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  INTRODUCTION


  


  I walked through hell, some of it caused by myself. Things were torn away from me that I would never get back. Hearts were broken beyond repair. Then mayhem ensued, and I lost who I was.


  Music was always a part of it. Music almost killed me. It dragged me in, caught me up, and almost destroyed me. I lost who I was and became someone I never wanted to be.


  Sex, drugs, and rock and roll. The release, the buzz, the electric guitar’s rage against all that was fucked up in the world. It took me away and made me feel something when I was a soulless nothing … until the high wore off.


  Music also brought me back.


  I woke to a Zeppelin song, face down in my own vomit, next to a pile of coke and with three naked women at my feet. Disgusted with myself, disgusted with them, I walked, and I walked alone.


  One chance meeting, a golden opportunity, a chance of a lifetime changed it all.


  The sins of the past are behind me now. The day has finally come when I will walk onstage, not as an opening act, but as the act. Hours before my dream comes to fruition, though, I run into a girl, one fucking girl, and I am back on the path of destruction.
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  When Memphis Black’s piece of ass ran out of Bader on August twenty-eighth, I was slightly astounded. Tally wasn’t a wild child, far from it; she was a preacher’s kid.


  “Tales, you stealing purses now?” I look at the outfit she’s wearing and laugh. “Or selling your body?”


  “Fuck you,” she yells in my face then steps back, her hooker heels breaking and causing her to fall into Memphis. “I hate you!” she then spews at Memphis.


  “Is that so?” he snaps back, sweeping her up.


  “Put me down, you asshole.” She starts to kick and scream.


  “My purse!”


  I look up when I hear that nails on a chalkboard voice to see a strawberry blonde in a pencil skirt running after Tally.


  “Bring it on, bitch!” Tally is acting like a crackhead.


  The purse falls on the ground, and the other chick lunges for it, but I snatch it up.


  “You better hope there is something in this,” I mutter to Tally.


  Billy has the other chick now, and River is laughing. Then Nickie D opens the door to the stretch Hummer, calling out, “Get them inside!”


  I look at the girl who is glaring at me like I am public enemy number one, and the hair on the back of my neck immediately stands up. I don’t like her one bit.


  Inside the car, Tally is freaking out and screaming, and the other chick is shooting poison darts at me with her fucking amber-colored eyes. The color makes me sick. She makes me sick. And suddenly I know damn well that Tally is freaking out for a good damn reason.


  I grab the purse and dump it out, and the evil chick reaches for something. Through all Tally’s ranting, yelling, and freaking out, I know it’s an SD card, so I snatch it up while the evil bitch grabs a chain or necklace of some sort.


  “You wanna tell me what the fuck is going on?” I ask evil incarnate.


  “None of your business. Now give me back my belongings and let me out, or I call the cops,” she says in an eerily serene voice.


  The way my body and mind react to her is something unexplainable. She seems familiar to me, but I know damn well she’s not. I want her under me, but I don’t. I should back the fuck down, but I can’t.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Sonya. Sonya none-of-your-damn-business,” she says as she picks up her wallet, a pocket-sized photo album, and her phone.


  She incites anger in me, an anger I haven’t felt in years.


  “Okay, let’s just calm the hell down and sort this all out,” Xavier, the owner of our production company, interrupts with the words that were at the tip of my tongue. “Sonya, what’s on that drive?” She just looks out the window. “Sonya …”


  “It’s not mine, haven’t seen it, don’t know, and really don’t give a damn.”


  Nickie grabs his laptop and pops it in. “Fuck me, Memphis. Oh, yeah, baby, fuck me just like that.” It’s the bitch, Stevie’s voice.


  “I’m gonna fuck you my way. You just lie back,” Memphis’s voice comes out loud and clear. “And enjoy the show.”


  “Sure that’s me?” Memphis asks.


  “If it looks like a duck, sounds like a duck, then fuck, it’s a duck,” River says as he sits back. “But we already knew this. Well, not all of us.”


  “She knew! She saw me the next morning, all marked up.” Memphis grabs Tally’s wrist, and she flips her shit. “Tales, you fucking knew.”


  I ignore the rest of the relationship meltdown as I watch the girl, Sonya, eye the door. Although she appears calm, she is a caged animal, waiting to spring free the second she gets a chance.


  Tally suddenly pushes past all of us, opening the door, and I stick my foot out to block Sonya from getting out, as well. When she glares at me, I give it right back.


  Nickie D grabs my attention, saying, “You wanna sit with her while I get—”


  “I’d prefer to chew off my own damn leg than sit in here alone with her.” I point to Sonya none-of-my-damn-business.


  “Finn, easy, man.” Xavier shakes his head, then whispers, “She’s just a kid.”


  “She’s no kid; she’s a wild animal,” I respond, not giving two shits if she hears me, because she is. I can tell. She’s a fucking ticking time bomb.


  “Just do it. We have enough shit to deal with trying to talk Memphis off the fucking ledge,” Xavier snaps at me.


  “Fine, what-the-fuck-ever,” I blow him off, but he’s right. Memphis is all kinds of twisted up.


  I step out of the car and look back at her pissed off face, which pisses me off even more. “Let’s go, None-ya.”


  She doesn’t budge.


  “Fine, have it your way. Sit your ass there. When Stevie falls, so will you.”


  I walk a few steps before I hear gravel crushing behind me. Then I glance over my shoulder to see that she’s coming.


  There is a storm cloud over her that is now hanging over me.


  I hate storms.


  I fucking hate them.
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  I walk into the dressing room, thankful the dark cloud that is None-ya, otherwise known as Sonya, was swept off by Xavier’s wife Taelyn, another one of our managers.


  I head to the bathroom, and when I open the door, a cloud of smoke hits me hard.


  “Shit, sorry, man,” River says, fanning away the haze of pot before he steps out into the band’s green room.


  I haven’t touched the shit in years. Hate drugs, but is pot really a drug?


  My womb, or as some would call a mother, was a fucking meth head. Dad tried to get her to stop, but it didn’t work. From the ripe old age of seven, I was taking care of the bitch while Dad was fixing bikes and muscle cars. He was making a paycheck in our two-car garage so he could someday make enough to add on to it and buy my mother a house. When she lost her job due to her lack of showing up, the burden of the mortgage for the singlewide trailer and five acres it sat on was his alone. Why the fuck he put up with her is beyond me.


  I made dinner, usually boxed mac and cheese or Ramon Pride. If it was a good week, Dad would grill steaks outside on a Friday night while tipping back some beers with his friends. During hunting season, it was venison.


  Mom didn’t care to eat. All she cared about was her next fix. Dad didn’t have it in him to fight.


  When I was twelve, shit got really bad. She caught the place on fire. Mobile homes go up fast, and kids with meth head moms get yanked from their homes. Then dads who look the other way aren’t seen as much.


  Ten miles from the charred up remainder of my “home,” there was a family who took in kids. They had horses and shit and treated us all well. Not everyone did the same to them.


  “It’s pot, River.” I push past him and shake my head. “Give it to me.”


  “Nah, man, you don’t—”


  “Is it laced?”


  “Fuck no.” He gets all defensive, like the question is ludicrous, when it’s legit for me to ask. He sees the look I’m giving. “I told you all this shit is real now. I will drink and smoke some pot once in a while, but I’m not shooting up. I’m not smoking anything but the real deal, home grown.”


  I take Chilz from his hand and hit it hard.


  “Motherfucker, old iron lungs has returned.” River smirks like the Cheshire Cat as I hit it again. “It’s the chick, isn’t it? She—”


  “She ain’t shit,” I say, trying not to choke.


  “Word. Bitches and hoes.” He holds his fist out for a bump, and I give him a lame one.


  The door opens and Billy walks in. “I can’t do this,” he grumbles.


  “A little late for that.” River laughs.


  He sniffs the air. “Are you both—”


  “Takes the edge off,” River interrupts.


  While Billy looks at River then me then Chilz, I see an inner conflict before he sighs.


  River holds up Chilz like he’s a fucking proud papa displaying his first born. “One hit won’t kill ya.”


  “What if you get caught?” Billy eyes the room suspiciously. “What if there are cameras?”


  “Just don’t do it, man,” I say, shaking my head. “You’re already paranoid.”


  “The bathroom.” River points, and Billy snatches Chilz from his hand.


  “One fucking hit, Billy. That’s it,” I tell him.


  When he shuts the door behind him, I glare at River. “Not one of your brighter ideas, man.”


  “He’ll be fine, Finn. Chilz will take care of him.”


  The door opens and Memphis walks in, looking between the two of us. “You’re kidding me, right?”


  River sighs. “Just took the edge off.”


  “Where is it?” he asks.


  Billy walks out of the bathroom with Chilz in hand.


  “No shit?” Memphis chuckles.


  Billy grins. “Just to take the edge off.”


  “Aw, fuck, man, give me that.” Memphis takes it from him and skates into the bathroom.


  We all just stand there, looking at each other.


  “Edge definitely taken off.” I smirk.


  Memphis walks out, grinning. “It’s either the beginning or the end. We started this together; we end it together. Let’s fucking go rock them our way.”


  “We do it for us,” I say as we stand in a circle.


  “In the words of the great Eddie Vedder, ‘It’s a great time to be me.’ ” Memphis puts his fist in.


  “Jimmy Page once said, ‘I may not believe in myself, but I believe in what we’re doing.’ ” I put my fist in.


  “Kurt Cobain, ‘Nobody dies a virgin; life fucks us all.’ ” River fists in.


  “The amazing Billie Holiday once said, ‘The difficult, I will do right now. The impossible will take a while.’ ”


  “We have done the impossible. Fuck, Billy learned guitar, River has laid off the heavy shit, and Finn … not sure what to say. Best bass around, and apparently he decided today was the day to put an end to the ‘Just Say No’ campaign, which I need the story behind, fuck-stick.” Memphis shakes his head at me.


  “And you’ve got a steel dick.” River laughs his fool head off, talking about the piercing Memphis decided to get.


  Memphis smirks. “All right, STD, let’s hit ’em hard”—we bump fists—“light ‘em up”—we blow it up—“and let’s go fucking rock ’em our way!”


  We walk out the door and down the corridor, the entire Steel is crew here, including Momma Joe, and we’re all high. I laugh to myself.


  Xavier narrows his eyes at us. “You fucking kidding me right now?”


  Memphis chuckles. “Ready to rock, man.”


  I have to look away so I don’t start laughing and shit, and when I do, I see her. My lip curls automatically, and the chick, None-ya, scowls at me.


  I’m pissed she is still here, so I give her the same look she is giving me, then snap my teeth and bark at her.


  Memphis loses his shit and starts laughing. Xavier looks at me like I have lost my mind, and hell, maybe I have. Regardless, that little bitch is no good. I can feel it. I can almost see the storm cloud looming above her head, and I want as far away from it as possible. Chicks like that lead to one thing: a fucking storm. The guy I used to be liked to chase the storm. I got sucked into it like it was some magnetic vortex.


  Never again.


  “She get her fucking shots yet?” I ask X-man.


  “You, too?” he gasps, then throws his hands up in the air and walks away, saying, “What a fucking day!”


  I glance back, and None-ya is chucking stars at me with her eyes. And when I say stars, I mean the sharp bitches that ninjas throw. She’s no starry-eyed fan girl looking to suck my dick or get in my bed. No, she means to wound.


  I look at Memphis, who is making out with his girl. Then I look at River and Billy, both smirking, as the crowd seems to get louder and louder. Nickie D is introducing us and pumping them up. My band mates are eating it up, getting even higher on the applause than they already were.


  “Let’s get some.” River pounds my back as I sling my guitar around me.


  I feel the daggers in the back of my head, but fuck that. I’m not going to play the game and look over my shoulder at the bitch. I walk, and I walk alone.


  I pull my aviators over my eyes before we take the stage in a storm of electric steel.


  River beats us in, and then Billy and I play our asses off. I watch them eyeing the crowd, both looking in awe. I don’t even look. It’s me, the band, and the music when I have Black Mamba in my hands. The only time I put on a show for the crowd is when I’m singing. Then I give them a look inside, but not too deep.


  Memphis, he’s another story.


  When Memphis takes the stage and starts belting out “Bang, Bang,” the crowd roars, reaching a new climax. With his injured arm from the bar fight in Miami, he can’t play lead, so Billy is taking his place.


  Tonight, I’m not singing. X-man and Nickie D weren’t all too happy with that. Then again, they know, when I’m done tweaking, when I’m ready, I will put on a fucking show for the people paying my bills while I’m doing what I love, what I do best, and that’s creating music that is balls deep.


  


  


  ***


  We all head off stage at the end. They didn’t want us to stop playing. Fuck, I was so deep in the rhythm and beat, still buzzing from the hit I took when we came off stage for a set change, that I’m pretty fucking amped, too.


  Tonight, we decide on not going out. Tomorrow, we’ll party.


  I walk by Taelyn, who congratulates me. Then I look up, and standing next to her is None-ya. That fucking look on her face is still there.


  “Thanks.” I nod at Taelyn and keep walking.


  River and Billy, who have chicks surrounding them, wave me over. However, I draw my hand across my throat and point to the back exit.


  I walk outside and see the chick who plays drums for Stevie Daniels’ band—I don’t know her fucking name—leaning against the brick wall, smoking a cigarette. She has long, dark hair tucked under a black beanie; and she’s wearing a black, tight-ass tank top, showcasing her rack nicely; a red and black flannel tied around her waist; and a short skirt. She’s hot, but not my type, which is perfect right now.


  “You got a smoke?”


  She looks me up and down. “Not menthol.”


  I must look at her funny ’cause she smirks as she reaches into her black, little purse thing that’s slung across her chest.


  She hands me one. “Pot heads smoke menthol.”


  “Thanks. I’m not a pot head,” I say as she holds out her lighter. I inhale and let it burn. I haven’t smoked in years—not pot and not cigarettes—but something changed today, and I need it.


  “Right.” She shrugs, then tosses her smoke to the ground, crushing it out with her thigh-high, black boots. “What are you looking at?”


  “Your legs,” I answer bluntly. Why hide that shit?


  “Like what you see?”


  “Sure do,” I answer.


  “You going out tonight with the crew?”


  “What’s your name?” I ask.


  “Kellie.”


  “Kellie with the boots. Thanks for the smoke.” I walk down the steps to my bike, then stop and look back. “I’m not going out.” I grab my helmet as she walks toward me, and I hand it to her.


  “Nice bike,” she says as she puts the helmet on. I go to mount the bike, but she puts her hand out, stopping me. “I’m driving.”


  “Is that so?”


  “You sure as hell aren’t, four-twenty.” She mounts my bike like a pro and cranks her to a rumble.


  I stand there in a cloud of confusion and exhaust. She did not jus—


  “Where we headed?”


  “My place,” I grumble as I swing my leg over and get on.


  


  


  ***


  I wake up in the morning in a fog, feeling like a troll shit in my brain. I don’t miss that shit at all.


  I roll over and see a note on the nightstand next to a half pack of Camel Lights. Grabbing the yellow piece of paper, I lie back.


  Finn,


  Thanks for the ride. I liked it better when you were in control. Hope you can keep that beast on the road. Would be a loss to all those women who haven’t had the opportunity yet.


  Meeting with your management and my band.


  May see you around. If not, it was a pleasure.


  Kellie.


  I take in a deep breath. I shouldn’t have brought her back. Not that it wasn’t well worth it since she was a fine piece of ass, but I crossed a line by fucking her.


  I swing my legs over the side of my bed and force myself up.


  Today is another day, a new day.


  I can only hope I was just in a funk last night and that None-ya isn’t going to be an issue from here on out.


  Today, I will force myself to walk alone … again.
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  I close the book and set it on the hotel room nightstand, taking a deep breath before throwing my legs over the bed, ready to take my first step of the day. Each step should become easier, but it doesn’t.


  Seeing Finn Beckett yesterday brought on a plethora of emotions I wasn’t ready for. I have hated him for years now, so I was prepared for that emotion. What I wasn’t prepared for was the look in his eyes, those deep brown pools of muck.


  The hair stood on the back of my neck. I could hear the blood rushing through my veins, feel my temperature rise. Then hate mixed with anxiety, and I could swear he saw something in me, something I couldn’t afford for him to see.


  I walk across the floor and hit brew on the single serve coffee pot. I gave up coffee a long time ago, but today, I knew I would need it. Today, I had to face Xavier Steel, Stevie, and the band.


  I stand under the steaming hot shower and tip my head back, allowing the water to hit my face. I take pleasure in the heat and the feeling. It reminds me of the days not long ago when I allowed myself to feel emotions and cry when I was sad. I don’t allow myself to feel sad anymore.


  “Never again,” I whisper as I rub the washcloth across my stomach, then my arms.


  After my shower, I dry off while looking at my reflection in the mirror. I am now a redhead. I don’t like that much at all, but it’s necessary. My body isn’t the same as it was when I was younger, dancing around the pool without a care in the world in a bikini during one of my mother’s parties.


  Little girl is what he called me. I proved to him otherwise.


  Johnny.


  How is it that, when everything is right in the world, when everything is an abundance of perfect hues of pinks and sunshine, you can be so blind?


  Johnny was older than me, the son of my mother’s gardener. He had dark skin and brown, wavy hair that hung in his eyes. His eyes were almost black, and deep inside, there was a darkness that teased me. He wasn’t like the boys at my prep school who wore khakis and blazers, the boys with a part just to the left of center and not a hair out of place. The boys whose immature and adolescent attention sickened me.


  He was in his early twenties. I was sixteen.


  I didn’t hate Johnny. I hate Finn.


  


  


  ***


  I walk into Forever Four and sit down, waiting to face whatever it is that will happen today. For all intents and purposes, Forever Four is STD’s agent slash management slash producing label. They found them and made them who they are today: a group of four men—if they can even be called that—who are musically talented, which I can’t dispute, and out of control.


  I sit back and straighten my skirt as I wait, looking around the large space. There is exposed brick, unenclosed steel beams and piping, a very industrial look, but it’s surprisingly appealing to the eye.


  After yesterday’s catastrophes, I was ushered around by Taelyn Steel. Her hair is an auburn color, and as far as I can tell, it’s natural, unlike mine. She is tall, thin, beautiful, and seems more … refined than the others she works with.


  She never once treated me like the enemy, which was kind of silly since I did have the file of Stevie and Memphis Black going at it with every intention of doing the job I was paid to do, the one I weaseled my way into. I was going to make it public, make it go viral. Not that I had a damn thing against Memphis Black, but a job was a job.


  Stevie Daniels was hoping it would make her band soar on the coattails of STD, inevitably bringing her into the spotlight. She also has a thing for him. I can tell by the way she has looked at him.


  It would have been easier if it was Finn she had lured into her overused bed at the pricey Miami Beach hotel she stayed at. It would have made my life easier, or so I thought until I saw him.


  I run my fingers down my skirt again, a habit born of all those years I needed to be perfect. Mother wanted to raise a lady, and I wanted to please Mother … until I saw who she really was.


  “How long have you been waiting?” I jump when I hear Taelyn’s voice.


  I look at my watch. “Not long.”


  She waves for me to follow. “They’re all in the conference room. Let’s go.”


  I tell myself it will be fine—I will be fine. I will remain poised and not let anything shake me. I say it over and over in my head as I watch my feet touch the ground, fearing the self-talk, all the hype I am building up inside, will be for naught when I meet the eyes of Finn Beckett.


  “Have a seat, Sonya,” Xavier Steel says as he walks toward his wife. I see him wink at her out of the corner of my eye and then kiss her cheek. “He asleep?” he asks in a low tone, obviously meant for Taelyn alone.


  “I was wearing him down,” she whispers with a smile in her voice, “until he heard Kiki squeal ‘Pop Pop.’ ”


  “Shit.” He chuckles. “Then it was all over.”


  “Yep. His eyes popped open, and he got a grin on his face like he knew he was about to do something he shouldn’t. Hmm … Where have I seen that before?”


  In a very hushed tone, he whispers, “Peering up from between your legs?”


  I look around to see if anyone else has heard him, but everyone is looking down at the files in their hands. Lucky me, I grumble to myself.


  I hear a loud smack, and Xavier laughs loudly. “Irish, you shouldn’t do shit like that.”


  I look up to see he is rubbing his arm.


  “Wrong arm, Xavier.” She laughs, blushing.


  “My bad. Now sit down, Mrs. Steel; you’re late.” He pulls out her chair, and she sits. He then leans over and kisses her head.


  “Sorry, ladies.” Taelyn takes the folder her husband pushes over to her before sitting down in the chair to her left.


  Shaunna, the band’s bass player; Courtney, acoustic guitarist; Kellie, the drummer; and Stevie all smile.


  I am a little shocked. They all seem … different. Giddy?


  “We were up late last night, hammering out all the details of the contract. Stevie Daniels stays the band’s name if the other four of you agree,” Xavier says, taking a sip of his coffee.


  “As it should.” Stevie winks at him.


  I swear I see Taelyn’s eyes roll while Xavier doesn’t respond to Stevie’s obvious flirtation. Instead, he reaches over and hooks his pinky with his wife’s.


  He then looks at Stevie sternly. “That’s not a choice for you to make alone. It’s what the four of you decide collectively and agree on.”


  Her face turns red as she looks toward the girls. “We do, don’t we?”


  Shaunna is the first one to speak up. “I’d like some time to think about it.”


  Stevie gasps. “Are you serious? This band’s success, as small is it may seem, came from my name.”


  “It may also be what’s holding it back,” Kellie says, tapping her fingers on the table.


  “I would like time to think about it, as well,” Courtney pipes up. “And by the way, it had a hell of a lot to do with talent to begin with and Sonya’s social media influence.”


  “I know we’re talented … all of us. I wouldn’t have used my own money to start this band if I didn’t think so,” Stevie says, trying to remain calm.


  “And the recent spike in our following has been Sonya’s work,” Courtney says.


  “Yes, her little blogging gig did help.” Stevie leans forward and looks at Courtney. “That’s why I hired her.”


  Taelyn looks down at the pile of papers. “You hired her a few months ago. She was following you on her blog for months, doing the work without being paid, doing it as a fan until”—she pauses and leans forward, just like Stevie did to Courtney—“you needed her for something a little less music-related.”


  Stevie’s face burns bright red and her eyes narrow, but only a little. She is trying to keep herself together. “I’ll do whatever I have to in order to keep my dream alive.”


  “Which is why you’re going to sign the contracts and take a week to get back to me with the name you have all agreed on,” Xavier says in an even, all business tone.


  “And if we don’t?” Stevie threatens.


  Courtney clears her throat and begins signing her contract. Then Shaunna and Kellie do the same.


  “You ladies do know we can do this without this company, right?” None of them look up at Stevie. “With Sonya, we can do—”


  “That brings us to the next reason for the meeting,” Taelyn interrupts her. “Sonya, what was Stevie paying you?”


  “It was more by the—”


  “Sixty thousand a year,” Stevie interjects. “That’s the salary, and I was offering her bonuses when available.”


  I am a bit taken aback by this. I was never offered anything like that.


  Taelyn’s eyes narrow a bit before she looks back at me and smiles. “We want you on our pay—”


  “That’s not fair,” Stevie says, standing up and slamming her fist on the table. “She is—”


  “If all goes well, she will still be helping you and your band grow.” Taelyn stands coolly and sets her cup down on the table. Then she turns to Stevie. “If you don’t take the contract, and she doesn’t have one in writing with you—”


  “I thought this company believed in this brotherhood shit!” Stevie yells.


  Xavier stands and wraps his arm around his wife’s waist, pulling her closer. “Why the fuck do you think you got an offer?”


  “Excuse me?” she gasps.


  “Sign it, and we make nice. Don’t, and we fuck—”


  “X, I’ve got this.” Taelyn smiles at him.


  “I know you do, Irish, but fuck.”


  Nicholas DeAngelo stands up, a six-foot tall, light-skinned black man with black ink peeking out of his sleeves as he rolls them up. “I have it from here. Why don’t the three of you take the rest of this to your office, Xavier?”


  When I don’t move, Taelyn walks over and bends down. “Ninety thousand, bonuses, and benefits.” I look up and try to hide the shock. “Retirement and vacation, too.”


  I stand up and follow Xavier and Taelyn Steel out of the conference room.


  “You’re fucking stupid, Sonya!” Stevie yells. “You were nothing until me.”


  I look back at the woman who once unknowingly added fuel to a spark that had laid dormant for years. She got me to step out for the first time and go after something, but now I know what her plan has been all along, and it just doesn’t fit with who I am. What Taelyn Steel is offering, on the other hand, seems promising.


  Once in the office, we sit down.


  “What will it be?” Xavier Steel asks.


  “Where do I sign?”
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  I leave early so I can take in some of the late-summer-morning ocean breeze, hoping it clears my head. I love the shore, not the clubs or the tourist shit. I love the dive bars, the pubs, and the Mom and Pop places during off-peak seasons like right now. I enjoy the ocean on a hot day, on a warm day, but when there is a chill in the air, and the water is rough, I love to pull my ride over, stand back, and give it the respect it deserves.


  Storms fuck with me. I’m not afraid of the lightning, the thunder, the wind, rain, snow, or hail. I know I’m bigger than them. What messes with me is the need to understand what is inside of them, where they come from, and how close I can get before they suck me in and tear me apart.


  The water isn’t calm today; it’s rough. Then again, it’s peak hurricane season, so it’s expected.


  I pull out the half pack of smokes Kellie left and tap one out. Then I reach in my leather jacket pocket and grab the Zippo I stole a long time ago from the woman who caused the storm that will always be simmering deep inside me. It’s a simmer that, with the heat brought on by emotions, became a rapid boil.


  I was once able to pull it off the flame, away from the fire, allowing me to survive.


  I walk over and lean against a rock wall closer to the ocean as I flick the Zippo open then closed, open then closed, open then closed. The waves come close to hitting my boot, but not quite as I put the unlit cigarette between my lips and flick the lighter, shielding the flame as I bring it up to light my cigarette. I smell the lighter fluid, a scent I have always enjoyed, regardless of what memories it brings back, as I suck on the brown filter lighting my smoke.


  I savor the taste, the burn, the feeling it gives me as I inhale, watching the ocean intensely and witnessing the storm that is now at a slow boil.


  


  


  ***


  I walk into Forever Four, seeing Memphis’s sister Madison on the phone at the reception station. I assume she’s making travel arrangements for the tour.


  She nods to the conference room, and I head in.


  “You get lost?” River asks.


  I look up, my stomach turns, and I feel my lip curl. I am looking at her, the girl who has her hand on the knob, turning up the heat that urges the flames from the slow boil to a rapid one.


  She looks up, her cool demeanor fueling the flame even more.


  I point to her. “What the fuck is she doing here?”


  “Finn, that’s enough,” Taelyn says calmly.


  “Enough? That bitch tried to bite me,” I snap.


  “You wouldn’t let go of my elbow,” she says, leaning back and straightening her skirt.


  “You were threatening to expose my band mate’s cock all over the fucking—”


  “Finn!” Xavier says loudly enough to penetrate the ringing in my ear she caused.


  “What! You seriously can’t tell me—”


  “She’s working for us now. Have a seat.”


  “I’d rather stand.”


  I am pissed—beyond pissed. I know damn well this isn’t gonna work out well, professionally or personally. The minute I’m around her, she makes it impossible to ignore her.


  “That’s fine,” Xavier states. “But remember this is a team; everyone is here to help you become—”


  “And to make money off my music.”


  “Our music,” River says with a little ass behind his words.


  I pace back and forth as they talk schedule. I don’t even give a damn.


  Xavier walks over, shuts the door, and clears his throat. “Forever Four has signed Stevie and her band—” Memphis and I both begin objecting, but he holds up his hand. “It’s not up for discussion. It was necessary.”


  Memphis snarls. “How is that—”


  “You two both fucked her.” Xavier throws his hands in the air. “This was best—”


  “I’ve fucked a lot of women,” I retort.


  “Finn,” Taelyn begins, “she’s talented. It was smart business. She’s got a great following, also great business.”


  “So why is she here?” I point to … her.


  “She’s here to make sure Steel Total Destruction’s following grows as big, if not bigger, than Stevie’s.”


  “What the hell does None-ya have to do with music?”


  “Not a thing, but she is a social media genius,” Taelyn answers.


  I glare at her, pissed that they have already made up their fucking minds and don’t care what their decision is doing to me.


  “Well, what the—”


  “Beckett, you are talking to my wife,” Xavier snaps.


  I look at Taelyn, who is scowling at Xavier. “I’m assuming she can handle herself.”


  “As can I.” I look at None-ya as she stands up and walks to the table. “I’m not here to interrupt your flow of genius or stop the spread of your disease. I was hired to make you look more appealing.”


  “As if that’s even possible.” River chuckles.


  “With our band’s name, it won’t hurt,” Billy speaks up. I look at him as he flips through his phone. “She has two point five million followers on social media. I have fifty thousand. What do you have, Finn?”


  “I don’t need that shit,” I answer. “I want to make fucking music.”


  “That’s perfect. You make music; I create a social media presence for you and the band,” she says, standing closer than I want her to. She looks up at me. “That’s all. Nothing to do with your music.”


  Her eyes aren’t soft like her voice. There is a harshness behind them. They are lying.


  I look past her at Xavier. “You trust her?”


  He nods. “She has your schedules. We leave in two days. You’ll each need to meet with her so she can get some background on you and start growing your social media presence.”


  Unreal. Un-fucking-real.


  We sit in the conference room with None-ya for over an hour, setting up and linking profiles and passwords. She is really helpful to everyone except me, probably ’cause I don’t ask a damn question.


  “Is everyone all set?” she asks finally, looking around. When her eyes land on me, I look away. “Finn? You haven’t asked for any help.” She walks over and takes my phone, just takes the shit like it’s hers. She stiffens, then sets it in front of me.


  “Don’t need it,” I say, trying to ignore the way her presence fucks with me.


  “The rest of you are all set. Finn, you’ll need to hang back for a while,” None-ya says nonchalantly, like it’s no big deal that I don’t want to be around her, and it’s obvious she feels the same.


  “Tonight. Our place. Celebration time. Hurry it up, man,” Memphis yells over his shoulder as the three of them leave me behind … with her.


  “You do need me.”


  I stand up, expecting her to step back. When she doesn’t, I lean down. “I don’t need shit.”


  “What is your problem?” she asks, eyeballing me.


  “You. You’re my problem. Yesterday, you’re ready to fuck Memphis and Tales up for what?”


  Her eyebrows rise. “A paycheck.”


