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    For Apple and Samms,


    


    You make me laugh when I want to cry.


    Then, you make me laugh until I cry.


    You tell me I can when I think I can’t,


    And you always have my back.


    


    (Plus, you wouldn’t let me kill Mike)


    


    This book exists because of you.


    I’m honored to call you my friends.


    


    

  


  
    



    Prologue


    ~ Mike ~


    I hate country songs.


    I fucking despise the whiney ass pathetic excuse for music. I’m not a psychologist, but I’d bet big money that there is a direct link to the rising depression rates in America and the songs played on country radio. Everyone’s heard that horrible joke: “What do you get when you play a country song backward? You get your wife back, you get your home back, you get your dog back, you get your kids back, and on and on.” Truer story has never been told.


    Grown men singing songs about the world doing them wrong, and crying about their achy breaky heart, disgust me. Fucking grow a pair, you useless douche. You lost your job? That sucks, guy. Really. Okay, you had five minutes to be pissed, now man up and get another one. Your woman left you? I’m actually not surprised. At least one of you has some common sense and she realized that she was more of a man than you are. Can’t live without her? Get off your ass and go get her back instead of singing a song that reminds her how worthless you are. Your attempt at a love song won’t make her realize her life is shit without you. Because it isn’t. The world’s problems won’t be solved in the bottom of a whiskey glass while you are hiding from life. Moron.


    Fucking hate country music.


    Yet, here I sat, at the bar in Hooligan’s Pub, nursing my third Tennessee Honey. The same place I went every single Wednesday. For Country night. Every week, I’d tell myself it’d be my last, that I would not come back the next. But I never fucking listened.


    Fred and Darcey, the middle-aged couple that owned Hooligan’s, saw me there enough. I ran security for them Thursday through Saturday, and then manned the door on Mondays and Tuesdays. It’s a great gig. The money was decent. I worked with like-minded guys so there weren’t any annoying co-workers that wanted to shoot the shit and dig into my personal life, and my shifts didn’t start until eight, giving me the whole day with my son, Jake. Plus, the bar was located exactly halfway between my apartment and my hometown. The same town where Jake lived with his mom and stepdad.


    I lucked out when I got the job seven weeks ago.


    I’d stopped in for a drink on the way back to my apartment after an interesting exchange with my ex-wife, Julie. And, by interesting exchange, I mean the kind of argument that would make a lesser man thank fucking Christ he didn’t have to deal with her brand of crazy anymore. Her new husband is a douche nozzle, but he’s the unlucky dickhead that took her off my hands. I’d passed this place more times than I remembered, but had never stopped. At that moment, I needed a drink more than I needed air, so as soon as I saw the sign, I pulled over.


    And walked into the middle of a brawl.


    The normal bouncer had gotten called away and it was just Fred working security. He’s a moose of a man, don’t get me wrong, but the guys that frequented this place some nights were in a league of their own. That night it wasn’t just frat boys looking for an easy lay. Fred had his hands full. I could have turned and walked away. It wasn’t any of my business, but I’ve been a nosy son of a bitch my whole life, and I never mind my own. So, I’d jumped in.


    Maybe the idea of beating on someone had encouraged my involvement. Knocking the shit out of some disrespectful little fuck is definitely a great way to let off some steam. It’s a helluva better stress reliever than that yoga shit my roommate always pushed on me. And, after the last few months, I needed to de-stress. After we got control of the situation and kicked the offending party out, Fred turned and offered me a job. My only stipulation was that I wouldn’t work country night.


    Like the glutton for punishment I am, though, every damn week I came back here, parked my ass on a stool, and got twisted while listening to the music I couldn’t stand. I never thought I was a masochist. But I’d sit here and torture myself, gritting my teeth through every Billy Ray Cyrus song, just to hear the familiar chords of the outlaw country I’d missed.


    As much as I’ve complained about the classics sung by hillbilly hicks, I longed to hear the familiar tunes I’d come to love. Give me Gary Allan, Eric Church, or Nate Kelly. Men that aren’t scared to move away from their genre’s conventions; men that are men, goddammit, and aren’t afraid to tell the world exactly who they are. That’s music I could get behind.


    That’s the music of my life.


    So here I sat, on my night off, waiting to hear the songs I’d heard played thousands of times while my friends sang to sold-out stadiums. They reminded me of a time when my job was to protect the man on stage at all costs, and life was a helluva lot better than it is now. I’d drink my whiskey until I couldn’t remember why I gave up the job that I loved, why I didn’t want to go home alone, or why every woman I saw was a redhead, even if she wasn’t.


    I’d just lifted my empty glass, signaling for another refill, when I felt someone slide into the stool next to me. I didn’t even glance her way; I didn’t need to. She could’ve been the hottest piece of ass to ever walk in here, or she could’ve been completely deformed. It didn’t matter, because there was only one face I’d see.


    I’d gotten good at waiting for them to approach me. So good, I didn’t even have to acknowledge her before she started talking and buying me another drink. Before it’s gone, she’ll have me in the back room, or in her car, both of us pretending the other is someone else.


    “I’ll have what he’s having,” this one told Fred, who merely raised a single brow at me before nodding. “So, you come here often?”


    I almost snorted at the obnoxiousness of her question. Does anyone really ask that? Instead, I offered a nod, still not looking at her. This one at least sounded the part. The voice is almost just like the one I missed, and I didn’t want to ruin the illusion by looking at her. Fred slid her drink toward her, and then tapped the bar in front of me, moving his eyes to her really quickly when I glanced up. She must’ve been hot. It didn’t matter to me, though, so I pursed my lips and frowned at my drink.


    “This is actually my first time here,” the woman next to me continued as if I’d asked her the same question. “I didn’t even know it was here. But a friend told me I’d find what I was looking for.” And there it was. She was looking for a hookup. The one night stand that wouldn’t call her or bug her the next day. That’s me, honey. I definitely won’t call you, ‘cause I don’t even see you now. She muttered on, but I didn’t hear a word she’d said, too busy lost in my memories.


    As suddenly as she’d started talking, she stopped. The quiet threw me, and I waited, expecting her to make the first move. After several minutes of nothing, I grew antsy and tipped back my glass, intending to gulp down the drink and bite the bullet. Before I could, she slammed her drink down on the countertop and swore.


    “For fucks sake, Mikey, you’re seriously gonna sit there and ignore me?”


    The glass tumbled out of my hand, but I was too busy looking at the woman next to me to notice if the amber liquid spilled all over me as well as the bar. Anger-filled green eyes met my own, and an infuriated redhead glared at me with a fierceness I’d missed. “Lee?” I thought I asked, but I wasn’t sure if it came out mumbled or spoken.


    She snorted as if I were the biggest idiot she’d ever talked to, and placed her hands on her hips. “How much have you had to drink, you ass? I’ve been talking to you for a half hour. Who in the hell did you think it was?”


    I shook my head, trying to clear the confusion. Why was she here? Isn’t she on her honeymoon? On tour with Nate? I didn’t even realize I’d asked the questions out loud until she leaned in close. “If you ever answered your goddamn phone, you’d know exactly where I was and what I was doing.”


    I shook my head again. “I told you I’d call when I wasn’t busy.”


    Her eyes flashed dangerously. “You look real busy, Mike. Real fucking busy holding up a barstool. I can see how that’s important.”


    Suddenly, I was tired. Beyond exhausted. “Why are you here, Lia?”


    Her beautiful face contorted into a scowl. “I’m here to get your sorry ass and bring you home.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter One


    ~ Molly ~


    Anyone who has said that you are your own worst critic has never seen their picture splattered on the covers of the tabloids or posted on every gossip site known to mankind. Oh, you think you look great in that dress? Just wait until a million people, whom you’ve never met, start weighing in on Twitter. They’ll complain about everything: the color, the cut, whether you’re showing too much skin—or not enough—the cellulite on your thighs because the photo hasn’t been edited…or the thigh gap because it has. Nothing, not the little birthmark on your shoulder or the scar on your elbow, is off limits to the strangers that sought to pick you apart.


    They say this is the price of fame. And holy hell, the cost is high. Strangers watch as your relationships fall apart over rumors, loyalties are tested daily, and even if you’re surrounded by a hundred people, you feel alone. Some days you wonder if it really is worth it.


    The expectations are unreal. Heaven forbid a girl doesn’t wear full makeup or designer jeans when she makes a quick, last minute run to the drug store. I glared down at the cover of Star Magazine, completely appalled. The words, “Molly’s Pregnancy Shocker!” made my heart ache, but they weren’t the worst part of this nightmare.


    The picture they used front and center was of my pink sweat-pant clad form rushing out of Walgreens, clutching a bag—which supposedly carried a home pregnancy test—to my chest. I’d been completely shocked when cameras greeted me, and in a very un-Molly like fashion, I hadn’t been able to hide the fear on my face.


    In the middle of the picture, there was a giant white arrow pointing to my very bloated belly, claiming you could already see my baby bump. Even the people that read this shit couldn’t be that stupid, right? If you could see my baby bump, why in the fuck would I be buying a test kit in the middle of the night? I rolled my eyes and kept reading.


    The corner picture, the one that led to the secondary headline in the swill—claiming the father of my baby had finally admitted his mistake—was the worst part of this entire article. Me being the mistake, of course. The image was of my best friend, reaching for his very beautiful wife as she strode away from him in what looked like anger. Knowing Nate and Lia as well as I did, I knew the photo had been taken out of context. Especially considering he’d never had anything to come clean about in the first place.


    The “news” articles were just as bad as the headlines, even though it was nothing I hadn’t read before. I was the home wrecker, out to steal Nate back from his wife, and that Nate and I had been sneaking around for a year while poor Lia lived in denial. The pictures inside at least weren’t that bad; most of them highlighted my negative behavior as I flipped off the photographers and threatened to punch the one that wouldn’t get out of my face. Just another day in the life of temperamental Molly Ray.


    What the fuck? Seriously. What the fuck?


    Anyone that knew us knew it was all lies. Nate and Lia had been happily married for a couple of months now and were still disgustingly in love. She was on tour with us, and went almost every single place he did. When she wasn’t with him, she was with me. When, exactly, were Nate and I supposed to have had time to sneak away and make our secret love child?


    Eww, by the way. Just eww. I pretended to be his girlfriend last summer, and that was hell. Nate was repulsive and had the most disgusting little ticks. He made this obnoxious noise while he ate, and unless he had a concert or was meeting with industry people, he believed in the “showering is optional” philosophy. I could probably sell that story to the tabloids, but no one would believe anything derogatory about the great Nate Kelly. Being stuck on a bus with a bunch of sweaty men, who don’t feel the need to bathe regularly, really makes you see past a person’s looks.


    Yeah, he was pretty. And talented. And he was funny as hell. The world loved him. But Nate had eyes for only one woman, and he would never do anything to jeopardize his marriage. Plus, in my mind, Nate was family. He was the big brother I never had, the sibling that protected me from everyone—including myself—and my biggest fan. I loved the man and would do anything for him.


    Okay, that’s a lie. I’d do almost anything for him. Contrary to popular belief, even I had my standards.


    A knock interrupted my thoughts and I groaned, dreading what would come. I didn’t need a lecture from Mr. Kelly himself. Before I had a chance to move, the door opened and a redhead hurried in.


    I didn’t have a chance to greet my friend before Lia threw herself on the other end of the couch, glaring at the magazine in my hand. “You saw it already.” She was breathing hard, as if she had run from her hotel room to mine, up the two flights of stairs, and down the hall. “I was hoping to get up here before you did.”


    And I hoped she hadn’t seen it at all. It was the last thing she needed. “I have a Google alert set up,” I explained, suddenly relieved it was her and not her other half that was here. “So, I asked Tim to get me an actual copy for the scrapbook.”


    Yep. I kept a scrapbook of all stories that were published about me. And every time I was on a cover, I made sure I kept that, too. So far, I hadn’t made the cover for anything I’d actually done, but a girl could hope that one day I’d be recognized for being more than a home-wrecking whore.


    Lia pursed her lips and tipped her head, watching me as if trying to find the right words to say. Finally, she shook her head. “One day, you and I are going to burn that book.” She didn’t wait for me to respond, but rubbed her hands up and down her jean-clad thighs. “Why were you alone when that picture was taken?”


    I appreciated her subtlety, even though we both knew she really wanted to ask where in the hell my security detail had been that night. “I didn’t think I needed him; it was just a quick trip to the drug store, which was literally next to the hotel.”


    Lia shook her head. “Mols…” she sighed in exasperation. She hated it when I ditched my security. “What did Eli say?”


    I almost didn’t want to tell her I had been avoiding his calls, and I told Lia everything. Instead, I sucked it up and admitted the truth. “I haven’t talked to him yet. But you know Eli. He’s old school and thinks any press is good press.”


    She rolled her eyes; despite Nate’s trust and kind feelings toward my manager, Lia hated him.


    Before she could say anything, I asked what I’d been dying to know. “How pissed is Nate?”


    She shrugged, a smile tugging at her lips. “Pissed.”


    “On a scale of one to ten, ten being he’s getting ready to fire me from the tour, how pissed is he?”


    She scoffed. “Nate’s not going to fire you, silly.”


    Something seemed off. The way she glanced away set my nerves on edge. “Lee?” Even I could hear the panic in my voice. “He’s not going to fire me, right?”


    To be honest, I wouldn’t be surprised if he did. He had to practically beg—and definitely call in every favor owed to him—just to get me hired as his opener last summer. We both knew it was my one shot, and we did what we had to do so I could have the career I’d always wanted.


    I’d been on cloud nine when country radio started playing my songs, and then amazed when a few singles began climbing up the charts. I’d been lucky enough to get recognition from our peers and was asked to present at the Grammy’s. Nate’s label had been impressed, and didn’t argue when Nate insisted on making this year’s concert a joint headliner.


    We all knew that it was in name only, though. This was still Nate’s tour, and Nate was a Kelly—country music royalty. His grandfather was the late, great C.C. Kelly, a founding member of outlaw country. Nate had grown into a legend of his own; men all over the world wanted to be him, millions of women thought they were in love with him, and everyone, it seemed, listened to his music. All it would take was one phone call from him, and I’d be forced to mysteriously come down with a cold and be booted from the tour so I could “recuperate” in peace.


    “Mols!” Lia snapped her fingers, pulling me from my thoughts. “Nate isn’t going to fire you. You know he loves you. He’d fire one of the boys before he would let you go. And that will never happen.”


    I nodded, chewing on the inside of my cheek as I narrowed my eyes at her. I did know that he loved me as much as I loved him. We were family. But there was definitely something Red wasn’t telling me. “But?”


    Lia bit her bottom lip the way she did when avoiding something. I waited. “But”—she wrinkled her nose, forcing out the next words—“he fired Tim.”


    My face fell. “He what?” He couldn’t do that. None of this was Tim’s fault; I’d gone out without him, making him stay in the hotel room because I needed a few minutes alone. Plus, Tim was the head of my security, not Nate’s. The only person with enough authority to do that, other than me, was Eli.


    Before I could demand answers, my phone rang. Glancing at the screen, I stifled a groan. Speak of the devil and he shall appear, right? I took a deep breath, holding my index finger up to Lia so she’d know this conversation wasn’t even close to being over, and brought the phone to my ear.


    “I was just thinking about you,” I answered warmly as I stood up and walked toward the small set of windows overlooking a forest.


    “Young lady,” came the cool reply.


    I rolled my eyes at the Sunday-preacher tone. Obviously, Eli had his manny-panties in a bunch, and I was in for an ear-full.


    “I have tried. Lord knows I have. But I have never, and I mean never, had a client that is as reckless and difficult as you. Do you think it’s easy to get a girl that looks like you work in this town?”


    I took a deep breath, trying desperately not to tell him to go to hell.


    I’d heard all the complaints from him before, and right now, they were the last thing I needed to hear from the man that was supposed to be the one person always on my side. Eli Cahill wasn’t the best manager Nashville had ever seen, but he’d been around since before dirt was invented and knew everyone. Those that didn’t like him at least respected him, which is a great asset to have in this industry. He might’ve been a giant pain in the ass, but he knew what he was doing.


    When no one would take me on, Nate sent my demos out to all of his grandfather’s old friends. After more refusals than I care to remember, we got amazing news—Cahill Management was willing to meet with me. However, when Eli took one look at my pierced face, tattoos, purple hair, stomach-showing tank and ripped jeans, his face turned bright red and he shook his head violently.


    “Nathaniel, you know I only manage country artists. I don’t know how to market grunge, or heavy metal, or whatever the hell it is she sings.”


    Nate laughed, as if it was the funniest thing he’d heard. “Come on, Eli. This is the face behind that voice you told me you loved so much.”


    Eli raised a single eyebrow in disbelief. When Nate didn’t back down, he turned his judgmental eyes to me. “You want a chance to work with me?” he asked, annoyance evident in each syllable. He only scowled after I nodded frantically. “Then, go get yourself cleaned up. Once you look like a respectable young lady, we’ll talk.”


    Going against every single fiber of my being, I’d done just that. The purple streaks were removed and a new wardrobe had been purchased—one that would ensure my tattoos were covered whenever I was in public. Even though I hadn’t wanted to, I’d removed my double tongue balls, Monroe, spider bites, nose stud, and even took out my eyebrow ring, leaving only single holes in my ears and the piercings that you couldn’t see when I had my clothes on. I smiled and giggled and acted like a good, respectable girl. Eli had been my manager ever since.


    Vowing not to get into an argument with him—and to try to make the next few minutes pass as painlessly as possible—I closed my eyes, attempting to focus on the words of wisdom he tried to impart.


    “There are six women that get airtime on country radio consistently. Six. You know how many of them had singles on the charts this week?” He didn’t wait for me to answer, even though I listened to the countdown faithfully every Sunday. “Three. And do you know what they all have in common?”


    “They’re all blonde, skinny, and perfect little Barbie dolls?” I answered petulantly.


    Eli sighed angrily. “No. They play their part. They smile for the cameras and act like proper young women should.”


    “The way women should have acted fifty years ago.” I interrupted. “It’s not 1952 anymore, Eli. Proper is boring.”


    “Proper sells albums. The majority of people that listen to country music are women. They want to hear songs that make them feel. And they want them to be sung by women they can picture themselves being friends with. They do not want to support, listen to, or care about someone who can’t respect the sanctity of marriage.”


    I snorted at that. “Seriously?”


    “Yes,” Eli snapped, agitation morphing into anger. “I’ve told you repeatedly that your behavior would bite you in the ass. Now look what you’ve done.”


    I felt my fist clench as blood rose to my cheeks. “What I’ve done? I didn’t do anything wrong!”


    “We both know that Nate isn’t the father, because he would never jeopardize Lia for a girl like you. But all the world will see is that you aren’t in a committed relationship. That baby will constantly be speculated about and will forever be linked to Nate. Have you thought about what that would do to your child? To Nate’s career? And you can kiss your own goodbye.”


    My mouth had fallen open halfway through his tirade, but now snapped shut, barely missing my tongue. “Tampons!” I snapped. “It was a box of fucking tampons!” The silence that greeted me would have been comical if I hadn’t been so pissed off; Eli hated hearing about my monthly cycle or my “womanly needs” as he called them.


    “You’re not pregnant?” was the first thing he asked when he recovered, but the disbelief in his voice made me want to throat punch someone. Preferably him.


    “No, I’m not pregnant!” I yelled, unable to keep my voice down.


    “Well, that’s the first good news I’ve heard today.” Papers rustled in the background, and I could picture him sitting at his disaster of a desk. “I’d say we’d avoid addressing the headlines, but they’ve already started to spread and it’s now trending on Twitter. We’ll start scheduling interviews so you can laugh off the worst of it. I’ll see about setting up a few small venues in a couple of months so the world can see that there really is no baby bump.”


    “They’ll see it just fine while I’m on tour.” No way I would be able to add my own small shows to the crazy tour schedule and still have time to work on new material.


    “I’ve already pulled you from the tour.”


    It took a few heartbeats for his words to sink in. “You what?” I hissed, barely able to speak. He couldn’t pull me from the tour, this was the biggest opportunity I’d had. Biggest I might ever have.


    “It had to be done,” Eli said dismissively. “Fans flock to those shows to see Nate. You’re the woman who could wreck his marriage. His sales would have dropped dramatically if we didn’t separate you.”


    I couldn’t turn and look at Lia. Had she known? “We? Nate knows?”


    “Not yet. But I’m sure he’ll be told soon.”


    “So you just decided, without talking to either one of us?”


    “I didn’t need to talk to you.” Eli’s voice sounded cold as ice. “Fans think you did something wrong. They don’t want to see you perform, and they sure as hell don’t want to see you and Nate together. I made the best decision I could to save his career.”


    There was so much wrong with everything he’d just said. I’d done something wrong? Talk about double standards! I was the other woman in the fake scenario, yes, but Nate was the married one. If he was having an affair, shouldn’t women be out to crucify him as well?


    But it was the last part I focused on. He made the best decision to save Nate’s career. Not mine. My manager seemed more concerned about someone other than me. It wasn’t really a surprise, but it still stung. Hearing the words out loud were all it took, though.


    “You’re fired.”


    Eli had been talking again, about what, I couldn’t tell you, but it took him a second to realize I had spoken. “What?”


    I cleared my throat. “I said, ‘you’re fired.’”


    Eli laughed. The bastard actually laughed. “You’re firing me? Oh, young lady, I take back what I said earlier. THIS is the best news I’ve heard all day.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll have the paperwork sent to you later. I’d say that I’m sorry it ended this way, but I’m really not.” Before I could respond, he hung up.


    I turned, hurrying back to the couch and collapsing before my knees gave out. I was almost surprised to see that Lia was still here, her face as pale as I’m sure mine was. She slid closer, grabbing my hand.


    “What just happened?” I asked her, desperately hoping it was all just a big misunderstanding.


    “Something that should have happened a long time ago,” she assured me. “Hey!”


    I turned toward her, meeting her eyes.


    With a gleam in her eyes, she said, “This is a good thing!”


    “I just fired my manager, Red. I don’t…” I broke off. I wouldn’t cry over a piece of shit like Eli Callahan, but I sure as hell didn’t know what to feel. “I don’t know how to do anything he did.”


    My confession made her smile. “I’d be worried if you did. We’ll find you someone great to replace him,” she assured me, tapping the top of my hand in a motherly fashion. Then, her eyes lit up. “What about Nikki?”


    Nikki Kelly Woods was the best manager I’d ever met. Everyone loved her. Well, almost everyone. And if you didn’t, you feared her. She was a force to be reckoned with. I would kill to have her take me on as a client. Or, at least, auction off some of my unneeded parts on the black market—a kidney or an ovary.


    I shook my head sadly. “She won’t work with me. She said it’s a conflict of interest.” I understood that. Not only was she one of my closest friends, she was Nate’s big sister and had managed him since the early days of his career, back when he was just a songwriter who never thought he’d hear his songs on country radio, let alone perform to sold-out stadiums. Plus, she was super busy; not only did she manage to keep my best friend looking squeaky clean, but she also managed her husband and was mom to the most adorable baby ever born.


    Lia pursed her lips in thought. “Maybe…” She trailed off, and I knew she was thinking just as hard as I was. “I hate to say it, but maybe we should talk to Nate.”


    “No.”


    “He might know someone,” she countered.


    “Oh, I’m sure he does,” I argued back. “I don’t want another Eli. Plus, I’m still pissed he fired Tim.” I needed to focus on one issue at a time; I could yell at Nate about his controlling asshole ways later.


    “What about the band?”


    Some of the guys in the band had managers, but they had a handful of other musicians on their client roster as well. I needed someone who could work yesterday, someone who could do damage control and hopefully save the rest of this tour, someone who would be on my side, and most importantly, someone who could stand up to Nate. I glanced over at the woman sitting next to me and a lightbulb went off.


    “You could do it!” Last summer, Nate had hired Lia to be an interim manager while Nikki was on maternity leave. Lia had surprised us all when she not only did the job, but she did it just as well as Nik. Not to mention, she needed the distraction.


    Lia’s eyebrows popped up. “I could do what?” Her voice was cautious, as if she was almost afraid of my answer.


    I grinned deviously. “You could be my manager.”


    “No, I couldn’t,” Lia argued. “I’m not a manager, Mols. I teach high school.”


    “But you could! You kicked ass last summer. Even Nik said you could make it a career. Plus, you’re not teaching now, you’re staying on tour with us. You’re always telling me how bored you are.” Okay, so that was a stretch, she may have mentioned it once while the boys were fishing and we were stuck at some shitty little cabin with no internet so we couldn’t even download books to read. But it would definitely keep her mind occupied. “You are the one person I know who can stand up to Nate and win.”


    Her eyebrows peaked as she stared at me. “You’re serious right now?”


    I nodded, keeping my fingers crossed she’d say yes.


    “You want me to manage you?”


    I nodded again, and the pit in my stomach grew the longer she dragged this out.


    She narrowed her eyes but looked as though she might’ve actually been considering it. After a few seconds, she sat forward. “You’ll listen to what I have to say? You won’t let it get personal?”


    It was a pretty simple question, but I knew why she’d asked it. If push came to shove, Nate would side with his wife. She would always come first, and she didn’t want to come between my friend and me.


    “It won’t get personal. I know you always have my back.”


    Lia smiled and nodded quickly. “Then, yes.” She held out her hand and said, “Molly Ray, you officially have a manager. I’ll talk to Nikki about contracts and have something written up by the end of the day.”


    I squealed excitedly, pulling her into a hug. “You have your work cut out for you. Eli fucked up the tour somehow. Do you want me to tell Nate, or do you want to?”


    She rolled her eyes. “Oh, no. That’s something we’re doing together.”


    Another thought hit me. “This means you can rehire Tim!”


    The smile dropped and she gave me a somber stare. “No, it doesn’t. Tim’s only job was to make sure you were safe. He was fired for a reason.” She stood and headed for the door, and I followed. “First thing I’m going to do is talk to Nik about the show. Then, I’m going to hire some decent security. Someone who will do what he is paid to do, even when you don’t want him to.” She pushed the elevator button harder than necessary.


    Before I could ask how she planned to find someone for security when it had taken weeks to find Tim, she crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m going to get Mikey back.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Two


    ~ Mike ~


    I stumbled out of my bedroom, naked as the day I’d been born, cursing my willpower. I’d told myself I wouldn’t drink too much last night, but fuck if I ever listened to the annoying asshole in my head. Hell-bent on proving that he wasn’t the boss of me, I’d drank myself into the hangover from hell.


    Heading straight to the fridge, I grabbed the carton of OJ and tipped it to my mouth. I needed fluids and pain meds, and to sleep for another week or two. Setting the juice back on the shelf and slamming the door, I leaned my head against the cool, smooth surface of the freezer.


    I didn’t remember how I got home last night, but I did remember the fucked-up dreams I’d had. Lee. They were always about Lee. This time, she’d come to Hooligan’s. It was so real, I would have sworn on a bible she’d actually been there.


    I heard the bathroom door open, but I didn’t bother to cover myself. Courtney, my roommate, had seen it all before. More than once, actually. Nothing about me fazed her anymore, and I didn’t have the parts that she was interested in, so I just didn’t give two fucks. I’d told her once that she was more than welcome to walk around naked too, and if her girlfriend wanted to join, I’d be okay with that. I’d suggested that we could have a “clothing optional” apartment, but she’d just laughed and flipped me off. Probably for the best, considering she did have the parts I was interested in, and my body would most definitely react to hers, frightening them both with my girth and causing blue balls of epic proportions.


    If my mind had been a little less foggy, or if I hadn’t been trying to recall the dream from last night, I might have registered the fact that Cort wouldn’t be home on a school day. She taught physical education at a local high school, so she couldn’t possibly be here mid-morning on a Thursday.


    “Well, this is a new look.”


    I snapped my head back, turning toward the voice I knew all too well, my hands dropping down to cover myself because my morning wood was definitely something she hadn’t seen before. “Lee?” Before she could answer, I continued. “Jesus fucking Christ, kid. What in the hell are you doing here?”


    She raised a single eyebrow, crossing her arms the way she did when she was pissed. “Who do you think brought your drunk ass home last night, genius?”


    “You came to Hooligans.” It wasn’t a question, just a statement of fact as I realized it hadn’t been a dream.


    “You always were a smart one. I’m glad to see all the booze you’ve consumed this summer hasn’t changed that.”


    I didn’t miss her icy tone. Or the way her eyes washed over me in an extremely judgmental way. Part of me wanted to lift my hands and give her the full show, while telling her to fuck off. The other part wanted to wrap her in my arms, because I’d missed her that fucking much. Before I could make up my mind, she turned away.


    “Why don’t you go put something on? Then we’ll talk.”


    Keeping my hands cupped in front of me, I stepped into the main part of our apartment that we used as a living and dining space. Across the room were two doors, one right across from the minuscule kitchen that led to the bathroom, and another that led to Courtney’s bedroom. Lee had moved to the other end of the room and stared out the sliding glass doors, ignoring me, so I quickly jogged the few steps to my room next to the kitchen and shut the door. Not that I thought she’d look, but I needed a few minutes to get my shit together.


    To understand me, to really understand my story, there’s one thing you need to know. I’m the idiot in love with the woman he can never have. I’m the little whiny bitch I complain about—the loser who sits down, ties one on, and writes depressing-ass love songs about the one who got away. There’s more to me, sure, but in order to get me, and appreciate my relationship with Lee, you need to know the history.


    If I’m being honest, I can’t remember a time in my life when Cecelia Marie Merrill-Foster, now Lia fucking Kelly, didn’t matter to me. Even when I was supposed to hate her, when I’d acted like I didn’t know she was alive, I knew her every move. The term “best friend” couldn’t even begin to describe my feelings for her.


    It happened so early in life, our relationship, that by the time I was old enough to know my ass from my elbow, she was as much a part of me as my parents, or my grandmother. I can’t look back and tell you the day that I started playing with the chunky little redhead that lived down the road from my Grammy Ginny. I can recall thousands, if not millions, of times the two of us spent hours racing trucks in the dirt, chasing each other over trails on our ten-speeds, fishing in one of the local brooks, and telling secrets under the stars in the backyard. LeeLee, as her dad called her, was the most important person in my life for years.


    When we were six, she’d turned her beloved Red Sox baseball hat around, as if she was some little punk, and in one fluid movement, punched Jeremy Westcott in the nose hard enough to break it, giving him the bump he still has today. Why did the innocent little pacifist turn into a blood hungry hit-man-in-the-making, you ask? Because Westcott called me a geek, knocked me down at recess, and ripped my copy of James and the Giant Peach out of my hands, destroying my prized possession. I will never forget the war whoop she screamed as she lunged at him, or the way he avoided her until…well, forever.


    When we were seven, she talked her dad into teaching me how to play catch, because I wanted to play baseball and my own father never had the time. She sat on the sidelines for hours, watching us instead of begging Mr. Foster to pay attention to her. Lee was the best second baseman her little league softball team had ever seen, but she gave up valuable practice time so I could get better.


    When we were eight, she’d held my hand and told me it was okay that I’d wet the bed while we were at a sleepover, the first one I’d been invited to. Then she snuck out of the room, found a pail, and “accidentally” knocked the entire thing over, soaking both me and my sleeping bag, washing away my shame. She swore she’d never tell anyone what had really happened—a promise she’d kept, even though parents labeled her the “bratty” kid.


    When we were ten, she’d watched Stephen King’s It with me, because all the cool kids at school had seen it and I was too scared to watch it alone. Then she pretended she was the one that was afraid of clowns, instead of me, so that I didn’t get made fun of for not going to the circus. And miraculously, every time the creepy traveling act came to town, Lee needed me to do something with her, so I never had to face my fears.


    Lee had always been the epitome of a redhead—a mouthy little spit fire, never afraid to back down. If she loved you, she loved you with everything she had, and always had your back. That passion went both ways. If she didn’t like you, or if you did something to hurt someone she cared about, she’d never let it go. Loyalty wasn’t just a second-grade spelling word to Lee, it was her entire existence.


    That’s the kind of friend you have for life, the one who stands up on your wedding day and gives a heartfelt toast, wishing you the best of everything because they truly believe you deserve it. She wasn’t the friend who you ditch when you’re twelve because Ally Jackson, the prettiest girl in the school, realizes you’re alive when you make the school’s baseball team. And she sure as hell wasn’t the kind of friend you start to torment, making fun of every chance you get, because it isn’t cool to live in the poorest part of town.


    Yet that’s what I’d done. That’s the kind of friend I was—the arrogant little fuck that thought if I could put distance between Lee and me, act like I was better than her, that maybe other people would believe it, too.


    It worked. Overnight, I became Mike Carson, Ally’s boyfriend, star athlete, the best-dressed kid in school, and all around prick. No one saw Mikey, the scrawny little boy with scraped knees and braces anymore. Except for his best friend. She overlooked every despicable thing I’d done because all she saw when she looked at me was the boy I had been. I wanted her to hate me, because it was easier than seeing the hurt in her eyes every time they met mine. So I did the unthinkable and tried to make her.


    For years, we didn’t talk, instead settling into a routine of avoidance. We had classes together, but she’d sit in the back, talking to her groupies, acting as if I didn’t exist. I’d laugh when my friends commented on her clothes, how she wore her hair, or her taste in music. I could lie to them all, but I couldn’t hide the truth from myself. My eyes constantly found her in the crowd, watching her every movement when no one was looking. A part of me wanted to protect her, especially from herself and the stupid mistakes she kept making. I missed my friend, and even though I didn’t know it then, I can see now that I was looking for a way back into her life.


    The chance came when Nathaniel Kelly walked into our lives. We’d just started our junior year of high school when I heard the rumors that the answer to our football playoff prayers had come in the form of some hotshot defensive tackle from down south. Coach invited him to practice, but he never showed. When my team and I saw him getting ice cream with Lee, I saw my chance. I walked up to him and introduced myself, knowing it would be the one time she couldn’t run away.


    Kelly, as much as I didn’t want to admit, was a cool shit. He was a kick-ass football player and an even better friend. I’d never bonded with someone that quickly, but within a week, he was like the brother I’d never had. He and Lee were inseparable, which meant that I got to spend a shit ton of time with her, too, giving me the chance to get to know the person she’d become. She never acknowledged our past, so I followed her lead, but I never stopped trying to gain her trust and make up for everything I’d done wrong.


    Kelly made his move before I could. I’d been so wrapped up in trying to figure out how to get her to forgive me; I’d missed the signs. I never saw it coming. He claimed her first. As much of a screw up as I was, I would never poach a friend’s girl.


    I wanted to hate him. Fuck, I wanted her to hate him. They were my best friends, though. And once again, I had to make a choice. This time, I chose to protect her. To be the friend she’d always been for me.


    Not a day passed where I didn’t wish things had been different. Kelly was the better man, though, and I happily filled the best friend role, taking any piece of her I could have. The two of them became my family, friends I would do anything for. I loved her enough to want her to be happy, even if that meant she wasn’t with me. If I could go back and do it over again, I wouldn’t change a thing; those were two of the best years of my life.


    Then we grew up. Teenagers should never be expected to make adult decisions. They might feel like they’re grown up, and they might act like it, but they really don’t have the faintest idea what it’s like to be an adult in the real world. In a blink of an eye, everything changed.


    Nate and Lia had a nasty breakup, both going their separate ways. I joined the Navy, determined to serve my country and do my part to protect the people I loved. I married my high school girlfriend, Julie, because we’d found out she was pregnant not long after I’d graduated from boot camp. By nineteen, I was a dad, a husband, a man torn between his two best friends, and fighting in a war not many people believed in.


    Lee should have been the furthest thing from my mind. She wasn’t. Sometimes, the letters she faithfully sent were the only ones I got, and I looked forward to reading whatever nonsense she filled her pages with every week. She did her best to distract me, telling me about the college classes she was taking, the friends she had made, her job, and life back home in general. She never mentioned Kelly.


    Every time I was stateside, I spent as much time with Lee as I could. It wasn’t much, because I didn’t want to leave Julie or my son, Jake, not even for a minute. If I’d had my way, I’d have taken them away and shut out the world the entire time I was home. But Jules was adamant that they had to stick to their routine so that it wouldn’t be so hard to adapt after I left.


    It made sense at the time. Being a Navy wife and son was hard enough, and the last thing I wanted was to make life more difficult for them. Lee warned me, insisted something was off, claimed that Julie’s distance didn’t make sense, but I didn’t want to hear it. Whenever I brought up Kelly, she’d changed the subject. We agreed that our relationships were off limits and settled on much safer topics. Somehow, we forged through, and our friendship became even stronger. I’d looked forward to each second we were together.


    They say time flies as you age, that suddenly, you realize your life is just a series of images, memories that feel closer than they actually are. The days and years didn’t speed by for me. No, they moved at a snail’s pace until the day I woke up in a hospital in Germany, lucky to be alive with no life-altering injuries, but with a few years missing from my memory.


    Lee, once again, was the one to charge in and rescue me. She insisted I stay with her when Julie wouldn’t let me come home, and listened to me while I sorted through the pieces of my existence and tried to put my life back together. Just like the little girl who dumped water to hide my humiliation, she put her life on hold for me and did her best to protect me from the truths my mind was hiding from me.


    It came back to me slowly. First in flashes, then in vivid, full-color detail, the way you’d watch a movie, I saw it all. My career over. The family I’d lost. The only life I’d ever known, gone. Even now, years later, part of me wished I’d never remembered. It had been hell, facing the things my mind wanted me to forget.


    With the help of my friends, though, I’d pulled my shit together and created a pretty decent life for myself.


    Nate had moved up in the music world, and needed help with his security. He said it was fate that I needed work when I did. I don’t believe in fate, but I will agree that it was one hell of a huge coincidence. The job let me be myself, and gave me a chance to get to know the man I loved like a brother while saving enough money to give Jake a decent life.


    I stayed tight with Lia, too, never telling her why my new job took me away for months at a time, or why I was home for others. She never asked questions, too busy living her own life, and trusting me blindly. I stayed with her whenever I was in Maine, talked to her almost daily, and somewhere along the way, convinced myself that one day, she’d realize how great we were together. I had it all planned out. I’d retire when Nate did, which he said would be in the next few years, build a house halfway between Lia’s and Jake’s, marry the redhead, and give my son a few little brothers. It was a great plan.


    But it fell to shit.


    Lee will say that the heart wants what the heart wants. And hers craved Nate. The day I stood next to Kelly, watching Lee float down the aisle, glowing from head to toe as she became his wife instead of mine, surprisingly wasn’t the hardest thing I’d ever done. Fuck no. The hardest thing I’d ever done was make the conscious choice to walk away from her, to leave the life I’d built from the ashes, so she could have the one she wanted.


    History is a funny thing. Two people can go through an event together, experience the exact same thing, and yet remember it completely differently. Lee’s story is altered, I’m sure. Her version the same, yet different than mine. At the end of the day, one thing we can agree on. Lee is more than my best friend. She’s my constant, the light in my dark, and the one person I can always count on.


    Lee is the kind of friend everyone wants, but only half of us deserve. Loyal to a fault, even to those that don’t deserve it. The friend that I will do anything for, anything she asks, even if it means selling my soul to the devil.


    Lee being here now, wanting to talk, meant she wanted something from me. I could stay in my room, go back to bed, and nurse my raging hangover, or I could man up and go find out what in the hell she wanted. Sighing, I grabbed a pair of basketball shorts from the floor and a shirt from the top of the desk, throwing them on quickly and reaching for the door.


    She’d moved to the couch, tucking her legs under her. I headed to the coffee table and sat, facing her, bracing my hands on my knees. Something told me I wasn’t going to like what she had to say.


    She smiled and slid her hand back and forth over the arm of the sofa. “I forgot how comfy this thing is,” she mused. It was unbelievably comfortable. I would know. I slept on it for months while I tried to sort out my life. I adjusted slightly, hating the awkward tension between us. Like always, she didn’t beat around the bush. “How much of last night do you remember?”


    My eyes moved over her quickly. Her body language told me she was relaxed, which meant she wasn’t upset. So I couldn’t have done anything terrible. She met my eyes, unashamed, so I must not have said anything I shouldn’t have. “It’s a bit of a blur.”


    “A bit of a blur?” Lee scoffed at me. “How many other nights have you spent in an alcohol haze?”


    Her tone only held the slightest tinge of annoyance, but I couldn’t stand the worry I saw on her face. “More than you want to hear about.” My honesty surprised me. I’d intended to tell her to get bent and point out that she didn’t have the right to ask those kinds of questions. I just couldn’t bring myself to give her the same attitude I’d been giving the rest of the world.


    Sighing, I leaned back a little, closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose, hoping she’d get to the fucking point. “We’ve established I didn’t remember you were here, so I think it’s a safe bet to say that I don’t remember much about last night. So why don’t you tell me why you are.” My tone was gruff, but if it had been anyone else, the entire statement would have been filled with expletives.


    Instead of cowering, like any sane person would have done, a toothy grin broke out on her face and she shook her head once. “God, I’ve missed you.” Lee’s words caused me to scowl before I could stop myself, making her laugh. “Oh, no need to pretend. I know you missed me just as much.”


    When I moved back home after the accident, once I remembered all the lies that had torn my family apart, Lee and I had made a drunken promise to never lie to the other. We’d both told too many over the years, and both been on the receiving end of deception. I may omit a few things where she is concerned, but I’d always been truthful when asked. “I did miss you, and how much of a pain in the ass you are.”


    The smile grew wider. “Come home with me.” Her voice was soft, tone light. But it was a command nonetheless. One that I had no intention of following.


    “I am home.”


    Lee rolled her eyes. “No, you’re not. Come on tour with us.”


    Hell to the motherfucking no. Spend day in, day out, living with her and Kelly? Not going to happen. I didn’t hate myself that much. “No.”


    “I need you.”


    “You don’t. You’re perfectly fine with Sam. And Kelly would die before letting anything happen to you.”


    She only waved her hand and slid her legs off the couch, her knees almost bumping mine as she leaned onto the coffee table next to me and grabbed a magazine. “You’re right. I have Sam and his team. I don’t need you.” She held it out for me to take. “She does.”


    I glanced down, confused. I didn’t bother to read the headline. They were all the same. Half-truths and outright lies mixed together in the most dramatic way to entice normal, everyday people into buying them. It was the picture that had me grabbing the trash from Lee’s hands.


    Molly Ray, the up-and-coming country music star, was featured on the cover. Nothing new for her, considering for years, everyone had been curious about the woman Nate Kelly took under his wing. When a woman looked like her—tatted from head to toe with rainbow hair and a body that screamed playboy playmate—people stopped and stared. When that woman was attached to the leading man in country music, people wanted to know everything about her. The paparazzi followed her everywhere, determined to discover some secret that no one else knew.


    I was used to seeing her picture featured in the check-out line at the supermarket, but this picture was different. There were no coats being held up to shield her from prying eyes. There was no security detail whisking her away from the cameras aimed in her direction. For the first time ever, Molly was completely alone. And she looked terrified. Scared out of her fucking mind. The scene made my blood boil.


    I snapped my eyes back to Lee. “Her detail better be fucking making a path for her to get through.”


    “Right?” Lee threw a hand up in the air, exasperated. Then she let it drop with a soft thud onto her thigh and sighed. “No. She was alone.”


    “Where in the fuck was her detail?”


    Lee shrugged. “She left him in her hotel room. Said she wanted some time to herself.”


    “And he let her leave alone?” I growled out, crumpling the magazine in my hand. “Who was it?”


    Lee nodded, looking just as pissed as I felt. “The new guy, Tim.”


    I may have worked for Kelly, but the security teams worked for me. I’d been in charge of making sure that there were plenty of guys around to watch everyone. The world was filled with whacked-out pricks who did fucking crazy shit most people would never imagine. Mols was a pain in the ass, don’t get me wrong, and tried to ditch us often. But she would have never, never, been able to go alone on my watch. I was going to find Tim, beat his ass, and then fire him. Ignorant fuck. I’d make sure he’d never work in this town again.


    I was seconds away from telling Lee that I’d come back, just to clean up the mess that had obviously piled up in my absence, when I realized that it was Lee sitting in front of me, and not Nate. The man in charge should have at least called me to tell me he needed me. “Why are you here, Lee?”


    Her eyes had narrowed for a second before she rolled them. “Really? I already told you. I’m here to get you to come back. Is it not obvious that we need you?” Each word was snapped out as the temper I loved so much threatened to make an appearance.


    “No shit, kid. I got that. I mean, why are you here? Why not Kelly? No offense, but I’m just surprised the boss man didn’t feel the need to come himself. I’m surprised he’d want someone else on your bus.” Me. I’m surprised he’d want me on the bus, watching her, following her, listening to them, all day, every day.


    “Oh!” Lee grinned, leaning back in the couch. “Nate’s not hiring you. You left a great team in place for us, and Sam’s amazing. I’m here to hire you on behalf of my client.”


    I waited for her to clear up the confusion, but she didn’t say a word. My head continued to pound from the hangover and I didn’t have the energy to figure shit out on my own. Annoying little brat; some things never did change. “Lee, what in the fuck are you trying to say?”


    Her smile didn’t falter. “I’m saying that I would like to hire you to run Molly’s security team. Only Molly’s.”


    I twisted my neck from side to side, trying to get it to crack and ease some of the pressure. Molly’s security, not Lee’s. She wanted me to come back so I could keep someone else safe, not her.


    Thoughts worked their way through my muddled mind. If I worked for Molly, I’d be on Molly’s bus, and I wouldn’t have to surround myself with Nia or Late, or whatever the fuck the media was calling them now. I could be near my two best friends without having their sucktastic relationship forced down my throat. I’d get to do the job I love, hang with my friends, and make a living doing it. Hell, I’d get my life back.


    I nodded once. It could work. I could make it work. “Okay. For the tour, no more.” I barely got the word out before Lee squealed in excitement and threw herself at me. We would definitely have to talk about appropriate behavior toward employees, but we’d do that later. I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her close. One last time.


    Now, I just had to figure out how I’d make it through the next few months with Lee. Or, how in the fuck I’d keep a certain blonde bombshell safe when she was hell-bent on self-destruction. And, worst of all, how in the world I’d tell Jake I was leaving again?


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Three


    ~ Molly ~


    I remember lying in my bed as a young teenager, staring at the posters of N SYNC I had lining my walls and pretending I was on tour with them. While other girls my age fantasized about meeting the members of the band, or having Justin Timberlake fall in love with them, my dreams were all about the tour. What would it be like to perform in front of thousands of screaming fans? What would it be like to live on a tour bus, traveling from city to city, seeing the world as only rock stars could?


    Never, not once, in all of the escapes from my mundane life, did I imagine tour life would be a blur of yellow lines racing by and faceless fans in the crowd. Or the bright lights of flashing cameras while people tried to take pictures of you doing normal, everyday things - like eating a cheeseburger. And never, ever, did I picture the members of my favorite boy band lounging around in their stained wife beaters and ratty boxers, arguing over whose turn it was on the Xbox.


    Yet that was my harsh reality, the life I’d found myself living right now. Glorious, I know. I watched members of ‘Bama Boys—Nate’s band—over the edge of my Kindle, trying to decide if I should be annoyed or fascinated. Right now, I settled on disgusted. Someone, somewhere, was jealous and wished they could swap places with me. I’d gladly do it.


    “Have you heard from Mrs. Kelly at all?” Nate, whom I had started referring to as The Ring Leader in my mind, asked as he plopped down on the couch next to me. He dropped his right arm over my thighs in a familiar manner as he leaned over onto my legs. A move that, if the paparazzi could see, would be the next magazine cover.


    I fought the urge to push him away and rolled my eyes at his question. He’d been married for only a few months, yes, but I couldn’t figure out if his constant need to refer to Lia as his wife, or Mrs. Kelly was romantic, or a pathetic way to show she belonged to him. Ah, who was I kidding? It was cute.


    I shook my head. “Nope. Not since yesterday. You?”


    Nate’s tongue messed with his labret, making the little silver ball jump around in his lower lip, a sign that he was lost in thought. “No.” His lips twisted in a scowl. “It would be nice to know what the fuck is going on though.”


    I nodded, agreeing completely. Last I’d heard from my newly hired manager, she’d made it to Maine, had somehow convinced Mike to come work for us, and was going to help him tie up a few loose ends before the two of them flew in to join us on tour. I’d believe it when I saw it. I’d known Mike for a long time, and nobody made him do something he didn’t want to do. He’d left the tour right after the wedding, not wanting to be around. I didn’t blame him. I’m sure being in love with someone, and then watching the person marry someone else, was pretty fucking painful.


    In the meantime, Lia had forced me off bus two, the bus that I lived on with the married members of the band, and onto bus one. The bus she and Nate, and the single, obnoxious, and loud bandmates inhabited. Lia said that it was strictly a safety measure, that she wouldn’t worry about me if I was on bus one.


    That had been early yesterday morning. We’d been on the bus ever since, stopping once last night for dinner at a truck stop before the long ride to wherever we were. Even now, parked behind tonight’s venue, we were stuck on the bus because there wasn’t enough time before the show to go sightseeing, and we couldn’t go backstage until after setup and sound check. After twenty-eight hours of being in purgatory, I’d decided that Lia was punishing me. I’d done something to piss her off, and abandoning me with the boys was her way of ultimate payback.


    “Whatchya reading?” Nate, clueless to my frustrations, leaned further into my lap, trying to see the screen of my e-reader.


    “What to Expect When You’re Expecting,” I answered honestly without thinking.


    He barked out a laugh. “Is there a chapter on immaculate conception in there?” His eyes, a crazy mixture of light blue with dark streaks, moved to mine, “‘Cause with your dry spell, that’s the only way that would have happened.”


    I narrowed my eyes and gave him a shove, tempted to tell him I’d left my own Kindle on my bus and that I was using his wife’s, being nosy and looking at the books that she’d downloaded, not the ones I owned. I wouldn’t do that to either of them, though; especially not after all they’d been through. Instead, I gave a standard comeback. “Fuck off.”


    The asshole didn’t budge, smirking instead. “Sorry, kid. Just pointing out the obvious.”


    Just one more reason to hate living on a bus, or out of a hotel, with a bunch of childish boys. They knew way more about my love life than they should, and they scared away any potential company I attempted to bring back to my room with me. “And whose fault is that?”


    Dark eyebrows rose as he pulled back a bit, as if surprised I would blame him. “You sayin’ it’s mine? Being a friend of Nate Kelly cramping your style, babe? ‘Cause the boys don’t seem to have any trouble.”


    Oh, here we go. It was an argument we’d had many times, but the pigheaded fool never really listened to my words. “I’ve never threatened to beat up the groupies that the boys bring back.”


    “She’s got a point, bro.” Noah, Nate’s little brother and electric guitarist, piped up from his spot on the chair across from us.


    Nate sat back, pulling away from me. “It was one guy, one fuckin’ time. He was a total dick and you didn’t really want to go home with him.”


    “You’re right. I didn’t want to go home with him. I wanted him to come to the hotel. You were a total clam jam.”


    I heard Noah choke on his soda, laughing as Reb, lead guitarist, and Billy, the drummer, suddenly got very quiet, pausing whatever shoot ‘em up game had dominated their day. But I didn’t take my eyes off my friend.


    “A what?” he asked cautiously.


    “A clam jam,” I clarified. “It’s a…”


    “A cockblocker,” Noah practically shouted, his voice filled with humor, before I could explain. “She’s calling you a cock blocker. Which you are.”


    “The fuck I am,” Nate argued, his face suddenly serious. “I was protecting you.”


    “Of course you were. Because I don’t have enough people trying to do that.” I pushed off the couch and walked to the fridge.


    “It’s what friends do, Mols.”


    “So, the next time Billy or Rhett meet a girl at the after party, are you going to protect them, too?”


    Nate stood, his face dark. “Not even close to being the same thing, and you know it.”


    I sighed. “Maybe we should wait ‘til Red gets back. I’m sure she has plenty to say about this.”


    “You sayin’ my wife agrees with you?” The disbelief on his face was comical.


    “Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m saying, you big oaf!” I slammed my water on the small counter that separated us. “I can protect myself.” A distant memory, from what seemed like another life, one where I’d had to be tough because there was no one to be tough for me, bubbled to the surface of my mind. I hated bringing it up, but the point needed to be made. “If you need a reminder, I’m sure Billy will show you his bridge.”


    Billy threw his remote down, lifting his hands into the air in surrender. “Oh, no. This is between you two. Don’t drag me into it.”


    “You wanna be that girl?” Nate asked, taking two steps to stand in front of me. “The one who has to knock some asshole’s tooth out because he decides he wants a little more than what you’re willing to give?”


    “So not what happened!” Billy objected from the floor, but neither of us paid him any attention. “I was only going in for a kiss. She’s a fuckin’ brute, man.”


    I ignored his compliments, because to me, that’s exactly what they were. “No. But I’d like to be the woman who gets to make up her own goddamn mind for a while. I’d like to go to the damn store alone without it causing drama. I’d like to hire and fire my own staff. And if I decide I want to fuck a stranger, I’d like to do it with no interference from you.”


    “You”—Nate pointed his index finger at my chest—“the girl who is so far into my business and knows more about what’s going on in my life than I do, is telling me she wants me to stay out of hers?” He forced out a chuckle as his eyes sparkled with either anger or amusement. “That’s hilarious.”


    “Oh, whatever!” I snapped like a moody teenager. “I’d say we’re pretty even on the nosy scale, wouldn’t you? You know just as much about me as I do you, apparently even more!”


    Nate shook his head once, bracing his fists on his side of the counter. “What in the hell are you so pissed off about?”


    I waved my hands in front of him, around the bus. “This!” I growled. “I’m so sick of everyone making my decisions for me!”


    “Everyone doesn’t make decisions for you. I did! I fired Tim. He wasn’t doing his job, and you sure as shit weren’t going to handle him. Yeah, I’ve scared a few guys away because they were bad news and I wasn’t going to stand around and wait for someone to hurt my friend. I was thinking about you, because you never think before you do stupid shit. Don’t act like every single thing you do doesn’t affect your career. Because we all know it does! Your career is linked with mine, whether you want to believe it or not.” He leaned over the counter, lowering his head to make better eye contact. “You fired Eli. I didn’t have anything to do with that. You hired Red. Didn’t have anything to do with that, either. Stop acting like you have no control.”


    “Ugh!” I smacked the cold tile, annoyed that he was right. I closed my eyes for a quick second, took a deep breath, and did the only thing I could. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


    Nate reeled backward as if I had slapped him, taking two steps away from the island. Then his face crinkled in concern as he glanced around the room at our friends before settling blue eyes back on mine. “What?”


    I shrugged, shifting my attention to the water bottle in front of me. “You’re right. I just need to get off this damn bus for a while. I’m being a hag and I’m sorry.”


    Strong arms yanked me against a hard chest before I realized that he’d moved. “I’m sorry, too.” Nate mumbled against my hair. “Love you, kid.”


    “Love you.” I pushed him away, embarrassed. The guys had seen me at my worst, though, so I didn’t know why it bothered me now.


    Nate grabbed my hand as I turned away, pulling me back toward him. “You tell your manager the problems you have with me, get her to work on them, too.” Giving me a little wink, he smirked. “And I’ll try to back off.”


    It was my turn to be surprised. “So you’re gonna help a friend out and let me hook up with some random stranger tonight?” I asked, half joking. “You’re not gonna swoop in and scare the guys away?”


    “No, he isn’t. That’s my job.”


    The deep voice caused everyone to turn toward the door at once. Before I could react, the guys were off the floor and the room exploded in what sounded like hundreds of greetings for our old friend. All I could do was stare.


    Mike Carson was even more handsome than I remembered. He had that rough and rugged “don’t fuck with me” look that drove all the girls on the tour nuts. A few inches taller, and much wider than Nate, it was easy to see that he hadn’t spent the last few months laying around in his boxers playing video games. His hair was shorter and darker than it was the last time I saw him, and for a minute, I wondered if it was possible for someone to go gray in such a short amount of time.


    “What in the hell happened to your hair?” Reb asked, reaching out to give Mike a noogie.


    Mike batted the hand away. “Fuck off, man.” Then he smiled, and I got the quick glimpse of healthy white teeth and the dimples that transformed his face, taking at least ten years off. Mr. Sullen himself hardly ever smiled like that, but when he did, it did things to my lady bits I could never admit. “Cort thought that I needed a change, so I dyed it.”


