to marry, Mary-Beth. But she left for the summer to be with family in North Carolina and while she was away I met your mother at a local dance.” He paused to remember. “She was nothing like any girl I’d ever seen. Darkly beautiful and glamorous. She seemed so worldly at the time. So exciting and mesmerizing. Beautiful, rich and spoilt, but at the same time, fascinating, witty and very charming. Of course, I was immediately drawn to her—as was every other boy in the county. She was visiting for a month from South Carolina.”


    He nodded regretfully. “She was engaged to another man at the time. A Mister Will Starling. But he was serving overseas in Iraq. We were young and foolish. Both of us were meant for other people but, at the same time, unable to fight the attraction we felt towards one another. We were reckless. So we enjoyed the spontaneity and risks of such a brief affair, both of us understanding that it was only for such a short period of time.”


    My daddy took another good sip of his brandy and something made me suspect it wasn’t his first glass. He looked pensive, almost remorseful. Then he gave a small smile and shake of his head. “Our affair lasted the entire month she was here and by the time Mary-Beth returned from North Carolina … well, your mother was well and truly gone.”


    “So what happened?” I asked.


    “She phoned me a couple of months later. She was pregnant.”


    My eyes rounded as I paused my brandy glass at my lips.


    “Harrison?” I asked.


    My daddy nodded.


    “Her fiancé agreed to raise the child as his own. But unfortunately, Mister Will Starling was killed in action before Harrison was born. I felt an obligation. After all, she was carrying my child. Of course, by this stage Mary-Beth had found out and, well … let’s just say that she removed herself from the equation.” He paused and the regret was deep in his face. “So, I married your mother.”


    This wasn’t how I imagined my parents falling in love.


    Did he even love her?


    “Love came much later. Well and truly after my children were born. But it wasn’t the dizzying heights I had felt with Mary-Beth. It was through respect and compassion … an affection, if you will.”


    “Did you regret marrying, Mama?”


    “How could I? She gave me three incredible children.” His smile was close-lipped and contemplative. “I know she’d wished her Will Starling had come back from his tour and taken her away from it all. She had loved him dearly. She used to write him letters, even after his death. She showed them to me once, after a particularly nasty row we’d had. She said she wanted me to understand who she had become and why. So I sat on our bed and read every heartbroken word. One by one. About how unfair life had been to her dead beau. That he had died never knowing the true depth of her love for him. That she had betrayed him with another man because she had missed him so desperately and was so lonely with him gone. That my attention had only meant to be a brief distraction.” He looked regretful. “That she would give her life to have him back.”


    I frowned. I couldn’t imagine living with that kind of regret.


    Or that my cold mother was even capable of that kind of love.


    “I asked her once, how she would look back on her life and do you know how she replied?” He watched me shake my head. “She looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘With regret, Jean-Jacques. With complete and utter regret.” They were her very words.”


    In that moment I felt incredibly sorry for my mother. While my daddy was uncharacteristically empathetic.


    “I knew how she felt,” he said simply. “I’d watched Mary-Beth marry a local man and raise a beautiful family with him. All the while regretting it wasn’t with me.”


    My daddy had never opened up to me like this before. It was candid and completely unexpected, but honest and sincere. It was hard to imagine the formidable Jean-Jacques Montmarte as a young man desperately in love with a local beauty, and consumed by regret. His intimidating exterior belied his emotional past.


    “My life has been marred by regret, Harlow. I learned to accept it. But your mother—it changed her. She was once such a charismatic and witty woman. Fun. Light hearted. A real beauty.” He sighed and looked regretful. “But what we did that summer destroyed four lives. Of course it gave her and I three wonderful children. And for that alone I was able to find acceptance. But your mother never got past losing her one true love. And it turned her cold.”