  “So, you have that little dignity that you’ll just sellout for whoever hands you a wad of cash?” I fucking knew she was nothing except a money-grubbing, little piece of ass who knows how to work what she has.


  “Isn’t that what you’re doing? Selling your words, your …” She stops as she fumbles around with my phone and somehow hits play on a song I was working on. She stops and listens.


  I reach for my phone, but she pulls it away.


  “Give it back.”


  She doesn’t respond, only turns her back to me.


  I reach around in front of her, but she clutches it tightly.


  “I’m not fucking around, None-ya. Give me the damn—”


  “Why hasn’t this been released?” she asks finally, letting go of the phone.


  “That’s not any of your concern,” I say as I let her scent fill me up. Bad fucking idea; she smells damn good … for a bitch.


  When I don’t step back, she looks up and over her shoulder at me. “Could you move out of my way?”


  “You put yourself between me and the desk, so you can get out without me moving.”


  As she stares at me right in the fucking eye, not a word is said, and I see something mixed with hate, something that calls to me. Something softer, less siren, more … submissive. Or is that just my semi-erect dick thinking for me?


  “Oh, I see.”


  “See what?” She finally slides out from between me and the table.


  “You think you can get me in bed.” I give out a low laugh. “You think I’m your next twenty Gs?” Teasing temptress.


  “You think I want you?” she huffs, straightening her hair.


  “Maybe not me. Maybe the paycheck, the experience. Whatever it is, it’s not gonna happen.” I would make damn sure of it.


  “What the hell makes you think I would touch you for either?” she retorts, spinning on her heels.


  I shake my head. “You either wanna fuck me or kill me.”


  “Is that right? So you know me and my intentions? The nerve,” she huffs.


  “Not nerve, recognition,” I say as I walk past her and out the door before I end up giving her what her eyes are telling me she wants… or maybe it’s the reflection of mine in hers.


  Never in my life have I been this fucking riled up about a chick. Never, and I don’t like it.


  Hearing her heels click against the floor quickly behind me, I stop, and she runs right into me. I turn, and for some fucking reason, I grab her elbow as her ass is about ready to kiss the ground. I pull her up, and she scowls.


  “Thank you are the words you’re looking for,” I say before releasing her.


  “What does recognition mean?”


  I lean in and whisper in her ear, “I’m not sure if I want to fuck you or let you kill me, either.”


  I march out the door, letting her take that in, half regretful and half not. It’s the goddamned truth. Dogs aren’t the only ones who can sense a storm coming.


  


  


  ***


  The beach rental house is full of people. It’s wall-to-wall ass. Memphis and Tally have already left.


  I look over to see River with a group of guys. I immediately sense Chilz is on the shelf for tonight, and shit’s about to go down.


  I look for Billy. I can normally deal with the dregs of society, but not today. I know for a fact that, if I walk over there, I’m gonna end up partaking in some shit that’s not good.


  I look up when Stevie Daniels and crew walk in. Kellie isn’t with ’em, which is too bad. I could go for an encore about now.


  They part like the Red Sea, and when they do, I see her.


  Son-of-a-bitch.


  As she walks over and lays her black overcoat on the back of one of the couches then sees the bar, I watch, hoping she won’t see me. When she stiffens and looks around, I make damn sure she doesn’t see me looking. Then my eyes meet River’s, and he waves me over, so I go.


  “Kipp and Ken here have some good weed.” River winks. “We aren’t going anywhere. How about you and I hit the blunt a few times?”


  I look at Kipp and Ken. They are dressed preppy, but I know the type. You see, to me, the dregs aren’t the two-bit hustlers out pushing dime bags for rent to feed their kids or their habit. The dregs are these two—young guys who come from money and make a living off the pushers. They don’t get their hands dirty; they pad their pockets.


  “Nah, man,” I say as he passes it to me.


  Then I see her and change my mind.


  I need an escape from her or an excuse for going after her.


  I take a hit, holding it in my mouth, then suck in a deep breath. Its effects are immediate, and I know this isn’t just straight up pot.


  I exhale, looking at Ken and Kip. “What the fuck is this laced with?”


  “Just some hash oil, man, nothing harsh,” one of them says.


  “No big thing, brother.” The other sets his hand on my shoulder, and I snap, pissed that they tricked me.


  Pot is one thing, a stepping stone some say, but if I’m gonna step, it sure as fuck better be my choice.


  I grab his hand then jack his arm up behind his back, pushing him against the wall, and he cries out. Fucking pussy.


  The fog doesn’t just creep in; it rushes, getting thicker, denser. The other preppy little fuck hits me hard from behind in the side of my face. I swing his boy around and push him into the douche, making them both fall to the ground.


  “That’s for me to decide, not you.”


  Before I can kick the bitch who sucker punched me, I get yanked back.


  “Enough, man!” Billy demands.


  River dives on top of them, letting out a deep, malicious laugh, swinging like a fool. Some other guy pulls him off.


  “Get the fuck out of here!” I yell as they scramble to their feet.


  When I see her again, a look of shock turns to exasperation as she starts grabbing people’s phones.


  “Give it back!” I hear a blonde screech.


  She hits a few buttons and hands it back. “Now leave!”


  “Who the fuck are you?” Blondie steps into her like she’s ready to throw down.


  I pull away from Billy and step between them just as None-ya is about to get scratched up.


  “She’s none-ya-business,” I say as I feel the fog start to spread, relaxing me.


  The little redhead steps around me and points at blondie. “You were invited to a party, probably to be someone’s piece of ass, not as a videographer. Now get out.”


  “Is she for reals?”


  “For reals.” None-ya mimics. “Now go.” She then looks up at me, pissed—not angry, not hating, just pissed the fuck off. “Get your boys to the door for phone checks. And if you pray, say one now that you’re not all over social media, fighting and smoking that shit!”


  I look at her like she’s crazy ’cause she kind of is. She hates me one second, and then, in the blink of an eye, she’s taking care of the situation.


  Then I can’t help smiling. Yeah, I’m fucked up. Feels good, too.


  Once she throws her hands up in exasperation and goes to get Billy, I grab a bottle of Jack off the coffee table, sink down onto the leather sofa, and take a swig.


  River sits next to me. “Sorry, man. I didn’t know.”


  “When are you gonna get sick of playing stupid?” I look at his stunned expression. “Look, I fucked up tonight, too. But seriously, brother, I want you to stick around. Shit could have been worse.”


  “I’m getting the feels, the warm and fuzzies.” He chuckles as I let my head hit the back of the couch in a total state of relaxation.


  I look over to see Billy and a few others at the door, taking phones as one by one they let people out.


  “Billy is a good dude,” I say as my eyes wander from him to her. “None-ya, she’s a fucking trip, too.”


  “Thought you hated her,” he mumbles.


  “Right now, I hate no one.” I close my eyes and let the fog take its full effect.


  “You two done causing trouble?”


  I open one eye, seeing Kellie standing there, arms crossed and annoyed as hell.


  “You couldn’t stay away, could ya?” I chuckle.


  “I came for a party, not to watch a fight or get laid. You two fucked that all up.” She rolls her eyes.


  “Phone.” Sonya holds out her hand to Kellie.


  “You serious?” Kellie gasps.


  “Quite.” She snatches it from her hand, then hands it back to her once she appears satisfied. “The band is waiting for you outside.”


  I yawn. “She can stay.”


  “No, I’m out. Too much drama for my liking,” Kellie says, walking away.


  “You two need to get a fucking grip,” Billy snaps at us.


  “Chill, Bill,” River says. “You’re derailing the buzz train.”


  “And you”—I look at Sonya—“just sent away all the fun.”
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  “You’ve already slept with half the band,” I huff. “Two down, two to go, and hey, look, they’re with your label now. That’ll give you even more opportunity to screw the remaining two.”


  Both his eyes slowly open, and a grin starts to tease his face. “None-ya, you’re jealous.”


  “She is. She so is.” River chuckles, his eyes not opening to even see if this might be offensive to me.


  “I hardly think so,” I huff. “And you”—I turn back to Finn—“my name is Sonya. Do you think maybe you could possibly store that in one of the two or three brain cells you may have left up there?”


  He rolls his eyes, looks toward River, and lets out a deep, dark laugh that rubs me in a way that is all sorts of wrong. “If I only have two or three, I can just imagine what you have going on in that head of yours, man.”


  They both laugh.


  “I need a ride home.” Madison, Memphis Black’s sister, says with her hand on her hip, looking at Billy.


  “Are you asking me or telling me, Madison?” he asks with a hint of sarcasm.


  “Which one will get me home faster?” she asks.


  “Asking. Maybe end it with a please,” he suggests, giving me the impression he is amused by her.


  “Why don’t you two just fuck and get it over with?” River laughs.


  I immediately feel sorry for her. Hell, my cheeks even burn red with embarrassment, but hers don’t.


  “A ride home.” She pauses. “Please.”


  When Billy and Madison leave, I set about trying to find my coat. I left it on the back of the couch, and now it’s not there.


  I bend over the couch and look on the floor, but it’s not there, either. When I stand and hit my back on something, the scent that I want so badly to ignore fills me, and I freeze.


  His arm wraps around me, a bottle of Jack Daniels in his hand, his fingers wrapped around the neck of it. I feel chills run up and down my spine, and I know I should tell him to step back, but I don’t want him to.


  “Take a drink, None-ya, and tell me what the deal is with you.”


  “I don’t want a drink.”


  Both of his hands grip the black leather of the sofa, never letting go of the bottle, caging me in. Shivers run up my spine as I feel his warm breath hit the back of my neck. Something about it relaxes me.


  “I think you should. Just a sip. Take the edge off so you can tell me why you despise me.”


  I can’t tell him. I can’t. I need this job, and I need to finish what I set out to do.


  “I don’t despise you.”


  “So it’s the other?”


  “What’s the other?” I ask as I turn my body around, extremely aware I am rubbing against him as I do. I tilt my head up, my eyes meeting his, and the heat in them should frighten me. “I have a job to do.”


  His eyes travel all over my face, his gaze penetrating me, wrecking me. “Which is?”


  I clear my throat. “Making sure your band has a good social media following that doesn’t paint you as oversexed.”


  “Rock stars are supposed to be oversexed.” His eyes travel down my throat, and the intensity of his gaze makes me burn like I have not burned in years. “Reckless.” He leans in a bit and inhales. “They’re supposed to take what they want, who they want. Rock stars seduce the crowd while onstage. They give the listener—”


  “Stop,” I whisper as his hand takes mine.


  “When you tell me what the deal is with you and me, I’ll stop.” He takes my other hand, the bottle now gone.


  I should pull away. I should stop playing this game when it’s already clear I am in over my head.


  “Whatever it is you’re doing here—”


  “My job,” I say, summoning strength.


  “Which is?” I feel his thumb brush across my knuckles, first my left hand then my right.


  I take in a deep breath, fully prepared to be strong until he says, “Do you want to kill me or fuck me?”


  The way he says it … God, the way he says it rattles me. It knocks me off my game, makes me forget the game. It makes me realize this isn’t a game. Everything has changed.


  He leans in slowly, and I know it like I know the back of my hand. I know I’m … gone.


  I lick my lips, readying myself for the inevitable as he leans left. The scruff of his beard softly scratches my cheek as his breath hits my ear.


  I am supposed to hate him—I want to hate him—but right now, hate is not what I am feeling.


  “I know you haven’t figured it out yet, Sonya, but when you do, will you let me know? You’re fucking with me, fucking with me hard. And I am telling you right now, I can’t handle wondering which one it is.”


  As my head drops to his shoulder, I feel his arm pull me in closer. I feel emotions. I feel. I feel, and I don’t want to.


  “I can’t find my coat,” I say as I push away from him. “My keys are in my coat. I need to—”


  “Stay then. Stay here.”


  Being free from his touch gives me back some of my strength. Not a lot, but a little. As a result, I shake my head.


  He looks hurt or angry, possibly both.


  I feel like I am betraying myself when I say, “Fine, I’ll stay. But we work.”


  He looks down, confused, and then shakes his head. “You do know that wasn’t one of the choices, right?” He peers up through his insanely dark lashes and smiles a smile that, for once, feels sincere. I hate it and want it at the same time.


  “You do know you’re high, right?” I retort, allowing myself to enjoy the moment as the muck clears and his eyes soften.


  He holds his fingers up, pinching his thumb and pointer finger almost together. “A little.” He stands, looking at me, studying me in a way I have never been studied. “You’re not a redhead.”


  My hand instinctively goes to my hair. “I am right now.”


  He reaches out and touches my hair. “I like red.”


  I know he does.


  “I mean, I used to like red.” Like a stone being thrown onto a pond, the muck returns.


  I turn away as he takes a drink.


  “You wanna work, None-ya?”


  I decide to take the opportunity, knowing he is too in a fog to try to get something done. “Sure.” I walk around and sit on the couch, “My coat is gone, so I don’t have my phone. I normally would take notes on it, but—”


  He pulls his phone from the pocket of his black, loose-fitting jeans, reaches over the couch, and hands it to me. “You need to set up that social media shit, anyway, right?”


  I nod. “Yeah.” I look back as he runs his hands through his thick, black hair. “Care to sit?”


  “Probably not. I may fall asleep,” he answers, looking toward the door. “I’m gonna go have a smoke. Password is bass and the number one.”


  I watch him walk to the sliding door and open it, seeming in a hurry to get away.


  I know this is probably my only chance to get answers from him since his guard is down, so I get up and make my way out. I look to my right, expecting him to be sitting on the patio, but he’s not. Then I look out toward the water and see him in the moonlight, looking up, the cherry of his cigarette burns red.


  I am just about to go to him when he turns around as if he knows I’m coming.


  “Almost done,” he yawns out.


  “Just thought I’d ask a couple questions out here, if you don’t mind?”


  “Shoot,” he says, taking a slow drag off his cigarette.


  “Just the normal bio stuff. Where did you grow up?”


  “Ohio,” he answers on an exhale.


  “Town?”


  He looks at me and cocks his eyebrow.


  “Is there a reason you don’t want to say?”


  “It’s in the past, Sonya.”


  “I can get the infor—”


  “Next question,” he cuts me off.


  “Date of birth?”


  “November nineteenth, 1991,” he answers coldly.


  I don’t want to lose him. I want to keep him engaged and comfortable, so I ask a simple question.


  “Can you tell me your band members’ birthdays so I don’t have to bother them?”


  He looks at me quizzically.


  “I guess I could get that information from—”


  “Memphis is August sixth; he’s the youngest in the band—1993. River is January twentieth, same year as me. Billy is March twenty-eighth, also ’91,” he answers without even thinking.


  “Your musical inspiration?”


  “Zeppelin. Memphis loves Eddie Vedder; River is a Nirvana junky, and God willing, I hope he doesn’t end like Cobain did; Billy likes all the old jazz.”


  “Jazz?” I ask, almost shocked.


  His lip curls up at the corner in a smirk. “Not sure this was ever in the stars for him, but I’m grateful he’s here.”


  “Because he’s the responsible one?”


  His head whips around, and he looks at me. “He’s one of them. I’m the other.”


  “Right,” I say as I tap the notes into his phone that Finn Beckett is responsible. After all, it’s his bio, not mine.


  He flicks his cigarette on the beach and kicks some sand around, covering it before he sits.


  “Keep ’em coming, Sonya.” He digs his feet into the sand and places his hands behind his head, looking up at the stars.


  “Hobbies include star gazing?”


  He looks up at me. “I like a clear, night sky”—he points up—“and Orion, the Hunter.”


  “Resident star gazer,” I confirm.


  “Sure.”


  “Do you have siblings?” I ask.


  “Nope. You?” He looks at me, and I shake my head.


  “When did you become—” I stop when a chilly night breeze captures my breath.


  He stands up and smacks his hands together, ridding them of sand. “Cold?”


  “Yeah.” I nod.


  He reaches over his shoulder and grips his Henley, pulling it over his head. Out of the corner of my eye, I see a tattoo, a V, and light sprinklings of dark hair trailing down under the waistband of his jeans. Then he pulls down the white T-shirt, covering himself. “Here.”


  “It’s okay.” I hold my hand out, stopping him from giving me his shirt.


  “You’re cold, Sonya. Either go inside or put this on.” He sets it on my shoulder as he walks toward the house.


  His scent devours me once again. I place the phone in my bra and pull it over my head, slowly enjoying the delicious scent that is Finn Beckett as the shirt warms my body.


  I look back, hoping he hasn’t caught me, to see he is pulling a double chaise lounge toward me.


  “Have a seat,” he says in a rough voice.


  “I’m fine.”


  “Sit or go inside, Sonya.” He sounds frustrated, annoyed.


  I need this job, and not just for the paycheck, so I sit, and he sits next to me. Draped over his shoulder is a blanket, black and red plaid. He sits down and covers himself, then me.


  “What else do you need to know?”


  Everything. Everything and why, I think to myself.


  “Did you go to college?”


  He looks at me with raised eyebrows. “No, not everyone is afforded that privilege.” The way he says it is like he is judging me.


  “I didn’t, either.”


  “No?” He sounds shocked.


  “Uh-uh,” I say, wishing I hadn’t given him that information.


  “Huh.” He chuckles.


  “What’s huh mean?”


  “I pegged you for the spoiled, little, rich girl: Daddy’s money, Mom’s good looks, ivory tower, and an Ivy League education. I’m rarely wrong.”


  “Self-confident,” I say as I type borderline arrogant and totally wrong in his phone.


  Seeing what I typed, he huffs, shaking his head.


  “I’m rarely wrong,” I mimic him, and he chuckles.


  “You are dead wrong,” he says with humor in his voice.


  “Tell me why.” I look up into his eyes. Please, I plead inside.


  He looks away, grabbing the Jack Daniels bottle that sits next to the chaise. He takes a drink then hands it to me. “Have a drink with me.” It’s not a demand; it’s a request.


  I grab it from him then take a drink, and its burn coats my throat.


  “You want to know this for your article or so you can make a decision on how to answer my question?”


  “Both,” I say then regret it immediately, so I take another drink.
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  She hands me back the bottle, and I take a long gulp.


  It’s not like she can’t find out the answers if she wants to. With the way she seems to be around every turn, I highly doubt she will give up until she finds out.


  “Like many musicians, music is an escape. It gives me a high. And as arrogant as it may sound, I’m damn good at what I do. If I wasn’t, I wouldn’t be doing it. Unlike most, I don’t do it for the crowd. I play for me.”


  She takes the bottle from my hand, drinks, and then hands it back. “So your band mates play for the crowd?”


  “They’re talented as hell. They love rock and roll. They catch a buzz when we are in woodshed mode, but they like the rush the crowd gives them.”


  “So you’re saying you don’t like the spotlight, or the rush, as you call it?”


  “I like that I can make a living doing what I thrive on.”


  “What would you be doing for a living if you couldn’t make a living at it?”


  “Probably be back in Canton, turning wrenches at my dad’s garage.” My hometown slips out, but oh well.


  “For the money?” she asks.


  “Because I enjoy that, and if I have to make a living any other way, that would be my second choice.”


  “Are you close with your father?”


  I shrug. “I suppose. Haven’t seen a lot of him lately, but yeah.” I take another drink, thinking for a second that I should make a trip home. “You?”


  She shakes her head.


  “Your mother?”


  She laughs, taking the bottle from my hand, and drinks down the biggest chug I have seen her take so far.


  “I’ll take that as a no.”


  Complicated relationships build walls. I know this firsthand.


  She hands me the bottle. “How about your mother?”


  “Junkie, and I don’t see her,” I say without thinking. “Please don’t put that shit in your report or whatever.”


  “It’s a bio—your bio—Finn. If you don’t want it in there, it doesn’t happen.” She leans back in the chaise and takes a deep breath. “I’m working for your label. That means I am working for you. If you say not to put it in there, and I do, I’m pretty sure I’ll be unemployed.”


  “True,” I say, leaning back.


  I get lost in my head as I listen to the breeze and ocean sounds. The sky is clear, and despite the unsettled feeling inside of me, the storm is hidden by my buzz right now and a girl who seems far less a threat. It’s still there, though.


  “Answer a few questions for me.”


  “I’ll do the best I can.”


  “How did you get a job with Stevie, with Forever Four, if you aren’t educated?”


  “You’re not educated,” she points out.


  “No, but I have talent.”


  “So do I,” she says, taking another drink.


  “Right.” I can only imagine what that talent is. Right about now, I would like to find out, both sexually and to ease my foolish curiosity about what should be none of my business.


  “I have a very big social media following.”


  I take the bottle she hands me. “How?”


  “How did I get a big following?”


  “Yeah. If you aren’t musical or in entertainment, how the hell does that happen?”


  “It’s a secret.” There is a playful tone in her voice, and I look over to see her smirk.


  “I’ve told you mine. Now tell me yours.”


  “I never liked that game,” she says, biting back a smile.


  I turn to face her. “You play it a lot?”


  “No,” she says quieter.


  “I think the game you’re talking about is I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”


  She turns toward me. “Isn’t it the same thing?”


  “No, Sonya, not even close.” I lean closer. Her scent mixed with the evening ocean air is alluring. Then she wets her lips, and smelling her isn’t the only thing on my mind. I wet mine then lean in as she closes her eyes.


  As soon as my lips touch hers, another storm, one inside, consumes me. Her lips are warm and inviting, but her body stiffens. I run my hand up her arm then up her back. I then take the back of her neck and position her head so I can better explore the cause of my desire. Running my tongue over her lips, I part them and feel her shoulders slump, her muscles relax, and her mouth open. I taste Jack Daniels mixed with a clean, minty taste that makes me immediately hard.


  I stroke her tongue with mine, slowly testing the dangerous waters I know damn well I have no business testing. I can’t stop, though. The noises she makes deep in her throat are full of pleasure, but she isn’t giving me back what I want so fucking badly right now.


  I pull back and hold her face in my hands. “I don’t know what the fuck it is about you. I do need an answer. You wanna fu—”


  “I’m a very complicated person, Finn. I’m not looking for a good time or to be a notch on—”


  “God help me, I’m not asking that from you. I want to know what the fuck it is about you that has me so messed up. Who the hell are you?”


  “I should go.”


  “No, dammit. You should tell me, just fucking tell me, why you look at me the way you do. Why you—”


  “I’m sorry. This was a bad idea.” She starts to get up, but I pull her closer.


  “You want me. I know damn well you do. Make no mistake about it, you’ll have me. You’ll have me so fucking deep inside of you I will be fucking you from the inside out, just like you are me right now.”


  She trembles, shaking under my hands.


  “Are you afraid of me?”


  She shakes her head.


  “You understand, when this happens, you won’t be a notch? I’m about the music, not everything else this business fucking brings.”


  “Why?” she gasps. “Why me?”


  “I have no fucking clue, but I can assure you that you started this, and I’m not gonna let it end until I can figure it out.” I let go of her and stand up. What the fuck is wrong with me?


  “Don’t go.”


  I look down at her. “Tell me why I should stay.”


  She shrugs. “I don’t know. I don’t know, either, Finn. I want to hate you—”


  “Why?” I’m asking her to answer a question I can’t even answer. I feel the same damn way, but desire for her is masking the hate.


  She looks down as she fists her hair. “Everything you stand for. Your life. You sleep with—”


  “I fucked Stevie when I was seventeen and she was twenty. Kellie, she was there, and I knew she just wanted a—”


  “What about everyone else?!” she yells, causing me to take a step back.


  “What does it matter?” I yell back.


  “It’s reckless. It’s irrespon—”


  “Be that way with me.” I feel like I’m begging for a piece of ass, and I’m not. I don’t beg for ass. I grab it when I want it, when it’s uncomplicated, and I go. “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!”


  I’m pissed at her. So pissed, and I don’t know why.


  She stands up. “I work for your—”


  “I don’t give a damn.” I stare at her.


  “If this ends badly—”


  “It already has. We both know it seems like a bad idea, but neither of us is walking,” I interrupt. “Throw every excuse you can at me, and I’ll shoot them all down.”


  “I can’t. I just … can’t.”


  “But you want to. I know damn well—”


  “It doesn’t matter what I want, Finn. I’m drunk, and I haven’t been with a man in years, so of course I want—”


  “Why?” I question her two-fold excuse.


  “Because I don’t like being used, taken advantage of—”


  “Then use me.”


  She doesn’t say anything to that.


  “You make me feel, and you make me want to hide. I want you under me.” I need her.


  “Because I scare you?”


  “I scare you, too. Admit it. I scare you. And you know what takes that fear away? Facing it head on.”


  She swallows hard. “I wasn’t supposed to want you.”


  “No girl should want a rock star,” I tell her, stepping forward and taking her hand. “But I told you that lifestyle doesn’t interest me. I have you under me; no one else holds that position.”


  She nods, fucking agreeing with me. It’s about fucking time.


  “No one can know. It would put my job in jeopardy.”


  “Agreed. What else?” I yank her closer.


  “When it ends—”


  “Hasn’t even begun.” I take the bottom of her chin and lift it. “That’s about to change.” Wrapping my arm around her back, I lift her so we are eye-to-eye, and her breath hitches. “You kiss me now dammit.”


  She leans in, and our lips collide recklessly, fiercely, and savagely. All the emotions I have felt since seeing her running after Tales, since I met her angry eyes, explode in a kiss, a kiss that will lead to one of two things: fucking or hating.


  I suck her tongue and her lips as I breathe her in. My hands leave her hair to run down her back, resting on her tight, little, apple of an ass. I lift her up, and her legs wrap around mine.


  Not close enough.


  I pull her skirt up as she claws at my shirt. Lifting it, I pull back as it comes over my head.


  “Jesus, Sonya,” I say as I hold her ass up with one hand and pull my arm out of one sleeve then the next.


  I carry her toward the house as I knead her ass in my hand while sucking on her neck, scraping it with my teeth and trying my best not to hurt her. But I need more. More of her, more of this feeling that the storm is a lie, that my feelings were confused, that this—this right here—is what it was about from the minute I saw her.


  Lust.


  I use one hand to open the door then kick it shut behind me.


  “River,” she moans, pulling away.


  “He’s passed out.” I squeeze her ass when I say it. “Never say another man’s name while I have my hands on you. All I want to hear is Finn or God, understand?”


  “Yes,” she pants before kissing me hard.


  I push her against the wall of the hallway next to the door to my room as I reach over to open it.


  Once inside, I kick the door shut and rush to the bed. I set her on it, not wanting to take my hands off her, afraid, so fucking afraid, she will change her mind. When her hands rush to my jeans and start fumbling to unbutton me, I know that fear is unfounded.


  I pull her shirt up, and through the moonlight steaming from my windows, I see red, though I’m unsure if it’s her bra’s true color or the filter in my mind, my eyes, from my anger. I quickly lean in and kiss her neck. Then I grab the strap with my teeth and pull it down her arm as I feel the first button of my jeans open.


  “Don’t you stop, Sonya,” I demand. “If you stop, if you hesitate, this is done before it even starts. If you want me, you take me.”


  My head is in a fog of desire and need. A need I know is driven by the fear of a lie that I can’t have more, one that needs to be abolished so I don’t slip any further away than I already know I am capable of.


  I unsnap her bra with one hand as I kiss and tug the other strap down. I pull her arm free, and then her hand urgently returns to unbuttoning my button-fly jeans.


  She pushes down my jeans, and my heavy, hard, and needy cock hits her face.


  “Fuck,” I hiss as I look down, pulling her hair away so I can watch her look at me. “You like what you see?” I groan, pivoting my hips so it touches her face again.


  She swallows hard, licks her lips, and peers up at me through her dark lashes, her eyes liquid amber. “Yes.”


  Taking her trembling hand and wrapping it around me, I guide her strokes up then down as I groan. I squeeze, tightening the grip, then use my other hand to take the back of her neck and pull her closer.


  When I let go, she doesn’t move back, so I know what she wants.


  I trace her lips with my finger then push it slowly inside her mouth. Her tongue caresses my finger, and then I push another finger inside.


  I watch as her mouth gives my fingers what I know it wants to give my dick. I try to be patient—it’s normally not an issue, but with her, I need to know. Need, desire, both, and more—that’s what I feel. Fuck, that’s what it was from day one.


  I hook my fingers in her mouth and pull her forward, using my other hand, the one guiding her strokes, to rub my cock across her lips.


  “Suck my cock, Sonya,” I groan as I pull my fingers out of her mouth and replace them with the tip of my dick that is already beading with pre-come.


  Her tongue flicks across, licking it clean, and I can’t help thrusting forward.


  “No restraint,” I hiss as I pivot my hips and push farther into her hot, little mouth. “None.”


  I lead her back, cock in mouth, so she is lying across the bed. Then I step one foot onto the platform bed’s mattress while the other stays grounded on the floor, knee bent so I’m standing over her, my cock still in her mouth.


  Her tongue strokes me harder as her grip tightens around it. I reach back, eyes still glued on the way her lips look wrapped around me. I rub my hand over her silk panties that are wet with desire, and all of a sudden, I am the thirstiest man alive.


  I slip my finger under them through the side and groan when I feel how swollen and hot she is. “Your pussy wants me so bad.”


  I’m not asking her.


  I’m telling her.


  I know.
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  My head is spinning with too much to drink and lust. I can’t deny it, and I didn’t expect to feel it for him.


  I am throbbing. Between my legs is a pulse that is on fire. I am full as his rock hard dick thrusts in and out of my mouth. I am hungry. I have never wanted a sexual experience like this. I thought it degrading, but it wasn’t for him. It was for me.


  I am drenched. My own desire is evident and excruciating as he rubs his finger between my drenched lips, his cock between the lips of my mouth. I wouldn’t stop if I could.


  I can’t stop the desires, the fire; a choir of lust, greed, and need consumes me. His finger pushes between my slick folds, and my hips rock forward, forcing them farther, closer to the burn, nearer to the point of reckless abandon.


  He shoves inside as he thrusts his massive erection farther into my mouth, and a quiver ripples below as I choke on his size.


  “Fuck,” he growls.


  As my eyes meet his, I see the muck is clear. No filter, no mask, he is open to me, and I am opening further to him. My legs spread wider, and another finger pushes inside me. I clench around him as the burn of an orgasm spreads like wildfire in the pit of my stomach.


  I cry out as my pussy contracts and convulses, my cry muffled by his cock. He pulls out swiftly as his finger curls, causing me to cry out again.


  He watches me intently, intensely as I feel him try to add another finger. I cringe from anticipation. I know how long, how thick his fingers are, and I am afraid, so afraid he will tear me apart on the outside like he already, unknowingly, has on the inside.