    Noah laughed. “Yeah, better to do it now, old man. That way, you can hide your age for a few more years.”


    “You actually dyed your hair? Isn’t that shit what women do? They need a change so they dye and chop their hair like it’ll magically transform their lives. Fuck, you go away for a little while and come back all metro?” Rhett demanded, appalled.


    “Hell, man, I’d do whatever the fuck that little piece asked me to do. Whenever she asked me to do it. Maybe then, she’d let me watch when she and her girlfriend got busy.” Billy spoke up, being…well, being Billy.


    Mike held up a middle finger, but his eyes turned to me, ignoring all of them. “Mols.” He nodded and then offered a small, close-mouthed smile. Motioning me toward him, he growled, “Move assholes,” to the band. Once I got through, he put his hand on my lower back and guided me toward the door, down the stairs, and out into the sun.


    “Where are we going?”


    “To our trailer to get you ready for the show.”


    Just like that, Mike was back. And he was in charge. I shouldn’t have been happy about it, but I was.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Four


    ~ Mike ~


    It’s funny how quickly you can get back into a routine. I’d only been back on the job for—I glanced down at my wrist before sliding my eyes quickly back to Mols—three hours, but it felt like I’d never left. Well, with some minor changes.


    I stood on the side of the stage, just outside of view, watching as Molly shook her ass and sang her heart out for the sold-out venue. If I’d still been working for Nate, I’d be down at the front of the stage, surveying the crowd, or walking around out back to make sure that everyone was where they were supposed to be. It felt weird to know that I didn’t have to worry about any of that now. My only concern was the woman out there performing, and making sure that she got from venue to bus and back to the next venue safely.


    I was a goddamn babysitter. The thought struck me suddenly and I shook my head¸ annoyed at myself. I needed to relax and enjoy the tour. I didn’t need any of the bullshit that came with the responsibility of being more than a glorified nanny. I deserved a few months of stress-free peace and quiet. But that didn’t keep me from scanning the crowd every few seconds.


    Someone stopped next to me, and I knew it was Lee before I glanced at her. I gave her a quick nod of acknowledgment before I turned back to the show. We watched our girl in silence a few minutes before she lightly touched my arm. “She seem off to you?”


    I nodded. Molly hadn’t been acting like her usual self since I’d gotten back. “Yeah. I was going to ask you about it later.”


    “Nate’s worried.”


    I turned my attention to the woman beside me, waiting for an explanation.


    Lia pursed her lips in concentration, not meeting my gaze. “He wanted to pull her from a couple of shows, give people a chance to latch on to another news story.”


    I narrowed my eyes at Lee. “And why in the hell didn’t you do it?”


    She met my glare, arching an eyebrow in attitude. “Because it would have been the dumbest thing to do. She would have looked guilty, like she was trying to hide.”


    I shook my head, irritated. “Maybe that’s what she needed. It sure as shit would get her away from that.” I tipped my chin toward the front row, where stage lights were bright enough to show the angry faces of some of the ticket holders. “You think going out there to perform in front of people like that is going to help her?”


    “It may not seem like the best idea, but women are vicious. If they smell fear, they’ll tear her apart. They might not like her, they may think the worst, but I’ll be damned if in the end they don’t respect her. I’m not letting her hide. I intend on having her seen, with me especially, as often as possible.”


    My head snapped toward her, feelings of worry about her, feelings I shouldn’t have, hitting my gut. “You?”


    “Yes, me!” Lee snapped. “They all want to say she’s fucking my husband behind my back, then I’m going to show them that there is one woman in the world who still trusts her.”


    “Not a good idea.”


    She put a hand on her hip and gave me a death glare. “And why the hell not?”


    Responses like, “Because I agreed to do this believing you weren’t going to be around,” or “Because I can’t protect both of you, and you aren’t my focus right now,” were on the tip of my tongue when Molly finished her song, giving me a distraction. I watched as she smiled and laughed, playing her part, telling everyone how great it was to be here, and thanking them for their support. When she launched into another song, I took a deep breath and turned back toward Lee.


    “You’re too close to this whole mess, Red.” I didn’t miss the flash of surprise in her eyes when I used the nickname that everyone else had for her. “You’re not seeing this like a manager, you’re seeing it like a big sister would. Your job is to do what’s best for her, not protect her. That’s why you hired me, remember?” I paused for a quick second, hoping she would see my point. “You put yourself in unnecessary photo ops with her, start being around her all the time, it’s going to look like you’re jealous. Or like you’re monitoring her. You’re not going to stop the rumors that way, you’re only going to make them worse.”


    Understanding crossed her features. “I never thought of it that way.”


    Nate wrapped his arms around her waist, coming out of nowhere and pulling her against him before I could respond. He held one fist out to me, giving me a smile. “I’m glad you’re back, Carson. I missed ya.”


    I held my own fist up, bumping his in the familiar way we’d always done it, and offered him a small smile of my own. “Can’t say the same, Kelly.”


    “Lying sack of shit.” He let go of his wife, only to grab her cheeks and kiss her before turning and running onto the stage, just in time for Molly to introduce him and the crowd to go nuts. “Hello, Michigan!” he yelled as soon as one of the roadies handed him a mic.


    “Where are we going from here?” I had the schedule on my phone in my pocket, but I knew Lee would know it by heart.


    “Cuyahoga Falls, Ohio,” she answered without missing a beat.


    “How far of a drive is that?”


    She shrugged. “Three and a half hours, maybe. Four with traffic. I figured if we left the party bymidnight, everyone would be able to settle into the hotel and still get plenty of rest. We’re theretonightand then after the showtomorrownight, too.”


    “We’re not going to the party.”


    “We’re not?”


    I almost laughed at the surprise in her voice. “You are. Mols and I aren’t.” I moved my eyes back to the stage, watching the pair perform a song I’d seen a hundred times before, but all I could focus on this time was Molly. She looked defeated. “I’m grabbing one of the Suburbans and we’re going straight to the hotel.”


    Lee sighed, nodding slowly. “That actually is a really good idea. She needs to rest.” Someone backstage called to her, and Lee held up a finger to make them wait. “I’ll text you the address. Shit! I… I, um…” Glancing away from me, she fidgeted. “You’re…” She cleared her throat.


    “Oh, for Christ’s sake, spit it out.”


    Green eyes moved back to mine. “I only booked you one room. They’re suites, so you each have your own bedroom, but I didn’t want you to be surprised when you got there.”


    I rolled my eyes, stepping close to her. “Lee, I’m supposed to share a room with her. Even when we’re in a Podunk little town and all you can book is a broom closet with two singles. Book it. I’m not letting her out of my site for the next five months.”


    Lee only smirked. “Yeah, I think you’re going to have some trouble with that.”


    “Oh, I plan on it, kid.” She shot me a sympathetic look and then hurried over to talk to whomever was calling to her.


    Not a minute later, Mols came strutting off stage, grinning at me as I handed her a giant cool blue Gatorade and a dry towel. “Christ, I missed you!” She paused long enough to twist off the orange cap and down a large gulp. Wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she sighed. “Timmy never brought me anything to drink. Sometimes Nate would hand me what was left of his beer, but that’s about it.” I put my hand on the small of her back, meeting a section of bare skin, and pushed a little to get her moving. “I can’t believe you remembered!” She twisted around so she could see me over her shoulder. “Thanks.”


    It wasn’t that big of a deal. “You need to stay hydrated and that’s one helluva workout you do on stage.” She tried to veer right, headed to what I assumed to be the room where everyone gathered after the show, but I steered her to the left toward the parking lot. “Hungry?”


    “Famished.” The words came out in a confused rush. I knew from experience that Molly never ate before a concert. She was too nervous and didn’t want to throw up.


    “Good. We’ll go grab something.”


    “But you’re missing Nate’s show.”


    It was a humid night, but nothing could compare to how warm it was under the lights on stage, and she shivered a little bit as we pushed through the back door into the parking lot. My eyes scanned the open area that had been reserved just for us, but all I saw was the crew, milling around and smoking as they relaxed for a little bit before they had to break down the set. It wasn’t anything glorious, and it was usually hard to get into, but I’d seen quite a few fans sneak past security to ambush Nate in lots just like this one.


    I moved my hand from her back, wrapping my fingers around her bicep as I pulled her away from our bus and toward the cars. Opening the passenger door for her, I practically shoved her up into the seat, pulling the seatbelt across her, and clicking the lock into place before I slammed the door and hurried around the front to climb into the driver’s seat.


    “Uh, where are we going?” she finally asked as I was waved through the flimsy security barricade and merged into traffic on the busy street.


    “To get food.”


    I felt her eyes on me. “You’re missing Nate’s show.”


    “Your point?”


    “Didn’t you want to see it?”


    “Were you planning on going back out?”


    “No, but you always watch his shows.”


    I felt the smirk. “Because I had to. I’ve seen it a thousand times, kiddo. Now I only have eyes for you. Unless you’re on that stage, I could give two shits what’s happening on it.”


    I flipped on my blinker as we approached the golden arches, and pulled into a busy drive-in lane, stopping behind a Wrangler full of teenage boys. Molly lowered the Gatorade and gave me a concerned look. “What are we doing?”


    “We’re not going inside with you looking like that.” I motioned to her skimpy stage outfit. No way I could contain the situation by myself. “What do you want?”


    She snorted. “I can’t eat McDonald’s food.” When I didn’t respond, she held up the almost empty bottle. “Do you know how many calories I just drank? Eli would have a heart attack if he knew I’d consumed the whole bottle, let alone was coming here.”


    We moved ahead a car length, just enough to see the menu. “Good thing you fired Eli then, huh?”


    Molly laughed once. “Ha. You’re right, I did. Good point.” She nodded, leaning over me to read the menu. “I’ll take an Asian salad with grilled chicken.”


    We sat in silence as we waited for the line to creep forward. When it was finally my turn to order, I asked for two Big Mac’s, a small fry, and two sweet teas. Then I pulled up to the window and passed the woman a twenty.


    “Um, you forgot my food.”


    “You can’t come to McDonald’s and get a fucking salad.”


    She crossed her arms over her chest as we pulled up to the last window. “I can, too! What the fuck am I supposed to eat?”


    The kid working the food window handed me the drinks first, and I slid each into the cup holders between Molly and me. Then I put the bag he gave me on the center console before I merged back into traffic. We’d made it about a mile down the road when I plucked a boxed sandwich out of the bag and shoved it into her hands.


    “Do you know how many calories are in this? Probably more than I’m supposed to consume in an entire day.”


    I unwrapped my own meal and took a chunk out of the burger. “Do you know how many calories you just burned on stage?”


    “Mikey,” she scolded, “I know it’s hard for you to understand, but this body sells tickets to my shows. Not as many as Nate’s does, but it does sell some. This”—she motioned her hand up and down, indicating her body—“doesn’t look like this naturally. It takes hours of torture every day. If I eat shit like this, I’m going have to torture myself even longer.”


    I took another bite, looking over as we stopped at a red light. “That body doesn’t sell as many tickets as you think it does.”


    “Fuck off,” she snapped before I could finish.


    “You’re practically skin and bones. Woman, you need to put some meat on your bones.” She’d been dropping weight steadily all spring, but the change from just two months ago was dramatic. She must have lost at least twenty pounds—weight she didn’t have to lose. “Now eat.”


    She glared at me before sighing and picking up the burger that was practically bigger than she was. I tried not to smile when I heard the moan she made after she bit into it, and bit my bottom lip to keep her from seeing it. Reaching for the radio, I found a top 40 station and cranked the tunes as I popped the last bite of my burger into my mouth and reached for the fries.


    It only took her a few minutes to demolish it. “Where are we going?” she asked, as if just realizing for the first time that we weren’t headed back to the venue.


    “We’re on the way to Ohio.”


    “Ohio?” she squeaked, grabbing the door handle dramatically and staring out the window. “Why?”


    “Because that’s where the next show is. We’re going to meet everyone in the morning.”


    I moved my eyes to her as she whirled her body toward mine. “What?” The tone was cool, full of warning. “You kidnapped me?”


    I chuckled. “Sweetheart, you came willingly.”


    “What about the party?”


    “There’ll be more; it’s a long fucking tour.”


    “Did Nate make you do this? Goddamn fucking asshole. This is all because I told him I was going to get laidtonight, isn’t it?” She growled.


    I choked on the sip of sweet tea I’d just taken. “Uh…” I shook my head slightly, not sure how in the hell I was supposed to respond. Or if I was supposed respond.


    “He fucking promised.” She slammed one of her tiny fists into the dashboard. “He said he’d stop interfering.”


    “You’re right,” I told her sarcastically. “This was all some giant ploy to keep you from getting head tonight.”


    “Cock sucking clam jam.” That did cause me to spit out my tea, all over the windshield.


    “What?” I asked, coughing. She didn’t hear me though, flailing her arms out and cussing out my best friend in colorful terms I’d rarely, if ever, heard.


    She reached down to the floor and then threw herself back against the seat. “I don’t even have my fucking phone, so I can’t call him. Which means I don’t have my wallet, so I have no money, no ID. And these shoes are fucking cutting into my toes!”


    I waited a couple of beats, just to make sure she was done. “You can take off your shoes—it’s a long drive. You don’t need money, ‘cause you’re with me. And if you really want to call him, you can use my phone. But,” I added when she held out her palm expectantly, “he has no idea that you aren’t waiting for him backstage. I made an executive decision, one your manager agreed on, and pulled you out so I could get you to the hotel early and you could get some rest. You’ve been stuck on that bus, and I thought you’d want some freedom for a little while.”


    She didn’t answer, but she did pull her hand away.


    “I didn’t realize you were meeting someone at the party. Sorry.”


    She sighed and turned her back to me. “I wasn’t meeting anyone. I was hoping to meet someone and pull him back to the bus for a few hours.”


    My grip tightened on the steering wheel. Fucking hell. This girl was hell-bent on self-destruction. “Tim let you do that?”


    I saw her shrug in my peripheral. “He didn’t have a problem with it. He was young, knew what it was like to need some freedoms. Nate seemed to always be there, though, stopping anything before it got to that point.” She sighed again. “He promised he wouldn’t do it anymore.”


    I chewed on the side of my bottom lip, contemplating how I should answer. “That’s because he knew you’d have me.” It was my turn to sigh. “Listen, Molls, the next few months, you and I are going to be together non-stop. I’ll be living on your bus, sleeping in your hotel room, sharing every meal. Sex is just going to have to wait until we have breaks.”


    She let out an annoyed groan.


    “I know it sounds horrible, but just think of it this way—if I’m with you nonstop, that means you’re with me twenty-four/seven, which means I’m not fucking anyone, either. So let’s try to make the best of it, yeah?”


    A few miles of silence passed between us, and my fingers had just lessened their white-knuckle grip when she angled her body toward me. “They have sex all the time.” Her voice was sad, and I assumed she meant the boys. I was about to explain that it didn’t matter, they were only a stepping stone to the star, someone being used, and I didn’t have to worry that someone would hurt them, when she continued. “You’re on the goddamn honeymoon tour, Mikey. They think they hide it well, but they’re fucking like rabbits. Every single chance they get. Or at least they were.”


    My heart seized, realizing she was talking about Nate and Lia. It wasn’t like I hadn’t known that. Fuck, I’d lived with them on a bus all last summer. A bus with really thin walls, where everyone in the bunks could hear exactly what they were doing in their bedroom. They were married now, and one perk to having that ring on your finger was knowing who you were going home with at the end of the night. But the knowledge that Lee would be screaming his name for the rest of her life, and not mine, still got to me.


    Then I realized what Molly had said. “Were?”


    She nodded, her fingers fidgeting with the bottom of her halter top. “I think having me around all the time is a problem. The tabloids won’t let this ridiculous affair idea go, and it makes me wonder if it’s causing issues for them. I think Lia hired you to get me out of their way.”


    I hated how sad she sounded, but forced myself to laugh at that ridiculousness. “Brat, I can promise you that is not the case. She’s worried about you. And if anything, it’s worse to have me around than you.”


    I felt her eyes on me, but it took her a few minutes to say anything. “How long we been friends, Mike?”


    “A long fucking ass time, Mols. Six, seven years? Long before I joined the guys.”


    “Yeah,” she agreed. “If I have to spend the next few months celibate, living with someone in small spaces, and stuck with that person twenty-four hours a day, at least it’s you.”


    I nodded in agreement. Molly was a great friend—a kid who needed some guidance, sure, but at least I enjoyed being around her. There weren’t many women I could say that about. “Completely agree, brat.”


    “So”—she settled back into her seat, propping her now bare feet on the dash—“how did Jake take the news of you leaving?”


    I smiled. “Better than I did.” And he had.


    When I’d gone to pick him up on Thursday afternoon, he’d known immediately something was wrong. I couldn’t hide anything from my kid; probably because he was just like me, down to his very last mannerism.


    He’d come running over to me, concern etched on his face. A face that had started to lose every inch of the youthful glow it had once contained. Now it had widened slightly, the way all boys’ features do as they hit puberty: a strong jaw, wide nose, well-defined cheekbones would dominate in just a few years. He was growing up, but I missed my little boy.


    “What’s wrong?” His voice held no note of fear, but his eyes betrayed him. One day, he’d get so he could conceal his feelings, probably even from me. I liked that he wasn’t there yet.


    I’d shaken my head, pulling him in for a hug and ruffling his hair, because I knew how much he hated it. “I need to talk to you about something, bud.”


    He pulled back quickly, his eyes searching mine as I saw his body stiffen in preparation for bad news. When in the hell had he grown up?


    “Uncle Nate and Aunt Lia have asked me to come back on tour with them. I’ll still keep my apartment, and I’ll come see you every time we have a break, even if it’s a short one” I added in a rush, trying to show him that I wasn’t leaving him again. I was already to tell him that I’d cancel, that I would tell Lee to go fuck herself, if he wanted me to stay home when his face split into a giant, too-big-for-his-mouth toothy grin.


    “That is so freakin’ cool!” he shouted. “Are you gonna be doing the same thing?”


    That could mean so many things, but I knew he was asking if I’d have the same job I’d had for years. I shook my head. “Not this time. Sam took over for me, remember? But this time, I’m going to be watching out for Mols. Making sure she’s safe.”


    His eyes practically bugged out of his head. “Does that mean you’re gonna live with her?”


    I nodded, confused by his reaction.


    “Holy shit!” He said the word slowly, following it with a whistle.


    “Hey!” I snapped, stepping closer to him. “Watch your mouth.”


    Jake, being one hundred percent my child, ignored my tone. Instead, he pumped a fist in the air. “I’m so freakin’ jealous! Not only do you get to live with Courtney, now you get to spend all day, every day with Molly Ray.” His eyes filled with excitement when they met mine. “No other dad in the world is as lucky as you, you know that, right? I wanna be you when I grow up.”


    It took me a second, a long second, to understand why he was so giddy about my new job. I shook my head, questioning my sanity. Jake wasn’t interested in girls yet. He loved sports and action movies and his little sister. Right? I replayed random conversations that we’d had over the summer, relieved when none of them were about girls.


    So, it was an utter shock when he said the next words, causing me to take a step away from him in surprise. “I read that she might pose for Playboy. If she does, do you get to go to the shoot, too? Can you get me a signed copy?”


    No way in hell my twelve-year-old son had asked me if I could get him a copy of a centerfold. No way in hell asking me to see a woman naked. Not just any woman, mind you, but one that he’d known half his life. I was so not old enough, or mature enough, to deal with that shit yet.


    So I just shook my head. “Not gonna happen, Jacob.”


    Thinking of the disappointment on his face made me smile. I could understand why he was bummed out, but it was still a shock to me that he had a crush on my friend. The friend that was sitting next to me right now, staring at me, waiting for me to elaborate.


    Fuck. I glanced at her quickly. Did she have plans to pose? I’d meant to ask Lee about it, but with everything else going on, it’d slipped my mind. Lee would never let her do it. At least, I hoped Red had more sense than that.


    Yeah, if Molly put back on some of the curves she’d lost, she’d be playmate material. She always had a banging, tight little body with curves in all the right places, making men stare after her wherever she went. Add that to the sexy as fuck tats she had everywhere the eye could see, and I do mean everywhere, the piercings she had when she wasn’t on tour, and the crazy hair, and Mols became the bad girl fantasy every man had. She’d sell more copies than any other model ever had.


    I doubted that she would ever do it. She was crazy, and did stupid shit all the time, though. I’d been hired to protect Molly from herself for a reason. The thought of having pictures like that, Mols bared for the world to see, out in cyberspace where anyone could see them, where we’d never get them back, pissed me off.


    No. It wasn’t gonna happen. I would haul her over my knee and spank her like the naughty child she was if she even thought about posing for any magazine that paid her to take off her clothes. Fucking hell.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Five


    ~ Molly~


    The best part about riding in a car to the hotel was who I got to ride with. Being off the bus was great, don’t get me wrong. There really was only so much of the boys bickering a girl could handle without losing her mind. Plus, riding on the bus is more like traveling in a studio apartment—there isn’t any space to have even five seconds of privacy. Sometimes, you want to be in a car, turn up the tunes, stare at the pavement through the windshield, and watch the miles get eaten. But sitting beside Mike, talking about nothing like two normal friends was the highlight of my day. Hell, it was the best part of the tour so far.


    When Tim and I had done things alone, it had made me uncomfortable. Not because he creeped me out, or I didn’t trust him—because he didn’t and I did—but it was because our time was filled with the awkward silence that typically surrounds first dates. We didn’t know each other, and there is only so much small talk you can have with a person who makes you feel like a pain in the ass for wanting to have a conversation. It had been his job to be my shadow, to watch out for me, but that was Mike’s job, too. Yet he had absolutely no problem filling the silence with stories and chit chat.


    The ride was supposed to take hours, but when we pulled up to the ritzy-looking five-story resort, I was surprised. It barely felt like an hour had passed. I unbuckled, stretched my arms above my head, and reached for my shoes.


    Mike left the car running as he opened his door. “I’ll go get us checked in. You stay here. I’ll be back as soon I know where our room is.” He shut his door and made it halfway around the front of the hood before he paused, glancing back at me through the window. Shaking his head, he came over to my door, twirling his finger around, telling me to roll down my window. “Lock the doors,” he said, his voice low as if he didn’t want anyone to hear him. “I’ll be right back.” He reached in, tapping a finger on my nose twice, and then strode over to the revolving lobby door.


    I rolled up my window and locked the doors like he’d asked. There wasn’t a soul around, though, so I wasn’t sure whom I was keeping out. After five seconds, I grew bored. Without my phone to play on, or people to watch, I had absolutely nothing to do. I bent over, trying to find a halfway decent song on the radio when a sharp knock on my window scared the shit out of me.


    I sat up, glancing over as I did. The man on the other side of the door glared in at me. His face was wrinkle free, and even though his dark hair had a few strands of silver gray mixed in, I would have bet he was younger than me. When his lips twisted into an angry scowl, it made him look much older. I glanced around the parking lot quickly, wondering where he had come from.


    “Can I help you?” I asked, not even reaching for the window switch.


    “You can’t park here.” The agitation in his voice sent a nervous whisper down my spine.


    I nodded. “I’m not parked. My friend is just checking us in, then he’ll move it.”


    He glanced over his shoulder, as if looking for Mike, and then crossed his arms as he turned back to me. “There are a few empty spots out back. You can move it and then meet your friend inside.”


    “I can’t move it, I don’t have shoes on.” I held up my shoes so he could see, as if that was a good enough reason to stay put.


    He shook head and rolled his eyes. “Look, we’ve got a big party coming in and I can’t have you parked here. If you want, you can get out and I’ll move it and leave your keys with the girl at the desk.”


    I felt bad for him. The big party he mentioned must have been us—two buses, numerous SUVs and vans, and a few tractor-trailers clogging up parking lots tended to irritate hotel staff. Plus, this guy obviously hated his job, or maybe he’d have a little more patience with the guests. Been there, done that. But it didn’t matter how much I understood his irritation, I was not unlocking the door until Mike was the one about to open it.


    I shook my head. “Sorry, I can’t.”


    His eyes narrowed at me briefly and then glanced back over his shoulder toward the hotel. Before I knew what he was doing, he’d crossed in front of the car, heading straight for the driver’s side, reached out and pulled on the handle, as if testing to see if it was really locked.


    “Hey!” I hollered. “Stop!”


    “Get out.” He growled as if I would actually listen to a thing he said. When I didn’t move, he went to the back door, testing that handle. And then the trunk door.


    “Get away from me, now!” I screeched back, wrenching myself around in the seat and climbing into the back, hoping he couldn’t see me through the tinted windows.


    It didn’t work. He stepped up to the passenger side rear door, cupping his hands against the glass, and leaning his face close. “You’re going to get me fired. Is that what you want?”


    I was going to get him fired? Was he for real? His behavior was going to get him fired. This place looked like it charged a few thousand a night, and somewhere that high end should not have employees that talked to, or treated, guests like this. I didn’t care what time it was, as soon as Mike came out, we were going straight to the manager on duty.


    I’m not sure what happened. Suddenly, he dropped his hands and backed away from the car. I watched him cross the driveway and around the side of the building. When Mike knocked on the passenger window, I shrieked.


    “Mols? Where are you?” His low voice, filled with humor, instantly calmed me.


    Moving from my crouched position in the middle of the back seat, I stumbled back to the front and hit the lock key so he could get it. He only opened the door, moving himself into the opening, and reached for my face, concern covering his.


    “What’s wrong, babe?”


    “I just had the weirdest run-in with the valet.”


    His brows crinkled in confusion, but as I explained the last few minutes to him, he started to tense. Glancing the way I pointed, the way the man had gone, he took a deep breath.


    “Next time, you’ll come in with me. I didn’t know they had a valet on duty this time of night, or I’d have just let him park for us anyway.” He got me turned around in my seat, shut my door, and then climbed into his own. He circled the stone pillars of the entry way and pulled the suburban into the first spot he found—one of at least a dozen that were in the front, but I hadn’t seen because of the shrubs that stood between them and the entryway.


    “Weird. He said the only open spaces were out back.”


    “That is weird.” Mike shifted into park and turned to me. “There aren’t a lot of guests here right now. Lee rented almost the entire place for all of us, so there wouldn’t be many rooms left.”


    Right? I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of that before. I rolled my eyes at myself.


    “It was probably a fan who recognized you and wanted to get your autograph. Somebody pathetic who panicked. Let’s go talk to the concierge.”


    The hotel clerk, a very handsome man named Kenneth, listened to Mike retell the things I had just told him, looking more appalled as each second passed. When the story was over, he swallowed nervously and shook his head. “I am so very sorry. That is absolutely unacceptable!” He glanced down at his computer, fingers swift over his keyboard as he looked something up. “I will bring the employee in immediately and address the issue. Please know that I will take care of it.” He made eye contact once more. “Is there anything I can get for you, Ms. Ray? Anything at all?”


    I shook my head. My feet had been screaming in protest as soon as I put my shoes back on. I just wanted to get out of these shoes for good, stick my feet—and the rest of me—in a hot bath, put on some comfy clothes, and crawl into a warm bed.


    Kenneth nodded. “Please let me know if you change your mind. Again, I apologize.”


    Mike steered me to the elevators, his hand never leaving the small of my back. I couldn’t handle it anymore, and as soon as the doors were closed, I turned, bracing my hand on his forearm, and slipped out of my shoes. I almost cried in relief.


    I didn’t look up again as I followed Mike to our room. As soon as we were through the door, I glanced around the space, not paying attention to how beautiful the room was; I could appreciate it later. Mike moved into a room on the left, flipping on an overhead light, and making almost no noise as he moved around the space.


    He smiled at me as he came out. “All set, brat.”


    I nodded, not having enough energy to thank him. The bedroom was just as gorgeous as the common room had been, but I headed straight for the bathroom and started to fill the giant garden tub. Once steam started to drift up, I headed back into the bedroom to get my clothes.


    It was then that I realized my bag wasn’t on my bed. Usually, when we stayed at hotels, the roadies moved our luggage to the room while we performed. Mike and I had left right after the concert, without my cell phone or purse, so why in the hell was I surprised that I didn’t have any clothes? I shook my head, irritated at myself.


    A quick look in the bathroom, behind the door, and then the closet, proved that while this hotel was beautiful, they didn’t provide comforts like robes. Normally I’d be happy to stay somewhere the hot water never ran out and the bed was bigger than a twin, but tonight, the lack of posh extras disappointed me.


    Hurrying back to the bathroom, I shut off the water and debated stripping and climbing in anyway. After a soak, I’d never be able to get these pants back on, not that I’d want to considering how sweaty and smelly I’m sure they were, and my top barely covered my boobs, let alone anything else, so I couldn’t wear just that. I could crawl into bed naked, but I shook my head, laughing off the idea as soon as I thought it…my luck, there would be a fire drill, or some other emergency, and Mike would have his hands full trying to hide all that from the prying eye. I giggled at the image of him trying to hold a towel in front of me, sheltering me from photographers.


    Mike! He hadn’t carried a bag in with us, but maybe he had one in the car. I was sure he’d let me borrow one of his shirts for the night. I glanced at the tub with longing, and then headed back to the main room to find my friend. 


    He leaned casually against the counter in the lounge area between what I assumed was his bedroom and mine, one foot over the other, playing on his phone. “That was quick.” He glanced up when he heard me come in, a smile falling from his lips. “I thought you were gonna take a bath.”


    “Did you bring any extra clothes?”


    His eyes drifted over me, from the flimsy, long-sleeved belted halter that just barely held me in to the skin tight leather pants that were too long without my heels, and back to my eyes. “Shit, brat. I didn’t even think about it.” Before I could say a word, or turn back to my room, he dropped his phone onto the counter with a thud and reached his arms back over his head, pulling his tee shirt up.


    I swallowed, distracted by the way his jeans sat low on his hips, fitting him in a way that should be illegal. As the cotton moved higher, I was graced with a view I hoped never to forget: muscles, muscles, and more muscles. A perfect blend of a six pack, toned stomach, and ink-free skin. I don’t know what I’d done in a past life, but the gods were smiling on me at this moment.


    I stared until he cleared his throat, drawing my eyes away from his body to his hand holding out the shirt to me. “It’s not great, but at least it’s something to wear.”


    I nodded, forcing myself to reach out and snatch it before I turned and fled, wanting to put distance between us before he realized how red my face was. I made it to my room before I heard him laugh. Dick. He was an absolute dick.


    Forcing my pants down my hips, I peeled them off my legs and kicked them across the room before practically ripping my shirt off, not caring if I ruined it. My bra followed them in a quick throw, and I sunk into the still hot water, hissing a little as my blisters felt the heat.


    It wasn’t like I hadn’t seen more of him before. Hell, when you live with a gaggle of men, or as I like to call them, my flock of cock, in a rolling house the size of dorm room, you tend to see more than you want. Ink in places I shouldn’t know there are tattoos? Yeah, I’d seen it. Morning wood? Yeah, that was a real thing, especially if they’d been out drinking the night before. I unfortunately knew which of my friends had no problem pleasing their partners, and which ones had to obviously get freaky in order to compensate for their, uh, shortcomings. I’d even been asked to check not one, but three, genital piercings when their owners were sure they were infected—they weren’t, the big babies.


    I’d seen and heard it all. But watching Mike strip seemed more intimate than anything I’d ever done with the boys. Shit. I shook my head, trying to force the thoughts away. I’d blame my sudden obsession with his body on the fact that I was trapped in the never-ending dry spell and it was fucking with my head. I’m sure people could survive decades without sex, but I didn’t want to. I’d already started to lose my mind.


    I leaned my head back, forcing any thought of the opposite sex from my mind, thinking instead about the upcoming tour and wondering how my wardrobe would change now that I didn’t have a sexist prick making the rules. I’d love to dress more like me; it would definitely make me feel more comfortable up on stage in front of thousands of strangers. Maybe Lia would go shopping with me; it would be awesome to have some girl time. But the idea of going to a mall only brought up the image of the bodyguard that would have to go with me.


    Sighing, I pushed myself out of the tub and let the water drain. Drying off with an oversized fluffy white towel, I eyed the navy blue shirt I’d dropped as soon as I shut the door, unsure if I wanted to put it on or give up and just sleep in the buff. I killed a few minutes cleaning up my own clothes and hanging up the towel before telling myself to grow up, grabbing it off the floor.


    I was surprised by how big it was on me, falling mid-thigh with the sleeves dropping well below my elbows. I glanced at myself in the mirror and laughed. I looked like a teenager playing dress-up in her dad’s clothes. Hell, I’d worn dresses half the size before and had them cover everything that needed to be hidden. Apparently, I’d never realized how big of a guy Mike actually was.


    Without my bags, I couldn’t brush my teeth or comb the tangles out of my hair. Sighing, I glanced at my reflection. I looked exhausted. Like death warmed over exhausted. Without the caked-on makeup, the deep black bags under my eyes were hard to ignore. Stress and sleepless nights definitely did not agree with me.


    I shook my head at the stranger in the mirror, wondering where in the hell I’d gone and when exactly I’d left. The only jewelry I wore were the diamond stars in my ears that Nate had given me for Christmas two years ago. My hair, while having a few streaks of color, was cut in a conservative style and mostly blond. Gone was the crazy girl who thought of her body as a temple to decorate how she saw fit. Staring at her, this new woman I’d become, brought up tons of questions. Most importantly, was I gone for good?


    I reached over and flipped off the light as I walked into the bedroom. I was too tired to self-analyze tonight, and in no mood to be hard on myself. Hollering a quick goodnight to Mike, I pulled back the covers and crawled onto the soft mattress. I was asleep before I gave another thought to the creepy guy from the parking lot.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Six


    ~ Mike ~


    Lee called not long after Mols crashed, letting me know that they were on their way and should be here before we woke up. When she mentioned that she’d have someone bring my suitcase up to the room when they got here, I had to tell her that Molly needed clothes, too. When she stopped laughing at my cluelessness and lack of preparation, she promised to pack our friend a bag, find everything Mols needed, and bring them up herself.


    I didn’t turn on the TV, or play with my phone, but sat in the quiet and replayed Molly’s version of what had happened in the parking lot. I wanted to find the valet, or whatever the fuck he was, and beat his ass into oblivion for scaring her shitless. Maybe tomorrow I’d bribe the concierge into telling me who it was, just so I could put the fear of God into him. I must have fallen asleep, even though I’d fought it like a motherfucker, because when she knocked on the door a few hours later, I practically jumped off the couch, grabbing my weapon from the end table.


    I never used the goddamn thing, but it was never more than an arm’s reach away. Even when I wasn’t carrying my Beretta, which was more than a deterrent to keep people away than anything else, the .380 was strapped to my leg. Job requirement. I didn’t want to kill anyone, but hell, if it was a choice between Molly and someone else, you’d better believe the son-of-a-bitch would meet his maker without a moment’s hesitation from me.


    The knock came again, this time followed by, “Mikey, you awake?” Leaving the 9mm on the table, I raced to let her in before she could knock again and wake up Molly.


    I smiled at Red as I pulled open the door and lifted a tote bag off her shoulder. “I could have come down and gotten them.”


    She only shook her head, staying in the hall instead of moving past me into the suite. “You had a long day.”


    I adjusted the strap higher on my shoulder and reached for my own bag by Lee’s feet. “So did you.” We’d taken the same flights yesterday morning, dealt with the same layovers, and had handled the same inconveniences of travel. But she’d had to stay after the concert and put a smile on her face, playing nice. That shit was more exhausting than anything else.


    She only shrugged. “I napped on the bus.” It didn’t take a genius to see she was lying and it pissed me off that she wasn’t being honest with me. “How was the trip in?”


    I let her change the conversation, ignoring the nagging need to ask her what was wrong. “Fun.” I wasn’t sure which of us was more surprised by my answer. I cleared my throat. “It’s Molly. We always have fun together.”


    The smile she gave me was genuine. “Good. She needs a little fun in her life.”


    I snorted. “Yeah, ‘cause that’s exactly what our girl needs.”


    Lee just rolled her eyes at me before turning and walking down the hall, raising one hand over her head in a silent salute.


    “Night, Lee!” I waited until she stopped at the elevator before closing the door and carrying the bags in. I threw mine on the end of my bed, and crossed into Molly’s room. She was sprawled out across the queen mattress, snoring softly. Lifting her bag onto the chair in the corner, where she would definitely see it in the morning, I turned to go. But, instead of leaving, I stood there, watching her like a perv.


    I’d never had to be solely responsible for a woman before. That’s the reason I told myself I suddenly felt so protective of her. It had nothing to do with how lost she’d looked when I walked onto the bus earlier. I was worried about that because I was a good friend, nothing more. No, these feelings, like the need to reach down and pull the covers over her, or drop a quick kiss on her forehead were there simply because it was my job to make sure she was safe.


    Kelly had convinced me to come to work for him, to become a licensed bodyguard, but he hadn’t really needed more than an extra set of eyes, or fists when things got out of hand. I was there to protect him, yeah, but he was my best friend and could definitely handle his own, so it always felt like old times more than anything else. Well, except for the fact that we were legal now and women threw themselves at us wherever we went, and we were being paid to travel the world. Almost the same thing, though.


    Lee had always needed me, and I would always have her back, but it had never been my job to take care of her. As teens, I’d helped Kelly watch out for her. Then she’d had a couple of boyfriends that claimed that job before she and Kelly got back together. When she joined the tour, I did what I could, but again, it wasn’t my job.


    If you wanted to get technical, Julie became my responsibility the day we’d eloped. But I’d been gone more than I was home. It’s hard to protect your wife, and keep your family together, when you’re overseas. Hell, I’d just been a clueless kid, and now I know that you have to want something in order to get it. I blamed the dick for stealing my wife, but in reality, she’d never really been mine to begin with.


    Molly coughed, startling me and forcing me into the present. Carefully I reached down, pulling her blanket up over her shoulders and tucking it in around her. Clicking the A/C fan down to low to make sure she didn’t get too cold, I crept out of her room as quietly as I could. I needed to get away from her before I crossed the line and did something I’d regret.


    


    The sun streaming through my window woke me up a few hours later. I’d tossed and turned for a while before sleep finally claimed me, but I felt refreshed. Grabbing my phone, I cursed when I realized how late it was. I was out of bed seconds later, sliding into the pair of jeans from the night before and hurrying into the common area before Molly could get up.


    “’Morning, buttercup!” she called around a mouthful of cereal. “I thought you were gonna sleep the day away.”


    “You should have woken me.” I scratched a spot on my chest absentmindedly, stopping when I realized her eyes were following my hand. Staring at her, I willed her to look at me.


    Seconds later, she glanced up, catching my eyes, and blushed. “I thought you needed your rest.”


    I would have argued, but there was really no point. I’d had this fight with Lee many times, and I’d never won. Tomorrow, I would make sure the alarm was set. My stomach growled as she took another bite. “Whatchya eating?”


    She pointed to a tray on the counter while she chewed. “I didn’t know how long you’d be in bed, so I didn’t order anything hot. But, there’s fruit and a few different types of cereal. Milk and juice is in the fridge.” She took another bite, crunching away.


    I followed her lead and carried my bowl of Rice Krispies to the couch, sitting opposite her. “What’s on the agenda today?”


    She shrugged. “I’d like to meet with Lia to figure out a schedule. I don’t know what Eli canceled, or even what he’d had scheduled to begin with. I have no idea if I have interviews, and if I do, when they are, or which cities have meet and greets. Plus, I need to ask her about a stylist, or go shopping at some point.” She smirked. “You know, just another lazy day in the glorious life of a country star.”


    She hadn’t been kidding. It was non-stop after we finished breakfast and I was a little relieved when we walked into a room backstage at the venue three hours before the show. She had five or six interviews with local country stations, but we still didn’t have a definite count. Lee was concerned one might no-show after the recent headlines. They were all coming here, which meant Molly was staying put, in this room, for a few hours. I sank into a spare chair, exhausted from all the running around we’d done, thankful I didn’t have to get on stage.


    I watched in absolute fucking awe as she transformed from my Molly, the girl who guzzled beer and snorted when she laughed, to a slightly less obnoxious version. Yet she did it in a way that didn’t hide who she was. At one point, she rolled back her sleeve and was comparing tattoos with one of the radio show hosts. Another, she laughed so hard she started to cry as she tried to tell a story about Noah.


    Last year during interviews, she’d been cold, almost bitchy. I knew it was because she’d been nervous, but the media outlets claimed she was stuck up and acted like she was too good for them. Tonight, though, no one could say that.


    Even the questions about Nate—and there were plenty of questions about him, even though we’d told them all that he was not a discussion point—were answered with sincerity. She didn’t seem upset, even when one woman challenged her answers, obviously not believing Molly.


    “Truth is often stranger than fiction,” she answered and laughed as she waved her hand in front of her, dismissing the woman’s accusations. “It makes a much better story, and sells a lot more magazines for me to be sleeping with Nate. Or for me to be trying to sleep with him.” She shrugged, smiling. “It’s just not true. People can choose to believe it, or they can look at the facts and realize the entire thing was made up. Country fans are the greatest fans in the world; they can usually see through bullshit like this right away. I have no doubt they’ll realize that I love Nate and Red together just as much as they do.”


    “She’s fucking brilliant,” Lee whispered to me. “If that doesn’t shut the majority of them down, I don’t know what will.”


    “You didn’t tell her to say that?” I asked, my voice as low as hers.


    She shook her head. “Nope. I told her to tell the truth, to say what felt natural.”


    “And what would you have done if her truth was that she loved Nate and wanted him for herself.”


    Lee didn’t even take time to let my words process. Instead, she backhanded me in my stomach, causing my breath to rush out in a loud huff. “You’re a wicked dick. You know that, right?”


    I laughed, causing both Molly and the woman interviewing her to stop and turn toward me. I could only grin. I did know I was a dick; thank fucking Christ most women liked dick.


    I snagged Molly from her last interview a few minutes early, practically dragging her to the room backstage where a small buffet had been set up. “I have to go to makeup and get changed!” she snapped at me as we hurried along. “You’re going to make me late.”


    I shook my head as I strode to the table of food. “You need to eat.”


    She scowled and pulled away. “I’ll eat later. After the show.”


    Crossing my arms over my chest, I shook my head. “You’ll eat now.”


    Matching my stance, she glared. “No.”


    “Fine.” I grabbed a plate and started filling it with the things I knew she liked. When it was heaping, I shooed her toward her dressing room. She’d just sat down when I sat the plate in front of her. “Eat half of it.”


    Her reflection watched mine in the wall-sized mirror. “You know I’ll get sick.”


    “You won’t. You’ll be fine. But if you want to drink at the party tonight, you’ll eat at least half that plate now.”


    Her mouth dropped open and her eyes sparkled with anger. “You are not my father.”


    I shook my head once. “Nope, I’m not. I’m your security detail. Don’t push me, Mols, ‘cause I will take your ass straight back to the room and you’ll miss the party.”


    I thought she was going to accept the challenge and refuse the food. She watched me for a minute, her expression guarded. Then she shrugged and reached for the plate. When she walked out an hour later, she had more pep in her step. Her performance blew the crowd away, and she got two encores. When she barreled off stage at the end of her set, laughing and riding the high of life, I decided that Miss Molly was going to eat dinner before every show. Even if we had to have a showdown.


    


    I had no problems with after-parties. They gave the band and crew a great excuse to let loose and mingle with the fans who loved them. It was a chance to make great memories.


    This party, though, was fucking heinous and needed to end. Soon.


    I didn’t know who was in charge of the music, but they needed to be fired. Even though we’d all just left a country concert, usually the DJs chose top 40 dance tunes to keep everyone dancing and the mood upbeat. Tonight, though, thick beats of techno blasted over the speakers, creating a sex-charged vibe. Even the dance floor was empty, as if no one knew how to dance appropriately.


    I rubbed my temple slightly, wondering how in the hell Molly could manage to have a conversation over this shit. She’d been sitting at the bar, talking to the same guy almost since we’d walked in. Every now and then, her eyes would drift over the crowd until she found me, and then she’d give me a small smile, before returning to the pretty boy in front of her.


    I’d wandered the perimeter, keeping my eyes open, before settling by the railing on the VIP deck a few feet above the main floor. From this height, I was able to see almost the entire club and could spot trouble before it happened. Plus, I could give Mols the perception of freedom without actually giving her any.


    A hand brushed across my back, and for a split second, I thought I would have to tell someone to get fucked. Then Lee moved in next to me. “She looks like she’s having a good time.”


    I glanced at the short redhead next to me. “She is. But you look like shit.”


    Red nodded, lifting her hair off her neck. “I feel like it.”


    Her lack of a witty comeback had me spinning toward her, worry racing through me. “What’s wrong?”


    Her eyes filled with tears, but she only shook her head. “Nothing. I just need sleep.”


    I cupped her cheek, massaging her with my thumb. In the back of my mind, I wondered if I should be touching her like that, but I pushed it away. I’d comforted her for years and had no plans to stop now.


    She seemed to need me to touch her as much as I needed to do it, and suddenly, she pushed herself into my arms. I wrapped them around her, pulling her as close to me as she could get, and let her sob. I didn’t know what the fuck was wrong, or who had made her cry, but I would find out, and then I’d hit them so hard their head would spin.


    Leaning my head into her hair, I rubbed her back. “Shhhh,” I said, trying to comfort her. “What’s wrong, babe? I can’t help if I don’t know what’s bothering you.”


    Pulling back, she shook head and chuckled. “It’s nothing.” She wiped her eyes and sniffed. “Really. I’m just being overly dramatic.” She sighed. “I need to go back to the hotel and sleep.”


    “You need me to take you? I can have one of the other boys fill in for me.”


    She stepped back. “God, no!” Then she laughed. “Do you remember the time Nate and I had the fight about prom?”


    “I do.” Fuck, did I. Kelly had made the brilliant decision to take Ally Jackson to prom instead of Lee. They’d broken up over it. My eyes snapped away from hers, searching the crowd. That fucker. If he’d done something like that again, I would fucking wreck him. “What did he do?” I forced the words out.


    “Jesus. Really?” Her annoyed tone surprised me, and she glared at me when I turned back to face her. “Is there ever a time when you don’t automatically assume the worst? He didn’t do anything. This just reminded me of that day. Déjà vu.”


    I felt like a fucking jackass. “Sorry,” I mumbled before shrugging. “You know me. I want to fix things. And I’m worried about you.”


    She forced out a laugh. “You mean you want to punch people and blow shit up. That’s not fixing things, Mikey. That’s destroying them.”


    “Same thing in my world.”


    She patted my cheek, offering a small smile. “I’m just really tired and need to crash. Take care of Mols and I’ll see you both in the morning.” She didn’t wait for a response before squeezing around the crowd behind me and heading down the stairs.


    I turned back to the bar, relieved that Mols and her mystery man were still deep in conversation. A quick scan of the crowd told me not much had changed and that there were no threats that I had to watch for. I leaned my forearms on the railing, trying to get comfortable.


    Ten minutes later, a bottle of Sam Adams was shoved into my hand and Nate leaned against the railing next to me, staring at the people below us.


    “Lee left. She seemed pretty upset,” I told him before he could say a word.


    “Yeah.” He took a long pull of his beer.


    “That’s all you got to say?”


    “You never answered my calls.”


    I rolled the cool bottle between my palms. His tone was accusatory, as if my being gone had offended him. But I sure as shit didn’t cause whatever problem he and his wife were having.


    “I needed you, and you didn’t answer my fucking calls.”


    Guilt hit, and it hit hard. I’d avoided his calls, deleting his messages before listening to them. “I needed some time.”


    “You got your shit straight now? Or you gonna tuck your tail between your legs and run away again like a little bitch?”


    Fuck the fact that I was on the clock. I tipped the bottle, downing half of it in one gulp. “It’s as straight as it’s gonna get.”


    “It better be. We fucking need you.” Before I could point out that they had Sam, he ground out, “Don’t feed me whatever line of bullshit you’re trying to come up with. The last few months have been fucking hell and we needed our best friend.”


    I fought the urge to be nosy, watching Kelly out of the corner of my eye, and lost. “I fucked up, okay. I’m sorry. What in the hell is going on?”


    Nate finished off his beer. “I’m fucking losing her, man.” Pain crossed his face as he stepped closer to me. “We lost a baby. Not even two weeks after the wedding. We didn’t know she was pregnant until she started hemorrhaging in the middle of a goddamn show and they rushed her to the ER without tellin’ me.” He shook his head, the muscles in his jaw ticking. He must have lost his shit when he got off stage and she was missing. “I got there too late. I wasn’t even there to hold her fuckin’ hand when they told her.”


    I inhaled sharply. She’d been alone when she got some of the worst news she’d ever get. “Give it time, man. That was only a few months ago. She—”


    “Blames herself ‘cause she’d been drinking.” Fuck. “The doctors told us to wait, to give her body time to heal before we tried again. But she won’t fucking listen. She insists we need to keep trying or we’re going to be too old.”


    I didn’t know what to say. I had my kids young. Kid, I corrected myself. Janet wasn’t mine. A familiar ache settled in my chest as I forced myself to remember that my little girl really wasn’t mine.


    Jake was the best thing I’d ever done, but I’d always assumed one day I’d have more. Shit, I’d always thought I’d have kids with Lee. One day, though, not now. “We’re not ancient, asshole. People have kids until they’re in their late forties. You’ve got time.”


    “You think I don’t know that?” he snapped. I understood his frustration. “But every time she gets her period, she’s devastated. She won’t sleep, she barely eats, and unless she’s with Molly, she doesn’t smile.”


    I thought back over the last few days. Lee had smiled, but the easy-going humor she normally had, along with the ability to sling instant comebacks, had been noticeably absent. “That’s why you’re not pissed about the manager gig.”


    He nodded. “I was hoping it’d keep her mind off everything else. But it isn’t working. I’m fucking lost, Carson. I don’t know what to do.”


    I scanned the room again, trying to find words of support for my friend. I hadn’t seen him this lost, or this worried, since Lee left him years ago. Before I could say anything, though, a woman caught my eye and I turned all of my attention to her.


    She was obviously here to party, wearing the same kind of barely-there dress that half the women here tonight had on. The kind that was supposed to tell every guy in the room that she was available and looking for a good time, when in reality, it turned most of them away. That’s not what made me focus on her, though.


    No, I could give two fucks about her clothes, or lack of. It was the stiffness in her movements, the murderous look she wore, and the way she shoved her way across the floor that had the hair rising on my arms. She took a few more steps and I knew she was headed straight for Mols.


    I handed Nate my empty bottle, or at least I think I did, and I ran down the steps, taking two at a time. I was tall enough so I could just make out the woman’s head as it weaved through the crowd, getting closer to my girl. Most people took one look at me and hurried out of my way, clearing the path, not wanting to get plowed over, and I was able to make up time. I swore when I realized she was a few steps in front of me; I’d never make it in time. 


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Seven


    ~ Molly ~


    I smiled at Pete, the tall, dark and handsome man who had joined me, beyond thankful that I had found someone like him to spend my evening with, and leaned a little closer so I could hear what he had to say over the God awful music that played through the speakers. When he’d first sat down on the stool next to me, I’d offered a polite smile to the cute stranger in the khakis and a polo, and turned back to my phone, waiting for Lia to come find me. Thankfully, Pete hadn’t taken the not so subtle hint and started up a conversation anyway.


    I wasn’t sure how long we’d been talking, but I’d sipped my way through three Angry Orchards, and was now working on a glass of water. I’d learned that Pete worked the door at the club, and had only gotten into the party because he and his buddy were supposed to be working. At the last minute, his boss had sent him home, but one of the roadies had invited him in. I was so glad they had. He was funny and attractive, and the perfect solution to my current long walk in the Sahara.


    Until he became a mirage.


    I didn’t see the woman until she was right next to me, forcing her way between us, screaming, “You cheating piece of shit!”


    I pulled away in surprise. He’d told me he was single. How awesome that I’d believed him.


    It was an even bigger surprise when I realized that she wasn’t talking to Pete. No, her eyes never left me, implying I was the scum she’d addressed. I made the mistake of looking at Pete, hoping that he didn’t actually know this bucket of crazy. He avoided my gaze, staring at the drink in his hand as if this was nothing out of the ordinary.


    “Don’t you fucking look at him, you sleazy ass skank!” She was screaming again, this time, stepping into my face. “Haven’t you learned your lesson yet? What’s it gonna take for you to leave another woman’s man alone?”


    Of course. Fucking typical. I’m at the bar, minding my own goddamn business when he approached me, but somehow, it’s my fault. Once again, the cheater is never at fault. Stupid assbackward society.


    I held up my hands in surrender. “Oh, the prince is all yours, sweet pea.”


    Her face turned bright red and she fumbled over her words. “He’s—”


    “He’s what?” I interrupted. “A cheater? A lying sack of shit? And most likely the proud owner of a small dick?”


    “You stuck up bitch!” she howled. “He’s—”


    Before she could tell me exactly what she thought Pete was, a mountain of a man moved between us, his voice calm and controlled. “Ma’am, I need you to take a step back.”


    “Fuck off, monkey man. This is between me and that whore.”


    “Back away. Now,” Mike commanded. I hated when he used that tone on me, and knew that the woman was also getting the death glare.


    “Eat shit.”


    I snorted at her reply. Mike blocked my view so I couldn’t see what was happening, but at least they were yelling loud enough for me to hear. Then, I realized that someone had turned the music down and everyone around us had begun to watch the showdown—most had their cameras out.


    So much for a boring night.


    “Time for you to leave.” Mike moved slightly—giving me enough room to finally squeeze off my stool—and grabbed Pete’s incredibly lucky girlfriend by the arm to move her out of the way.


    Nothing in my life could ever be simple, though.


    “Hey!” Pete was now screaming, his face scrunched in anger. “Don’t you fucking touch her!” He flung his arm out, grabbing a fistful of Mike’s suit jacket, and tried to yank him backward. Pete wasn’t nearly as strong as he thought he was, though, and the only thing he managed to do was become the focus of one very pissed off bodyguard.


    So much happened in the next few seconds that if I hadn’t been there to see, I would have sworn it was all fake. The woman took full advantage when Mike turned his back on her, and lunged at me, shoving my back into the hard edge of the bar. Her hands were in my hair, pulling at it painfully, before my mind registered what was happening.


    Before I could fight back, she was wrenched off me, and pushed to the side. Pete chose that moment to throw a sucker punch at the side of Mike’s head. Mike turned, landing a punch of his own, following it with another. The girlfriend grabbed a bottle from the bar and flew at Mike. Nate came out of nowhere, knocking the weapon from her hand, and she attacked him the same way she had me—grabbing a handful of hair and smacking him across his face repeatedly.


    Nate was doing his best to block little miss crazy, but I knew he would never hit a girl, and she was full of piss and vinegar and not backing down. I didn’t think. Not about the cameras pointing my way, not abouttomorrow’sheadlines, and not about my own safety. I just wanted her to get the fuck away from my friends.


    I didn’t fight like a girl. I never had. When you lived the way I had in my teens and early twenties, with no one to stand up for you, you learn that fists and elbow and knees were the way to go.


    Her nails dug into my skin, no doubt leaving gouges as I stepped in front of Nate and became her target. I’m pretty sure she wasn’t expecting Molly Ray to haul off and punch her in the nose, or the right hook to her chin that followed. She stumbled back, and I followed, stalking her, waiting for her to try to hit me again. She screamed, threw out insults that would have made even me cry, but at that moment, I didn’t care.


    Noah and Reb burst through the gathered crowd, followed by Sam and the rest of the ‘Bama Boys. I’d barely registered their presence when arms came around me, lifting me off the ground. Panicked, I kicked out, aiming for the shins of my attacker.


    “For fucks sake, Mols!” Nate snapped in my ear. “Calm the fuck down. It’s over.”


    I blinked, clearing my eyes. It was over. Pete and his girlfriend were escorted away, hopefully out of the club. Everyone else started to turn away, realizing that the night’s entertainment was over.


    Mike spoke to Sam before turning and stomping in my direction. As soon as he reached me, he leaned down to look at me, two fingers forcing my chin up. “What in the fuck was that?”


    I jerked my head out of his grasp and glared back. “Apparently the douche canoe had a girlfriend. One that he forgot to mention.”