    He drained his glass and put it on the table and leaned closer to me. “Despite my acceptance of where life has led me, I can’t help but wonder.” He took my hand. “I don’t want that for my daughter. I don’t want her to always wander. Always regret. Wish she’d done things differently. Because it eats into your soul and changes you. Regret is a powerful thing Harlow. It can corrode the steeliest of wills.”


    I frowned into my brandy. “I’m so confused. I miss him.” I looked up. ”My friends in California, and Bridget … they all fit me perfectly. But then, I’m afraid, because he broke my heart and if he did it again … I’m not sure I’d ever be able to get back up again.”


    “We always get back up again, Harlow. It’s human nature.” A small smile played on his lips. “And you’re too stubborn—too much like your old man to not get back up again.”


    “It’s hard to be without him.”


    “Then why are you?”


    “Because he broke my heart.”


    He nodded. My own sea-green eyes looked back at me. Although they were much wiser.


    “So you’ve made your decision?”


    I nodded solemnly and looked away.


    He sighed. “You’re as stubborn as you are beautiful.”


    “No, I’m just not in the mood for being very forgiving.”


    “I’m a smart man Harlow. It’s made me enormously rich. Do you know why? Because I am always careful to consider every roll of the dice before making my decision. And once I’ve made up my mind, I stand by it.


    Are you prepared to stand behind your decision for the rest of your life?”


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    My daddy’s question rang in my ears long after he’d retired for the evening. I sat at the bay window of his study overlooking the mill pond. The moon was high and flooded the room with bright light. Tomorrow was the debutante ball. I would be pushed and pulled in all directions. Which was nothing new really, considering my heart and my head were in a constant tug of war.


    I sighed, got up and left the study. As I climbed the grand staircase I was stopped by a noise coming from upstairs. I stood very still to listen. And I knew exactly what it was. Instead of heading towards my bedroom, I went to Harper’s room and crossed to the large open window on the far wall overlooking the creek.


    “Busted,” I said to my ninja sister who was creeping up the lattice work outside the window. She was almost at the top.


    “Hells bells!” she gasped. Then, realizing it was only me, hoisted herself over the windowsill and into the room. “Geez Harlow, you scared me half to death.”


    “What do you think you’re doing?”


    “Relax.” She caught her breath. “I was with Cooper.”


    Cooper was her boyfriend. This week, anyway. My rebellious sister wasn’t one for commitment.


    I leaned against the windowsill and crossed both my arms and my legs.


    “At least tell me you’re being safe.” There was no point reprimanding her or sneaking out. Lord knows I’d done it enough times with Colton.


    Harper scoffed as she crossed the room to her bed and took off her boots. “Sure, I am. There’s no way in Hades I will fall in love with that boy. I mean Cooper is good lookin’ and all, but he’s not exactly bright. If he threw himself on the ground he’d miss.”


    I raised my Scarlet O’Hara brow. “I didn’t mean be safe with your heart. I meant safe sex.” God, when did I turn into a parent?


    Harper swung around. “With Cooper?” She shimmied out of her jeans and top, leaving her standing with her hands on her hips in only her underwear. Modesty wasn’t Harper’s strong point. “If you think I’m givin’ anything away to a guy like Cooper Stone, then you’re crazier than what Mama says.”


    Again, another raised brow. “Mama thinks I’m crazy?”


    “Like a road runnin’ lizard.” She pulled an oversized t-shirt over her head and then sat on the edge of her bed, pulling her long hair over her shoulder to plait it. I sat down next to her.


    “Yeah, well if I’m crazy it’s because of all this debutante bullshit. It’s like I came back from California and rode straight into crazy town.”


    “Mama says you don’t enjoy it because you’re too damn stubborn to even try.”


    “Crazy and stubborn. Boy, Mama was on a roll.”


    She paused with her plait. “Do you miss California?”


    Boom. There was that ache again. Every time I thought about it, which let’s face it was all the time, the crater in my chest got bigger.


    I nodded. “Yeah, I do.”