  “Too fucking tight,” he growls as he rubs his dick across my nipples. “And I’m too damn hungry.”


  He stands up, swiftly and effortlessly flipping me to my stomach, and his hands grip my knees as he positions me face down with my butt in the air. I ready myself for his entry, scared, unashamed, and yearning for what is to come.


  Beckett grips my ass cheeks, spreading them wide. “So sexy. So fucking tight and sexy. I’m gonna tear you apart,” he promises, yet it is as if he is apologizing.


  I bury my face in his sheets. The smell of bleach is evident, and I am thankful that they are clean. God, I hope they are clean.


  I feel his breath immediately before his tongue savagely attacks my still quivering sex. Then he yanks me against his face as he growls, nips, sucks, and licks at me from behind. Raw, carnal sounds escape as he devours me, my own need and pleasure mimicking his sound.


  I come. I come harder than I ever have, my hips thrusting and rocking against his face.


  “That’s it, sexy little thing. Fuck my face while I fuck your tight, sweet, little pussy with my tongue,” he demands.


  Lost in desire, I obey.


  He pulls away when I am panting and exhausted, then flips me slowly to my back and straddles me. He reaches behind himself and rubs me back and forth, petting me, caressing me, bringing me nearly there again before he pulls his hand away and rubs it between my breasts then up and down his length. He then pushes my breasts together and pinches my agonizingly hard nipples as he thrusts himself forward between them.


  My eyes are glued to his. His are glued to our connection.


  “Fuuuucccckkkk,” he growls as he pumps faster, harder. He holds them together with one hand while bringing his other hand to my mouth.


  “Spit,” he orders.


  “What?” I am shocked.


  “You do or I will.” His jaw twitches.


  Confused, I look at him.


  He spits in his own hand then runs his saliva up and down himself before pushing between my breasts again.


  “Mouth or tits?” he grunts.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Swallow or—”


  “Oh, oh.”


  I am embarrassed, and he is unashamed.


  “Tits it is,” he grunts out as he releases his tight grip on my breasts. “Beautiful fucking tits.” He leans down and sucks my nipple in his mouth as he strokes himself back and forth until he groans my name. Then he leans back, his hot come streaming across my chest before he bends down and kisses me hard and possessively.


  When he pulls back and rolls to his side, I look down to see come still on my chest.


  “Um, I think I need …” I start to get up, but he stops me.


  “Stay. I’ve got it.”


  While I lie completely still, my head spins. My body aches. I am breathless. I close my eyes, not wanting to see the evidence of a mistake I know I cannot take back. I’m not even sure I would if I could.


  The bed dips, and I open my eyes. In his hands, the strong and very able hands of a man who has touched, licked, and tasted every intimate part of my body, is a towel.


  I hold my hand up to take it, but he shakes his head, and I look up to watch him as he slowly cleans his come off my body. Each swipe of the steaming hot, wet towel entices and incites desire.


  He folds the hand towel twice and then wraps his hand around my leg and pulls it open, spreading me farther. I start to bring my other leg up, closing them.


  “No,” he says as he rubs between my legs, cleaning me, soothing me, exciting me. “You’re gonna be sore tomorrow.”


  He stands up and walks to the bathroom again. When he returns, he stands naked beside me, his manhood hanging proudly between his strong, thick, muscular thighs.


  “You sleep here. I’ll take Memphis’s room.” He bends down and pushes my hair away from my face then kisses the top of my head. Then he looks lower. “You’re a brunette, Sonya. I think I’d like you even more if you didn’t hide your natural color.”


  He starts to reach between my legs, and I allow them to fall open, unable to deny myself whatever he is about to give me. He tugs at the small patch of hair and groans. “If I don’t walk away now, I’ll abuse your body.”


  “Don’t walk.” The words drop from my mouth, and I am immediately regretful.


  He stops and looks up at me, shaking his head. “You’ve been alone for a while. You told me that. You’re drunk. I know that. I am a patient man, Sonya.” He pushes my legs together. “But my patience is being tried right now, and I’m fucked up, too. I need to walk out this door alone. If I come back in, you better make damn sure to tell me to leave.” He covers my naked body. “And you better hope that will stop me.”


  Then, like a storm, he is gone.


  I roll to my side, bring my knees to my chest, and cry. I cry in shame, in guilt. I cry because I let myself down. And I cry because I am weak.


  


  


  ***


  I wake to light peeking through the window, feeling sick to my stomach. My head is pounding, and I am still completely naked.


  I sit up and look beside me. On the nightstand, there is a bottle of water and two Motrin.


  I sit up, holding the blanket close to my body; unscrew the cap of the water; and take the pills. Then I stand, grabbing my clothes that are scattered around the room and dress quickly.


  I look for my coat, my phone, my …


  “Shit,” I say when I remember my coat is gone with the phone in its pocket.


  I try to figure out the best escape. I don’t want to be seen. Not by the band and certainly not by the man who caused this confusion.


  I look at the French doors and decide they’re the best escape. I open them quietly, then jump when I see Finn lying asleep in the chaise he had dragged down to the beach last night.


  A blanket covers his lower half, his bare feet peeking out from under it. His torso and tattoos are exposed, and he is just as beautiful sober as drunk. His hair is stuck up in every direction possible, his neatly trimmed beard seems thicker, and his arm is covering his eyes.


  I quietly turn, shut the door behind me, and ready myself to tiptoe away unnoticed. Then he groans and runs a hand down his chest under the blanket to adjust himself. I lick my lips, immediately thinking about what the blanket is covering, and then curse myself for being so damn stupid.


  He lets out a deep breath and rolls to his side, facing away from me.


  On the deck next to the chaise is a pack of Camel lights, a Zippo, an ashtray, and his phone.


  How could I be so stupid? I yell at myself again.


  I need a phone to call a cab, so I slowly reach down and grab his phone, then start to walk away quietly.


  “You need something?”


  I turn quickly back and watch him lazily sit up, the muscles in his abs flexing. The morning light is adorning him, loving him, shining on him like a spotlight.


  “Just borrowing your …”


  He stands, takes two steps, snatches the phone away, hits a few apps, takes my hand, and places my finger on the home button. Once, twice, three times, and then four.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Passwords are a bitch to remember. Fingerprints don’t change.” Then he hands it to me. He runs his fingers through his hair, licks his lips, and looks me up and down slowly. “You need something?”


  My words rush out in a jumbled mess. “A cab, my phone … Why are you sleeping out here? It’s cold.”


  He shakes his head. “I like to sleep outside.”


  I gasp. “It must have gotten down to sixty degrees last night.”


  His lips curl up on the side. “Camping weather.”


  I shake my head and can’t help returning his grin. “You’re crazy.”


  He nods once. “You need a ride?”


  “I can call a cab.” I hold up his phone. Then it hits me. “You know it’s not smart to give out your password.”


  “My mouth was on your pussy, my tongue in every nook and cranny of your body. I’m good with a password, Sonya.”


  I am shocked, embarrassed, possibly turned on, but I remind myself who he is.


  “You give all your conquests your phone and—”


  He crosses his arms over his chest, his eyes narrowing. “You too fucked up to remember what was said last night?”


  “No, but—”


  “Let me remind you.” He reaches out and lifts my chin with his finger. “I have you under me; no one else holds that position.”


  “This is a bad idea.”


  He shakes his head. “Come on; I’ll give you a ride.”


  “No,” I say quickly as I type in a search for a cab.


  “No?” He looks shocked, possibly hurt. I thought I would like him being hurt, but I don’t when it’s because of me, because I let things get so out of control.


  “It’s best this way.”


  “All right then.” He grabs his shirt. “See you around.”


  And just like that, he’s gone.
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  I stand under the hot shower, thinking about last night, about how I fucked up and how I won’t fuck up again. I sure as fuck didn’t expect to open up to her like I did and get kicked in the nuts in the morning. I gave her the ultimate VIP pass, and she shot me down. What a fucking joke.


  One fucked up night and I am a joke.


  At least I didn’t fuck her, I think as I turn the hot water off and allow a cold blast to hit me. I sure as fuck lost my damn mind on that pussy, though. She would be thinking about that for a while.


  I turn off the cold water, grab a towel, and wrap it around me as I step out.


  Oral sex used to be my preferred method of giving pleasure, but it’s too damn intimate for the casual acquaintance. I gave her that, and she walked.


  Bitch. Confused bitch.


  It has been years since I felt that need, years since I devoured a woman like that. It used to be a craving I couldn’t contain. In the blink of an eye, however, I gave that up.


  Shaking away those thoughts, I stand in front of the mirror and trim my beard up a bit. Tomorrow, we are heading on the road, and I’m pretty damn sure I won’t want the task of maintaining a grooming schedule when we will be balls to the wall traveling, doing interviews, and rocking our asses off.


  When I finish, I clean the hair out of the sink and flush it down the toilet. Grabbing a pair of jeans, I pull them up, adjust my dick, and button my fly. Then I grab a Zeppelin tee and throw it on, pulling a denim button up on over it.


  I walk out onto the patio, grab the cigarettes and Zippo, and light one up. Once I grab my phone sitting on the chaise and hold my thumb on the home button, it comes alive in vibrant, technological colors. Then I go to the settings and delete her paw print.


  What the fuck was I thinking? That’s gotta be the most adolescent shit I have pulled in years. I ponder what the equivalent would have been back in my school years. One of those half heart key rings or a friendship bracelet? Stupid fuck. I toss the phone back down on the chaise.


  Leaning against the railing, I take a few more drags from the cigarette that I know damn well isn’t good for me. Then again, nothing I have been doing for the past couple days is good for me. I’m a fucking wreck right now. Hell, if I think back, I have always been a storm of a man.


  Since the ocean is calm today, I try to focus on that, draw from it, and it works … until I hear a door shut behind me.


  “We gots to go, bro.”


  I turn around, and River is standing there with two cups of coffee in his hands, the same digs as he was wearing last night, and his hair as fucked up as mine was this morning.


  “You have a good night?” I chuckle as he walks toward me and hands me the coffee.


  “If you call beating yourself off, thinking about Beyoncé good, then yeah, it was fucking epic.” He laughs.


  I take a sip of the coffee. “Where do we have to be?”


  “X-man’s office. Something about opening act shit.”


  “He still tripping on making us pick the acts?”


  He looks at me, knowing I’m pissed about it. He and I signed a deal with Stockton Records when we first started playing together, and they fucked us hard. They stole our music and gave it to another band they had. When I questioned it, they laughed us off. Two fucked-up, talented kids who partied way too much took it in the ass. The other two band members didn’t baulk; they joined another band that Stockton signed, and today, they are fucked, too. I don’t like that kind of fucking.


  “Sure is. Says it’ll be good for us.”


  “Yeah, good for us,” I huff then take a drag off the nearly spent cigarette. I throw it down, stomp it out, drain the cup of coffee, and look at him.


  “Finn, we all gotta start somewhere right?”


  I nod. “I never signed on to lift anyone up.”


  “You did when you met me. No one else would have given me the fucking opportunity. Hell, I was a fucking mess of meth and heroine, a fucking—”


  “You pulled me out of the depths of hell, too, man. Forced me to become the responsible one.” I smack him on the back.


  He pulls his shades down and nods. “Well, let’s hope we can do that shit for someone else.” He smirks. “You and I, we’re even, right?”


  He used to ask me that shit all the time, back when we played in a three piece band. It drove me nuts then.


  “I’m no savior, River. We were even from go.”


  “You two ready?” I look back to see Billy standing in the doorway, looking at his Apple watch.


  “Your wife say it’s time?” River jokes.


  “Excuse me?”


  “You’re a bitch to that thing on your wrist. Seriously, man.” River smacks him on the ass as he walks past him.


  “It’s efficient and keeps me organized.” Billy gives him the non-rock-star Billy answer.


  “Imagine if it put out?” I say, grabbing my phone. “You’d never have to leave that fucking room of yours.”


  I follow Billy and River on my bike. There aren’t too many days left that I will be able to enjoy this since we will be traveling by plane or bus, though Madison is pushing for us to do as little bus travel as possible. I hope for none.


  When we stop at a light, I see Billy scolding River through the back window. Then a lit cigarette comes flying out the driver side, and I can’t help laughing.


  I’m sure as hell glad River has someone like him as a role model. At one point, he just had me. Now, I’m reverting into the not so damn good place. Not topping any charts on being a role model. Then again, that’s never something I wanted to be. Nor have I wanted to be about the pussy.


  I only want the music—owning it, playing it, creating it—and to become the best me Finn Beckett could be. Fuck the haters, fuck the naysayers, fuck the doubters, and fuck anyone who wants to bring me down.


  Memphis, Billy, Xavier, and Nickie D, they are guys to look up to, not me.


  


  


  ***


  We are sitting in the conference room when Xavier walks in, laughing with Taelyn.


  “What’s so funny?” River asks, taking his boots off the table.


  “Xavier’s an uncle again,” Taelyn teases.


  “The hell I am.” He laughs, squeezing her hand.


  “Fugly is your nephew, so that means—” she begins.


  “Fugly is your nephew.” He chuckles.


  “Fine, I’m okay with it.” She smirks and then looks at us. “Cyrus’s dog had puppies, twelve to be exact. They didn’t know she was pregnant.”


  “Or that something that ugly would even have a chance at getting laid.” Xavier laughs, and she smacks his stomach playfully.


  “The pups ugly?” Memphis asks.


  “God only knows, man. No evidence yet.” Xavier sits down and looks at Memphis. “How you doing?”


  “Real damn good.” He grins like a teenage boy who just got his first blow job.


  “Everything healing up?” X asks like it’s no big deal that they are discussing Memphis’s dick in front of us.


  I look at Taelyn, who is unaffected as well. What the hell?


  “Everyone in the room have a dick piercing?” River asks.


  “I don’t.” Taelyn laughs, and Xavier shoots her a look that says I can’t believe you just said that. “What, Xavier? I don’t.”


  “Good damn thing,” he huffs.


  “If you wanted one, you could get one of those pink strap-on things and crown that bitch, Taelyn. Then you could make X your bit—”


  “Watch it, River,” X growls at him, teeth bared and all.


  Taelyn giggles, and X looks at her. “Shit’s not funny.”


  “Actually, it’s hysterical, but”—she pauses and winks at him—“it’s not why we are here.”


  She grabs a pile of folders from the desk and passes them out. “Tour schedule, press obligations, opening act auditions, hotel, and flight information are all enclosed. Any questions with travel, Madison is the girl to call. Press is Sonya”—she looks at me as if testing my ability to deal—“or me.” Apparently, she doesn’t think I can. Can’t say I blame her. I did snap at her, literally.


  The door opens and Sonya walks in. She’s wearing pants today, some sort of cargo army green things, instead of a skirt. Her hair is down as an alternative to her usual uptight bun, and she has on a Forever Four T-shirt … covered by a Mr. Rogers ‘won’t you be my neighbor’ looking sweater.


  “You got the memo that we’re more casual here?” Nickie D gives her a wink, and I don’t like it. I especially don’t like the blush it produces on her face.


  “Yes,” she says as she sits down in the only available chair that’s not next to me.


  She’s avoiding me. Good.


  I cross my arms and sit back.


  “You two need to be able to get along,” Xavier says, and I look up to find he’s looking at me.


  I point my thumb to my chest. “Me?”


  “Yes, Finn, you,” Xavier says with a nod.


  I throw my hands in the air. “What the fuck did I do now?”


  “You growled,” Billy answers.


  “Did fucking not,” I retort.


  Memphis smirks. “You did.”


  “Moving along,” Taelyn says, refocusing the attention on business.


  I look over at Sonya to see her face is blazing red now, and I take satisfaction in that. I made that shit happen, not Nickie D’s casual comment.


  “Are you okay with that?” Taelyn asks, and I glance up again.


  “Me?”


  “Yes, Finn. Da’ fuck’s your deal?” Memphis laughs. “Still feeling the effects of last night?”


  “No happenings last night.” River points to Billy. “Buzz kill Bill made sure of that.”


  “I broke up a fight,” Billy snaps at him.


  “Shouldn’t have,” I snarl. “Preppy fucking pushers deserved that shit.”


  “But seriously, that ganja was fucking epic. A couple hits and my hand became Rhianna.”


  “Thought it was Beyoncé?” I remind his ass.


  “Rhianna first. Then I needed darker, thicker, sexier, so I switched hands. From then on, my hand was called Beyoncé.”


  Memphis laughs. “You are so fucked up.”


  “I’m fucked up? Finn camped out on the patio. It was cold as a hairless lion out there.”


  “Finn would sleep outside in February.” Billy nods, looking at me. “Insane, but I did read up on the health benefits.”


  I shake my head. “Me, too.”


  “Really?” River asks.


  “Fuck no.” I chuckle.


  “Okay, focus,” Xavier laughingly interrupts. “Go ahead, Irish.”


  She smiles at his endearment. “Sonya, Tally, and Memphis have agreed to do the auditions, but we want to make sure the rest of you are there when you can be. I know Billy is finishing up some classes, and it may be hard for him—”


  “So he gets to skate?” I ask.


  “I never wanted this life to begin with,” Billy says, then looks at Xavier. Xavier’s eyebrow rises slowly, and Taelyn smacks his shoulder.


  “And that’s why we only want you to do it when your class demands aren’t as high.” She looks at the rest of us. “Tomorrow, you all leave for Texas—Houston on the eighth and Dallas on the ninth. So you have three days to find two bands. Over twenty acts are coming to auditions tomorrow night. A local radio station Nick reached out to is setting it all up. You just show up, smile, give constructive feedback, and pick two groups.”


  I sigh. “The first two sound perfect to me.”


  “I’d like to interject something if I might,” Sonya chimes in.


  Taelyn smiles at her. “The floor is yours.”


  “I am compiling data on the reach and fan base of those bands who will be auditioning. I am not saying I encourage picking someone who already has a following, but it wouldn’t hurt.”


  “Good.” Xavier nods, then looks back at us. “Take it under consideration, but remember you were them once.”


  “Finn, you’re the only one who is strongly opposed to this; will you remember it won’t hurt us one damn bit?” Xavier stands and bends down behind his desk. When he stands again, he holds two bottles of champagne in his hands.


  “Congratulations, Steel Total Destruction, you have nine sold out venues.”


  “No shit?” Memphis claps his hands together.


  “None.” X winks then looks at me. “We’re a fucking family here. We take care of each other, we work together, and we win.”


  Nick takes the bottles, pops one cork then another, pours us all a glass, and hands them out.


  “To the four of you,” Nick says, raising his glass.


  “Lame,” Xavier says and steps forward. “To guys who strum, to guys who drum, to the guys whose voices make women dumb.” He winks at Memphis, then me.


  “To girls who make us fucking come.” River laughs.


  “Forever Steel.” Taelyn raises her glass.


  I watch Sonya out of the corner of my eye. She smiles in a polite manner, but doesn’t take a drink, only sets the glass down.


  My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I pull it out.


  A message from my old man.


  I hold my thumb over the home key, but it doesn’t open. I try the last password I remember, and it’s wrong.


  I look up to see Sonya staring at me.


  “Fuck,” I say in a low tone.


  “I have some things to do. Taelyn, I will be at the hotel if you need me.” Then she skates out the door.
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  I am just about to my car when I hear his voice boom, “Stop, dammit.”


  “I’m in a hurry,” I call over my shoulder and quickly slide inside my car. I can’t take being in the same room as him. How will—


  The door opens, and I lose all train of thought as he reaches in then takes my hand. My body comes to life again¸ remembering what his hands did to me less than twelve hours ago.


  “Finn, please—”


  He pulls my hand toward him, holds out his phone, and holds my thumb against the home button. Then he lets go and starts to turn around.


  “Wait!”


  When he stops and doesn’t turn around, I get out and walk around him.


  “You can’t just do things like that. You can’t play games with me. Last night, I was drunk and—”


  “Last night?” He lets out a maniacal laugh. “This has nothing to do with last night.” His jaw muscles flex, and for a moment, I am reminded of his mouth and all the ways it brought me pleasure like I never experienced before, like I am sure I never will again.


  “If one of them saw the stunt you just pulled—you chasing me out here—what would they think? Let me answer that question for you. They would have thought I was just as stupid as every other girl in Stevie’s band.”


  He crosses his arms in front of him and looks amused¸ which pisses me off.


  “I’m not. I’m not going to chase after you. I’m not going to let you try to have me waiting in the wings for you to use your, your ‘rock’ status to seduce me.”


  He bites his lip and cocks his head to the side. “You done, None-ya?”


  I throw my hands in the air, exasperated. “You smug son of a bitch—”


  “You do have that correct.” He laughs haughtily.


  “Stop playing with me. Forget about me. I don’t understand why you just won’t leave me alone. I mean, find someone else to have ‘under you,’ ” I sneer.


  He grimaces, then clears his throat. “Did I chase after you this morning?”


  “No, but—”


  “But nothing. The minute you walked, I showered the scent of your pussy off my face, my beard, and my fingers. Then I scrubbed it out of my mouth with a fucking toothbrush. I erased your fucking print from my phone. You were gone, poof.” He makes an explosion with his hands. “Then I realized it was my fucking print I erased, so don’t kid yourself, None-ya. I don’t chase ass. Ass chases me.” He turns and stomps away.


  I feel like an idiot. Each step he takes crushes me. And I know, each step he takes, he is deliberately doing so when he holds his middle finger up in the air at me.


  


  


  ***


  I sit on the bed, finally holding my coat. Stevie had it. She said it was an accident. I know she was snooping through my phone, and I know there is no way in hell she found whatever it was she was looking for.


  I keep my treasures locked safely away.


  I click on the app, the one password protected with my most treasured photos.


  I look at him and his perfect, beautiful, cherub face, and my heart immediately swells. Then I punch in the number, the one I have called almost every day for the past four years.


  “Hello.” He is smiling; I can hear it and feel it.


  “Noah,” I say, trying to mask the sadness in my voice.


  “Mommy?”


  I force a laugh. “Who else calls you?”


  “You done with school? You coming home? I miss you. I have trucks, lots of them, and cars, and they are lined up in a row. Do you wanna play?” His words seem more pronounced than they did yesterday. How is that possible?


  “School is fine,” I lie to him. I hate lying.


  “When are you coming to visit? Auntie Margie is tired a lot. She can’t play. She coughs, too.”


  “I’m not sure when I will be back to visit, but I will, Noah. I promise.”


  “Cross your heart?” he asks.


  “Eat a pie?” I reply.


  “Say our prayers to the night sky,” he says with a little yawn.


  “You in bed?”


  I hear him moving, the clinking of the trucks. Then I hear them all drop into what I assume is a bin he keeps on the bookshelf I bought him when I was home last and Margie complained about the mess and disorganization. Finally, I hear the bed squeak.


  “Am now. I picked up my toys, put them on a shelf.” He sounds so proud.


  “You are such a good boy, Noah. I am so proud of you.”


  “Did you pick up your toys?” he asks because we typically do it together.


  “Sure did. You ready to tell me about your day?” I ask.


  “Yep. I went to school.” His story continues for ten minutes until I hear him yawn again, and then I hear his little, sleepy voice, next the whisper voice, and then comes the part I hate.


  “Okay, Noah, hang up. I love you, okay? Mommy loves you so much.”


  “I lo—” He stops and yawns again. “Love you so much, too, Mommy.”


  “Sweet dreams, sweet boy. I love you.”


  Once we have hung up, I call Margie and endure her wrath for fifteen minutes. It’s the usual.


  “How long will you be gone?” she asks.


  “The tour ends October third. A few of the shows have a couple days between the next, so I may be able to fly in,” I answer.


  “He needs you. I’m getting too old for this.”


  I want to say, You insisted. You told me I could go to college so I could give him the life he deserves. You made me feel horrible for even thinking about giving him to a family who could have given him so much more. I want to scream, You did this, but she wasn’t the only one who made me feel like giving him away was wrong.


  Instead, I thank her, then assure her the mortgage will be paid and that she will receive a little more money in the next few weeks, and she stops complaining.


  


  


  ***


  I pick up the journal and open it to the page I always turn to when I am feeling low or down.


  His dark hair, his dark eyes, the darkness that surrounds him is beautiful. He is beautiful, and he loves me. He loves me and wants to be a family.


  He wants to protect me and save me from my self-doubt and from what he considers my problems. He loves me.


  I deserve a family. I deserve it after all I have been through. So does he.


  He is my dark knight.


  Three pages later, she writes:


  He is my light, my smile, my escape. He knows when I need to fly, and he soars with me. I feel freer with him, young, carefree, not old and held down, even though I am carrying our child. He assures me I can live like this forever. I believe him. I believe that all my troubles are behind me. I believe he is beside me and will be always.


  I close the book and toss it on the nightstand. Reading the journal I found when I was forced to live away from my home is different now than it was when I was sixteen and pregnant.


  Like everything in life, with age, we gain wisdom. It’s a pity this Jesse girl didn’t live long enough to realize it. She had a man who loved her, or at least, she said he did.


  Each entry had a high and a low; each day was different. Hell, she was a mess, but so was I.


  I believed I could be stronger than her, that when I was able to go back home after Aunt Margie finally moved into the house, and I could sleep in my own bed again, I would tell him I was pregnant. Then, just like Jesse, I would have someone who wanted a future with me.


  I lie back and look at my phone, at my Noah. He is so precious, so beautiful, and deserves so much better than me. He deserves bedtime stories and hugs that are so tight they could never be broken. He deserves … more.


  I place the phone on the hotel bed and begin packing up my things. It’s been months now, months that I have told him I am away at school, and Aunt Margie plays along. Of course she does. She is living the same privileged lifestyle she has always lived, even though all of our circumstances changed dramatically almost five years ago.


  


  


  ***


  I am picked up by a Town Car at seven in the morning and taken to LaGuardia. After going through security, I wait to be called to my seat in first class. This is a first for me. Honestly, I would prefer to sit in business class. First class is wasteful.


  Waste not, want not isn’t something I was raised to worry about. We had everything we could ever dream about and then some. Even after Father’s legal issues, Mother kept things unchanged. Well, all except for Father no longer living with us and her tearful performances when the detectives periodically checked in to question her about his whereabouts, which of course she didn’t have a clue about.


  A year after he was gone, I remember breaking down, telling her I missed him. She rolled her eyes and told me he obviously didn’t miss me. I remember the hurt, the pain of hearing that from her, but what she disclosed next was far worse.


  J.T. Silver was, in fact, not my real father. My real father was a lowlife nothing who also wanted nothing to do with me.


  A few years later, I saw him for the first time at his funeral. Mother, Aunt Margie, and I were the only ones in attendance.


  I watched as her cold façade crumbled that day. I still like to imagine they were in love once. They were in love enough to create a life. Mine.


  I wonder if Noah will ever feel like I do now.


  “Flight 2737 is boarding at gate twenty-three,” comes over the loud speaker, interrupting my thoughts. “First class passengers, please come to the gate.”


  I look around for the others and see no one. I am sure Madison said we are all flying together, but I guess I am wrong.


  I sit in my assigned seat. Row four, seat two. It’s an aisle seat, more legroom if I actually needed it. The seat next to me is empty. So are the ones across from me and the two in front of me. I am a lucky girl, I think as I dig through my purse and pull out a Blow Pop.


  Gum never helps with the pressure in my ears at takeoff.


  When Noah was a baby, Margie was flying with him out West to visit some friends. I breast fed Noah—not because I was concerned with it being a healthier option, but because it was cost effective—so I expressed enough milk for her for an entire week. Right before they left, he got an ear infection, and the doctor told her that, if he sucked on his bottle during takeoff and landing, it would help alleviate the pressure.


  The next time I flew, I decided, if it worked for him, it would work for me, and it did. Now I won’t fly without a stash of Blow Pops in my purse. Another thing I won’t fly without is a sleep mask.


  I have been stuck too many times next to a chatty person who thinks, because I am polite and smile, I am going to be their entertainment for the entire flight. The mask wards off those problems completely.


  “Final boarding call for flight number 2737 from LaGuardia to Houston,” is announced.


  I unwrap the sucker, readying it for takeoff, place the mask over my eyes, lean back, and try my best to relax.


  I yawn as I hear shuffling. Then I smell a familiar scent, and I hear a groan.


  “You have to sit by the window.” River chuckles.


  “Like I give a shit right now,” Finn says in a low grumble.


  “Ask her to switch seats,” River huffs as I hear a bag being shoved in the overhead compartment. “You awake, Sonya?”


  I lift the mask from my eyes to find Finn shoving his bag above my head.


  “Yeah,” I say quietly.


  “Finn hates to fly.”


  “Dude, shut up,” Finn says, then looks down at me. His eyes are bloodshot, his expression blank. “Excuse me.”


  I move over to the window seat.


  “See? She doesn’t bite.” River chuckles.


  “Could you take your seats please?” the flight attendant asks River, then turns and looks at Finn. “Sir?” she stammers when she meets the glowering face of darkness.


  He nods, pulls his sunglasses down, and sits.


  The plane begins moving.


  “You got any gum?”


  “No. Shit, man,” River sputters. “Fuck. Billy, you got any?”


  “No. Just yawn a lot,” he grumbles, leaning back in his seat.


  Finn’s knee taps mine and he rasps, “You have any gum?”


  “Blow Pops,” I say, holding up my sucker. “You want one?”


  River chuckles under his breath.


  Finn looks down at my mouth. “Yeah.”


  River leans forward and looks across the aisle. “Blow Pops?”


  “If you suck on it, it helps—” I begin.


  “That’s what I have always told them.” River laughs. “Blow Pops, blow jobs. It’s a sucker, man; treat it as such.”


  Finn’s lips curl up at the corners as I dig in the bag on my lap and hand him three.


  He gives two to River for him and Billy before he turns back and looks at me. I know he is, even with his shades on.


  I pull my sour apple Blow Pop from my mouth. “Can I help you?”


  His lip curls up again. “You could, but you won’t.” He says it so sinfully there is no way I can even pretend it was intended any other way.


  I look past him at Billy and River, hoping they didn’t hear what he just said to me.


  “You wanna sit over there? Try that side of the stage next?”


  My mouth falls open. I am completely shocked that he just said that.


  When he reaches over and pushes my lower jaw up with one finger, I snap my head away from his touch. He then proceeds to take my sucker and hands me his.


  “I like apple better.”


  “I’ve already had that in my mouth. Give—”


  He huffs, and I stop talking, looking away.


  I am already exhausted, and we haven’t even left the ground. Exhausted from the emotional rollercoaster I have been on since I found out I was pregnant, not to mention the events that happened two months after that.