    He only rolled his eyes. “Yeah, thanks for clearing that up, genius. I’m talking about you getting into a barroom brawl.”


    God, he was so annoying. “You’re welcome, asshole.”


    He shook his head once, eyes moving to my cheek. The damn thing stung, and I knew she got me good. I closed my eyes for a second, hoping to gather strength. If it was as bad as it felt, there wasn’t enough concealer in the world to cover it. Fuck!


    When I opened my eyes, I found Mike peering down at me with worry in his eyes, his hands closing gently around my head as his fingers worked their way through my hair, massaging my skull. “She hit you?”


    I shook my head. “No. Just the scratches.” I moved and pain shot through my back. “I hit my back pretty hard though.”


    He cursed under his breath. “Okay. Let’s get to the hotel and I’ll look at it.”


    I shook my head. “I need another drink.”


    “Maybe back at the hotel. Right now, we need to get out of here.”


    “Fuck, I need to call Lia.” I reached to pull the phone out of my back pocket when his hand stopped mine.


    “No. Let her sleep.”


    “She needs to do damage control before it’s too late.”


    “I’ll take care of it,” he assured me. “Let’s get you to the hotel first and then figure the rest out.”


    Like a well-oiled machine, Sam pulled one of the Suburbans around back, and Mike guided Nate and me into the backseat before climbing in the front. No one said anything on the ride back to the hotel; instead, Mike and Nate spent the time on their phones, texting or emailing. There’d been plenty of nights like this before, when a fight had broken out at a bar and we’d had to sneak out the back to avoid cameras. Usually, it was Nate, or one of the guys who had caused trouble, though, and I’d had to leave because I was collateral damage.


    This was my first time in the naughty seat since I’d started performing with the band. My hand hurt, the side of my face stung, and my back felt like I’d fallen down a couple flights of stairs. A tense energy floated around the truck, putting me on edge.


    Nate kissed me on the cheek when the elevator opened on my floor, and gave Mike a silent nod. Mike didn’t respond, instead holding out a hand in front of him so that I could go first. I wasn’t even going to bother with a bath tonight. I was going to find a bottle of Tylenol, down three tablets, and crawl into bed.


    Mike had different ideas. “Take off your shirt,” he ordered as he flipped the lock on our door.


    “Come on, Mikey. You’re not even going to buy a girl a drink first?”


    He walked into the little kitchen area and turned on the faucet, completely ignoring the sass. Grabbing a cloth from one of the drawers, he held it under the water. “Mols. Shirt off.” When I still didn’t attempt to remove my clothes, he rolled his eyes, sighed, and then motioned me to him. I went, but only because I was too worn out to argue.


    As soon as I got close enough, he grabbed my hips and lifted me onto the counter, moving in between my legs. My breath caught at the intimacy of the move. When his hands slid from my hips up the side of my torso and under my arms, my heart started to pound. Never taking his eyes off mine, he picked up my arms, holding them straight above my head, held both of my wrists with one hand while the other slid back down my side, skirting around my breast, until it reached the bottom of my shirt.


    I swear he even stopped breathing for a moment as he worked the difficult zipper up, incredibly slowly. Every few seconds, his fingertips would brush against my naked skin, causing goose bumps to erupt all over my body. He lowered my arms as soon as the shirt was unzipped, and, eyes still on mine, unbuttoned the shoulder straps quicker than I’d ever been able to do it. With a small tug, the fabric barrier was gone.


    His eyes drifted down, as if by their own will, and he swallowed audibly. I didn’t need to glance down to know that he was getting an eye full. I’d worn my favorite bra tonight, the one that gave me just enough coverage where I needed it, but pushed me up and out, showcasing the one feature of mine that all men seemed to enjoy. The girls did look fantastic in it.


    His eyes were heavy when he glanced back up, full of lust. For a few precious seconds, he stared at my lips, and I knew he wanted me to kiss him. My alcohol-induced buzz had worn off long ago, so I couldn’t blame my feelings on booze, but damn if I didn’t want him to lean over and press his lips to mine.


    As soon as his eyes met mine, though, the spell was broken and he swore. “Fuck. You’re gonna have a wicked shinah.” His Maine accent slipped out and caused me to smile. Usually, he did his best to hide it, but every now and then, he sounded just like Lia. “She got your eye.”


    The washcloth was warm, but it still made me cringe as he washed the wound from the outside corner of my eye almost to my mouth. “Maybe I should go get a tetanus shot,” I joked. “I don’t know where that cat has been.”


    Mike nodded. “That’s actually not a bad idea. Are your shots up to date?”


    I shook my head. “I was kidding, Mr. Serious. All I need is some pain pills and a bed.”


    He dropped the cloth in the sink and turned my body slightly before poking and prodding my back. “It’s gonna be a nasty bruise,” was all he said before moving on to my hand. After ensuring each of my fingers still bent and my knuckles weren’t shattered, he gave me a nasty look. “Stay put.”


    Seconds later, he came out of his room, carrying a white first aid kit, and even though I insisted I didn’t need any further treatment, he disinfected my face, broke an instant ice pack for my hand, and gave me two Tylenol.


    “My hero,” I muttered as he lifted me off the counter and grabbed his vibrating phone.


    Giving me a wink, he patted my ass twice. “Now, go pack all your shit.”


    “What? Why?”


    He glanced up from his cell phone just long enough to give me an annoyed look. “We’re leaving in ten.”


    “That’s not an answer, Mike!”


    He shot off a quick text before tucking his phone into the pocket of his jeans. “A video from the bar was just uploaded. Tomorrow morning this place is going to be swarming with photographers. We’re leaving before they realize where we are.”


    That made sense. “See? Was that so hard?”


    “It would be a helluva lot easier if you’d just do what you’re told.”


    I stuck out my tongue. “Never gonna happen, buddy.”


    “You’ve got like eight minutes, kid. Then we’re leaving. With or without your shit.”


    I hurried into my room, pushing my pants off as soon as the door closed and folding them into my already packed bag with the heels I’d worn. I’d left out yoga pants and a comfy oversized tee shirt to sleep in, along with sandals to wear onto the bus, and I put them on before grabbing my makeup case from the bathroom. I liked to sleep in the mornings, so I was always packed and ready to go the night before we were due to get back on the road. It gave me more time to sleep, and made it much less hectic. Grabbing my bag, I grunted a little and winced at the pain in my back when I realized how heavy it was, but I made it to the door before he did.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Eight


    ~ Mike ~


    I needed to get her the hell out of here, and I needed to get her out now. Dicknose photographers would be invading in twenty minutes. We needed to be on the road before they pulled up to the hotel.


    My phone vibrated in my pocket and I pulled it out as I walked into my bedroom.


    “Tell me you’re on the road,” Lee demanded before I could greet her.


    “Give me ten and we will be.”


    “This is a fucking nightmare.”


    I nodded as I grabbed my crap and shoved it into my bag.


    “How bad is it?”


    “Lee,” I growled, “I’m not a PR manager, or even a fucking manager, but I’d say if we’re sneaking our girl out in the middle of the night to avoid the fucktard press, then it’s pretty fucking bad. Wouldn’t you?”


    “Mikey”—her tone scolding—“I know how bad the business side of it is. I’m asking about Molly. How bad are her injuries?”


    “She’ll be fine.” Tipping my head, I braced the phone between my ear and shoulder as I rounded the bed and stepped into the small bathroom, sweeping everything off the counter into my open arms. “Well,” I corrected, “she’s got some bad scratches and will have some bruises in a few hours. Hopefully most of it will be healed by the next concert.” I dropped my toiletries on top of my clothes and zipped my bag.


    Lee swore under her breath. “You’ll text me when you get wherever you’re staying?”


    “Yeah.” I didn’t bother to say goodbye, shoving my phone back into my jeans and shouldering my duffle.


    When I stepped out of the room, I was surprised to see Mols waiting. “Wow, you were quick.”


    She grinned. “What took you so long? I even had time to change.” She motioned to her outfit with one hand. “So not only are you grumpy and bossy, you’re slow, too.”


    I ignored her, taking one last look around the room. “Grab that”—I pointed to her flimsy gold top that she’d worn for the concert—“and let’s blow this joint.”


    I took her bag and led her out of the room, down the hall away from the elevators, and to the stairs. Seeing her confusion, I shrugged. “The trucks are parked out back, and this way leads right to ‘em.”


    A few minutes later, we were buckled in, driving through the parking lot. When we made it to the main road without seeing another vehicle, I sighed, releasing some of the tension I’d been holding in.


    Molly kicked off her flip-flops, tucking her feet under her as she settled in the passenger seat. “So, where are we headed?”


    “New York.”


    “New York City?”


    “Upstate.”


    “Really?” She slapped a hand against her thigh, making me turn to look at her. “You do realize that New York is a big state, right? Upstate can mean anywhere north of Orange County.”


    “There’s an Orange County in New York?”


    Molly snorted at me. “Uh, yeah.” She shook her head. “Like the show, Orange Country Choppers?”


    “Weren’t they from California?”


    She laughed. “No.” I couldn’t see her eyes, but I had no doubt she was rolling them at me. “Do you have any idea where we’re going?”


    “It’s in the GPS,” I said and shrugged. Sam had entered all the information for me while I took Mols upstairs to get her ready.


    “Okay.” I could hear the frustration in her voice. “How about a venue?”


    “Saratoga Performing Arts Center.” She inhaled sharply, as if it was something she hadn’t wanted to hear. “Have you performed there before?”


    She shook her head quickly. “No.” There was a long pause, both of us lost in our own thoughts. “Do we have reservations somewhere?”


    “No. The concert isn’t until Tuesday, so we just need to find somewhere to lay low for a few days.”


    Silence filled the vehicle again. “We could go to my place.”


    “Your place?” I scoffed. “Mols, I’m not driving down to Tennessee just to drive back up here again in a few days.”


    “I meant my place in New York.” Her voice was low, almost as if she didn’t want me to hear her.


    I turned my eyes from the road to stare at her. In all the time I’d known her, I’d never known she had a place other than the run-down townhouse just outside of Nashville. “You have a place in New York City?” Even I could hear the surprise in my question. Molly hated big cities and always seemed to get lost.


    “No,” she snapped, obviously annoyed. “I have a place in Keene, a little over an hour north of Saratoga. We can crash there for a few days.”


    I thought about our lack of other options. It would be better to get her completely away from the public eye. I wasn’t sure how Lee planned to twist the bar fight story, but if the paps managed to snag a picture of Molly without makeup, it would be hard to deny anything happened.


    Maybe being back at her house, surrounded by her things, was exactly what she needed. I reached out, turning the TomTom screen toward her. “Will you change the route?”


    Before she could alter the path of the GPS, she reached over and tapped me on the arm in quick pats. “Hey, hey, hey. Stop at the gas station.”


    “Need a potty break already?”


    “We need road trip food, you ass. We won’t get there until the morning. And I don’t trust you enough to sleep while you’re driving. Food will keep me awake.”


    “Good point.”


    Almost a half hour and three stupid arguments later, we were back on the highway, junk food filling the backseat, Molly safe beside me. I don’t think I’d ever been happier to leave a store in my life, and I’d spent hours shopping with Courtney and Lee.


    Even though it was almost one in the morning, the store had plenty of patrons in it. Most of whom stopped and stared at Mols, not because they recognized her, but because her face was beat to hell. From the looks I’d gotten, most of them believed I’d hurt her.


    The very thought was laughable. I’d been raised right; I’d never lay a hand on a woman in anger. My gram would kill me if I even thought about it. Death by Gram’s hand would be in the most unpleasant way possible. I had no doubt.


    But that’s not what I found so humorous about their assumptions. I can’t imagine a man trying to strike the woman next to me in anger. Hell yeah she liked to push buttons, and she never did what she was told, and some white-trash-taint-clown would probably take offense to that. I’d like to have a front row seat the night he decided to raise a hand to her, though. Molly would fucking wreck him.


    “What are you chuckling about?” she asked around a mouthful of Pringles.


    “Nothing.” I turned on the radio, surfing through the channels until I found “The Hand That Feeds.” This was music I could drive to.


    The song wasn’t over when Molly reached out and hit the seek button.


    “Hey!”


    “You’re actually listening to this?” She sounded appalled.


    “It’s Nine Inch Nails,” I explained. That was reason enough to listen. “That’s one of my favorite songs.”


    “Hmmm. I’m surprised you listen to this kind of music.”


    “What is that supposed to mean?”


    “That I just assumed noise like that was beneath you.”


    “Noise?” I was appalled. “Did you just call NIN noise?”


    “I did. Because it is. How can you even understand what they’re saying?”


    I turned the radio off so she could focus on the extremely important words I was about to say. “Trent Reznor is one of the greatest, if not the greatest composers of our time.”


    “I don’t know who that is,” she admitted.


    “I…” I was speechless. How did someone in her profession not know who in the hell the musical genius was? I shook my head. “Lead singer, songwriter, instrumentalist.”


    “Well, maybe he should focus on writing the music and not singing it.”


    “What?” I shook my head again, sure she was fucking with me. A glance her way proved that she didn’t have a smirk on her face, and instead, looked annoyed. “Nine Inch Nails,” I repeated.


    She shrugged, not understanding. “I’m not saying he’s a bad lyricist. I’m saying it’s horrible music.”


    My mouth fell open, not sure what to say to counter that bit of craziness. “Johnny Cash loved his songs enough to record some of them himself.”


    “No,” Molly argued, waving a finger through the air. “The late, great, Johnny Cash recognized good lyrics. Then he recorded them himself to make them amazing songs.”


    “Wow. You know he doesn’t just write the lyrics, right? He writes every note. For every instrument.”


    “Maybe he shouldn’t.”


    “I…” I stumbled over my words, not sure what I was trying to say. “You know what? Let’s just listen to music for a while.”


    “Fine. But I get to pick.”


    “No you don’t,” I argued. “I’m driving.”


    “Exactly. Passenger gets to choose.”


    “No. Driver’s choice. That way I’m not driving to whatever shit you pick that might put me to sleep.”


    “I have never heard that rule before. Ever.”


    “Fine, then why don’t you take a nap?”


    “I’m not taking a damn nap!” she snapped at me. “You are the most infuriating person on the planet, you know that, right?”


    “Oh, sweetheart, I don’t even begin to compare to you.”


    She growled, making me smile. “Fine. Whatever! Can you please put on something we’d both enjoy?”


    “Jesus, you’ve been spending way too much time with Lee. You’re starting to sound like her.”


    Molly laughed. “I’m taking that as a compliment, especially coming from you.”


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


    “It means that you comparing me to Red is not as insulting as you think it is.” She grabbed a package of Twinkies and tore it open, shoving half of one in her mouth before continuing. “How long have you known her?”


    “Lee?” I reached across the console, snagging the other gooey yellow treat from her, happy to see she was eating without counting calories. “My whole life.”


    “Wow. You guys must have some serious dirt on each other.”


    I chuckled. “We do. I’m sure she has pictures I don’t want seen. Hell, I have pictures I don’t want seen.”


    Pulling her legs onto the seat Indian style, she leaned back. “Tell me some stories.”


    I shrugged. We had eight and a half more hours stuck in the car together, and obviously would never agree on music. As the miles of I-90 bled together, I told her stories, some I hadn’t thought about in years. We spent the next hour laughing about the crazy things that Lee and I had done as kids.


    “When we were in second grade, my parents bought a new house on the other side of town. Lee and I were devastated because it was so much further away from hers. But every Friday night, Lee would take the bus with me and spend the night at my house. A few weeks in, we were sick of my new room, tired of my new house, and decided to swipe some of my dad’s tools and make a fort in the forest behind my house. It took us weeks, but we finally had this awesome little cabin.”


    I laughed, remembering the ramshackle shack we were so proud of. “One afternoon, a week or so after we’d finished it, we decided we were going to spend the weekend in the cabin. Lee carried out our sleeping bags and all the shit she thought we needed to be comfortable while I ran to get food.


    “I’d made it almost all the way to the cabin when I heard her yelling. She was lecturing me, telling me that I wasn’t scaring her. I had no clue what she was rambling on about. When I walked inside, she punched me. Accused me of sneaking around the cabin, trying to scare her, scratching the walls and shit. I swore I hadn’t and promised that I wouldn’t do that to her. She didn’t believe me.” I could still see her face, scrunched up and bright red from anger. “I had just dropped the food when the attack came.”


    “Attack?”


    I nodded, knowing she could see me in the dashboard lights. “Attack.”


    “You were attacked?” She sounded horrified. “By who?”


    “Arthur and Rocket. Psycho demon raccoons.”


    “Raccoons?” Her concern had been replaced by doubt. “As in the cute and cuddly furry little animals?”


    “Yeah, raccoons. But they’re not all cute and cuddly, Mols. Arthur and Rocket had giant fucking fangs”—I moved my index and middle finger up to my bottom lip—“and claws longer and sharper than a goddamned wolverine”—I held my curved index finger in her direction—“and glowing red eyes.”


    “Glowing eyes?” The disbelief in her voice was loud and clear.


    “Swear to Christ.” I glanced at her quickly, but couldn’t get a good look in the dark.


    “Okay.” She snorted, obviously not believing a word. “So, what happened?”


    “At first, I just stood there, scared out of my mind. They had barged in so quickly, and were walking around in circles, growling. I remember stepping in front of Lee, and she grabbed my hand. Then Arthur stood up on his back legs and growled”—I lowered my voice, doing my best demon impression—“‘Get out!’”


    “He spoke? The raccoon with glowing red eyes spoke to you?”


    “He did.”


    “What did you do?”


    “We did what anyone would do when a demon psycho raccoon told them to leave. We got the fuck out.” I smiled, remembering Lee. “Well, Lee grabbed the pillows and shoved them at me, and picked up the sleeping bags before turning and running out the door. I followed, trying not to piss my pants, terrified that they were following us. I fell down a coupla times; my mom was pissed when she saw how dirty the pillowcases were.”


    A hand smacked my arm hard. “You liar! I totally believed you at first.”


    I held up my right hand in surrender. “Honest to God, it really happened.”


    “Mmhmm.” She wasn’t convinced. “And the point of the story was?”


    I chuckled. “You wanted dirt on Lee. She’s fucking terrified of raccoons. Probably the only thing in the world she’s afraid of.”


    “So, why Arthur and Rocket?”


    “What else would you name two red-eyed terrors that can talk? Seemed sensible to us at the time.” Molly started to giggle then, shaking her head. I smiled at the windshield. “Lee and I vowed that we would never tell anyone. She started to research the vermin, in case they were scouts sent by their leader and were coming to take over the world, Planet of the Apes style.” I shook my head. “I’ve never told anyone else about that night. But you watch her. If she ever meets anyone named Arthur or Rocket, she’ll tense and eye them suspiciously, as if she’s trying to see a resemblance.”


    Molly was still laughing a few minutes later when I realized I didn’t know anything about her childhood. “What about you? Do you still talk to any of your old friends?”


    Molly sobered instantly, sitting up in her seat. “Not really.”


    “That sucks.” I twisted the top off my bottle and took a sip of Coke. “Sometimes it’s nice to have that history.” Then I thought about Jules. “Sometimes it’s better to start with a clean slate and leave history in the past.”


    Molly nodded beside me. “You have no idea.” She stared out the window for a few minutes. I was about to reach for the radio when she turned back to me. “I actually grew up in New York.”


    “Really? I never would have guessed that by your accent. I thought you were a country bumpkin.”


    She laughed. “Yeah, well you don’t sound like a backwoods hick, so I never would have known you’re from Maine.”


    “Listen he-ah, bub. I’ve tried wicked hahd to get rid of the accent. It’s a wicked pissah, guy.”


    She giggled. “You are such a geek.” She took a sip of her soda. “Was it hard to get rid of?”


    I shrugged. “Not really, but it wasn’t that bad to begin with. I still slip into it when I’m home. What about you?”


    “When you want to change something badly enough, you find a way.” Before I could question her cryptic answer, she adjusted her legs in the seat again and asked, “So, why Julie? I mean, I love Nate and Lia together, and can’t imagine them apart, but I’ve met Julie and can’t picture you two together. So how in the hell did you end up with her and not Lia?”


    I didn’t miss how she changed the subject, avoiding the questions I asked about her. But, I decided not to point it out. “Lia was with Nate. And Jules…” I paused, not knowing what to say. “Jules was Lia’s other best friend, Nate was mine. The four of us were together a lot anyway, so it seemed like the natural thing to do.” Jesus, that was a lame answer. “You didn’t know Julie back then. She was different.”


    “So she wasn’t a spiteful bitch when you were kids?”


    I chuckled. “Probably. But I didn’t see her that way. She was sweet to me, a great friend to Lia, and hot as fuck.”


    “Ugh. Such a typical man.” She groaned. “I just don’t see it. You’re…” She trailed off.


    “I’m what?” I probed when she didn’t continue.


    “Nice. A decent human being. Too good for someone like her.”


    “I wasn’t then,” I admitted without thinking. I wasn’t trying to defend Julie, but for some reason, I needed Molly to know the whole truth. “I’m the dick who joined the Navy and never planned on coming back for his high school girlfriend, even though I’d promised I would. I was going to see the world, sleep my way around the globe, and avoid her at all costs when I came home to visit.”


    “I’ve missed a step. How did you end up married?”


    “I refused her calls, telling myself she’d realize we were over eventually. Until she wrote to me to tell me she was pregnant.”


    “Oh.” She dragged the word out, realization dawning as she spoke. “You got married because of Jake.”


    “God, no. I got married for Jake. I married her because my kid wasn’t going to grow up wondering if he or she was good enough.” I’d never told anyone the truth before, even though I was sure Gram and Lee had realized the connection long ago. “I joined the Navy because I idolized Lee’s dad and the country needed more men like him. He knocked up Lia’s mom when they were still in high school, so it was like history repeating itself. They never got married and he left as soon as he found something better. I sure as shit wasn’t gonna be the dick who abandoned his kid when the next best thing came along.” Of course, I never imagined that Julie would do exactly that, but I left that part out.


    “Wow.” Yeah, wow. I’d just taken a sip of my Coke when she asked her next question. “So the fact that you were in love with Lia never mattered to her? Julie married you even though you were obviously in love with someone else?”


    I coughed, choking on my soda, making it dribble out of my nose. Fuck that stung. “What?”


    “Don’t act so surprised. It’s not like it’s a secret.”


    I could have lied. I could have denied it. If it hadn’t been just Mols and me, maybe I would have. But I couldn’t bring myself to do either. “I didn’t realize my feelings were common knowledge.”


    “Please.” Molly snorted. “A giant billboard would be less obvious.”


    Fuck. “It’s not what you think.”


    “It never is,” she agreed. “So tell me.”


    “What do you want to know?”


    “Everything.”


    There hadn’t been much traffic and we were making good time, yet a glance at the TomTom showed me that we still had almost six hours left together before we got to Keene. I felt like I could tell her anything, even the truths I tried to hide from myself, and Molly wouldn’t judge. So I started at the beginning, back when Lee and I were just babies.


    Molly listened as I talked, laughing at the funny parts, trying to hide the tears in her eyes at the depressing parts, and at some point, she reached over and took my hand. I didn’t pull away, but instead, laced my fingers with hers and settled our joined hands on the center console, comforted by the simple gesture.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Nine


    ~ Molly ~


    I’d known Mike for years, and there were many descriptive words I could use to describe him. Bossy. Tall. Muscular. Handsome. Bossy. Cocky. Confident. Proud. Bossy. Brooding. Impatient. Nice. Bossy. Loyal. Trustworthy. Safe. Bossy.


    Talkative, adorable, and sexy as hell were never things that entered my mind where he was concerned. Until recently. Staring at him now, watching him talk as the sun rose, listening to stories from his childhood and then more about his son, I felt like I was seeing him for the first time.


    It’s funny how you can know someone and not really know a thing about them. We all have a list of people we call friends, yet they’re really just acquaintances. How much do we really know about those people? How much do we let them know about us?


    If you counted friends by the number of people who knew me, really knew me, I only had one. Nate. He knew every piece of my history, not because he was there to experience it with me, but because he dragged it out of me. In return, he told me his, and a bond between two broken souls had been formed.


    Mike was different, though. He wasn’t sharing his past so that I would share mine. He told me these things because I asked. When I avoided his questions, he didn’t get pissy and stay quiet himself, and didn’t hold my silence against me. He just kept talking, as if trying to distract me. That told me all I needed to know about the kind of person he was; when I was comfortable enough to share with him, he’d be right there waiting.


    I’d known that Nate and Lia had a past. Everyone who had heard Nate’s songs knew he was still in love with the girl that got away. Those of us who were closest to him had seen the picture he carried around—the one of the redheaded girl laughing at the camera. When we’d get drunk, he’d tell stories about her, and admit to how much he wished she was still part of his life. Never once was I jealous of that girl.


    When Lia and Nate reconnected last May, I was cautious of her. Only because I knew she didn’t understand the power she held over my friend. I didn’t trust her. I didn’t want to like her. Yet I was not envious of her.


    Until now. Listening to Mike talk about her, realizing that he’d loved her, really loved her, brought out feelings I hadn’t had in a long time. For the first time, I wanted to have something Lia had. I wanted his face to light up when he talked about me the way it did when he spoke of her. I wanted him to get that look in his eyes, one of true adoration, when he thought about me. When his eyes found mine, I realized that I wanted him to see more than just an acquaintance or a friend.


    Sighing, I looked out the window, saddened by how different everything seemed.


    “What’s wrong, babe?” he asked immediately, cutting himself off midsentence.


    “Nothing.”


    “Come on”—he squeezed my hand with his—“don’t be like that. I can’t help if I don’t know what’s wrong.”


    I turned back to him, meeting eyes that were filled with concern. I couldn’t admit what I was feeling without sounding like a teenager who had a crush on her best friend’s boyfriend; you know they’re never going to be together forever, but it’s the ultimate betrayal to like him anyway. So I voiced the other thing that had been nagging me. “I haven’t been home in a long time.”


    “How long is long?”


    I didn’t have to think about it to know. I could give him an exact number, broken down into years, weeks, and days. Hell, I could probably do hours and minutes, too. But I couldn’t admit that out loud. “Eleven years.”


    Mike let out a low whistle. “That’s a long ass time, kid.”


    I nodded, not offering any more information. It was stupid. We’d be there in a half hour, so I should just tell him. Yet the words didn’t come.


    Mike broke the silence a few minutes later. “Mols, this may sound like a dumb question, but I’ve been driving a long time and need a bed. Plus, I haven’t showered in a few days”—he shot me a wink—“but if you haven’t been there in over a decade, is there even running water and electricity hooked up?”


    “Oh, my gosh! Yes!” I hadn’t thought about how it might sound. “Sorry. I haven’t been there in a long time, but it is lived in.”


    Mike grinned at me in relief. “Thank Christ. I wouldn’t mind helping you open up a camp or summer home or whatever, but I’m not going to be much use when we get there. I was going to suggest crashing at a hotel for a few hours if we had to do that.” He let go of my hand long enough to grab his coffee. “Does the caretaker know we’re coming?”


    “It’s my mom.” I shook my head. I hadn’t called or sent her a text last night because I knew she’d be asleep. Today was Sunday. She would have been up at the ass-crack of dawn to get ready for church. And I didn’t want to give anyone that big of a heads up. “A few years ago, my mom put the farm I grew up in on the market. I bought it and hired her to stay there and take care of it for me.”


    “And you haven’t been back since? Not for Christmas or anything?”


    “Nope.”


    “Must have changed a lot over the years, huh?”


    I gave him a small smile, thankful he hadn’t asked why I hadn’t gone home in so long, or pointed out how weird it was. “You have no idea.”


    A few minutes later, when I had him turn down a little dirt road in the middle of a forest, he gave me a weird look, but followed my directions. When the road became narrow and led to an old wooden one-lane bridge, he stopped the SUV and turned to me. “I know it’s been a long time since you’ve been home and you’re wicked tired. Are you sure we’re going the right way?”


    “Yes. Keep driving, you geek.” I smiled, knowing what was coming. On the other side of the brook, the road opened up into a meadow. Green fields spread in front of us, meeting the mountains. A quarter of a mile more and you’d see the roof of the farmhouse where I grew up, the building slowly coming into view as you got closer to it.


    “Wow,” was all my companion muttered as we made our way up the drive and I pointed out the little things that I’d forgotten I missed.


    “That’s the pond where I learned to swim.” I pointed to the swimming hole down on the right. The dock where I’d spent hours lying in the sun was still there, but the float that had always been in the middle was now lying on the shore. To the left was the enormous three-story barn where my best friends—a beautiful Quarter horse named Strawberry and a mutt named Hobo—had lived. Both were buried here on the property, over the hill behind the barn, down by the falls. I needed to visit them while I was home, it had been too long.


    I had Mike park in front of the barn. My mom’s car wasn’t here, but it could be in the garage. I took a deep breath before pushing open the door and stepping out. A quick glance at the house told me that we were alone. No one pulled up this driveway without being noticed.


    “What’s that noise?” Mike walked up behind me, looking all around. “It sounds like a fountain.”


    I smiled. “Clifford Falls. They’re beautiful, and only a couple of minutes away on foot. I’ll take you there later.”


    “Nice.” He leaned in, wrapping his arms around me in a comforting hug and moving his lips next to my ear. “Welcome home, Mols.”


    He didn’t move back, and I didn’t pull away. Instead, I leaned against him, trying to gather all the strength I could and shove my nervousness aside. With a deep breath, I closed my eyes and willed myself to calm down. I’d missed this place more than I wanted to admit. I was home.


    But for every good memory this place held, there was an equally painful one.


    “It’s a beautiful house,” Mike said, offering me a hand before pulling me toward the house. “How old?”


    “My great-great grandparents built it in the early 1800’s. 1835. It’s been changed a lot since then, but the original structure is still strong.”


    “Wow.” He sounded impressed as we moved up the steps and onto the wrap-around farmer’s porch. I hesitated, not sure if I was supposed to knock or go right in. The house may have belonged to me, but it never had been mine. After a second, I pushed open the door, relieved that my mom still refused to lock it. She’d always said that locks only kept the honest people out. Guess some things would never change.


    “Hello? Mom?” I called out into the foyer, but I was met with silence. “She must still be gone.”


    Mike arched a brow. “Did you tell her we were coming?”


    “Nope. I was going for the element of surprise. I’ll call her in a bit. Let me show you around.”


    So much of it was exactly the way I remembered. The smell of the laundry room, the way the light filtered into the living room through the wall of windows, and the way the tiny kitchen at the back of the house made you feel welcome and encouraged you to sit at the table with a cup of coffee and a piece of pie.


    Yet so much had changed it felt like I was seeing the house for the first time, too. It was quiet, too quiet. I was used to hearing laughter and movement, the radio blaring while my mom cooked dinner, and animals demanding attention. The lack of clutter surprised me as I moved throughout the house. Only two coats hung on the wall next to the back door, instead of twenty, all piled on top of the others. Below them, there were boots lined neatly on a matt. But my dad’s work boots were missing, as were my riding boots.


    I moved slowly up the wide, wooden stairs, stopping to see each picture that lined the wall. My niece and nephews, kids I only knew from the pictures my mom sent, had replaced the ones of my sisters and me, but almost all the way at the top were some that I’d grown up staring at. Black and white shots of my grandparents, and one of my parents on their wedding day.


    I showed him the bathroom on the second floor before pointing to a door. “My parents’ room.” I paused at the door across the hall, too afraid to open it, too scared not to. I didn’t know what I’d find in my old room, but when Mike reached around me and twisted the handle, I was shocked to see that it looked exactly like it had the day I threw some clothes in my backpack and ran. “Oh.”


    “Whose room is this?”


    I glanced around, taking in the twin-sized bed, matching white desk, and miniscule bureau where I used to keep my clothes, realizing we’d walked into a time capsule. The room was clean, the bed made, but other than that, it hadn’t been touched since 2004. “Mine.”


    “Really?” Mike laughed, stepping into the room and looking around. He was a giant of a man anyway, but he looked even larger in the smallest bedroom in my house. “Who is Georgeanne?”


    Shit! I glanced over the bed, realizing that the large white letters spelling out my birth name were still hanging over my bed where my mom had put them two decades ago. I cleared my throat. “Me.”


    As his eyes moved around the rest of the room, mine followed, too. The dark blue walls and white trim looked more like a little boy’s room than a girl’s, but the band posters on the wall gave it away. “It just doesn’t look like you. It’s too boring.”


    I smiled. “It was me when I was a teenager.” I ran my fingers over my bookshelf, surprised that even it seemed like it had remained untouched. “I thought my mom would have turned it into a guest room, or a sewing or craft room by now, but it looks just like it did.”


    He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned his shoulder against the window frame. “Mols?”


    I knew that he wanted an explanation. Pointing to the name above my bed, I explained. “Have you ever met a musician named Georgeanne?”


    He smiled. “I’ve never met anyone named Georgeanne.” He pushed himself up, staring at me. “You just don’t look like a Georgeanne. Maybe you could have shortened it. Been George Ray, screwed with people’s minds. Georgia Ray is pretty catchy.”


    I shook my head. “Georgeanne Sapphire Davis.”


    He arched a single eyebrow before something beside me caught his eye and he moved to stare at the pictures that lined my wall. I was rooted to the spot, mind whirling as I tried to find a way to explain what he was going to see. Finally, he turned to me, looked around the room once more, and then smirked. “You’re fucking with me right now.”


    “I wish to God I was.”


    “I’ve been around a shit ton of women, lived with a few throughout my life, and there’s one thing I’ve learned. You love pictures. You aren’t gonna have this many on your wall without having some of yourself in them.”


    “I’m in them.”


    “Where?” he challenged.


    I rounded the bed, walking straight to the photos. “Right there.” I pointed to an obese teen with dark hair and a gap-toothed smile.


    He leaned in closer. “That’s not you.”


    “It is. And so is that.” I moved my finger a few photos up, tapping on one of me riding Strawberry out in the field. “Look close.”


    He narrowed his eyes, leaning even closer toward the frames. “Holy shit. You were so…”


    “Fat,” I finished for him. “I know.”


    “Young,” he snapped, glaring at me. “I was going to say young.”


    “Sure you were. ‘Cause that’s the first thought that comes to mind when you see those pictures.”


    He lifted his right eyebrow, crossed his arms, and stared down at me. “Actually, smart ass, the first thing I noticed was how different you looked without body art, holes in your face, and purple hair. Which, you did. It’s weird to see. You’re a fucking child in those pictures and it makes me feel old.”


    I broke eye contact, looking back at the girl I used to be. He was right. “Sorry,” I mumbled.


    “I’m not going to tell you that I don’t think you were fat, ‘cause you’ll just think I’m being nice or argue with me, and I’m too fucking exhausted to fight with you right now. But we’ll talk about this later, brat.” His voice was low, threatening almost. He stepped closer, not touching me, but close enough so I could feel his body heat. “What happened to Georgeanne Davis, Mols? Where did she go?”


    My breath caught. No one had ever asked me that before. Even the people who knew the girl I used to be. “I know it must seem weird for someone to change their name, but—”


    It was his turn to cut me off. “It actually doesn’t. People do it all the time. Makes sense to me, especially if you want your private life to stay private. Hell, if it helps me keep you safe, I’m all for it.” He tugged at a piece of my hair. “That doesn’t tell me why Georgeanne ran away.”


    I turned, facing him. For a minute we just started at each other, and I was so close to telling him. His eyes darted down to my lips, and for a fleeting moment, I thought he might kiss me. The fact that I wanted him to surprised the hell out of me.


    The sound of a car coming up the road, gravel crunching under its tires, broke the spell. I swallowed as I backed away. “My mom must be home.” I hurried out the door before he could stop me.


    I was almost down the stairs when I heard the familiar voice call out a confused greeting. I pushed open the screen door and hurried onto the porch. “Hi, Momma.”


    “Sunshine?” My mom stopped and stared as if she couldn’t believe it was really me. Recovering from her shock, she rushed up the steps and pulled me into her arms. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? I’d have stayed home and waited for you.”


    I wrapped my arms around the thinning woman. It had been a long time since I’d been held by her, and to be honest, there was a time when I wasn’t sure if I ever would again. Having her this close made tears burn my eyes.


    “I didn’t want to bother you. We’re only here for a little while, but we’ve been driving all night, so—”


    “We?” she asked, glancing behind me.


    “My security guy and me.”


    As if on cue, Mike pushed open the screened door. “Mrs. Davis.” He offered her a hand, which she snatched and shook vehemently, eyeing him. “I’m Mike.”


    “You have anything to do with my daughter’s face looking like that?”


    He shook his head. “I didn’t get in front of her in time.”


    Mom scowled at him for a second and then nodded. “Where you two coming from?”


    “Ohio. Drove straight through after Molly’s show last night,” Mike answered before I could.


    “You must be exhausted. Why don’t you two go get some rest and we’ll catch up over dinner?” She smiled at me, reaching out and touching my cheek. “It’s great to have you home Sunny.”


    Mike waited until we were upstairs before he asked, “Sunny?”


    “My dad used to call me his little ray of sunshine, or Ray for short. Mom’s called me Sunny for years.”


    He watched me closely. “You are quite the mystery, Miss Molly.”


    I grinned. “Simple is boring.”


    He glanced around the hall. “Where am I sleeping?”


    I yanked open the door to the third floor, “My sisters’ room.” I took the small stairs two at a time. Mine hadn’t been touched in the time I’d been gone, but the room at the top of the stairs had been completely remodeled. I pointed to the beds. “Pick one.”


    Mike collapsed on the one closest to him, kicking off his shoes. I headed to the other full-sized bed, dropping on it without removing my flip-flops. We’d both been awake for over twenty-four hours and the trip was finally catching up with me. I was asleep before I could cover up.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Ten


    ~ Mike ~


    It took me a few seconds to remember where I was. Something woke me, but not in a startling way, and I blinked up at the ceiling a few times before it all sunk in. I was in New York with Mols. At the house she grew up in.


    I pushed myself up, glancing at the bed across the room. She was still here, wheezing lightly every time she breathed. I patted my pockets, searching for my cell, but it wasn’t there. I must have left it in the car, along with everything else.


    I wasn’t sure what time it was, but I needed to call Jake. And if that stench that kept drifting toward my nostrils was me, I needed to take a shower desperately. Easing myself off the bed, I glanced at the sleeping beauty, grabbing a blanket off a chair to cover her.


    Fuck me, she was beautiful.


    I’d never really had a specific type of woman I was attracted to. Not like my friends did. Noah liked dark-haired curvy girls, while Reb went for the tall, bottle blondes, and Nate had gone for anyone who wouldn’t remind him of Lee. Me? I didn’t discriminate. I liked them all.


    There was a children’s book I read to Jake when he was little that had a line that was something like, “small ones, tall ones, round ones, thin ones.” I don’t remember much about the story, other than that, but I do recall laughing because it could have been written about me. I loved all women equally. Lee had made fun of me for years because of my manwhore status.


    But the woman sleeping in front of me right now? I’d always thought she was pretty, with her large doe eyes, petite nose, and kissable lips. I’d just never realized how absolutely fucking perfect she was. How in the hell had I missed it?


    Not wanting her to wake up and catch me staring at her, I quietly crept down the stairs, following my nose toward the delicious smells wafting out of the kitchen.


    Finding Mrs. Davis standing at the stove, I smiled. “Something smells good.”


    She glanced up, offering me a polite nod. “Meatloaf and red skinned mashed potatoes was always her favorite. I’m sure she’s used to eating much fancier meals nowadays, but she looks like she needs a simple home-cooked meal.”


    “She’s pretty simple,” I offered, feeling like a moron as soon as the words were out of my mouth. It was not meant as an insult and I hoped that the older woman wouldn’t take it that way. “I mean, she’s pretty down to earth.”


    Mrs. Davis turned back to the counter. I watched her profile, surprised by how much she looked like Molly. Or how much Molly looked like her. They were the same height with a similar build, but it was the eyes that gave it away. Molly had her mom’s eyes. After a few seconds of awkward silence, she asked, “Did you have a nice nap, Mike?”


    I nodded. “I hate sleeping during the day, it throws me off.”


    She smiled and offered me a cup of coffee, one I gladly accepted. “You the only one up?”


    “Yeah, Molly’s, uh…” I hesitated, not sure what to call her. “She’s still sleeping.”


    “The girl needs her rest. She looks worn out.”


    I didn’t know her well enough to discuss her daughter, but it felt like she needed reassurance. “It’s been a long few weeks for her, but we’ve got a few days off and I’m hoping she’ll be able to relax here.”


    The older woman pursed her lips. “That’s a good idea. She needs someone to take care of her.”


    Ha. That was fucking laughable. Mols would never let anyone take care of her; she was too stubborn for that shit. “I’m going to grab a shower if that’s okay?”


    “Absolutely! It’s the first door upstairs on the right.”


    I excused myself, grabbing both Molly’s bag and mine, along with my cell, from the car and scrolled through my missed calls. I cursed under my breath when I realized Lee had blown up my phone over the last few hours. She was probably pissed as hell. But another name on the list caught my eye, causing me to swear again as I dropped the bags on the ground and called him back.


    “Dad!” Jake exclaimed excitedly, picking up on the second ring.


    “Hey, bud!” I smiled, not being able to hide how happy just hearing his voice made me. God, I fucking missed him. “How are you?”


    “Good. Where are you?”


    “New York.”


    “Daaad,” he groaned, annoyance filling his voice. “What part of New York?”


    “Upstate.” I chuckled, knowing he’d be annoyed with my smartassery.


    “Dad.” He sounded so grown up. When had that happened? Wasn’t he six just five minutes ago?


    “Are you doing the map again?” When he was a baby, I’d bought him a giant wall-sized map so he and Julie would always know where I was. He’d tracked the places I’d visited over the years, even when I was on tour with Nate.


    “Yeah.”


    I rolled my eyes at the amount of attitude that came through the phone.


    “So, where are you?”


    “Keene.”


    “Keene, Keene, Keene,” he whispered, and I could see him, standing at the wall in his bedroom, searching the map. “A-ha! I found you.”


    “What color are you using this time?” I asked with a smile. He used one specific tack color for each trip, making it easy to see where I’d been each time. The boy loved watching my progress around the globe. I knew one day our roles would be reversed and I would be the one recording his trips.


    “Blue. For Molly’s hair. Wait, is it still blue or has she changed it?”


    “It’s purple.”


    “So cool. You’re seriously like the luckiest person in the world, Dad. Maybe she’ll help you loosen up a bit. Ya know, calm you down?”


    “You mean turn me cool?”


    He giggled. An all-encompassing, childish giggle, making me long for days gone by. “Not a chance.”


    A smile split my face. This kid. This fucking kid. Shaking my head, I tried to change the topic. “What have you been up to?”


    “Mom and Dr. Douche—”


    “Jacob Nathaniel Carson!” I growled in warning. “Don’t.”


    “Whatever.” More of the attitude that told me he was definitely my offspring. “Mom and Lewis went away for the weekend, so Janet and I are with Great Grammy.”


    Instantly, I became pissed off. My Grams never turned down the chance to spend time with Jake, and she’d never accepted the fact that Janet wasn’t my daughter, so she was more than willing to watch the kids whenever Jules asked her to. But the kids had been with my parents last weekend, and Julie’s mom the weekend before that. Would it fucking kill her to spend some time with her kids, especially since I couldn’t be there? Jesus.


    Swallowing my irritation, I asked about Gram. I walked through the fields as I talked to him, listening to everything that had happened in his world in the past few days. It was all too soon when Jake told me he’d talk to me later. “I love ya, Dad,” he muttered as if it was an afterthought.


    “I love you, too, bud.”


    After we hung up, I stared out at the mountains, lost in thought. How many more times would I hear him say those words? God knows my dad and I never exchanged them. And Jake was getting to the age where all affection would be a big faux pas.


    Maybe he’d never grow out of it. Maybe, just maybe, I’d done my job right and he would know it was important to tell the people you loved how you felt. When people say tomorrow is never promised, they’re usually talking about death. But I’d learned the hard way that death wasn’t the only thing that could take away someone you loved. Sometimes, it’s a fate much worse than death. Loving Lee had taught me that.


    I had tried to set a good example, to show Jake that a dad could be tough and strong as well as loving and comforting. He’d had a kitchen set in our kitchen by the time he was two, because when I was home, Daddy cooked as much as, if not more than, Mommy. When Jules told me she was pregnant with Janet, I’d bought him a baby doll so he could pretend to be a daddy while watching me. We were baby wearing fools, he and I. I smiled at the memory.


    My dad would make snide comments about how I was turning Jake gay, but fuck him. One day, my future daughter-, or son-in-law would appreciate the fact that I had taught him to be a good cook and a decent dad. As long as Jake loved the person he was with, and they loved him back, then nothing else mattered. If it was a man, I’d be the first person marching in the local Pride parade supporting my two sons. And I’d kick anyone’s ass, including my old man’s, if they had a problem with it.


    I wanted my son to have it all—love, laughter, and happiness, and a family who would give him both. I’d explained how important family was, even the family that isn’t family by blood. I could only hope he’d have one as great as mine one day.


    When my phone rang seconds later, I glanced down and didn’t want to answer it.


    “Why in the hell haven’t you called?” Lee snapped. “Tell me you’re both okay.”


    Guilt hit when I heard her frantic tone. “Sorry. Yeah, we’re fine.”


    “Where are you?”


    I almost told her exactly where we were. Then I hesitated. “We’re safe.”


    “Good. Where?”


    I shook my head at the clouds, as if she could see me. “Somewhere in the middle of nowhere where no one will find us. That’s all you need to know.”


    Lee sighed. “Does this somewhere have internet?”


    I turned back to the house. Did it? “I don’t know.”


    “Keep her away from her phone and away from the celebrity news sites.”


    Fuck. Shit. Fuck. “How bad is it?”


    “I’m not her goddamned bodyguard,” Lee snapped, “but I’d say if we’re hiding our girl out in the middle of nowhere to avoid the bastards, then it’s pretty fucking bad. Wouldn’t you?”


    And, there was my Lee. I fought a smile as she said my words back to me. I couldn’t remember the entire conversation from last night, but I’d say they were almost verbatim. Fuck. Had that really only been last night? I was too old for this shit.


    “Mikey?”


    “I’m here.” I cleared my throat. “Are they crucifying her?”


    “It isn’t pretty, but I’m spinning it as fast as I can. I need her out of the public eye until she steps on that stage Tuesday night.”


    I could make that happen. “I’ll have her there Tuesday afternoon. Late afternoon.”


    “For the love of all that’s holy, can you please keep her away from all media? It’ll destroy her.”


    “She’s not getting near anything that’ll hurt her. Not fucking happening. I’ll make sure of it.”


    “I know you will.” She paused, as if thinking. “Thank you for taking care of my Molly, Mikey.”


    “She’s my Molly, too, Lee. We’ll see you Tuesday.” I hung up and turned quickly, feeling something behind me. Mrs. Davis held out my coffee.


    “I saw you pacing out here and figured you could use some caffeine. Didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”


    “Thank you. I had to make a couple of calls.” I glanced at the third-floor windows, wondering if she was up yet.


    “She’s out cold,” her mom answered my thoughts, wiping her hands on her thighs. “What happened to her face?”


    I swallowed. “It was a misunderstanding.”


    “A misunderstanding?” She nodded absentmindedly. “My friend and I carpooled together last week. She thought I was meeting her at the store across from our church. I thought I was meeting her at the church across from her store. That was a misunderstanding.” She turned her blue eyes on me. “All I want to know is who beat on my daughter and how much you hurt him.”


    “Her,” I clarified. “It was a woman.”


    “A woman?” She shook her head, sighing angrily. “Over a man?”


    It was my turn to shake my head. “Not at all what it sounds like.”


    “It never is. Especially where she’s concerned.”


    I fought my urge to glare at the woman in front of me. “Do you have internet access?”


    “I’m out in the middle of nowhere, but I do have modern comforts. I don’t read about her anymore, if that’s what you’re wondering.”


    “Your friends don’t tell you what they’ve heard?”


    “My friends don’t recognize her. The Georgeanne they knew ran away years ago and never came home. Molly Ray is just some singer some of them might listen to.”


    This was a mom worried about her child. I understood completely. “There was a problem at the after party last night. A woman attacked Nate. Molly got in the way before I could stop her. It was a mistake that won’t happen again.”


    She watched me for a second before nodding. “I’m going to check on dinner.” She reached for my mug. “You go get your shower.”


    I watched her walk away, confused by the talk we’d just had. She had been genuinely happy to see Molly when we got here. I had no doubt about that. But there was something there, something that made me uncomfortable. Maybe we wouldn’t stay as long as I’d planned.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    Chapter Eleven


    ~ Molly ~


    I was home.


    That was the first thought I had when I opened my eyes. It had been a long time, but some things, like the feeling of waking up in your childhood home, never change. It wasn’t my bed, or my room, but it was home.


    I’d been having the best dream, and although I couldn’t remember all the details, I knew it was a happy one. About Mike. I stretched out, arms above my head, toes pointing down, only wincing a little at the ache in my back when I realized I was incredibly warm. It was always hot in this room during the summer, but I was burning up. As my mind cleared, I began to notice little things—like how I was now under a blanket, even though I hadn’t covered up before I laid down. There was a bottle of Tylenol and a glass of water on my nightstand, and my bag was on the chair next to my bed.


    Mike.


    As if he had a sixth sense and knew I was awake, the door opened and heavy footsteps hurried up the stairs. Sitting up, I smiled as he stepped into the room. He startled when he saw me.


    “I didn’t wake you up, did I?”


    I shook my head, not trusting myself to speak. He was fully clothed, but it was clear he’d come straight from the shower, his dark hair a damp mess, as if he’d just towel dried it. He smelled heavenly, a mixture of sandalwood and something else I couldn’t distinguish without sniffing the air and giving my intentions away. And the look he gave me? It was enough to wet a nun’s panties.


    His face fell suddenly. “You okay, kid?” He hurried over to me, plopping down next to my legs, and grabbed my chin in his fingers. “What’s wrong? Headache? Your back hurt?”


    I cleared my throat and said, “I’m sore, but I’m fine. Sorry.” I offered a weak smile as I rubbed my eyes. “I just woke up and I was confused for a second.”


    “I was a little discombobulated when I first woke up.” He didn’t take his eyes off mine. “You sure you’re okay?”


    The man couldn’t be more perfect if he tried. He was a package of funny and sweet mixed with serious and sour, all rolled into one hell of a hot shell. I stared back at him, trying to figure out why I’d never noticed. He’d been attractive before, all the boys on the tour were cute in their own way. But now, with his new hair color and the scruff he seemed to constantly sport, he was beautiful.


    “Why did you really dye your hair?”


    Mike arched a brow as a smile tugged at his lips. “Why did you?”


    Asshat. “I needed a change.”


    “I could say that I needed one, too. Or maybe I just wanted to be someone else for a while. Try things I’ve never done.” As he spoke, his eyes drifted down my face, landing on my lips as his teeth dragged across his own.


    “That makes sense.” I swallowed and leaned back, pulling away from him. I needed space, being this close to him was fucking with my mind. “What time is it?”


    “Dinner time.” He chuckled. “Your mom sent me to get you.”


    I grinned. That sounded like her. “There’ll be hell to pay if we keep her waiting.” I pushed off the bed and bounced down the stairs, stopping at the bathroom. “Tell her I’ll be right there?”


    I slammed the door and stared at myself in the mirror, telling the woman gazing back at me that whatever she was feeling, whatever bit of attraction she had toward him, it was all fake. It was circumstantial. The last few days had been strange, even for a woman who was used to living in a fog and shuffling from city to city.


    I was overly tired and sex deprived.


    That thought immediately merged with one of the two of us naked, wrapped up together. I turned on the cold water, splashing my face. Mike was not an option. He was my friend and employee. Plus, he was in love with the woman who I considered my dearest female friend. Crossing those lines with someone on your payroll was morally wrong. Getting involved with a man who was taken, even if he was technically single, was not smart.


    It could never happen.


    Glancing back up at my reflection, I narrowed my eyes and criticized my imperfections. Did Mike even want someone like me? Yeah, we’d had a few moments. But I wasn’t even close to being as beautiful, or as interesting, as Lia.


    It was my turn to be startled when I opened the door a few minutes later and found him leaning against the wall. “What are you doing?” I asked.


    Christ, that sexy smirk would be the death of me. “Waiting for you.” His hand found the small of my back as I walked past him, and he led me down the stairs and through the house, only moving his hand when I reached my chair.


    “Meatloaf.” I squealed, more than excited by the idea of eating my favorite meal. No one made meatloaf like my mom.


    We ate in relative silence, my mom and Mike trying—and giving up—to make small talk. When Mom offered me seconds, I hesitated. I wanted more. Hell, I could probably eat the entire pan. But Eli’s words were never far from my mind, warning me that fat singers never got anywhere, and I shook my head.


    Mike accepted the pan she offered him, cutting a large piece out. Before I could object, he dropped it onto my plate. “Eat.”


    I glared at him for a second, but he ignored me, turning to my mom and telling her how great the meal was. I thought about putting it back, or not eating it, but it smelled too good to pass up. I could always go for a long run later. And do yoga before bed. I shrugged, shoveling a piece into my mouth.


    Mom refused to let me do the dishes. After we helped her clear the table, she kicked us out of the house with instructions for me to show Mike the property. “Take him down to the falls,” she said, waving a dish towel at me.


    We walked side by side down the road, each lost in our own thoughts. At the little wooden bridge, we turned south and followed Clifford Brook until we came to the falls. Not only was it absolutely beautiful to see, but the lower falls lead to a water-carved section of rock that is an amazing swimming hole on hot summer days. Days like today.


    “I didn’t think to bring a suit,” I muttered, glancing longingly at the cool water, “or we could’ve gone swimming.”


    “Who needs a suit?” Mike reached for the button on his jeans, unsnapping them and letting them drop before my mind could formulate an argument. Within minutes, he stood in front of me in nothing but black cotton boxer briefs. “You coming?”


    I hesitated. I had changed into yoga pants and a tee shirt after the show last night, but I hadn’t changed out of my underwear or bra. The panties were fine, black lace boy shorts that wouldn’t show through even if they got wet. But my bra barely contained me out of water. I shook my head. “Naw. I’m good.”


    Mike stepped into the water and then turned to me. “Get your ass in here, Mols. If you don’t come on your own, I’ll come get you.”


    Knowing he’d follow through, I kicked off my flip flops and shimmied out of my pants before climbing carefully down the rocks to him. The water was colder than I remembered, but it felt good on my heated skin. He dove in, resurfacing a few seconds later.


    Just like that, my body was on fire again. No one, absolutely no one, should look as good as he did. Water drops slid down the center of his chest, right between his incredibly toned pecs and onto the six-pack most models would be jealous of. I wanted to dry it. With my tongue.


    I preferred men with tattoos. Lots and lots of tattoos. It was my policy not to date men who had less ink than me. But Mike’s ink-free, extremely muscular chest was honest to God the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. Without the ink, nothing about him was left to the imagination. He even had a little trail of hair that was just visible, and veins, which I’d never actually seen on any other man. And a V on his lower abdomen…good Christ. That was apparently a real thing, not just something a romance author made up. I swallowed hard, glancing back up before he caught me inspecting him like some horny pervert.


    It wasn’t like he didn’t have any art at all. His left arm was covered from shoulder to wrist in black. But the tats were the last thing you saw when you looked at those gloriously large arms. No wonder the man had no trouble lifting me. He could probably bench-press a baby elephant. Thank God he wore a shirt most of the time, because it would be way too distracting if he didn’t.


    “Are you gonna come in, or are you just gonna stare into space while I swim?” He walked toward me very slowly, as if trying not to spook me. Then he reached out, snatching me by the waist, and pulled me toward him. Throwing his arms around me, he tucked me tight against his chest, and I shivered as the cold wet from his body seeped into mine. Without warning, he jumped into the water, dragging me with him.


    I came up, still in his arms, sputtering and spitting, but Mike only laughed, pushing my hair out of my eyes. He winked and jumped away, back into the water, before I could smack him. He swam to the other side of the brook and turned to look at me. Laughter died from his lips, replaced by the same expression he’d worn the night before when he treated my face. In that moment, I knew he wanted me as much as I wanted him. Then he blinked and it was gone.