    Harper knew about Heath. Well, not everything. But she knew I had met someone and that I’d left them behind. Clearly she suspected things, but rehashing them with her would only make it harder for me to move on. Heath didn’t exist in this house. And it would make it easier to get over him if that’s the way it stayed.


    “Have you thought of going back?”


    I nodded and then sighed. “Every day.”


    “Well, I think it’s crazy you even came back. When I turn eighteen, I’m out of here. No way Mama is going to put me through all this debutante malarkey. I’ll run away before I let that happen.”


    “She’ll find you.”


    “Maybe. But she’ll have to haul me back by the bra strap because I won’t come home willingly.” She thought for a minute. “If you go back to California, can I have your room?”


    “I’m not going back to California.”


    “Pity. Your room is so much better than mine.”


    “That’s because our parents like me better.”


    She grinned and nudged me with her shoulder. But her smile faded.


    “Why did you come back here? You’re miserable.”


    “No, I’m not.”


    She scoffed. “Harlow, you look like you’ve been rode hard and hung out to dry.”


    “I do not,” I protested. Did I? I mean, was I that bad? I frowned. “What do you know anyway, you’re only sixteen?”


    Now she raised her eyebrow.


    “I’m sixteen; not blind.” She climbed into bed and pulled up the blankets. “If I were you I’d catch the first flight out of here heading west.”


    “And if I were you, I’d make the most of being sixteen and not having to worry about your debutante ball for another two years.” I grinned and stood up, leaning over her to kiss her on the forehead. “Good night, sister.”


    She smiled up at me from her pillow. “One day I’m going to California and I’m never coming back.”


    “Then I only hope California will be ready.”


    In the quiet of my own room I sat at the large window and leaned against the sill. It had been a particularly tiresome week of last minute dress fittings, dance classes and gala rehearsals. I knew I should get some rest. But I hated closing my eyes. Because when I did, I saw him and my chest would ache from the great big fucking hole where my heart used to be.


    I pulled my knees to my chest and hugged them. The moon was large and bright. It cast a silvery glow across the immaculate lawns and gardens and its reflection shimmered in the duck pond. I exhaled deeply. I had never felt so alone or as broken hearted as I did tonight. I missed Heath. And I knew it had nothing to do with the nostalgic moonlight, and everything to do with the fact that I was still terribly in love with him.


    


    * * * * *


    


    It was the day of the deb ball and the day’s events passed by me like I was watching them from a car window. My mother had a professional makeup and hair styling team work on me while I stared sightlessly at my reflection in the mirror. It took an exhausting two hours and by the end of it I was ready to threaten anyone with pain if they came near me with one more bobby pin.


    Outwardly, I looked like the perfect debutante. My strapless dress was such a pale blue it was almost white. It hugged my figure in all the right places and was heavily beaded with Swarovski crystals so it shimmered with light when I moved. To add to the sparkle, a thin diamond choker glittered around my neck and an exquisite diamond tiara was fixed into my hair.


    My outfit was finally complete when I slipped two long white gloves up my arms. They were a last minute addition because apparently tattoos weren’t considered very ladylike.


    Finally ready, I met my parents in the grand foyer of our home. My mother was striking in cream and gold with her hair pulled on top of her head in an elegant chignon. For her, it was an important day. As a part of the organizing committee, she had worked tirelessly to ensure the gala would dazzle everyone and she wanted it to be so spectacular that they would hear about it as far afield as Alabama and the Carolinas.


    My daddy looked handsome in his suit. It was easy to imagine the handsome young man who had won and then lost the love of his life all those years ago. Our talk had brought us closer which meant the world to me. But it also took me that one step closer to perhaps being able to accept my mother for all her hateful faults.


    Closer. Yes. But there was still a long way to go.


    Colton arrived and there was no doubt that he looked handsome. When he saw me he whistled.


    “Goddamn Miss Montmarte, I think I just fell in love with you all over again,” he said, kissing my hand and oozing charm. He was dressed in his West Point finery and smelled like Southern Blend.