  His knee nudges mine again, but I don’t react. He does it again, obviously not taking the hint that I would prefer to be left alone.


  Once I look at him out of the corner of my eye, he pops the Blow Pop in his mouth, lowers his glasses, and leans in to me as he pulls it out.


  “I’ve tasted better.” His eyes lazily gaze down my body, causing me to squirm inside, but I hold it together. He takes the Blow Pop and rubs it across my lower lip before I am able to react, and the inside squirming is dying to come out. “So have you.”


  “Enough,” I whisper. “That’s enough.”


  He rolls his blood shot eyes and lets out a slow sigh. “Not yet it’s not.”


  “You’re high. That’s your problem, you know. You hate me when you’re sober, so why not make that your reason to ‘just say no.’ ” I air quote the anti-drug catch phrase.


  His eyes dance in amusement. They are lighter, clearer, less mucky, and how messed up is that? He’s high!


  “I’d rather be like Nike and just do it.” He makes the swish with his finger, and I can’t help staring at it. It’s long and thick and— “You liked it.”


  “I’m not a piece of ass,” comes out louder than I intended, and he looks at me more sternly. Then I whisper, “I told you that the other night.”


  “Then you came all over my face.”


  When I gasp, he pulls his shades down, turns around, pops the Blow Pop back in his mouth, and then grips the arm rests as we ascend into the air. I quickly unwrap another sour apple Blow Pop and pop it in my mouth. Then I look out of the corner of my eye to see he’s smirking.


  “That flavor suits you better.”


  I am angry at him, but angrier with myself for the choice I made to drink the other night, knowing damn well what I was getting into.


  “You don’t know me,” I grumble as I reach in my bag and pull out the thin blanket I carry when I fly.


  “Whose fault is that?” he asks softly.


  I don’t reply. I cover myself up, pull down the sleep mask, and curl up, facing the window.
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  I can feel the buzz wearing off too damn soon. I wish I could sleep like she does. I wish I could forget the taste of her, but I can’t.


  Destruction is a bitch. I could never outrun her. She follows me, swallows me whole. Avoidance is a gift, one I cherish while creating. Right now, that gift is hiding in the shadows of destruction, avoiding the madness inside her path.


  I’m on her path, regardless.


  I lean over and River nods.


  “What’s up?”


  “I need to sleep,” I say, knowing damn well it’s a bad fucking idea, but no fucks are given.


  River reaches in his backpack and pulls out a bottle. “This will help.” He opens it, taps a pill out, and hands it to me. I pop it in my mouth. “You’ll get four hours.” He pops one in his own mouth and winks. “Sleep well.”


  I recline my seat and take in several deep breaths, smelling her, trying to find something good to focus on that will help me relax my mind: my childhood, my first love, my dog, my friends … None of my memories are calming.


  After waiting twenty minutes, my body is totally relaxed, but my mind still remains far from it. I want to shut it off.


  “I need another,” I tell River.


  “Dude, I don’t think—”


  “I. Need. Another.” I glare at him.


  After he shakes his head, pulls the bottle out, opens it, and hands me another, I swallow it down.


  My head feels like a balloon floating on a string attached to my body. It’s light, but this is no true escape. I am surrounded by madness and destruction, each exit blocked by my past.


  I look at my watch. It’s ten minutes later—still awake.


  Fuck!


  


  


  ***


  “Finn,” I hear River, then feel him tap me.


  My eyes are too fucking heavy. My head is a brick and not a balloon.


  “I found don’t give a fuck,” I hear myself mumble.


  “What is wrong with him?” I hear Sonya whisper.


  “River?” It’s Memphis. He’s pissed. “Da fuck did you give him?”


  “He wanted something to help him sleep,” River whispers.


  “Isn’t that what was behind the fucking clam bake in the car?” Memphis snaps.


  “Wasn’t enough,” I say, fighting to open my eyes.


  “I asked you what the fuck you gave him,” Memphis snaps again.


  “Memphis, don’t. Too many people around with phones and recording devices.” It’s Sonya. “Let’s just get him up and out of here.”


  I know it’s her hand that wraps around my elbow. I know it’s her.


  “Don’t touch me.”


  Her hand immediately releases my arm, and I immediately wish I hadn’t said shit.


  I open my eyes and force my hand to grip the back of the seat in front of me. Pulling myself up, I feel a hand on my back, pushing me.


  “Deal with it. This is my job,” she growls at me.


  “Don’t give a fuck what anyone thinks.” I don’t have it in me to fight her.


  “Great. River stay in front; Billy hang back,” she gives out instructions like a fucking drill sergeant. “You got this?” she asks, looking up at me.


  “No.” I throw my arm around her shoulder. “That’s better.”


  Her eyes shoot daggers, but her body seems to conform. “You owe me.”


  “Anytime,” I say and keep looking down as she wraps her arm around my waist and walks me off the plane and into the terminal.


  When she starts to let go, I pull her in more tightly. I look down to see her nipples are pebbled, rock hard, and my mouth immediately goes dry.


  She looks up, and I see her face is flaming red.


  “Don’t.”


  “Don’t what? You can’t force attraction when it doesn’t exist, Sonya. Why the hell try? It’s obvious you get all hot and bothered when we’re close. I can make you—”


  “Finn, this isn’t the time or the place,” she grunts, pushing me up straighter and walking faster.


  “When is?”


  “How about staying sober for ten minutes and trying to find out if your dick gets hard, then see if your attraction still exists?”


  “You aren’t fucked up, and your nipples are so hard they’re practically ripping through your shirt.”


  “Time and place,” she says with a strain in her voice as we exit security.


  “Can you get his bags and mine?” she asks River.


  “I have no idea what yours are,” he says.


  “Two large, hot pink hard shells. You can’t miss them,” she says as she keeps the momentum up.


  Once outside, she walks us to the curb, shoves two fingers in her mouth, whistles and waves with her hand that’s not wrapped around my waist. The heat hits me hard, and I feel a hell of a lot less strength than I did inside.


  She looks back over her shoulder at someone. “You have the info to the hotel, right?”


  “Of course. You sure you can handle him?” I hear Tales from behind.


  “She can handle me,” I respond as a cab pulls up.


  “Get in,” she says as she opens the door, and once I slide in, she slides in beside me.


  “Woodlands Waterway Marriot,” she tells the cab driver.


  I rest my head against the window, trying to find a cold connection. I feel perspiration beading on my head, my upper lip, and my stomach cramps.


  “Hey, you.” Her voice is much less harsh.


  “Hmm?” is all I can muster, afraid if I speak, I will throw up.


  “Look at me,” she says in an even softer tone.


  I force myself to sit up and turn my head toward her.


  “You kind of look like hell.”


  I nod once, and that movement makes me woozy.


  “Dizzy?”


  I swallow down the phlegm in my throat. “And hot.”


  She leans forward and taps on the glass. “Can you turn up the AC please?” Then she reaches in her purse and pulls out a bottle of water.


  I close my eyes. “You’re an angel.”


  “You think this is for you?” she asks.


  “I fucking hope so,” I admit.


  “Well, then let’s you and I make a deal.”


  I force my head toward her again.


  “No more drugs, Finn. No more—”


  “Pills.” I give one nod.


  “I’m serious. You are gonna make my job so hard.” She hands me the open bottle.


  “Like you aren’t doing the same.” I take a drink and hold it in my mouth, worried it may come up.


  “Swallow,” she says.


  I do with a smile.


  “You’re such an ass.”


  “At least I do what I’m told.” I lean my head back, slightly amused with myself.


  “Good. How about you keep that attitude up? No drugs, no drinking, no smoking—”


  “You’re pushing.”


  “It’s my—”


  “How about you take it to River?”


  She doesn’t say anything more, and I’m good with that.


  “We’re here,” she says a while later, rubbing my shoulder.


  I don’t move, so she rubs it again. I force my hand up and hold her hand against me so she can’t rub me again.


  “Am I bugging you?” she asks. “Are you awake?”


  “You’re making me har—”


  Her hand flies over my mouth, stopping me.


  “Let’s go.” She gets out and holds the door open. “Can you manage?”


  “Sonya, I can do anything I put my mind to,” I grumble.


  “Good. Then put your mind into walking in here and looking a little less like a damn rock star who parties from sun up to sun down.”


  I step out and hold the door as she walks away, and she stops and looks back.


  “Go. I’ll get there,” I assure her.


  I stop at the door and pat my pockets. I grab the Camel Lights from the inside jacket I must have shoved them in. Then I remember the Zippo is in my carry-on, and I hope to hell one of the guys grabbed it.


  I see a hot, leggy brunette looking at me as she takes a drag off her cigarette.


  “You got a light?”


  She blushes and nods, then hands me her lit cigarette. I light off of it and hand it back as I inhale.


  She cocks her head to the side. “Are you an actor?”


  “Sometimes, we all are.” I shrug.


  She laughs. “No, you seem familiar.”


  “Never been here before.”


  “Well, welcome to the great state of Texas. I’m Ryana.” She reaches in her pocket and pulls out a card. “I’m here for a while, staying in this hotel for a few days, hopefully more. If you get bored or want someone to explore with, let me—”


  She stops talking, and I follow her eyes to see Sonya turning around and walking toward the entry.


  “She your girl?” Ryana asks.


  “No.”


  “She looks a little upset.”


  “She looks that way a lot,” I say, snuffing out my smoke. I shove the card in my pocket. “Might see you around,” I say, but I think, Hopefully not.


  “I certainly hope so.”


  Buzzed from the quick smoke and woozy from the pills, I make my way inside as fast as I can, which isn’t fast at all.


  Sonya is standing at the elevator. When I get to it, the door opens and she steps inside. I follow.


  “All of the rooms aren’t ready. One is.”


  “Okay,” I say, relishing in the fact that I know damn well she is annoyed with me.


  “So …?” She throws her hands in the air when the door finally closes.


  “So what?” I ask as nausea hits again when the elevator moves.


  Before she can answer, my phone rings with a call from Memphis.


  “What’s up?” I ask.


  “You good now, River?” he asks in a pissy, yet joking manner.


  “Wrong name, asshole.”


  “Same path, though.”


  His response pisses me off, so I hang up.


  Her phone rings immediately.


  “This is Sonya,” she answers like whoever’s ringing her doesn’t know who they called.


  “Yes, he’s still”—she pauses and looks at me, then turns to face the wall—“fucked up.”


  I know immediately it’s Memphis.


  “Well, I was supposed to be there and—” She pauses, and I strain my ears to listen. “I understand. No, it’s fine. I’ll email Tally the updates on the performers. I worked on some more numbers during the flight.” She stops again. “See you then.”


  She hangs up, and her head hangs low. Then she takes in a deep breath and turns to me. “They are heading straight to the radio station to meet with the DJ who went over the audition tapes. They prefer you stay here.”


  “I prefer that, too.”


  She looks at me like I’m stupid. “You do know that most of these local acts have followings.”


  I nod. “That’s great.”


  The elevator door opens, and I push myself off the wall and motion for her to go ahead of me. “Ladies first.”


  She gives me a frustrated glance and storms out.


  At a door, she slides the key through the slot and opens it, and I follow her in.


  “Wow,” she whispers and looks back at me. “Do you always travel like this?”


  I look around the suite. There are cream-colored walls and a dark, hardwood floor. Straight ahead is a dining room table, the wood matching the floor, and the chairs are upholstered cream with the same dark wood trim. To the left is a sitting area. Past it are double doors opening to a king-sized bedroom. To the right of the dining room is a small kitchenette, a bathroom, and another set of double doors leading to another bedroom. Straight ahead is a wall of windows leading out to a large patio overlooking the river.


  “No,” I answer. “It’s a little much.”


  “Nice, though.” She walks to the kitchenette where she grabs two glasses and fills them with water from the sink. She turns and walks toward me. “You hungry?”


  I take the glass of water she offers before asking, “You bipolar?”


  “You’re kidding me? I am being nice.” She starts to walk away, and I grab her elbow.


  “Thank you for the drink, Sonya.”


  She turns to look back at me.


  “But in the elevator, you were pissed. Outside, you were borderline rude—”


  “I didn’t—”


  “In the cab, you were nice. The plane … Well, one minute bitch, the next hot and bothered—”


  “You have some nerve, Finn Be—”


  “Then you were pretty fucking cool getting me out of there. Stand there and get pissed all you want, but it’s a legitimate fucking question. Do you have a mental health issue that would better explain the epic fucking mood swings?”


  “I don’t have a mental health issue! You, however, have an innate ability to make me crazy! You got on the plane high, all but undressed me with your eyes, stole my sucker right out of my mouth, took pills, and couldn’t even walk, so I had to help you. In the cab, I was nice; you’re right. Then we get here, and you all but fall out of the damn thing. And I have to check us in because you’re all messed up.” Her hands flail in the air. “Then I can’t find you, and I worry that you’re out there, either lying on the damn cement or wandered off somewhere like a child.” She stops and looks at me like I am going to fight back.


  Instead, I say nothing. I want her to keep going.


  “Nothing? You have nothing to say?” Her hands slam down on her hips.


  “I have a lot I could say, Sonya, but why bother? I’m tired. There are a couple beds in here. I’m gonna pick one, climb in it, and you’re going to do some self-reflection and get over this little foot stomping tantrum and come at me like an adult with some fucking truth or leave me the hell alone. You are pushing the wrong fucking man,” I say as I walk toward the bedroom on the left.


  “Is that a threat?” she asks.


  I keep walking. “No. Not a fucking threat. Figure out the reason your panties are damp every time you’re around me. Probably when you’re not and just thinking about me and what I do to you physically and emotionally. Then one of two things needs to happen.” I stop and turn around, and I swear she’s so angry she’s almost purple.


  I pull off my shirt, kick off my shoes, drop my jeans, kick them off, turn, and climb in bed. “You either step up or step off.”
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  “You’re an ass!” I can’t help screaming as Finn climbs in bed completely nude and unashamed. Not that he has any reason to be ashamed, but well … “And a-a—”


  He sits up and the blanket drops, exposing his very, very nice chest as he fluffs his pillow before looking at me, “Asleep in five unless you have other plans.”


  “Like smothering you with a pillow?”


  His eyebrow arches. “Told ya.”


  “Told me what?” I literally stomp and then am mocked and rewarded with that damn grin.


  “You’re either gonna fuck me or kill me.” He lies back and throws his hand over his face. “When you and your … other personalities figure it out, let me know, would ya? This shit is getting old, and I have other options.”


  “Other options?” I clench my fists, hoping my nails pushing into my skin will make me less explosive.


  “Yeah. Told you I wanted to fuck you.” He yawns, which further irritates me. “Told you I’d only fuck you, and you lost your mind. Find it and climb in, or shut it down, Sonya. I need some sleep.”


  “So you’re telling me, if I don’t fuck you, you’d just take—” I stop immediately when he springs up out of bed and starts storming at me.


  I can’t move as he swoops me up, too shocked to fight. He marches into the bedroom and drops me on the bed. As he leans over me, the intensity in his eyes scares me and warms me at the same time. The closer he comes, the more I retreat until I am lying on the bed.


  He sighs, closing his eyes. His head dips and his forehead touches mine, his hair falling in my face.


  “I’m in a bad place right now, but there is no fucking reason for you to look at me like I’m terrifying you.”


  “But you are,” I whisper.


  He groans, pushes himself up, and rolls to his side. “I need sleep, Sonya. I need sleep and peace. Give me at least one of those things, and I won’t ask for anything else.”


  My heart is beating against my chest. I’m sure it’s going to tear through it. I hold my hand over it, making sure it doesn’t happen.


  He rolls over so he can get under the covers, and I look over once he’s settled to see he is looking at me as if waiting for an answer.


  When I can’t give him one, he lies back.


  “I’m sorry I stole your sucker.”


  I shake my head. “Sleep, Finn.”


  He yawns again. “Will I wake up to another battle?”


  “No,” I answer.


  “Thank you.”


  After a few silent moments, I dare to look over. His face rests peacefully against the stark white pillowcase; his long, thick, jet-black lashes fan under his eyes exquisitely; and his hair is in his eyes.


  My finger aches to push it away; my lips beg to kiss the tightly trimmed beard covering his cheek. My heart hurts because I want so badly to hold him against my chest and apologize while soothing my need to hold something close and tight like I used to with Noah.


  I know better than to act, though. I know better than to allow myself to feel drawn to him. It can only end badly, but I can’t stop. It won’t go away. He won’t let it.


  I was so stupid for coming here, so stupid for agreeing to this, wanting this.


  I know enough through the journal to know he is like two different men. Her dark and her light. As confusing as her ramblings were, I could now understand better.


  I give in to temptation and push the hair off his face, and he lets out a deep breath then takes in a slow one. I kiss my finger and toy with the idea of touching it to his plump pink lips, like I did to Noah before I fell asleep each night while he lay sleeping peacefully asleep.


  I slowly reach forward and test the waters. I place my finger lightly against his lower lip, and he sighs, his breath warming my skin. I wait to see if I went too far, if he wakes. When he doesn’t, I rub across it lightly.


  Paying no attention to anything but his eyes, my finger, and his lip, I don’t notice the hand that now is holding mine until it’s too late to pull it away. Then he rolls to his back, still holding my hand.


  I follow the motion to avoid waking him, and he places it against his heart, which beats slowly against my hand. With the steady rhythm, with the knowledge that, if I pull away, there is a chance I will wake him, I make the decision to stay still and wait him out until he moves again, regardless of how much time it takes.


  I wake to something rubbing my back and the scent that is Finn. My head rests on his chest, his heart beating much too fast for me to think he is asleep. My leg is wrapped around him, and something hard is pressing against it.


  Dear God, what have I done? I think to myself as he lets out a deep breath.


  “You’re tensing up on me. You must finally be awake.”


  I open my eyes, knowing I can’t hide it any longer.


  “Can you fall back asleep and pretend this didn’t happen?” I try to move, but he holds me more tightly.


  “Even when we sleep, there is something magnetic between us. I propose we talk about this like adults.”


  “Are you still sorry about stealing my sucker?” I ask.


  He chuckles. “No.”


  I drag my leg off him, and he groans when it rubs against his erection. When I sit up and look at him, his eyes are closed and his jaw muscles tight.


  “Do you still think I’m mentally ill?”


  He shrugs. “You clearly have some issues, but don’t we all?”


  The whisper-soft, gravely way he says it is not meant to antagonize me. His eyes open, clear of muck and redness.


  I nod.


  “I’m sober right now, Sonya. I won’t hate you regardless of the answer you give, but we do this or we don’t.”


  I shrug.


  “I should also point out that I am sober and my dick is not only hard but aching, too.”


  I laugh, and he smiles.


  “You said on two occasions to tell you when I’m sober and—”


  “I know I did.” I nod, then shake my head.


  “Stop overthinking this and—”


  “There are some things you should know,” I start.


  “The past?”


  I nod, confirming, as tears build in my throat.


  “Look.” He sits up and takes my hands. I know he’s trying not to grip too hard, trying not to scare me. Guilt rushes over me and spills out one tear at a time.


  He lets go of my hand and brushes his calloused thumb across my cheek. “The first time I saw you, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to fuck you or …” He pauses. “Well, you know the rest. It was like my past and future collided and there could be nothing in between. I don’t want that.


  “I’m sure you’ve done your research. I’m sure my past scares the hell out of you, but what I can tell you—and it’s your choice to believe me or not—but I am not who I was. I am not who I have been. If I tell you I want you, I sure as fuck do. I’m not trying to get you in my bed by saying it, and I don’t want to get so caught up in trying not to feel that I stop completely.


  “Look at me, Sonya.” I do as he asks. “My past is my past. My future is unknown. But right here, right now, I can tell you again, if you’re under me, no one else is.”


  “But my past—”


  “Don’t give a damn,” he says, wiping away more tears. “You tasted too fucking good the other night, and I’ve been trying to escape it since. Waking up with you right now felt good. It’s the only peace I’ve felt in a long time. You have me tied up, twisted, and running for the fucking hills, babe, and I need to be present. I’ve worked too hard to stand where I am today and feel like I’m just going to fuck it up. Past be dammed, I made it. Me fighting you, trying to get you to do the same, isn’t doing me or you a bit of good.” He lifts my chin, then bows his head and closes his eyes as if saying a prayer. “Which will it be?”


  “I don’t want to kill you,” I whisper as his lips inch closer to mine. “I don’t want the past to ruin the here and now, either, but—”


  “Fucking perfect,” he says, right before his lips press against mine.


  I press my lips to his harder.


  Past be damned, future be damned. I want Finn Beckett in a way I have for four years, and right now, in the here and now, I can have him.


  His tongue caresses mine as his hands take my face, one on each side of my head. He angles it so I am leaning back, opening wider for him. His tongue rushes up my tongue then slowly down, and he groans, pulling away.


  I open my eyes and they meet his. Nothing is hidden by muck or a mask; all I see is desire in layers of want.


  “That fucking taste,” he growls as he moves my head again and goes for my neck. “Here, too. Fuck.” He flips me on my back effortlessly and holds himself above me, looking at me, searching for something. “Everywhere.”


  His eyes grow hungrier as he uses one hand to push my long-sleeved T-shirt up as he kisses his way to my bra. Then he pulls the cup down, and my nipples ache even worse when the breeze from the ceiling fan hits them.


  “Ahh,” I cry out.


  “I’ve got you.”


  His mouth wraps around my nipple as he cups and squeezes my breast in his hand. Then I feel his tongue caressing slowly back and forth and around it. He sucks gently then harder and harder until I fist his silky black hair in my hands. The intensity of the pleasure takes me away until I cry out his name.


  His knee falls between my legs and the other beside my hip as he continues sucking slowly, gently while I try to regain my breath.


  His hand works the front clasp of my bra and it opens, releasing me. When he takes his mouth from my breast, I groan in protest, and his eyes narrow as he looks at my chest while moving so he is kneeling, taking me in appreciatively.


  I have never loved my naked body, but the way he looks at me gives me a sense of comfort and security I have never felt before.


  I reach up, wanting to touch him, to show him appreciation. However, he captures my hands and lifts them up, his eyes glued to me, mine to his.


  He lifts my shirt and tosses it aside, my bra next. Then his long, strong arm wraps around my back, and he pulls me toward him. One hand on my breast, eyes still intensely staring into mine, his other hand now kneads my ass and pulls me against him.


  My body sizzles against his; the heat, the electricity is a connection I don’t understand, but I want to so badly. I wrap my arms around him and allow my hands to fall slowly from his shoulders down his muscular biceps and wrap around his waist, holding on tightly as his mouth begins another assault on my breasts.


  I wrap my legs around him, seeking friction, wanting it, needing it.


  “Tell me you want me,” he growls as he licks at my rock hard nipples, one then the other.


  “I want you,” I pant as I arch my back, pushing myself against his mouth with urgency.


  “Good damn thing, because there is no way I can be stopped.”


  He leans forward, pushing me toward the mattress, one hand supporting my back, the other clasping my ankles together, keeping my legs wrapped around him, and pressing his erection firmly against what I can only imagine to be soaked panties.


  His lips are against mine, his tongue tasting me and hand gripping my breast while the other is still cupping my ass, holding it firmly against his hard length as his hips grind against me. The pulse, the pull, the burn is building, and I am so close.


  I whimper as he kisses up my jaw.


  “Let go, Sonya. Come for me.”


  “Together,” I cry out.


  “I’ll get mine. We’ll do it together, but this one is you, all you. You and I sober and still unable to deny”—he thrusts hard against me, and I can’t deny a damn thing, not even if I wanted to—“us.”


  I come apart.


  He pulls his face away from mine, and I grip his bare, beautiful ass as I cry out his name.


  When the electrical currents running through me slow down to a perfectly sweet pulsing, I open my eyes to see him watching me.


  He shakes his head slowly. “Don’t be embarrassed.” His thumb rubs across my lower lip, and I open my mouth to give it a slow taste.


  “Fuck,” he says, his eyes rolling slightly.


  “Fuck,” I whisper.


  He pulls away, grumbling as he does. “Don’t you even think about moving,” he says as he grabs his jeans, reaches in the pocket, and mumbles under his breath. Then reaches in the other side.


  I pull the blanket up, and his head whips up to look at me, shaking.


  “Drop it.”


  I feel my eyes widen and start to do as he asks.


  He starts shaking his jeans upside down like a crazed man.


  “Our bags out there?” He points to the door.


  “No, the band was—”


  “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” he groans, tossing his jeans before running one hand through his hair. He grips his erection hard and strokes up and down his length once.


  “You okay?” I wonder aloud.


  He lets out a frustrated groan. “No condom.”


  “You’re kidding me, right?” I can’t help giggling. “A band that totes around a literal condom cannon—”


  “No, no kidding.” He lets out a deep and not entirely pleased kind of laugh. He walks over and opens the drawer to the nightstand.


  “Last I stayed in a hotel, they didn’t have rubbers in drawers; they had Bibles.”


  “Maybe they should rethink that.” He shuts the drawer.


  “They have a little store—” I begin.


  “Room service, hospitality, someone around here has got to have condoms. I mean, it’s a fucking hotel.” He sits on the end of the bed and grabs the phone.


  “Finn, please don’t call and ask for condoms. What if they—”


  “Fine.” He hangs up the phone and gets up, walks over, grabs his jeans again, and starts to pull them on. He looks up at me as he tucks his big, beautiful cock inside his jeans. “You’ll make it bleed,” he says, walking toward me. I look at him like he’s crazy. “The lip, Sonya. Save it for me to chew on.”


  He leans down, grabs the blanket, and throws it off. Then he grabs my ankles and pulls me to the edge of the bed. I plant my feet, worried he may pull me too far.


  He leans over my knees then kisses me swiftly on the lips as he grips my knees and pulls them apart. He then kisses my hips before, without warning, he licks me roughly between my legs and stands.


  “I need to fuck that tight, little snatch.”


  “Should that offend me?” I ask because I’m not sure. Maybe it already has.


  “Do you find my tongue offensive?” He winks. “The answer is no, Sonya. I will make damn sure your little snatch is well-prepared and ready before any offending happens.” He reaches down and rubs his finger up and down my slit, and I close my eyes.


  “Go. Before I change my mind,” I whimper.


  “None of that, understand me?”


  I open my eyes and smile. “Hurry up. Understand me?”


  “Absolutely.” He walks out, and I lie back, smiling.


  Finn Beckett wants me, and he wants me when he’s sober. I force myself to stay, although it was much easier when he was here. I need to stop this, but I can’t. I’m stuck between a rock and Finn Beckett.


  Finn Beckett, the man I thought I would become stronger when I faced him. If I could look at the man who made me believe something that wasn’t true, I would be a stronger woman and maybe be able to breathe again.


  I sit up and hug my knees. I need to think, but when his scent is still lingering in the air, when I can still feel his hands on me, when I am basking in post-orgasmic bliss, I can’t.


  The door opens, and I hear him walk in quickly.


  He smiles and sighs when he sees me. “You didn’t move.”


  I look down. “No.”


  “But …?” he asks as he unbuttons quickly and pulls his shirt off then tosses it. He sits on the edge of the bed, looking at me. “We still good?”


  “I think I should tell you—”


  “Only thing you need to tell me is ‘wrap it, Beckett, and get in here. I want you.’ ”


  I smile and nod once.


  “I like it. A nod with conviction.” He tears open the condom, stands, pushes his jeans down, and then caps the head.


  I watch intently, never having seen it done before in person. It’s fascinating.


  His hand stops, and I look up to see he’s watching me.


  “You like to watch?”


  “It’s interesting,” I answer honestly when his lip curls up. “Oh, I see, you’re mocking me.”


  He takes my hand, brings it to his mouth, and licks from the tip of my finger to the palm of my hand. Immediately, that heat is growing deep inside me again. Then he wraps it around his hard length and strokes up and down.


  “Now you put it on me.” He lies back and puts his hands behind his head. He’s being serious.


  “Oh, okay.” I try to put it on by the ring and it slips.


  First, there is a snap sound like a rubber band hitting, well … Then, “Easy,” he says through gritted teeth.


  “I am so sorry,” I say when I realize what I have done, and then I can’t help laughing.


  “You’re kidding me, right?”


  I cover my face and shake my head.


  “A lesser man would be so fucking offended right now.” He sits up and grabs me, pushing me on the bed and pinning my hands above my head as he wraps himself with the other.


  “You certainly are not a lesser man, Finn.” I giggle until I feel him rub his head against me. “Oh,” I whisper as I allow the sensations to come over me.


  “No, Sonya, I’m not.”


  The confidence he carries in his music was so incredible sexy it brought about an unbelievable need, desire, and want to be closer to him. His confidence now in a bedroom, naked, with his very, very impressive length rubbing between my legs is even more than I can explain.


  “I’m gonna make you feel so damn good you won’t ever regret not killing me,” comes out in a very sincere and sexy rumble as he pushes inside of me slowly. “You feel the burn, Sonya? I see it in your amber eyes. So reflective of the heat inside of you,” he groans as he pushes in farther. “So hot inside, so fucking hot, wet, and ready for my cock. You have been for days now.” He pushes in even farther, and I clench around him.


  When he starts to watch my eyes intensely, I close them. He bends down and kisses below my ear over and over again. The sweetness in that kiss makes me melt as he pushes in more.


  “You feel so damn good, Sonya. So good.” He stills and pulls back a little.


  “Don’t,” I plea as I wrap my legs around his back, digging my heels into his ass. “Please don’t stop.”


  He groans as he rotates his hips, pushing in again, stretching me wider and causing the burn to spread deeper. His breath becomes ragged and faster. Then he groans against my neck as his mouth opens and slides down my jawline, his lips seeming almost frantic to get to mine.


  “More,” I say, letting my knees fall open wider.


  He kisses me hard, and as our tongues dance, he thrusts in and out, in and out. Each thrust deepens, causing mayhem inside of me, each retreat causing me to panic at the thought of him not being inside of me.


  “More, please. I want you. Oh, God, Finn.”


  My hips rush forward to meet his. I need this. I need him. All of him.


  He groans then hisses, rocking into me harder, more urgently.


  “Brace yourself,” he growls.


  When he slams into me, I swear I have left the planet because I see stars, and I cry out. Pain, pleasure, desire …


  “More.”


  “Thank God,” he says as one hand runs down my body; the other pulls me closer to the edge as he makes his way off the bed.


  He stands, grips my hips, and tells me, “Legs around me.”


  Once I do as he asks, he leans forward, knees pressing against the mattress as he ducks down and kisses me hard, deep, and fully. His hand grips my neck gently, and he turns my head so his tongue can plunge farther into my mouth as he tastes me.