    He ignored me for a few minutes, glancing around at the rock walls that surrounded us. “This is beautiful.”


    I nodded in agreement. “It is one of my favorite places. I used to sit on the rocks up there”—I pointed to the cliff behind him—“and write songs or daydream about what it would be like to sing for other people.”


    “Have you always wanted to be a singer?”


    I nodded. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do. People told me I was crazy because a million other people could carry a tune just as well, if not better, and that I didn’t look like a singer. They all said I should have a backup plan.” I shrugged. “I never did. Instead, I worked my ass off to get here.” I scrunched up my nose, forcing the memories away. “What about you? Was the Navy always your plan?”


    “Fuck no.” He chuckled. “I played ball in school. Baseball was my passion, but I was better at football. Not good enough to go pro, but decent enough to play college ball. My plan was to go to a top tier school on a scholarship, party my way through school, and then coach baseball for the rest of my life.”


    “What happened? Didn’t get a scholarship?”


    “September eleventh happened.” He glanced away. “I got some great offers for schools, but I was needed elsewhere.”


    A shiver ran down my spine. I’d only been fourteen when the planes crashed into the twin towers, but I would never forget that day. Or the way the city had changed afterward. “Thank you for that.”


    His eyes met mine, searching, as if to see if I was sincere.


    “I mean it.” I shrugged, embarrassed. “I had a hard time sleeping for a long time. Men like you made me feel safe.”


    “You’re welcome.” He swallowed and took a deep breath. “How far is Cooperstown?”


    I tipped my head, pointing toward the mountains he couldn’t see, thankful for the change in topic. “A few hours that way. Jake?”


    He nodded. “I was just thinking how much he’d love it here. These falls, the mountains, the baseball hall of fame.” He chuckled.


    “Next summer you should bring him here for a vacation.”


    “Yeah?”


    I nodded. “There is so much to do, even if you have to drive a couple of hours, you could come back here and stay for the night.”


    “What about you?” he asked, swimming toward me. “Will you be here, too?”


    I hadn’t thought about that. “If you don’t mind me hanging around, absolutely.”


    He stood up, giving me another glorious view of the water running down his body. I stifled a groan. “He’d like that.” Mike chuckled. “I think my son has a little crush on you, Miss Molly Ray.”


    I laughed. “No he doesn’t. He’s what, thirteen? Teenage boys don’t even know who I am. The only reason he does is ‘cause you’re friends with Nate.”


    “Oh, you’re wrong about that.” He stepped closer to me, close enough that my nipples almost brushed against him when I breathed. “He not only knows who you are, he would die if he knew I was swimming with you right now and you looked like that.”


    “Gross.” My hands found my hips. “I’m wearing a shirt, you ass. Probably the best thing to wear swimming with teenage boys.”


    He chuckled, reaching out and tugging on the bottom of my shirt. “A thin white shirt is never the best thing to wear swimming, Mols. Especially in an ice-cold mountain stream.”


    I glanced down, suddenly very aware that he could see everything I thought I was hiding. Shit. I moved my arms, determined to cover up, but he grabbed them with one of his hands.


    “I didn’t say I objected to the view.”


    My face flared in embarrassment, causing him to run a finger along my cheek.


    “How are you feeling?”


    Knowing he’d meant the gouges in my face and not the emotions swirling around my body, I ran my tongue over my bottom lip and shrugged. “It’s fine.”


    “I thought the cool water might help. Especially with your back. Is it?”


    I nodded, ready to tell him that it actually seemed to be helping a lot when he dropped my hands and cupped my cheeks. I instinctively stepped into him, knowing this was it, this was the moment he’d kiss me.


    He didn’t move. Just stood there, leaning over me, every part of him touching every part of me, holding my face and looking at me the way I looked at rugby players. I couldn’t wait another second and took matters into my own hands.


    I moved my hands to his hair, twirling them in the thick dark locks, forcing him closer to me as I stood on tiptoes and pressed my lips against his. That’s all it took for him to snap out of whatever daze he was in and take control.


    His body may have been freezing, but his mouth was warm as he adjusted, leaning further down, capturing my lips with his. He teased me, nibbling at my bottom lip until I opened up, then he slid his tongue in, meeting mine, the two swirling around each other in a playful dance. He groaned, yanking my body closer, his fingertips digging almost painfully into my shoulders.


    All too soon, he pulled back a little, caressing the end of my nose with his before leaning his forehead against mine. “Mols,” he groaned, expressing the exasperation I felt. “We can’t.”


    “But I want to,” I whispered. “Don’t you?”


    He gave me a lopsided grin. “More than you fucking know. But we can’t.”


    My body shivered involuntarily at his denial. I couldn’t remember a time I needed something more than I needed this. More than I needed him. I jerked my head to the side, pressing my lips against his again, fingers sliding down his back and moving to his front, determined to change his mind.


    His hands snapped from my shoulders to my wrists, gripping them tightly and forcing them away from him as he stepped backward. “Stop.” The low command left no room for arguments. I shivered again, making his face soften a bit. “You’re cold.” Before I could argue, he’d turned toward the shore, pulling me through the water behind him.


    The climb up the rocks was tricky, especially with wet feet and a distracted mind, but Mike helped me to the spot where he’d dropped his clothes. Not giving me a chance to object, he reached for the bottom of my top and pulled the sopping cotton from my body, covering me almost immediately with his own before he yanked on his jeans.


    His dark tee shirt fell almost to my knees, the sleeves dwarfed my arms, and while it was warm from the sun, the best part about it was that it smelled like him. “This is getting to be a habit.”


    His eyes traveled over me as he pulled up his zipper, leaving the button undone. He shrugged, his expression blank as he slid on his sneakers and reached for my hand. “You look better in my shirts than I do.”


    I stepped out of his reach, walking in front of him. A few steps down the road, I glanced over my shoulder. “I look better out of them.”


    I turned back toward the road, hurrying ahead, pretending I didn’t hear the groan he tried to smother, or my name when he called it. I couldn’t hide the smile on my face, though. Without knowing it, he’d just made the next few months of this tour bearable and given me something to look forward to. I was a stubborn little shit, and I loved a challenge. Mike Carson would be begging me before it was over.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twelve


    ~ Mike ~


    I was so fucked.


    She thought she was a comedian, this girl. In reality, she was tempting as fuck. And off limits. So fucking off limits she wasn’t even on my radar. But goddamn if I didn’t want her.


    The kiss had been a lapse in judgement. That was it. Two people, exhausted from being on the road, shared a moment in which they both let their guard down. Happened all the time. Especially to people in our professions.


    There’d been a time when the wives and girlfriends had dreaded the ‘Bama Boys going on tour. As head of security for Nate, I’d witnessed my fair share of infidelities. Men who you’d never think would cheat on the women they love would find themselves in a situation they normally never expected, and because they were exhausted or drunk or lonely as fuck, they made mistakes. Mistakes that would have never happened in their everyday life.


    That’s what our kiss was. A result of two lonely people being forced to spend every second together and getting confused. The lines had blurred for a second and I’d forgotten she was my responsibility, my boss. It was my goddamn job to protect her from assholes like me. If Lee found out, she’d fire my ass.


    Lia. I’d been so focused on Molly that I hadn’t thought about Lia in days. Yeah, I’d talked shop with her earlier, but hearing her voice hadn’t sent me on a bender like it would have just last week.


    I’d let my thoughts wander while watching Mols swim, imagining all the dirty, nasty things I wanted to do to her. While her lips were on mine, all I could think about was how I wanted to kiss my way down her body, to rip off her sexy as sin black panties, kneel before her, and part her legs, just to find out what she tasted like. I longed to make her scream my name until it was the only thing she remembered how to say.


    Never once had my mind drifted to the redhead that used to haunt that part of me. It had been years since I’d kissed a woman and actually seen her face. Yet, when I opened my eyes and leaned my head against Molly’s, it was violet blue eyes full of longing and trust that I saw. The woman before me, a breathtaking blonde who wanted me as much as I wanted her.


    It was a mind fuck. I’d been so distracted by Mols that I hadn’t had the time to whine to myself about how pathetic my life had turned out to be. Suddenly, I understood how men I’d spent years judging, men I thought were pathetic liars and cheaters, did what they did. Why Jules did what she did.


    Not that I’d cheat. Fuck no. I would cut off my own dick before I hurt someone I cared about like that. But I could see how you could become infatuated with someone else, get caught up with someone other than your wife in such a short time. I’d only been back on the tour for a few days, and had only been alone with Molly for one of them, but my body was consumed with the need to pull her into the woods, push her against a tree, and fuck her until we couldn’t stand another second.


    The image flew through my mind, but I groaned as my dick started to harden. I craved her. I had to have her. I was so unbelievably fucked.


    Then, the woman who had wormed her way into my every waking thought stopped abruptly. I halted next to her, the need to touch her strong enough to make me reach out and wrap an arm around her waist. I felt her tension immediately.


    “Mols?” I didn’t wait for an answer, scanning the area to see what had made her so worried. There was an older model truck in the driveway. It was almost hidden by our SUV, but I could just make it out. I swore, glancing behind us. There was no one else as far as I could see, but I was pissed that I’d let my guard down enough to not notice it before. I didn’t even have my gun on me. “Was your mom expecting company?” I’d trusted her mom. I hoped to Christ that hadn’t been in error.


    She shook her head once, a haunted expression covering her face. “I hope not.” She turned her face to me, sadness filling her eyes. “I hope that it’s just a mistake and that Mom didn’t know she was coming.”


    “Do you know who it is?”


    With a quick nod she moved her attention back to the house, her breath coming faster now, in panic. I’d seen her in some of the most stressful situations one can imagine, and not once had she acted like this. Molly was tough as nails. Whatever this was about, whoever was here, was cause for concern.


    I stepped in front of her, blocking her view, and cupped her chin, making her focus on me. “Who is it Mols?”


    She inhaled a shaky breath and then swallowed, worry lines forming on her face. “My sister.”


    I was an only child, and a man, so I was the last person who could begin to comprehend sibling dynamic, let alone the relationship that sisters shared. But I’d been a part of the Kellys’ life long enough to know that sisters didn’t always get along. Hell, half the time, I was sure the Kelly girls hated each other.


    Molly had mentioned her sisters over the years, but had never gone into detail. I had just assumed they were not a topic up for discussion. I never pushed or asked question because most people in the public eye keep parts of their private life very private. Sometimes it’s a significant other, sometimes it’s family, and sometimes it’s close friends. All people who didn’t choose the limelight, and all people the celebrity didn’t want to get harassed if they do something stupid.


    Which, in Molly’s case, was all the fucking time. It only made sense that she’d keep her family sheltered. We’d never been close enough for her to tell me the intimate details of her loved ones back home.


    Watching her now, I knew I’d been wrong. Even when Nate’s sisters were angry enough to murder each other, I’d never seen either of them shake in fear. There was something else going on here.


    “Come on, babe, talk to me.” I forced my voice to be soft, comforting. “I can’t help if I don’t know what’s wrong.”


    Blue eyes filled with tears. Shit. I could handle anything but tears. When one slipped out, racing down her cheek, I caught it with my thumb. Before I could lean in and kiss her, she closed her eyes. Inhaling a long, deep breath, she stood still for a second.


    She opened them as she exhaled, a determined look taking over her features. “It’s fine.” She reached up and squeezed my wrist. “They’re probably watching us. And waiting out here won’t make her go away, it’ll only delay the inevitable. We need to go in.”


    Work mode took over. I watched her for a moment, trying to read her. Above all else, it was my job to keep her from unsafe situations. This didn’t feel right, and it hadn’t since I’d seen the truck. I had no problem picking her up, locking her ass in the Suburban, and marching into the house to grab our shit. I would do whatever I needed to. But this was her family and I didn’t want to take her away from a situation she could handle.


    “You good?”


    She nodded, taking another deep breath and giving me the fakest smile I’d ever seen on her lips. “I will be.”


    I nodded, turning back around, and grabbed her wet shirt from her hands. “I’ve got your back, kid.”


    “You always do.”


    To my surprise, there wasn’t anyone waiting for us on the porch. There were voices coming from the kitchen, but when they heard the door close, it became eerily silent. A chair scraped against the floor, and then a teenager came barreling into the hall.


    “Auntie?”


    For the first time since she’d seen the truck, Molly relaxed beside me, stopping and opening her arms. “Ruthie?” She sounded surprised. “Mom’s sent me pictures, but oh, wow!” She laughed as the girl threw her arms around her and they hugged each other tight. This was not the welcoming that I had envisioned, and I leaned against the wall, relaxing a bit. “You grew up!”


    Ruthie leaned back, beaming down at Molly. “It’s been a long time. I missed you, Aunt Molly.”


    “That’s not her name!” The harsh tone of the woman standing in the kitchen door was such a contrast to the happy reunion in front of me that I stood, putting myself between Molly and the intruder. “Ruth Anne, come back here.”


    “Mom! I—”


    Mols cut the teen off, laying a hand on her arm. “It’s okay. We’ll catch up later.” Stepping next to me, she nodded at the woman glaring in our direction. “Hello, Roxy.”


    “Roxanne,” the woman corrected, ice in her tone. There was no smile from this woman, no welcome at all. “You shouldn’t be here.”


    “I came to see Mom.”


    “Sure you did.” Roxanne laughed bitterly, stepping into the light of the hall window, allowing me to see her better. She didn’t resemble Molly at all. At least 5’11”, she was heavyset with plain features, her long dark brown hair streaked with gray. “You needed a place to hide, and our poor mother was the only person left you could take advantage of. You know you aren’t supposed to be here. It upsets her.”


    “My relationship with our mother is none of your business.” Molly straightened, pulling herself up to her full height, all five and a half feet of it. “You should go. It’s getting late.”


    “Actually, it is my business. Mom is old, in case you didn’t notice while you were off boozing your way around the country. I’m her power of attorney. You will not talk to my mother again without me being present.” Stepping closer, Roxanne only smiled. A sinister, evil smile. Pointing to the floor next to the hall table, she sneered. “But you’re right. It is late. Time for you to get your ass back on the road and disappear again. This time, don’t come back.”


    I glanced sideways, noticing our bags for the first time. The fucking bitch was not kicking Molly out of her own house. Not a snowball’s chance in hell.


    “Get out of my house, Roxy.” The voice didn’t even sound like Molly.


    “You gonna have your guard dog remove me?” Roxanne only laughed again as she pointed at me before narrowing her eyes at Mols. “This isn’t your house. It never was. It was, and still is, my father’s house. He would have disowned your spoiled ass if he’d been alive. Thank God he was in the grave long before he could witness what a whore his little girl turned out to be.”


    “Mom!” Ruth gasped.


    “I’m not doing this with you, Rox. You need to leave.” Molly’s voice had started to waiver.


    “You really think that because you fucked your way to Nashville, and then convinced your sugar daddy to bail my mother out, that you own this house?” She shook her head, dark hair flying wildly. “That’s amusing, really. Let’s see the paperwork saying it’s yours. A title. A deed.” She paused, tapping her finger against her lips. “Oh, that’s right. You don’t have anything. Nothing here is yours. Nothing. Any money you gave her was what you already owed her, you ungrateful little bitch.”


    Molly surprisingly remained calm, even though I could see her pulse beating wildly. She could stay calm because I was angry enough for the both of us. “You really want to do this in front of your daughter? You want to be that kind of mom?”


    Roxanne stepped closer, her face hard, eyes sparkling with hatred, making me want to shove her away from my girl.


    I stepped closer. “Back away from her, now.”


    She waved me off, attention solely on the woman next to me. “Are you calling me a bad mother? You?” She spit when she talked, infuriating me even more. My fingers curled, needing to pick her up and set her out on her ass. This wasn’t my battle, but I sure as shit was going to make it mine if she didn’t shut the fuck up. And soon.


    “Roxy.” The warning came from Mrs. Davis, who had finally made an appearance.


    She didn’t listen. “I didn’t sell my son to the highest bidder so I could run off and chase my pathetic dreams.” Her words made Molly recoil as if she’d been slapped. “Do you even know where your child is, Georgeanne? Do you even know what he looks like? Or what he sounds like when he calls for you?”


    “Stop, Mom!” Ruth pulled on her mother, tugging her back.


    “Roxanne.” Mrs. Davis had come into the hall, invading my space as she tried to reach her daughters.


    Roxanne didn’t listen, screaming over them, “You think the entire world owes you something, you always have. No one owes you a thing. You aren’t special. You are a whore who has to fuck married men”—she pointed at me—“or pay men to be with you, because no one else wants you. You’re a shitty mother who gave away her son so she could party and drink and become a mediocre singer. You’re a horrible daughter who constantly breaks her mother’s heart. You’re ugly and evil, and no matter how many times you stick your finger down your throat, how many pounds you lose, or how many tattoos you cover yourself with, you’re still going to be that fat fucking ugly loser who will never be anything but a disappointment to her family. This isn’t your home. This is a place where everyone wishes you’d never been born.”


    When I saw the first tear drop down Molly’s cheek, I moved without thinking. Grabbing her sister by the arms, I half-lifted, half-dragged her to the door. She struggled, smacking my face, trying to head-butt me, nails digging into my arms, kicking out at Molly on her way by. I ignored it all. When we got to the stairs, I put her down rougher than I should have and gave her a shove, making her stumble into the driveway.


    Yanking a cell phone out of her pocket, she screamed, “I’m calling the police. That’s assault. After the little stunt you two pulled last night, I’m sure the police would love to talk to you!” I shut the door, turning back into the house.


    “You can’t put your hands on my daughter.”


    The sharp sting of the old woman’s hand across my cheek didn’t hurt as much as it annoyed me. I moved into Mrs. Davis’ space, every ounce of patience I’d once possessed gone. “I will do whatever the fuck I have to do to for Molly.” Her eyes softened, but I didn’t. “So shut the fuck up and get out of my way.”


    My growling response intimidated her, and even though I would never touch her, she slid to the side, giving me room to pass. Then she grabbed her granddaughter and pulled her out of the house.


    Molly had dropped into a chair and began shaking, her face filled with emotion. I knelt in front of her, getting eye level. “You okay? She didn’t hurt you, did she?”


    After a few minutes, the shaking subsided as she shook her head and mumbled, “I didn’t say anything back. Nate would be so proud of me.”


    Not sure what she was talking about, I offered as much comfort as I could, rubbing her back up and down. “They’re outside, she’s not coming back in.”


    “She’s calling the cops.”


    It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway. “Yeah.”


    “She hates me. Even after all this time, she still hates me.” She sounded so surprised that it made my heart hurt. “Why does she hate me so much?”


    I’d seen some crazy shit, been in the middle of some wild bar fights, and had more than a few of my friends go head to head. Women are fucking brutal, bringing up the past and flinging that shit like it’s mud. I couldn’t even begin to process what I’d overheard, but I did know that Molly’s past had just come out in the most unpleasant way possible and that she was hurting in a way that I couldn’t fix. I didn’t even know where to start handling this. “I don’t know, babe.”


    “I’m sorry you had to see all that.” Molly motioned to the hall behind me. “I’m sorry you had to do that.” She shrugged. “Hell, I’m sorry for everything.”


    “Don’t you be sorry, babe. This is not on you.”


    Her eyes searched my face. “Thank you.”


    “For what?”


    “Standing up for me.” She shrugged. “For being here. I know it’s your job, but thank you anyway.”


    Those words hit me like a kick to the stomach. “You think I did that shit ‘cause I work for you?” My hand touched her good cheek, sliding my fingers over the tear-stained flesh and into her hair, pulling her face closer to me. “I’m not here as your employee, Mols. I’m here as your friend. I’ve got your back, remember?” I leaned my forehead against hers. “Whatever bullshit you just heard her say, that’s all it is. Bullshit. Do not take it on.”


    My lips moved to hers because comforting her was the only thing I wanted to do. I needed her to understand that she was nothing like the person her hag of a sister had just described. She was…shit, she was everything. Surprisingly, she kissed me back softly before pulling away.


    “This really isn’t my home anymore, is it?” She looked around the hall. “I really am all alone.”


    “Not true. You’ve got Nate and Lia. You’ve got the band.” Her eyes filled with unshed tears. “And you have me.” I shrugged. “You’re stuck with me, kid. I’m not going anywhere.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Thirteen~ Molly ~


    I stared at an old picture of my family, drowning out the noise behind me. This picture, holding all five of us smiling up at the camera, was only one of a few in existence. Anneslee, my oldest sister, was twenty years older than I was—old enough to be my mom if you thought about it. Roxanne was only eleven years older than me, so there were plenty of pictures of the two of us, and plenty of snapshots of my sisters together. Yet my mom only had a few dozen photos of the three of us together. Add in my mom and dad, and we only ever managed to pose together a handful of times.


    The one in front of me had been taken a few years after I was born. My parents, dressed in their tacky eighties best, sat with me between them, while my sisters stood behind them, beaming at the camera. We looked so happy. Too bad it was all a lie.


    We’d never been happy. We’d pretended, sure. My parents tried. But having three daughters spread so far apart with such varying personalities was hard. I didn’t know the parents they had been to Anneslee. And she didn’t know the parents they had been to me.


    It made sense that Anneslee was never around. She was in college by the time I came along, living it up in New York City, and she rarely came home to visit. Daddy always said that she hated country life as much as it hated her. Even now, pushing fifty, she lived in the city, enjoying the freedom single life allowed her. It wasn’t that far of a drive, but to her, our childhood home might as well have been in another galaxy.


    Roxy, on the other hand, had never left the area. She didn’t go college, giving up an amazing scholarship and marrying her high school sweetheart, starting a family instead. She was everything I’d never wanted to be—a Suzie homemaker. I didn’t have anything against the women who stayed home for their children. Hell, one day, if I ever were blessed with a family, I’d spend every second I could with my loves until it was time for them to go to school. Roxy, though, did it because she didn’t want to work. Her only adult outlet was the women in her bible study and the families she mingled with after church on Sunday. Ruthie had two big brothers, but she was the family baby. At least, she was the youngest grandchild my family got to know.


    I had made choices as a teenager that none of my family agreed with. Decisions that in the darkest part of the night I would rehash over and over, wondering what life would be like now if I’d chosen a different path. I refused to say I regretted the things I’d done, because I would never change things. He was better off with a family who considered him their miracle, not my family who would have considered him a burden or a disgrace. I knew that. Yet sometimes, I would allow myself the torture of wondering how things could be. Didn’t everyone wonder how their lives could be different, though?


    I sighed, turning away from the wall of memories and stared out into the dark of the backyard. I could hear my mother in the kitchen, still talking to the Essex County Sheriffs, who had driven out to the house earlier in response to what I’m sure was Roxy’s overly dramatic 911 call. I didn’t want to listen to what she had to say because it didn’t matter. However, every now and then, I heard words like, “family,” and “home.”


    Mike spoke in harsh tones on the phone behind me. He’d been on his cell almost nonstop since he’d been interviewed earlier. I didn’t know who he was talking to, and I didn’t care. He was angry, snapping at whoever was on the other end of the line, but part of me was happy he wasn’t yelling at me. I wasn’t sure I could handle it.


    He had every right to be pissed. Not only did he have a front row seat to my family drama, but he’d also been hit, kicked, and possibly bitten by my feral sister. Then two annoyed Sheriffs, both who were half Mike’s size, took one look at my face and forced him outside, away from me, where he was treated like he was some sort of dangerous criminal. They kept him out there for almost an hour, saying God knows what, practically stripping our SUV and putting him through the ringer. I was definitely more work than I was worth.


    When the blue lights had come flying up the driveway, I’d expected the worst. I’d assumed that they’d escort Mike and me off the property, and that there would be camera crews there to catch my latest misstep. I’d been shocked, however, when my mother stepped forward and told them all that it was her fault, that she’d invited my sister, and that the home was actually mine. They escorted my sister off the property, telling her she was no longer allowed without my permission. That had only made my mother feel worse.


    It didn’t matter whose fault it was. We could sit around all day placing blame—I’d come home with no warning, my mom had told my sister I was home, my sister had shown up without an invitation. All that mattered was that it never should have happened.


    My sister and I hadn’t spoken in years before tonight, and now, to be honest, I didn’t care if we ever talked again. I hoped we wouldn’t. I loved her, I would always love her; she was my big sister. However, there was too much anger between us. She hated me for things she couldn’t begin to understand, and I resented the fact that someone who should have supported me through the hardest time of my life had decided to make it harder for me instead.


    Now, she’d flung open my closet door as wide as it could go, leaving my skeletons lying out in the open for everyone to see. It hadn’t been the time, or the place. Yet the worst part was that she’d done it in front of Mike. That I could not forgive.


    I was so lost in thought I never heard him approach, and I jumped when he put his hand on my shoulder. “Mols?”


    “I’m fine.” I swallowed, turning my head toward him.


    He didn’t say anything for a long moment, eyes roaming my face, watching me closely. They narrowed briefly before he yanked me against him, cradling the back of my neck while he tucked my face into his chest and closed his arms around me. “No, you’re not.” He leaned down, kissing the top of my head, voice muffled by my hair. “But you will be.”


    When his hand moved up and down my back, I moved my arms around him, pulling myself closer to his body, hands fisting in his shirt. For a few blessed minutes I forgot about everything: the shitty pictures of me in the tabloids, the rumors about me screwing Nate, the fight at the after party, and even my family bullshit. For a little while, I was at peace, safe in the arms of a man who held me because he wanted to, not because he had to.


    Then my mom cleared her throat and I jerked away from him.


    “The sheriffs just left.” The woman in front of me was still distraught, wringing her hands, her eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry, Georgeanne. I only told her you were here because I thought…”


    “It doesn’t matter what you thought.” My tone was harsher than I intended and my mother’s face fell. I shook my head, hoping she’d understand I wasn’t angry with her. “It doesn’t matter now, mom. It happened. It’s over. It’s time to move on.”


    “You’re not staying here tonight?”


    Before I could speak up and tell her that wasn’t what I meant, Mike moved into me, placing his hand at the small of my back. “We’re not.”


    “Where are you going?” Mom’s voice was heavy, full of emotion. “This is your home. You don’t have to leave.”


    “We do actually.” Turning to me, he leaned in. “The bags are in the car, Molly. Say goodbye,” he ordered before striding out of the room.


    I nodded. The devastated look on her face almost had me arguing with Mike, telling him we were staying at least one more night. I needed to get away, though. “It was nice to see you, Mom.”


    “Sunny, please stay.” Her lips twisted. “We didn’t get to visit. You haven’t been home in so long, I thought you’d stay here a while.”


    I swallowed against the lump in my throat, my mind racing as I hugged her. “I’ll come back,” I promised. “Next time I’ll let you know I’m coming, and we’ll plan some trips or something.”


    “I’d like that.” She nodded, eyes still swimming. Then her face lit up and she turned away. “I have something for you.”


    A few minutes later she met me by the front door and shoved a paper bag into my hands. “For the road.”


    “Thank you.” I didn’t look, but knew it had to hold some of her homemade yummies. “I love you, Mom.”


    She held it together as she gave me the warm, happy smile I’d seen thousands of times as a child. “As I love you, honey.” She leaned in, pressing her lips to my temple. “Have a safe trip, and call me when you get there. Wherever there is.”


    The walk to the Suburban felt like it took forever. As soon as I reached Mike, he took the bag out of my hands, held open the door for me, then reached across the seat to buckle me in. I tried to push him away. “I can do that, silly.”


    He only smiled at me, clicking the belt into place, before he walked around the front of the car to his door.


    I refused to watch the house disappear in the rearview, not knowing when—or if—I’d be back. Neither one of us said a word as he crept down the dirt road, over the bridge, and back through the woods, but we both breathed a sigh of relief when the road was clear. As he turned onto the main road, following the TomTom to whatever destination he had programmed, I stared out the window, lost in thought. When his hand reached for mine, I clung to it as if it was my only lifeline.


    *****


    “I need a goddamn drink.”


    I glanced over at Mike and smirked. “I second that thought. How many bars around here are open on a Sunday night? Ballpark.”


    Mike answered my question with a shake of his head, glancing at the GPS. “We’re almost there.”


    “Where is ‘there’?” I asked for the first time since we’d left my childhood home. My tension had eased little by little as we put miles between us and the farm, and now I’d started to feel like me again. We’d been driving in relative silence for the last forty-five minutes, not even the radio on to distract us.


    “Nikki rented out a couple of cabins on the lake for the band. We’re gonna join ‘em.”


    “Oh.” I turned my head back to the window, not sure what else to say. I definitely wasn’t up for company, or the obnoxiousness that came whenever we were all together. He squeezed my fingers gently, but turned down a dirt road with a large PRIVATE DRIVE sign before I could say anything else.


    When the house came into view a few minutes later, I wasn’t surprised to see it lit up like runway lights. It was still relatively early, and my music family weren’t the type to go to bed early on their nights off. We got into a routine while on the road, and it really was easier to stay up half the night, even when we didn’t have a show.


    What did surprise me was the fact that Mike drove past the house without slowing down. I hadn’t seen anyone I knew, and if three Chevrolet SUV’s, identical to the one we were in, hadn’t been parked in the driveway, I would have assumed that it wasn’t the house my friends were staying in. I turned to watch Mike, but he didn’t spare a glance in my direction.


    Another lakeside home, almost identical to the one we’d just passed, came up on the right. This one had a few lights on inside, but it looked tame compared to the first one. There was another matching Suburban parked in this drive, and I assumed Mike was going to pull in. Yet he drove right by.


    “Okay.” I chuckled. “I’m intrigued. Where exactly are we going?”


    “To our cabin.” Mike nodded his head straight and I turned back toward the front.


    “Our cabin?”


    “Yeah.” Mike slowed, turning again, this time down a small, well-traveled grass path. “Nik rented out the entire place. It’s a seventeen acre estate—two full sized cabins and the caretaker’s place.”


    “The caretaker’s place?” I asked, concerned. “This may seem like a silly question, but don’t caretakers usually stay in the place designated for them?”


    He laughed. “It used to be the caretaker’s place. Now the owners rent it out. Nate and Lia were going to stay here, to get away from everyone, but she thought it would be better if we did.” The headlights highlighted a teeny, tiny, itsy bitsy cabin as he spoke. He pulled up to the steps and shut off the engine, leaving the lights on. “Well, that’s not really what I expected.”


    I stifled a laugh. I was pretty sure the plastic Little Tykes playhouse that Nate bought his niece Emma for her first birthday was bigger than the building in front of us. Someone had been kind enough to leave a light on inside, but the curtain was drawn so we couldn’t sneak a peek through the little window. I immediately remembered the story Mike had told me about the fort he and Lia had built. “No wonder Lia didn’t want to stay here.”


    Mike looked at me for a long moment and then burst out laughing. “Yeah. The fucking brat stuck me in it instead.”


    I patted his knee. “Don’t worry, if there are any big, scary raccoons, I’ll protect you.” I opened the door, jumping out, happy to be away from the crowd. I didn’t wait to see if he was behind me, but ran up the wooden steps, pushed open the door, and stopped dead in my tracks.


    It may have been smaller than my first tree house, but it was beautiful. It was mostly one large room, with gleaming hardwood floors. To my right there was a wall, sectioning off what I assumed was the bathroom. The rest of the space was all living area, a queen sized bed took up most of the left side, a small leather chair sat next to a dresser outside the bathroom. Across from me were two giant windows flanking an open French door, leading to a screened in porch that looked like it was perched over the magnificent lake.


    “Wow.”


    Mike came in behind me, stopping beside me. “Yeah, wow.” He turned, taking in the space that resembled a master bedroom. He groaned when he glanced behind us. “Thank fucking Christ for Kelly.”


    I turned, smiling when I saw the six pack of my favorite Angry Orchard hard cider sitting next to a six pack of Sam Adams on a bureau. “Thank God for the Kellys,” I agreed, positive it was Lia and not her husband who had left the much needed present. I grabbed the cartons, one in each hand, and turned toward the porch.


    I plopped down in one of the two rocking chairs, set the containers on the table between them, and yanked one of my bottles out, trying to twist the top off.


    “You’re gonna need this.” Mike’s voice was full of humor as he sat in the other rocker and held up a bottle opener. “Here”—he snatched the drink from my hand—“let me.” He handed it back to me with a smile and I tipped it back, chugging much faster than I should have. “Hey, now. We’re not racing,” he scolded.


    I held up my half empty bottle, grinning back. “Lucky for you, ‘cause if we were, I’d be winning.”


    His bottle top popped off, and he took a swig. “Little girl, you keep drinking like that and you’ll be in a heap on the floor before you finish your second.”


    I stared at him, trying to decide how to respond. “Are you trying to imply you can out drink me?”


    He shook his head. “I’m not implying shit. I’m stating fact. We both know you’re a goddamn lightweight.”


    “Ha!” I snorted. “Shows you what you know. How much you wanna bet I can out drink you?” Just for show, I downed the rest of my cider.


    Mike only shook his head, smirking as he opened a second bottle and held it out to me. We sat in silence, looking out at the moonlit lake. I’d lived in New York over half my life and had never really appreciated the beauty that was this magnificent lake until that moment. The way the water lapped on the shore was hypnotizing. I let myself get lost in the beauty, the peacefulness of the moment completely relaxing me.


    Mike’s phone rang, startling me back to the present. He swore under his breath, pulling the smartphone from his pocket. “I’ve gotta take this,” was all he muttered before he stood and strode in to the house.


    I tried not to eavesdrop, moving my attention to the porch itself. Star shaped Christmas lights were strung around the tops of the screens, casting a soft, comforting light around the room. The white walls were decorated with a red, white, and blue nautical theme. There was a locked screened door to my left that I assumed led down to the beach. The sound of a speedboat drifted over the water, and I stared at the black lake trying to catch a glimpse of it until Mike came back out.


    “Sorry about that. Jake,” he explained with a shrug.


    “Just saying goodnight?”


    Mike shook his head, staring at the water, avoiding my eyes. “He read some things he shouldn’t have. It upset him.”


    My stomach filled with dread. “About you?”


    He didn’t respond.


    Shit. I took a deep breath. “About me.” I lifted the bottle and downed my second drink. Mike was wrong. There was no way I’d tap out until I made my way through this entire six pack.


    Chapter Fourteen


    ~ Mike~


    The way she chugged her drink, she would end the evening with her head in the toilet praying to the porcelain gods. Either that, or with a trip to the emergency room. Neither was how I wanted to spend my night.


    “Hey, hey, hey.” I reached out, squeezing her leg gently, just above the knee. “Slow down.”


    She didn’t argue, which shocked the shit out of me.


    “It’s not a big deal, Mols. The real issue here is that my son was up alone, playing online unsupervised. I understand that some parents let their kids do whatever they want on summer vacation, but Jake has rules that he needs to follow, even if I can’t be there to enforce them. His mother needs to pay attention and parent him.” I sighed, resisting the urge to call Julie up and tell her exactly what a shitty parent I thought she was. “He could have looked anything up and she wouldn’t have known. Or cared.”


    A smile tugged at Molly’s lips. “Trying to keep him from the porn?”


    I snorted. “Porn? Fuck, having him see a little girl-on-girl action is the least of my worries.”


    Mols scrunched up her face in disgust.


    “Kids are fucking sneaky, so much more than when we were young. Now they do all kinds of shady shit—from hiding behind a screen and bullying each other to researching the ingredients needed to create the next synthetic drug in the basement. I want to make sure my kid grows up and has a chance in life. I’ll kill someone before I let him join a gang, become a druggie, or do something that would ruin his future.”


    Mols only stared at me, a sad look pulling at her features. “You’re a great dad. He’s lucky to have you.”


    I shrugged, never sure how to refute that. Truth was, I was a mediocre dad at best, but I’d never stop trying to be better. “I’m the lucky one. He’s a great kid. Best mistake I ever made.”


    It was an old joke, one I’d told thousands of times over the years, but didn’t really mean. Yeah, he’d been a surprise and I hadn’t planned on marrying his mom, but Jake was hands down the best thing that had ever happened to me. I don’t know who I’d be without him.


    Mols closed her eyes for a second and I was sure she was playing a losing game of wills against the alcohol. “You must think I’m a monster.”


    I snapped my back straight, leaning forward slightly. “What? Why in the hell would you think that?”


    She shook her head more than once, the alcohol clearly affecting her thought process. “Because you’re the super dad. When you say things like that, that you’d kill someone for him…”


    “Because I would.” I interrupted.


    “Oh, I have no doubt.” She waved her hand in the air, dismissing everything I’d just said as she set her empty bottle down and grabbed another, popping the top herself and taking a long pull. “You’re the kind of dad who has a wallet full of pictures so he can carry his son everywhere. The one who brags to everyone who will listen about his kid’s achievements. The one who would do whatever it takes to provide for his child. You love that kid with every part of you, Mike, and you would never give him up. So someone like me must disgust you.”


    I hadn’t planned to bring it up tonight. Hell, I hadn’t planned on bringing it up ever. I knew we’d have to talk about what I’d learned at some point, but I also knew she’d have to be the one who started that conversation. I just assumed we’d do it later, when we were both sober, but fuck it.


    “Not even fucking close, kid.”


    Tears filled her eyes and I fought the need to push the damn bottle from her hand and yank her into my arms. Molly didn’t need comforting now, though. She needed to get out the feelings she’d kept buried for a long ass time.


    “How can you not? You’d do anything to have your son with you all the time and I gave mine away.”


    “Yeah, ‘cause I’m sure it was such an easy choice for you to make.”


    She pushed herself out of the chair and walked to the screen, leaning over on the railing and stared out at the water. “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life. You don’t have a clue. No one does.”


    She was right. I couldn’t fathom the idea of handing over my newborn to be raised by someone else. I didn’t trust anyone in the world enough to handle that responsibility. But I did know something about loss. “Tell me then.”


    She glanced over her shoulder. “Tell you what?”


    “All of it.” I motioned to the porch and the quiet of the night. “It’s just us, Mols. Let it out. Tell me everything.”


    She stood quietly for a moment before taking a deep breath. “I don’t know where to start.”


    I shrugged, rolling the bottom of my beer around on my leg, never taking my eyes off her. “The beginning is always a good place.”


    She glanced down at her hands, then back up at the water visible through the screen, but I had a funny feeling she wasn’t seeing anything but visions of days past. “I was seventeen and my dad had just died when I found out I was four months pregnant,” she started with a sigh, shoving her hands in the back pockets of her jeans and flapping her elbows around nervously.


    “I wasn’t a very popular kid in high school; I was the choir geek. My parents owned the farm and I helped out as much as I could. Between that, music classes, and keeping my grades up, I didn’t have time for parties and jocks like most girls did. Plus, you’ve seen my pictures.” Her shoulders arched around her ears as if she was defending her reasons. She didn’t need to defend shit to me, though.


    “I was obsessed with this boy Kevin. There was something about him that made everyone pay attention whenever he was around. When he started noticing me back, me, I thought I was the luckiest girl in the world. He was funny and smart and edgy and a star soccer player. I wouldn’t have made it through my dad’s death without him.”


    She adjusted, holding her arms over her chest. “Instead of running when two little lines showed up on that pregnancy test, he held my hand and promised it was going to be okay. We went to a clinic and they confirmed it. I was too far along to abort the baby, so our options were simple: keep it or give it up for adoption.


    “I didn’t have the traditional home, but Kev? He was fucked. His dad was a drunk. A washed-up prick who enjoyed making everyone around him feel inferior. My parents went broke paying my dad’s medical bills, and Kevin’s parents weren’t an option, so adoption it was. We spent hours dreaming up the family we wanted our little one to have, making mental checklists and hoping he or she would have a future neither one of us could even imagine. The first time I felt the baby move, I started having second thoughts.”


    I would never forget the first time I felt little feet push against Julie’s belly. That was the second it had become real for me, the moment I knew I was going to be a dad. I instantly felt bad for the lost teenager she’d been.


    “I made the mistake of calling Roxy one night, hoping for guidance. She belonged to the same church as Kevin’s parents, so instead of keeping my secret, she told. The next morning, Kevin and his dad showed up at our house, Kev sporting a black eye and a fat lip mind you, his dad demanding that my mother get ‘control of me.’ He said that I would give away his grandbaby over my dead body. I was a dumb kid, pissed off at the world because my dad wasn’t there to stand up for me and because Kevin was being punished for something that wasn’t his fault. So I told him to get off my property. I got in his face, screamed things I can’t remember. And then…he punched me.”


    “He did what?” I growled, gripping the brown bottle in my hand so hard I was surprised it didn’t shatter.


    She didn’t turn around, but shook her head. “It was a long time ago, Mike.” She sighed again. “It worked out for the best. My mom rushed me to the emergency room, and even though everything was fine, I told them it wasn’t. I told them all I lost the baby. I went home and got into bed, waited until my mom was asleep. Then I ran.


    “I knew Anneslee would help me, but I didn’t want her involved. So I went to this church shelter in the city that Kev and I had read about. They took in pregnant teens and matched them with couples who wanted to adopt. I lucked out. Patrick and Kathleen Jones were everything that Kevin and I had wanted for our baby, and they were kind to me. They were perfect.


    “I didn’t give a single second thought from the day I met them until I heard him cry for the first time. The other girls at the shelter told me not to hold him, not to even glance in his direction, but I couldn’t do that. I needed to see my baby, just once.” She took another deep breath, and I could hear the emotion cracking in her voice. She was on the verge of tears.


    “As soon as the nurse put him in my arms, it was instant. The love I have for him. I almost didn’t go through with it. I held him nonstop for two days, positive that I’d die if I let him go.”


    My breath caught and my fingers curled into fists involuntarily. I didn’t recognize my own voice when I finally asked, “You held him?” I was angry that she would torture herself that way. The moment you hold your child for the first time, the world stops turning and you know you’ll do anything for that little being.


    She turned, leaning her ass against the half wall, and nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I sat in my hospital bed with him on my lap, refusing to sleep, because I knew if I did, they’d come get him.” Her voice caught, and she swallowed roughly as she swiped her hands roughly across her face. “I just stared at him, talking to him about nothing, telling him that I loved him and that I was sorry. Then, when it was time, I let him go without a fight.” She cleared her throat and her face hardened. “Someone like you could never understand.”


    “Someone like me?” I echoed. It was a fucking joke, really. She only nodded. I reached behind me, yanking my billfold out of my pocket. It made a loud ‘thwap’ when I threw it onto the table. “You were right before. My wallet is full of pictures. Pictures of both of my kids.”


    Molly’s head snapped up, confusion replacing the anger and sadness. She opened her mouth, but no sounds came out.


    “Yeah, kids. As in plural. Two children. If you look in there, you’ll see a man who was helplessly in love with both his son and daughter. For almost four years, I loved that little girl, was everything a dad should be. Then I got hurt, and I had to go away for a little while. When I came back, she was no longer mine. While I was in a fucking desert hellhole on the other side of the goddamn world, my wife had been fucking another man—a married man at that—for years and had gotten knocked up. I fought for a little while, tried to keep my family together, and then one day I gave up.” I snapped my fingers. “Just like that. No explanation, no notice. I just walked away. You gave up a baby. I gave up a little girl who still calls me Daddy and doesn’t understand why I don’t spend any time with her.” My heart constricted as I pictured her face looking up at me as the nurse handed me the little pink bundle minutes after her birth. “You tell me who the fucking monster is, Mols. Because it sure as shit ain’t you.”


    Molly cupped her hand to her chest, as if it could stop her heart from hurting. “Mikey.” She moved away from the railing, forgetting her drink, and reached for my hand as she sat in her chair. “I never realized Janet was your daughter.” I didn’t correct her, because for a little while, Janet had been mine. “Do you get to see her?”


    I shook my head. “Sometimes. Not as much as I should. I didn’t want to for a long time. It hurt too much.” I’d never admitted that to anyone. Instead, I let everyone believe that Julie had told me not to visit, that it had been her choice to shut me out. In reality, it had been too fucking painful.


    “And now?” Her voice was curious, not condescending.


    “Now I miss her like fucking crazy. Jake talks about her, tries to fill me in on the things I’ve missed. But it’s not the same.” I took a deep breath, hoping it would calm me. “Do you ever get to hear how your son is doing?”


    Her hand tightened around mine and a genuine smile lit her face. “He’s amazing. I actually get to see him three times a year: on his birthday, on my birthday, and at Christmas. We talk a couple of times a month now that he’s older.”


    I couldn’t hide my surprise. “It was an open adoption?”


    “Yeah. The Joneses insisted on it. The day he was born, Kathy came into my room and sat with us. She said I was giving her the best gift anyone had ever given her, that I was making her dreams come true, and promised that she would never take him for granted. She insisted that we were family now and that we would always be connected. She swore that if I went through with it, if I let them adopt him, that I would never miss a moment of his life.”


    The smile dropped a little and she turned away. She rubbed her free palm up and down her thigh before reaching into her pocket for her phone. Releasing my hand, she scrolled through her pictures until she found the one she was looking for and offered it to me. An adorable toddler with dark black hair and his mommy’s eyes grinned cheekily up at the camera.


    “His name is Bryant.” I could hear the happiness as she told me about her son. “He’s ten, a big brother to a very rambunctious four-year-old. He knows I’m his birth mom because his parents didn’t want to hide anything from him, but he says I’m his best friend by choice.”


    She smiled, showing me another picture. This one was of the two of them, playing in what looked like Lego nirvana. They were laughing at something, and the pure joy I could see in their faces was heartwarming.


    “He is such a good boy.” The pride on her face was that of a mom who loved her child. “I sometimes lie awake and wonder what life would be like for us if I hadn’t let go that day. Would he be as happy? Would he be as carefree? Or would he be sad and miserable?”


    “Don’t do that. Don’t ask yourself questions that have no answers. You’ll drive yourself crazy.”


    “I can’t help it. He’s not mine anymore, but I love him. I don’t think I could love him any more if he was still mine. There isn’t a doubt in my mind that his mom loves him just as much, but that doesn’t make me stop wondering about the what-ifs. Does that make sense?”


    It made complete sense. “I wasn’t there when Jake was born. I didn’t get to meet him until he was almost a year old. I loved him before I ever met him. I’d look at the pictures Julie would send and be amazed at how perfect he was. The moment I held him in my arms the first time was pure magic. He was my boy and we were bonded by so much more than blood.


    “But for Janet, I was there every step of the way. I got to cut the umbilical cord, I gave her her first bath, and she spent her entire first day in this world wrapped up in my arms while her mommy slept next to us. She wasn’t mine, but you couldn’t have convinced me that day. Our connection was so strong I never could have given her up, never in a million years. Knowing she’s not mine doesn’t change how I feel.”


    Molly stood up again, walking back to the screen in front of us. “It’s been eleven and a half years Mike, and I still don’t know if I made the right choice that day. I’ve worked my ass off to get where I am because I want him to be proud of me. But what happens if he grows up and thinks the way Roxy does—that I gave him up so I could have my career? What happens if he resents me for the choices I made?”


    I stood, closing the gaps between us. Pulling her into my arms, I tucked my chin into her neck. “Not gonna happen, Mols. It sounds like he hit the lottery. He didn’t get just one set of parents who would do anything for him, he got two. He’ll never see it that way.”


    She melted back into me. “How can you be so sure?”


    The sadness and doubt in her tone wrecked me. She’d done this amazing, selfless thing, and given her son a chance to have a great life, as well as given a couple a chance to be parents. Molly Ray was the whole damn package: smart, sweet, beautiful, kind, and sexy as fuck. She didn’t see any of that though, because all she saw were the flaws.


    “Because he loves you. Because he’ll see you the way I do, for who you really are,” I whispered before kissing her ear. She sighed, moving into me, and I moved my lips in a path down her neck. When she turned, her lips finding mine, I didn’t pull away. Instead, my palms cupped her ass and I lifted her until she wrapped her legs around my waist.


    A million warning bells went off in my mind, as the rational part of my brain tried to tell the rest of me that what I was about to do was a bad idea. I ignored them all. I’d probably kick myself in the ass tomorrow, but right now, I needed to take our minds off the melodramatic bullshit that seemed to follow us both around.


    I needed to do what I’d been trying to avoid for days. Being with her was inevitable. I needed to make her forget, to take her mind off her life. I needed to make her mine, even if it was just for a little while.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Fifteen


    ~ Molly ~


    Good God the man could kiss. I didn’t know what he was doing that was so different, but his lips ignited my body everywhere. I wasn’t drunk, and my buzz was long gone, but when he kissed me the way he did right now, it made me lightheaded and woozy, and unable to focus on anything but what he did to my body.


    So much for making him beg for it. Screw that. If he stopped now, I’d be the one on my knees, praying to the gods to change his mind.


    His hands groped my ass roughly, pulling me flush against him, leaving me no option other than to wrap my legs around his waist and hold on. He left the doors open as he carried me to the bed, climbing up onto it from the bottom. I clung to him as tightly as I could, my mouth moving against his as he lowered us carefully to the middle of the bed.


    He didn’t do more than kiss me, but good Christ, when you were as talented as he was, that’s all it took. Forget the foreplay I usually needed to get me turned on. And fuck those clueless assholes who had spent what seemed like hours trying to get me hot and still needed instruction.


    How many women has he had to kiss to perfect that talent? The unwelcome thought hit me hard, making me stiffen against him. No. I would not sabotage this night like I had so many others. I wanted him and I was going to have him. I wasn’t going to think about his past.


    Mike, feeling the change in my body, pulled away, pushing his weight off me and holding himself above me. His eyes searched my face, his own looking serious. “Mols.” His voice was low, gravely, and sexy as hell. I needed to record it and sell it to an adult toy store. They’d make a killing; it was enough to set any woman’s panties on fire.


    A finger traced my bruised cheek gently, pulling me from my absurd thoughts. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” I shook my head.


    “Hey.” He spoke again, this time, his tone was softer, worried, and I met his eyes. “Want me to stop?”


    The question surprised me and I shook my head again. There were a hundred things I wanted him to do, but none of them involved him stopping. Or staying in his clothes.


    “Tell me this is what you want.”


    I nodded as furiously as I could against the mattress.


    “Molly,” he growled as he pushed his lower body into mine, “tell me what you want.”


    “You. That is the only thing I want right now.”


    A slow, contagious smile moved over his lips and he cocked an eyebrow, moving his eyes back to my lips. “That so?”


    I nodded just once, smiling back. That was all the encouragement he needed, lowering himself back down so damn slowly I was sure he’d never get there. Instead of kissing me, he nibbled down my neck and back up to my ear, avoiding my lips as I tried to lock them onto his. He repeated the movement, nipping into my skin gently every few inches before sucking the bottom of my ear into his mouth roughly. After he’d tormented me, he moved back to my lips, nipping my bottom lip roughly before soothing the ache with a quick lick of his tongue.


    “Please,” I begged, not sure what I asking for.


    There was no hesitating, no more thinking. His hands moved quickly, clawing and shoving my clothes off. I worked with him, desperate to be free of anything that would keep me from getting what I wanted. I kicked off my shoes as Mike focused on the sensitive area between my neck and collarbone, and then he slid his body to my side slightly, allowing me to lift my hips so he could yank my pants down my legs. I jerked my feet, frantically trying to shed the cotton.


    I wasn’t sure where his shirt had gone, or when he’d disposed of it, but I was too distracted by the deep ridges of his stomach I’d seen earlier to actually care. The lines felt as good as they looked and made me want to touch more of him. Mike was strong and hard in all the right places.


    Including his dick, which was finally making an appearance, jabbing me in the inner thigh every time one of us moved. I slid my hand down, away from the abs I loved so much, over the defined hip bones, into his jeans, and under the band of his boxer briefs. The lack of hair intrigued me, but I’d focus on that later. Right now, all I wanted was my prize.


    Mike growled, grabbing my wandering fingers and pulling them away from him, forcing my arm up over my head. Within seconds, he’d captured my other as well and pushed it to the top of the bed. Securing both my wrists with one of his giant hands, he braced his weight on his free elbow and smirked down at me. “They stay there.”


    Before I could argue, or insist that I needed to touch him more than I needed my next breath, he lowered his mouth to my neck and worked his way down the center of my chest, tongue warm and wet, blazing a trail that left the rest of me scorched. As he reached my bra, he released my hands to pull the thin cotton down just enough to free my breasts, not bothering to unbuckle it.


    “Fuck.” The word was more of a breath of surprise than a curse as my cleavage spilled over. His eyes darted back to mine as fingers played with one of my nipple rings, flicking it gently, making me moan. He twisted the metal again, causing my lower body to grind against his, and then his mouth replaced his fingers, teeth and tongue pulling on the bar. Never breaking eye contact, he moved to the other peak and sucked the tip into his mouth, pulling his head back and stretching me. I moaned and lowered my arms, knotting my fingers in his hair, yanking him closer, silently begging for more.


    Instead of moving into me, Mike jerked away. He narrowed his eyes briefly as he pushed my hands back above my head. “Don’t fucking move them.” He was so serious, so animated, that I almost started to giggle. The smile fell from my lips as soon as his teeth closed around a nipple again. Within minutes I was writhing and grinding against him while my hands clutched the pillow under my head.


    His fingers drew unrecognizable pictures as they tickled over my ribs, and he suckled, kissed, and nipped his way down my body. His tongue circled around my belly button, dipping into it briefly as if to distract my mind from the fact that his hands had wandered south as well, finding my panties.


    Slowly, so fucking slowly, his head moved over the softness of my stomach as his fingers traced the outline of my pussy. My breath came in short spurts, chest rising and falling quickly as his fingers moved between my folds, teasing, focusing on my clit. I bit my lip, weaving my fingers together, trying to keep my hands where he’d instructed.


    Too soon, he moved his fingers away, and before I could protest, his mouth was there, tongue replacing his fingers. It was the ultimate tease. I could feel the heat of his breath, the wetness from his saliva, but the cotton was in the way. I craved more. Without thinking, I yanked my hands down, trying to direct him to the spot that needed his immediate attention.


    Mike reared back on his knees, glaring. “Put your fucking hands by the pillow, Molly.” His voice was eerily low, but I didn’t move. “Don’t make me tie them.” I knew it wasn’t an idle threat, and for some insane reason, the idea excited me. Yet I did what I was told.


    He waited until they were secured under my pillow, then reached out and ripped my panties off. A surprised yelp fell from my mouth, but he either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Instead, he focused on the exposed part of me.


    “So fucking wet.” He muttered as a single calloused knuckle invaded me, starting at the bottom and sliding its way to the top, spreading my juices. He leaned back down between my legs, biting the inside of my thigh as his mouth moved closer to me. I ground myself against him, gasping for air and ready to beg. “So wet, just for me.”


    His eyes found mine as he slid his mouth to the place I wanted it the most, dropping a single kiss. Giving me a shit eating grin, he lifted just enough to make me think he was pulling away. I gasped, begging him not to stop. His grin only grew wider, and he bit his bottom lip seductively as he slid both of his hands up to my boobs, each finding a hardened nub and pinching.


    When his tongue finally stretched out, tasting me, I jumped in surprise. He was a goddamn pro, meticulous, using teeth, tongue, and fingers. I tried to watch him, mesmerized by what he was doing, but it only took seconds before I closed my eyes, tipping my head back, and cried out. I longed to touch him, to hold his hands, to sink my fingernails into his back.


    Every inch of my body was alive, every nerve on end. My toes curled and my legs jerked up, closing around his ears. I knew I was close, but when his hands slid under my ass, grabbing it so hard his fingernails definitely left marks, and lifted me to him as he hummed against me, I crashed over the edge.


    He didn’t stop.


    Instead of letting me drift back to earth peacefully and reciprocate, he took it as his own personal mission to keep working me until I was a pile of mush with nothing left to give. My voice was practically gone, hoarse from moaning and yelling, ‘Oh, my God,’ on repeat, but I reached for him as he finally released his hold on me.


    “Mike, I…” I didn’t know what to say. “Thank you” seemed stupid and “Holy fucking shit that was amazing” was too much. I wanted to give him what he had given me, but I couldn’t find the energy to even sit up.


    He shook his head as he wiped his chin and beamed at me. “Sleep, baby. Just sleep.”


    “Not without you,” I managed to mumble, even though my eyes were trying to defy me and close without permission.


    Thankfully, he smiled and nodded, moving next to me on the bed and pulling me into his arms, tucking them around me and holding me tight. I was safe, completely at ease, and utterly satisfied for the first time in forever. My brain didn’t try to keep me awake thinking about things I couldn’t change or things I should worry about. This fog was a million times better than one of my drunk fogs.