    I just smiled sweetly and prayed I would get through the evening’s events without wanting to throw myself off a cliff.


    Harper joined us wearing a gorgeous Valentino dress, but much to my mother’s disapproval, had switched her Manolo Blahnik’s for a pair of Converse high-tops. She was lucky our mother was so distracted making my life hell to worry about her youngest child’s fashion rebellion.


    We rode with my parents to the venue of the ball, which was at a sprawling plantation just out of town. Cameras flashed. Local media gathered on the gravel driveway. Everywhere you turned there was another stunning girl in a stunning white gown. As we pulled up under the antebellum portico, I felt sick and out of step with everything going on around me.


    After posing for a trillions of photos, we left my parents and sister, and joined the rest of the debutantes and escorts in the backrooms of the Grand Oaks Plantation. Cristal champagne circulated on silver platters carried by waiters in white boleros. Diamonds glittered. Silver and gold glinted amongst precious gems. Everywhere you turned, white magnolias and ribbons festooned light fittings, furnishings and timber railings.


    I snatched a long flute of champagne from a passing waiter and downed it in seconds.


    “Since when do you drink champagne?” Colton asked.


    “Since my mother starting making me attend debutante balls,” I said grabbing a second flute of champagne.


    “A debutante doesn’t drink like a trucker,” he said, and took the second flute of champagne from me. “


    I took it back. “This one does.”


    I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see a very pretty Laurie-Beth Westfield smiling back at me. She out-sparkled the champagne with the sweetest smile I’d ever seen. A friend from school, Laurie-Beth was one of the nicest girls this side of California.


    “You made it!” I pulled her into a hug. Laurie-Beth was pure innocence. She loved these sorts of things. She was the good Southern girl that my mama so desperately wanted me to be. And she was so so sweet. Sadly, her daddy had passed away a couple of months earlier, leaving their family devastated. And broke. Unfortunately, that meant they no longer had the money for Laurie-Beth to attend the cotillion ball. There had been a communal call for the committee—the one my mother headed up—to waver the hefty registration fee for Laurie-Beth. It would have been easy for them to do. But my mother had declined. There were certain commitments and traditions to uphold, she had said. Bitch.


    Laurie-Beth’s smile faded just a little. “No. I’m just here to wish y’all good luck. You look so pretty.”


    Disappointment hit me in the gut. Laurie-Beth should have been the one being presented as a debutante today. Not me. This ridiculous charade meant something to her while it meant nothing to me.


    “I’m sorry Laurie-Beth. I know you were looking forward to this.”


    She tried to remain upbeat and her smile broadened to mask her own disappointment. “I understand. Truly. It’s okay. Your mama was gracious enough to allow me back here to see y’all before it all starts.”


    My mama was mean.


    Laurie-Beth took my gloved hands in hers and looked at me with a heart-crushing fondness. If I could have swapped places with her, I would have in an instant.


    “You’re the belle of the ball Harlow. The most beautiful girl here.” Her smile was so sweet, it broke my heart. “You make sure you have fun out there. It will be over before you know it.”


    Promise? I smiled and nodded. I didn’t tell her that I’d rather be having all my teeth extracted than doing this. Somehow I didn’t think she’d get it.


    Bells signaled the start of the proceedings and she squeezed my hands, leaning in to kiss me on the cheek.


    As a sudden act of rebellion I pulled the long white gloves off my arms and handed them to her. “Will you do me a favor and take these for me, Laurie-Beth?”


    Her pretty eyes rounded at the sight of the tattoo on my wrist. But she didn’t say anything. She just gave me one last appreciative smile and then disappeared into the crowd of debutantes gathering at the top of the staircase, leaving me in a cloud of magnolia scent. I downed the second flute of champagne. It was time to rock n roll.


    Colton, who’d been working the room, retuned to my side to escort me towards the lineup of debutantes. He took me by the arm and guided me towards the staircase.