  He pulls his lips from mine, a growl escaping his chest as he rocks me harder, faster. His hand travels slowly down between my breasts and over my stomach.


  He stops briefly, and I wonder for a moment if he is as close to the edge as I am.


  “Finn?” I cry out.


  “Here, Sonya. Right here.” He thrusts harder as his hand moves farther down and farther still until his thumb caresses my pussy. It circles my clit, then rubs it hard.


  “I’m gonna come, Finn.”


  “Eyes, I want them here.” He rubs my clit harder. “Look at us. You and me, fucking perfect.”


  I watch him enter me. I watch his eyes as he watches the same thing. He licks his lips, bares his teeth, hisses as his thrusts hasten. In, out, and then his hips swivel a bit, and he hits a spot inside of me that pushes me so hard over the edge I swear I will never return.


  “Fuck yes,” he hisses. “Fuck yeah. Give me more dammit. Come harder. Aw, fuck, that’s it.”


  “Finn,” I pant. “I can’t. I can’t.”


  “With. You.” He grunts. “Come. Come with me.” His head falls back, and my name rushes out of his mouth. It has never sounded more beautiful. Never.


  I feel his massive, rock hard cock twitch inside of me as he comes hard. Each thrust, I know he’s giving me more. Each thrust, I want more. I am spent, done. I will never be the same again. Never.


  He looks so beautiful as he slumps forward, and the sweat from his brows touches my breast as he presses his forehead against it and fights to catch his breath. I use all the strength I can muster to lift my hand and run it through his damp hair and press him to me tightly.


  Something inside of me was released today, something that should have stayed caged.
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  I look up at her from the most comfortable place my head has ever rested—her breasts. She is staring at the ceiling and still rubbing my head lazily.


  I should pull out. Throw out the rubber that I am sure is overflowing. I have never come so fucking hard in my life. But I don’t want to move.


  My phone goes off, and she startles.


  I sigh, grab the base of my cock, and stand, while pulling out of her. She moans when I do, and that sound teases the hell out of me.


  I look her up and down as I stand. “Fuck the phone,” I say and lie next to her on my side. “That was …” I stop when she smiles. “What?”


  She sighs. “You should probably get the phone.”


  “Why?” I ask as I take a strand of her hair and rub it between my fingers. “It could be them.” I cringe jokingly, and then her phone goes off.


  She starts to sits up, but I pull her back.


  “Amazing. It felt damn good, and I am not—”


  “Finn, I have to get it.” She sighs. “But I agree.”


  “Good damn thing,” I say as I reach over and grab my phone.


  “This is Sonya,” she answers after grabbing her own phone. “Hello?” She looks at me. “It was Talia’s number.”


  “Yeah, I have a missed call from Memphis. We could ignore them,” I suggest.


  “I don’t think—” She stops when there is a loud banging on the door. “Oh, no.” She jumps up. “Oh, what was I thinking?” she scrambles to get her clothes.


  I stand and pull her against me. “You think they aren’t going to be able to tell? I’m not sure—”


  “They can’t,” she gasps and tries to pull away. “Finn, you promised.”


  I kiss her hard on the forehead. “Go jump in the shower. I’ll figure it out.”


  “But—”


  “Trust me.” I kiss her head again, then release her. “Go.”


  More banging on the door, this time louder.


  As soon as she shuts the bathroom door, I grab my clothes in one hand, hers in the other. I open the door to the bathroom, ditch the condom, and flush it, dropping her clothes on the vanity.


  “Might need these,” I tell her, and she nods, wrapping a towel around her.


  I close the door behind me. Next, I throw the comforter over the bed, grab my phone, and dart across the suite. Inside the other room, I mess up the bed, toss some pillows so it looks like I slept in it, and then I pull on my pants.


  I open the door to the four of them standing there.


  “Can I help you?” I ask, stepping back.


  “You could answer the door, your phone, maybe—” Memphis barks.


  “Where’s Sonya? She didn’t answer, either.” Tally interrupts.


  “How the hell should I know where she is?” I ask, walking to the kitchenette to grab a bottle of water.


  “What the hell does she have in these things?” River grumbles as he pulls two hot pink suitcases in behind him. He looks at me with concern. “You good?”


  I nod. “Just tired.”


  “You should be.” Billy looks at me, then River. “That was bullshit on both your parts.”


  “You need a flashing red light when you start this shit.” River rolls his eyes and pushes his hands into his pockets.


  “What?” Billy asks.


  “Pot patrol, morality police, that shit.” River scowls at him, and I bite back a laugh.


  “This isn’t a joke,” Billy snaps.


  “It’s all fun and games until someone gets hurt,” Tally whispers.


  “You learn that in church?” I ask.


  “Enough,” Memphis sneers at me, then looks at River and Billy. “First, don’t talk to her like that.”


  “Memphis, it’s fine.” She smiles at him.


  He shakes his head, disagreeing with her. “Second”—he pries his eyes off her—“we are a team, a group, a band, so there needs to be no bullshit. Love, support, music,” he says, and I can tell he’s frazzled.


  “Look”—I step in—“I was in a bad place. I asked for the damn pills, so leave this one out of it.” I point to River. “Tally, I apologize for the remark I made. Memphis and Billy, pull the sticks out of your asses. We are all in this one hundred percent, or we wouldn’t be here now.”


  “But you weren’t here,” Memphis says. “You were in la-la land while we were meeting the fucking DJ who set up tomorrow’s auditions, the man spinning our tunes on the radio, the one who publically compares you to John Paul Jones.”


  “Understood.” I nod.


  “And what?”


  “Under-fucking-stood, Memphis. No what,” I say with a little more ’tude than usual.


  Our eyes lock, neither of us backing down.


  “Sonya? Any idea where she is?” Tally asks.


  “When I hit the bed, she was here. Maybe check the other room,” I suggest, finally looking away from Memphis and pointing to the room I wish I was still in, naked with Sonya.


  River chuckles, shakes his head, and walks to the mini fridge.


  “We need to eat,” I say, rubbing my hand over my beard.


  “You haven’t yet?” River asks, looking at me then slowly away.


  I know that look. He’s in my head.


  “No, I was asleep.”


  “She’s just getting out of the shower. I asked her to go down and have dinner with us,” Tally says as she pulls one of the two suitcases in the room. “She said she’ll be quick.”


  River walks over and grabs the other suitcase. “I’ll take this one in.”


  “She’s in a towel.” Tally laughs.


  “Perfect.” River chuckles, then looks out of the corner of his eye at me.


  I am two seconds from take down. I don’t want him in there. Nevertheless, I made a promise to a girl to keep my mouth shut. Now, how the fuck am I gonna keep my shit in check?


  “I’ll get it. Just leave it there.” Tally points next to her then opens the bedroom door, walks in, and closes it behind her.


  Thank God, I think as I turn my back to them.


  “I’ll shower.” I grab my bag and walk into the other room, shutting the door behind me.


  After showering and changing, I walk out as Sonya is walking out of her room. I smile; she blushes. It makes me want to smile more, but I’m playing chill right now.


  “Thank God, I’m starving,” River says, standing up. He looks at his phone. “It’s six o’clock, for fuck’s sake. Let’s roll.”


  They all walk to the door. Tally looks back at Sonya, then at Memphis. She whispers something in his ear and then lags back. “Come hang with me?” she says to Sonya.


  “You don’t have to—”


  “We started out rough. Doesn’t have to be that way.” Tally smiles at her, and Sonya smiles back.


  “Okay,” Sonya replies.


  I make sure I’m last. I close the door behind me and take in a deep breath of the scent wafting in the air, a scent that is all her. Sweet as pie.


  Now I’m fucking starving.


  


  


  ***


  We settle in at the table in Ristorante Tuscany. It’s a casual atmosphere, which I prefer.


  “You like it here?” River asks, knowing I am not a fan of the stuffy, fancy dining places Memphis and Billy enjoy.


  “No suit, no service, no me,” I say as I sit next to him, directly across from Sonya who sits next to Tally.


  The waitress comes over and smiles. “Welcome to Ristorante Tuscany,” she says with a thick Southern twang. “Can I start y’all out with some wine?”


  “Yes, please,” Billy looks at the wine list. “A bottle of Columbia Valley Pinot Noir. The Sonoma Coast looks good.” He sets the wine list down and looks at us all staring at him. “What?”


  Memphis smirks. “Nothing, man.”


  The waitress looks around, her eyes landing on Tally and Sonya. “Y’all twenty-one?”


  “Yep.” Tally smiles and digs in her little purse, producing her ID.


  The waitress looks it over, hands it back, and then looks at Sonya.


  “No, not yet,” she says quietly. “Water is fine.”


  To say I’m shocked is an understatement. Her eyes rise up and meet mine briefly before she looks down.


  I fucked a minor. How minor is she?


  I stare at her. Has to be eighteen. I cringe, thinking she could be younger. But X wouldn’t hire a kid. No fucking way would he throw her to the wolves—us—if that were true. Plus, she has a scar, one I won’t ask about because then she may ask about mine. The past is the past, and Sonya is not a fucking minor.


  I need a smoke. I sit back and run my hand through my hair.


  Fuck.


  “How about some starters?” the waitress asks.


  “I’ll take a Becks,” I say. “Make that two.”


  “Fosters,” River says. “Make it three.”


  “For starters,” Billy says, “we will have steamed mussels, shrimp scampi, and some bruschetta.”


  The waitress looks up from her pad and looks around. “That it?”


  “Thank you,” Billy says and hands her the wine list.


  I look at the menu. “Order me the Tuscan T-bone. I’m going out for a smoke.” I stand, and River stands, too.


  “Same for me. We’ll be back.”


  “Seriously, can’t it wait?” Billy asks.


  “No,” we both say at the same time as we walk toward the door.


  Outside the hotel, we both light up. I light a Camel, and he lights something else entirely.


  “You want?”


  “No, man, this will work,” I say before taking a drag.


  “So Sonya?” he says then inhales a deep drag.


  “How the fuck did you get that?” I look pointedly at the joint.


  “Pot?” he asks.


  “No, your ink, man. Yes, pot. On the plane?” I roll my eyes, thinking how stupid he is to put his ass in jeopardy like that.


  “Honestly, I forgot it was in my pocket,” he says after he exhales.


  “How the fuck did you forget?”


  He looks at me and sighs. “You didn’t remind me.”


  “So it’s my fault?” I take a drag of my cigarette and wait for the long-winded explanation only River can give.


  “Not your fault, man. Just used to you knowing where my head is ’cause yours isn’t stuck in a fog. I mean, you are the one who knows me best. You’ve been low with me. Well, high I guess.” he smirks. “Then you got it together, and you brought me along. You made me believe I could, too.”


  “We could,” I say, putting my smoke in the sand. “And we did.”


  “You’re my best friend, man. You’re a better man than I ever will be.”


  “Not true, River. We are the same, you and me. Don’t say shit like that. When we ran into each other, it was for a reason. Fucking crazy as hell, too. We lived two towns apart and never ran into each other. You saved my ass back then. I was so fucked up, so incredibly fucked up.”


  “You lost a girl.” He cringes, shakes his head, and then takes a drag.


  “You lost one, too. We both—” I pause when my phone vibrates and pull it out of my pocket. “Drinks are on the table. Let’s go. That shit’s in the past.”


  “You gonna be okay? You gonna get your head back on straight? I can’t tell you no. Not strong enough to tell myself no.”


  “We gotta be, man.” I pat his back. “We’re living the dream now.”


  Back inside, we sit, and I watch all eyes on me, then River.


  “We were gone ten minutes. Not enough time to cause a lot of damage.” I take a drink of my beer. “Carry on.”


  “Damn,” River says as the seafood appetizers get set in the middle of the table. “Smells familiar.”


  I laugh at him and shake my head. “If you come up on something that smells like that, you better either wash it or leave it.”


  “Smells like fish, it’s a dish. Smells like cologne—”


  “Leave ’em both alone.” Memphis laughs. “Shit’s not supposed to taste or smell like fish.”


  “Not gonna smell or taste perfect, man. They piss.” River shakes his head.


  Memphis laughs. “You defending improper pooty?”


  “Realistic expectations, brother,” he says then swallows down half his beer.


  I see Sonya looking down, her eyes wide. This is making her uncomfortable.


  “If you kiss a girl, and her taste alone makes you hard, you gotta bow down and check out what’s between her thighs,” I interject. “You kiss a girl and question her oral hygiene, walk.”


  “Says the man who doesn’t go down.”


  “I’ve gone down.” I look at River. “Pussy—healthy, clean pussy—should taste like her saliva, but a little more acidic. Never fish unless you’re into kinky shit, and you shove a shrimp up in it and eat it out.” I reach over, grab a shrimp, and pop it in my mouth. “The right pussy is fucking delicious.”


  “Okay, Jesus H,” Billy grumbles. “Can’t we have a decent meal?”


  “We were just talking about—”


  “I know what we were talking about,” Billy says, a little more than annoyed.


  “Rooms,” Memphis interjects. “Tales said she would share with Sonya. I’ll share with you, Finn.”


  I laugh. “You wanna share with me when your girl is here?”


  “We’re here for work. Besides, I miss you, man.” He reaches over and rubs my hand.


  “Fuck off.” I yank it back and roll my eyes as he laughs. “You and Tales share a room; don’t be stupid.”


  “You okay with that, Sonya?” Tally asks her.


  I have no idea why she’s using kid gloves with Sonya when a week ago she hated her. Not sure I like it, either. Tales is a keeper. I know Memphis and she will be together for a long damn time. Sonya, on the other hand, seems like a runner.


  Sonya nods. “Of course.”


  “If I scare you, feel free to lock your door at night,” I say, then finish my beer.


  “I’m sure we can be professional.” She sets her glass of water down and stands. “Please excuse me for just a minute.”


  When she walks away, I can’t help watching her.


  As soon as she’s out of earshot, Tally whispers something to Memphis. He smiles thoughtfully at her and kisses her nose.


  It’s quiet. I usually like quiet, but I can’t help thinking they are already making assumptions about me and her. Still, I want to honor my promise. A man’s word is all he has that matters in this world.


  “What time do the auditions start tomorrow?” I ask.


  “Nine in the morning,” Billy answers.


  “You kidding me?” River gasps. “We’re a rock band. We’re supposed to party all night and sleep all day.”


  “It’s only one day to line up two shows here in Texas, right?” I ask, grabbing a slice of bruschetta.


  “You in, man?” Memphis asks.


  “Sure,” I say, then take a bite.


  “Well, fuck, that means I have to, too.” River sighs.


  We discuss the bands we will see tomorrow. Well, Billy, Tally, and Memphis do; River and I listen. Well, I listen since River is busy shoveling food down ’cause he is high. Fucker must have a tapeworm. He can eat like it’s his damn job.


  I look around. Speaking of eating, Sonya has been gone too damn long.


  “I’ll be back. Gotta piss.” I stand.


  “I’ll go—” River pauses when I give him the stink eye. “After you get back.”


  Hopefully, no one else caught on, I think as I walk out of the restaurant again.


  I walk around the corner and see her standing against the wall. Her back is to me. Her phone is in one hand, and her other hand covers her ear, I assume so she can hear.


  I get two feet from her and hear, “Noah, I love you.”


  I turn and walk. No fucking way am I gonna lie down with a chick who’s into someone else.


  “I love you.” I hear her say again.


  I walk fast into the restaurant where the wait staff is setting down the plates of food.


  “You mind boxing mine up? I am gonna go back to the room,” I say, looking at everyone who is looking up at me. “If you want me there at nine, I need my beauty sleep.”


  I look at River, who eyes me suspiciously. “I’ll go, too.”


  “You two are both leaving?” Billy asks.


  “If you want us both there in the morning, then yes,” I answer.


  


  


  ***


  River and I are on the balcony, finishing the ‘after dinner mint,’ or joint, when I see her walk in the room with a box that has the restaurant’s name on it. She sets it in the fridge and looks around.


  “Sonya,” River yells in. “Come partake?”


  She cocks her head to the side as she walks toward the balcony.


  “She’s hot,” River whispers. “Nice little titties, curvy ass.”


  I don’t stop him. I let him continue. If I wasn’t high, I would probably want to break his nose.


  “That hair, though. Fucking redheads are the devil.”


  “Partake in …?” she asks as she steps out.


  River holds out the joint. “Herbage, conversation, and testing.”


  She shakes her head. “No, thank you.”


  She looks at me, and I swear to God she looks hurt, maybe disappointed.


  “What?”


  She shakes her head again. “Nothing. Just wondering if you’re ‘partaking’ after this morning’s mess.”


  I take the joint from River, take a hit, and blow it toward her. “That answer your question, None-ya?”


  As River snickers, she looks pissed, and I don’t give a fuck.


  Noah.


  Fuck him.


  Fuck her.


  “Goodnight,” she says and walks back in.


  “She should really smoke something. Kind of uptight.”


  “Yeah, maybe,” I say, trying to keep myself in check.


  “Gonna go try to corrupt Billy boy.” River grins. “You wanna come?”


  “Nah.” I take another hit and give it back to him. “I’m gonna write.”


  He holds up the joint. “Brilliance inducer?”


  “When you gonna tell us a story?” I ask.


  “Me? I got no story.”


  “Bullshit,” I say as I walk into the suite. “We all have a story.”


  


  


  ***


  When I sit on the couch, pad in hand, ready to lay down a foundation, she walks out of her room and gives me hell with her eyes.


  I give it right back.


  “You should really lay off the damn drugs,” she hisses as she grabs the box from the mini fridge.


  “You should try not to ride the innocent, little tease wave when you’re nothing but a—” I stop when she gasps.


  I look at her, really look at her, and she looks mortified.


  “You’re a fucking actress, None-ya.”


  “Excuse me?”


  Unable to contain my anger, I slam down the book and storm toward her.


  “Who the fuck is Noah?”


  She looks terrified as tears spring to her eyes.


  “Can he make you feel as good as I do?” I grab her and yank her against me.


  “Leave me alone.” She tries to pull away.


  “Does he eat your—”


  Her hand slaps me hard across the face, stopping me from finishing the sentence.


  “He’s my son! And don’t you ever”—she pushes against my chest hard with her little fists—“ever talk about him again!”


  Instinct makes me clutch on to her when I should do as she asks. I hold her head against my chest, keeping her there.


  She pushes in protest, but I am so fucking sure, after what I just said to her, if I let go, she won’t come back.


  “Sorry,” I say, and her fight weakens.


  “How did you …? Why did you …? I—”


  “Came to find you at dinner, heard you say his name, and …” I can’t even say the words she said to him. I haven’t said them in six years to anyone. “Damn it, I’m sorry.”


  “Let me go,” she says on a muffled sob. Her head is buried in my chest.


  I don’t want to let go. I don’t want to, but I have to.


  “If I knew, I would have never…”


  “What? Never what?” She pushes harder, and I let go regretfully.


  “I didn’t know.”


  “There is a lot you don’t know. You stop me every time I try to tell you!”


  “I don’t want to know about the past. He isn’t your past,” I defend.


  She steps back and wipes her eyes. “Goodnight.”


  “Talk to me,” I plead.


  She shakes her head. “I don’t even know what I am allowed to talk about.”


  “Any fucking thing you want. I’ll listen.”


  “But you won’t talk,” she says as if she is done, completely done with me.


  “You’re right, but I’ll listen.”


  She looks confused, scared, still angry, but the emotion that sticks out is fear. She’s fucking afraid.


  “How old is he?” I ask.


  “Four.”


  “How old are you?”


  “Twenty.”


  “So you were sixteen when you had him?”


  “Almost seventeen,” she answers, guarded, so fucking guarded.


  “He live with his dad?”


  She shakes her head. “Noah is very, very sacred to me. Don’t ask me to share him with you when I have protected him forever.”


  “Protected him from whom?”


  “You’re asking for my past, a subject you don’t want to talk about.”


  “The scar on your stomach, was it from childbirth?”


  Her body tenses, and she stands up straighter. “No.”


  “Sonya—”


  “Finn, I can’t. I won’t share that with someone who seems hell bent on breaking me. When I gave myself to you, it was because we weren’t going backward. You and I would have never happened if we were, trust me. You couldn’t—”


  “Who does he live with?”


  “My aunt when I’m not there.”


  “Where is his father?” I ask, feeling like the answer is going to tip my world upside down.


  “Not sure. Cuba maybe.”


  “Where is home?” I ask cautiously, knowing something is off.


  “Columbus, Ohio.”


  I look at her, a sick reality coming over me. “Your hair is dark brown.”


  She turns her head away.


  “Sonya, look at me.”


  She turns her head back toward me, pain in her eyes.


  “I think I know your story. I don’t want to push you, ’cause I sure as hell don’t want to be pushed, but please tell me I’m wrong because I don’t want to think anyone ever hurt you that way.”


  Her eyes flutter, tears spill, and I am literally shaking.


  “Come here.”


  She shakes her head.


  “Then I’m coming for you.”


  I take two steps, closing the distance between us, and then I have her in my arms so fucking tightly I’m sure she can’t breathe. Her body trembles as she cries against my chest.


  I pick her up, carry her to the couch, and sit with her cradled in my arms.


  I am holding the girl who, at sixteen years old, was attacked by an illegal immigrant, the son of a man hired by Roxy Charles as a gardener for her home. Roxy was arrested by the FBI in a sting operation that sent her to prison for running the biggest drug ring in the history of the state of Ohio, though the charge was later dropped to dealing.


  Sonya was apparently living with her aunt in the family home when she went to meet the asshole who got her pregnant, and she was stabbed in the stomach just outside the gates of her home and left for dead. The entire attack was caught on video surveillance and broadcasted nationally in the hopes of finding her attacker.


  As fucked up as I was back then, I remember. It was like something straight out of Hollywood, something you would never expect to happen in real life.


  “Shhh,” I say to calm her sobs as I rock back and forth, though it’s also to calm myself from the image I can’t get out of my mind.


  I don’t know how much time passes as I stare at the wall, holding her, but she falls asleep. I stand up with her still in my arms and carry her in my room, lay her down, and lie right next to her.


  She opens her eyes and looks at me. Mascara is smeared under her bloodshot eyes, and her face is red and puffy.


  “I don’t want anyone to know,” she whispers.


  “No one will ever hear it from me. Go back to sleep. I’ve got you.”


  Tonight, I can’t sleep. Hell, I’m surprised I can breathe. My mind races with thoughts of taking care of her, wanting to take care of her. Thoughts of how the hell she has managed for four years and thoughts of finding that sick fuck who did this to her and tearing him apart limb by limb.


  She is in my arms, sobbing, crying, and holding her stomach, and then she falls asleep. She mumbles his name and no, please, and repeats it over and over. Then she says my name. My. Name. I don’t understand it, but I hope in her nightmare I am killing the motherfucker with my bare hands.


  When she is quiet, I remember every horrific detail. That story was what made me stop watching the news. I couldn’t handle it. It made a dark time even darker.


  


  


  ***


  I look up when she walks out of my room. “I ordered breakfast. Wasn’t sure what you liked so … well …” Fuck, I’m nervous. “I ordered a little bit of everything.”


  “Thank you. It really wasn’t necessary, Finn.”


  As she walks past me toward her room, I reach out and take her hand.


  “Don’t—”


  “Don’t what?” I ask, taking her other hand. She doesn’t say anything else. “Forgive me for being a dick last night. I wouldn’t have if—”


  “If you knew who I was? If you remembered seeing me dying on TV or the video that went viral on YouTube or the story plastered all over the damn newspapers? That doesn’t work for me, Finn.”


  “No,” I half-lie. “If I hadn’t overheard a phone conversation that was none of my damn business.”


  She looks at me curiously.


  “Was I awful to you at dinner?”


  She shakes her head.


  “Before dinner?”


  “No,” she answers.


  “And before that?” I ask, smiling cautiously.


  A small smile appears and is gone quickly. “No.”


  “Good. Let’s forget the fucking past. It’s ugly and doesn’t make us who we are today or want to be tomorrow, right?”


  “You’ll never look at me the same.”


  “I can guarantee I will.” I make another promise I can’t break.


  “How many times did you watch the video online?”


  I shrug. “I was really fucked up back then.”


  “Promise me you’ll never watch it again.”


  I nod. “Deal.”


  “I like French toast without syrup, with strawberries and cinnamon.”


  Shit. I didn’t order French toast.


  “All right, we can order it up.”


  She smiles and looks at the ground. “Promise me that, after the tour, you won’t hate me.”


  “Why would you say something like that, Sonya?” I ask, pushing her hair behind her ear.


  She shrugs. “Just a gut feeling.”


  “That’s a hungry feeling in your tummy, girl. Let me call and order—”


  “I was messing with you. You know, I used to be a spoiled, rich—”


  I tug her to me and quickly kiss her hard, then pull away.


  “Why the fuck would we ruin the here and now with shitty talk about our past?” I kiss her again the same way then pull back. “The here and now feels damn good, Sonya.”


  “Yeah, it does.” She looks up, and I can see in her eyes what she wants, so I bow down and give her another kiss. When I pull back, she smiles, a real smile. “Did you order bacon and eggs?”


  “Sure did.”


  “Good. That sounds really good.”
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  We pull up to Stereo Live on Richmond Ave in Houston. Outside, there are at least a hundred people lined up, waiting to get in, and it’s only nine o’clock in the morning.


  “ ’Da fuck?” Memphis laughs and looks at the guys, his smile beaming. “This is off the hook.” He turns and pulls Tally close to him, kissing her so hard I am pretty sure we can all feel it.


  I feel eyes on me, deep brown eyes that are clear today, because when River came in at eight and nodded to the balcony, Finn shook his head.


  Finn looks at me. “Gotta eat faster.” Then he glances at River. “Sit and eat, man.”


  River’s eyes narrow a bit. The way they look at each other fascinates me. An old-fashioned duel comes to mind. Who will draw first?


  “You got pancakes?” River finally asks.


  Finn gives a satisfied smile. “With blueberries.”


  “Aw, man, I feel the love. You remember,” he says playfully.


  Finn smirks. “And Captain Crunch.”


  “Fuck, man, I love you. If you and I are single when we’re fifty, I’m gonna marry you.” He walks over and gives him a hug.


  “Not gonna happen, fucker. Go eat.”


  “You two would make a nice couple,” I say quietly.


  “Wow, she’s got jokes,” River says as he walks over, messes up my hair, and sits next to me. “You’re funny.”


  “You stupit,” I try to joke.


  “Aw, I love her, too.” River chuckles. “Three some?”


  Finn sits next to him. “Hell freeze over?”


  “Been done a few times, man.” River chuckles.


  I feel my face burn. Is that something he would want with me?


  “You into that kind of thing, Sonya?” Finn asks.


  I look at him, unable to mask the shock. “Um … um …”


  River laughs. “Guess not.”


  Finn looks at my eyes, my lips, then smirks. “Didn’t think so.”


  “I feel mayhem ensuing,” River says as he taps on his knee that hasn’t stopped bouncing since breakfast.


  “You’ll be okay, man. Let’s roll.” Finn opens the door with one hand then looks at me. “You ready, little media chick?”


  I nod. “Yep.”


  Everyone piles out of the limo and the crowd cheers.


  I hate crowds. I hate being in the spotlight. Nothing good ever came of it, not for me, anyway.


  Finn leans back in. “You good?”


  I nod.


  “Let’s go.”


  When I hesitate, he holds out his hand, and I reach out without thinking, then pull back.


  “Not a good idea.” I sigh.


  “You have sunglasses in that bag?”


  I nod.


  “Put ’em on.”


  “What?”


  “Put ’em on. Works for me.”


  I nod again. Then the crowd’s roar makes me almost ill.


  “Let’s—” he starts, but Tally pushes past him, interrupting.


  “Is he being an ogre?” she asks, looking in.


  “No. I just had to find something in my bag.” I pull out my sunglasses and put them on. “I’m ready now.”


  “Good. Come on.” Tally’s outstretched hand brings on emotions I wasn’t prepared for. Right now, I am thankful for the glasses for another reason.


  I take her hand. It’s warm, feels safe, and I feel so very undeserving of her kindness. I am so undeserving of so much.


  Tears heat my eyes as I hurry out of the car. Tally is in front of me, Finn behind me as we bee line it for the doors of Stereo Live.


  Walking in, I take in the giant two level club. Straight ahead is a massive stage. Hanging in the background is a screen lit up with the band’s name.


  “Can you believe this shit, Tales?” Memphis wraps his arm around her and pulls her into a one-arm hug, then kisses her head. “You ready for this life?”


  “I’m ready.”


  “That’s my girl.”


  They all stop and look at me. This is my deal, my set up with Nickolas DeAngelo, Taelyn, and the radio station.


  Pull it together, I tell myself and swallow back the tears.


  “So, this is it.” I force a smile. “The first official audition to be the opening act for Steel Total Destruction. Today, you’ll hear thirty musicians, artists, people who want to be just like you. They are all talented and, hopefully, bring their A game for you all to hear and judge who the best match for STD is.” I walk past them, hating their eyes on me. “Over here is the stage. Pretty impressive.”


  “Our name, even more impressive.” Billy laughs.


  “Yeah, that’s nice, too,” I say and turn back to them. “Here is where you’ll sit. Notebook and pens already set up. I think the best way to do this is to use a star system of whatever you are most comfortable with to judge them. At the end, have a discussion, and today, you pick two acts. One has just today and tomorrow to prepare. Please keep in mind that they are representing you in a way.


  “Nick is flying in as we speak and should be here by noon. Taelyn and Xavier asked for a live feed set up, but I assure you all today is your day to choose. Any questions?”


  I see the man, Jonas, walking out of the back.


  “Welcome to Stereo Live. Thank you for letting us host this unique opportunity. Which one of you is Sonya?”


  “That would be me.” I wave.


  He comes over and gives me a big hug and kiss on the cheek. “Nice to meet you in person. You ready for all this?”


  I laugh because what else can you do? “Yeah. Actually, if the band is all set, we might be able to start sooner than expected.” I look back to see them all nod in agreement except Finn, whose arms are crossed over his chest, and his jaw is set like stone. I look back at Jonas.


  “Can you give us about fifteen minutes so they can get set up?”


  “Absolutely,” he says, and I walk toward the band.


  Tally meets me half way. “What do I do?”


  “I think you and I should meet the contestants at the door. Greet them ourselves, tweet a check in, tag the boys, and then show them to the table. Hopefully, we can get the guys to take a selfie with them and let the hopefuls tweet to them.”


  “That’s a lot of tweeting.” She giggles.