    Mike chuckled when I told him that, kissing my forehead and telling me I needed sleep. I agreed, but one last thought hit me. “There’s only one bed in here. Where were you supposed to sleep?”


    He didn’t answer, tucking his chin into my neck and kissing me instead.


    *****


    Every part of me was sore. I groaned as I rolled onto my back, ready to curse my personal trainer, but that hurt too much and I moved back to my side. I scratched my arm absentmindedly, suddenly realizing I was naked. I stilled, trying to figure out if I was alone, as memories from the night before bubbled to the front of my mind.


    Mike!


    My eyes flew open, but I was alone in the bed. I told myself it was fine, that it was better that he wasn’t there, but disappointment washed over me anyway. He was amazing, and funny, and hotter than hell. And I was a train wreck. He was so out of my league.


    Last night had been… I bit my lip trying to think of the right word to describe it. It had been unbelievable. My body still felt like it was glowing from all the attention it received. But it had also been a mistake.


    Mike was not only my employee, he was my friend. Someone who, in just a few short days, had become a person I trusted above all else. I had no doubt that one day we would be as close as Nate and I were. Well, even closer considering recent events. I needed all the friends I had, though, and wasn’t willing to part with one for a quick romp. Mike needed me, too, even though he probably didn’t realize it. Last night could seriously screw that friendship up if we let it.


    I rolled over, sitting up to look for my clothes. Draped on the chair next to the bed, and the only article of clothing I could see, was one of mike’s tee shirts. I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as I carefully slid off the mattress and slipped the cotton over my head.


    It smelled just like him.


    A movement on the porch caught my eye and I moved to investigate. Mike glanced up from his paper, doing a double take before grinning a welcome. He snatched a large Dunkin Donuts Styrofoam cup off the stand and held it out to me.


    “Mornin’, beautiful. How ya feeling?”


    “Sore.” I scowled briefly before taking a cautious sip. I closed my eyes in appreciation as the coffee worked its way down my throat. When I opened them, he was staring at me. “You went for coffee.”


    He shook his head. “Nope. I had breakfast delivered.” He held up a brown bag. “Your bagel and cream cheese.”


    “Delivered?” I laughed. “Dunkin delivers here?”


    “Naw.” He chuckled. “I knew one of the dipshits next door would be awake, so I called in an order. I thought it would be nice to have breakfast together while we stared at the lake, but I couldn’t go get it ‘cause I wanted to be here when you woke up.”


    Excitement at his words oozed through my pores. Then reality struck and I remembered he was being paid to stick to me like glue. “I would have been fine for a few hours,” I assured him, shrugging. “Pretty sure we weren’t followed. You do get a break from babysitting every now and then.” I offered a small smile, trying to reassure him.


    He arched both eyebrows, staring at me. “No one is gonna find you here unless I want them to, Mols.” He motioned to the near empty lake. “I wanted to be here because I know how you are.”


    “How I am?” I turned toward him, annoyed. What in the hell was that supposed to mean?


    Mike rolled his eyes. “Yeah, how you are.” He twisted his lips, turned back to the paper. “You read too much into shit. You’d see me gone and start thinking I’d run away because I fear intimacy or wonder what you did wrong. I wanted to be here to put your mind at ease.”


    Well, shit.


    Sighing, I moved to the chair next to him. Better to talk about it first thing I guess. Wincing, I tried to ease myself down as gently as I could. My thighs felt like I’d done a thousand squats. When I looked up, he was watching me closely.


    “It’ll be worse tomorrow.”


    I nodded and took another sip of caffeine. “I know. It’s always worse the second day.”


    “Maybe.” His mouth twitched. “But I was talking about the repeat I have planned for tonight.”


    I choked on my coffee. “Mike,” I started slowly, unsure of what to say. I’d only had one one-night stand, and thankfully, he was gone before I woke up. “I…”


    “You what, Mols?” He interrupted. “Want to pretend last night never happened? Think it was a mistake?” He seemed more amused than angry, and I tipped my head, confused. “How many other lies you gonna tell yourself? Next it’ll be that you didn’t enjoy it.” He leaned over the table, closing in. “We both know that’s not true.”


    My face flamed red and I swallowed hard. “Get out of my head.”


    He only laughed, eyes sparkling. “Save yourself the trouble, kid. It happened. You enjoyed it as much as I did. It’s gonna happen again.”


    He didn’t understand. “Mike, we can’t…”


    He smirked, interrupting again. “We can, Molly. And we will. Every chance we get.”


    God, he was infuriating! “It was a one-time thing. A lapse in both our judgments.”


    “If you really believed that, I wouldn’t push the issue. But you don’t.” He leaned back a little. “If it’s Kelly you’re worried about, we won’t tell anyone. I’ll be your dirty little secret.”


    The bastard was taking entirely too much pleasure from this conversation. “You’re an asshole.”


    “Yep. And for the next few months, I’m your asshole.”


    My heart hurt at the thought of being away from him. Which was just stupid, I reminded myself. He wasn’t really mine, no matter how many times he claimed he was. Sleeping with him would be a huge mistake, but hell if I wasn’t going to do it anyway. The revelation startled me.


    “There she is.” He laughed and I knew he knew he’d won.


    “Whatever.” I huffed, still annoyed.


    He leaned close once again, invading my personal bubble. I tipped my body, trying to move away when a hand gripped my neck, holding me in place. His face went serious for a minute. “I don’t share, Molly.”


    I frowned, confused for a split second. When the implication sank in, I tried to jerk away, but his arm was to strong. I narrowed my eyes, inhaling, and preparing to tell him to go straight to hell.


    He pulled me closer, though, so we were nose to nose. “I licked it, Mols. That means it’s mine.”


    All my agitation was gone instantly as I burst out laughing and shoved him away. “You seriously did not just say that to me. You’re such a pig.”


    He laughed, transforming his entire face and making him look ten years younger. He reached for me again, this time lacing his fingers through mine. If sleeping with him was a mistake, cuddling with him while I drank coffee was a colossal mistake. I was so screwed.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Sixteen


    ~ Mike ~


    She was strikingly beautiful all the time, but when she blushed, it made me want to grab her and throw her over my shoulder, carrying her straight back to our cabin. Considering every time she caught my eye her cheeks flamed, it was safe to assume that we’d spend the majority of our time wrapped up in the sheets. It didn’t bother me, but Molly had the worst goddamn poker face known to humankind.


    We’d been stuck with the band most of the day. Noah and Reb had shown up not long after we’d finished breakfast, and then the rest of the guys straggled over as the morning went on, wanting to give Nate and Lia a chance to be alone. Around lunchtime, we’d ventured over to their side of the property so Molly could go swimming with Red, and we’d been there since. As much as I wanted to be alone with her, she needed to spend some time with her friends when they weren’t tripping over each other on the bus.


    Noah was talking, telling me about some chick who still hadn’t called him back, but I wasn’t really listening. How could I when Molly turned a fascinating shade of scarlet every time she glanced in my direction? “You’re fucking shitting me, right?”


    “What’s wrong?” I took a sip of my beer as I turned toward my friend. Instead of looking at his phone, which I had assumed was the cause of his surprise, he was looking at me as if I had two heads.


    I stared back, not sure what his fucking problem was. Finally I broke. “What?” I snapped, uncomfortable.


    He only shook his head and tipped up his own bottle of Sam Adams before shaking his head again. The amused look that seemed to be permanently glued to his features disappeared for a minute and he shrugged. “Nothin’. No way in hell you can be that stupid.”


    His tone made me sit up a little straighter, preparing for a fight. “What in the hell are you talking about?”


    Noah adjusted himself in the Adirondack chair he’d been parked in most of the afternoon and tipped his bottle in the direction of the picnic table. The same picnic table where Molly sat chatting with Billy, the ‘Bama Boys drummer, and Billy’s best friend, Rhett. Rhett was, according to everyone in country radio, the best fiddler of this century. He could play the thing like fucking crazy, sure, but most of the time, I forgot he was a member of the band and not a roadie.


    “You screwed her, didn’t you, you stupid son of a bitch?” He chuckled, and I knew he didn’t mean the words as an insult.


    I rolled my eyes anyway. “No, I did not screw her.”


    “Yeah, okay.” Noah scoffed, as if I were a complete asshat. Adjusting himself again, he leaned toward me a bit, lowering his voice. “I love Molly, man. She’s like the sister I never had, but—”


    “Dude, you have two sisters.” I interrupted before he could go on a rant.


    He only shrugged. “Nikki’s a helluva lot older than me and wasn’t ever around. And Nat, well, Nat’s a fucking bitch and I kinda hate her.” His eyes moved in Molly’s direction. “Mols, though? I fucking adore her. She may not have my blood, but she’s family.” He inhaled slowly. “We all feel that way about her. If it was just me, I’d say go for it, dude. You’ve been through the fucking ringer and need someone like her. But the problem is, Molly doesn’t just have one big brother, she’s got ten of us. They’ll fuckin’ wreck you if you hurt her.”


    I rolled my eyes again, shaking my head. “Chill, Noah. No one is hurting anyone. She’s my friend, too, ya know. I’ll be at the front of the line to take down the prick who hurts her.” And I would. The idea of her giving herself to anyone else aggravated the shit out of me, and I would gladly bust knee caps to protect her.


    “I’ve never personally gotten to enjoy the whole ‘friends with benefits’ thing, but they say it’s the best of both worlds. You’ll have to let me know.”


    “Dick.”


    “I have a dick. I also have some big ol’ balls to go with that big ol’ dick. If I like a woman, I fucking tell her. If I’m fucking a woman, I tell the world so that they know to back the fuck off. But I’m old fashioned and don’t share. If that’s your thing, more power to ya.”


    I smiled. Noah and his thick Alabama accent made even the dumbest shit amusing. “For someone who talks about women as much as you do, you’re extremely obsessed with my dick. Got a little thing for it, huh?”


    I left it wide open for him to insult me, hoping he would forget all about Molly. “Why, yes, you do got a little thing. I’m just happy little Mike is getting some action, even if Molly needs a goddamn magnifying glass to see it.” I almost breathed a sigh of relief, thinking I was in the clear. Then, he stood, and glanced down at me. “She’s had a lot of shit in her life, Carson. Don’t give her more. If you do, Nate will be the least of your worries.”


    I’d known Noah most of his life. Hell, I could remember a time when he would cry because his sister was being mean to him. Now, the kid was threatening me. It would be laughable if we weren’t talking about Mols.


    “Mike and Molly,” he muttered absentmindedly as he started to walk away. Stopping abruptly, he turned back to me. “Mike and Molly. Huh. That’s some funny shit right there.”


    I scowled up at him. “What in the hell are you talking about?”


    “Mike and Molly. Like the TV show. Makes sense. You act just like Mike.”


    I just stared at him blankly, confused.


    “I forgot you don’t watch TV. All you need to know is that Molly is Jenny McCarthy’s hot as fuck cousin and she’s married to a dipshit. If there was a better example of life imitating art, I’ve never seen it.”


    Chuckling, he headed toward the camp, and I made a mental note to look up the show on my laptop next down day we had.


    *****


    When Lia and Nate joined us later, neither looked well rested or content. In fact, they both looked miserable. When I caught Nate’s eye, he tipped his head in his wife’s direction, mouthing the word, “please.” He didn’t need to ask me to check on my best friend, I would have done it even if he hadn’t wanted me to. Yet knowing he was worried about her made me that much more concerned.


    “Hey, kid,” I whispered as I slid onto the picnic table bench next to her, tugging on a few red strands. She beamed at me, but even that couldn’t hide the deep circles under her eyes or the stress lines that had appeared on her face overnight. “What’s wrong?”


    She frowned. “Nothing. Why do you think something’s wrong?”


    I leaned closer, hoping no one could hear our conversations. “Maybe ‘cause you can’t hide shit from me.”


    She rolled her eyes as she let out a sigh. “I’m just hungry.” Bullshit. Before I could call her out on the obvious lie, she leaned away and yelled, “I know tonight’s our night off, but anyone wanna go out to eat? I’m too tired to cook.”


    Usually, the band liked to stay put when they didn’t have a show, eating a family style meal together. Tonight, though, they all seemed to agree with Lee. I grabbed her wrist when she stood, trying to follow everyone else to the cars. “This conversation isn’t over.”


    “Oh, Mikey,” she countered sarcastically, “this conversation was over before it began.” She yanked her arm away from me, giving me a nasty look, and marched toward the driveway. I cursed under my breath, turning to trail after her, but stopped short when I found Molly staring at me. She was biting her lip, a mixture of confusion and hurt etched on her features. Fuck! I could only imagine how bad the scene she’d just seen looked, and I knew I needed to explain to put her mind at ease.


    “Mols,” I called, eating the distance with quick steps.


    She only shook her head, dismissing me. “Is Lia okay?” was all she asked when I reached her.


    I hesitated. There was a time when I could have answered that without even talking to my friend, but so much had happened over the last few months, so much that I had missed. “I honestly don’t know.”


    Molly’s shoulders fell. “I’m worried.”


    “I am too.” A quick glance over her shoulder proved that everyone was already in the SUVs and no one could see us. I stepped closer to her, cupping her uninjured cheek. “Nate asked me to talk to her.”


    Her eyes searched mine. “Wow. That’s a big step for him. I’m glad he did. You’re her best friend and she needs you right now. Anything I can do?”


    I shook my head. “I just wanted you to know what that was.”


    Her eyebrows shot up and her lip quirked. “Good to know, Casanova. Now, let’s go before they leave us here.”


    Wow, I was an asshole. I’d completely misread that entire situation. Annoyed, I followed her around the house and to the cars.


    The restaurant Lee picked was on the smallish side and barely had any patrons. Even though our party was huge, the wait staff moved four tables together, stole chairs from other tables, and got our drinks in a matter of a few minutes. Being with a celebrity didn’t hurt, even if they’d mistaken Rhett for someone else.


    “Can you believe she actually asked me if I was going to open more restaurants in New York?” he asked the table in a hushed tone after we’d placed our order. “Don’t get me wrong, they make a mean burger, but I don’t look like a fucking Wahlberg.”


    “I’d take it as a compliment,” Lee pointed out as she buttered her roll. “Marky Mark is pretty hot.”


    “Who in the hell is Marky Mark?” Noah asked, but I couldn’t tell if he was sincere or if he was being Noah.


    Finn, Nikki’s husband, groaned and threw an ice cube in his brother-in-law’s direction. “Fuck you. You’re just trying to make us feel old.”


    “Mark Wahlberg,” Lee informed Noah, patting his hand in an old lady gesture. “To us ‘old farts,’ he’ll always be Marky Mark.”


    “He actually hates it when you call him that,” Molly piped up.


    “Does he?” Lia asked, putting her elbows on the table and leaning in. “I hadn’t heard that.”


    Molly only shrugged, taking a sip of her water. “Yeah. He kicked me out of his bed when I called him that.”


    Every conversation around the table ground to a halt as people slowly realized what she’d said. The silence stretched, but Mols didn’t seem to notice, grabbing a knife and a packet of butter as if she hadn’t just dropped a major bomb.


    Then Billy chuckled. “You’re a fucking brat. I almost spit out my beer.”


    Molly looked up, a mischievous smile on her lips as we burst in to laughter. My girl thinks she’s a comedian. The thought sobered me immediately. Molly was my girl, at least for a little while, but I needed to remind myself that it was only temporary. At the end of the tour, I’d go home and Molly would go wherever the wind took her.


    “It was funny. I believed her for a minute,” Noah spoke over the laughter. Leaning closer to me, he rolled his eyes. “I’d keep that ‘my girl’ shit to a minimum, though, bub. Unless you want everyone to know.”


    I jerked my head up, glancing around the table. I hadn’t meant to say the words out loud, especially where anyone could have heard us. Fuck. No one seemed to have heard it, though, and if they had, they didn’t think anything of it.


    Except Nate. He had a smile on his face, and nodded at something Liam—the ‘Bama Boys master of string—was saying, but his eyes were narrowed in my direction. The scrutiny made me uncomfortable.


    I was about to ask him what his fucking problem was when Lee’s laugh caught my attention. She’d leaned toward Molly and the two were red-faced, whispering, and giggling like teenagers. When Lia started to wipe tears from her eyes, I glanced back at her husband. I recognized the look on his face immediately. It was one I’d seen on his face a million times before. Hell, I’d worn it more times than I could count. It said what words couldn’t convey, a feeling that ran so much deeper than love.


    The overwhelming rush of jealousy, the longing for someone I couldn’t have, the same feelings that I got whenever I witnessed Nate look at Lia that way, never came.


    Instead, every time I looked up, it was Molly I searched out. It was her smile I wanted to see. I tried to tell myself not to read too much into it, that it was just a physical attraction. I was horny as hell and after last night, my body ached for hers. My dick got hard at just the thought of getting her alone.


    I knew deep down, though, that the reasons I kept staring, waiting for her eyes to meet mine and offer me even a hint of her smile, had absolutely nothing to do with getting laid. I cared about this woman. More than I should have cared about anyone this early in the game. And it scared the shit out of me.


    I listened to my friends laugh through the meal, joining in when I absolutely had to, but spent the rest of the time lost in my thoughts. I hadn’t had a girlfriend since the divorce. Hell, I hadn’t had a repeat partner since Jules.


    The chicks from the bar were just a means to an end, a mindless release of pent up frustration so I didn’t have to use my hand. It had disgusted Courtney. My roommate warned me once that sooner or later I was going to find a woman I wanted a future with, but that karma would kick my ass. Looking at Mols now, the thought that she might not want more taunted me.


    We were more than a quick lay in the backroom. We had history, even if it was just as friends. Being on the road, living with each other for months at a time, allowed us to get to know each other in a way most people don’t understand. I would protect her at all costs, and not just because it was my job.


    I’d been impressed with Mols and her kiss-my-ass attitude since the day I met her. She’d always been larger than life—she constantly had something exciting going on in her world, even if it was the unwanted attention of the paparazzi. When I’d first met her, she’d been no more than a crazy kid singing in bars for tip money, but there had been no doubt in my mind that she’d be a household name one day. She was that special.


    Molly had always been sexy as fuck. Shit, that was part of her marketing campaign. The bad girl that every man wanted but none of us could have. Better than that, she was the woman who cleaned up nice so we could bring her home to Momma. The best of both worlds: a lady in the streets who looked like she’d be a freak in the sheets.


    I’d noticed, of course. I’d have to be five feet under not to—and even then I’d probably spot a body like hers. I’d just never thought about her that way because, in my mind at least, I had been taken. I was definitely not taken now. At least, not by anyone other than Molly.


    When I turned the SUV onto the camp road a few hours later, I was painfully sober. Molly didn’t like to drink the night before a concert, and I’d only had a beer with dinner because if she wasn’t drinking, I wasn’t either.


    We were in the minority, though. We were too old to be the sloppy drunks we once had been, but our friends were definitely feeling good when we dropped them off at their cabins. Nate had definitely over-imbibed and I had to help Lee haul him to their room.


    The walk back to our cottage was quiet as Molly led the way, using her phone as a flashlight. She held it next to her hip, so that we could both see where we were going, but I was too busy staring at her ass to watch the ground. By the time she climbed the steps in front of me, I had a raging hard on.


    I walked straight to the bed, dropping in the middle and reclining back onto my hands, watching as she kicked off her shoes and took out her earrings. “Take off your clothes, Molly.”


    The demand surprised her, making her jerk her head toward me. By the way she looked at me, I knew she was wondering if she’d heard me correctly. I straightened a little, leveling her with my eyes before I repeated my request slowly. “Take. Off. Your. Clothes.”


    Her hands fell to her sides as she took a deep breath. Hesitating only a microsecond, she lifted her tee shirt over her head and let it drop to the floor next to her. A pop of a button, followed by the sound of a zipper, and a wiggle of her hips, and her jeans fell to join it.


    The two-piece bathing suit she wore was as conservative as they come, but she’d teased me with little glimpses of her body all day. Now I wanted to see it all.


    Crossing the small room, she stopped in front of me, close enough to touch. Before I could say a word, she moved her hand to the back of her neck and tugged. The baggy, tank-like top slid down her body, and before I could appreciate the work of art she was, she’d pulled the strings on her bikini bottom and stood in front of me bare.


    “They’re off.” She smirked at me, raising a single brow. “What are you going to do with me now?”


    Fuck me. The view I’d gotten last night, and the little peeks I’d snuck all day, were nothing compared to the full picture. Color and metal decorated her body and I mentally challenged myself to count each and every one of her tattoos and piercings. With my tongue.


    My cock strained against my fly, begging to be released. I thought about telling her to get on her knees, commanding her to suck my dick. Even Molly had limits, though, and I had to wonder how far she’d let me take this act. I was half surprised she’d played along so far.


    Before I could decide my next move, Molly took control. Her hands moved out and shoved my shoulders, making me fall back onto the bed, and she climbed on top of me. Staring down at me, she bit her bottom lip seductively and moved her hips against me.


    She leaned down, running the tip of her nose over mine before moving her mouth next to my ear. “Tell me what you want, Mike. I just might give it to you.” Her teeth closed on my earlobe before she pushed herself back up and continued her lap dance.


    My hands moved to her hips as I jerked my own upward, showing her how hard I already was. Her wetness coated my jeans, reminding me how fucking responsive she was and how amazing she tasted. I moaned at the memory, causing her lips to curl in a confident smirk. The brat thought she was in control, but she had no fucking clue.


    Curling my fingertips into her flesh, I lifted her and pulled her up as I slid down the bed. For a second, panic filtered over her face, but as her knees came to rest next to my ears, uncertainty replaced it. I didn’t give her a second to think about it before my lips closed around her clit and I sucked.


    “Holy fuck,” was all she managed to say before her hands fisted in my hair.


    I forced my eyes to stay open, to watch her react as my tongue worked against her most sensitive flesh, my fingers sinking into her, tight and warm. I was sure that I’d be bald by the way she yanked on my scalp, but I didn’t care. Watching her come apart, hearing the moans fill the room as she ground her pussy against my face, was the sexiest fucking thing I’d ever seen.


    “Mike,” she gasped as my tongue circled her hard clit once more while my fingers worked her from the inside, “I need you.”


    “You have me.” My response was muffled, but that only seemed to drive her crazier.


    “I can’t,” she sobbed. “I need you. Inside me.”


    The hell she wasn’t going to come. I slid one hand around her ass and pulled her body down more, making her drop lower. Her body moved against me, almost without thinking. “That’s it.” I groaned, loving her taste and the feel of her against me. “Fuck my face, Mols.”


    Seconds later, her body stiffened and she called out my name as she found release. If I’d been hard before, I was rock solid now. Realizing I still was dressed, I nibbled on the inside of Molly’s thigh before I slid her back down my body, letting her lie back against my bent knees.


    She was out of it, ready to be tucked into bed and spoiled. Our night was far from over, though. Straightening my legs, I pulled a condom from my pocket and pushed it into her hands as her hooded eyes lifted to mine. “Put it on.”


    With shaking hands, she reached for my belt. Fumbling at first, she managed to unbuckle it and open my jeans enough to shove them and my boxers down my legs. When my cock sprang free, her fingers closed around me, moving up and down slowly, taunting me. When they traced over the tip teasingly, I bit back a groan.


    She slid her body down my legs further, holding my eyes as she dropped her head and pulled me into her warm mouth. My hips jerked involuntarily, making her take more of me, shoving my tip down her throat. She didn’t pull back, surprising me, and swallowed instead. I almost lost it.


    I pulled her away from my dick, yanking her mouth to mine. Her taste, still on my lips, mingled with my taste on hers, driving me even crazier. I deepened the kiss, getting lost in her until she sat back. She opened the foil packet, rolling the latex down my shaft almost expertly, causing a stab of jealousy to rock through me.


    Before I could concentrate on the unwanted feeling, she winked and positioned her body above mine. As she sank down onto me, we both gasped. She didn’t move for a second, instead settling onto me and squeezing me from the inside.


    “Christ.” It was all I could say because it was the only thought in my mind.


    “Off!” she demanded as she pushed my shirt up my stomach. “I need to see you.”


    I sat up, intending only to grant her wish, but the movement forced me deeper, making us both groan in pleasure.


    Her nails moved along my bare shoulders, scraping me gently, and she finally started to move. My eyes rolled back into my head as she rode faster and faster, her mouth finding mine. I tried to let her set the pace, but I needed more. Moving my hips, I met her thrust for thrust, our pace quickening until we were both crying out in pleasure.


    Fighting the instinct to roll her onto her back and pound into her so hard she’d feel it a week from now, I fell back on the bed and gave her the illusion of control. When I sucked a nipple into my mouth and played with the bar through it, she clenched tight around my cock.


    “Come, baby,” I groaned into her ear. “Come. Soak my dick.”


    “Oh my God. Mikey!” She repeated my name, the way one would a prayer. She started to come apart, never slowing her pace. Instead, her fists braced against my shoulders and she rode me harder than she had, determined to have me join her. This woman was born to fuck me stupid.


    My fingers curled into her hips again, hard enough to leave nail imprints, and I took control. Her muscles tightened against me, milking me, and my body couldn’t hold out any longer. “Fuck, Mols!” I exploded inside her, making my entire body tingle in a way it never had.


    She collapsed, falling onto my chest, our bodies both soaked with sweat. I closed my arms around her, needing to hold on to our connection for as long as I could. Once our heartbeats had returned to normal, I rolled us to our side, wincing as I slid out of her.


    I cleaned up as fast as I could, covering us with a quilt and pulling her back into my arms as soon as I was back in bed. I wasn’t the guy who cuddled after sex. Hell, Julie and I had used two different blankets, barely touching unless we were fucking. I needed this, though. I needed to hold her.


    Kissing her shoulder, I buried my head in the nape of her neck. Her breathing had evened out and she was relaxed against me, so I assumed she’d fallen asleep when she asked, “Is it always like that with you, Mike?”


    “What do mean, babe?”


    “That intense? That…” She trailed off, but I knew what she’d meant. That perfect. That amazing. That addicting.


    “No.” I cleared my throat, almost not wanting to be honest and scare her away. “Never.”


    “Me either. I don’t know what that was.” She didn’t tense, but moved one hand over my body and grabbed my thigh as if to hold on to me. I didn’t know, either. But it scared the shit out of me.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Seventeen


    ~ Molly ~


    The knock on the door drifted through my dreams, but I wasn’t ready to greet the day. An arm tightened around me, bringing my back closer to a toned chest, and I smiled. Last night had been amazing. So had this morning when Mike had woken me up with his tongue.


    There were many things I’d seen while on tour with Nate—national monuments, wonders of the world, Mother Nature’s miracles. Nothing, and I mean nothing, was better than waking up to the view of Mike’s face between my thighs. The thought alone had me squeezing my legs together and pushing back into his warmth.


    I had just started to drift back into unconsciousness when a door shut somewhere in the distance.


    “Wakey, wakey, Eggs and Bakey!” Lia’s voice, way too perky that early in the morning, called out from the porch.


    Mike growled out an inaudible response in his sleep, and I smiled, in complete agreement. When she called again, though, my subconscious wouldn’t let me ignore it and I was suddenly very awake. And very naked. Next to an equally bare Mike. I sat up in a panic.


    Lia was leaning against the open French doors, laughing silently. “Morning, sunshine.”


    Not only was she too energetic after drinking as much as she had the night before, she was too fucking happy about walking in on us. “This isn’t what it looks like.”


    Her laughter bubbled out. “No?”


    Before I could answer, a thick arm wrapped itself around my waist, making me jump in surprise, and pulled me back to the bed. Rolling over me, so his back was to the door, sheltering me, he kissed the tip of my nose. “Hello, beautiful.” He didn’t let me respond before he lifted his middle finger toward our friend. “It’s exactly what it looks like. Now fuck off.”


    “I really wish I could.” The joy in her voice was clear, making me roll my eyes. “But we have to be on the road in fifteen minutes. Miss Molly has an interview she can’t miss.”


    “Ever hear of a fucking phone?” Mike asked, irritation clear.


    Lia actually tsked at him, the way a mother or sister would. “Somebody didn’t get enough sleep last night.”


    “I swear to fucking Christ, Lee…” Mike growled back.


    Lia either didn’t take the threat seriously, or she didn’t care, laughing again. “Both of your phones went straight to voice mail, so I volunteered to come down and get you. Be thankful it’s me and not someone else.” She had a damn good point. Clapping her hands, she continued. “Up, up. We’ve gotta get moving.”


    Mike rolled his eyes. “Do not move.” Looking over his shoulder, he spoke to her. “I’m not getting out of this bed until you leave.”


    “Please. It isn’t like I haven’t seen it before.”


    Mike’s head jerked back to me when my body stiffened as the shock of that statement rocked me to my core.


    “No.” He shook his head, reading my thoughts. “No.” I felt the blood drain from my face as a million different thoughts flooded my mind. A giant palm cupped my cheek and he leaned in to kiss me, as if trying to force my panic away. His thumb slid over my cheek as he spoke, “Clarify that, Lee.”


    She chuckled. “It was not intentional, believe me. He likes to walk around buck ass naked, and I walked in on him by accident. Nothing I want to repeat, I promise. But if his naked ass thinks I’m leaving the two of you alone when you have to be at the venue in a few hours, he’s delusional.”


    “Fine,” Mike growled. Kissing my forehead, he sat up. “Turn around.”


    The bed was cold as soon as he left. I sat up, keeping the blankets clutched to my chest, watching in fascination as he yanked his clothes on angrily and then glared at his best friend. “I’ll go see Nate. I’ll be back in ten to load the car.” The door slammed shut as he stomped off the porch.


    “God, it’s annoying how cheerful he is in the morning.” With a beaming grin, Lia plopped onto the foot of the bed. “So…?”


    I fought the smile, shrugging. “So?” I wasn’t sure what she was asking. If it had been anyone else, I’d be giving her a detailed play-by-play. I couldn’t do that with her now. Not when it was Mike who had been in my bed. Uncertainty tickled the back of my mind as I wondered if they’d ever crossed that line. I had to know. “You and Mike never…”


    “God, no!” Lia interrupted, shaking her head, following my thoughts before I had to say it. She sobered suddenly. “But he is my best friend. I love him, Mols. Be gentle with him.”


    “There is nothing about that man that likes gentle.”


    Her nose wrinkled in disgust. “That’s so wrong.”


    “It’s actually pretty fantastic,” I refuted teasingly.


    She shook her head, smiling. “Forget I asked.” Looking around the room, she sighed and shifted into work mode. “They’re not going to ask you anything about last weekend, but you know as well as I do that Nate won’t be off limits.”


    I nodded. We’d talked about it briefly yesterday. I was nervous enough about getting back out on stage and didn’t want to do an interview on top of it, but Lia insisted it was necessary and I trusted her instincts. Plus, I couldn’t hide forever. Sighing, I pushed out of bed, yanking the blanket with me, and headed to the shower.


    *****


    Saratoga, New York was beautiful, but I didn’t get to see it this trip.


    After an ice-cold shower that definitely woke me up, I threw on a pair of jeans and rushed from the cabin. Mike had the car waiting in the drive with Lia riding shotgun. When I pulled open the back door, Nate offered me a lopsided grin.


    “What are you doing here?” I climbed up next to him, confused.


    “Not a chance in hell I’m letting you walk into the lion’s den alone.”


    I glanced into the front and to the beautiful man who was now driving. “I wasn’t alone.”


    Nate followed my eyes to the front before narrowing them at me, watching me closely. I squirmed under his scrutiny. I rarely kept anything from him, because we didn’t have the need for secrets. Plus, he could read me like no one else. He sighed, shaking his head. “You got into a brawl defending me, after I got into the same fight to defend you. All after rumors of our love child hit the magazines.” Leaning into the middle seat toward me, he stared into my eyes. “They wanna go after you, they’re gonna have to go through me to do it. It’s about time they realize that when they fuck with you, they fuck with me.”


    “Oh, Jesus Christ!” I snapped back, rolling my eyes. “I don’t need your white horse bullshit, okay? I have them.” I pointed to the front of the car where it was eerily quiet.


    “Yeah, you do. Red will spin whatever she can spin, and Mike will step in front of a bullet for you. But they’re not me.”


    “Wow. Really?” He could not be serious.


    He nodded. “Really. I’m Nate Kelly, Mols.”


    “For fucks sake! You did not just ‘Nate Kelly’ me!”


    “I did!” Nate snapped back, his voice full of pride like it was a good thing he was name dropping. “I think you need—”


    “Okay!” Lia turned around, interrupting him before he could inform me what it was exactly that I needed. Sticking her head between the seats, she yelled, “Children, that’s enough.”


    “I just—”


    “No.” She shook her head at her husband, but a smile tugged at her lips. “We all know you love Molly, we know you’re worried.” Turning to me, she raised her eyebrows. “Nate’s coming, just in case they start asking questions that he should answer. It’ll be better this way.”


    Like a petulant child, Nate smirked at me and turned to look out the window.


    “I’d almost forgotten what it was like to travel with the two of them. Almost,” Mike told Lia just loud enough for us to hear.


    “Don’t lie. You missed it.” Lia laughed back. “You’ll miss it when you leave.”


    Mike glanced over his shoulder, meeting my eyes. “Oh, I’ll definitely miss parts of it.”


    After nights like the one we shared last night, it was easy to forget that we were only temporary. Mike was here for the tour. Not for me. And he’d go home as soon as it was over. I leaned back, staring out the window until we pulled into the venue.


    “Hey.” Nate nudged me as we walked down the hall toward the room where we were meeting with the media people. “I’m sorry, okay? I just hate what they’re saying about you.”


    I stared up at my friend. “I know. Don’t worry about me, ok? Worry about what they’re saying about you and Lia.”


    He snorted. “They love Red. And I don’t give two shits what they say about me.”


    I put my hand on his arm, stopping him. “I care what they’re saying about you.”


    He smiled down at me, giving me the signature grin that broke a thousand hearts. “See?” He pulled me into a tight hug. “We both have given them plenty of shit to say, we both know that it’s part of the job, but it fucking wrecks me when I see that shit about you. I love you and I want to protect you,” he muttered into my ear.


    “I love you back, you big oaf. But you can’t protect me from everything.”


    He glanced up, staring at something over my shoulder. “I know.” His tone turned icy. “But I’m sure as hell going to try.”


    He dropped his arms and stepped back, holding out a hand instead. I took it, following him down the hall, glancing over my shoulder to see who was there. The hall was empty except for one person. Mike. Well, shit.


    The interviews went better than expected. Probably because Nate was with me, and no one wanted to say something that would upset him. Fuck him and the fact that he was always right.


    Lia rushed me into hair and makeup as soon as I was done. Usually, I did both myself, but being on tour with Nate, I got to be spoiled. His record company insisted on a makeup artist traveling with the tour after the majority of the band started sporting black eyes at every show a few years ago. Tonight, it was my turn to have bruises disappear, and the man did not disappoint.


    Randy was a miracle worker, and I kind of loved him.


    I never knew what he was going to do. I’d sit in his chair, he’d ask me what I was wearing, and then he’d work his magic, making me look like a million dollars. From this performance forward, though, Lia was picking out my clothes, so my entire look at each show would be a surprise to me.


    It took Randy twice as long as it took me, but I looked twice as good. I’d told him once that if I ever made it big enough to have my own entourage, I was stealing him. He promised to come with me, as long as I could have him driven. The man hated to fly and wouldn’t drive himself. I’d hire him his own town car as long as he was there whenever I needed him.


    Lia whistled when she came into my dressing room to get me. “Look at you.” She smiled. “Mike isn’t going to know what hit him.”


    I stood next to her, watching our reflection in the mirror. She’d paired high waist black short shorts with a black halter top and a pair of bright red knee-high stiletto boots that made my legs look amazingly long. My hair was pulled back into a ponytail, bangs swept to the right. The makeup had been done to perfection, giving me dramatic eyes and lips that matched the boots.


    I didn’t look like me. I looked like a model about to walk down a runway. Either that, or a trick about to troll the street in the red-light district. Hey, it worked for Julia Roberts.


    Lia put her arm around me. “Your interview in the morning should go relatively smooth. They’re going to have listeners calling in, but I talked to them and they’re going to screen each one before they put them on the air. You’ll be fine.”


    “You’re not coming?”


    She shook her head. “Just you and Mike. Nate has a meeting here first thing in the morning, which is why we’re staying at a hotel instead of taking the buses into the city tonight.”


    I frowned at her reflection. “I thought we were going back to the cabin. I didn’t pack anything.”


    She smiled. “No worries, I got it all.”


    “Mols, you’re…” I didn’t have time to remind her how much I hated people doing those things for me because Mike had walked in and stopped mid-sentence. He swallowed as his eyes moved over my body, down and back up again. “You’re on.”


    I nodded, following him out of the room, down hallways, around corners, and up a set of stairs. As we walked, someone pushed my headset into my hand, and then someone else handed me a microphone. The music of my opening number started, but before I could step onto the stage, Mike was next to me. “You look fucking amazing. Go kick some ass.”


    There was nothing like walking out into the spotlight and belting out the songs you wrote to a sold-out audience. Especially when that audience sang your words back to you. It made all the self-doubt, all the nerves, and all the negativity fade away, and reminded me why I loved my job so much. I wasn’t one who sat on a stool on stage with a guitar. I was a performer. I had my guitar during a few songs, but the rest of the time, I bounced and danced around stage, trying to spread positive energy around and give the audience a show that was worth every cent they’d spent on their ticket.


    When I walked off stage at the end of the night, every one of my muscles ached and my feet hated me. Mike handed me a Gatorade and a towel. “We headed to the after party?”


    I shook my head. “I’m beat. Someone kept me up all night.” I grinned at him over my shoulder.


    “Wanna grab takeout and go back to the hotel? Maybe watch a movie?”


    My shoulders slumped. “Oh, thank God. You read my mind. I can’t wait to get out of these boots.”


    His hand found the small of my back, making me break out in goosebumps as his lips touched my ear. “I can’t wait to get you out of everything else.”


    *****


    I was exhausted. We’d been on the road since a little after five and driven three hours to get to the city. We’d only gotten lost once, and that was simply because I was too busy staring at the driver to pay attention to where we were going. Once we crossed the George Washington Bridge, we got stuck in traffic and were almost late to my interview. Almost.


    By some miracle, though, we strolled into the Nash 94.7 studio ten minutes before I was supposed to be on air. Thank God it was radio, because I hadn’t had a chance to stop and change—my hat hair, yoga pants, and Mike’s tee shirt didn’t even make the show’s hosts blink an eye. Instead, the producer led me straight into the booth and handed me a pair of headphones.


    “Wow, Molly Ray!” Jeff, one of the radio personalities, smiled. “I can’t believe that you are actually sitting here with us right now.”


    “Let me just tell you that he has the biggest crush on you,” Joe, the other DJ, told me with a grin.


    “Crush? I’m not twelve.” Jeff scoffed, winking in my direction. “But I won’t lie. I’ve spent a good amount of time trying to figure out how to ask you out.”


    The admission made me laugh. “Well, I’m here for a few days. Now’s your chance.”


    I grinned as his cheeks turned pink and he stuttered his reply. Chuckling, his partner took advantage of the topic and segued into his next question. “Does that mean, Molly Ray, that you’re single? Is that what you’re telling us?”


    I hesitated, just a fraction too long. Jeff, calming from his embarrassment, chimed in. “You’ve been linked with Nate Kelly for years, but we all know the bullshit in the tabloids is just that. Bullshit.”


    I nodded, unsure of where this was going, but thankful someone didn’t believe it.


    “But, what we don’t know is if there is some other mystery man in your life. So is there someone? Do I have competition?”


    “I live on a bus loaded with men, so there is always a man in my life.” I pointed over my shoulder at the picture window that looked into the waiting room. “Right now, I spend all my time with my security detail.” Lowering my voice, I whispered, “And he’s kinda scary. Most men run away, terrified.”


    Both their eyes shot to the window, where Mike now stood, arms crossed over his chest and eyes narrowed. “Yeah, he’s kind of scary, folks,” Joe told listeners. “Think of The Hulk during a roid rage.” Looking back at Jeff, he shrugged. “Sorry, man.”


    I laughed my way through the interview, talking about my songs, the city, and life on tour. Before I knew it, it was time to leave. Once the “on air” light went out, I took off my headphones and looked at the men. “We didn’t take calls from listeners.”


    Joe shook his head. “Nah. We’re all big fans here, and people can be assholes. We decided earlier that we didn’t want to give them a chance to ruin your visit. Maybe you’ll come see us next time you’re in town.”


    “Absolutely!” I nodded, making a mental note to come back every time I was in town. “Are you coming to the show?”


    Jeff shook his head.


    “Do you want to?”


    He looked at me in disbelief.


    “I can get you tickets if you want.”


    “The station had a giveaway, but—”


    Mike tapped on the glass, letting me know it was time to go.


    “Okay, if you guys want to come, give my manager a call.” I wrote down Lia’s number and held it out. Jeff just stared at my hand, so I shoved the paper at Joe. “If not, I’ll see you next time I’m in town.”


    I was almost through the door when Jeff said, “Holy shit. Molly Ray just invited us to her concert.” The disbelief in his voice was almost laughable. He acted as if I’d just performed a miracle. I was just a regular person, not someone to be in awe of.


    “Finally done?” Mike’s voice was gruff, almost grumpy as he stepped in beside me and we headed for the elevators.


    “Why are you so cranky? I thought it went really well.”


    “It did.” He didn’t say anything else, pulling me into the elevator as soon as the door opened. It had barely closed when he pushed me against the wall, and stepped into me. “You were fantastic. It’s them I didn’t like.”


    I rolled my eyes at his caveman response to someone flirting with me. Then his lips were on mine, kissing away any irritation I had with him.


    Timing it perfectly, he stepped back just as we stopped on the bottom floor. “Where to now, Miss Ray?”


    I pulled out my cell phone, checking the time. We had hours to kill before I had to be back at the venue and in makeup. “Let me show you my city.”


    He tipped his head, looking around as we stepped out onto the busy street. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.” He sounded unsure, almost nervous.


    “There are eight million people here, Mikey. No need to worry.”


    He shrugged. “Millions of people. Only one you.”


    I blended in easy enough, looking like I literally just rolled out of bed. My hat hid my hair, and the shades I wore were huge and covered more than just my eyes. No one would know it was me.


    Mike, on the other hand, stood out like a sore thumb. The jeans were okay, but when paired with the gray short-sleeved button-down, black work boots, his wanna be FBI glasses, back the fuck off look, and his inability to stop scanning the area every five seconds, he screamed security detail. Which meant when people saw him, they’d look to see who he was guarding.


    “I have an idea.” I grabbed his hand and tugged him to the closest souvenir shop. Grabbing a few items, I paid cash at the register and forced Mike into the bathroom to change. When he came out a few minutes later, I smiled and twined my fingers into his. To everyone else, we’d be a couple of tourists. A few hours free with my favorite guy in my favorite city? It was going be a fun day.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    Chapter Eighteen


    ~ Mike~


    “What the fuck are you wearing?”


    I groaned, turning to greet Noah and Nate as they entered the room where they’d be meeting fans in just a few short minutes. “Molly showed me the city today.”


    “So, you decided after one day in New York that you’d betray everything you’ve always held sacred and holy?” Noah asked, staring at my hat.


    “Fuck off, asshole. It’s just a hat.”


    “A Yankees hat. Where you come from, that’s treason. They’ll burn you at the stake for that shit. Fuck, did it burn your skin when you touched it? You probably just cursed the Sox, man. If they don’t make it into the playoffs, I don’t want to hear you complain.”


    I crossed my arms over my chest and stared down at him. “Molly wanted me to fit in. In this, I fit in.”


    “Oh. It was to help you fit in.” He nodded as if he understood, and I knew he wasn’t even close to being done. “Spend a lot of time in the woods today? Go hunting little wabbits, Elmer Fudd? ‘Cause that’s the only place a camo hat would fit in.”


    “Do you ever shut up?” Truth was, even though it was blasphemy and Jake would be appalled, this was my new favorite hat. The way Molly’s eyes lit up when I put it on, the way she lifted the brim to kiss me, the way she grinned at me every time she glanced up at me—I’d wear the goddamn hat everywhere if she kept acting that way when I did.


    “Man, I haven’t even started on your shirt.”


    I glanced down at the graphic NYC tee Molly had chosen. It was just the skyline. Nothing horrible. Better than the “I heart New York” one she tried to force me into.


    “I can understand why you wore them earlier,” Nate joined in. “But why are you still wearing them now?”


    “Because I like the hat and I asked him to keep it on. He looks good in it.” I didn’t miss Nate’s scowl as Molly strolled up to us. One glance in her direction and it was all I could do not to turn her around and march her ass right back to her dressing room.


    “Speaking of clothes,” I started, trying to keep my voice casual, “is that what you’re wearing tonight?”


    Molly didn’t even glance down, but the little brat twirled slowly before she beamed at me. “It is. Isn’t it adorable? And completely patriotic?”


    I didn’t think there was anything adorable about the jean skirt that barely kept her ass cheeks covered and the American flag tank that was more like a small triangle of material than it was a top. The knee high cowboy boots were the only sensible article of clothing she wore, and really, who wears cowboy boots that high?


    “It isn’t.”


    “Says the Red Sox fan sporting a Yankees hat,” Noah argued, throwing an arm around her shoulders. “You look fucking fine, Mols.”


    Before I could argue, Nate stepped next to her, steering her away from me and his brother. The death glare he sent me over his shoulder would have probably sent most men running scared.


    I wasn’t most men.


    “I thought you’d hide it better.”


    “What are you bitching about now?” I snapped.


    “Shit, man.” Noah shook his head at me. “All this time I’ve been worried about you hurting her. Never thought about how pissed I’d be if she hurt you.”


    “All this time? We talked about it two days ago, kid.”


    He snorted. “It was only a matter of time. I knew as soon as I found out you were coming back for her.”


    “Shows what you know. I came back as a favor to Lia.”


    He smiled. “Sure you did. You keep telling yourself that, and you and Mols might actually believe it. I don’t. Neither does Red. Think about it. If you were coming back for Lia, you would have agreed as soon as she showed up at your door. You didn’t decide to come until she showed you the pictures and told you how fucked Molly would be without you. Just watch yourself, okay?”


    “I told you, no one is hurting anyone.”


    He nodded. “You keep telling yourself that, too. But watch how you act around her. ‘Cause, if looks could kill, every man that glances at her ass tonight would be dead. You’re not hiding it as well as you think you are. I pray none of them try to cop a feel.”


    I growled, thinking about how I would gladly break the fingers off any man who tried to touch my girl.


    “Exactly.” Noah nodded, but not in a smug way. “You and Naytron are going to have to talk about this at some point—you know that, right?”


    “Nothin’ to talk about.”


    “Yeah.” The disbelief in his tone pissed me off, but that’s only because I knew he was right. Nate and I were going to have to talk about me and Mols. It was not a conversation I wanted to have.


    Thankfully Sam, the head of Nate’s security, hollered my name, gesturing me toward him. We went over the plan, and then I stood back and watched as people filed in to meet the stars of the night. My eyes may have lingered on Molly a little too long whenever she greeted a male fan. I told myself I was just doing my job; it was up to me to keep my eyes on her so I could keep her safe.


    When the DJs that had interviewed her earlier walked through the line, it took every ounce of self-control I had not to stride over to them, pull her into my arms, and stake a claim. I barely stayed on my side of the room when one of them—the one who admitted to being interested in her—leaned over and hugged her tight. I’d taken two steps toward them when Molly pushed him away, stepping back to give herself some space, and I breathed a small sigh of relief.


    *****


    


    The show had been more than a success. Molly was called back to the stage three times for encores, and then the crowd demanded Nate bring her back out again. She was glowing when she and the band finally escaped.


    For the first time in almost a week, we joined Nate and the ‘Bama Boys at the after party. It was a city that never slept, after all. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with the useless drama and bullshit that these parties almost always brought, but Molly deserved a chance to celebrate with her friends. And to let loose after she’d been so stressed.


    I stood with my back to the bar, scanning the crowd for trouble, but my eyes never drifted far from the woman dancing with a group of fans on the edge of the floor. We’d been late to the party, and the place had been a madhouse by the time we’d shown up. I liked to be early, to get my bearings without hundreds of strangers getting in my way, to have escape routes planned and backup security hidden in plain sight.


    Tonight, though, the late arrival hadn’t irritated me like it normally would have. Molly had insisted it was a fashion faux pas for her to show up in the same outfit she’d worn on stage and that she had to change. The ripped jeans and low V-neck tee shirt that dipped low between her tits was a step up from the outfit she’d worn on stage. Just barely.


    The girls crowded in to take a selfie and somehow the phone fell. Mols moved quickly, bending over to grab it before it got stomped on. I had a great view, her perfect ass right in my line of sight. My smile had nothing to do with what I could see, though. It was all about what other’s couldn’t. The jeans might’ve been skin tight, but at least no one could see her bare ass when she bent over too far. It really was the little things that mattered most.


    The idea of my girlfriend’s ass on display for everyone didn’t settle well with me. Screw that. I hated it.


    Girlfriend.


    Where had that come from? Fuck, a few nights wrapped up in her arms, a few stolen kisses in the afternoon sun, and I had already promoted her from the fuck buddy to girlfriend. Wow. That happened fast.


    I wondered how Ms. Afraid of Commitment would feel about that one. Fuck, I didn’t even know how I felt about it. I wasn’t looking for a relationship, and even though we’d never talked about it, I was pretty sure she wasn’t, either. And I sure as shit wasn’t looking for love.


    Being a couple didn’t have to mean we were falling in love, though. It just meant we were two people who shared a friendship, mutual attraction, and mind-blowing sex. Exclusively. I’d already told her I didn’t share, so it shouldn’t be any surprise to her that I now considered her my girlfriend.


    I smiled, nodding at nothing, as I connected the dots in my mind. It all made perfect sense.


    “That makes no sense whatsoever.” Molly yanked her hand away from mine as we walked slowly down the hotel corridor a few hours later. “How much did you have to drink tonight?”


    “Not a drop.”


    Molly shook her head as I slid the plastic key into the lock and pushed open the door. Out of habit, Molly stayed in the hall while I did a quick visual sweep of the rooms and then motioned her inside once it was clear. “Maybe someone slipped something into your water.”


    “I’m completely sober, Mols. Just think about it.”


    She shook her head adamantly. “I am a girl, Mikey. And I am your friend. So if you really want to think of me as your girlfriend, I guess you can. But that means Lia is also your girlfriend. And I’m the jealous type, so that doesn’t really work.”


    I chuckled, not surprised at her reaction. Unsnapping my weapon from my shoulder harness and clicking the safety on, I slid it into the top drawer of the dresser and then lifted up the leg of my jeans to pull out the .380, securing it the same way I had the Beretta.


    Molly watched with disdain. “Are those really necessary?”


    I nodded. We’d had this conversation numerous times already, but I wasn’t backing down. “You know they are.”


    She groaned and turned away from me, but not quick enough. I caught her, wrapping my arms around her middle and tugging her to me, her back flush with my front. Kissing her neck softly, I asked, “Did you have fun tonight?”


    She turned in my arms, her own circling my shoulders as she played with my hair. Smiling, she pushed herself up on tiptoes and dropped a peck onto my lips. “I did. Thank you.” Letting her hands drift slowly over my shoulders and down my abs, she started tugging my tee shirt up, exposing my flesh. “I think the rest of the night is going to be much more fun, though.”


    “Yeah?” I stepped back into the wall, pulling her with me. “What do you have planned?”


    Her eyes sparkled. “Something dirty.” She bit her lip and then swept her eyes over my face and down my body. “Absolutely nothing a girlfriend would do.” Before I could say anything, she’d dropped to her knees and her hands were on my zipper, sliding it down painfully slow.


    My phone started to ring. I dug in my pocket, trying to find it, mentally cursing it and the bad timing of whomever was calling me. A glance at the screen had me groaning and dropping my head back against the sheetrock. “Fuck. I have to take this.”


    Mols pushed herself off the floor and gave me a dazzling smile. “I’m here all night.” With a wink, she turned away from me.


    “What’s wrong?” I asked as soon as I lifted my cell to my ear.


    “Why would something be wrong?” my ex-wife asked, as if she really were completely clueless.


    “It’s three in the morning, Jules. Why else would you be calling me?”


    She sighed. “I needed to talk to someone and I knew you’d be awake.”


    I didn’t say a word, waiting for her to explain as I watched Molly walk to the bathroom, leaving a trail of clothes behind her. One I intended to follow as soon as I ended this call. When she didn’t elaborate, I started to lose my patience. “Are the kids okay?”


    “Yes.” She groaned in annoyance. “I used to call you all the time to talk for no reason.”


    My disbelief came out in a chuckle. “Yeah, when we were married and had shit to talk about. We aren’t anymore…and we don’t. You have friends for that.”


    “How is New York?”


    I shook my head, not really surprised that she wasn’t getting the message. “Jake tell you where I was?”


    “It’s on his map,” she explained. “Plus, you’re all over TMZ.” Of course we were. Fucking privacy-invading dicks. “You promised we’d spend a Christmas in New York one year. Go skating, see Rockefeller Center.”


    “Yep.” I walked to the patio door and yanked the curtain aside, looking out at the city. “And you promised to be faithful. Guess we both lied.”


    “Mike.”


    The shower started in the other room. I had someplace I needed to be.


    “Julie,” I countered in the same tone. “It’s late. I’ve had a long day. What the fuck do you want?”


    “You’re with her, aren’t you?”


    I wasn’t talking about Molly with the woman who took my kids away from me. “I’m fucking working,” I ground out.


    “You’re with her,” she answered herself. “How does her husband feel about that?”


    I opened my mouth, ready to tell her to mind her own goddamn business when I realized that she hadn’t been talking about Molly, and I was pretty sure she wasn’t sober. “Where are the kids?” My only thought was that it was the middle of the week and my children were home with a woman who wouldn’t be able to get her ass out of bed in the morning.


    “With Gram.”


    I was both relieved and pissed. “Lewis working?” I asked only because I wanted to know why in the hell she would have dropped the kids off with my grandmother.


    “No.” Her voice broke with a sob. “He left me.”


    There it was. She was alone and Julie didn’t do well alone. As usual, she thought I was her fucking safety net. Not this time. “Go sleep it off, Jules.”


    “We need to talk, Mikey. Come home. We’ll—”


    I didn’t give her a chance to finish whatever bullshit she was about to spew. I hung up and tossed my cell across the room before walking to the bed and sinking onto it. The woman was a fucking piece of work. I’d spent years letting her twist me into every knot possible, but she wasn’t my problem anymore. And I was too fucking tired to deal with her shit.


    I fell asleep before Molly joined me.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Nineteen


    ~ Molly ~


    “Tell me about Julie.”


    Lia couldn’t hide her surprise, even though she tried to cover it and keep her face neutral. Setting down her drink, she put her elbows on the table and leaned forward. Clearing her throat, she met my eyes. “Julie and I grew up together. She was more like my sister than my friend. After she and Mike eloped, they made some choices I didn’t agree with, but we all do stupid shit when we’re teenagers. We aren’t friends anymore. Some days, though, I really miss her.”


    “Bullshit.”


    Her eyebrows rose at my outburst.


    “I know all that, Red. I want the biased version. The one you don’t share with anyone but your best friends. As my friend, it is your duty to tell me what I need to know about the ex-wife of the man I’m sleeping with.”


    Lia hesitated, glancing around the small restaurant. We’d agreed to meet here this morning to have some last-minute girl time before we were stuck on the buses with the boys for the next three weeks straight. Finally, she nodded her head, as if deciding she could be honest with me. “I used to love that girl. But Jules grew up to be a vicious and spiteful witch who hurts my friend every chance she gets, and I hate her for it.”


    Leaning back, Lia sighed. “When I left home, I left everyone behind. Including Julie. It was selfish and I didn’t stop to think how my actions would affect my friends. I just wanted to get the hell out, to give Nate a chance to be who he was supposed to be.”


    I nodded. I’d heard it a hundred times before. But Nate and Lia’s story had already been told. This was Mike’s.