    “You know, there is a good chance we belong together,” he said simply.


    My head snapped to the side to look at him. “What did you say?”


    “Think about it Harlow. You and me. God seems to keep throwing us together.” He smiled, that perfect, perfect smile. “Perhaps we belong together.”


    I stalled. Maybe it was the champagne. Or maybe my head had given in to the persistence of my heart. I didn’t know. But suddenly the world around me crumbled away and I was back in California with my back pushed against the wall by Heath’s strong body. I could feel his breath on my neck as he nuzzled me and whispered, “We belong together. You and me. Always. No matter what happens.”


    My mind tilted and then snapped. I couldn’t do this anymore. No matter how hard I tried, I was not going to fit in. Because I didn’t belong in Savannah anymore. I belonged back in California.


    By the time Colton and I made it to the top of the grand staircase I had made up my mind. I was going home.


    The music began and they started to announce the names of the debutantes lined up before us. I looked up at Colton and he could see it in my face. I faltered and his lips formed into a thin line, but he nodded. He understood and I felt bad for him because I knew he hoped we might get back together. He gave me a regretful half-smile.


    The Master of Ceremonies called our names but I was rooted to the spot. My mind was elsewhere, busy making plans. Dizzy with thoughts and excitement. Colton’s face softened and he grabbed my arm and thrust it through his.


    “Just get through this,” he said. “And then you’ll be free.”


    I sucked in a deep breath. I wanted to run. I wanted to take off down that staircase and out the doors and run back to California. And I was going back. I knew that now and I smiled.


    “I’m sorry,” I mouthed to him.


    “Don’t be.”


    We descended the stairs in all our bullshit glory. The ballroom below us was magnificent, decorated in all the excessive debutante splendor you could imagine. Silver cutlery and crystal sparkled and glimmered. Chandeliers were incandescent. Fine china gleamed. Over-the-top flower arrangements adorned tabletops and filled every available space.


    We made our way down the grand staircase to the sound of classical music, and I smiled, my heart bursting with happiness for the first time since I’d returned to Savannah. Because I didn’t have to stay there. Because I was nineteen years old and I could return to California and start again.


    Just as we reached the bottom of the ridiculously long staircase, across the room the ginormous white doors to the ballroom were suddenly thrust open and collided violently with the ornate walls.


    The bang of metal and timber on alabaster reverberated throughout the massive room and every eye turned to see what had happened.


    Silence fell over the ballroom as four heavily tattooed men and one feisty redhead stepped into the room.


    I gasped.


    Frozen to the spot, I watched Heath saunter across the Grecian tiled floor towards the base of stairs where I stood with Colton. My heart stopped. His eyes found me and didn’t leave my face as he crossed the corridor of people to reach me. His face was unreadable. But his body language was unmistakable. He was coming to get me.


    “What are you doing here?” I whispered, not thinking he would hear me because of the distance between us.


    “When you left, I forgot to tell you something,” he replied.


    I could barely breathe at the sight of him. He was magnificent. Black pants. Sleeveless t-shirt. Big muscular arms. Wallet chain swinging as he swaggered across the room towards me. My heart stopped.


    It was another one of those Heath Dillinger moments.


    It seemed to take forever before he reached me. But when he did he jumped the two steps between us and with no hesitation took my face in his hands and crashed his lips to mine.


    Flares burst and danced beneath my lids as his tongue sent magic surging throughout my body. The world around us fell away and I was lost in the warmth of his mouth against mine. In that one crazy moment I was nowhere and everywhere.


    He pulled back and I felt dizzy. Somewhere someone squealed.


    “What are you doing?” I said, shocked and dazed by what was happening and by the strong emotions coursing through me.


    “I’d kind of thought that was obvious.” He grinned, but then he looked serious. “I love you, H-bomb. We belong together. You and me.”


    I looked around the room at all the stunned faces. Near the giant doorway Piper looked like she could hardly contain herself.