  I smile back. “That’s a lot of exposure for them.”


  “Agreed. I know Memphis and Billy will. Not sure if we can get the other two to follow suit.” She smiles a sweet smile.


  “I think, if Finn will, then River will, too.”


  “You think?”


  “Just a hunch. They seem close.”


  “It’s all new to me,” she admits.


  I start to apologize for our initial meeting. “Tally, I am really sorry about—”


  “Me, too. I’m really not a purse-napper, but—”


  “I was threatening to expose something. I didn’t even know what it was. I just knew what it could do for me, and I needed the money. I was only thinking of myself. I promise you that’s not who I am.”


  “His past is his past. His today and his future are with me,” she says. “I really hope we can be friends.”


  I look up to see Finn, and behind him is the rest of the band.


  “We’re set.”


  Tally reaches out and squeezes my hand, then looks at Memphis. “We need your help.”


  “I’ll help you out anytime,” he replies, looking her over, “anyplace.”


  “Good to know.” She laughs. “Finn, Billy, and River, we need you on board, too.”


  “Anytime, anyplace, baby,” River says.


  “I will fucking wreck you, little drummer boy,” Memphis growls at him, which makes me laugh.


  “You, too, Sonya,” River continues. “I will help you out. Just give me the word. The road can be a lonely place and I—”


  “What do you need?” Finn’s voice booms.


  I look at him. “Selfies.” I cringe when I say it.


  “You’re fucking with me, right?” he grumbles.


  “Do we get those sticks?” River jokes.


  “Selfie-stick, not gonna happen,” Memphis says.


  “We don’t have them. Just use your big, strong arms.” Tally grins.


  Memphis grins back. “You trying to make me har—”


  Her hand covers his mouth. “Shut your lips, Memphis Black.”


  “She said shut your lips, Memphis Black, all sassy and badass like,” River says with a finger snap. “You go, Tales.”


  “Y’all ready for this?” I look back to see Jonas walking toward us.


  “Sonya?” Finn grabs my elbow. “A minute?”


  “Sure,” I say, and he guides me a few steps away. He lets go of my elbow and raises his shades. “I promise it will be worth the effort, Finn.”


  “He hugs you again, and the whole fucking place is gonna know who you were under yesterday and who held you all night,” he grumbles. “He puts his mouth on you, and I will be in lockdown. I know shit went a different direction last night, but I’m telling you right now—”


  “Shh,” I say, nervous as hell someone is going to hear him.


  “Shh?” He looks like I am out of my mind. “Shh? Ain’t gonna work.”


  “Everything all right over here?” Jonas asks, walking up to us.


  “Yep, everything is great. Finn’s just saying how excited he is about meeting the bands,” I tell him, positioning myself between the hot rocker and very nice-looking manager of the club.


  “Sonya …” Finn’s voice carries a warning.


  “Jonas, I think we’re all set. How about you open up those doors?”


  He nods and walks away, eyeing Finn over his shoulder.


  I turn around and look up at him.


  “Excited about selfies?” he grumbles. “That motherfuck—”


  “Are you clean?” I ask, trying to get his attention.


  “That man wants to fuck you,” he hisses, still looking in the direction Jonas walked.


  “Do you get tested?” I ask a little louder, and he looks at me.


  “I wrap my cock every damn time and get tested every six months, have for years. Why?”


  “I’m on the pill.”


  His eyes darken as his jaw tenses.


  “I don’t want to sleep with him, and I’m sure he doesn’t want to sleep with me.”


  “Sonya, that man has an itty, bitty hard-on for you.”


  “How the hell would you know that?” I can’t help laughing.


  “I can tell. Fucking hugger.” He leans in and whispers, “What’s this about the pill?”


  “If I’m the only one under you, you’re the only one over me.”


  “Then I’m gonna fuck you raw tonight, skin to skin. And I’m gonna—”


  “Sounds good, but only if you embrace the selfie,” I whisper back.


  “Either way.”


  “Nope.”


  “You’ll be begging. You’ll want me so badly you’ll be weeping between your thighs for me.”


  “Finn”—I feel an excitement burning deep inside—“selfies first.”


  I gather up all the strength I have and turn to walk away from the first man in my life who made me hate him before ever meeting him and then made me feel beautiful, sexy, and wanted like never before.


  I feel his breath hit the back of my neck. “I’m gonna make you pay for teasing my cock in public.”


  I look over my shoulder. “Selfies first. And, Finn? Make me jealous and give the world what they want: a hot, sexy, broody bass guitarist with a voice that makes every woman in the crowd weep between their thighs.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I’m on the pill, and for some reason, I trust and believe you.”


  


  


  ***


  At seven o’clock, I stand in the center of a room alone. We ate dinner together after the auditions, and then everyone seemed exhausted.


  Nick DeAngelo said he would share with Finn, and I could have my own room. I told him it wasn’t necessary, but he insisted.


  Finn walked away during the discussion. I couldn’t tell if he was okay with it or not. He just walked out the front doors, I assume to have a smoke.


  I sat in my bed and called Noah. Hearing his voice made me happy. Saying goodnight didn’t. I miss him more now than ever before. I suppose Finn knowing about him helped. I don’t like to hide him, although I assume some would see it differently.


  My aunt is the only person who encouraged me to keep him. Everyone else thought it would be better for me not to. I couldn’t move past being abused by the man who got me pregnant.


  After showering and towel drying my hair, I look in the mirror and see myself for the first time in a long time. My hair is long and ragged. I put it in a bun every day because I can’t do anything else with it, and the wash-in color is fading.


  I long to see me again.


  My childhood wasn’t perfect by any stretch of the imagination. I was raised by a woman who had no interest in being a parent. She just liked to display me. I was very well behaved and never gave anyone a problem. I was safe, warm, fed, and clean. I had it so much better than some.


  I was happy once. I want that back again.


  


  


  ***


  I get off the elevator on my floor with a drug store bag in my hand. I walk down the hall and see Finn at my door with security opening it for him.


  I walk faster, not wanting to yell down the hall and disrupt any of the other guests. When I get to the door, it closes in my face. I fumble through my purse for my room key and use it to open the door.


  When I walk in, Finn is sitting on the edge of my bed with his hands in his hair, and the security guard looks to be ready to make a phone call.


  “Everything okay?” I ask, hoping not to startle them.


  He sighs and shakes his head as he stands.


  “A worried friend,” the hotel security says as he pats him on the shoulder. “You all set?”


  “Yes, thank you,” Finn says as he walks to the door and opens it for him. “It won’t happen again.”


  When he turns around, he shakes his head at me, looking angry.


  “What’s wrong?” I ask as I take my coat off and place it over the desk chair.


  “What’s wrong?” he bites out then stops himself, inhaling deeply. “You were gone.”


  “Just to the store. Was I needed for something? Is River okay?”


  “Jesus H, Sonya. You aren’t in our room. I sneak out like some fucking teenager to find you, and you’re not here. I went to see if maybe you and Tally were together, then to Billy and River’s room, hoping I didn’t find you there.”


  “Why would I be in their room?”


  “Why would you be out shopping at”—he looks at his phone—“nine o’clock at night?”


  “Do I have a curfew?”


  “There are bad fucking people in this world, bad people who may try to—”


  “This is because of my … past?” Already, things are changing.


  “No!” he says like a child who got caught doing something he shouldn’t.


  “Finn,” I sigh. “I just needed—”


  “Then you call me. You call Tally. You don’t fucking go alone; you understand me? You don’t go alone.”


  He starts to pace, and I step in front of him. “I’m not made of glass. I am not going to live my life in fear of—”


  “Someone who is still out there, Sonya. Someone who doesn’t deserve to be breathing,” he snaps. “I wanted to kill the fucker when I saw him on the damn news, and now, I not only want to, but I swear to God, if I ever see his face again, I will rip him to shreds. I will kill him. Do you understand me?”


  I look at him, recognizing the look on his face. I understand the behavior.


  “You watched the video.”


  He walks past me and paces again. “Promise me you won’t ever do that shit again.”


  “Did you watch the video, Finn?” I ask more loudly.


  The look in his eye tells me he did. He promised he wouldn’t, and he did.


  “I’m tired and need to go to sleep. I will see you in the morning meeting,” I say, walking to the door and opening it.


  He stands in the same spot.


  “Finn, I’m very tired.”


  “I want your number. You take mine. Be pissed all you want at me, kick me out of your room, call me a fucking asshole, but I want your damn number and a promise you’ll use it if you leave here again.”


  “A promise like you made?”


  “I needed to see it again.” He walks to me and takes my phone from my hand, then sends himself a message. “Ask me to stay.”


  I shake my head.


  “I’m sorry. I just had to see it.”


  “And I’m sorry. I just need to be able to forget it.”


  I shut the door slowly as he walks backward, looking at me with pity in his eyes.


  I have had a lifetime of people looking at me the way he is. It took years to get over it, years of trying my best to make myself feel strong, whole again. That one look would either push me back into the corner or make me fight for the girl I was and the woman I am becoming.


  Half an hour later, I stand in the bathroom on a white towel in my bra and panties with a towel draped around me. I put my hair in a ponytail, ensuring it is combed back perfectly and snug in place. Then I lift it up with one hand and grab the scissors I bought in my other hand, take a deep breath, place them four inches up from the bottom, and close my eyes as I cut through the thick, frizzy ends of my wavy hair. When I open my eyes, I smile then laugh.


  I hear a loud knock at the door, grab the terrycloth robe off the back of the bathroom door, and walk to the door. Looking through the peephole, I see him standing there with his head hung low.


  I open the door a crack and look out. “Everything okay?”


  He shakes his head. “A man only has his word, and I fucked up. I fucked up bad, and I need you to tell me you forgive me.”


  “I forgive you.”


  “You need to mean it, Sonya.”


  “Are you high?”


  “No. No, I’m not. I’m a man who needs to undo something he did, so tell me you mean it.”


  I look in his eyes. The muck hasn’t returned, but they are wild and regretful.


  “Okay. I mean it.”


  “Thank you.”


  I expect him to walk away, but he doesn’t. His eyes are glued to mine. I not only see the emotions, but I feel them.


  “Is there something else?” I ask.


  “Yeah.” He closes his eyes and shakes his head. “I’m a fucking idiot, and I don’t know a damn thing about how this shit works.” He pulls his hand up so I can see what’s in it. “I bought flowers, and I know how fucking stupid and desperate it looks and sounds, but well, I’m fucking stupid and desperate, and I’m sorry I watched the fucking thing. I needed to see him again. I needed to see him because I swear to you—”


  “The flowers are beautiful, Finn, but I really wish you didn’t need to see him again, because if I could have one prayer answered in my lifetime, it would be that I never, ever saw him or heard mention of him again.”


  “You need to really forgive me.”


  “Done.”


  “You also need to let me in so I can give you these fucking flowers, because if Nick sees them and thinks they’re for him, it’ll be your fault.”


  “Mine?”


  “Yeah, Sonya, all yours.”


  “Would you forgive me?” I ask, hoping this connection—this pull I feel—goes both ways.


  “I would, and I’m a mean and unforgiving son of a bitch. But you, yeah, I’d forgive you anything.”


  “If I let you in, will you promise me something?” I ask.


  “As long as that something isn’t that I leave as soon as I hand you these things.”


  “I won’t, but anything else I ask, you have to say yes.”


  “Deal.”


  I close the door and unhook the safety bar. Then I open the door and step back.


  He walks in and looks at me, cocking his head to the side and studying me. “Something’s different.” He takes my hand, lifts it up, and turns me. “You get a haircut while you were out?”


  “No, I bought scissors and cut my hair.”


  “No way.” He turns me back around and then hands me the flowers.


  “Way,” I say, trying to remain calm, but I am incredibly happy right now. Finn gave me flowers. No one has ever given me flowers.


  I hold them close to my face and take in a deep breath, smelling them. “They are beautiful, and they smell so good.” I smell them again, closing my eyes. “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” I look up to see him smiling. Not just his lips, his eyes, his face his whole self is smiling, as if he’s the one who just got flowers for the first time.


  “Thank you,” I say again.


  “You already said that.” He nods. “Now, what is it that I promised to do?”


  I walk into him and hug him tightly.


  “I like where this is headed.”


  I laugh and pull back. “It’s headed to the bathroom.”


  He smirks. “Even better.”


  “It’s so not going to be sexy.”


  “Will I be in there alone?” he asks.


  “Nope.”


  “With you?” He leans down, slowly moving closer to my lips.


  “You can’t change my mind,” I say and instantly feel like it’s unconvincing. God, he is sexy, so sexy.


  “I won’t break another promise, Sonya. I won’t.” Sincerity and shame coat his voice.


  I push myself up on my tiptoes and kiss him quickly then immediately step back. “Follow me.”


  I stand in front of the mirror then see him, walking in behind me through the mirror’s reflection.


  He looks at me, giving me chills. I need to focus on the task at hand.


  “You agreed to help me color my hair.”


  He looks at me again like I’m nuts. “I need to tell you that I am absolutely not qualified to do something like that.”


  “I’ve done it a hundred times. You just have to help me, or you’ll have to leave so I can get it done. I’m not changing my mind. I want to go back to my natural color. It’s been a long time since I have wanted that.”


  “Then I’m your guy. I want you to have every damn thing you want.”


  “I’m strong, Finn. I’m strong. And even though you don’t want to revisit the past”—I scowl down as I open the box of color and pull out the contents—“I sometimes need the reminder that I am—”


  “Strong.” He pulls my hair to the side and kisses my neck.


  “Can’t do that, either.” I squirm inside.


  “Wouldn’t think of doing that again,” he says sarcastically. “Tell me where I’m needed.”


  I look up to see him standing at least six inches taller than I am, and he’s so broad I look far less than a strong, independent woman. I look like a child compared to him.


  “Gloves,” I say, forcing myself to look away. “I’m gonna comb this through, and then you are going to help me make sure I don’t miss any spots in the back. I want the red gone. I want me back.”


  “Let’s do it.” His words are enthusiastic, but his tone is something entirely different.


  “Yes, let’s.”


  I cut the tip off, put on one of the sets of gloves, shake the colors together, and then section my hair in four parts with a comb while he watches me,.


  “Grab the other gloves and help me rub it in?”


  “I hope to hell you know what you’re doing ’cause I have never done shit like this,” he says, pulling on the gloves. He looks at them, then at me before I see him in the mirror shaking his head and rolling his eyes, “I thought we were done with gloves. I must have fucked up pretty bad, huh?”


  I smile. “No. I just need to do this first.”


  His eyebrows rise and his lips purse together for a second. “Good to know.”


  “Why? Did you think I would chance you threatening to call room service for condoms again?” I smile as I begin squirting the dye in my hair.


  “I would have, you know,” he says seriously.


  “Yeah, I was kind of afraid of that.” I rub the dye around.


  “Am I just watching, Sonya, or you gonna let me get some use out of these gloves?”


  “Dive in,” I tease.


  “She’s trying to kill me,” he whispers into the air as he begins massaging my hair with his hand. Then he looks at me, cringes, and shakes his head.


  Immediately, I know what he is thinking.


  “Finn, don’t do that.”


  “Didn’t mean it, Sonya.”


  “No, don’t walk on egg shells around me. I knew what you were saying. I didn’t take offense to it, okay? Just please don’t treat me any differently.”


  “I promise I will try my best; that’s all I can do.” His brows furrow, and he looks down. “I can also dye the hell out of your hair, so how about you just have a seat and let me take it from here?” He keeps working his magic fingers on my scalp. “Okay, you’re gonna stand here, and I’m grabbing a chair. I think I got this.”


  I sit in the chair he drags into the bathroom and watch him rub my hair in the mirror. I can’t let him do it all, so I work on the roots, making sure I get them covered.


  “Feel good?” he asks after a while.


  “Very. Thank you.”


  “Any other horrible thing you want to put me through, I think I can handle.” He smiles.


  “Is this horrible?”


  “My hands are on you, so no, not horrible.”


  I smile up at him. “Good.”


  After a few minutes, I yawn, and he chuckles.


  “Tiring you out?”


  “It’s relaxing. Very nice. I never expected it to be.”


  He walks around in front of me and squirts the rest of the solution in his gloved hand before rubbing it into the front section of my hair. Then he steps back and looks at me before turning around and grabbing the pamphlet, starting to read.


  “You know this has to set for twenty minutes?”


  “Mm-hmm,” I say as he takes the comb and walks toward me.


  “It says to comb through. You want me to?”


  “Please.”
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  As I brush through her hair, it’s hard not to think about the fucking video of her being stabbed in the abdomen and hit in the back of the head so hard she fell to the ground face first.


  I don’t know how she survived it. It is unbelievable that she pushed herself up off the pavement, let alone to her feet, and tried to get to her home’s security gate, until he turned around and noticed, striking her again with much more force.


  Sonya is so strong, stronger than I ever was.


  I look at her in the mirror as I brush her hair. The color she chose is her natural shade—deep brown and beautiful.


  “I think that’s good,” she says, stopping me.


  “What’s next?”


  “The sexy part—the cap and wrap.”


  I try to keep the mood light; seems to be what she wants. I will give it to her. Hell, I would give her anything.


  “There you go again. Wrapping shit.”


  She smiles and giggles.


  So fucking happy.


  “I like that smile, Sonya.”


  She looks in the mirror and nods. “Me, too.” Then she looks up at me. “I like yours better.”


  “I like the color.”


  “You haven’t even seen it yet,” she says as she looks at me in the mirror, then grabs some Saran Wrap-looking thing and puts it in her head. “I like yours better.”


  “Oh, shit, I hoped you’d notice.” I tug at the back of the plastic wrap now on her head. “How long do I get to look at this?”


  “Twenty minutes.”


  “Twenty minutes, and you decided at nine o’clock at night that this would be what, a great time to change your look?” I ask, taking her hand and pulling her toward the door behind me.


  “No.” She looks at me as if questioning her response.


  “Why the look?”


  “I don’t know what you want me to say.”


  I cringe inwardly. “Whatever you want.”


  “You don’t want to talk about the past. I respect that,” she says as she sits down on the edge of the bed.


  “I appreciate that, but if you need to, go ahead. I just don’t want to revisit mine.”


  I look around, not knowing if I should sit or stand. Fuck, I am no good at this shit.


  She senses it and pats the spot next to her. “I just want me back. It’s been almost five years, and—” She stops again.


  “Go on,” I tell her as I sit.


  “I hid for a long time. Then this opportunity came up, and I had to force myself to make a decision to either stay behind the safety of the gate or step outside of it.”


  “I don’t understand,” I say honestly.


  “Well, everything changed,” she says, blowing out a breath. I don’t know if it’s in frustration or an internal release. “I was sixteen, my mother was in jail, and I had no one. As a result, the State sent me to a home for a week until my aunt came forward and offered to take care of me.” She stops and looks at me. “I stayed with the White family.”


  “Sally and Robert White?” I ask, thinking there is no way I could be right.


  She nods, still looking at me.


  “How long ago?”


  “Five years.”


  “I know them.”


  She opens her eyes. “I know.”


  “You know … what?” I hate the anxiety that rises inside me.


  “I saw pictures. They have pictures everywhere. You look the same now except for the facial hair.”


  “Did they talk about me and”—I pause, not sure what she knows—“my time there?”


  “I was only there for a week. I was waiting for my aunt to get there so I could go home.”


  “Of course.” I rub her hand.


  She looks at me. “I saw pictures of you and thought you were the most beautiful boy I had ever seen.”


  “Thank you.”


  “They left me alone—well, most of the time. Sally used to come in the room and watch me sleep and sometimes read the Bible to me.” She smiles. “And she brought me food. A lot of food.”


  “She liked to cook,” I say as I look down, reflecting on my time at the same fucking place.


  “Yeah,” she says, looking down, too.


  “You thought I was beautiful? Never heard that one before,” I try to joke.


  “I still think so,” she whispers.


  “Go on.” I rub my thumb across her knuckles.


  “When I came home, everything changed.”


  “I’m sorry. I really am.”


  She stops and looks up at me like she’s trying to figure something out again. I hate that shit. It makes me feel like she sees me as weak. I’m not weak. She doesn’t know that, though. I haven’t shown her that.


  “He’s beautiful,” she finally says, pulling the subject back to her son.


  “So is his mother.”


  “He’s been through a lot, you know.”


  “So has his mom.”


  “Yeah.” She looks down. “Yeah, and I need to be a better mom. Stronger.” She looks at me. “I bet you’re wondering how I got this job.”


  “From the moment I saw you chasing Tales.”


  She shakes her head. “I didn’t know what was on that card.”


  “In the past, Sonya.”


  She looks at me funny. “When did the present start?”


  “At the beach, when I knew you didn’t want to kill me.”


  She giggles. “You seriously thought I would kill you?”


  “I still think you could.”


  Her smile drops, and she shakes her head. “Never.”


  “No?” I ask, leaning in, and she meets me halfway. “Good.” I lift her chin. “I really don’t give a damn how you got this job right now, Sonya, but if you want to tell me, feel free.”


  “Um …”


  “Maybe later?” I press my lips against hers, and hers press hard against mine. “Nothing ever tasted so good.”


  I rub my lips back and forth against hers then lick across them. Her mouth opens to me, and I am all in. I taste her; she tastes me back. I pull the back of her neck toward me, and the fucking cap crunches, making her laugh into my mouth.


  I capture her bottom lip between my teeth and bite down lightly, pulling her toward me. “That thing needs to go.”


  “Uh-huh,” she says, coming toward me again.


  “Uh-huh,” I mimic, moving left and kissing her cheekbone. “How long before I can be inside of you with nothing between us?”


  “Now,” she moans.


  “Hmm,” I say as I kiss lower down her throat, untying the belt around her robe.


  The alarm goes off on her phone, and her lips purse out in a pout.


  “I need to get rid of this cap.”


  “Perfect. Let’s get it done.” I stand up and hold out my hand, which she takes, and then I pull her up.


  “I can do it.”


  “I think I would like to. You made these little noises when I was—” I pause. “Man, you better never tell anyone that shit.”


  “We’re a secret. I couldn’t tell anyone if I wanted to.” She walks ahead of me, still holding my hand.


  “We’re a secret because …?”


  She shrugs. “My job.”


  “Oh, yes, that’s right.”


  She takes the plastic cap off her head, starts the water, and then bends over the sink. I watch as she rinses it with her hands.


  “Let me help.” I grab the plastic cup and fill it with water before dumping it over her head as she works her long, thin fingers through the hair I desperately want in my hands.


  “I think it’s good,” she says as she backs up, squeezing the excess water out of her hair.


  She grabs the towel next to the sink and dries her hair. When she seems satisfied, she reaches for the brush, but I grab it first. I start in the back and run it through until the brush goes through without a snag.


  “Turn around,” I say, and she does. I then lean down and kiss her quickly before lifting her and setting her on the counter. “Looks amazing. Why don’t you go to a salon? Wouldn’t it be easier?”


  “I’m not a fan of going out, remember?”


  “I’m glad you aren’t.”


  “Right, because instead of doing what you came for, you got to be part of my crazy.”


  “I actually enjoyed having my hands in your hair, Sonya. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to find this little beauty mark behind your ear that I need to take a taste of.” I push her hair to the side and turn her chin. “It’s right here,” I whisper as I kiss it.


  Kissing it isn’t enough, though. I want my mouth on it, over it.


  I caress it with my tongue, her taste, her scent, the warmth of her skin mixing together, causing me to get lost.


  “Lips,” she pants.


  “We’ll get there,” I say as I cup her perfect, little handful of breast.


  I step back and pull the bathrobe slowly down her left shoulder, then bend and kiss my way down as I pull her arm from the sleeve. Each inch of skin I touch breaks out in goose bumps, and the strain of my cock against denim is nearly too much, but I am going to take my time. I want to taste her slowly, teasing myself and her.


  I take her hand and lift my shirt. Then I hold her hand on my abs. “Don’t move it.”


  “I won’t,” she whispers.


  Once I pull my shirt over my head and toss it to the side, her fingers start to dance against my skin.


  “You’re moving.”


  “I can’t help myself,” she whispers as her finger slides back and forth under my waistband.


  I kiss down her right arm, taking the robe off and letting it fall back on the counter as I go. “Then, by all means, take what you want.”


  She unbuttons my jeans as she bites her lip, and the relief I feel as each button comes undone is nearly orgasmic.


  “I’ve been thinking about you all day.”


  Her hand trembles, and I love it. I love driving her insane with want for me.


  “Thinking about your mouth”—I rub my thumb across her lips—“about your perfect handful of the most delicious tits I have ever tasted.”


  Her eyes pop up and meet mine. “You’ve seen a lot.”


  “Yeah, but I can honestly say I can’t remember one of them, but yours, I remember.” I run my thumbs across her nipples as she struggles with the next button. “I can close my eyes and see your perfectly pink, little nipples and how they peak and get so hard for me.”


  She grows frustrated and grumbles right before shoving her hand down my pants and pulling me free.


  “It’s magnificent,” she says as she strokes me.


  “Magnificent, huh?” I grab her ass and pull her to the end of the counter.


  “Yes,” she pants as she pulls me toward her and rubs the head of my cock against her hot, wet slit.


  “Sweetest pussy I’ve even tasted, Sonya. It’s becoming an addiction.”


  “There are worse things.” She pulls me closer and moans as she rubs me harder against her.


  Her legs wrap around me while I cup her ass.


  “You got it where you want it?”


  “Yes,” she whimpers as I push in slowly.


  “Gotta go slow,” I groan. “It’s been years, Sonya—years since I needed it like this. I fucking need you bad. I want to feel how wet your tight, little pussy is for me. I want to feel your come slick my cock.”


  “Yes.” She pushes slowly against me, her eyes rolling back.


  “Hands behind your back on the counter. Hold yourself up. I’m gonna fuck you so good, Sonya. Tell me you want that. Tell me you crave my cock inside you. Fuck …” I hiss when she contracts around me.


  “I think I’m gonna—”


  “I fucking know you are.” I swivel, hitting her from a different angle.


  She cries out as her head falls back, and I lean forward to get my mouth on her neck.


  It’s ridiculous how badly I need my mouth on her. Insane how good she tastes. Crazy how badly I want to be inside her, near her. I fucking hate it and need it at the same damn time.


  I rock into her almost fully, and she whimpers as her head lifts. Her eyes show me all I need to know—she’s right there with me. She’s just as hot for me as I am for her.


  I thrust in, and her shoulders press against the mirror as she takes me. Then I feel her pussy contract and nearly lose it myself. I still and lift her up, not wanting her to bang against the mirror when I lose control.


  I thrust in again, the feeling better than I ever remember as my cock rolls across the wet, velvety skin inside her.


  “Feels so good,” I say, clutching onto her as my mouth opens and makes its way to her neck again.


  “Yes, so good. So—” She gasps when I lift her up and take her tit in my mouth as I thrust into her. She gives it right back, holding me as she bounces up and down on my cock until she cries out and bites my shoulder.


  Her muscles ripple against my cock, her warmth increases, and she is wetter than before. I take advantage, pounding into her as she cries out my name again.


  I’m on the edge again, so ready to fill her up with my come, but I want to stay this fucking way.


  “Lips,” I grunt, and she gives ’em to me without hesitation.


  I kiss her as I knead away at the hottest little ass in the world. I then walk out of the bathroom and sit on the edge of the bed, keeping her wrapped around me. Her hips rotate as she runs her hands through my hair, licking deep inside my mouth.


  I lie back and roll over, still buried in her. Then I take her hands from my hair and hold them high above her head as I kiss her mouth, cheek, jaw, neck, and shoulders. Holding myself over her, my hand restraining hers, I begin to rock again.


  “Rock with me, baby.”


  “Yes,” she whimpers. “So good.”


  “Yeah. Hell, yeah.” The burn intensifies. “I’m gonna come.” I thrust faster and harder, her hips meeting mine, my balls slapping against her hot ass over and over.


  “Oh, God,” she cries, and I can’t take it anymore.


  My cock jerks, her pussy pulsates, and then I twitch and fire off inside of her again and again.


  “Fuck!” I roar as I crash down on her, still coming.


  Afterward, I roll to my back, bringing her with me. “Damn.”


  “Damn,” she says, wrapping around me tighter.


  We stay that way, apparently falling asleep. When I wake up, I am still inside her and a bit sticky. I watch her, still clinging to me, one hand in my hair, the other on my abs, her head on my chest.


  The curve of her naked breast has me getting worked up again. I feel the blood flowing to my cock, making it grow inside of her. I have never had that happen, and it’s another thing I would make damn sure happened again. Waking up inside her is heaven.


  I briefly allow myself to think about what will happen in October when the tour is over. Will she go back to Ohio?


  She sighs as if she is subconsciously dreading the thought of that, too. Her eyes begin to flutter, and she finally opens her eyes.


  “Hi.”


  I nudge her. “Best high there is.”


  “Oh … wow… your—”


  “Gonna have to have you again before you kick me out of here so you can get some sleep.”


  When I press my lips to hers and roll us so she’s on her back again, her legs fall apart without prompting as she stretches around my growing erection.


  “I want you wet and hot,” I tell her as I bow down and grab one of her breasts in my mouth and nip at her nipple before pulling it.


  “I’m there,” she moans, her hands in my hair again.


  


  


  ***


  We are sitting around the table in Memphis and Tally’s room when she walks in, and I nearly fucking explode in my pants.


  She’s wearing a white, flowing sundress; a pair of brown cowgirl boots; a denim jacket; and her hair is fucking gorgeous. Soft curls I want in my hands are flowing down, not in a tight-ass bun.


  A whistle comes out loud and clear.


  “Hot damn, who is the new girl?” River lays it on thick.


  I grip the side of my chair so I don’t come out of it and avoid looking at him. Then I see Billy who has the no-shit look on his face. Even Memphis looks at Tally, and I know it’s to avoid giving Sonya the same fuck me eyes they all are.


  “You look freaking stunning,” Tally says as she stands up, gives her a hug, and then goes to pour her a cup of coffee.


  “Have a seat.” Nick pats the seat next to his.


  “This one’s free, too,” I say, kicking out the chair next to me.


  She looks at me as her cheeks burn bright red, then glances back down. When Tally sets the cup in front of the chair between her and Nick, she looks up at me again. I hate the internal struggle, so I give her a wink, hoping it settles her.


  She sits down and pulls a laptop from her bag, then sets it on the table. Next comes an iPad and two smart phones.


  Tally looks overwhelmed. “All of that is for this?”


  “Yes. I have the logins for the social media pages that the four of them created, and it’s easier to manage them all separately to keep from crossing their personalities when reposting and responding, basically interacting with the world.”