    “Mike did what any good friend does—he forgave me, and went out of his way to be included in my life. Julie never let it go, though, and until my wedding, refused to see me. She even forbid Mikey from introducing me to the kids.” Lia shrugged. “All understandable, on some level, I guess. What I can’t forgive is how she treated Mike. Has he told you about Jake?”


    “That he wasn’t planned?”


    “Ha!” She snorted sarcastically. “That’s the understatement of the century. Julie got pregnant on purpose. She stopped taking birth control and never told him. Mike was her ticket out of town.”


    “How can you be sure, though? Accidents happen, Lia. Most of the time, even if it is an accident, the girl gets blamed.” Not that I was sticking up for Julie, because I wasn’t. I just knew a little something about being accused of getting pregnant intentionally.


    “I absolutely agree.” Lia nodded. “I think if two people are dumb enough to have sex without a condom in today’s world, they’re both to blame for whatever happens. We know she did it on purpose because after Mike’s accident, when he was at his lowest, Jules came clean and spilled all of her dirty little secrets. Including the fact that she wished he’d died overseas because she hated him and didn’t want to be tied to him any longer.” Lia narrowed her eyes. “I was serious when I said I hate her.”


    I knew the shock showed on my face. “What? Why would she say that?”


    “She blames Mike for the way her life turned out. When he came back, he was”—she paused, frowning as she searched for the right word—“needy. He didn’t remember conversations that he’d had even an hour before, let alone the month before. So the things they’d said seven months prior were completely gone. She was angry. She had just started to build the life she’d always wanted, one that didn’t include an injured vet, and she did not want to have to take care of him on top of two kids. Plus, Mike wasn’t Mike anymore; he was a broken shell of the man he’d been. That didn’t change the fact that he’d been the person who, just before he’d left for deployment, had been cruel and threatened to take her son away from her.”


    “He was going to take Jake?” My heart ached for him as I started to piece the puzzle together. “Because of Janet.”


    Lia nodded, staring at her plate. “He said Julie stole his child, so he was going to take hers. They had a horrible fight, but I don’t think he meant anything he’d said. He was just reacting to news no parent wants to hear. That was his little girl, and the woman he trusted had deceived him. For years. What kind of woman takes a baby away from a loving dad?”


    I froze, my heart pounding fast. This conversation was hitting way too close to home. My stomach clenched, threatening to rebel against the breakfast I’d already eaten.


    “It’s so complicated.” Lia paused, twisting her lips into a frown. “I have to remind myself that teenage Julie was a lost kid who wanted Mike to rescue her and show her the world. When she thought he was going to leave without her, she got pregnant with Jake so he wouldn’t leave her. But their marriage wasn’t perfect. In fact, it was pretty messy. Adult Julie thought that if she got pregnant again, and he got to experience it with her, that baby would magically fix all their problems and that Mike would love her. That backfired, too. Mike loves his kids.” Lia swallowed loudly. “Those kids,” she corrected. “Mike loves those kids more than life itself, but he never loved Jules. At least not the way she wanted him to.”


    “The way he loved you.”


    Lia snorted and waved her hand. “Please.”


    “I’m serious, Lee. How can you be the only person in the world who doesn’t see it? Mike Carson is head over heels in love.”


    Lia held up a finger. “Jesus, you sound just like Nate.” She sighed. “You’re wrong, Mols. Mike thought he loved me because Julie was the only other person he had to compare his feelings to.” I shook my head angrily, but Lia continued. “When that’s all you know, a relationship built on secrets and lies, it’s easy to cling to the good things in your life. Mike and I have a history. A messy, complicated, but great history. Sometimes those lines can get a little blurry. But he doesn’t love me, Molly.”


    “Mike sees it very differently.” The words were out of my mouth before I realized how jealous I sounded.


    Lia only chuckled. “Does he?” She leaned back, watching me closely for a minute. “Let me ask you something—if you were to walk in on me and Mike kissing, how would that make you feel?”


    I stared at her, not sure what to say. I felt the heat flood my cheeks as embarrassment and anger combined. Just the thought of his lips on hers disgusted me and made me insanely jealous. She already had a man—a decent, loyal, kind, loving husband. She didn’t need mine. My heart was pounding and I could barely breathe, but I answered as honestly as I could. “I’d be pissed.”


    “And heartbroken and devastated. And probably homicidal.” Lia offered me a kind smile. “Now, take a moment to think about what it would be like to live with Mike and me for months, watching us kiss whenever we want, seeing us laugh and joke together, and knowing that every night, he was going to be in my room, not yours.”


    “I couldn’t do it.” I interrupted, not wanting to hear another word. “It would kill me.”


    “Exactly!” Lia pointed at me, beaming. “And you two just started your…well, whatever it is. I have loved Mike for as long as I can remember, and he’ll probably say the same. A love that best friends share. That’s it. If it were anything more, he wouldn’t be able to be here on the tour. He wouldn’t be able to watch Nate and me—day in, day out—and still be here.”


    “That’s why he left, Lia. Because he couldn’t handle it.”


    She shook her head. “No. He left because he is in love with the idea of me. I’m the friend who has always been there. The only person who has always been there.” She shrugged. “I love Nate, with every fiber of my being. If I had to watch him kiss another woman, to laugh with another woman the way he laughs with me…” Her voice broke and she looked away. “It would destroy me. It would cause me physical pain.”


    I understood exactly what she meant.


    She turned back to me. “It’s not a pain you can hide. You don’t have that pain when you look at Nate and me, which is how I knew you weren’t in love with my husband. Mike doesn’t have that pain in his eyes when he looks at me. That’s how I know he isn’t in love with me.”


    I shook my head, not sure what to say.


    “There is a look that’s a dead giveaway. Julie had it every time she looked at Mike. And Mike? He has it every time he watches you on stage. So, you’re right—I think Mike is head over heels in love right now. With you. He just doesn’t know it.”


    My egg-filled fork paused halfway to my mouth as I gaped at her. When I was able to gather my wits, I shook my head. “Do you have any idea how nuts you sound right now?”


    She only shrugged smugly, taking a bite of her own food.


    “We’ve had sex a few times, that’s it. I’d like to think that my pussy is magical, but let’s face it. It’s not made out of gold.”


    She choked on her toast, coughing and sputtering.


    “Crazy talk aside, what’s going on with Mike and Julie?”


    “Nothing that I know of. Why?”


    “She called this morning. We’d just gotten back to the room. He talked to her, yelled, and then went to bed without me.”


    As I spoke, her eyes narrowed further and further. “Fucking bitch.” Twisting her lips, she sighed. “What did he say about it?”


    I frowned, shaking my head. He hadn’t said a damn word, acting as if it hadn’t happened.


    “I don’t know why she called him, Mols. Unless one of the kids is sick. But he would have told you that. My guess? It’s Julie playing her little games.”


    Mike and Nate chose that moment to walk into the diner. I watched them walk across the small room, almost every set of eyes following them. Mike smiled his greeting at Lia, but when his eyes met mine, his whole body seemed to relax and his grin turned more playful.


    I didn’t agree with Lia. Mike wasn’t in love with me. Part of me was disappointed that she didn’t see how much he felt for her; the other part was glad that she was clueless. He and I were having a blast, and were getting closer than we should, but love had no place here.


    When he slid into the booth next to me, throwing an arm over my shoulders, a feeling of protectiveness washed over me. Julie could play whatever game she wanted, but she’d never met an opponent like me. I’d move mountains before I let her hurt this beautiful soul again.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    Chapter Twenty


    ~ Mike~


    It had been one hell of a long ass day, and it wasn’t even eleven yet.


    When Mols had woken up early, I’d gotten up with her, adamant that I needed to go to breakfast with her and Lia. She refused, saying the whole point was to get away from me. Sam promised me that he had them and they wouldn’t leave his sight. I trusted him, but I hated the idea of me being stuck in a hotel room while she was out in the public where anything could happen.


    I couldn’t do my fucking job if she wouldn’t let me.


    She’d kissed me, swearing that there was nothing for me to worry about, and then she’d ignored my orders. I paced around the room for fifteen minutes before realizing the walls were going to close in if I stayed put. Changing, I headed to the hotel gym and pounded out my frustration on the treadmill.


    I didn’t want Molly watching the tabloids. Just a few days ago, I’d convinced her to remove the Google notifications from her phone. She didn’t need to know what people thought of her.


    On the other side of that spectrum, though, I wished she could’ve been a little more mindful of the fact that people watched her everywhere she went. I didn’t want her to be scared of going out. I just wanted her to be aware that her trip to a supermarket would make headlines.


    I’d just increased the elevation and speed to give myself a grueling workout that would hopefully clear my mind and calm me down when someone stepped onto the machine next to mine. I didn’t glance over, too busy focusing on my breathing and my agitation toward the woman I couldn’t get out of my head, when he started talking.


    “I used to know what you were thinking without you tellin’ me. I’d know what you were gonna do before you did it. I trusted you, above everyone else, ‘cause you’re my family. I never questioned any decision you made because you always saw the big picture.” Nate stopped talking as he started to run, almost matching my speed.


    I hit the pause button, stepping onto the floor. I’d heard those words, almost verbatim, before. A year ago. For a minute, I struggled to catch my breath, watching him keep a quick pace as he ignored me.


    “Ya know, I used to know what you were thinking before you told me. Most of the time, I knew what you were gonna do before you did it. I trusted you, above everyone else, ‘cause you’re my family, Carson. Closer than blood.”


    I’d glanced up from the label I was picking off my beer, Nate’s tone putting me on edge.


    I wasn’t the only one who felt the shift. Next to me, Reb adjusted in his seat, and across from us, Billy put his phone down and watched us closely, his eyes darting back and forth between Kelly and me.


    “You fucking knew.” I didn’t have to ask him what he thought I knew. It was written all over his face, alternating between pain and unfiltered hatred.


    I didn’t deny the claim. When Lee left that day, she’d left us all behind. I couldn’t do shit to find her, couldn’t chase her down, because I’d shipped off to boot camp. But that didn’t stop me from looking. I nodded. “Yeah.”


    Kelly’s eye’s narrowed. “What the fuck?” The question was full of surprise, as if he expected me to deny it.


    I shrugged. This was a conversation that was long overdue, but I was terrified it was going to cost me the man I loved like a brother. “What do you want me to say, Nate? I’m sorry? ‘Cause I’m not.”


    “You went through it all with me, every drunk night, every never-ending day without her. You watched me torture myself, miserable because I couldn’t find her. And all the time, you fucking knew where she was. You were part of her life.”


    “Yeah, I watched you mourn her. For a little while. You know what else I saw? A man who fucked anything that offered. A man who made a big show of dating only the most beautiful and perfect women, because he knew that Lee would be watching, and that it would hurt her. I saw a selfish dick who didn’t care how much he hurt the woman he was supposed to love.”


    He stood up so fast that his chair fell backward and I was being yanked out of my own before I could stop him. I was bigger than he was, thanks to my years in the Navy, but there is nothing too heavy for a man enraged. He stepped in close, his nose almost touching mine. “You fucking lying prick.”


    I shoved him, forcing him to take a step back, and poked a finger into his chest. “I never fucking lied to you. Not once. I told you the truth, explained why she fucking ran to begin with. She wasn’t hiding from me, friend. She was hiding from you.”


    The truth of the words hit him. Hard. His hands clenched into fists at his side. “And, you were just going to let her keep hiding?” He stepped close again. “I would have fucking told you. I would have put your mind at ease, told you that the woman you loved was safe.”


    “You knew she was safe. Her dad told you that!” After she’d disappeared into thin air, we’d talked to her mom, her dad, and anyone else we thought might know where she was. Eventually, her dad broke down and told me how to get a hold of her. Only because I never gave up, even when Nate did.


    “He told me she’d find me when she was ready. I begged you to talk to him for me, to convince him to tell me.”


    “Lee didn’t want you to know, Nate. Have you ever fucking thought about that? She told her parents not to tell you. She swore me to secrecy. If she had wanted you to know, she would have found a way to let you know.”


    “Wasn’t that convenient for you? Finally saw your chance, didn’t you, Mike? Couldn’t let it go.”


    “What?” I hissed, my own fingers fisting.


    He laughed, but there was no humor or warmth in the motion. “How fucking stupid do you think I am? Did you think I didn’t know? That I haven’t known since we were seventeen? I’m honestly shocked it took you this long to move in on my girl. Only problem is, she never fucking wanted you, did she? Even without me in the picture, you were just a substitute for the real thing.”


    I stepped into him, years of unrealized resentment bubbling to the surface. “Guess I’m not the only one keeping secrets then, am I? She was my girl first, Kelly. Don’t ever fucking forget that. I have years of memories that you will never have. A piece of Lee you never will.”


    I saw the fist before it got close, and blocked him. Before I could throw a punch back, four arms wrapped around me, dragging me toward the door and out into the cool night air. Noah and Billy pulled Nate out right behind me, but they weren’t letting him go.


    “You stole those years from me, Carson!” Nate screamed across the lot, not caring that people were filing out of the bar to watch the night’s entertainment we were providing.


    “I didn’t steal shit! You gave ‘em up, Nate. You can pretend to be the fucking victim all you want, but we both know the truth. It’s not the dark ages and you’ve never been poor. How hard would it have been to hire a private investigator to track her down? If you were so desperate to find the woman you say you loved, you would have found her. I didn’t give up until I did. I wouldn’t have given up. But you? You were too busy selling songs about your heartbreak to actually give two shits about the girl you were exploiting.”


    Noah and Billy were no match for Nate, as he tore away from them, a look I’d never seen on his face directed right at me. The arms that were holding me disappeared, either because Reb and Rhett were in fear for their life, or because they realized I was a prick that needed my ass handed to me.


    “I fucking love her!” Nate roared as he stomped toward me.


    “So do I!” I screamed, reeling backward as I realized what I’d just admitted. “I’ve loved her my entire life.”


    I saw the fist coming but didn’t move out of its way or try to block it. I deserved whatever was coming. I’d broken the code of friendship, and severed the bonds of brotherhood. Bros before hos, or some shit. Didn’t matter, ‘cause I’d do it all over again. I’d hurt my best friend if it meant protecting the woman I loved.


    The first hit landed on my upper cheek, and I knew I’d be sporting a shiner come morning. The second caught the corner of my mouth, snapping my head back. The third and forth were quick, back-to-back blows that had me fighting down years of tactical training. I knew how to take a blow, how to handle pain, but I’d also been taught how to fight back when I barely had a breath left in my body.


    “Stop!” a familiar voice screamed. “Nate, stop!”


    A tiny blur of blue forced her way between us before anyone could stop her, shoving a man twice her size out of the way and placing herself in front of me to keep him from hitting me again. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” she hollered at Kelly, pushing her hands against his chest and forcing him to take a few steps away from me.


    Then, she was at my side, small hands framing my face as she assessed the damage. “Shit, you’re gonna be hurting tomorrow.” Pulling a bandana from her hair, she held it to my lip. “You hurt him!” Her voice was filled with fire. “Why would you do that?” Turning toward the boys, she yelled, “Why would you let him do that?”


    “I had it coming,” I told her, glancing around. “I fucked up.”


    “Jesus, Mikey,” Molly whispered. “Boys are so dumb. Wouldn’t an apology have been easier?” Then she chuckled. “You are both so screwed. Lia is going to kick both your asses when she finds out about this.”


    


    Nate turned off his treadmill and joined me on the floor, yanking me from memory. I’d never thought about the giant role Molly had played in my life that night. How many other times had she been there, making things easier for me, and I hadn’t noticed?


    “You and Molly?” His tone was full of disbelief. “My Molly?”


    I wanted to tell him that it was none of his business and to fuck off. Every part of me wanted to keep Molly and my feelings toward her to myself. I couldn’t do that to him, though. He needed reassurance so he could worry about his own shit.


    I met his eyes and nodded. “Molly.”


    He took a step toward me, eyes lit in anger. “She’s not what she pretends to be, she—”


    “Doesn’t need you to protect her. Especially from me,” I snapped back. “I see who she is, Kelly. I’m not fucking blind.”


    “She’s family, Carson. I take care of my family.” He watched me closely, gauging my reaction. “You hurt her and I’ll kick your ass.”


    We both knew his threat wasn’t an idle one. We also both knew that I would decimate him if he came after me again—he had his one shot at me, he wouldn’t get another. This wasn’t about who was physically stronger, though. It was about making a point. “Molly isn’t your responsibility. She’s mine. I’ll keep her safe. No one is going to hurt her while I’m here.” Including me.


    The unspoken understanding between the two of us hung in the air. Before he could reply, my phone rang. Yanking it from my pocket, I saw the name and cursed. “It’s Sam.”


    Tension filled the room as we both shifted, suddenly on edge. Sam was with the girls. If he was calling, there was trouble. I hit the speaker button so we could both hear. “I’m with Nate, and you’re on speaker. What’s wrong?”


    “Just the two I was looking for,” Sam’s slow drawl replied. “The ladies have been recognized. They have quite the fan club waiting for them to leave.” In Sam speak, that meant there were photographers gathered outside the restaurant, all trying to get the next picture that would cause a media sensation.


    “Backdoor?”


    “Bigger fan club.” There was no way we could get them out without being seen.


    Fuck. “How big?”


    “It’s obviously a slow news day.” There were a shit ton.


    I looked up at Nate, the worry I felt reflected on his face. “Text me the address and give us twenty; we’ll be right there.” I shook my head as I hung up the phone. “Meet me in the lobby in ten?”


    Nate was already on his way out. “I’ll give you five before I leave your ass here.”


    Sam hadn’t been kidding. A small crowd—probably thirty men with varying styles of cameras—clogged the sidewalk outside the diner. They were so busy focusing on the people coming out, they didn’t bat an eye when Nate Kelly strolled by them on his way in.


    The restaurant was small, but it took me a second to find my two favorite girls. They were at a table in the back, deep in serious conversation, oblivious to the circus out-front. Lia looked up first, surprised when she saw me. I smiled reassuringly, trying to let her know everything was okay.


    When my eyes moved to Molly, though, and knew for certain that she was okay, my entire body relaxed, releasing tension I hadn’t realized it was holding. I felt my lips curl, truly glad to see her. Sliding into the booth next to her, I threw an arm around her shoulders, needing to touch her.


    “How was breakfast, beautiful?”


    She turned to me, raising a single eyebrow. “Well, it was peaceful. Now I’m not so sure.” Laughing, she moved a hand to my thigh. “What are you two doing here?”


    “We’re the reinforcements,” Nate answered, grabbing a slice of bacon off Molly’s plate.


    “What?” Lia asked, giving her husband a stern look. “You and your riddles. Just answer the damn question.”


    Lia was new to celebrity life, but Molly had been doing this a long time. At his answer, she turned toward the windows, her entire body tensing when she saw the people waiting. “How’d they know we were here?”


    Lia, finally catching on, looked over and swore under her breath. “They must have followed us.”


    “It’s okay, Red.” Nate kissed her temple as he reached for a menu. “I’m famished. They want to grab some pictures, they can fucking wait.”


    I nodded, following his lead and plucking a menu from the side of the table. “Good point. It could be a while before we have a chance to have a relaxing meal, just the four of us.”


    Lia never missed a thing. Smiling, she reached for Nate’s hand and pulled it into hers. “I don’t remember the last time it was just the four of us. Let’s enjoy every minute.”


    For the next two hours, we laughed and talked and snacked. We forgot about the stresses of the tour and our everyday worries and instead, focused on catching up. I didn’t realize until it was time to leave that Molly’s hand had been planted on my leg the entire time. As we slid out of the booth, our fingers joined.


    I don’t think she was trying to do it, and I knew without a doubt it wasn’t for show, but with a simple gesture, Molly Ray claimed me, telling the world I was hers.


    Sam and his boys had cleared a path for us, but that didn’t stop the bastards from shouting questions and trying to blind us with their flashes. I went first, pulling Molly behind me, using my body to shelter hers as much as I could. Nate and Lia were right behind her, with Sam bringing up the rear.


    There was a car waiting for us, so the four of us climbed in the back of the Suburban and let Sam take the front. The door wasn’t closed behind Nate before they were cupping their hands against the glass, trying to see in through the tinted windows. I knew they couldn’t see anything, but I yanked Mols against me anyway, tucking her into my side and pushing her face against my chest.


    “I can’t breathe!” she hollered, laughing as she struggled to get free.


    “You’re fine. We’re taking off in a minute,” I promised, but I loosened my hold. When she sat up, she smacked me playfully in the chest. Without thinking, I leaned down, capturing her chin and stole a kiss.


    I’d meant it to be a quick, playful peck. Mols had other ideas. Her arms wrapped around my neck and she leaned into the kiss, groaning into my mouth as she moved her entire body onto mine. I forgot where we were, my hands grabbing her hips and grinding her down against my hardening dick.


    Need for her consumed me. She pulled back, adjusting, but I couldn’t pull my mouth away. Instead, I kissed and nipped at her exposed neck, causing her to make all kinds of delicious little noises. I needed to be in her. I was going to explode if she wasn’t sitting on my dick in five seconds. I—


    Whatever thought that had been forming quickly disappeared as Lia cleared her throat. Loudly. As if she’d done it a few times already. Molly and I both stopped abruptly, a beautiful shade of pink climbing onto her cheeks.


    Tipping my head slightly, I realized that the only person in the car not staring at us was the driver. “Sorry,” I mumbled pathetically. “Got carried away.”


    “We saw that,” Nate answered. For the first time, he didn’t sound pissed about the idea of Molly and me. Turning back to Sam, he shrugged. “Guess we will need some time back at the hotel before we get on the bus. The two love birds in the backseat need to have some alone time.”


    “Oh, God.” Poor Molly moaned. If she’d been embarrassed before, she was mortified now.


    “Exactly.” Nate pointed at her. “That’s the kind of shit I don’t want to spend the next few weeks listening to, so if you two could get it out of your system now, that’d be great.”


    Fuck.


    Three weeks on a bus with a bunch of assholes. Three weeks of no privacy, spending every waking moment with Molly, but not being alone with her. Three weeks of sleeping in a bunk near Mols, but not with her.


    Tucking hair behind her ear, I cupped her cheek. It was almost completely healed, and I touched the fading lines gently. “I’m not sure I’m gonna be able to make it that long.”


    “It’s gonna be hell.”


    


    

  


  
    



    


    Chapter Twenty-One


    ~ Molly~


    Hell. A place of torment and punishment. Or Nate Kelly’s tour bus. The two were synonymous.


    Two weeks. Fifteen days. Nine shows. Thousands of miles. And zero orgasms.


    My body was on high alert. If I thought I’d been horny before I started sleeping with Mike, it was nothing compared to now. Being near him, smelling him, watching him laugh with his friends when he thought I wasn’t looking, feeling his fingers run over the bare skin on my back as we walked to the stage—it was all driving me crazy.


    I went to bed on a bunk above his every night, silently begging him to join me once everyone else was asleep. Three nights in, I realized that was never going to happen, and I started using my fingers to try to ease the never-ending ache. It worked. For all of fifteen minutes.


    I barely had any time alone with him. If we weren’t with Lia, it was Nate, or one of the other boys, and after our embarrassing public make out session in New York, Mike refused to have a repeat. He was too good, too considerate to do anything that would make our roommates uncomfortable.


    In fact, he had started avoiding me hours after we boarded the bus. At first, it was just little things, like sitting across from me instead of next to me. Then it was bigger things, like making sure Lia tagged along with us if we were heading to a party before the others or having Noah join us on our jogs. Then came the ultimate blow. I’d cornered him in the kitchen early one morning, hoping for a quick snuggle—or more—and he’d pushed me away, making some lame ass excuse before rushing into the bathroom.


    For a few days, I struggled. His behavior stung, more than I would ever admit out loud. He’d started taking calls, at all hours of the day, and from the little snippets I’d heard, I knew they were from Julie. I couldn’t begin to fathom what the woman could possibly have to say that would make him stop what he was doing and sneak out. I blamed her for his change in behavior, because I needed to blame something, and she was the easiest target.


    Then, one afternoon while I was curled up on the couch, lost in a heartbreaking romance, Noah sat next to me and pulled me onto his lap, wrapping his arms around me and settling his chin on my shoulder. I pulled out an earbud, tucking it into his so he could watch with me. None of the guys paid us any attention, lost in their own electronics. It wasn’t unusual to find the two of us like that. The kid may show the world a practical jokester, but at heart, he was a pure romantic.


    Halfway through the movie, Noah adjusted us, and I leaned my back against his chest, adjusting the tablet so he could still see the screen. “Hmm.” He turned his mouth to my empty ear. “Don’t look now, little girl. But, we have an audience.”


    I didn’t have to look to know who he was talking about. Ignoring the advice, I glanced up and straight into the unmasked jealousy on Mike’s face. Noah chose that moment to kiss my temple and run his fingers up and down my arm. The giant brat. Mike’s nostrils flared, and his eyes grew heated.


    At least I wasn’t the only one losing my mind.


    After that day, the few private seconds we were able to sneak were filled with stolen kisses and promises of what Mike was going to do to me once we got to the hotel in California. He was very detailed, as if he knew that I hung onto every word he said. I couldn’t fucking wait.


    Thinking about it now made me squirm in my seat. Glancing up at the clock to see how long we had before the show, my eyes rested on the man that was driving me out of my mind. He was watching me, a knowing look plastered on his face. When his eyes darted to the bathroom, and then back to me, I knew what he wanted. Hell, I couldn’t think of anything I wanted more.


    We’d been parked outside the Isleta Amphitheater for a few hours, waiting for the show to start. I’d hoped that the boys would be stir crazy, and want to go explore Albuquerque, but no one had gone anywhere because the weather was too hot and sticky. The general consensus was that we were just too fucking tired. Bastards.


    Just as I was sliding off my seat, intending to sneak to the bathroom, the door opened, catching us all by surprise. I paused, waiting to see who it was. We’d barely seen the guys I used to live with on the second bus. They very rarely came over here, unless we planned to hang out. They were all married and settled, and apparently, we made single life look appealing. Yes, the temptation of playing video games for hours on end and remaining abstinent. I couldn’t imagine why everyone didn’t want to live our version of single life. Asshats.


    I chuckled at my agitation. Apparently, this no sex thing was making me snarky. I wondered if I could use my attitude to prove to Mike that we had to have sex—for the good of the tour.


    All sexy thoughts vanished and I did a double take when I saw the woman that could have been Nate’s twin standing in our doorway, holding a little redheaded bundle. “Nikki!” I squealed as I launched myself at the duo, eager to get that baby in my arms before her daddy or uncles stole her away. “Emma!” I cooed, plucking her from her mother’s hands. “How’s my pretty girl?”


    As I smiled down at the little beauty, I couldn’t keep the giant smile from my lips. If Nate and Lia were ever blessed with a daughter, I was positive she’d look just like this. Her strawberry blond hair was long for her age, with curls that hung to her shoulders, she had her mom’s beautiful blue-green eyes, and features that told the world she was all Kelly.


    And chubby, good Lord this baby had rolls on top of rolls. A sign of a healthy, breastfed baby who was just starting to get mobile. I wanted to eat her up.


    The smile? Good Lord, that smile could stop a grown man in his tracks. Emma Nebraska Woods was going to be the heartbreaker to shame all heartbreakers. I couldn’t wait to see her men try to keep her from being the wildling she was born to be.


    I leaned in, smelling her baby powder and infant smell, hugging her to my chest. Like the sweetheart she was, she nestled her head in my neck and grabbed a handful of my hair, giving it a not-so-gentle tug. I loved her.


    Before I could do more than cuddle, a very insistent uncle practically ran to me, holding out his hands. “Okay, my turn,” Noah demanded, and I grudgingly handed over the peanut. He didn’t even acknowledge me, just turned and carried the little miss to the couch, crooning to her as they went.


    I shook my head, debating how long I had to wait until I could grab her back when Lia and Nate came out of their bedroom. Nate was holding her hand, clutching it really, as they stared at the baby while they walked. I could tell he was worried about his wife, but he shouldn’t have been.


    Lia wasn’t the jealous type. She’d never worried about Nate while he was out on tour, and she didn’t look upset now. Instead, she walked straight to the sofa and plopped down next to the duo, her face lighting up with happiness. Nate watched them for a minute before letting his shoulders sag in relief.


    He turned toward us, pulling his sister into a giant hug once he got close enough. “I didn’t know you were coming!”


    Nikki shook her head. “We weren’t. It was a surprise trip for Finn. We missed Daddy.” She smiled in Emma’s direction. Then she shrugged. “Plus, I need to have a sit-down meeting with Lia and it seems like a good time.”


    The door opened again, and this time, Finn Woods, the ‘Bama Boys bassist, struggled up the stairs carrying what appeared to be a very heavy tote. Nikki stepped aside, giving him room, and then directed him to drop it off by the coffee table.


    “That’s yours,” she added, pointing to the giant plastic box.


    “Mine?” I frowned, unsure. “What is it?”


    She pursed her lips. “Your mail from Eli. I met with him last week and got things straightened out. That is what he had.” She glanced over at the giant tote. “At least I hope it’s everything.”


    “What do you mean by everything?” Lia asked, squeezing by me to hug her sister-in-law.


    “Probably all my letters?” They both looked at me, waiting for more. “I read and respond to all my fan letters. They all got sent to Eli, and his staff would open them before sending them on to me. Guess it’s been a while.”


    “Why do you do that?” Nikki asked, as if I was crazy. “That’s your PAs job.”


    “I don’t have a PA.”


    “Why don’t you have a PA?” She was obviously appalled.


    “Because I don’t need a personal assistant, thank you very much. I got this.”


    She dismissed my idea with a wave of her hand. “Please. Even Nate has one. He’d be lost without April.”


    “I’m not as big as Nate. I don’t need one.”


    Lia and Nikki spoke at the same time. “You do need one.”


    “She’s going to get one,” Lia informed us, while Nikki told me, “I’ve got the perfect woman for the job!”


    I rolled my eyes, leaving the two of them to talk about their insane idea, and sat on the floor next to the couch, popping the top on the container. “You read every one?” Mike asked, sitting on the couch behind me.


    “I do. And write back to almost all of them.”


    He nodded, as if it seemed like a normal thing, and grabbed a handful. “Let me help then.”


    I’d gone through dozens of letters and bills, separating them into piles so I knew which ones to keep out so I could respond to them later when Mike swore. “What the fuck is this?”


    I looked over, sure I was going to see him holding one of the repulsive nude selfies random men liked to send me. Instead, it looked like a blank piece of paper. “What is it?”


    He turned it around. Printed in large black block letters were the words, Genesis 38:24-26. “Do you know what it means?”


    “A bible verse?” I shook my head. “Put it aside and we can look it up later.”


    He hesitated, as if he wanted to argue, but Lia chose that moment to plop down next to me. “Holy shit, Molly. How many letters are in that thing?” When my only answer was a shrug, she smiled and yanked out a pile. “Let me help.”


    The distraction was all Mike needed to set the weird letter aside and keep sorting. We listened to Nikki and Finn talk with the boys, and everyone took a turn holding the baby as we worked through the mail. I was laughing at a story Noah was telling his sister when I pulled the next strange message out. This one was the same black bold block print, only this time the words were different. “Ezekiel 16 28,” I read to my friends.


    Mike’s head snapped up and he ripped the letter from my fingers. “Are you fucking kidding me?”


    Lia dropped the mail in her hands, moving to her knees and leaning over the table for a better look. “What does it mean?”


    “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “Mike found one earlier.”


    She narrowed her eyes at me as she pulled out her phone. “Where in the hell did it come from?”


    I’d already been reaching for the envelope, questioning it myself. My heart sank when I recognized the familiar zip code. “Keene, New York. It came from Keene.”


    Mike’s eyes met mine, as Nate joined the conversation. “What came from Keene?” he asked, as if not sure how much to say. He already knew that was my hometown; it had been his money used to purchase a house there a few years ago when his friend was in desperate need and her mom was about to lose her childhood farm. Hell, if you wanted to be technical, Nate owned a property in Keene.


    “Molly got a coded message,” Lia explained, shaking her head and holding up a hand when he tried to ask a question. “Listen to this bullshit, ‘Thou hast played the whore also with the Assyrians, because thou was unsatiable; yea, thou hast played the harlot with them, and yet couldest not be satisfied.’ What in the…” she dropped the letter, looking up at me. “I don’t understand.”


    Before I could answer, Mike shoved the first letter under her nose. “What about this one?”


    Lia’s hands flew across the keyboard on her phone and then she read, “‘Tamar thy daughter-in-law hath played the harlot; and moreover, behold she is with child by whoredom. And Judah said, Bring her forth and let her be burnt—’”


    “Enough,” Mike growled. “I don’t need to hear any more of that shit.”


    Lia looked horrified, but I only shrugged. “They’re calling me a whore.”


    “Oh, my God, Mols!” She grabbed my hand, holding tight. “Is this because of those lies about you and Nate? About the baby that never was?”


    I wished it was that simple. “No. I’m pretty sure these are from my sister and her bible-thumping Baptist friends.”


    The color drained from her face. “What?” she gasped. “Why?”


    Her husband, on the other hand, sat next to Mike and his face had turned a horrid shade of red. “Fucking bitch.” Pushing Mike out of the way, he grabbed his own handful. “Let’s see if there are more before we jump to conclusions.”


    There were more. Lots more. All mailed originally from Keene post offices or the surrounding area. All with bible verses printed in the same spot, in the same font. I had no doubt it was just one person, or one group, writing them.


    “You’ve never gotten anything like this before?” Mike grilled me for the fourth time as we sat on the empty bus a little while later. The ‘Bama Boys, realizing something important was going on, had fled the bus along with Nikki and Emma, leaving the two of us with Nate and Lia.


    “No,” I snapped, agitated that he wasn’t hearing me. “These are the first I’ve seen. I would tell you if there were others.”


    Mike stood, pacing the small trailer with his fingers knotted behind his neck, elbows in the air. The waves of anger he had rolling off him made me nervous. Stopping, he turned to Nate. “We need to beef up security.”


    Nate nodded. “Done.”


    “No.” I shook my head. “That’s just silly. These people aren’t dangerous—they’re cowards hiding behind words from an ancient book. They can’t even bring themselves to insult me directly, Mikey. They’re nothing to be scared of.”


    “Roxy is fucking nuts, Mols. I wouldn’t put violence past her.”


    Nate watched me, closely. He’d had to speak to my sister on the phone once, but he’d heard the horror stories. “I agree with Carson, Molly. There’s no telling how far someone like that will go. You may think it’s just words, but it might be more to whoever is doing it.”


    I threw my hands in the air. “No. She is just trying to scare me. I will not give her the satisfaction. I have Mike. I don’t need someone else following me around and watching me all the time.”


    “Fine. We’ll be more careful. For now. First sign of worry and I’m bringing in more guys.” Mike pointed his finger at the tote. “Hire someone to go through her mail. Every time she gets one of those letters, I want to see it.”


    Lia nodded. “I’ve changed her address for mail to go where Nate’s does. Nikki said she has a friend, someone she trusts, who needs help starting over. I’m calling her tomorrow.” Holding up a hand to me, she stopped my protest before it could leave my lips. “Everyone has an assistant, Mols. Even Nate. Plus, think about the fact that you’d be giving this woman the second chance Nikki says she so desperately needs.”


    Well, when you put it that way… “Fine. Call her. But, I want to meet her first.”


    “Absolutely.”


    I wasn’t worried. I wasn’t scared. Hell, I wasn’t even mad. The worst part was that I wasn’t even surprised. Well, maybe a little shocked that it took my sister this long to do something so shitty. It was pathetic and just like her, though.


    Mike, on the other hand, was not taking this lightly. When we stepped off the bus, he grabbed my upper arm and held it tight, surveying the parking lot before he led me across, hand still firm around my bicep. He dropped me off at makeup and then stood outside the door in the hallway, arms across his chest, looking like the ex-SEAL he was—all badass and shit. It was hot, even if it did piss me off.


    It wasn’t until I stepped on stage a few hours later that I realized I’d never gotten the kiss I’d been so sure I was going to get earlier. Damn my sister. Damn her straight to the hell she was so afraid of.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    Chapter Twenty-Two


    ~ Mike ~


    My phone vibrated in my pocket for the fifth time in two songs. I ignored it, instead crossing my arms over my chest to keep myself from reaching for it, and focused my attention on the woman on stage and the fans moving around in front of it. This was not the time or place for me to deal with Julie’s drama. Not that there ever was a time for me to handle her bullshit.


    I shouldn’t care. It wasn’t my problem. The term ex-husband meant that all things Julie Samms were no longer my business. She wasn’t my responsibility. The woman performing in front of a sold-out audience, though, was.


    Molly should be the only woman on my mind. This shit with her sister bothered me a hell of a lot more than it bothered her. Something was off. I couldn’t quite put my finger on it yet, but I could feel it. A gut instinct that had served me, and my unit, well for years.


    Her sister was certifiably insane, yeah, and a fucking bitch, but what did she have to gain from sending hidden messages that called Molly a slut? There was something more to this. Something I was missing. Knowing I didn’t have all the pieces nagged at me, keeping me awake at night.


    At least, that was part of the reason I stayed awake for all hours, staring at the ceiling of my bunk. The other was that I knew the hottest fucking woman alive was sleeping right above me. Right fucking there. I could easily slip out of my bunk and into hers and no one would know. That fact kept me up, and hard, for hours.


    My phone started vibrating again. Jesus! The woman was persistent, I’d give her that. But she always had been, hadn’t she? I’d get Mols off stage and secured in a room and then I’d call Julie back. She could wait a fucking half hour.


    I shook my head in annoyance at the fact that I’d just made a plan to accommodate Julie. If only I could turn off my feelings as easily as it was to sign the divorce papers. Then I could tell her to get bent and not worry about whether or not she was drinking herself half to death in front of my kids. Her kids.


    I couldn’t do that, though. I could sit here all day and try to convince myself that I was only concerned about her because of the kids or because I hated hearing the worry in Jake’s voice when he talked about his mom, but it would be a lie. The old Mike may have tried to overlook the truth, and lied to himself constantly, but I didn’t do that anymore. I looked at the facts, no matter how painful they were.


    I didn’t love Julie. I had never been in love with Julie. Molly had been right a few weeks ago when she’d accused me of never loving Julie like I had Lia. I may have never looked at it like that, but I could see now that it was the truth.


    My feelings of protectiveness, or my need to make it right, had nothing to do with love. Or misguided loyalty. Maybe, once upon a time, I would have thought so, because even though I didn’t love Julie, I’d been devoted to her. I would have been faithful to her until the day I died. She’d destroyed that the moment she started fucking another man while wearing my ring. And if not then, the moment she’d passed off his daughter as my own.


    The love may have never been there, but Julie and I had shared a life, a home, memories, children, and so much more. She’d always hold a special place in my life because she gave me the most important thing in the world—Jake. There were many things about the woman that drove me crazy, and most of the time, I had the unmanly urge to throttle her, but at the end of the day, she’d always be my son’s mother. It was my job, as his dad and someone I wanted him to look up to, to help her when I could.


    Molly finished up on stage, coming into the wing with a giant smile on her face. The roar from the crowd was almost deafening as they called her back for an encore. She hesitated for a moment, then walked to me, lifting her hand to my cheek.


    “What’s wrong?”


    This woman never stopped surprising me. This was her moment, fans were screaming for her, chanting her name, but she ignored them all, stepping closer to me. Her eyes searched mine, and I knew that if I told her I needed to leave, to go make a phone call, she would come with me.


    “Nothing.” I offered a smile that even felt fake. Reaching up, I closed my fingers around hers and pulled her hand to my mouth. Without thinking about it, I kissed it. “You kicked ass out there.” Dropping her hand, I nodded toward the stage. “Go. Give ‘em hell, kid.”


    Her lips curved into a grin as she backed away, but her eyes were still full of concern.


    I shook my head. “I’m fine, Mols. Really.”


    She watched me for a second, then mimicked my nod. “I’m right here. You know that, right?”


    I nodded again.


    “Okay.” Smiling, she winked at me, blew me a kiss, and then turned and bounded back onto the stage as the band started playing one of her hits.


    My phone went off again, shaking against my upper thigh. Sighing angrily, I yanked it out and looked at the screen. Seeing it was Jules and not Jake, my finger hovered over the screen, ready to tell her to back the hell off when I glanced over at the front of the stage.


    There was a man in the pit weaving between fans, staring at Molly with a sneer on his face. There was nothing extraordinary about him—Caucasian male, mid-twenties to mid-thirties, average height, and average weight with no standout features. He wore black jeans with a white tee shirt and a jean jacket. Not uncommon attire for a concert billed as country music. But the look on his face had me taking closer stock.


    I glanced back to Mols. She was oblivious, lost in her song, moving around the stage. My eyes cut back to the man, getting closer by the second.


    The hair on the back of my neck rose, and I reached for the earpiece that I used to wear when I worked for Nate, but all I found was my ear. I hadn’t worn it since I took the job with Molly because I was the only member of her security detail and didn’t need to hear the chatter from the men guarding Nate and Lia. Thank Christ Sam insisted I carry a hand radio for emergencies.


    I yanked it off my belt, barking into it. “Sam! Out front, eleven o’clock and gaining fast.”


    I held the radio to my ear, hoping I would be able to hear a reply over the music, mentally cursing the decision to go without the headset. I glared at the man as he somehow managed to do what the rest of the people in the pit had been unable to do—squeeze between other fans and get close to the stage. As he slithered his way to the front, he never took his eyes off Molly, his features frozen in a way that told the world he despised what he was looking at.


    I’d seen that look before. My heart started to pound erratically and my mind began to race as flashes from a lifetime ago started to claw their way to the surface. If I let it, if I gave in to the moment, I would start to hear gunfire erupt around me, the smell of death would invade my nose, and the pain of that surprise attack would not only cause my arm to ache, but also my heart. I’d lived with post-traumatic stress disorder long enough to know I had to fight my way to the surface right now.


    I was not in a desert, thousands of miles away from my family. I was not laying wounded and delirious while I watched my friends die, one by one, praying that the Bean Nighe would come for me because death was the only way I would escape the torture, wishing I could hold my kids just one more time. I was no longer a helpless failure who let down those he’d sworn to protect.


    No, I was back on American soil, only a phone call away from my son. Even though I’d failed to save all of my brothers the day my convoy leader hit an IED, I would carry that loss and guilt with me for the rest of my life. But I couldn’t change the past. I could only focus on the future. I would die before I let something happen to Molly.


    Forcing the unwanted feelings and memories away, I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. I found the man in the crowd again, and I stepped closer to the edge of the stage, knowing that fans could see me if they looked.


    When he reached into the pocket of his jacket, I felt my hand moving to my own gun, ready to take him out if needed. I had a clear shot, and I would not miss. Then Sam’s giant form appeared out of thin air, grabbing the man by the arm as a few other members of his security team swarmed the area. Molly’s song ended, and oblivious to what was happening almost directly in front of them, the band started to play another.


    The stage lights went off suddenly, leaving everyone on it in the dark, and a collective gasp came from thousands of people. The music stopped as the guys glanced around, uncertain of what had happened. I silently thanked Sam. I took advantage of the darkness and strode out on stage to grab Molly.


    “Mike?” she asked, confusion mixed with worry. “What’s going on?”


    I didn’t answer. Wrapping my fingers around her bicep, I forced her to move toward the wings as more of Sam’s team hurried onto the stage and started ushering the band off. Molly glanced over at me, her eyes wide with panic, but she didn’t say anything as she followed my lead.


    Backstage was a madhouse of activity. The security team, the roadies, and venue staff were hurrying around, doing God knows what. I wasn’t sure if Sam had changed the protocol for situations like these, but it didn’t matter even if he had. I was getting my girl out of the building and into a secure location. At least until we knew what was going on and talked to the police.


    We moved around people, unnoticed, and sidestepped the mobs as we hurried toward the back exit. I nodded to Kris, the big guy guarding the door, and he nodded back, his eyes moving to Molly as if to make sure she was okay. I didn’t stop to verify that she was, hurrying her out into the dimly lit parking lot and across the small space to our bus.


    Once the door was safely closed and we were all alone, because even Mr. B, our driver was somewhere inside still, Molly turned to me, crossing her arms over her chest. “What in the hell was that?”


    I turned, lifting the shade covering the window over the sink and peered out into the parking lot.


    “Oh, no. You are not avoiding this.” Molly grabbed my arm. “Tell me what in the fuck just happened.”


    Before I could explain the necessity of the last ten minutes, the shrill ring of my cell phone screamed into the silence as it vibrated against my thigh once more. “Goddammit!” I snapped, yanking the thing out of my pocket and stabbing the answer key harder than I should have. Holding up a finger to Molly, I snapped into the phone, “I can’t talk right now.”


    “Mike?” Julie’s sobs were nothing new over the last few weeks, but tonight were over the top.


    “I’m working right now, Jules. I’ll call you back.”


    “I can’t do this,” she wailed. “I can’t raise two kids alone. I… I…”—more sobbing—“I need you, Mikey! The kids need you.”


    Molly crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes, letting me know she was not happy.


    “Julie,” I used my sternest voice. “I will call you back. I’m in the middle of something—”


    “I’m serious, I can’t do this. I can’t go to work and see him every day. He flirts with the nurses and ignores me…”


    I didn’t listen to anything else she said because Nate opened the door and sprinted onto the bus, hurrying over to Molly and pulling her into his arms. Kissing her forehead, he pulled back. “You okay, babe?”


    She nodded, insisting, “I’m fine. Confused as hell, but fine.”


    Kelly’s features twisted in surprise and he glanced at me, a hundred unspoken questions reflected in his eyes.


    “He’s talking to Julie,” Molly snapped, leaving no doubt in my mind that she was pissed. “Will you please tell me why the world has suddenly gone crazy?”


    Nate turned back to her. “It was a camera. Nothing else.”


    Relief poured through me as Molly arched a brow. “What was a camera?”


    “Mike, are you still there?” Julie demanded, forcing me to turn my attention back to her and miss what Nate was saying.


    “Yeah, I’m here. But, Jules, I’m working. I really need to call you back.”


    “Fine. But first, you never answered me. Do you think it would be okay? Just for a few days to get a break? It would be fun, right?”


    I had no fucking clue what she was talking about, but I just wanted her off the phone. Asking her to clarify the question would take time I didn’t want to waste talking to her. “Sure. If it’s what you need to do.”


    “Really?” she squealed, all tears gone. “I’ve never been to California! I’m sure the kids will love it.” Wait. What? “Columbus Day is next weekend, so I’ll have to book our flight as soon as we get off the phone. What airport should we fly into?”


    “You’re coming to Cali with me?”


    She chuckled. “Yes, silly. That’s what we just agreed on. The kids have a long weekend and I took time off because we…” She trailed off, sighing. “Doesn’t matter. I just don’t have to work. And you said it sounded fun.”


    “I’m working while I’m there, Jules.”


    “I know. We can entertain ourselves while you’re working. I’m sure the hotel has a pool. But when you’re not on the clock, we can spend time together as a family. I’m so happy that you want us to come. I’m so excited! I’m going to go tell the kids!” She was practically yelling again. “Now, go play bodyguard to that girl and I’ll see you next week!”


    The line went dead in my ear before I could process what in the hell had just happened. I looked up, taken aback a bit when I found both Nate and Molly staring at me. The latter had her arms crossed and was shooting daggers at me. Nate, with his arm slung over Molly’s shoulders, looked on sympathetically. It was if he was saying, “Dead Man Walking.”


    Molly pushed away from him, shaking her head. “Well, this night’s been fun. Really. But I’ve had all the excitement I can handle. I’m going to take a shower.” She kissed Nate on his cheek. “Kick ass on your set. Sorry about—”


    “You have nothing to be sorry for. You’re safe, it was a false alarm. That’s all I care about.”


    She didn’t say another word, just kicked off her heels, picked them up, and hurried to the bathroom.


    “She’s pissed.”


    Nate laughed at that. “Yeah, Carson. She’s pissed. But her adrenaline is crashing, she’s missing the party, and she just found out your wife is joining you, so she can’t have the fuck fest in California she’s been planning weeks for. Cut her some fucking slack.”


    “Ex-wife,” I clarified. “And how in the fuck did you know about our plans for Cali?”


    “It’s a small bus, Mike. I hear shit that I don’t want to all the time.”


    Made sense. I sighed. “So, it was just a fucking camera?”


    He nodded. “Yeah, but the douche had psycho written all over him. And a love letter to our girl, using letters cut out from a magazine. Creepy Lover Boy was kicking it old school—loser stalker style.”


    A smile threatened to break free. “I freaked.”


    “Hey”—he shrugged, smacking me on the back as he walked by—“you didn’t shoot him. And now he’s been added to the no admittance list. Today was a win, Mike. Molly will calm down, give her time. I’m off—the fans have waited long enough.”


    After he had left, I collapsed onto the couch and listened to Molly move around in the bathroom. Nothing about today had not gone as planned. But I was thankful that it had ended like it did and that I’d been wrong.


    Sitting back, I let the unusual quiet wash over me. I was too distracted, by both the crazy letters Molly was getting and Julie’s divorce drama. To top it off, I had completely screwed up the next weekend’s plans. Fuck.


    I’d make it up to her. I’d make it up to us both. ‘Cause right now, the only thing keeping me out here and from kicking in the bathroom door was the knowledge that we weren’t going to be alone for long. I needed that woman, more than I wanted to admit.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    Chapter Twenty-Three


    ~ Molly ~


    I was trying hard not to be angry. Really, really, really trying. And failing.


    Mike wasn’t my boyfriend. He owed me nothing. And yet here I was, sulking in the recliner in the corner of the bus like a jilted girlfriend as we crossed the Nevada border into the Golden State.


    Vegas had been…well, Vegas. I swear that none of the fans who came to see us at The Cosmopolitan were actually local people. Instead, they were all diehard fans who wanted to party hard in Sin City. Mission seriously accomplished.


    Well, at least I’d partied hard, as did most of the ‘Bama Boys. Nate had nursed one beer all night while his wife secretly sipped a club soda. I wasn’t sure if anyone else noticed, and the two of them sure as hell weren’t saying anything about it, so I played dumb. Mike had been too busy scowling at me and treating me like a child to finish the one beer he usually allowed himself.


    Eh, whatever. It was Vegas, baby! Anything I did here stayed here, after all. Well, except for the raging headache that had been pestering me ever since we’d crawled onto the bus sometime early this morning when the party had finally ended.


    And my anger. That was my own little black cloud, following me everywhere I went. I was seriously pissed off at Mr. Carson, bodyguard extraordinaire.


    So, as we chased the sun, my friends slept off their liquor in their bunks and I huddled in a recliner, sipping lukewarm coffee and chastising myself because there was no reason for me to feel like I did. Yes, it was pointless. And no, I had no right. But my heart didn’t know that.


    I was still beating myself up when the boys started waking up a few hours later. I listened as they laughed joyfully and looked forward to our mini-vacation. Yeah, we were still working, with shows almost nightly and more interviews than I wanted to think about, but we would be off the damn bus and out of each other’s hair.


    I smiled at the pleasant thought of a real bed, a private bathroom, and a shower bigger than a shoebox. And solitude. I hadn’t been alone in a room in so long I couldn’t remember when the last time was. It really was the little things that made me a happy girl.


    Well, the little things and Mike. Mike in my bed doing those gloriously naughty things that he liked to do. It would be the first night since he joined the tour that I wouldn’t have Mike sleeping a few small feet away. The thought made me sad.


    I closed my eyes, trying to force those unwanted thoughts away. And focused on clean sheets, a king-size bed, and a bathroom with a tub.


    I was still trying to be positive a few hours later when I unlocked and pushed open the door to my hotel room. Mike went in first, prowling around the room, looking for signs of danger. When he realized it was clear, he turned toward where I stood holding the door open.


    “You can come in now, it’s all good.”


    I shook my head. “I wanna lock up after you leave.”


    “Leave?” He looked confused. “Why in the hell would I leave?”


    “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe to get your family?” I snapped back, my voice full of sarcasm.


    The asshole laughed as he sauntered across the room toward me, entirely too sexy. When he reached me, he grabbed my hand, yanking me away from the door, and as soon as it shut, my back was against it. “I’m going to say this once, and then we aren’t going to talk about it again, okay?” He adjusted his stance, spreading his legs a bit and bracing his hands on either side of my head. “Jake and his family will be here later this afternoon, and Lia is having them picked up. They’ll call me when they settle into their room.”


    He leaned in super close, staring into my eyes, and continued, “I think you’ve forgotten how this works, beautiful. I told you that first night, we are gonna be together non-stop. Wherever you go, I go. Wherever I go, you go. Simple as that. So when my visitors get here in a few hours, we’re gonna have dinner with them.”


    He grinned wickedly. “But they’re not going to be here for a few hours”—his hands flew to the buttons on my shirt as he bit his bottom lip—“and I have plans for you.”


    My heart thumped in my chest so fast it could have been mistaken for the bass beat in a hip-hop song, and I struggled to find the words I wanted to say. “You”—I cleared my throat—“you do?”


    He nodded, smiling as he slid the last button through the hole. “I do.”


    Then I was in his arms and he was carrying me across the room, through the bedroom quickly, and straight into the bathroom. He put me down on the marble counter and pushed the blouse off my shoulders.


    He trailed his fingertips from my shoulders down my arms, ghosted them down my torso and onto my legs, making goose bumps erupt everywhere. Reaching my feet, he pried my sneakers off each foot, then my socks, and then he pulled me to my feet. When he reached for the button on my jeans, I laid my hand over his, stopping him.


    “Are we taking a bath?”


    He batted my hand away, snapping my pants open and slowly sliding down the zipper. “Nope.” Gently pushing the denim over my hips, he lifted his eyes to mine. “We are going to get in that porn star shower and use it for what it was designed for.”


    I glanced over his shoulder, trying to see said shower, but the curtain was pulled. Mike’s fingers, racing back up my legs, pulled my gaze away. When two fingers snuck under my lace panties and yanked, tearing them straight from my body, I jerked my eyes back to him. He merely raised a brow.


    “You’re going to wash my hair?”


    My bra was his next victim, and it went sailing over his head and across the room behind him. “Such a smartass.” His thumb traced my bottom lip. “I’m going to wash every single part of you, Miss Molly. But I’m going to get you very dirty first.”


    I couldn’t breathe. The “every single part” of me he’d just mentioned jumped to attention, knowing what was coming. He stepped back, putting just a smidge of distance between us before yanking his own shirt over his head and then dropping his jeans. The man had gone commando. Good Lord, he was trying to kill me.


    I wanted to touch him. I longed to run my fingertips down the deep ridge between his pecs, tracing the bumps of his six pack, then over his hard flat stomach. From there, I could walk my fingers to his hips and back, enjoying the shallow grooves that formed a v, leading straight to…


    I completely lost my train of thought when I realized that he was once again bare. Bald. I did what I could to keep up with my ladyscaping while I was on tour, but the bus wasn’t really the best location to maintain a close shave, and there were no places along our tour route that I trusted for a drop-in wax. How in the hell did he find the time to keep himself hair free?


    Unable to keep the thought to myself, I asked him. Instead of responding, he raised an eyebrow and watched me for a minute before he tipped his head back and laughed. The loud noise seemed to echo off the tiled walls, making it seem louder than it was.


    I waited until he’d composed himself a little. “What in the hell is so funny?”


    He only grinned. “Only you.” He shook his head, still smiling. “I’m standing here, buck ass naked, looking like this”—he glanced down at his body while motioning to the part of his anatomy that was pointing at me—“and the only thing you notice is that I shaved.”


    I settled my hands on my hips and narrowed my eyes at him, ready with a snappy comeback when I realized that his eyes were glued to my chest. I dropped my eyes, remembering too late that I was just as naked as he was and the girls were pushed out because of the way I was standing. I moved my eyes back to his face, rolling them when I saw that his were still glued to my boobs.


    I gave them a little shimmy, just a little shake, making him groan. The entire situation was so absurd, a scene from someone else’s life—not mine—that I started to laugh. Within seconds, he’d joined me, and we were two naked morons cackling in a hotel bathroom until tears burned my eyes.


    “Come on.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the shower a few minutes later. He hadn’t been lying—the walk-in shower was huge, with not only his and her showerheads, but one in the middle overhead, and had definitely been designed with sex in mind. I turned on the faucets, waiting only seconds until the water turned hot, and then I pushed him in.