    “If you hadn’t noticed, I’m kind of in the middle of something,” I whispered.


    “You nearly done?” His gorgeous dimples flickered either side of his mouth. “Because I’ve come to take my girl home.”


    I arched a brow at his cockiness. “Just like that?”


    “Yeah.” He grinned. “Just like that.”


    His lips found mine again and I couldn’t help but dissolve into him.


    “Now wait just a goddamn minute!” My daddy’s voice echoed through the ballroom as he stormed up the aisle with two burly members of the security team. “Just what do you think you are doing?”


    “It’s okay, Daddy,” I said, only just becoming fully aware of where we were and of the reactions of those around us. Confusion, disbelief, horror, anger, and fear or even downright terror radiated out of the debutantes and their guests. Generations of wealth and power were gathered in the ballroom. And Heath strutting in uninvited was not just a previously unheard of breach of debutante ball protocol but a massive security breach which had triggered a protective reaction from the security team, and from my daddy. “This is Heath.”


    “I don’t give a goddamn who he is. He can’t just storm in here and cause a scene. They have no business being here, Harlow. No goddamn business at all.”


    Heath stood facing my daddy and looked at him eye to eye. My daddy was a big man. But Heath was just as tall and far broader.


    “Sir, I apologize for my intrusion. But this couldn’t wait. I’m in love with your daughter and I can’t live another minute without her.” He turned from my daddy to look me in the eyes. “She is everything to me and I’ve already wasted too much time stuffing things up with her. But it all changes right here, right now. This is where we start the rest of our lives together.”


    “There is a time and place for these things son and this ain’t one of them,” my daddy said. “Now that you’ve said your piece, you and your friends need to leave. From what I’ve heard about you from Harlow you’re a nice boy. But nice ain’t going to stop me from throwing you out of here on your ass.”


    “I love him.” I fixed my daddy with determined eyes. “And I want to go.”


    I knew he was thinking about our talk and about the tears and the agony he had seen me go through because his face finally softened and he nodded. “You always were stubborn. Even as a baby. But you’re not a child anymore, Harlow. This is real life. You’ve got to think about what you are doing and how it’s going to impact everyone around you.”


    “I don’t want a life without him,” I said. “This is my chance.”


    He knew what I meant. This was my chance at the happiness that had eluded him when he’d gotten my mother pregnant and lost the love of his life. He would always have questions about how his life may have turned out. And I was sure he didn’t want that for me.


    He looked at me with the same magnetic eyes as my own and finally nodded. He knew my will was a lot stronger than anything he could say to stop this from happening. He turned to Heath. “Can I rely on you to take care of her, son?”


    “Yes sir. Yes, you can.” Heath’s big smile was dazzling. He lifted me up into his strong arms and swung me down to the Grecian tiles. “Are you ready to go home?”


    My face burst into a smile and I nodded, excitement flooding through me. “If I said no now it’d kind of be a bit of an anticlimax, wouldn’t it?”


    He smiled broadly, those dimples deep in his beautiful face as he took a firm grasp of my hand. “You’re my girl, H-bomb. Let me take you home.”


    “You always say the right things, Heath Dillinger.”


    I turned back to look at Colton who smiled chivalrously and nodded.


    “Thank you,” I mouthed silently to him. His smile was regretful, but I knew he would be happy for me.


    Mama proved to be our final obstacle. She and three of the debutante committee ladies blocked our path. Her face was pure disdain. I didn’t wait for her to speak. I went to her, took her hands in mine and whispered in her ear, “I simply can’t end up like you. He is my Will Starling.”


    She opened her mouth to speak but snapped it shut into a thin line. I didn’t know if it was hearing the name of her lost love or if it was hearing me say it. But she said nothing and tilted her chin to brace herself against her own memories.


    It was likely she would never forgive me for this. It would be the talk of the town for some years to come. People would always remember me walking out of the debutante ball and it would be an ongoing embarrassment to her. I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to upset or embarrass her. But I didn’t want to be without Heath either.