  “What’s my personality?” River asks, leaning in.


  “You have less of a filter,” she says quietly.


  “And me?” Billy asks.


  “More sophisticated.”


  “How about me?” Memphis questions.


  “You have a better filter than River’s and would be far less likely to respond to the female fans. Actually, I hope Tally can help me out and take over yours until you feel comfortable reposting, thanking, and interacting with the people who fall in love with your”—she pauses—“kind of rock.”


  “What about Finn?” River asks.


  She looks up, then back down and shakes her head. “Pensive. More about the music and less about the buzz.”


  “Pensive? Meaning asshole?” River laughs.


  “No, of course not,” she says quickly and looks at me. “That’s not what I meant.”


  “I’d say you nailed it.” I nod and look down.


  “I’m glad you think so,” she says in a sweet as hell voice, and I look up. I can’t help smiling, but I need to reel it in.


  “Breakfast coming anytime soon? I’m starving.”


  Nick stands up. “It’s on its way. We have a decision to make, and it needs to happen now. We have a show tomorrow.”


  “I say the twins,” River jumps right in.


  “They’re country,” Nick states. “Hot, but country.”


  “I heard some rock in there,” he interjects.


  Nick looks around. “Anyone else want the twins?”


  Sonya’s eyes catch mine, and I shake my head, so she looks around at the others.


  “Look, they’re really, really, really fucking good,” River says.


  “You fucked ’em?” I ask, knowing damn well he did.


  “Their talents are undeniable. I’m telling you, Nick, they are—”


  “Answer Finn’s question,” Nick says, trying not to laugh at the fool.


  “Nick, their Southern hospitality is fucking incredible.”


  “What about the Black Knights?” Memphis says. “They’ve got their shit together. Tight-ass band.”


  “Just so we’re clear, the twins?” River.


  “Not happening,” Nick says.


  “Fine”—River scowls—“but they get VIP tickets tomorrow night.”


  “Fine.” Nick rolls his eyes. “Back to—”


  “Tainted Knights, not Black.” Sonya turns her laptop. “They already have a female manager—”


  “That’s a hang-up of yours, huh?” Memphis asks. “You like that women’s lib shit.”


  “I have a large female following myself, so yes, I like to tap into that,” she answers.


  “But they’re not a female group,” River adds.


  “No, they aren’t, but they are young, good-looking, and have a great social following. They’re from Bristol, Tennessee, the only out of area band here. They traveled a long way for this. And they have a manager, a woman named Emmie Armstrong. Jace is on vocals; Gray, vocals and guitar; Kale on drums; Tate, or Sin as they call him, is bass; and Cash is on keys, vocals, and bass. Six people strong and they already have a social media presence.” She looks up at us then smiles. “I know music is your thing, but causing a buzz is mine, and they would make my job a lot easier.”


  “They have a great look, too,” Nick adds. “What do you say?”


  “I say yes.” Sonya seems to really want these guys.


  “You think they’re hot?” I ask without giving it a second thought.


  She looks at me and then Tally.


  “No, he was asking you, Sonya.” She giggles.


  She nods. “They have a great look.”


  “But would you bang ’em?” River asks.


  “Would you?” she asks back, and the whole room busts up laughing.


  “Probably not.” River smirks. “Now, if you’d asked me that three years ago, I may not have had the same answer. Right, Finn?”


  “Fuck you, man.” I laugh.


  “I’d bang Finn.” River winks at me.


  “I’d like to see you try,” I growl at him.


  “The road is a lonely place,” he sighs.


  “Not for you.” Nick shoots him a look. “Beckett, where were you until five this morning?”


  “That’s none of your damn business,” I tell him.


  A knock on the door thankfully breaks up the bullshit.


  “That better be breakfast. I worked up one hell of an appetite last night.”


  “You must be lying down on the job, man. I got breakfast in bed.” River laughs.


  “Yeah, slacking,” I say as I stand to get the door.


  “So, I was thinking Tally and I could shout out the winner of the Houston audition now, and then, when we decide on Dallas, we’ll do that one.” I hear an excitement in her voice that I kind of like, but then I remember who she will be shouting out about, and it rubs me the wrong way.


  “Sounds good. Let me give X a buzz first,” Nick answers her.


  After Nick calls Xavier, Tainted Knights is moved to opening in Dallas. It will give Tally and Sonya more time to create a bigger buzz.


  We decide on a band called Hoopla to open in Houston. They are local and don’t have an agent, and they have a very cool sound, more a pop rock than our kind of rock. The problem is they are a new band, so they only have a half hour set. Therefore, River ends up getting his twins in there, too. They will kick off the show, play for half an hour, Hoopla will then do the same, and then we will rock the crowd.


  Sonya and Tally are buzzing all day on those damn devices. Nick even goes out and grabs two more iPads so Tally can run Memphis’s shit.


  I lock myself down with a pen and paper.


  


  


  ***


  I spent the night with her again. I couldn’t get enough of her or the natural beauty that now shined even brighter. But today, I went back to my room early. I needed sleep and so did she. Tonight is the fucking night we will rock Houston.


  “Break a leg, Beckett.” I look back to see Sonya standing in the wings before I take the stage.


  I look around. I’m the first one out.


  I walk behind the speakers and motion for her to follow.


  “I’m more than ready, but I have a problem,” I tell her.


  “Are you sick, tired? Is something—”


  “I see the way those fucks look at you, and I want to bash their heads in.” I point to the fucking Hoopla guys.


  “You’re imagining it.” She giggles, not even looking.


  “Nah, I’m not imagining shit. Tales even said you were hot, and she’s a straight chick.”


  She shakes her head. “Stop it.”


  “If I could stamp my name on your forehead, I’d feel better.”


  “How about if you just remember that I’m the only one you’re over, and I’m the only one under you?”


  “Hmm, I think that’ll get me through tonight, but then I’ll be walking on stage hard as hell.”


  “Make sure you come back that way, too,” she says, shocking me.


  “You have a thing for rock stars, Sonya?” I tease.


  “Only the ones who play bass, sing, have beards, and make me feel so damn good every time we’re together.”


  “That’s a damn good answer.” I grab the back of her head and pull her to me. Then I kiss her so hard she will feel it until I come back.


  I pull back, and she licks her lips.


  “I like you, Finn Beckett.”


  “The feeling is mutual,” I say as I pull my aviators down, turn, and walk away.


  We take the stage in a storm of electric steel and badass beats. Billy and River are in the zone, and I am finger fucking the strings, wishing the night away, because right now, that girl, that little brunette standing just off stage with all her electronic gadgets, has me by the balls.


  Once Memphis takes the stage and starts belting out “Bang, Bang,” the crowd roars. He eats that shit up. Hell, I’m actually kind of enjoying it tonight, too. But the only roars that matter are the ones in my ear I know I will hear later tonight.


  Memphis’s arm is still healing from his bar altercation in Miami, so Billy is sticking to acoustic tonight. I’m still not singing, and X-man and Nickie D are being patient with me.


  Sonya doesn’t ask about my past, but shares a little more of hers every day. It seems to empower her. When the time comes, I will sing and release some of my past as I do. Right now, on this stage in Houston, Texas, I’m doing what I love, what I do best, and that’s creating music.


  I’m looking at my here and now a lot differently.
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  After the show, I make sure everyone gets pictures. Lots of pictures.


  I don’t mind this crowd; it’s well controlled. Not to mention, there is lots of security, and well, Finn is here. He doesn’t go far away from me, and I certainly don’t go far from him. He makes me feel good, safe even.


  I watch him as he takes pictures with the girls who won backstage passes on the radio. Each of the five winners and three of their friends won a ten minute meet and greet with the band.


  “I can take it for you,” I offer as one of the winners struggles to take her selfie with the “hottest bass player in the world,” as she calls him. She isn’t wrong—he is—but right now, I’m the only one under him.


  “You good?” he asks between greetings when he goes out for a smoke and I follow.


  “Yep,” I answer, rubbing the back of my neck.


  He exhales. “You’re so full of shit.”


  “She looked at you like she wanted to lick you. Now don’t get me wrong, that girl is so into herself that the pictures will be all over the World Wide Web in minutes, which is the point in these meet and greets, but I really, really want to lick you right now.”


  “Well, step up; I’m right here,” he says with a cocky arrogance that makes me tingle from thinking of the first night together when I actually did lick him.


  “You’re smoking.”


  He tosses his cigarette, crushing it with his black, size thirteen boots. “You jealous of the cigarette and the girls, Sonya?” His eyes seem to dance a bit. He likes this. He likes that I’m jealous.


  “No.” My voice squeaks at my lie … always a giveaway with me.


  He wraps his hand around the back of my neck and pulls me in for a nice, hard kiss. “I like it.”


  “You like my—”


  “Jealousy, yes. But there is no reason for it.” He dips down, sucking on my neck a little.


  “But necessary,” I say in a raspy voice he causes.


  “Mmm.” His hands are on my hips now, his fingers gently digging into my flesh. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”


  “Three more winners, Finn.” I step toward him instead of away like I should. “Go make me jealous.”


  “If you say so, but you’re the only one licking me.” He leans in again before his tongue traces my lips slowly.


  “Mmm,” I moan, and he echoes it.


  After an hour more of snapping pictures of the guys with their new fans, the guys with Hoopla, and the guys with the twins, it’s time to head out.


  We are on our way to The Rosewood Mansion at Turtle Creek, just outside of Dallas for the next show, which will be the next time I get to see the complete sexiness and extreme focus he shows only when he plays music … and when he is over me. Thinking of him either way works me into a frenzy. It is not a good time for that, though. Deciding to force myself to sleep, I close my eyes and lean back, trying my best not to think of Finn.


  I wake up with my head on Tally’s shoulder, and Finn’s head is on mine. His hair is covering his eyes, and my fingers ache to touch it.


  I glance around. Everyone in the limo is asleep.


  I look over at Finn again, and he seems to be fighting to stay asleep. His eyes shift under his lids, and then his nostrils flare a bit. He inhales before I hear him sigh slightly.


  He is beautiful, stunning, handsome, and perfect. He doesn’t look like your typical rocker. The way he dresses isn’t flashy; it’s actually classy with a hint of edge.


  Tonight, his grey T-shirt is covered with a black, lightweight jacket. His faded denim jeans rest casually against his black leather, biker-style boots, and he smells clean and masculine like always. He is long, lean, and cut. His clothes don’t hide his amazing build; they enhance it, and my eyes are ever appreciative.


  “Hey,” he whispers when his eyes open.


  “Hey,” I whisper back.


  He closes his eyes again, and his lip curls up ever so slightly. That smirk, smile—whatever he’s doing with his mouth—warms my heart, calms my unease, and almost blankets me.


  I feel his hand on mine, his pinky linking around my own, and a feeling other than physical seeps in. It’s a feeling like when he held me while I felt vulnerable about my past or when he helped color my hair. I like this feeling. A lot.


  I think I’m happy, and happiness has never come easily. Happiness was found inside the pages of fairytales, tiny hugs, and watching sleeping babies.


  Babies. Noah. God, how could I even think of being happy when he needs me? Everyone needs me.


  As I look down at Finn again, my chest tightens.


  This will not end well.


  


  


  ***


  “Sonya. Sonya, wake up. The rooms are ready.”


  I open my eyes to see Taelyn Steel.


  “When did you get here?” I ask, shocked to see her.


  “Long story. We were supposed to be in Houston, but something came up at Steel.”


  “Oh, I hope everything is okay.”


  She laughs. “Everything is great, actually. Those boys are just very protective of family, and something came up at the last minute. Their poor mother”—she laughs—“has been alone for years. Then she finds a man who loves her, and they act like they’re her father.”


  I step out of the limo and stand in front of the place, or should I say palace, that we will stay at for the next three days. It’s nearly three in the morning, but as tired as I am, its beauty is not lost on me.


  “Amazing,” I whisper.


  “You look exhausted. It’s almost four in the morning. Let’s get in and get some sleep.”


  “Where is everyone else?” I ask.


  “Memphis carried Tally in. She was sleeping, and he didn’t want to wake her. New love, you know,” she says, walking quickly toward her husband.


  “Morning, Sonya.” Xavier nods at me in greeting. “We’ll walk with you. We’re all in poolside suites.”


  I nod, following them to the rooms.


  Xavier hands me the key card. “This is your room. 168.”


  “Thank you,” I say.


  “Goodnight, Sonya.”


  “Goodnight, Mrs. Steel.”


  “Taelyn is fine,” she corrects me with a smile. Xavier takes her hand, and I hear her whisper, “What’s so funny?” to him.


  “Sixty eight,” he says with a smile in his voice.


  “That’s funny? You need some sleep,” she whispers back.


  “Like a sixty-nine, but you blow me, and I’ll owe you one.” He laughs.


  “You’re ridiculous.”


  “We’ve never left Patrick. We’re alone for two days, Mrs. Steel.”


  She giggles. “Porn sex.”


  “Fuck yes.” He holds up his fist, grinning like a mad man.


  She bumps it with hers, and then they mock an explosion.


  “We are so hot,” he says.


  “Fuck yes.” She slides the key through the lock five doors down.


  I turn away from them, smiling.


  “They’re something, huh?”


  I jump when I hear him.


  He looks amused before his smile fades. “Oh, shit, did I scare you?” He tosses down his cigarette and walks quickly toward me.


  “No,” I try to regain my composure. “You just shouldn’t hide in the bushes and—” I stop as I feel my hand shake while trying to open the door.


  I feel all out of sorts, so I hurriedly try to slide the key again as he gets closer.


  “Jesus,” he says, taking it from me, sliding it, and then opening the door. “Get in there. Fuck, I’m sorry.”


  I look at him. “Pft, it’s really no big deal.”


  “It is, dammit.”


  “No,” I say. “No, it’s not. It’s stupid. It’s just … stupid. And you know what? It will never, ever change. Ever.” Overwhelmed and still shaking, I feel like I’m going to cry. Who am I trying to kid? How will I ever be normal again outside of those gates surrounding my home? “It’s me, uncut and unedited. Broken and—”


  “Stop,” Finn says softly as he walks closer. “I wasn’t thinking. I know better. You’ve been through hell—” I shake my head, and he stops before slowly grabbing my hands. “Tell me what I can do to put you at ease, then.”


  I pull my hands back gently. “I just really want to go to sleep. I’m tired.”


  His once mucky, now so very clear, eyes look confused. I feel my lip quiver as I turn away. I did that to him.


  “I’m seriously fine, Finn. I’ll see you in the morning, okay?”


  “Yeah.”


  I hear his footsteps and then my door open but not close.


  I look back over my shoulder as I pull the blanket off the bed to see he’s standing in a doorway between two rooms.


  “Our rooms connect,” he tells me. “I’ll leave my door open. If you need anything, let me know.”


  I nod. “Thank you. I’m just really tired.”


  “I’m closing the door. The other is locked.” He gestures toward the main door. “No one is going to—”


  “Fine! Okay! I get it!” The dam breaks.


  I want him to go away. I want to be alone. I want a corner to crawl in, someplace to break down so I can build myself up again.


  He storms at me, and I instinctively hug my knees and close my eyes, protecting myself like I tried to do that night. I know it’s stupid, but I’m anxious now, and that doesn’t help me when I try to pull it together.


  The bed dips beside me, and then his arms surround me. I move until my back is to him as he holds me tightly.


  “I’ve got you,” he whispers, his lips against the back of my head. “No one’s gonna fucking touch you. No one.”


  I silently cry with my face buried into my knees, and he doesn’t let go.


  I drift asleep, allowing myself to believe him.


  


  


  ***


  I wake up to my phone’s vibration from my alarm, the one that tells me “time to take your pill and get out of bed; it’s seven thirty in the morning.” I never needed an alarm after Noah … Well, until I started my business and Aunt Margie insisted I sleep in and that she would care for Noah.


  Finn’s passed out, and his boots are still on. I must have kept him up all night.


  I remember dreaming—no, I remember nightmares: the slice of the knife across my belly; his words telling me he wished he didn’t have to do this, yet I left him no choice; the second attempted slice when I grabbed the butcher knife in his hand; and then the blow to the back of my head.


  I slip out from under Finn’s arm and go into the bathroom, take a quick shower, and blow dry my hair. When I come out, he’s still asleep, looking peaceful.


  I see my bags by the door and grab them, taking them to the bathroom to dress. When I come out, he is still in the same spot.


  I look at him one last time before I grab the bag of electronics, then head out to find a place to work before my real job begins at ten this morning.


  The Texas weather is already hot, especially for an Ohio girl, so I am thankful to find a covered patio area with tables, and it has outdoor fans to move the air around.


  I log-on to my blog e-mail and see over seven hundred e-mails of product review requests. I am shocked Margie hasn’t touched them since I left. Hell, she hasn’t even complained. Well, not since I transferred ten grand into the household account.


  I sort through them, accepting and denying each one. Two months ago, I would have accepted all of them. Today, I don’t have time, but I have to make time. It’s money, a way to get back on track.


  “Hey, you’re up early,” Tally says as she walks up to me.


  “Yeah, just figured I’d get caught up on some personal stuff before starting the day.”


  “Personal stuff?” She sits and looks at me. “Oh.” Her hand covers her mouth. “Never mind, I should never have asked a personal—”


  “I have a son, Tally.” Saying it out loud feels so good, like a weight lifted off my heart. Even after last night’s set back, the new desire to finally move forward and step outside the literal gates feels good.


  “A what?”


  I look up when I hear Memphis, who sits down.


  “A son,” I say, allowing the truth to shine as brightly as Noah’s smile does when he looks at me. “He’s four and beautiful. He is my reason for—” I stop when I see Memphis look over me, and I glance back to see he is looking at River.


  “How old were you when you had him?” River asks.


  I clear my throat. “Almost seventeen.”


  “Well, shit.” He plops down.


  Finn walks around the table then and sits directly across from me. I can’t see his eyes, so I don’t know if he’s all right with my confession. I don’t know why I care, but I do.


  “He live with his dad or your mom or—”


  “What’s with the twenty questions?” Finn asks, lifting his chin at River. “She has a kid. Big deal.”


  “Just asking, man. My mom left when I was, like, two. Joined the circus as the fat lady and—”


  “Shut the hell up, really?” Billy asks, sitting next to River.


  “Hell no, she was too young to raise me. Probably should have aborted me.” He laughs and looks around. No one else laughs. “A joke, man.”


  “Stupid fucking joke,” Finn grumbles, sitting back in his chair.


  I look around, finding all eyes are on me, seeking an explanation, I assume.


  “He’s at our house. My aunt lives with us. She’s caring for him while I’m away.”


  “No need to explain, Sonya,” Finn says before taking a sip of his coffee.


  I shrug. “I don’t want it to be a secret.”


  “Shouldn’t be. You’re doing what you have to do to raise your kid. That’s something to be proud of,” he says and stands up. “I need a smoke.”


  “I’m coming, too,” River says, following him.


  Nick, Taelyn, and Xavier join us. I can feel my cheeks flush, embarrassed by what I overheard last night. Porn sex? I wonder if they make videos, and if so, why? Certainly not for the money.


  “Today, Steel Total Destruction has a photo shoot,” Taelyn announces. “We have a full color page ad with Rolling Stone magazine. Look fresh.” She looks at Tally and me. “And we are going to meet with Tainted Knights’ manager, Emmie, while they rehearse on stage.” She looks at me. “Photo op for us?”


  “Of course.” I smile.


  Taelyn is amazing. She seems to understand and value the work I do. She also seems willing to entertain ideas about promotion that others, like Finn, want to balk at.


  I shove everything in my bag and go to stand as Xavier says, “Sit down. Breakfast is on its way.”


  


  


  ***


  Emmie Armstrong and Tainted Knights arrive at Toyota Stadium at one o’clock to begin set up. Taelyn and Emma stand at the side of the stage and start talking while Tally and I set out to take as many pictures as we can.


  “I don’t remember who is who.” She laughs.


  “Jace, vocals; Grey, founder of the band, guitarist, and vocals; Kale is on drums; Tate, or Sin, is bass; and Cash, bass, keys, and vocals,” I tell her as I snap pictures.


  “I don’t know how you remember all of them.” She shakes her head.


  “It’s my job.” I smile, snapping more photos.


  When I feel we have enough, Tally and I sit and download them. I then save them in a cloud we can both access.


  “You start at the top; I’ll start at the bottom. Use the photo app to add the overlay with the concert information, and then we will come up with a posting plan.”


  “Sounds good.” She nods. “Sonya?”


  “Yeah?” I ask, looking up from my laptop.


  “Do you have a nickname besides None-ya?”


  “No.” I laugh.


  “Well, they call me Tales sometimes. You need a nickname,” she whispers the last part, and it makes me smile.


  At four o’clock, we finally have all of our picture files set and ready to roll when Memphis comes in and sneaks behind Tally, kissing her neck.


  “Hello, hot stuff.”


  “Well, hi there, hotter stuff.” She giggles.


  He walks in front of her and scowls. “Not even close.”


  She scowls back in a joking manner. “I’d rather look at you any day than at a mirror, so tails, I win.”


  I feel him, smell him; I know he’s close. I look up, and Finn is looking down over his sunglasses. His gaze hits my eyes first then my lips, and they immediately go dry, so I lick them. His jaw muscles pop, his nostrils flare a bit, and then he pulls out a cigarette.


  “Going for a smoke. Wanna come with me?” he asks River.


  “Just put one out, man,” he says, looking at him oddly.


  Finn walks away as he lights up.


  I see the security guards walk up to him. “No smoking in here.”


  “I’m heading out,” he says as he walks past.


  One of them taps his shoulder, but he stops and doesn’t turn around.


  “No smoking on the property at all,” the guard calls out.


  When Finn turns around, it’s apparent he is angry.


  “How about you keep your hands off me?”


  “Rules are rules,” the younger one says.


  His voice goes deep as hell as he walks toward the exit, saying, “Understood.”


  I look at River, then Memphis and Billy. “Should one of you go with him?”


  “He’s cool.” Memphis laughs.


  


  


  ***


  I avoid being alone with him, and he knows it. The embarrassment of what I may have said in the early restless morning hours horrifies me. It has happened before. During nights when I was forced to remember my attack, nights when a memory flooded my mind, I had horrible dreams, ones that woke me in the middle of the night to find myself crying, screaming, begging for my life. Then there were the mornings when I opened my eyes and was sure it was really happening again.


  That’s what happened last night. That’s what the man who doesn’t want to live in the past was witness to. That is something I fear will never go away. It’s something I will live with forever. But I don’t want anyone else to.


  I swallow down the moment of self-pity and focus forward.


  I stand backstage, watching Tainted Knights tear it up. They are good, and I overhear Xavier and Taelyn’s conversation about wishing they had found them before they were already signed.


  “We’re fans.” Taelyn smiles.


  “Yeah,” Xavier says, continuing to watch them. “Emma, she’s gonna keep them straight, right?”


  “She’s good, Xavier.” She nudges him. “She’ll keep them straight.”


  “Good, ’cause we’ve got our hands full.” He chuckles, running his hands through his hair. “Full of ass-kicking talent and testosterone.”


  “Memphis and Billy are settled in nicely,” she says as he wraps his arm around her waist.


  “Yeah, but Finn went off the fucking rails.” He sighs.


  I feel like I’m eavesdropping when I’m really not trying. Then again, they aren’t being all that quiet, and they are right next to me.


  I see Taelyn look over at me then look back at him. “I think he’ll be fine.”


  I act like I don’t see her.


  “Sonya needs a nickname.” I hear Tally laughing from behind me.


  I look back and smile at the entire band walking toward me.


  “She’s Yah-Yah.” Finn smirks.


  I notice immediately his eyes are a little mucky before I look away, trying to focus on my phone, but I can’t ignore the weight of his eyes or the way that weight affects me.


  Tainted Knights finishes their last song and the crowd roars. They love them.


  I take a quick video as they come off the stage and shake hands with Steel Total Destruction while the crew rushes to change the set. In the chaos, I concentrate on breathing and the screen as I retweet, then post.


  I see his boots and try to ignore them, but he doesn’t move, so I look up. As his eyes narrow for a moment, I wonder what he thinks of me now, after the freak out.


  “Gonna wish me luck?”


  “Of course.” I nod. “Break a leg.”


  “You good?” he asks.


  “You high?” I retort.


  “Just relaxed.”


  I nod. “Well, then”—I look up at him—“I hope you can work through it.”


  I walk around him, but he grabs my hand, so I turn back and look at him.


  “We’re all working through something.”


  My chest feels heavy as I close my eyes and shake my head. “I’m sorry.”


  “Me, too.” He lets go of my hand, turns, and walks away.


  Taelyn walks over. “Everything okay?”


  I nod. “Yeah.”


  We watch as they do their huddle, ending in a fist explosion, and I video the entire thing. It’s part of their ritual, part of who Steel Total Destruction is. Band mates is what they call themselves, but they are more than that. It’s evident in their closeness and the way they look out for one another.


  On stage, River taps them in, and the sound of Finn’s bass explodes, followed by Billy on the acoustic.


  I look left to see Memphis with his hands on Tally’s face, kissing her. They are two very different people who make an amazing couple. While his forehead rests on hers, I don’t know what words are exchanged, but she blushes, smiles, bites her lips. Then he bends his knees, looking directly into her eyes, and says something that causes her to laugh out loud then cover her mouth. He beams at her response and kisses her again before storming the stage.


  “Hello, Texas!” He holds the mic out for the crowd’s response. “I am Memphis Black, lead singer for Steel Total Destruction!” He allows the crowd’s electricity to crackle in a thunderous roar. “You ready for some STD? You ready to get rocked so hard you can’t walk straight for a week?” I hear them again, but this time, the sound is like the Fourth of July: screaming, cheering, excitement out of control. “I like the way you sound. Finn, get ’em ready, man.”


  “Prepare yourselves to get fucked,” Finn’s voice booms through the speakers.


  “Did he really just say that?” Xavier laughs.


  “He did.” Taelyn joins him. “Goodbye reclusive bass player. Hello, Beckett.”


  “Going Down” begins.


  “Did you talk Finn into singing?” I hear Tally ask Nick.


  “No, but we have a plan.” He gives her a mischievous smile. That smile makes me nervous for him.


  Getting lost in the feeling of their music isn’t hard. They are by far one of the most talented bands I have ever heard. Not only are they talented, but they seem to become one.


  After “Surface to Soul” plays, Memphis walks over and whispers to Finn. His body stiffens and his head hangs low as Memphis motions off stage and the lights dim on stage.


  Nick runs on stage, and Memphis says something to him before gesturing for a drink, and one of the roadies runs out with a bottle of water. I see Finn walk to center stage while Nick runs off stage, grabs Memphis’s guitar, and then runs it back on stage.


  River taps the drums, the acoustic guitars sound up, and a song I have never heard before starts. Then the lights come up, spotlighting Finn. He lets go of the guitar, cups the mic, and his low, raspy voice—his bedroom voice—tingles in my ears.


  “Hello, Dallas.” He doesn’t call to them for a response like Memphis; he draws them in; he is seducing them. “I’m Finn Beckett, bass guitarist, song writer, and occasionally, I am asked to stand here and lend you my voice.”


  The crowd cheers, though not loudly.


  “I wrote this song a long time ago, and although the past should stay where it is, sometimes it just needs to be heard.”


  He glances off stage in my direction. I’m not sure if he’s looking at me or if I just want that voice, that seductive bedroom voice, to not be for them. Selfishly, I want it to be for me.


  


  I walk alone, searching for truth.


  The dusty road clouds my blues.


  In the light of day, she never is you.


  Looking ’round, it’s all like a dream.


  All I wanted has been sewn together, no seam.


  I search for you in my darkest hours, but you’re still gone.


  The love we had never was true.


  My shattered heart was swept up by the wind and blown.


  


  I’m going blind.


  You took what was mine,


  Left me behind.


  Now I can’t find me.


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh …


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh.


  I’m going blind.


  You took what was mine,


  Left me behind.


  Now I can’t find me.


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh …


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh.


  


  The light, it shines ubiquitously.


  I can still smell your scent universally.


  The hole you left can never be filled.


  No drink, no smoke, no fucking pills.


  I wanna feel the aching I’ve earned.


  Chalk it up to a lesson learned.


  I try so hard. Can’t believe you’re not mine.


  Now it’s time. Yes, it’s time


  To let go and find my heart that was blown away.


  Lock it up tight.


  Mend it, I might.


  


  But I’m still going blind.


  You took what was mine,


  Left me behind.


  Now I can’t find me.


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh …


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh.


  I’m still going blind.


  You took what was mine,


  Left me behind.


  Now I can’t find me.


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh …


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh.


  


  I walk alone, seeking the truth.


  The dusty road now comforts my blues.


  In the light of day, I’m glad she’s not you.


  I still look around. It’s still like a dream.


  All I ever wanted is now sewn together, loose seam.


  I search for me in my darkest hours, but I’m still gone.


  The love we had never was true.


  My shattered heart is now whole. Empty my soul,


  


  But I’m still going blind.


  You took what was mine,


  Left me behind.


  Now I can’t find me.


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh …


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh.


  I’m still going blind.


  You stole what was mine.


  Left me behind.


  Now I can’t find me.


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh …


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh.


  I’m still going blind.


  You stole what was mine,


  Left me behind.


  Now I can’t find me.


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh …


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh.


  


  The music ends, the crowd roars, and my heart shatters for him, for me, for … her. Then the lights dim, and over the speakers, his husky rasp starts again. No drums, no guitar, just his voice.


  


  I don’t want to be blind.


  I just want to see.


  Look in the mirror, and let it be me.


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh …


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh.


  Don’t fucking want to be blind.


  Just wanna see that face in the mirror that once was me.


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh …


  Oh … Oh-oh-oh.


  


  The crowd’s roar hits a new high.


  “That was Finn Fucking Beckett, ladies and gentlemen. Give it up for Finn!” Memphis yells to the crowd.


  I see him pull a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket.


  Don’t do it, I plead with him in my head. Don’t. Do. It.


  He’s doing it … He. Is. Doing. It.


  As he lights up and inhales deeply, I scan the stage for the security men and see them walking up to the stage. However, Xavier shakes his head at them, giving them a look that is without a doubt meant to intimidate, and they step back.


  The band goes right into another song. Memphis is singing; Finn’s jamming; Billy is trying his best not to look annoyed by Finn with his cigarette hanging out of his mouth; and River has a look of mischief as he looks toward the security officers.


  The song ends, and I see River reach in his pocket and pull out … Oh, hell.