    The force of the jets was indescribable. I’d had orgasms that hadn’t made me feel as good as the pressure from them did. I rolled my chin on my chest, letting the water pelt my neck, and moaned.


    “Christ,” the low growl came from next to my ear, “I fucking love it when you make that sound.”


    “Yeah?” I laughed and leaned my head back, soaking my hair. I grabbed the shampoo bottle from the shelf and shoved it into his hands.


    “What am I supposed to do with this?” He sounded completely bewildered.


    “Wash my hair.”


    “Uh…” When he didn’t finish his thought, I started to turn, but his hands in my hair stopped me. It took him a few seconds, but he got the hang of it and was scrubbing my scalp in no time. As he rinsed it out a few minutes later, he dropped a kiss on my shoulder. “I’ve never washed anyone’s hair before.”


    I turned, staring up at him. “Really? Well, you did a great job. My turn.” He didn’t move. “Turn around, silly, let me wash yours.”


    He chuckled. “I’m five feet taller than you, kid. How in the hell are you gonna reach?”


    “Shut it and turn.”


    Thankfully, he bent his knees and scooched enough so I was able to reach his head. As I was rinsing the last of the suds out, I worked up the courage to ask the question that had been in the back of my mind for weeks. “I’m gonna be nosy, but…”


    “Why don’t I have pubes?” Ugh, men! He laughed, wrapping me in a hug as he turned. “It’s started because I was gullible as shit.” He shrugged. “At boot camp, we heard horror stories about living in the desert. Some of the things that made life shit while you were there—brutalized feet, chapped lips, dry skin, bugs—were preventable. You wanted to make sure you had plenty of sunscreen, a large supply of ChapStick, foot powder to keep the moisture out of your boots, and collars to keep the fucking sand fleas at bay.”


    He laughed. “Fuck, I was young. Before I headed out to A-School, I decided to try something the guys had joked about. I don’t hate bugs, Mols, but the idea of fleas invading my bush freaked me the hell out. So I did the only thing I could. I shaved the fucking thing off. But let me tell you, when that thing grows back in, it’s itchy as fuck. So I just kept shaving. When that got old, I started to wax.”


    I leaned back, wide-eyed. “Seriously?”


    He pulled my hand down to the region of topic, moving my hand over where his hair would have been. He was smooth. “Seriously.” He reached behind me and turned off the water. Grabbing two towels from the rack on the wall next to the shower, he wrapped one around me before tying his own around his waist. With a hand on my back, he led me into the common room of our suite and to the bed.


    “Come take a nap with me.”


    “You don’t want to get ready for your family?”


    He shook his head as he pulled back the covers on the California king. “I’ve slept like shit for weeks. I need you, in that bed, in my arms, now.”


    I was exhausted. It had been weeks—ever since New York—since I’d slept well. Who was I to argue with such a sweet request?


    When a ringing phone woke me up a few hours later, I didn’t want to move out of the Mike-cocoon I was wrapped in. He hadn’t gotten me dirty in the shower, but sleeping all tucked up in him was a million times better. The little kisses he kept dropping on my collarbone didn’t do much to convince me it was time to get up.


    “Make it stop, Mols. For the love of God, make it stop.” He groaned when the phone started screaming again.


    “That’s yours, silly. Not mine.” The ring was high and shrill, and extremely annoying. “Who would you give that ringtone to? It’s horrific!”


    He chuckled against my neck, blowing on the skin slightly and making goose bumps appear everywhere. “Julie.”


    I sat up. Shit! That meant they were here. In the hotel. And they wanted to see the man who was in my bed. Shit! “We gotta go!” His thick arms held me in place. “Mike!” I pushed against him, but he didn’t move.


    “No. You need to come cuddle me.”


    “I have been cuddling you. All day. Now we have to go.”


    When his phone went off again, he swore. “Fucking Christ, Julie, we’re coming.” He pulled me down for a quick kiss, one that I felt all the way to my toes, and then he was out of bed.


    I rushed across the room to my bag, horrified when I realized I had nothing suitable. “I don’t have anything to wear!”


    He stopped and turned to me, eyeing my bag suspiciously. “Seriously?”


    “I can’t wear a stage outfit!” I cried, letting the panic over our upcoming dinner sneak in. “Today was laundry day. I have nothing nice clean!”


    “Jeans, babe. Wear jeans.”


    I threw my hands in the air. “It’s a swanky hotel restaurant. They’ll turn me away!”


    In two strides he was in front of me and his hands were gripping the back of my head, tipping my face up to his. Then his lips were on mine. “Calm down.” He slid his nose up my cheek, and then kissed my forehead in a soothing gesture. “You could go down there dressed in a brown paper bag and they’d let you in. I need you to relax so you can keep me calm, okay? Julie always manages to nitpick her way under my skin, and I’m gonna need you to distract me. Please?”


    I nodded, cupping his cheek. “I’m your girl.” I meant that I was the girl for the job, that he could count on me, that I would let go of my stupid anxiety and focus on him.


    I could tell by the odd look that passed over his face that he had taken my words another way. “You are.” His eyes softened as he leaned his forehead against mine. “Don’t you forget it.”


    


    I don’t know what I expected. I’d met Julie briefly a few months ago at Nate and Lia’s wedding. And I’d gotten to visit with Jake a handful of times over the years. But Janet was new to me, and I’d never been alone with the Carson family. It didn’t matter how many times Mike insisted that they weren’t his family, when you saw them together, it was obvious.


    Jake had sprouted up a few inches from the last time I’d seen him, and even though Mike had dyed his hair dark, Jake was the spitting image of his dad in every other way. It was almost eerie to see the resemblance. Jake could have been a clone.


    Jake may have looked just like his daddy, but Janet looked just like their mom.


    When we stepped off the elevator, a child’s excited shriek greeted us. Then a blur was running toward us at full speed, yelling, “Daddy Mike! Daddy Mike!”


    The man next to me didn’t hesitate. He didn’t stop to remember that the little girl barreling toward him wasn’t his flesh and blood. The look of pure joy on his face as he dropped to one knee and held open his arms was enough to break my heart. If it hadn’t been enough to make me want to cry, the kiss she planted on his cheek and the way she wrapped her little arms around his neck, as if she never wanted to let go, were.


    “Janet!” Julie snapped as she approached us. “Let Uncle Mike breathe.” The fact that she corrected the name Janet used was not lost on me, and I hated the tone she used.


    Mike stood, the little girl on his hip. “She’s fine.” His tone left no room for argument, and he adjusted his attention to the young man a few feet away, his face instantly transforming and showing pure delight. Holding out his free arm, he asked, “Too old to hug your dad in public?”


    Jake shook his head, Mike’s joy mirrored on his face, and he lunged for his dad. “I missed you, Dad!”


    “I missed you more, bud!” Mike assured him, ruffling his hair. He looked up, meeting my eyes and giving me a shy smile. “Nettie, this is my friend Molly. Molly, this is Janet. And you remember Jake and Julie.”


    They all seemed to notice me at the same time, and three sets of eyes turned to me. Jake mumbled a hello, but when I smiled at him, a deep red crept up his cheeks. Janet offered me a toothy grin, but didn’t say anything.


    “Hello again, Molly.” Julie’s voice was cool, obviously annoyed. She offered me a small, tight smile. “I hadn’t realized you were going to join us.”


    “I invited her.” Mike spoke up before I could respond.


    “Of course you did.” She rolled her eyes, fluffing her hair back over her shoulder and smoothing her hands over an exquisite black pantsuit that molded to her perfectly toned body and looked like it cost more than my entire wardrobe—and I had decent clothes. “I thought we were going to have time to talk.”


    “I’m working, Julie.” Mike’s tone wasn’t enough to upset the kids, but it definitely held a warning. “I told you I was working this weekend.”


    “Nice to see things have changed.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm as she turned and headed across the lobby toward the restaurant.


    Mike caught my eye over the kids’ heads and rolled them exaggeratedly. He tipped his head in the direction she’d gone. “After you, beautiful.”


    Janet was glued to Mikey, chattering all the way across the lobby about how much she’d missed him. Once we were shown to a table, she demanded a seat next to him at dinner. Not that I blamed her—she’d been without him for far too long. Jake had apparently gotten over his embarrassment and wanted to sit next to me, and Julie insisted that she sit between her children, which left my free side next to Mike. I wouldn’t complain about that.


    We ordered drinks and I perused the menu while the kids made small talk with their parents until our waiter came back. When it was my turn, I ordered my favorite and he moved on to Mike.


    Jake leaned toward me, elbow on the table, and stared at me horrified. “You got steak.”


    I nodded, glancing at Mike, unsure of what the teenager was trying to imply. “I did.”


    “You eat meat?”


    I sat a little straighter, realizing that I must have made the biggest faux pas ever. I hadn’t listened to what everyone else ordered. Was Mike’s family vegetarian? Why would he not tell me that? I swallowed roughly. “I do. Do you not?”


    “No, I do.” Jake nodded. “I just read somewhere that you didn’t.”


    “Really?” I giggled at that. I found it so absurd that people read random facts about my life—usually none of them real—in magazines and online. “Well, that one’s not true. What else did you read?”


    He sipped his water then twisted his lips in thought. The same way I’d seen his dad react to questions. Then his eyes lit up and darted over my shoulder, probably at his dad, before meeting mine. He beamed at me, then took a deep breath. “Did you really get asked to pose for Playboy?”


    Mike choked on his drink behind me, but I ignored him, shaking my head. “Nope. It was Penthouse.”


    The choking turned into a coughing fit, and I almost turned to ask him if he was okay.


    “Are you going to do it?”


    “Jacob Nathaniel!” Julie hissed, setting her glass of water down hard enough for it to spill over the side. Glaring at me, she seethed, “Not a conversation to have with my son.”


    She had a really good point, and I felt the heat rise in my cheeks.


    Jake just shrugged. “It’s not like it’s a secret, Mom. You can find the answer anywhere online.” Turning back to me, he asked again, “So, are you going to pose for them?”


    “Over my dead body,” Mike growled, causing all eyes at the table to turn to him. He only shook his head. “Not happening.”


    It was my turn to shrug as I turned back to Jake. “I actually haven’t decided yet.”


    “I just decided for you,” Mike countered.


    I snapped my head back toward him. “A photo shoot is the safest place there is. Not something you have to worry about. I told them that after the tour we’d talk.”


    Mike leaned into my space, nose practically touching mine. “Penthouse is a thousand times worse than Playboy. Have you ever even seen one? The kind of pictures they publish?”


    I shook my head, because I actually had no idea what kind of pictures they printed.


    “You are not going to pose for them. End of discussion.”


    Julie cleared her throat, bringing us both back to the present, and I glanced at the tables closest to us. No one was watching us, and if they had heard our conversation, they were doing an expert job pretending they hadn’t. God bless L.A. and the people that were so used to seeing real celebrities involved in scandalous situations that they didn’t pay us any attention.


    “Daddy…” Janet tugged on Mike’s sleeve, begging for his attention.


    “Never going to happen,” he assured me before turning back to the little girl.


    I watched the two of them for a few seconds, my heart growing three sizes at the adorable interactions, seeing a side of him that rarely came out to play. This was a man who would throw on a dress and play tea party. I could see him sitting cross-legged on the floor, painting her nails and doing her hair, simply because that is what his little girl wanted him to do.


    I didn’t know if her dad was as great, or if he was really as much of a douche as I’d been told he was, but in that moment, I was thankful Janet had Mike. I hoped that he’d stay a permanent fixture in her life. My tough-as-nails man needed that little girl, even more than she needed him.


    


    

  


  
    



    


    Chapter Twenty-Four


    ~ Mike ~


    Janet was a talker. I smiled into my coffee. I swear she hadn’t stopped talking since she’d gotten to L.A. the day before.


    I didn’t know where she got it from, considering her mom did most of her communicating nonverbally—a gesture, a roll of her eyes, or just a nasty expression that let me know what she was saying without words. Julie had always been more than comfortable sitting in silence, never talking to fill the void. Half the time, I was sure she did it just to get to me.


    I’d been by myself, with coms turned off, for half of my missions. One would assume that once I came home, I would find silence comforting, or that I would at least be used to it. Nothing could be further from the truth. I hated the quiet. There was nothing soothing in silence, or being alone with my screwed up thoughts.


    I didn’t have to worry about that with this little girl around, though. One minute we talked about her friends at school, the next about her love of unicorns, and then the conversation had switched to how high she could go on the swing by herself. The topics changed faster than the women who warmed Billy’s bed, but I fucking loved it.


    I would sit there all day and do nothing but listen to her talk if I could. I’d missed this. Four years of these chats, four years of stories, four years of not knowing who she was. I wished I could take every minute back and do them over. I would make that dipshit Dr. Douche regret the day he decided to stick his dick into my wife. He could have Julie if he wanted her, but I wouldn’t let him have my daughter.


    Watching her tip her head back and giggle as she rambled with Molly about girl stuff over breakfast had made my heart ache. I didn’t want to think about why, and I certainly didn’t want to admit it to myself. Neither one of those women were mine to love. Protect, shelter, care for? Absolutely. But love was not an option.


    When Jake sat down at their table, his plate piled high with pancakes, fruit, and breakfast meats, my girls stopped chatting and, as if it was planned, both reached for his food. Molly snatched a strawberry, winking at my son as she plopped it into her mouth, and Nettie grabbed a piece of bacon. A normal kid his age would complain, or whine a little, but not my boy. He just shrugged and asked them if they wanted more.


    In that moment, nothing had ever been more obvious. That was my family. The three people that meant more to me than anything else in the world. Denying it, ignoring it, or just plain avoiding it wouldn’t make the feelings go away. I loved them. All three of them.


    Molly chose that moment to look up and catch my eye. Her face fell instantly. “What’s wrong?” she mouthed, standing and walking across the room toward me.


    I shook my head, offering her a smile. “Nothing.”


    Something over my shoulder caught her eye, and for a brief second, she seemed irritated. As soon as it appeared, the look was gone and she plastered her fake smile on. “Good morning, Julie!” she called as she turned toward the coffee pot to get a refill, seconds before my ex-wife claimed the spot next to me.


    Julie had never been a morning person, and she grunted a response. After a few sips of her coffee and a few bites of her Greek yogurt and granola combo, she seemed to wake up a bit. “Thank you for inviting them,” she said, pointing toward the kids. They had been joined by Noah and were laughing at something he said.


    “Thank you for letting us invite them.”


    Janet hadn’t wanted to let go of me the night before, but the kids were exhausted from their day of traveling, so Molly suggested they join the band for an early breakfast at the venue before she and the guys had a full day of rehearsals, sound checks, and interviews.


    “Us.” She smirked. “You and Molly are an ‘us’ now?” Her voice was full of disbelief.


    “That’s none of your business.”


    “Bullshit. Everything you do with my kids is my business.”


    “My relationship with Molly has nothing to do with the kids.”


    “Yes it does,” she snapped back. “Jake is on cloud nine because he’s hanging out with the next Playboy Playmate.”


    I opened my mouth to object but Julie chuckled, holding up her finger.


    “Sorry—what do they call the women who pose in Penthouse? Other than whore, I mean?” The witch only smiled when I narrowed my eyes. “And Janet is enamored because she’s spending time with a woman she sees on the cover of magazines. Those kids don’t know any better, all they see are the stars in their eyes because Molly’s famous.” She held up her fingers and put quotes around famous. “What’s gonna happen when you tire of this one? When you think she’s a stage-five clinger and don’t want her around anymore? It’s not going to be you that gets hurt, it’s gonna be them.” She pointed at the kids who were still giggling with Noah.


    “Nobody is getting hurt,” I growled, annoyed that I had to keep clarifying that to people. Jesus! How much of an asshole did all of these people think I was?


    “Yeah, cause you have such a great track record.”


    “Back off, Jules. Just leave it alone.”


    Julie looked at me, eyes growing wide in surprise. “You really like her.”


    “I said leave it,” I snapped. Unable to control my frustration toward her any longer, I scanned the room, trying to find anything to take me away from this unpleasant conversation before it turned ugly.


    “Holy shit.” She laughed humorlessly. “Is Lia finally ‘taken’ enough for you to get over your pipe dream? Have to move on to the next available thing?”


    Fucking Christ! This woman… Taking a deep breath, my eyes settled on Molly, and I could feel myself relaxing. “Did you fly all this way to fight with me, Jules? ‘Cause we could have done that shit over the phone.”


    She reached out, her hand settling on my forearm, and I had to fight the overwhelming urge to pull away. Her hands were not welcome on my body, and she had no reason to fucking touch me. But I didn’t want to cause a scene. Instead, I glared down at her.


    Oblivious as always, she didn’t take the hint. Instead, she stepped closer. “No, I don’t want to argue with you—I spend enough time arguing with Lewis. I wanted you to get to spend some time with the kids, both of them. They needed it, and I think you did, too. Plus, I wanted to talk to you about the kids.”


    I softened a little. “Thank you for that. I missed them.” More than I realized. “What do you want to talk about?”


    Her eyes moved around the room. “Not here. Do you think some point this weekend you can make some time, just the two of us? I’m sure Nate and Lia wouldn’t mind hanging out with the kids for a little while…”


    “Molly could stay with them, I’m sure.”


    Julie didn’t hide the disgusted expression on her face fast enough. “They haven’t seen their Uncle Nate much lately—I’m sure they’d love to visit with him.”


    Before I could argue, Sam walked into the room, glancing around until his eyes settled on me. Holding up an arm, he tapped on his wrist, letting me know it was time to go. I nodded, holding up a finger. “Thank you for bringing the kids this morning. Sam or one of the guys will take you back to the hotel. You’re coming to the show tonight, right?”


    I didn’t wait for her to answer before I was striding toward the kids. “Hey guys.” I plopped in the empty chair across from them. “Molly and I have to go to work, but I’ll see you later.”


    Janet nodded, aiming her contagious smile at me, but Jake twisted his lips into a frown. “What are you wearing?”


    Noah started laughing, and pushed himself away from the table, mumbling an excuse about getting more food.


    I glanced down, not sure why my plain black tee shirt or jeans would cause such a reaction. When I looked back up, his eyes were narrowed.


    “Your hat, Dad. Why do you have a Yankees hat?” His voice was almost a whisper, as if just saying the words were painful for him.


    I couldn’t stop the laugh that erupted at his reaction, which only made him glare more. Clearing my throat, I tried to compose myself. He crossed his arms over his chest, leaning back, watching me the way an angry father would, and I lost it all over again.


    Molly’s hand slid over my shoulders as she slid into the chair next to me. “I’m sorry, Jake,” she soothed, “I know you’re a Sox fan, but I bought it for him while we were in New York. I wanted him to fit in, and now I love it on him. Forgive me?”


    Instantly, Jake’s face transformed from irritated to understanding, and he uncrossed his arms. “That makes sense.” He nodded. “Are you a Yankees fan, Mol?” Mol? When had my kid given my girl a nickname?


    “I’m from New York, I kinda have to be.” The woman next to me turned into a native New Yorker, complete with the Brooklyn accent, and then laughed. I watched as my son hung on her every word. “To be honest, I really don’t understand baseball.”


    His eyebrows shot up, not understanding how anyone could say such a thing about his beloved sport.


    “But your dad tells me you’re quite the star. Do you think you could teach me everything I need to know sometime?”


    And just like that, the woman had my son eating out of her hand. He beamed. “Absolutely!”


    Sam walked up to the table, offering my kids a small smile. “I’m sorry to interrupt, guys, but I’ve gotta steal your dad for a minute.” Turning to me, he tipped his head. “Security briefing in five minutes.”


    I nodded, standing. “Sorry, guys, work beckons. I’ll see you later, okay?” I dropped a quick kiss on both their foreheads before either could object. Bracing my hands on the table in front of Molly, I smiled at her. “I’ll be back for you in a few. Stay put, okay?”


    She smirked, nodding. “Yes, sir!”


    “I mean it, Mols. The venue isn’t secured yet and I don’t want you leaving until I get back.” Without thinking, I pressed my lips to her forehead and then stepped back. “Be good,” I called over my shoulder.


    “Be nice!” she called back. I chuckled as I pushed out into the hall. She knew me too well.


    Peterson, one of Sam’s team members, stood guard outside the door. An ex-marine who was large and intimidating enough to scare most people away at first glance, Peterson was new to the team and usually got the shit jobs. At least until he could prove himself.


    I paused, crossing my arms and meeting his gaze. “Molly doesn’t leave until I come back, and no one you don’t know goes in. We clear?”


    He nodded. “Yeah.”


    I narrowed my eyes, debating whether or not I trusted him. Something felt off.


    “Carson,” Sam yelled from the other end of the hall. “Get your ass down here. Or I’m doing the plan without your input, and I won’t listen to you bitch about it later.”


    A smile tugged at my lips. Sam also knew me way too well. “I’m coming.” One last look at Peterson, and I pointed toward the door. “I’ll be right back. Take care of her.”


    He looked at me like I had lost my mind. “There’s a room full of musicians in there. You’re gonna be gone for fifteen minutes, guy. They’ll all be fine.”


    I nodded. There may have been a roomful, but only one that I worried about. I had a nagging feeling that something bad was about to happen. The guys could take care of themselves. But Mols? Well, yeah, she could take care of herself, too. She had me now, though, and she didn’t have to take care of herself ever again.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Five


    ~ Molly~


    Mike had been out of the room for all of five seconds when Julie pounced.


    I watched her stalking across the room, as if she was a lioness on the great African plains. A look of pure determination—as if she’d just seen her prey and was going to catch it at any cost—etched into her features as she headed straight for me. Julie, in her designer clothes, perfect haircut, and resting bitch face may have been enough to intimidate most women, but I wasn’t most women.


    If Jules was the lion in this scenario, I was the tiger. She was about to learn that she wasn’t the biggest, baddest thing there was. If it was a battle she wanted, I’d eat her alive.


    I smiled at her as she sat in the seat Mike had just vacated. “Jake is going to teach me all about baseball.”


    She ignored me. “Hey, guys,” she told her children, “why don’t you go talk to Uncle Nate for a few minutes? I need to chat with Molly, okay?”


    Jake eyed us both suspiciously, as if he knew whatever was coming wasn’t pleasant. Then he nodded and slid out of his chair. Janet followed him, stopping to hug me quickly before they walked across the room toward Lia and Nate. I swallowed, dreading whatever she had to talk to me about. When they were far enough away so they couldn’t hear us, Julie dropped the fake ass smile she’d had glued to her lips.


    “Listen, I don’t know what Mike’s told you, but I’m getting a divorce.”


    What in the hell was I supposed to say to that? I sighed. “I’m sorry.”


    She waved her hand as if it was no big deal. “Everything happens the way it should. Mike and I got married young. We gave it a shot and blew it. We obviously needed a few years apart to experience other people and things so that we could appreciate what we have when we get back together. Now is our chance to do it right.”


    I tried not to laugh. I really did. But the look on her face and the fact that she obviously believed what she was saying was hilarious. And very sad. The poor woman was delusional. That thought made the laughter die on my lips. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”


    She raised a single, perfectly shaped eyebrow, no amusement showing on her face. Oh, good Lord, she did. She thought that she’d carelessly destroy the man Mike had been and then just waltz back into the picture when her husband traded her in for a younger, prettier model? Hell, no.


    “You and Mike are never getting back together, Julie.” I wasn’t cruel, and my tone was soft. I wasn’t on the attack, just stating fact.


    She didn’t see it that way, though. Pushing her shoulders back and straightening up, her head moved sideways on her neck, reminding me of a snake getting ready to strike. “Aww, you think you have a future with him? How cute is that?” Her lips curled back, displaying her perfectly white teeth, and I was half surprised she didn’t have fangs. “Oh, sweetie, you’re just one in a line of many. A stop on his way back to me.”


    I pursed my lips, watching her. Anyone else may have seen a beautiful woman who was sure of herself, someone you didn’t want to compete against because women like Julie always got what they wanted. I saw a broken woman whose life was falling apart and she was clinging to the only life raft she thought she had left—Mike.


    I felt bad for her. Not because she was delusional, which she clearly was, but because she didn’t need to be rescued like a damsel in distress. She needed to pull on her big girl boots and play the hand life had dealt her. She needed to save herself, if only to prove to her daughter that Janet could do anything when she grew up.


    “I know what Mike and I are, Julie. We’re friends. Neither one of us has expectations, there are no long-term plans. Doesn’t change the facts. Mike will never be yours again.”


    “You’ve known him what—a year? Maybe two? You only know the sides of him he lets the world see, Molly.” She spat my name at me like it was a dirty word. “I’ve known him his entire life. I knew him before the Navy fucked him up. He’ll come back to me. He always does.”


    I snorted at her absurd argument. Yeah, they’d grown up together, and they’d been married. So how was it that he was still a stranger to her? “Maybe before you decided to fuck around, but not now.”


    Unfiltered fury washed over her face. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    I shrugged. “You’re right. It’s none of my business, and I only know one side—Mike’s. But I do know that you took something important away from him, Julie. And for that, he’s never going to forgive you. If he can’t forgive you, he’ll never love you.”


    Her eyes flashed dangerously, and then she gave me a smug look. “He doesn’t have to forgive me. He doesn’t have to love me. Hell, he doesn’t even have to like me. I’m the mother of his children. At the end of the day, he will always choose his children first.”


    She was right. We both knew it. What kind of woman would use her children as pawns to get a man? The thought left a bitter taste in my mouth. “Child,” I snapped back without meaning to. “He will always put his child first. That’s because his son means everything to him.” When her mouth dropped slightly in surprise, I knew I’d gone too far. I felt like I’d just betrayed Mike’s trust, like I’d given away a secret that I’d sworn to keep.


    “What?” She hissed at me as if she was honestly surprised I knew.


    I stood, completely done with her and this pointless conversation. She disgusted me.


    As I moved to step by her chair, she stood, blocking my way. “Janet is a Carson. That’s fact.” She took a step closer, making me take a step back—not out of fear, but because her children were in the room and I didn’t want to cause a scene or scare them. All things their mother apparently didn’t care about as she leaned her head in toward mine. “Don’t mess with my family, Molly. You’re not a mom so you have no idea how far I’ll go to protect my children. I’ll do what’s best for them, even if it’s not something I want to do. Might as well get it through the ditzy little head of yours that their father”—she spit the words—“will do the same.”


    With that, she spun on her heel and stomped across the room. I took a deep breath, my eyes moving over my friends, thankful all of them seemed engrossed in their own conversations. Out of everything that Julie had just said, my mind was caught on one thing.


    Janet is a Carson. That’s a fact.


    Janet was a Carson. Maybe not by blood, but by name. Mike and Julie had been married when she’d been born. Why had I not thought of that before? That meant that Janet was legally Mike’s daughter. Didn’t that mean he had a legal right to her? I needed to call my sister.


    I pulled my phone out of the back pocket of my jeans and started to dial her number. Feeling like there were eyes on me, I glanced up to find Julie glaring at me from across the room. I couldn’t talk to Anneslee with her watching me—not about this.


    I paused, thinking about the places I could go. The bathroom was too risky, because hagface could walk in and hear me. The hall wasn’t an option because Mike could overhear the conversation, and I didn’t want him to know until I had definite proof. I could head to my dressing room—Lia had given us the venue tour earlier so I knew where it was. Mike would be pissed that I’d left without security. But if I rushed down there, made the call, and then hurried back before his meeting was over, he’d never know.


    Peterson, the mammoth of a man that Sammy had brought on for this tour, stopped me as soon as I opened the door. “I need you to go back inside, Ms. Ray.”


    I put my hands on my hips and gave him my best diva look. “I’m going to my dressing room.”


    He held out a hand. “No, you’re staying here until Carson gets back.”


    “He’s meeting me there.” I held up my phone. “I just got the text.” Ugh. I hated to lie. If this hadn’t been so damn important, I would have just gone back inside and waited.


    Peterson looked at my phone then back at me. “I didn’t get anything.”


    “Does he know your number?” I asked, digging myself a deeper hole. “He said the meeting was running late and that I needed to get to makeup, so he’d meet me there.”


    Peterson didn’t look convinced.


    “He’s gonna be pissed at me if I’m late. Then he’s gonna be pissed at you for making me late.”


    I saw the change instantly and knew I’d won. I hated knowing that my white lies could get this man in trouble, and hoped that no one would know. But the longer he kept me here, the more chance I had of getting caught. I gave him puppy dog eyes.


    “Fine. Go. Tell Carson that next time he wants to change the plan, he needs to let me know. I can’t do my damn job if they leave me out of the loop.” He grumbled, shooing me away with his hand.


    I nodded and turned, trying not to hurry away. Once I rounded the corner, though, I broke into a sprint, thankful I was still wearing jeans and sneakers. I headed straight to the room that had been assigned to me for the next two nights. As soon as the door closed behind me, I pressed Anneslee’s contact button and held the phone to my ear.


    “She lives!” my sister announced in greeting. “I thought we’d be playing the epic game of phone tag a little longer.”


    I smiled, happy to hear her voice. After I’d had Bryant, I’d been lost and didn’t know where to go. Anneslee took me in with open arms, and we’d been extremely close ever since. She was old enough to be my mom, and I’m sure she thought of me more like the daughter she’d never had than her little sister. “You’re it.” I heard people talking in the background and knew instantly she wasn’t alone. “You got a minute?”


    “For you? I’ve got two. How in the hell are you?”


    “I promise I’ll call and catch up soon. But I’ve only got a few minutes. Are you still dating the lawyer?”


    She laughed. “Fucking. I was fucking the lawyer. I’m dating the investment banker—the lawyer’s best friend,” she clarified. “But yes, I’m still fucking the lawyer.”


    I shook my head. Leave it to my big sister—she got more play than women half her age. And they say men only want young beauty queens. Please. My sister could put any gold-digger to shame. I wanted to hear more about this sordid little love triangle, but I was on a time crunch. “He’s in family law, right? Or was that someone else?” I honestly couldn’t remember, there were just so many in the revolving door of men that my sister dated.


    “Yes, he practices family law.”


    “Can you ask him a question for me? Or is that overstepping?”


    She cackled. “Please. Honey, I’ll ask him whatever you need me to. Hell, I’ll have him call you if you want me to. The things I do to that man guarantee me free legal advice whenever I need it.” I hoped she was joking. “Why, what’s up?”


    “I need to find out what rights a legal father has. If he has any rights to the child at all.”


    “Hold on.” Her tone had changed, no longer playful. “Okay, people, meeting’s over. I need the room.” I heard her slap her hands, as if to hurry them out. Only high-level executives would stop a work meeting to have a personal conversation, and then end the meeting early to finish said conversation in private.


    A few seconds later the background noise was gone and she came back on the phone. “What does he want now?”


    I shook my head, not knowing what she was talking about. “Huh? Who?”


    She didn’t listen. “I told him when he was here that he could shit in his hat. The adoption had been finalized and there hadn’t been a paternity test, so he didn’t have a leg to stand on. He wasn’t getting anything, not money and definitely not information on Bryant. Not from me, and certainly not from you. I told him if he came within five feet of you again that I’d slap him with a restraining order so fast his head would spin. Stalking itself may not be illegal, but harassment is. Those letters he sent were enough proof—and we had no doubt they were from him—any judge would grant an order of protective. I thought the ass would slink back into his hole. Apparently, I overestimated his intelligence.”


    My heart sunk, my stomach filling with dread as I listened to her talk. I didn’t know what she was talking about, but it wasn’t good. “Anneslee,” I croaked, my lips and throat dry, “what are you talking about?”


    She was quiet for a second. “What are you talking about?” she whispered, as if afraid of my answer.


    “I was calling for a friend. He has a daughter…”


    Her sharp intake of breath made me close my eyes.


    “What is going on, Annie?”


    “Sunny,” she started, “I think you need to talk to Eli.”


    “Eli?” I wracked my brain, trying to remember the last time I’d had more than a five minute conversation with my sister and couldn’t. “Eli doesn’t work for me anymore. He hasn’t for months.” When she didn’t immediately respond, I demanded, “Start at the beginning.”


    “I don’t know when it started, honestly I don’t. All I know is that last May, a man started stopping by here, demanding to see me. My secretary told him over and over that if he wanted to see me, he needed to make an appointment. He wouldn’t leave more than his first name, Jim, and instead came the next week. He was relentless, coming back over and over.


    “Finally, I got tired of him showing up and spending all afternoon in my waiting room, so I agreed to see him.” She swallowed loud enough for me to hear. “He knew who you were—knew that Georgeanne Davis was now Molly Ray. He had a large file with him. Hundreds of pictures of you, kid. Magazine articles, too. It was creepy. He was creepy!


    “Then he had photos of you that I hadn’t seen. Actual snapshots. Some of you pregnant, some of you after you’d had the baby. He claimed he was Kevin’s brother and that he wanted to know where his niece or nephew was. He said that if I didn’t tell him, he was going to go to the tabloids and sell his story. He said you couldn’t keep his family from him.”


    Kevin’s brother Jim? I wracked my brain, trying to remember the time of my life I’d spent years trying to forget. We never spent any time at Kevin’s house, simply because his dad was such a jerk. But, there’d been the times I’d gone to church with Roxy just so I could see my boyfriend…then it hit me. Kevin had had a little brother, Jamie.


    Jamie was four or five years younger than us, someone not even on our radar because he’d still been a kid while we were dating. And we’d been so wrapped up in each other, we didn’t pay much attention to anything but each other. Jamie had been just a slip of a kid, not someone who would leave an impression. I’d never given him a second thought.


    Guilt over Kevin and Bryant hit, just like it did every time I thought about them. This time, though, it was enough to make me feel like the room was closing in on me. I felt like I was going to throw up.


    “I remember him, just barely,” I whispered, even though I hated admitting that. “But if he wanted information, why not go through Kevin? It’s been eleven years since I let home. Almost eleven since Bryant was born. Not once has Kevin contacted me. Not once has he told me he knew what I did. Or asked if he could see him.”


    “Georgeanne.” The way she said my name sucked the air from my lungs. It was the way you spoke to a child when you had something really horrible to tell them. It said, “I love you, everything is going to be okay, but your heart is going to break before it gets better.” I didn’t want to hear what she was going to say. I needed to hang up the phone, but I couldn’t.


    “I can’t.”


    “Honey, I need you to listen to me, okay? Stay with me and pay attention.”


    I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me, because I couldn’t begin to form words.


    “I know this is hard. This is not a conversation we should have over the phone.”


    This was a conversation we should never have to have. I knew immediately, even without her saying it. My heart broke. For the boy I once loved with all my heart. For my son, who would never meet the man that helped create him. And for me, because I would never get to say goodbye or tell him I was sorry for keeping him in the dark.


    “When?” I asked, realizing too late that tears were streaming down my cheeks.


    “Georgea—”


    “When, Anneslee? When did he die?”


    She sighed. “I’m not sure.”


    “How long have you known?”


    “I didn’t know until his brother told me.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” I wasn’t angry with her, none of this was her fault. I only wanted the facts.


    “Eli. You were having a hard time, the tabloids were eating you alive. He was worried about how you’d handle it. And when the letters started coming, we got even more worried.”


    That was the second time she’d said something about letters. “What letters? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    “Eli…” She paused, as if she didn’t know what to say.


    “Never told me anything about any of this,” I finished for her. “Please?” It was a plea from a desperate person who didn’t want to be in the dark anymore.


    “They were cryptic bible verses. Completely random and left open to interpretation. However, when they were combined with Jim’s visits and his threats, I was worried about you. I called Eli and we agreed to keep as much of it from you as we could, so you could focus on your life and the music.”


    Eli had known about those pathetic letters for months and hadn’t felt the need to mention them to me. Instead, I’d had to find out when I opened one myself. Not that I took them seriously, but still. Mike had worried about them, and had thought they were some kind of veiled threat.


    Something Anneslee had said popped into my mind. “Threats? What threats?”


    “I don’t want you to worry, because Eli said he’d handled it and there was nothing to worry about.”


    “Well, Eli isn’t handling anything anymore. Please, just tell me what you know.”


    She inhaled slowly. “You have nothing to worry about, honey. I swear to you. You’re safe and nothing will happen. It was Jim, sweetie. He said that he was going to make you suffer the way his brother had. That he’d show you what it felt like to wonder where your child was.”


    My legs refused to hold my weight as my body started to shake uncontrollably. I fell to the floor in a heap, closing my eyes to force the nausea away. I could hear my sister calling to me, but she was so far away I didn’t answer. None of this was real, it couldn’t be. I’d just wanted to find out about Mike’s parental rights, and instead, I found out so much more.


    This was not how this day was supposed to go. Hell, this wasn’t how my life was supposed to go. I demanded a do-over. I put my head on my knees and cried until I had nothing left. Then I curled up in myself and fell asleep.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Six


    ~ Mike ~


    I left the meeting annoyed that it had taken as long as it had. But after the problems at last week’s concert, security had been beefed up and everyone was now on high alert. Molly insisted we were overreacting, but the rest of us didn’t feel that way.


    I was running late, though. Lia had over-filled our day, from meetings to wardrobe fittings to radio interviews, but our first appointment was an interview with Nikki’s friend Emily. She had flown out here yesterday, a guest of Nate and Lia for tonight’s show, because this was the only venue we were going to be at for more than a quick stop. Molly had talked to her on the phone a few times, and Emily had apparently passed some sort of test, because for the first time ever, Molly was considering hiring a personal assistant. The girls were interviewing her in less than twenty minutes.


    When I turned into the main corridor, Peterson glanced up at me from his spot in front of the door and lines on his usually unhappy face deepened in a frown. “Where’s Molly?”


    My steps faltered and my mind whirled as I pointed to the door behind him. “She better be in the fucking room where I left her.”


    He swallowed, Adam’s apple bobbing, as he drew himself up to his full height, turning to face me. “She isn’t.”


    “Where’d she go, Peterson?” I ground out, struggling to keep my temper in check. He had one job, one goddamn job. A job he’d fucking failed.


    “She told me you sent her a text message.” Of course she did. Because Molly never did what she was told to do. Why in the hell would she start now?


    “We’ll deal with the whys later,” I clarified, making sure he understood how pissed I was at him. “Right now, all I want to know is where in the hell she is.”


    “Her dressing room.” He tipped his head behind me. I turned and ran down the hall before he finished talking.


    There was no one down here, no roadies running around like crazed people trying to do more in a few hours than could be done in a day, no crew hurrying back and forth as they attempted to get the stars of the show ready and on stage in time, and no musicians lounging around, laughing off their nerves. In a few hours, this entire place would explode in activity, and it would be a madhouse. Now, though, it was eerily quiet.


    Molly was probably down here trying to get some peace before her day started. Either that, or Julie drove her away and I’d find her in her dressing room, clutching a fifth of vodka. At least, that’s what I always wanted to do after dealing with my ex. I laughed as I reached Molly’s door, relieved that I didn’t hear voices. At least she was alone.


    When I pushed open the door, though, my laughter died. I yanked my 9mm from behind my back as my eyes moved around the room, searching for anything suspicious as I rushed to my girl. A thousand scenarios ran through my mind, none of them good, as I knelt next to her.


    When my hand touched her face, she jolted awake and sat up in a panic, eyes wide, scooting backward on the floor away from me. “Hey, hey,” I soothed, “it’s just me.”


    Molly blinked the sleep from her eyes, her movements jerky as she looked around, trying to figure out where she was. When her eyes settled on the gun in my hand she didn’t panic like I’d assumed she would. Instead, her shoulders relaxed and tears filled her eyes as she launched herself at me, throwing her arms around my shoulders and burying her face in my neck.


    I didn’t know what happened, or who caused her this much misery, but when I found them, they were going to wish to God they’d left her alone.


    All I could do now was rub her back and tell her that everything was going to be okay.


    That’s how Lia and a woman I’d never seen before found us a few minutes later. To her credit, Lia took one look at us huddled on the floor, me with the gun still in my hand, and reacted the way any manager would. She ushered the woman into the room, shutting the door and sliding a chair in front of it before she joined us.


    She didn’t ask what was wrong. Instead, she coaxed Molly out of my arms and into a chair. The new woman immediately went to the adjoining bathroom, coming out a few seconds later with a wet cloth. Crouching in front of Mols, getting on her level, she muttered soothing words as she washed Molly’s face and pushed the matted hair off her forehead. Molly continued to shake, but the tears had stopped.


    Lia’s worried eyes met mine over their heads as I slid my Beretta back into its holster, and then she tipped her head sideways. I followed her lead, moving to the corner of the room.


    “What in the hell?” she hissed as soon as I was close enough so we couldn’t be overheard. “I’ve never seen her like this.”


    I shook my head, not knowing what to say. “That’s how I found her.” I explained the morning to my old friend, telling her the last time I’d seen Molly had been in the meeting room, where she’d been laughing and happy.


    Lia chewed on the inside of her cheek as she tried to recall when she’d seen her last. “She was talking to Julie." Lia shook her head when she noticed me tensing at her words. “No. Julie came over to talk to Nate and me. Mols looked at her…” She trailed off as her eyes lit up and she moved back across the room to grab Molly’s iPhone, pressing buttons as she brought it back to me. “Shit! It needs a passcode.”


    I held out my hand. “Let me try.” I typed in 1-5-0-5, and it unlocked immediately. I used Jake’s birthday for all my pin numbers, too. Molly was that kind of mom, so it only made sense. We’d had in-depth conversations about our children and I’d never forget Bryant’s birthday because it was so close to Jake’s. Following Lia’s original line of thought, I pulled up her call history. “The only call here is to her sister.”


    “Roxy?” Lia sounded horrified and pissed off—a deadly combination.


    I shook my head. “No, Anneslee.”


    “That doesn’t make sense. The two of them are tight.” Lia’s face scrunched together as she looked at me. “You don’t think her mom…” she whispered, the idea too awful to even complete.


    “You know, I’m right here. I can hear you,” Molly called from across the room. She cleared her throat.


    I would have smiled if I hadn’t been so damn worried. Instead, I moved back to her, leaning on the arm of the chair next to hers. Bloodshot eyes watched me wearily, but I wasn’t going to push her for answers. Not yet.


    “Mike, have you met Emily?” She pointed to the woman still crouched in front of her. “Em, this is Mike. Mike, Emily, my new PA.”


    I smiled at the woman, feeling like I’d met her somewhere before. She was older than Molly, maybe even older than me. If I had to guess, I’d say she was somewhere around thirty-five. And not at all what I’d expected from the way Nikki talked about her.


    If Molly had a polar opposite on this tour, it would be this woman. Emily was short, 5’2”-ish, larger, with unruly black hair swirling around her shoulders, and was wearing yoga pants, flip-flops and a baggy tee shirt with a messenger bag slung sideways over her chest. Her smile was pleasant, and the way she was patting Molly’s hand, doing her part to calm the woman she’d just met, made me like her immediately.


    I smiled and nodded my hello. We’d have plenty of chances to talk on the tour.


    Molly bit her bottom lip, inhaled a deep breath, and then looked from Lia to me and back to Lia. “We need to talk.”


    I crossed my arms over my chest while Lia nodded.


    “But I’m just not ready yet. Okay?”


    “I can leave,” Emily assured us, standing up.


    “No.” Molly shook her head. “No. It’s not that. I just need to process everything. I talked to my sister, and it’s just a lot to take in…” She swallowed. As if knowing that we needed some sort of explanation, she took a shaky breath and continued. “I just found out someone I used to love died.” My heart sank. She wet her lips, shaking her head and avoiding all of our eyes as Lia and Emily offered their sympathies.


    “We weren’t close anymore, but it surprised me.” She shrugged. “I think I’m overly tired and the news was just unexpected.” She glanced up at Lia. “Do you think we can push back some of today’s appointments? Just give me some time?”


    “Absolutely. I’ll cancel the entire weekend if you need me to.”


    “No. Those are important meetings.”


    “The only important thing here is you, kid. I’ll clear your schedule. We can make up interviews from the road next week. I’m sorry for your loss.” Lia leaned down to hug Molly, then headed to the door. “I’m going to go make some phone calls. I’ll be back in a few to check on you.” She shoved the chair out of the way and then she was gone.


    Molly looked at me. “I’m fine, really. I just need a little while.” She cleared her throat again. “I’m sorry that I left without you.”


    “Hey, we’ll talk about that later. I’m just worried about you now. You want to talk about it?” I didn’t even know who she had lost, but the pain radiating from her body told me it was someone important.


    She shook her head. “Kevin.” It was as if she’d heard my unasked question. Her voice broke as she said his name, and I wanted to do whatever I could to take the pain away. She swallowed audibly. “I hadn’t seen him since”—she shrugged—“well, since I left home. But I always thought that one day we’d…” She broke off in a sob and I rushed to her side, pulling her into my arms again and cradling her.


    I held her until Lia came back in, and then I stepped away. I wanted to kick Lia and Emily out, lock the damn door, and hold her for the rest of the day. Or, better yet, take her back to the hotel room and spend the day wrapped up in blankets, watching movies that would make her laugh and forget her hurt.


    Molly decided that she wanted to be alone, though. She thanked us for worrying about her, but she insisted the best way for her to process the news before tonight’s concert was her being alone with her guitar. I could understand that.


    Lia and Emily planned to go do whatever it is personal assistants do, but before they left, Lia sent me away, promising to have Sam station someone in the hallway and assuring me I’d get a phone call if Molly ventured out of the room. Not that she would. This was the one time I knew for a fact that she’d stay put.


    I needed a drink, but considering it was still before noon, I’d have to settle for coffee. When I shoved my way into the room where we’d had breakfast, I was shocked to see Julie sitting at a table, staring at her tablet. She was the only person there. “What are you doing here?”


    She glanced up, did a double take, and then smiled when she realized it was me. “Hey!” She joined me as I filled my coffee cup. “I didn’t think I’d see you until much later.”


    “Where are the kids?”


    “With Nate. He was going to show them the buses and then put them to work.” She laughed. “They were so excited about it, but I think he was just as enthusiastic. He loves kids. I wish Lia would stop worrying about her career so much and give that man a baby of his own. She—”


    “Shut up, Julie. Just shut up!” I’d had enough of her in those five seconds to last a lifetime.


    She looked taken aback. “You don’t have to be such an ass. I was just making an observation.”


    “I don’t need you to make observations about my friends.”


    She glowered at me, sticking a hand on her hip. “They’re my friends, too.”


    I could argue that point, considering neither of them liked her, but it wasn’t worth it. Instead, I sipped my coffee and sat at a table. Pulling out my phone, I hoped she’d take the hint and leave me alone. She didn’t.


    Instead, she took the seat across from me. “Where’s Molly? In an interview?”


    “She’s having a meeting,” I lied effortlessly.


    “Do you have some time to talk?”


    I almost said no and told her to leave me the hell alone, but then I remembered that I had promised to listen to whatever she had to say. This was the perfect moment—we were alone and I wouldn’t have to waste time later. I nodded. “A few minutes.”


    She looked relieved. “Please just hear me out, okay?” I immediately knew I wasn’t going to like whatever she had to say, but I didn’t stop her. “I’m not contesting the divorce.”


    “Okay.” I couldn’t understand why that would matter to me.


    “I’m only asking for my car and half the bank account. I don’t want the house, Lewis does, so we’re going to have to move. The kids and I talked about it, and we think a fresh start would be good for us. Get the hell out of town, maybe even Maine.”


    “You’re moving Jake?” She now had all of my attention. I traveled for work, yeah, but when I was home, I wanted to be within an hour’s drive of my kid.


    “I’d like to, yes.”


    “And you want me to give my permission?”


    She shook her head. “No. I’m the custodial parent. That’s my decision.”


    “Lewis is a dick, but I can’t see him letting you move his daughter away from him. He’ll fight you.”


    “He actually has no say in the matter.”


    “Jules,” I sighed, leaning forward and bracing my forearms on the table, spinning my coffee cup. “That’s just shitty. I’m not just saying this for me, I’m saying it for Lewis, too. We deserve to have a say in where our children live. I want Jake in a safe place.”


    “I was actually hoping that you’d help us find a place. You know, wherever you’re going to be.”


    My Spidey senses were lacking, overwhelmed with everything else going on, but I felt like I was missing something. I knew I was. “What are you trying to say? Stop talking in circles and spit it out.”


    She sighed dramatically. “The kids and I want to go where you go. We all love you, we’re all happier when you’re around. I want you to think about letting us move in.”


    I stared at her, gaping, for a few long minutes. “You and the kids? Meaning now that Lewis is gone you want to play house with me?” She’d lost her mind. “Does Lewis know that’s why you’re not contesting the divorce and holding out for the house and the bank accounts?”


    “No. He’s the one who made the most of our money. Without a mutual child, I wouldn’t get anything, even if I did contest.”


    She was an idiot who obviously needed a better lawyer. “You have a mutual child, Jules.”


    She took a deep breath. “Legally, Janet is yours.”


    I glared at her. She’d told me years ago that she’d gotten the birth certificate amended and that I had no legal right to Nettie. “Says an outdated piece of paper. Biologically, she’s not. That should be the only documentation a court needs to make sure he provides for his child.”


    She fidgeted with her tablet. “I didn’t want to tell you here, like this.” She waved her hand around the room.


    “Tell me what?” I demanded, the cold tone in my voice making her flinch.


    “Lewis wanted to add Janet onto his insurance policy, but unless a child is born in marriage, they demand DNA proof.” Her voice dropped to a whisper and she avoided my eyes. “When the results came back, he wasn’t a match.”


    “What?”


    “You knew she came early. I was under so much stress that pregnancy…” She trailed off, finally looking me in the eye. “I told you that I couldn’t be sure. But that there was a small chance she was yours.”


    I shook my head, not knowing if I should be running out to find my daughter—my daughter—or if I should even listen to a word the psychopath in front of me was saying. “You are a fucking bitch.”


    Julie didn’t even have the decency to look ashamed. Instead, she shrugged. “Oh, like you’re innocent here. You could have asked for a paternity test when I told you. You could have insisted that you were her legal father and gotten a parental rights and responsibilities order written. Instead, you ran away. So save your judgemental bullshit, okay?”


    She was a fucking piece of work. “I won’t make that mistake again, I can promise you that.” I sat back, worried that if I was too close to her, I’d hurt her. “You don’t have to worry about moving with the kids, Jules. ‘Cause I’m going to take them, and you are never going to see them again.”


    She laughed. “I’ve heard that one. Before you deployed the last time, remember? You promised me that when you got back, you were taking Jake. Instead, you got your stupid convoy blown up and your men killed. If that wasn’t a sign, I’m not sure what is.”


    If she’d been a man, I would have knocked her goddamn teeth down her throat. Leave it to Julie to hit below the belt.


    “You’re not taking my kids away from me. And if you keep spending time with home-wrecking whores like Molly Ray, who are horrible influences for our young, impressionable daughter, I’ll be forced to explain to the judge just how crazy you went after your accident and how you once told me you didn’t feel safe alone with the kids. Don’t fuck with me, Michael. Or I’ll make sure the only time you ever see them is during your quarterly supervised visits.”


    I had to get out of there before I hurt her. I needed to get out of the building, away from the people I cared about before I exploded. I rushed out of the room, Julie’s smug face burned into my mind.


    I felt helpless. Fucking disgusted with my ex-wife and my own stupidity. I’d believed her. I’d fucking bought every lie she’d ever told me. I had no way to know if she was telling the truth now. The only thing I knew for sure was that I needed to talk to someone.


    Molly, I needed Molly. But after her breakdown this morning, I couldn’t lay this shit on her. Nate was out because he had my kids. That left only one other option. I grabbed my phone and dialed the one friend I could always count on.


    “She’s fine, I promise,” Lia told me as she answered her phone. “Try not to worry about her.”


    “Lee.” I hated the desperation I couldn’t hide in my voice. “I need you.”


    “Where are you?” And just like she had all those years ago, Lia took charge, saving me from myself and handling everything.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    ~ Molly ~


    They left me alone all day. Emily was very sweet, checking on me every so often, bringing me warm tea with honey and snacks, insisting I needed to eat something. But everyone else stayed away.


    I half expected Mike to come barreling through the door, demanding I talk to him the way he usually did. I was positive if I’d told him everything, about Jamie showing up at my sister’s, Eli knowing without telling me, and Jamie’s vow to hurt me, that Mike would have never left me alone. Instead, he would have been glued to my side, barking out orders and never giving me a moment’s peace.


    I would tell him. Everything. Later.


    Not just the information my sister gave me. I’d tell Mike the secrets I’d been clinging to for years, the ones that only Kevin and I knew. I’d also explain all the things I’d learned from scouring the Internet after they’d left me alone. I’d taken all the information I had and worked backward, piecing together a story that devastated me.


    While I’d run away, chasing my dreams and forgetting who I’d been, Kevin had stayed close to home. Maybe he’d been waiting for me to come back like I’d promised I would. Or maybe it was his guilt that kept him there. Or maybe, he’d believed his father’s hateful words and had believed he wasn’t good enough to break the cycle and get out.


    It didn’t matter. Because I would never know. I did know that the last time I had seen him would be forever burned into my memory. Tears in his eyes as he walked away, me begging him to stay.


    The truth was that I hadn’t told everyone I’d lost the baby. Kevin knew the truth, and he’d shown up that night with a stolen car parked at the end of the road so my mom wouldn’t hear it, and begged me to run away. I’d had a plan, and was going to go eventually, but Kev insisted we had to go right then.


    I threw what I could in a bag, and snuck into my parents’ study, taking every cent my mom had stashed in the safe. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to get me by for a little while. I’d vowed to pay her back, tenfold. Then we ran.


    The plan was that we would stay together, that we’d go to the shelter in the city and they’d help us find the perfect family for our baby. The closer we got to New York, though, the more Kevin started to second-guess the plan. He was worried about his mom, about his little brother, and he was afraid that if we both disappeared, they would figure it out.


    Chances of them finding me, in a city of millions, was slim to none. If we were together, the odds were much smaller. Protecting our baby was the number one priority. So Kevin would go home without us. He assured me that he’d come visit as often as he could. And I swore I would come get him after the baby was born and safe in a new home.


    I lost it when it was time for him to go. I begged him to stay with me, not to let me go through it alone. He only shook his head, insisting it was the best thing for everyone, and he promised he’d be back to visit soon. He kissed me, kissed my belly, told me he loved us both, and walked away.


    I never saw him again.


    I let the tears flow as memories I’d locked away flooded my mind. I often downplayed how much he’d meant to me, but to Georgeanne Davis, Kevin Oakes had meant everything. He was more than my first love, he’d been my best friend.


    He’d been my Lia.


    I smiled, thinking of Mike. I missed him. He’d only been gone a few hours, but if felt like months. My afternoon of reflection had given me an entirely new outlook on his feelings for Lia, and I suddenly understood exactly what Lia had meant when we talked at the diner. He’d loved her, he would always love her, just as a part of me would always love Kevin, but Lia was his past.


    I wanted to be his future.


    To do that, I needed to come to terms with my past. I needed to let go of the guilt that constantly tugged at me, and I needed to say goodbye to an old friend that I would carry with me forever. I snatched my guitar and sat on the couch, pouring every ounce of pain I had into a new song.


    When Lia came into the room a few hours later, I was still sitting on the couch, guitar across my lap, notepad on the cushion next to me, pencil lodged firmly between my teeth. She arched an eyebrow and smiled softly. “Feeling better?”


    “A bit. I wrote a new song. I was hoping I could sing it tonight. It’ll be acoustic, and not something I normally sing, but I need to sing it.”


    She sat in the chair across from me. “Are you up to going out there tonight? If you aren’t, say the word and we’ll cancel your performance.”


    I was beyond lucky to have a manager who put my needs first. I loved this woman. “Thank you. But I have to go out there, Red. I can’t explain it other than to say I need to.”


    “Okay. That’s all you have to say.” She nodded, standing up and walking toward the closet. When she opened it, I realized it was full of the clothes I was supposed to try on today and never got around to. Hangers slid squeakily on the rack as she scanned outfits. “This one.”


    She turned, holding up a pair of jeans and a white V-neck tee shirt with a brown-toned plaid. The jeans weren’t the skinny jeans I was used to wearing on stage, and they weren’t the pre-shredded ones, either. The whole outfit wasn’t something I’d normally wear on stage, but for once, I couldn’t wait to get dressed. It wasn’t flashy, it didn’t show off my tattoos, and more of me was covered than not. “It’s perfect.”