    I had meant what I said to her. I didn’t want to end up like her. Twisted and jaded by the hand life had dealt her. Losing the love of her life and having to spend it with someone she had never wanted to spend her life with. Always wondering, what if …


    I didn’t do what ifs.


    Heath was looking at me, his face soft and a small smile curled on his lips. I took his hand in mine and together we crossed the ballroom, passing the stunned faces of the guests who were already murmuring. As we neared the back of the room, I spotted Laurie-Beth. Breaking free from Heath I ran over to her.


    “You should be wearing this,” I said, sliding my tiara through her hair. I turned to look back at Colton who immediately knew what I was silently asking and nodded. Laurie-Beth would spend the evening on his arm. She would get to go to the ball after all. “You go out there and take my place. You belong here more than I do.”


    She kissed me and pulled me into a hug. “Good on you, Harlow.”


    Over her shoulder I saw Harper, sitting back in her chair with her Converse-encased feet up on the table, grinning. She winked and gave me a thumbs up. I couldn’t help but smile at her.


    When I turned back to look at Heath he smiled broadly, all white teeth and dimples and my stomach flipped with love for this man. This beautiful, gorgeous, crazy man. He was my end and my beginning and I didn’t ever plan on being without him again. It was easy walking out of the ballroom and leaving it all behind me.


    “That was some exit.” Heath chuckled as we descended the steps to the parking lot.


    “Could make things awkward at the next family Christmas.”


    He stopped at the base of the steps so he could kiss me again. “I’m sorry but I won’t be able to stop kissing you. Being without you has driven me crazy these past few weeks. I’m done living without you, H-bomb. I want you to be the last girl I ever kiss.”


    I grinned. “Yeah. I think I get that now.” I leaned in and pressed my lips to his.


    The rest of the band and Piper were waiting for us by a parked Hummer. Piper pulled me into a big bear hug. She squealed and squeezed me tight. “I’m so excited, I could just pee my pants!”


    When she finally let me go, I turned to Jesse, Zack and Tommy and hugged each one of them, tightly.


    “Thank you.” I couldn’t keep the tears from my eyes. “Thank you for bringing him back to me.”


    Jesse opened the Hummer door. “Or maybe we’re bringing you back to us.”


    “Where you belong,” Piper added.


    “After all, you are a part of our crazy family,” Tommy said grinning.


    I felt Heath’s hand wrap around mine. “No more running away from me, okay?”


    “No more running. I promise.”


    He smiled down at me, all dimples and sparkling eyes. “Are you ready to head home to California?”


    I nodded. “Yep. Let’s go home.”


    

  


  
    


    


    EPILOGUE


    We lay beneath a sky of brilliant star shine, our faces tilted towards the night sky. Moonlight cast a channel of white light across the smooth ocean. The breeze that blew up from the beach was cool with a sharp edge to it.


    We lay on a patch of grass on the Palos Verdes Peninsula, which Heath had claimed as our spot months earlier. It seemed like a lifetime ago and so much had happened since then.


    During that time we had loved one another and lost one another, and then somehow we’d found our way back to each other through the tangle of heartache and grief.


    Now we were stronger than ever and nothing could tear us apart again. A bright and unknown future lay ahead of us.


    In another week or two my first winter in California would begin. Soon after, Christmas would arrive and I would celebrate with the man who had become the love of my life. I would defer my college studies until I could work out exactly how my life could entwine with Heath’s on the West Coast instead of back home in the South.


    I had no idea how we would make it work. But I knew we would. And I knew I was in for one hell of a ride.


    “Any regrets?” Heath asked. He turned away from the glitter of stars above us to face me and his expression was gentle.


    “Are you kidding me? I’m so excited about my life with you, I won’t ever regret any of this.”


    He smiled the smile I had come to need to see every day. Two dimples that set off tiny explosions in my belly.


    “Promise me you’ll never run away from me again,” he said softly.