    “Pair it with you brown cowboy boots,” Lia told me as she draped it over the back of a chair. “People will be able to focus on your music, not you.” She blew me an air kiss as she headed for the door. “I’ll send Randy in. And I’ll let everyone know about the song change. Do you want to close with it, or open with it?”


    “Close. I don’t know if I can make it through it without crying.”


    Lia twisted her lips in contemplation. “Let’s set it as the encore. You’ll do just that one tonight. That way, you don’t have to go back out afterward, and the audience will have time to compose themselves before Nate takes the stage.” Waving a little, she promised me she’d be back in a bit.


    “Hey, Lia?” I called just as the door was about to close behind her, and she peeked her head back in. “I haven’t seen Mike all day.”


    “He was going to be sitting around here, worried about you and driving everyone nuts, so I gave him the day off.”


    That made sense. “Thank you.” I smiled at my friend, thankful she always saw the big picture. He didn’t get to spend enough time with the kids, so I was glad he’d had the day today. “Will he be back tonight?”


    “I honestly don’t know. I didn’t think you’d want to go on, and I just needed him out of here.”


    “Oh.” Unnecessary fear crept into my mind and I wondered if I should tell Lia about Jamie.


    Reading my body language, Lia came back into the room. “Hey, it’s okay. Sam’s right outside. He’s personally staying with you until Mike comes back. You’re fine.”


    I forced myself to breathe and smile. I was fine. It would be fine. “I know. I’m just so used to Mike’s goofy face.”


    “Me too,” she said with a laugh and then glanced down at her watch. “I’ve gotta get Randy in here. Twenty minutes ‘til you’re on, kid.” And then she was gone.


    The show went extremely well. The audience had a contagious energy and I felt more comfortable on stage than I had in years. Mike hadn’t shown up, but when I walked into the wings after my set was over, Sam handed me a Gatorade and a towel.


    “Courtesy of Carson,” he said with a smile.


    Lia appeared out of nowhere as the band filed off the stage. “You really want to do this?”


    I nodded. “I really do.”


    She smiled, nodding to a roadie who then picked up a stool and carried it to center stage. Another handed me my guitar. “Go break a leg.”


    The crowd continued to holler until I sat on the stool and the backlights came on. I waited for a few straggler screamers to finish before I started to talk.


    “For those of you who have been to one of my concerts before, you know that Nate usually comes on stage with me and sings a few songs.” More screams and ear-splitting whistles. “But tonight, I’m doing something different.”


    I swallowed, adjusting my guitar, knowing the hard part was coming. “Everyone has a first love. Sometimes you cling to it and compare everyone else to that person. Other times, you don’t even realize how important that person is until it’s too late.” I lapped my lips, hoping I wasn’t going to mess this up.


    “That’s what happened to me. I found out this morning that my first love, the one person who was always there for me when I was younger, has moved on from this world.” The collective sound of sadness from the audience gave me encouragement to finish. “He was an amazing man, with a giant heart. The world lost a good soul.”


    I plucked a few chords, trying to decide what to say next. “I wrote this song for him earlier today. I apologize, because it’s a little rough. But I need to share it with you all.”


    Nothing else needed to be said, so I instead launched into the melody.


    


    “How can I say goodbye when we’ve barely said hello?


    It seems Father Time has robbed us, before our friendship had time to grow.


    There are many parts of you that I’ll take with me,


    Long after your body has been laid to rest.


    Your smile, your laugh, the mischievous twinkle in your eye,


    The memories I’ll carry forever are the best.


    


    I never got to tell you how much you really meant to me.


    Or that I was sorry for never being the person you thought that I could be.


    I’ll love you forever, don’t you see?


    Your body may be dead, but your spirit is still here with me.


    


    


    You were my savior when I needed one the most.


    No matter where you were, or what the time of night.


    The one person I could always count on,


    Because with you, hope was never out of sight.


    How many times did you pick me up,


    After my body or pride took a nasty fall?


    Now that you are gone, how can I repay you for it all?


    


    I never got to tell you how much you really meant to me.


    Or say that I was sorry for never being the person you wanted me to be.


    I’ll love you forever, don’t you see?


    Your body may be dead, but your spirit will always be right here with me.


    


    How can I say goodbye when I know we’ll meet again?


    Fortunately, my great memories will keep me,


    And I know you’ll be watching over me until then.


    


    I never got to tell you how much you really meant to me.


    But I promise you from now on, I’ll be the person you knew that I could be.


    I’ll love you forever, don’t you see?


    Your body may be dead, but your spirit lives in me.


    


    When I strummed the last note, the lights went out. God bless Lia. I had barely kept it together, and in the darkness, I let the tears fall. It took me a second to realize the entire theater was quiet—there wasn’t even any noise coming from backstage. It was an eerie feeling. I knew I wasn’t alone, but in the dark quiet, my senses had trouble computing that fact.


    I realized too late that they must have hated it. I was too close to the subject matter, and I should have played it for Lia before I tried to play it for a crowd. I’d wanted the song to honor my feelings for Kevin, to honor him. If everyone hated it, though, that didn’t accomplish anything.


    Then, as if on cue, they erupted. The applause was like thunder, the screams the loudest ones I’d heard. Smiling through my tears, I stood and carried my guitar off stage. Nate pulled me in for a hug before I’d made it into the wing.


    “That was beautiful, Mols. I’ve been lost in my own shit, and haven’t been a very good friend lately. That stops now.”


    I shook my head. Nothing could be further from the truth. I looked over his shoulder, not seeing the one person I wanted to see. “We’ll catch up soon, just you and me, okay?” We hadn’t had an us day since he’d gotten married, but that was simply because I hadn’t wanted photographers to see us alone. Now I didn’t care. Life was too damn short.


    Nate pushed me back slightly, his eyes roaming my face. “Yeah? And the paparazzi?”


    “Fuck ‘em.”


    He grinned, nodding. “There’s my girl. I’ve fucking missed you, Mols.”


    He yanked me back in for a quick hug, but I pushed him away. “Go give ‘em hell.”


    “Always.” He took two steps toward the stage before he stopped, spinning on his heel. “I love you, Molly.”


    “I love you, too.”


    I watched him run on stage and then turned to Sam, who was now scowling. “Didn’t like the song?”


    He only held a finger up to me, as if I’d interrupted, and it took me a second to realize someone was talking to him on the radio. He barked an order into his wrist, telling someone he’d be right there. Then he turned to me, put his hand on the small of my back, and steered me away from the crowds.


    “Have you seen Mike?” I asked him as he hurried me along.


    He shook his head, barking more orders to “wait a goddamn fucking second,” and “he’s on the list, keep him there!” and I knew this was not the time to talk to Sam. When we got to my dressing room, he opened the door and ushered me inside.


    “Listen,” he crossed his telephone pole sized arms over his rock hard chest and looked down at me. “There’s a situation.” His words caused me to stiffen, worry creeping up my spine, but he shook his head. “Nothing for you to worry about, darlin’, my guys have it all under control. But I need to go for a few minutes. I’m sending someone up to stand at the door, in the meantime, I need you to promise you won’t leave.”


    I shook my head. “I’m not going anywhere, Sam. I swear to you, after the day I’ve had, I just want to sit here and chill.”


    He watched me closely, trying to decide if I was being honest. Then he nodded. “You leave, you deal with me. Got it?”


    “I’m still waiting for Mike to be pissed about this morning.” Was that really only a few hours ago? “No offense, big guy, but he’s scarier than you are.”


    Sam’s face softened. Just slightly. “Yeah. Yeah, he is.” He turned and grabbed the door handle, pointing at me. “Stay put.” Then he was gone, the door clicking behind him.


    I was tired, exhausted really, but it had been a great show and I was coasting on the high. Only one thing could make this night better. I missed my Mike.


    I grabbed my cell off the table, ready to call him, when the bathroom door opened. I turned, ready to tell him what a great surprise it was, when I came face to face with a man that was most definitely not my Mike. But I knew this man. I wracked my brain, trying to place him.


    Then it clicked. This was the valet. The sketchy guy from Ohio? Pennsylvania? They all merged together. It didn’t matter where I knew him from, only that he was here, in my dressing room. Alone with me. He’d scared me then. He scared me now.


    I took a step back, toward the door. “Hi,” I managed to say, not sounding pathetically weak or half as nervous as I was. “I think you have the wrong room.” I took another step back.


    “Not another step back, Georgie Porgy.” His tone was severe, but that’s not what stopped my retreat. If the gun he’d raised and had pointed right at my chest wasn’t enough, the use of that name was. No one had called me that in eleven years.


    I looked at him, really looked. The silver gray streaks in his hair aged him, but other than that, and the hate-filled scowl, I could see the resemblance. They weren’t twins by any means, but they were definitely brothers. “Hello, Jamie.”


    He didn’t acknowledge his name. Instead, he glowered in my direction. “Did you think that, on top of everything else, I would let you profit off him?”


    I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    He pointed his empty hand toward the door. “I heard the song,” he snapped. “You’re not going to use pretend grief over my brother to sell records. You’ve taken enough from this family.”


    I didn’t know how to disagree with a crazy man who held a gun. This man was hurting. My own grief had floored me, so I couldn’t imagine how he felt. So, I stayed quiet instead.


    “Boy or girl?” he demanded a few seconds later. I knew what he was asking, but I didn’t answer. “Did you have a boy or a girl?”


    There was no use lying. “A boy.”


    “He always wondered. He’d look at every child he saw, trying to see if there was a resemblance to him. Or to you.” He took a step toward me. “You ruined his life.”


    I shook my head, not caring if he had a gun on me anymore. “No. We agreed, Kevin and I together, that adoption was the best plan. He could have known his child, he chose not to.”


    “You took that choice from him,” Jamie screamed, running his free hand through his hair. “You ran away in the middle of the night! So you could what? Sell my nephew to get here?” He waved the gun around the room. “Is this worth the lives you’ve ruined?”


    “You have no idea what you’re talking about!”


    “I watched my brother slowly fade away, the stress of not knowing his child wearing him down until he put a gun in his mouth. You fucking killed him!”


    “You’re wrong.” I shook my head. “How’d you find me? Huh? Kevin, right? You went through his stuff and you realized he’d known where I was, who I was, all along. If he’d wanted to know where his son was, he would have asked me himself.”


    “Just shut up. Shut the fuck up!” he screeched, aiming the gun at me once more. “My brother died never knowing his son because of you. Nothing you can say changes that! You are going to tell me where my nephew is, or I swear to fucking Christ, bitch, I will shoot you in the head.”


    “Then shoot me. Because I’m not telling you anything.”


    “I’m not kidding. Tell me!” he screamed, rage filling his tone.


    “I’m not, either, Jamie. I’m not telling you anything about him. If Kevin had wanted to know, or wanted you to know our son, he would have told you the truth. We didn’t want our son tainted by your family. Nothing’s changed. So you either shoot me, or you leave. Because either way, I’m not telling you anything.”


    He was in my face so fast I didn’t have time to rear back. The cold metal of the pistol he carried dug into my skin as he shoved it against my temple. I wished I could have seen Mike one more time. If I had, I would have told him I loved him.


    The click of the gun echoed in my mind. Then I heard the shot. Pain ripped through me. Then the world was quiet.


    


    

  


  
    



    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    ~ Mike ~


    Lia sat and listened as I talked. She didn’t ask any questions, didn’t interrupt, and didn’t give me her opinion. She let me get it all out. After she’d calmed me down earlier, she’d sent me back to the hotel to get some sleep and told me to stay away from everyone until she could meet me for drinks before the concert.


    “Do you think she’s telling the truth?” I asked her once I’d given her all the facts.


    Lia only shook her head. “It’s Jules, Mikey. Let’s face it, she’s never had real clear boundaries between fact and fiction.” She sighed. “If I had to guess, I’d say she’s bending the truth to fit her will. As usual.”


    I nodded. “What if Janet is mine?” The thought terrified me.


    Lia raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t that the outcome we’re hoping for?” she asked skeptically. “That would be the best thing that could ever happen to that little girl.”


    “Yeah, except the fact that I disappeared and I’ve been gone for half of her life.”


    “Is that what you’re worried about?”


    I nodded, and she gave me her sympathetic smile.


    “Mike. She’s eight. It’s more important that you’re in her life from this point forward, because that’s what she is going to remember. She’ll look back and see that her dad was there for everything that mattered. And that he fought for her when he should have. That’s all she’ll care about.”


    “She’s going to fight me.”


    “Julie? Yeah, but that’s only because she’s not getting what she wants.”


    “You mean me?” I snorted. “Julie doesn’t want me. She just doesn’t want to be alone.”


    “I know that. You know that. She doesn’t.”


    “She has a good case, Lee. I abandoned that little girl. I went crazy after the accident…I don’t own a house and I travel for a living.” The realization hit then. I’d have to give up my job because touring the world with two kids in tow was not an option. And Molly. I’d have to give up my Molly.


    “You have just as strong of a case, Mike. Julie lied to you. For years. She lied to one of the most respected doctors in the area. A man who I’m sure will gladly testify on your behalf, even if he is a douche.” She had a good point. “Julie cheated on a Navy SEAL while he was deployed during the war. Then she told you the daughter you’d been raising wasn’t yours. No judge is going to think Julie is a better parent than you are.”


    “I’m still a single dad without steady employment. Julie’s a nurse with established ties in the community. It just scares me.”


    “It’s not like you don’t have an income. Your military disability didn’t leave you destitute. We’ll hire the most ruthless lawyers, and we’ll fight her tooth and nail. She wants to play dirty, we’ll get dirtier. You know damn well we’ve got your back. All of us.”


    “I know you do.”


    Her phone vibrated on the table, for the fifth or sixth time since we’d been sitting there, but she ignored it.


    “You can answer that, you know.”


    She shook her head. “Nope. I’m busy. They can handle things for a little while.”


    I picked at the label on my beer. “How’s Molly holding up this afternoon?”


    “She’s fine. She locked herself in her room and wrote a new song.”


    “Oh, yeah? Is it any good?”


    She shrugged. “I’m sure it’s brilliant. I’ll hear it later.”


    I frowned.


    “I had somewhere else I needed to be,” she said with a smile.


    She’d blown off Molly’s concert for me. Well, fuck.


    She shook her head at the face I made. “It’s fine, Mike. Sam’s with her, the guys are watching out for her, Emily is there if Molly needs anything. I checked on her before I left. Right now, I’m helping my best friend work through his crazy baby-mama drama.”


    “You’ve been looking for a way to say that all day, haven’t you?” I teased.


    “I have.” She giggled. “I really have.”


    I laughed with her, relaxing even more. Sometimes all you needed was a few minutes with your best friend and then even the worst news didn’t seem so bad. “So, I guess the first step is getting an actual paternity test.” I sighed.


    “Yep. You need to know for sure. Then we can figure out the next step. But it’s not something you need to stress over. Let Julie say whatever she has to say to make herself feel better. Just know that in the end, you’re not in this alone. I promised you years ago that you’d never be alone. I meant it.”


    Thinking of Molly, I smiled. “I’m definitely not alone. It’s a good feeling.”


    Lia read my mind. “So, with this new development, where does that leave things between you and Ms. Ray?”


    I shrugged. “I’m in love with her, but you knew that already, didn’t you?”


    She offered me a smug smile.


    “I don’t know how it happened, Lee. It came out of nowhere, completely out of the blue. One minute she was a friend that I liked to hang out with sometimes, and the next she was consuming practically every waking thought. I don’t know how she feels about me, but I can’t imagine my life without her in it.”


    “Aww, is Mr. Tough Guy Mike Carson actually being sentimental? Has he found the woman he would die for?”


    Before I could respond, to tell her I would kill for Molly, Lia’s phone went off again. “Really, Red. Answer the damn phone.”


    She scowled at it. “I don’t recognize the number.” Picking it up, she used her professional voice, “This is Lia Kelly.”


    I smiled at that. The red-headed, pig-tailed little girl that I used to know was all grown up.


    “Thank you for calling me back, Anneslee.” She sat up straight and snapped her fingers at me, trying to grab my attention. It wasn’t needed. As soon as she’d said Molly’s sister’s name, there was nothing I wanted more than to hear what was going on.


    Lia explained the problems Molly had had with Eli and how she had replaced him as Molly’s manager, and then she told Anneslee how we’d found Molly earlier. Then she listened. I couldn’t hear what was being said on the other end of the phone, but Lia’s face fell and then went pale. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good news.


    “We found some of those letters, too.” Her voice was no more than a whisper. “But Molly thought they were from Roxy.” I knew instantly they were talking about those random letters that had the bible verses in them.


    When Lia stood up, I stood up with her, shadowing her as she rushed to the door. “I had no idea. No, Molly didn’t tell me.” I didn’t like the sound of that at all. “Thank you, Anneslee.” Lia paused, pointing at the black suburban on the other side of the street. I waved at them, letting them know we had to go. Now. “Yes, I’ll have her call you later tonight. I promise.”


    The SUV pulled up to the curb just as Lia hung up. She slid into the backseat, still looking at her phone. “Fuck!” Telling the driver to take us to the concert venue, she shoved her cell phone under my face.


    I looked at the picture, moving it away a little so I could figure out what I was looking at. It was a picture of a letter on a table, but when I looked closer I could see it was more than that. In large black block letters was a bible chapter. Exodus 21:12. I looked back to Lia, not understanding. “Okay? Is this new?”


    “That’s a text from Emily. That letter”—she tapped her screen—“was delivered yesterday. To the hotel. The postmark is from L.A.”


    “She’s here. Roxy, or whoever sent those letters, is here.”


    “He. It’s a him, Mike. And he’s here.” Lia snatched her phone from my hand, punched in a number, and lifted it to her ear. “Molly’s friend who died? His name was Kevin. Apparently he killed himself a few months ago. Apparently his little brother came to see Anneslee, demanding information on Molly. She told him if he didn’t stop stalking her sister that she’d have him arrested. Instead of calling the police, she called Eli.” Lia lowered her phone, swearing, before lifting it again. “Why in the fuck is no one answering their phones?”


    Fucking Eli. Helpless and stuck in a car where I couldn’t put eyes on my girl to make sure she was fine, I glanced at the time. “Nate’s on stage. Call the others.”


    She nodded. “Yeah, but Sam, Kris, and Peterson aren’t! That’s who I’m calling,” she cried, desperation filling her voice as she lowered the phone again, bringing up another number. Pointing to my phone, she demanded, “Google Exodus 21:12.”


    I nodded as she swore again, trying yet another number.


    As soon as I pulled up the verse, the world dropped out from under me. I read it to Lia. “Whoever strikes a man so that he dies shall be put to death.”


    “That makes no sense. Molly never killed anyone.”


    My mind whirled, trying to put together all the pieces. Molly may not have killed anyone, but Kevin was dead. The same Kevin who fathered the baby Molly gave up for adoption. The earlier letters called her a whore. He knew. Whoever this asshole was, he knew about Bryant. And he blamed my girl for his brother’s death.


    “He’s here to kill her,” I ground out, praying to any God who would listen that we got to the venue in time. “Get someone on the goddamn phone and make sure they put Molly in a secure location!” I wasn’t there. I’d been too focused on my shit with Julie, just like I had been four years ago. I’d made a vital mistake that cost some of my brothers their lives. I’d barely made it back from the brink of depression. If Molly paid the ultimate price this time, there would be no coming back from that.


    It didn’t take hours for us to get to the venue, but it felt like it. Sam was outside, in the middle of a security nightmare. Fans had snuck into the back lot and onto the buses. They, along with a handful of local police, looked like they had most of it under control.


    Sam stepped away from the huddle when he saw Lia and me, walking with us as Lia started to fill him in. She’d only said the words, “Molly’s stalker is here,” when he started screaming into his radio for all available team members to get into the venue. The ruckus caught the attention of the police, who were suddenly everywhere.


    At the door, a police officer tried to stop me, wanting me to wait, but I didn’t listen. It was my Molly inside, and he had no idea what that felt like. Instead, I shoved Lia into Sam’s arms and ran, pulling my 9mm out as I moved.


    Nate was in the middle of his set, Billy’s drums drowning out most noise backstage. I made it to Molly’s room before anyone else, and pushed my ear against the door, breathing a sigh of relief when I heard her voice.


    “Then shoot me. Because I’m not telling you anything.” She told whoever she was with, her voice calm.


    “I’m not kidding. Tell me!” a man screamed back. I closed my eyes. I would beat him within an inch of his life when I got my hands on him.


    “I’m not, either, Jamie. I’m not telling you anything about him. If Kevin had wanted to know, or wanted you to know our son, he would have told you the truth. We didn’t want our son tainted by your family. Nothing’s changed. So you either shoot me, or you leave. Because either way, I’m not telling you anything.”


    Shut up, Molly! I screamed in my mind. Just shut up. You don’t tell a man with a gun to shoot you.


    I glanced down the hallway, not seeing anyone else. I couldn’t wait any longer. I needed to go in there, with or without backup. I pushed the door open slightly, trying to get eyes on them.


    The man moved quickly, running across the room with his own gun drawn. My heart stopped beating as I watched him hold it to her head. The look on his face was one I’d seen thousands of times. It was one of a man who didn’t have anything to live for, and he didn’t care who he took out with him. There was no doubt in my mind that he was going to kill Molly.


    I did what I was trained to do. I raised my piece, aimed, and shot. His body fell with a thud, but I barely heard it. Instead, I focused on Molly as she gasped, falling down.


    The room was full before I could move. Sam and Kris rushed toward the man Molly had called Jamie. Kris kicked Jamie’s gun across the floor, while Sam knelt to feel for a pulse. Peterson ran to Molly, a police officer on his heels, calling dispatch on his radio and telling them what had happened. Someone pulled the berretta from my fingers, but all I cared about was getting to Molly. I’d shot her—it was the only damn shot I’d had. If it meant that she’d be here with me, alive, with only a small scar, I’d do it all over again.


    Blood had already soaked through the shoulder on her shirt, and I yanked my own over my head, balling it up and pressing it to the wound. I didn’t dare look to see how bad it was. I couldn’t. Instead, I focused on the fact that she was still breathing.


    At one point, for one brief moment, she opened her eyes, raising her uninjured arm to cup my cheek. “Mikey, it is you.” She smiled, “I love you.” Then her eyes fluttered closed and she was out cold again.


    I bent over, practically lying on the floor with her. “I love you, too, Mols. More than you can ever imagine.”


    


    

  


  
    

    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    ~ Molly ~


    Machines beeped steadily. Codes were called over the intercom in the hallway. People spoke in hushed tones, as if they talked just a little bit louder they’d be disturbing me. Someone needed to tell them that whispering, just low enough so that I couldn’t hear what they were actually saying, was rude. Screw that, I’d tell them. As soon as I got enough energy to open my eyes.


    My body was tired. So very tired. But my mind didn’t want to rest right now. Instead, it bounced back and forth like a Ping-Pong ball, from one topic to the next, never settling on one event long enough to get my memories straight. Right now, the events of the last few days had merged into one giant, screwed-up day.


    And I was uncomfortable. I’d never really been in the hospital, except when I’d had Bryant, and I was so focused on him I couldn’t tell you if the beds were too soft or the chairs were too hard. This hospital did not consider the comfort level of guests to be a top priority.


    There was a rustle next to me, a scrape of wooden legs against the linoleum floor as someone pulled the chair closer to me, and then a warm hand closed around mine. “Babe, time to wake up.”


    I wanted to bat at him, make him go away, but my arms wouldn’t cooperate.


    Nate laughed. “Come on, sleeping beauty, I brought you coffee.” The smell of Arabica beans wafted under my nose. Damn him and his evil bribery.


    I pushed myself up in the chair, eyes still closed, and rolled my neck. When I was finally able to pry one open, my best friend smiled at me. The million-dollar, panty-dropping grin I’d read so much about. The one he knew was contagious. Damn him! I couldn’t help but smile back.


    Reaching for the coffee vente Grande, or whatever in the hell they called an extra-large on the west coast, I thanked him, opening the lid and blowing on it. This was real coffee, not the sludge the nurses brewed in the snack room. The smell was enough to make my mouth water.


    I’d been stuck in this hospital room, in this hideous pea-green torture chamber they tried to pass off as a chair, for what seemed like days, waiting for Jamie to wake up. Yeah, I walked down to the bathroom, and sometimes I made it to the waiting room where my friends were all camped out. But the majority of the time, I sat here, waiting for the man who tried to kill me to open his eyes.


    The officer at the door tried to keep me out at first. I explained that Jamie was my son’s uncle, and that I’d found out I was the only living family he had. It hadn’t worked. They’d said no, sighting something about the fact that he’d tried to kill me. When I’d pointed out that he hadn’t actually shot me, and there was no real way to know if he was really going to pull the trigger, they brought up the fact that my bodyguard had been the one to shoot Jamie. Touché.


    Apparently, the Kelly name had reaches far beyond Nashville, though. Some police chief in some Los Angeles department was the son of one of C.C. Kelly’s best friends. Nate’s grandfather may have been a beloved legend, but Nate had a fan club all his own. Not only did this police chief remember C.C. fondly, but his own children were big fans of Nate.


    All the man had to do was flash his smile and velvet ropes parted and locked doors opened. Nate explained that even though I thought Jamie was nuts, and didn’t want anything to do with him, the idea of him hurt and alone broke my heart and went against every good Christian value I had. Just like that, I’d been welcomed with open arms.


    I hoped that Mike, wherever he was, wasn’t having a rough time. With any luck, the Kelly name was able to offer him protection, too. If not the Kelly name, the fact that he’d been a Navy SEAL and fought for his country for years, almost dying for our freedom, should. Plus, he was a trained and licensed bodyguard. He’d been on the job when he fired his weapon. That had to account for something, right?


    I hated that I didn’t know where he was or what was going on. They’d let him come to the hospital with me at least, so he’d been with me when they disinfected my shoulder and bandaged me up. I thought he was going to cry when they told him I was fine and didn’t have to be admitted.


    Apparently, I was a really big baby, because if you’d asked me, I would have sworn I’d been shot point blank and that half my shoulder was missing. Hell, it still stung and my arm felt like it was on fire whenever I moved. I’d bled, not the pints I’d assumed, but a little bit, because my skin had been torn and burned when the bullet cut across the top of my skin, grazing me. But there was no actual bullet wound, no hole, and I probably wouldn’t even have a scar.


    I wish I could say the same for Jamie. Okay, no I don’t. The bastard held a gun to my head. He’d wanted me to die.


    I didn’t want him to die, even if he hated me. It was selfish, I know. He was the only link to Kevin, though, and if Bryant ever wanted to know his birth father, Jamie would be the only person who could help him. I wanted him to live and get the help he needed, so he could one day meet the world’s most amazing little boy.


    The medical staff wouldn’t give me much information, but they would tell me when Jamie was doing better, or hint that his latest test results were much better than the one before. Even if I didn’t have all the medical answers, they tolerated me sitting here around the clock and encouraged me to talk to him. I told him stories, tales about his brother and the things we used to do, about my visits with Bryant, and how amazing his nephew was. How much like Kevin he was. The doctors might not tell me, and Jamie hadn’t woken up yet, but even I could see how much better he looked.


    The police had interviewed everyone who played a role Jamie’s life, from his boss to his ex-girlfriend—a woman he hadn’t been very nice to. Little by little they pieced together the pieces that I already knew. The portrait of his life wasn’t a pretty one.


    After graduation, he’d joined the Army, probably to get away from his violent home. Unfortunately, he couldn’t handle it, and went AWOL a few years later. Instead of turning him in, his mother let him live in her basement until he got caught.


    After that, his life had been a series of misdemeanors and gateway crimes. His girlfriend had spilled everything to the police, explaining that all the information Jamie had on me he’d found in his brother’s house. Kevin had never told anyone about me or the baby. After his death, Jamie had gone through his things, looking for an explanation.


    He’d found my pictures.


    That was all it took for me to become the one he blamed. He fixated on me, telling his girlfriend that he was going to find Kevin’s baby and steal it back. He told her they would raise it together. It had been eleven years since I left pregnant, eleven years since the pictures were taken, but in Jamie’s mind, the baby was still a baby.


    The snapshots from New York, the ones taken during various stages of my pregnancy and then after I’d had Bryant, were kept in a special drawer. Kevin had apparently taken them when he’d come to see me. I’ll never know why he took pictures from afar and never stopped to visit, but I’ll wonder that for the rest of my life. And I’ll wish that he’d reached out to me, so he could have seen his son’s beautiful face at least once.


    “Hey.” Nate’s hand found mine again, this time squeezing. “I don’t know where you are, but come back to me, okay?”


    I looked over at my friend as he reached out to wipe tears I didn’t know I was crying, off my cheeks.


    “I’m right here if you need to talk to me.”


    I wiped each cheek again. “I’m so tired of crying. I want to go back to the time when I was tough as nails and never let anything hurt me.”


    “Mols, it always hurt, you just got really good at pretending it didn’t. There’s only so much a person can take. And, babe, you reached your limit a long time ago.”


    I nodded, wondering if he was right. “How’s Lia?”


    He snorted. “Feisty as fuck. She’s pissed they won’t let her see Mike, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she was staging a sit-in right about now.” He made me laugh. “Naw, she’s good. Worried about you. I am too.”


    “I’m fine.”


    “I know that. You’ll heal.” He was quiet for a few seconds, steepled his fingers the way he did when he was avoiding something. Whatever was coming was something he didn’t want to talk about. “Other than you, he’s my best friend.”


    I glanced over, surprised that he wanted to have this conversation right now. I’d known for a while it was coming, but here? I didn’t know what to say. “That’s because he’s an amazing man.”


    Nate nodded, eyes meeting mine. “He is. There is no one in the world I trust as much as I trust him. He’s my brother in every way but blood. I never saw the two of you together. To be honest, the thought never crossed my mind.” He snorted. “Guess it only makes sense, though, since there isn’t anyone else in the world that could put up with either of you.”


    “So, like you and Lia, huh?”


    He laughed. “True story.” Then his smile disappeared. “I’m gonna tell you what I told him. He’s family, Molly. He’s been through hell and back, and doesn’t need more shit in his life. You wanna be with him, I’ll support you however I can. It goes south, you cut your losses and move on. But, you hurt him unnecessarily, and I’ll never forgive you.”


    I couldn’t hide the smile. Nate just threatened me. “Not gonna happen, you big oaf. I love him. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt him. You can worry about something else now.”


    Nate narrowed his eyes for a brief moment, then nodded. “Right now I’m worried about you being here when he wakes up and sees you.”


    I glanced back toward Jamie’s bed and took a deep breath. “I don’t want him to be alone.”


    He leaned sideways, throwing his arm over my shoulder. “I know you don’t. You got him through the worst of it. But I need you to think about how he’s going to react if you’re here. You’re the last person he wants to see, Mols, even if you don’t want to admit it.”


    He had a point, one I’d been trying to make to myself for days. “I just wanted to get him through the rough patch. But they won’t tell me anything, so how do I know if it’s over?”


    Nate smiled his signature smirk. “The nurse on duty told me they wouldn’t be surprised if he comes out of it tonight or tomorrow.”


    I narrowed my eyes at him, making him laugh.


    “I’m Nate Kelly.” He didn’t need to give me more of an explanation. “Come to the hotel with me tonight, please? Sleep in a real bed. I’ll bring you back first thing in the morning.”


    I gave in, the idea of an actual bed too tempting to turn down. Nate led me out, stopping in the almost empty waiting room to grab Rhett. Seeing my confused expression, Rhett nodded. “Rock stars can sleep anywhere—and most of us have. We just prefer somewhere a little more comfortable than a hospital waiting room.” He smiled. “They’ve taken over a conference room at the hotel instead.”


    After we had gathered up everything of ours that had been left behind, I turned and headed toward the elevators. “Uh, uh, uh.” Nate grabbed me and steered me away. “We can’t go out that way.”


    “Why? Where are we going?”


    “Back elevator staff entrance. And you’ll see.”


    I didn’t see them until we were downstairs, safely on the other side of the security barrier, where Sam and Kris were waiting for us. Camped outside, pressed up against the glass, there were what looked like hundreds of photographers.


    “They all want the photo to go with the big story.”


    “Ahh. And what is the big story right now?”


    Rhett laughed while Nate looked uncomfortable. “Lover’s quarrel gone bad. Lia shot you when she caught us together.”


    That was funny. I couldn’t imagine Lia shooting anyone. No, I take that back. She would definitely shoot the woman she caught warming Nate’s bed. But she’d make sure her husband caught a bullet as well.


    Nate started to walk towards the back of the hospital, flocked by his security guards, but I stopped him. “No. Not this time,” I shook my head. I’d let the damn paparazzi, and the fear of whatever story they might print, control me for far too long. I hadn’t done anything wrong and I wasn’t going to sneak out of the back entrance like I had. Fuck them.


    Rhett threw an arm around my shoulder, ruffling the top of my hair in a brotherly way. “Our little girl is all grown up,” he joked to Nate.


    Nate hadn’t budged. His eyes searched my face. “You sure?”


    I nodded, “They’re gonna print whatever they want anyway, so let’s give ‘em something good to talk about.”


    “Hell, yeah!” A smile tugged at his lip and he reached for my hand, “I fucking missed you, kid.”


    Sam only rolled his eyes, but called the cars around front. We battled our way through bright flashes and shouted questions, everyone trying to get a shot no one else had. We ignored their questions, but Nate’s hand never left mine. I could only imagine what tomorrow’s headlines would claim. I smiled all the way to the hotel. Fuck them.


    By the time we made it back to the hotel, I was so tired I wanted nothing more than to head straight to bed. The boys wouldn’t let me. “Everyone will want to see you,” Nate explained as he led me to the conference room our group had apparently commandeered.


    Rhett hadn’t been lying. It seemed like everyone, from the band to security to Julie, was there. They cheered when we walked through the door, all happy Nate had finally talked me out of Jamie’s room. A plate of food was shoved into my hands, followed by another cup of coffee, and then I was safely deposited in a chair by the windows so I could eat in peace.


    Of course, peace to my friends meant someone stopping by every five seconds asking the same questions I’d just been asked, sharing the same information the person before them had shared, and telling me how great it was to see me. God, I loved my music family.


    After I’d eaten more than I had in days, Lia set my cell phone on my lap. “It’s fully charged. Call Anneslee. She’s worried sick and said she didn’t care what time it was.”


    I nodded, not blaming my sister. I longed to hear her voice as well. I also needed to call The Joneses. They needed to hear about what happened from me instead of reading some half-truth on the cover of a magazine. But it was late on the East Coast, so I’d have to call them the next day.


    Before Lia could slip away, I grabbed her hand. “Any word on Mike? Are they charging him?”


    “I doubt it. They just need to cover all their bases.”


    “Will you let me know as soon as you hear something?”


    “You will be the first person I tell, I promise. Now, go call your sister so she can stop blowing up my phone.” With a smile, she walked off, giving me some privacy.


    I stood, stretching. Everyone was being very kind, but I didn’t want to have this conversation here. Déjà vu hit, and nerves tightened my stomach thinking about the chain of events that happened the last time I’d had that thought. Glancing around the room, I decided to take my chances with the bathroom this time.


    Julie caught me just as I was about to push through the door. She smiled, something that could actually be passed as genuine happiness on her face. “I’m not sure welcome back is appropriate, but welcome back.”


    I only stared back. “Julie.” Suddenly I realized I hadn’t seen Jake or Janet. “Are the kids in the hotel room?”


    Her look turned almost smug. “Oh, no. I sent them home. They’re staying with Mike’s grandmother until I find out what’s going on with Mike. I didn’t want them here for this.”


    I almost commended her parenting skills. I wouldn’t want my children here for this crap, either.


    Then she stepped closer and ruined the perception. “I’ll probably let them fly back out for the trial and let them say goodbye before he gets sent to prison, but I still haven’t decided for sure.”


    I rolled my eyes. “You watch too much TV. There isn’t going to be a trial and he’s not going to go to prison,” I snapped, annoyed.


    She shrugged. “That’s too bad. Makes for a better Lifetime movie that way.”


    I was too fucking tired to deal with her and her shit. “What in the hell are you talking about?”


    The bitch smirked. Actually smirked. “Oh, you haven’t heard? I’ve gotten all kinds of offers. People want to know the story of the handsome bodyguard who had an affair with the country star, breaking his wife’s heart and leaving his children in the process. If he goes to jail, it’s more marketable.”


    In that moment, I hated her. I wanted to hit her, but deep down, I knew it wouldn’t do any good. In fact, it would only hurt Mike’s chances of getting his kids. “I’ll remember that when I testify at your custody hearing.”


    She only laughed, as if that was the funniest thing she’d ever heard. “Oh, honey, there won’t be a custody hearing. Mike shot someone who might die. He shot you. No judge in their right mind will give my kids to him. Either way, I win.”


    “Is that all this is? A competition between you and Mike?” Someone came out of the bathroom, but I couldn’t pull my eyes away from the trainwreck in front of me.


    “Me and Mike? Jesus, no. He had his chance to come back to me. If he realizes tomorrow that he made the wrong choice, I’d welcome him with open arms. No, this is a competition between me and women like you and women like her.” She pointed in Lia’s direction. “You think you can take something that isn’t yours and live happily ever after. I enjoy showing you how wrong you are.”


    I scoffed. “You mean women like you? Ones who want the world to think they’re perfect but are never happy with what they have. Women who actually seek out and sleep with married men, destroying marriages in the process. ‘Cause women like Lia and me don’t chase men who don’t want us. We don’t pretend to be something we aren’t. We simply are who we are. And somehow, we manage to end up with amazing men. We don’t take anything that isn’t ours, Julie. Men just started seeing through women like you.”


    Julie glowered at me. She opened her mouth, then closed it, gave me the stink eye, and spun, stomping out of the room. I watched her go, shaking my head. The woman was delusional.


    “I’m impressed.”


    I jerked in surprise, and Noah reached out to steady me.


    “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you. Should have thought about how jumpy you’d be.”


    I shook my head, smiling up at him. “It’s all good.” Embarrassed he’d witnessed my interaction with the ex-wife from hell, I asked, “How much of that did you hear?”


    “Enough to know you must really love him.”


    I tipped my head, looking up at him. “I’ll bite. How did you come to that conclusion?”


    He chuckled. “Mols, you could have wiped the floor with her if you’d wanted to. She’s full of shit, by the way. There is no potential movie deal. Nobody even knows who the fuck she is. Carson’s not gonna go to prison. She was tr  ying to get you to react so she could use it against you. You held it together and even managed to put her in her place. I’m impressed. Mike would be, too.” He offered me a hand. “Come on, kid. You look like shit. Let’s get you to bed.”


    *****


    I was dreaming of Mike again. He was the only thing that haunted my dreams, had been for weeks. This time, though, I heard him calling my name.


    I jerked awake, almost regrettably, and knew something was different. The covers moved slightly, the bed shifted, and a large hand settled over my waist, pulling me into a warm, hard chest.


    “You’re back!” I muttered into the darkness, silently praying it wasn’t a dream.


    Mike chuckled, nuzzling his face into my neck. “I’m back. I missed you like fucking crazy.”


    I pulled his arm up my body, clutching it to my chest. “Is everything okay?”


    He moved in closer, cocooning me with his body. “It is now.”


    I smiled into the darkness. “I meant with the police.”


    He moved his head, scratching me with his whiskers. “Oakes woke up.” Relief washed over me at the news. “He’s going to make a full recovery. I shot him protecting someone from imminent harm. They’ve got nothing.”


    “It’s over?”


    “It’s over.”


    I turned in his arms, facing him, holding him as tightly as I could. His hand moved to the back of my head, cradling it. “But you and me? We’ve only just begun.”


    I laughed. “God, you are so fucking cheesy sometimes.”


    “I can honestly say I don’t think anyone has ever accused me of that before.”


    “What can I say? I bring out the best in you.”


    “That you do.” He tipped my chin up toward me. “Now kiss me, woman. Before I think you didn’t miss me.” I pressed my lips to his, but he pulled back before I could deepen it. “It’s been a long four days, Mols.” All humor had vanished from his voice. “Just let me hold you tonight, ok? I just need to know you’re here.”


    “I’m here Mikey.” I wiggled into his chest further, breathing in his scent. My heart was happy for the first time in days. “You’re stuck with me, ya know. I’m never leaving.”


    “That so?” His chest rumbled with laughter. “Now who’s bein’ a cheese?”


    I lifted my shoulder in a shrug. “Just wanted you to know.”


    “Glad we cleared that up.” He tipped his face down, kissing the top of my head, wrapping his arms tighter. “‘Cause I love you too Goddamn much to ever let you go.”


    


    

  


  
    



    Epilogue


    ~ Mike ~


    Six months later


    “Stop fidgeting.”


    “I can’t help it!”


    When she reached to adjust a cupcake, I swatted her hand away. “Stop.” Emily smiled at us as she brought another tray out of the kitchen. “Em, tell her to stop messing with stuff. It’s perfect the way it is.”


    Emily paused, looking over the table. “Stop it.” She scolded my wife. “It looks amazing. Don’t ruin it.”


    I stuck my tongue out at Mols. “See?”


    She narrowed her eyes back at me and brushed her blue-streaked hair over her shouler.“You’re an ass.”


    “Yeah, but I’m your ass, Mrs. Carson.” I grabbed her around the waist, pulling her to me and leaning down to nibble on her lips, tugging the ball of her ring slightly.


    “Seriously dad? Get a room.” Jake’s voice broke as he pushed through the door carrying an armload of presents. Poor kid had a high pitched squeaky voice one minute and a low baritone the next. He shook his head in disgust in that exaggerated way only a teenager could. One day he’d learn half the fun of kissing Molly in public was embarrassing him. The other half was simply because I couldn’t stop touching her.


    “Whose presents are those?” He cocked an eyebrow, as if to say ‘really smartass?’


    I fought a smile. “I meant, who are they from?”


    “Grammy Ginny.”


    Molly shrunk away from me and went back to worrying over the decorations. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close again. “You presented at the CMTs. You performed at the CMTs and then at the Grammys. Both televised, with millions of people watching. So can you please explain to me why you’re afraid of my Grammy?”


    She laughed nervously, stepping away from me. “I’m not afraid of Grammy Ginny.” When Grammy’s voice carried from the foyer, Molly stiffened. “Fine,” she snapped at me. “I may be a little intimidated. She loves Lia and I’m afraid Grammy Ginny will be disappointed in the party.”


    “Baby, she loves Lia, but it doesn’t come close to how much she adores you. She thinks you walk on water and could never be disappointed in anything you did.”


    Molly shot me a look that clearly said she thought I was a dumbass and held up her left hand. “No?”


    “Okay,” I conceded, smiling at the thick gold band glinting back at me “She was a little pissed we eloped.”


    “A little?” Molly snorted. “It was two months ago, and just yesterday, she asked me when we planned on correcting our little mistake.”


    I shrugged. “She’s traditional. She wanted the big church wedding with a seating chart that takes hours to decide where to put everyone so there isn’t a brawl. If she didn’t love you, she wouldn’t be upset about it. Give it time.”


    “Vegas on Valentine’s Day is traditional.” She chuckled, shrugging. “In a white-trash-class sort of way.”


    I could only laugh. Before Molly could respond, Gram came in. “Where is that granddaughter of mine?” she called out.


    Molly turned, answering, “Nettie’s in the playroom with Emma. I’ll go get her.”


    “I said granddaughter, not great-granddaughter,” Gram clarified. “Come give me a hug and show me what a wonderful job you did decorating this old place.”


    As she obliged my grandmother, more guests started to arrive. Molly had wanted the party to be at our home or Nate’s farm, but for the element of surprise, it worked better in a rented hall. Over the last two days, she’d transformed the local church vestry into a space fit for a queen. Or king. A Kelly.


    Noah set his present with the pile and grabbed a couple of beers before he headed my way, handing me one. I couldn’t help but notice how exhausted he looked. “You still getting hounded?”


    He sighed as he leaned back against the wall and propped one ankle over the other. “It’s fuckin’ brutal. They’re everywhere.”


    After things started to settle down for Molly and me, Noah had been discovered. He’d always been in the limelight – he was a Kelly after all. Yet, something shifted when Molly went public about our relationship. Suddenly, she wasn’t as interesting.


    Noah became the guy to watch. People speculated he’d start a solo career before long, one that would rival his brother’s. Women came out of the woodwork to throw themselves at the kid. Most men thought he was lucky, but I knew what a burden it really was. The sudden pressure, plus the family shit he was dealing with, and I knew it was just a matter of time before he cracked.


    He took a deep breath and tipped the end of his beer bottle toward the decorations, changing the subject, “It looks awesome.”


    “All Molly, man. If she ever decides she doesn’t want to sing anymore, she can have a successful career as a party planner.”


    His eyes watched her across the room. “Marriage looks good on her, Carson. If she ever decides she doesn’t want to be hitched anymore, she can climb on me any day of the week.”


    “She’d taken.” I ground out between clenched lips. “Eat dick, asswipe.”


    He shook his head. “Can’t do it, man. I’m strictly vag-itarion.”


    I didn’t want to laugh, but that was funny shit. Leave it to Noah. I coughed when I realized Emily was working at the table next to us and probably heard every word. Noah followed my gaze just in time to see Em’s cheeks flare bright red before she turned and ran back to the kitchen.


    “Goddammit! I’m so fucked.” Noah followed her, pausing only to leave his bottle on the end of the table. I stared after them for a minute. That was an interesting new development that I couldn’t wait to share with my wife. Molly had been worrying about him lately, claiming something was off and he hadn’t been himself. Looks like she didn’t have to worry anymore. How had I missed that in Vegas?


    I stood there, pulling on my beer, as my friends and family filled the room. One by one, the ‘Bama Boys filed in next to me, each a little more than uncomfortable. Molly drifted around the room, greeting women, hugging babies, and flirting with men. She was fucking beautiful and I couldn’t keep my eyes off her.


    “Honeymoon phase still going strong I see.”


    I nodded at Finn’s words. The honeymoon phase was fucking amazing. I got to spend every night wrapped up in the most beautiful woman in the world. Once the kids were in bed, I started off our nights attempting to count Molly’s tattoos – for some reason, I always got distracted. One day I’d get to them all. Until then, I’d be thankful I was the lucky son-of-a-bitch who got to call Molly his wife.


    “She’s glowing. I’ve never seen her look so happy.”


    “She is.”


    “Is that your way of telling me I’m going to be an uncle again in a few months?”


    I tore my eyes away from her, snapping my head in his direction. “What?” Even I could hear the surprise in my voice. “Nah, man.” We’d talked about kids, but we’d been so focused on buying our house and getting the kids settled into our new hometown that we’d pushed the subject to the backburner and hadn’t mentioned it since. My eyes sought her out again, trying to observe her objectively. “She’d tell me, right?”


    Finn laughed. “Not if she doesn’t know.”


    Well, fuck.


    Now would be the perfect time to add to our little family. We were finally settling in, getting used to all being together. There were ups and downs, struggles that we worked through, but at the end of the day, I had the people I loved most under one roof, and I wouldn’t give it up for anything, even if the last few months had been a constant flow of life altering changes.


    Before we’d gotten the paternity test back proving that Janet was biologically my daughter, we’d filed paperwork for custody. Molly, because she was who she was, had started gathering information before our lives blew up. To my surprise, legal fathers had parental rights in some states. When things got nasty with Julie, Molly wouldn’t let me give up. She fought for my kids and she fought for me. Hell, she’d even dragged my ass to Vegas, giving up her dream paradise beach wedding, so that we could prove we were more stable than a couple just living together.


    Now she was the kind of stepmom every child deserved. She loved them just as much as she would have if she’d given birth to them. She called Julie regularly, even though I knew she despised the woman, just so Julie wouldn’t miss anything. And Molly insisted that when Julie was ready, she’d help her relocate out here.


    We’d all gone to meet Bryant for his birthday in January. Molly had worried herself sick, afraid that he’d be angry she had a family now but she’d given him up. Of course he wasn’t. Bryant and Jake had clicked immediately, and with his parent’s permission, they now talked and emailed each other constantly. The kid was wise beyond his years - when it was time for us to leave, Bryant pulled her aside and told her he was happy she wasn’t alone anymore. She sobbed all the way back to the hotel. I had no doubt we would see more of him as time went on.


    We’d found our dream home. A money pit that would require constant maintenance, but it was exactly what we’d hoped for. The kids had adapted to Alabama life well enough. We’d gotten a small place in Maine so we could vacation near my family and be near the kids while they were spending every summer with their mom. A fact Julie had been pissed about, but since we’d been awarded primary residency, she couldn’t say much. The farm, a few miles up the road from the Kelly’s, was our home base, though.


    Molly had offered to move to Maine for me. Yet, she was offered the chance of a lifetime and needed to be near Nate and the ‘Bama Boys. Or, Molly Ray and the ‘Bama Boys, as they were now called. It only made sense – Molly only performed with them and they all worked fabulously together. Plus, Nate needed more time for his family and wanted to share the spotlight with his best friend.


    Nate and Mols spent most days writing songs for the new album, and pretty soon, they’d all be heading into the studio to record. There was no tour in the immediate future, everyone deciding they needed to take some time off from traveling constantly. They still performed, a couple times a month at the most. But it was never more than a weekend trip.


    Yes, now would be the perfect time to add another Carson to the world. If she wasn’t growing one now, maybe she would be soon. I’d talk to Mols about it later. It might take a little while, but we’d have a fucking blast trying. I laughed to myself, causing my friends to look at me like I was nuts. Before I could justify my actions, Noah came into the room. “They’re here guys!”


    A quiet hush fell over the group as Lia’s voice drifted into the room. “I hate being late.”


    “We’re not late, Red. I bet half the boys aren’t even out of bed yet.”


    She laughed, a sound that still made me smile. “Good point.”


    Then, the door opened and a very round redhead waddled into the room to shouts of, “Surprise!”


    Putting her hands on her non-existent hips, she beamed at us. “You guys!”


    Nate laughed, his hands coming around to rest protectively on her giant belly. They looked more than happy. Content. It was about damn time.


    Since we didn’t know the gender, and wouldn’t until the next Kelly came flying into the world looking for a brawl, Molly had decided on a “Precious Cargo” theme. The room was a blend of antique suitcases, planes, and maps in gender-neutral colors. I now knew way more than I ever wanted to about baby shower etiquette. But watching my girl smile and pay me with kisses as I helped was worth handing in my man-card for a few days.


    The party moved surprisingly quickly. Before I knew it, we’d eaten lunch, played games, had cake, and Nate and Lia were opening presents. I didn’t know what half the shit was, or what it was used for, but Molly, Lia, and Janet oohed and aahed over every little thing. Lia had just set the last present down when I stood up.


    “I have one more,” I told them, pulling the small gift bag out from where I’d hidden it, handing it to my friend.


    Lia took it gingerly, glancing at Molly, who shrugged. “This is from you?”


    I nodded, clearing my throat. “It is.”


    She pulled the tissue out slowly, reaching in as she eyed me suspiciously. Pulling out the book I’d spent weeks searching for, she turned it to see the title. “The Kissing Hand?”


    I shrugged. “You will never be alone, Lee. I’m always right here.” I smiled, not wanting her to focus too much on it right then. “Now open the rest of it.”


    When she pulled out the two soft plush raccoons, her face was a mixture of horror and delight. Molly smacked my arm, appalled – if she’d known that I was going to buy them, she would have stopped me. Lia stared at the two little vermin, who were holding hands, for a long moment, and then she clutched them to her chest.


    “Arthur and Rocket.” Tears filled her eyes as she shook her head at me. No one in the room could understand that gift, or know why my best friend began crying over a pair of raccoons. But I did.


    We’d been two lost, miserable kids. We’d clung to each other, and loved each other for so long that we didn’t know how to survive without the other. Our lives were changing, and we’d grown into people that didn’t need each other quite as much. But like the stuffed animals she held, we would always be connected.


    When she stood and threw herself into my arms, I hugged her back. I still loved her, as much as I ever had. Somewhere along the line, I realized that love was nothing compared to what I felt for Molly. Lia was my sister. Molly was my everything. I deposited Lia back into her husband’s arms and pulled my wife down onto my lap.


    “We should design the nursery in a raccoon theme,” Lia sniffled into her husband’s shoulder. “They’re really cute and very soft.


    “Unless they have glowing red eyes,” Nate muttered, trying not to laugh. Dick.


    “Or giant fucking fangs,” Molly added, bursting into giggles as I tickled her sides.


    A sappy and emotional love song came on the radio. I rolled my eyes, thinking about how much I hated songs like that. Then I realized I was living a goddamn country song complete with cowboy boots and a camo Yankees hat. I chuckled. It really was amusing how you could just be living your life, and then one day, completely out of the blue, everything changes.


    


    

  


  
    

    Note for the reader:


    Dear Reader,


    This was a book I never planned to write. Mike had an important role in Forever Red, yet I never anticipated how much you all would love him and crave his story.


    I had no idea where this book would go, or who would steal Mike’s heart until Molly made her intentions clear. I fought against the match – Mike and Molly, really? – but there really wasn’t anyone Mike wanted to be with other than Molly.


    In the end, Mike and Molly turned out to be my favorite couple out of all my book couples. I love them together! Don’t get me wrong, I adore Nate & Lia, and Matty & Jo, but there is just something about Mike and Molly that makes me smile.


    This is not the end for our ‘Bama Boys. Noah is up next – Black is coming in Spring 2016. I have loved Noah since Red and I cannot wait to sit with him and see where his story takes us. Hopefully Emily doesn’t break his heart too much!


    Thank you for loving Nate and Red with me!


    


    I hope you love Mike Carson and Molly Ray just as much!


    


    I’ve been asked numerous times about Kevin’s song. No, it is not a real song. It is, however, a poem called ‘Good Night Dear Friend”. When he was 21, my best friend Brett lost his battle with cancer. I wish I could say that I held myself together, or that I was strong. I didn’t and I wasn’t. I wrote the poem that Molly’s uses as lyrics to read at his funeral. It was the only way I could express my loss – a loss I still feel sixteen years later. If I was Molly, Brett was my Mike – it is only fitting that the words I’d written for him found a forever home in Mike’s book.


    


    Please let me know what you think!


    


    Remember lades, Forget Prince Charming.


    carinaadamswrites@gmail.com


    


    Or, find me on Facebook:


    www.facebook.com/AuthorCarinaAdams


    


    www.facebook.com/carinaadamswrites
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    For the real Kevin, who rescued me, over and over again. I could not have survived high school, my family, or my dad’s death, without you. If I could go back and do it again, knowing that you wouldn’t be part of my life anymore, I wouldn’t change a thing because everything happened the way it was supposed to. We may not talk now, but the teenage me will forever be in love with the teenage you. I hope you found all the happiness you deserve!


    I seriously have the best group of women supporting me. They not only read my words, they put up with my crap and are always there for me. Even if I didn’t always agree with them, they were a constant support. Thank you Ada, Amanda, April, Jen, Kim, Lauren, Theresa and Tristan for loving Mike with me! You are the BEST BETAS EVER! I hope you’ll join me for Noah!


    Amanda and April – I tell everyone that I have the world’s best PAs. I mean every word. I adore you two. Thank you for all that you do!


    Kristen, I love you! Not only are you the World’s Best Editor, you are a constant support. Who else would reply to my random text messages in the middle of the night when I’m trying to tie all the pieces together? Thank you for talking out this book with me, more than once, and for just being you!


    Neda, you are everything I didn’t know I needed. I am so thankful to have you and Ardent PRose on my side. You are a miracle worker, a great friend, and I’m honored to have you in my corner!
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    Doom ‘n Bloom (My Derby Wife Bloomie), you are the constant source of support, both on the track and off. Sometimes, you know what I need before I do. I adore you. And, now that this book is finished, I’m coming back, baby!


    My boys will probably never read my books. But, if they do, I want them to remember that Blue proves that with a little help, you can accomplish whatever you want to. With each of my books, I teach them a new lesson. This is one of the most important!


    


    My biggest thank you is for the bloggers who constantly support Indies like me. I may be able to write, but the rest of the process is lost on me. Without you and your blog posts, reviews and promotions, my books would fail. Thank you for doing what you do and sharing your love of the written word with the world!
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