    “I promise.” I smiled. “Wherever you are, is where I am.”


    “Do you mean that?”


    “Cross my heart.”


    I nodded and watched him reach behind him and pull something out of his jeans pocket.


    A setting sun glinted on diamonds.


    “Then be mine forever,” he said, holding a ring in his fingers. “Say you’ll marry me.”


    I gasped.


    Oh hell.


    


    * * * * *


    

  


  
    


    Crazy Wonderful – Book Two of the Crazy Series – Coming Soon


    

  


  
    PROLOGUE


    HEATH


    Four months later I sat with the rest of the band, our new manager Leery Lou and a couple of record executives around a boardroom table at the Aria Entertainment headquarters in Hollywood. Our second album, Pagan Angel, was doing better than anyone had expected. So far there were two stand-out songs, ‘Carpi Nocturn’ and ‘Ache Over’. We had created the music videos for both on a budget, but by all standards, they were pretty good and Vengeance’s following was growing.


    Now Aria were about to release a third single, ‘Skin’ which was a raw and sexually charged song I’d actually written about Harlow and our first encounter in the bathroom at my house. We were expecting the meeting to be about the production for the music video for ‘Skin’.


    “I’ve got good news. Pagan Angel has just gone gold,” Tim, one of the label’s representatives said, clapping his hands and looking rather pleased with himself. He nodded to the other suit next to him. “So Jimmy here is keen to offer you a national tour.”


    For a moment the room was silent. Tim let his words sink in and looked almost smug. A gold album. A tour. Hell, we didn’t know what to deal with first.


    “A tour?” Zack finally asked, maybe a little bewildered. “Us? Our own tour?”


    “Not supporting. Not touring with. But Vengeance headlining?” Tommy said excitedly.


    We all looked at each other.


    Fuck me. Our own tour.


    Tim and the label reps all grinned.


    “I represent B double A. We like your albums. You guys are getting yourself quite the following.”


    Again we all looked at one another. BAA or otherwise known as B double A, was a leading tour promoter responsible for some pretty outstanding tours. They had been behind the Masters of Mayhem music festival and tour that Vengeance had been part of earlier in the year.


    “There is some pretty significant interest in you boys out there. Both your label and B double A think a national tour is going to take Vengeance from here,” he used his hand to indicate rising levels, “to here. It’d be in everyone’s benefit.”


    His eyes twinkled. He looked like a young pup playing in the adult pool. But I admired his enthusiasm. His keenness for our music seemed genuine, which in this profession, was often a rarity.


    “It’s time to get excited guys because you’re about to become famous.”


    Hell, if that wasn’t something to get excited about, I didn’t know what was!


    “So, we’re all in agreement then? We’re going ahead with this?” Jimmy asked.


    We all nodded and Leery Lou replied, “As long as it all checks out in the fine print, I’d say you gentlemen have got yourself a deal.”


    Leery Lou was a hundred years old and looked like the KFC Colonel. He’d been in the industry since the Rat Pack days of Sammy, Frank, Dean and Jerry. He’d managed massive performing artists over fifty years and had brokered some pretty incredible careers. We couldn’t believe our luck that he wanted to represent us. Apparently we had his granddaughter to thank. She was a fan. Of Zack in particular.


    If Leery Lou cast his wise eyes over the fine print and it was good, then I trusted him.


    Jimmy looked relieved. “Excellent. We’ll get the logistics sorted out and the contracts to you by tomorrow. In the meantime, I’d like to introduce you to some of our team who will be working with you on the tour.”


    He buzzed an intercom on the table. A moment later the door opened and two people walked in; an older guy in a Hawaiian shirt and straw hat, and … oh fuck me…!


    A pair of bright blue eyes twinkled across at me.


    “Gentlemen, this is Derek your tour manager and Mia, his assistant.”


    I looked from Mia to the rest of my bandmates and then back to Mia.


    Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


    


    * * * * *
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