  Don’t do it, I plead with him in my head. Don’t. Do. It.


  He’s doing it … He. Is. Doing. It.


  The entire song, River is beating on the drum with what I am one hundred ten percent sure is a joint hanging from the corner of his mouth.


  By the time the song ends, the security guard force has increased, and Nick, Taelyn, and Xavier are arguing with them.


  I look at my tablet as I walk over.


  “They have one more song,” I say as loudly as I can. No one hears me, so I scream, “They just have one more song!”


  All eyes fly to me.


  “They are breaking laws,” the man who seems to be in charge says to me.


  “They’re not, really—” I stop, because what’s not really? Pot is illegal in Texas, and Finn has already been warned that no smoking is allowed at the arena.


  Think, think, I tell myself.


  “They’re props.” I nod, content at my lame-ass excuse, hoping it buys them time.


  Security storming the stage would not be good, not with a hundred thousand cameras in the audience.


  “Props?” one says, and Xavier smirks like this is funny.


  I scowl at him, and his eyebrows rise. Then I sigh and shrug, throwing my hands in the air as I walk away. I tried, dammit.


  The band is saying their thank yous and goodnights when I see River stand.


  “Thank you, Texas! But, hey, there is a whole shit-load of security standing off stage. I think I’m in trouble. I just want to say one thing to them … I didn’t do shit!” He takes the joint from behind his ear and shoves it in his mouth. “I didn’t do shit!” The crowd roars as he raises his hands in the air. “Rockers fucking rock and cops eat fucking donuts! Rockers rock and cops eat donuts! Rockers rock and cops eat donuts!”


  When the crowd starts chanting with him, Xavier throws his notebook on the ground and his hands in the air, turns, and walks away.


  Security storms the stage, the lights go out, and the crowd goes mad. Once River is cuffed and off stage, the lights come up.


  Memphis steps to the mic. “Hope you enjoyed the show. River’s just fucking with you. He just had to piss. Not all cops eat donuts; some just like the coffee.”


  Tally laughs, then covers her mouth. Taelyn looks relieved. Xavier is with River and the security crew.


  “Go in peace, drink responsibly, don’t fucking smoke on stage”—he laughs, pointing at Finn who holds his hands up as if to say ‘not me,’—“and when you get rocked tonight, fuck like you’ve never fucked before. I know I will.” The crowd freaks out again as he waves. “Goodnight, everyone.”


  When Finn comes off stage, his eyes are murky, hazy, and still beautiful as they seek me out. The hair on the back of my neck immediately stands on end, and I know I need to find a corner and hide from the hurricane that appears to be coming … for me.


  Quickly, I turn and head for the backdoor. I open it, the wind pricking my skin as I walk down the cement path toward the parking lot. Then I hear the door open, then boots thudding toward me.


  I just need time to regroup, but apparently, he isn’t going to allow it.


  “Sonya, stop,” he growls.


  


  [image: ]


  


  


  I don’t want to run after her, spook her, but if she doesn’t turn the fuck around, I will have no other choice.


  I reach in my pocket for a cigarette, fucking anxious as all hell, as she stops yet doesn’t turn around. I light it up and wait.


  Finally, she turns around. “Do you really need that?”


  “Yeah,” I say on an exhale.


  “Why?’


  “It calms me down,” I answer before taking another drag.


  She crosses her arms. “And the pot?”


  I exhale. “Relaxes me.”


  “You didn’t need it in Houston,” she states.


  I nod. “Different times.”


  “How so?”


  I shake my head and take another drag. You weren’t running, I think to myself.


  “You need to stop smoking. It’s a disgusting habit.”


  I just look at for a moment. “It’s not a habit.”


  “No? Then what is it?”


  “Come closer, and I’ll tell you,” I say as I inhale the last drag, toss it down, then stomp it out with my boot.


  “You come here,” she says as she looks down at her feet.


  Good plan, I think to myself.


  It takes three long strides to get to her, and then two eyes gazes up at me, telling me she wants me, one kiss to make the fear go away.


  I grip her hips and pull her close, and she relaxes into me immediately. I then take my hands from her hips and hold her face, tilting it to the side before pushing my tongue in deeper. Her thumbs hook into my belt loops, and then she pulls me even closer as her tongue begins stroking mine in return.


  I slowly pull my mouth away, leaving one hand on her face and rubbing up her back with the other.


  “Tell me,” she says quietly.


  “A replacement for that.”


  She leans forward and rests her head on my chest. “Didn’t I scare you away last night?”


  “Scare me away?” I tilt her chin so I am looking in her eyes again. “Not a chance, Yaya. I was just waiting for you to give me the green light. Took you long enough.”


  “How was me being pissed at you the green light?” she asks, tugging down on my loops.


  “You were looking at me. You were showing some sort of emotion. You let loose the badass you’ve been lugging around all day.”


  She looks up at me, her eyebrows slightly arched.


  “There she is again.”


  “Then you should run,” she says, shaking her head. “I need a little badass to continue on the path I am choosing to follow.”


  “Is there room on that path for someone to stand in the shadows and help you out once in a while?”


  She takes a deep breath and shakes her head. “I need to take this time to become strong. You should do the same.”


  “I’m strong. I’m really fucking strong.” I pull her closer, afraid if I don’t, she’ll walk away when I know damn well she can be stronger with me.


  “Prove it?”


  “Are we twelve?”


  “No, Finn. We are much older than twelve, and look at the time we’ve both wasted being drawn down by our demons.” She looks to the side. “I want you to be happy. I want you to—” She pauses, and then her hand touches the side of my face, her fingers stroking my beard. “I want you to see. Like the song, Finn. I want you to see.”


  “I see you. I see the parts of you that you hide, the parts of you that you don’t let anyone else see. Make no mistake about that. I see you.”


  “And when I am where I want to be, where I know I can be, what will you see then?”


  I look at her, certain she’s pushing me away, but she hasn’t let go, even if she’s telling herself she has. “I see me taking you on a date.”


  She looks completely shocked. “A date?”


  “Yes, because my demons don’t drive me, Yaya. They make me stronger, but they don’t drive me.”


  “Prove it,” she says, trying not to smile.


  “Will do.”


  “Finn,” she sighs and shakes her head again. “Smart girls don’t date rock stars.”


  “No, lucky ones date men who create music.” As she bites her lip, I lean in and whisper, “On and in between the sheets.”


  She can’t contain the smile now, and the look in her eyes is unmistakable.


  “I know you want me, and I want you bad,” I tell her.


  “Bad?” she says, swallowing back her desire.


  “Really bad. You and I are dating now,” I inform her.


  “We are?” she says, lifting her chin and licking her lips. “Wait, wait, wait. We can’t. I can’t. We—”


  “Spit it out, Yaya,” I say, pulling her to me more tightly.


  “I don’t want anyone to … I like how things … Oh, Finn, this isn’t a good idea,” she sighs, looking so frustrated it drives me insane and makes me hard.


  “You can pretend all you want, but don’t ask me to.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” she whispers, her eyes shifting around as if she thinks someone will see us.


  “It means I’m not going to act like I don’t like to be around you,” I answer.


  “I can’t. People will dig, Finn. People will find out who I am. Besides, I have no idea what is going to happen to me when this tour’s over.”


  The frustration she feels, I feel it, too. I feel it for her.


  “I gave up giving a shit about what people think of me a long time ago,” I say, easing my hold on her a little, but fuck if I will let go. “I understand, though.”


  She looks at me in confusion.


  “We’re good friends, really good friends. I won’t hide from the people in this circle, but I can promise you I will do what it takes to keep the outside world out. Don’t ask me for any more than that.”


  “I don’t want them to know, either,” she argues.


  “About your past, I feel you; I understand, but—”


  She puts her finger over my mouth. “No buts, Finn.”


  I groan in frustration, then lean in and kiss her before stepping back. “I hope, when you feel comfortable, you can trust them. I do.”


  “I hope you can let go of what’s causing you to … smoke and stuff.”


  “Letting go would cause it to be worse,” I say without thinking.


  “Meaning?” Not having you, that’s what I mean.


  “Meaning I will get my shit together, and you’ll see my past doesn’t prevent me from chasing whatever the hell it is I want.”


  “You scare me,” slips out of her mouth.


  “No need for that.”


  “Do you understand that I am trying to be strong?”


  “I sure as hell do. Let me help you.”


  “Finn, have you tried to help River?”


  Reality hits me, nearly knocking the wind out of me.


  “You’re afraid because—” Oh fuck no.


  “I shouldn’t have said anything. I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair.”


  “But something that’s eating at you. Have I tried to help River? No, he has to want it. You may think I’m a mess now, but I’m not. I was a hell of a lot worse once. I gave zero fucks about anything, including myself. I care about my music. I’m realizing a dream, and I will hold on to it by any means possible. Right now, I am stronger than I was a week ago, and in a week, I’ll be stronger than I am now. You will be, too, little Yaya.” I smile at her new nickname. “We’ll do this together.”


  “And if I leave after the tour?”


  “I’m not asking you to give up something for me. I would never ask you to walk from your little man. I’m simply asking you to spend some time with me, ’cause you know as well as I do, it feels damn good. If our paths lead in different directions, we shake hands, walk away, and make damn sure we walk with respect.”


  She nods.


  “Yeah?” I ask just to fucking clarify.


  “Yes.” She smiles and nods. “Yes.”


  Instead of kissing her, I nod to the arena. “As much as I want to take you right here and right now, we should get back in before anyone notices we’re gone.”


  


  


  ***


  We leave the venue and head to the airport. As we board the plane, headed for Orlando, I make sure she is sitting next to me, and River is on the other side. Not that I want him to be fucked up all the time, but fucked up friends miss shit, like me holding her hand.


  She pulls out a Blow Pop and hands it to me. I unwrap it and pop it in my mouth as she does the same with hers.


  “Your new vice.” She smiles, and I can’t help watching those lips.


  “I have a new vice. You should, too,” I tell her, already having something bigger than a Blow Pop in mind.


  “Care to enlighten me?”


  I bite my lip and shake my head. Then I pull the Blow Pop out of her mouth slowly and rub it across her lower lip.


  “See? Addicted already; you’re stealing mine.” She sighs, “Again.”


  “I might take it out, Yaya, but I promise to always put it back in.” I slowly move it to her mouth. “Now open up and say ‘ah.’ ”


  “Ah,” she plays along, but clearly has no clue what I am alluding to. Fuck! Even that is hot.


  “You’re killing me, girl. Fucking killing me,” I groan as I adjust my shit.


  I look back and her eyes are big as saucers, her mouth hanging open slightly.


  She looks around and whispers, “You meant—”


  “Perfect new addiction.”


  “You’re so bad.” She smiles, her eyes lighting up.


  I shrug. “I’m better when I’m bad. Let’s hope I can prove that to you … very soon.”


  Contentment must bring on exhaustion in me, because when I next open my eyes, she has a laptop open and is typing a mile a minute. I glance over to see two screens open. One is Rocking Reviews and the other is Single Mom Saves. I watch as she types up product reviews and posts them. Some, she saves and schedules for a later date.


  She clicks to the other page and starts posting about the top hits on Indie, Rock, and Pop music. She highlights tweaks and posts. As with the other page, she schedules some for later dates.


  Then she clicks on a tab that takes her to a page that says something about favorites, and I see “Beckett is Bangable.” She types and glances over, slams the computer shut, and blushes furiously.


  Pulling out her ear buds, she whispers, “Let me explain.”


  “Explaining means you think I’m confused. There is nothing confusing me.” I lean my head back against the seat, reach over, and pull a few strands of her hair toward me. When we are nose to nose, I whisper, “I’m just glad you think so.”


  She closes her eyes. “It’s just …”


  “You do that a lot, you know, Yaya. Closing your eyes doesn’t mean I can’t see you. You just can’t see me.”


  She grins, giggles, and then says, “I run a few blogs. That’s how I make money—made money … Well, I guess I still do.” She opens her eyes. “It helped a lot when I was … Well, when I didn’t leave, when Noah was a baby.” Her eyes smile when she says his name.


  I sit back a little, let go of her hair, and take her hand, instead. “Tell me about him.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, really.”


  “Well, he’s beautiful.”


  “Looks like his mom, then.” I smile, but her face doesn’t follow suit.


  “He has darker hair and eyes.”


  I nod and smile, and yes, I’m thinking of that motherfucker I want to rip apart with my bare hands.


  “Two little dimples. He’s small for his age, but he’s growing.”


  “That’s a good thing.”


  She nods. “He was early—really early—so he has some … issues.”


  “How early?”


  “Ten weeks. He was born at thirty weeks. His lungs weren’t developed well, but they’re getting stronger. He was in the hospital for a long time. He gets sick easily.” She closes her eyes. “He didn’t talk until he was two. They thought he had more serious problems … mental health problems.” She smiles. “You really don’t want to know all this.”


  “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”


  “I figured out he could communicate with me. I waved to him; he waved back. He pointed to what he wanted, smiled, and mimicked facial expressions—that kind of thing. He wasn’t slow; he was … well, a little monkey. He climbed everything, and one day, I dropped something right beside him on his left side. It didn’t make him jump, so I dropped something next to his right side, and he reacted. Come to find out, he has fifty percent hearing loss in that ear. He has a hearing aid now and talks just like a normal four-year-old.”


  “And you figured that out?”


  She nods.


  “You’re a good mom.”


  “I’m gonna be better,” she says with forced conviction.


  “Why do you think you aren’t good enough? Some moms don’t even make sure they feed their kids or keep them clean. You paid attention and diagnosed an issue a doctor couldn’t.”


  “Well”—she swallows—“I suppose it’s because, at first, I went through the motions. I was just seventeen. My mother really wasn’t all that affectionate, so I suppose I didn’t know how.”


  “And how is she with him?” I ask.


  “She’s never met him,” she whispers. “She was in prison for dealing. She had a good lawyer or it would have been a much longer sentence, turns out she only did four years. When she got out, she left the country, illegally.”


  “Left you?” I ask, staying calmer than I feel.


  She nods. “She left me, but she left me the house. It was in my name before she divorced her latest husband. She also left me enough money to live on for a few years.”


  “So, your work online is more a hobby?”


  “No.” She shakes her head and smiles. “That’s how we live.”


  “You and Noah?”


  “My aunt and her kids who used to live there, too. Then they kind of moved back West. My cousins”—she holds up her hand—“all five of them, had a hard time with school.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Well, some of them got kicked out a lot, so she home-schooled them. Anyways, we ran out of money faster than Mom had planned for. When I was eighteen, I was either going to have to sell or get a mortgage on the house. I like my house. It’s—” She stops and looks down then up at me again. “I’ve never talked about this with anyone. It feels—”


  “Weird?”


  “No, good.”


  I hold her hand up and kiss it. “Good.”


  The flight attendant announces we will be landing soon.


  “Saved by the bell.” She smiles, buckling her seat belt, then opening the laptop.


  “I know it’s not rock star money, but after a year, I was able to make more than enough to pay the mortgage payment I ended up having to take out, and now we have a household account. See?” She points to some sort of bar that shows two thousand dollars. “This is paid for reviews. This is a slow month, but I’m not concerned. I have a job and the Stevie money in the account.” She then puts her laptop in her bag and shoves it under her seat.


  I put my seat up and ask, “Where does your aunt work?”


  “She works the online business and helps with Noah so that I can do the things she doesn’t understand.”


  “Not a bad gig, Sonya. Two grand is nothing to complain about.”


  “The mortgage is five.”


  “Five grand? That’s a shit-ton of money.”


  “It’s a big house.”


  “But it was paid off.”


  She holds up her hand. “Five teenagers and a lot of medical bills.”


  “And you carry that burden and raise your boy?”


  “She helps.”


  I shut my mouth and then I can’t. “When I was a teenager, I slung newspapers and rode my bike into town to shovel sidewalks when I was hungry.”


  “You were hungry?” she asks in a voice that tells me she feels sorry for me.


  “No, I worked.”


  This time, it’s her turn to reach over and hold my hand, and it feels good.


  


  


  ***


  When we get to the hotel in Orlando, it’s late, really late. I know she slept for shit last night, so tonight, I have to let her sleep, but tomorrow, I have other plans.


  This stay is longer, so I manipulate like a motherfucker to get us adjoining rooms again.


  I watch her walk in her room and then go into mine. I set my bags down and decide to shower. After I’m done, I walk out and am starting to go through my bags to find a brush when I hear a knock on the door between our rooms.


  I grab the towel off the floor and wrap it around my waist, open the door, and she’s standing in a towel.


  “You need some sugar, neighbor?” I ask, stepping back so she can come get some.


  My dick is immediately hard as she walks by.


  “Did the bell boy bring my bags in here?”


  “Not yet. I have my bag if you need something for now.”


  She looks back at me, then glances down and quickly away.


  “Yaya, there is no way in hell you missed that, so let’s not pretend I’m standing here limp or that you’re gonna get a stitch of clothes.”


  “I’m tired.” She walks around, looking for something. “I hope they didn’t lose my luggage.”


  “It’s not here.”


  She blows out a long breath, then yawns.


  I walk over and turn down the bed. “Sleep with me?”


  She nods.


  “I’m gonna make damn sure you sleep tonight,” I say as I climb in bed behind her. “In the morning, I’m gonna make damn sure you’re feeling me well into the next day. Then, I’m gonna do it again.”


  She rolls to her side and backs her little towel-clad ass against me. Then I roll facing her back and start to push my arm under hers. When she lifts it, I wrap my arm around her and pull her back against me.


  “Goodnight, Finn.”


  “Not bad at all.”


  


  


  ***


  I wake to her voice, and although the curtains are drawn, I can see slivers of the hot Florida sun.


  I get up and walk into the bathroom, where she is looking in the mirror.


  “Good morning,” I say before kissing the back of her head.


  “It is now.” She smiles at me through the mirror’s reflection.


  Her phone rings and she grabs it up. “I saw two missed calls and tried to call you back. Is everything okay?”


  I rest my chin on her shoulder, and she rests her head against my cheek.


  I hear a woman on the other end say, “Noah needs to go in for a treatment. When we get back, I’ll call and let you know how it goes.”


  “How is he?” she asks in obvious concern.


  “He’s running a low grade fever, and his breathing is labored. I’ll take care of it.”


  “I’ll catch a flight. There’s enough money in the household account, isn’t there?” she asks.


  “I don’t know, but it’s not necessary. I will call you after we see a doctor.”


  “Aunt Margie, I’ll be home as soon as I can.” She hangs up the phone and looks at me.


  “I’ll call the front desk about your luggage.”
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  After wrapping the sheet around me, I search the web for flight information. I can’t stay holed up in a hotel when Noah is sick. What was I thinking leaving him for this long?


  I find a flight from Orlando to Columbus that departs in four hours. Nine hundred dollars. That’s a lot of money, a lot, but I can do it. I know the money is there.


  I grab my hair and take a deep breath, knowing I need to call Taelyn. I hit her number on my contact list, and she answers on the second ring.


  “Sorry to bother you, but … well …” Frustration beckons tears, and the fear of losing my job drags them out. “I was wondering if it would be all right to go home for a couple days. My son is sick, and—”


  “Of course. Family first, Sonya, always,” she says with the utmost sincerity in her voice.


  “You’re sure? Because I really need this job,” I reply.


  “Nothing is scheduled for the next three days. Just spreading the word about the open auditions. I am sure Tally can handle it. Go, get home.” She is almost insistent.


  “Thank you so much,” I say as I wipe the tears from my face. “Taelyn, I want you to know I am sincerely sorry about how I came to get this job, but I want you to know I am so grateful for the opportunity.”


  “Well,” she whispers, “I am sure Xavier hired you because of his concern for Memphis and the band, but I pushed it because I had a feeling about you. You are an asset to this team. Now get off the phone and book your flight. If you need to use the corporate card, feel free.”


  “Thank you, but I’m sure I still have enough money. Taelyn, thank you.”


  “Of course.”


  I click on the flight as I walk through the room’s adjoining door to grab my purse. I take out the debit card and sit on the bed, beginning to type in my information. I wait for the server to process and am stunned when it comes back purchase denied.


  “Must be a mistake,” I think out loud, then type it in again and again and again.


  I click on my online banking information and log in, and the account shows four hundred dollars. I click through the transaction information and see that money, a lot of money, has been transferred into different accounts, none familiar. However, the situation is.


  “I can’t believe this,” I whisper.


  “Everything okay?” Finn asks as he pulls my bags in my room.


  I nod and go back to try to find a cheaper flight. There’s nothing today, nothing tomorrow, and nothing I can afford for another two weeks.


  I stand up, needing to have a moment alone. I don’t need an audience when I break down, especially not Finn. I need to think. I need to get home. This whole thing was a bad idea.


  When Noah was a baby, showers renewed me when I was frustrated. They became my escape from the crying. They washed away the spit up that comes more often from a baby with reflux. They soothed my sore breasts and allowed me to let go of my emotions without anyone seeing me break.


  Needing that same release, I strip down and get in, crying in anger, in frustration, and in self-doubt. Why did I need this job so badly? I had everything I needed, more than some people. I was a survivor in more ways than one.


  I will get a bus ticket to get home. Then I will take more classes online so that, when Noah is in school full-time, I can maybe teach or assistant teach while working the online business.


  Having a plan kicks my survivor’s instinct into overdrive.


  I get out, throw my hair into a towel, and put on the hotel robe. Then I walk out into the room where Finn is showered and dressed.


  I look at the bed where a pair of leggings and a long-sleeved, light blouse lay next to my white panties and matching bra.


  “Get dressed, Sonya. You have a flight to catch.”


  I look back at the bra and panties and my face burns.


  He smirks. “When you have your boy all set, as your friend, I need to take you shopping. A body like yours should not be covered by panties like that.”


  “I have nice ones,” I say defensively.


  “I’m well aware. I have taken them off you. But these,” he says, reaching down and picking them up, letting them dangle from his fingers, “need to go.”


  I snatch them up and then turn, putting me feet in them and pulling them up.


  “Yaya, turn around. I need to see.” The humor he finds is evident in his voice.


  “Not a chance,” I grumble, grabbing for my leggings.


  When he grabs my arm and spins me around, I swat at his hand and he laughs.


  “Well, I’ll be.”


  “Stop picking on my panties, Finn Beckett.” I try not to laugh.


  “Amazing.”


  I pull my hand away and step into the leggings. “What’s amazing? That you ever thought you wanted me when I—”


  “No, you somehow make white, cotton briefs look hot.”


  “Now you’re okay with them?” I say, pulling my shirt over my head.


  “Not just okay with ’em, I’m a fucking fan.”


  I catch myself laughing and then shake my head. “I don’t know how you can make me laugh right now.” I pull the shirt down and grab my bra. I clasp it in front of me, twist it around, and pull my arms back in my shirtsleeves.


  “We’re friends. Friends do stuff like that.”


  “I never had many.” I stop myself. “Well, in school I did, but that’s because everyone knew my mother had money.”


  “I have money; is that why we’re friends?”


  “Of course not.” I take the towel off my head and run it over my wet hair.


  “I’m sure your friends didn’t like you because of your family’s money.”


  “Well, they sure as hell disappeared after Noah was born,” I comment as I walk the towel into the bathroom.


  When I come out, he is sitting on the bed. I grab my phone and see a text alert from Delta.


  Your flight is on time. Please arrive ninety minutes before departure to ensure enough time for security check.


  I hear another message alarm. It’s Zeppelin’s “Black Dog.” I look over at him to see he is looking at his phone.


  “I need to go pack an overnight bag. I thought I’d go visit my old man for a couple days.” He winks.


  “In Ohio.” I don’t ask. I know the answer.


  His eyes are sparkling as he nods, turns around, and walks into his room.


  I get up and follow him. “You bought me a ticket?”


  With his back still to me, he shrugs. If he wasn’t so very handsome, beautiful, thoughtful, and desired by me, I would throw a big fit. He’s lucky I’m just planning a little one.


  “You can’t do that,” I say with conviction. “I was planning to take a bus. I would have figured it out. You—” When he turns and looks at me, I immediately stop.


  “I can and I did.”


  “I’m paying you back every cent. I am—”


  “Damn straight you are,” he says, looking me up and down, making me warm and fuzzy all over. “I was thinking Mile High Club.”


  “That’s sex on a plane,” I say flatly.


  His smile grows. “That is correct.”


  “So you bought me a ticket so you could what? Check something off a bucket list?”


  “While the check mark on the Beckett list is a bonus for sure, I bought a ticket ’cause you apparently thought you had the funds and didn’t. That’s what a friend would do. It’s also something a selfish prick who hates to fly except when he’s next to you would do if he thought he might need to visit his old man for the first time in a couple years. It’s a win-win, Yaya.”


  “I’m paying you back in cash,” I say sternly.


  “How about you use the cash to buy some new, sexy panties and call it even?”


  


  


  ***


  As we’re sitting at Orlando International, waiting to board, Finn’s knee starts to bounce.


  I look over at him. “You okay?”


  He nods once and stands. “Not used to sitting around.” He stretches, his shirt lifting slightly and exposing his little trail of hair.


  I look up at him, and he sighs, pushing his Henley sleeves up. Then he leans down, placing one hand on each arm of the chair.


  “You can’t get enough of me.”


  “I so can—”


  “Not.” He grabs the back of my head and pulls it forward, kissing the top of my head. “It’s cool, Yaya. I feel the same way.” He straightens and stretches one more time, this time exaggerating it a bit, and then grins at me before plopping down next to me again, linking his hands behind his head.


  “I despise waiting, too,” I say.


  He looks over at me. “You’ll be there soon.”


  Our flight is called, and we find ourselves in the very back of the plane.


  “Did you do this because you knew it was closest to the bathroom?” I ask, moving into the window seat as he puts my bag and then his in the overhead compartment.


  “Safest seats on a plane,” he says seriously as he closes the overhead compartment.


  I pat the seat next to me when he remains standing. He runs his hands through his silky, dark hair and then sits. He rests his elbows on his knees, leans forward, and looks at me.


  “Yaya, you are stunning, but you look tired. You should try to sleep. You’re gonna be a busy mom in a few hours.”


  “But who will feed you Blow Pops and hold your hand?”


  “I’ll be fine.” He lifts the armrest that divides our seats.


  “You sure?” I ask as I yawn. I am clearly in need of sleep, but apparently … stunning. I smile at the thought of him saying that word to describe me.


  Later, I wake up feeling warm and content with my head on his lap. I look up and he looks down at me with a Blow Pop stick hanging out of his mouth. He pulls it out and licks his lips.


  “Still got about an hour. Go back to sleep.”


  “Aren’t you tired?”


  “No,” he says in that deep rasp that sends shivers … everywhere.


  He pushes my hair away from my face, and then his thumb strokes my lower lip. Instinctively, I stroke it with my tongue, and his eyes widen and nostrils flare. I do it again, this time slower, and I feel him plump against my cheek. He pushes his thumb just between my lips, and I wrap them around it and suck lightly.


  “Jesus,” he groans as his hips gyrate.


  I pull my head back off his bulging erection and hook my thumb into his waistband.


  “Don’t tease me, Yaya.”


  I work my thumb to unbutton the top button of his pants and feel the smooth, silky head of his erection.


  “You’re playing with me,” he hisses.


  “Want me to stop?” I ask in a voice I don’t even recognize.


  “No, dammit,” he says, quickly unzipping his pants and un-tucking his shirt.


  I glance across the aisle toward the bathroom door.


  “Someone comes down this aisle, and you better fake being asleep. Until then, don’t you fucking stop.”


  “Wouldn’t dream of it.”


  He grabs my sweater off the back of my seat and uses it as a semi-shield, blocking what is going on in row thirty-four of Delta airlines flight 7299.


  I watch him as I taste his delicious, hot skin. His eyes are on fire, his nostrils flaring, his jaw tense, and the muscles in it bulge.


  I suck just the tip, and he bites his lower lips as his eyes roll. My tongue circles his head, and his body tenses.


  “Don’t fucking stop,” he hisses. “Please,” he grunts.


  I taste a salty, sticky mixture as I swipe my tongue across his head again and suck harder, hollowing my cheeks.


  “Two seconds,” he grunts as his hips thrust forward. “I’m warning you.”


  I suck harder and use my hand to pump his exposed, delicious cock faster.


  “Fuck.” He grits his teeth.


  I pump faster and tighten my grip. I suck harder and lower.


  “Ten,” he hisses, pushing his hand between us and squeezing my nipple hard.


  I take him in fully, and his head falls back against the headrest.


  “Nine,” he hisses. “Fucking nine.”


  I stroke him and suck him, and he opens his mouth then snaps it shut, eyes hooded.


  “Eight,” he groans.


  I do it again.


  “Seven. Fucking seven,” he grunts, thrusting forward.


  I take him in farther and flatten my tongue down the underside.


  “Six, fuck,” he groans.


  I do it again.


  “Five. Fuck, Sonya.”


  I move my head up and down, my mouth watering.


  “Four.”


  I look up and moan.


  “Three.”


  I move to his tip, licking circles around it.


  “Two. Last chance.”


  I do it again.


  “One,” he hisses.


  I pump him while watching his now clear, black, and hooded eyes shine with nothing but raw need.


  “I’m there,” he growls, then thrusts as his hot liquid fills my mouth in not one, not two, but three jerks of his hot and delicious come.


  He pants as he rests his head against the headrest and pets my hair slowly and adoringly. He then looks down, still fighting to catch his breath, and his eyes narrow as he shakes his head then groans.


  “Swear to God,” he says, “I thought you were trying to kill me.” He smirks and his head falls back again.


  I sit up and tuck him away. I even zip and button his jeans. Smiling inside, I giggle quietly.


  I feel his hand take mine. “I knew I didn’t want to let go before, Yaya. Now it’s going to be impossible.” He sits up and turns to me. “You just became an obsession.”


  I simply look at him.


  “Did I scare you?” he asks, rubbing his thumb over my knuckles.


  I shake my head. “I think I like that.”


  “Good damn thing,” he says in a deeper rasp than usual before leaning forward and kissing me hard, just the way I like him to. It’s possessive, and I like that from him.


  She called him a dark knight in her journal. Finn Beckett isn’t dark, and he isn’t light; he is gray and perfect.


  I smile. “I know I like it.”


  He smiles in return and laughs, then sits back in his seat and laughs again.


  “You just sucked any toxins that I have ever allowed inside of me out. I swear to you, I feel like a new man, Yaya. A very happy and deeply satisfied man who owes his girl big.” He glances over at me. “Holy fuck. You just … fuck.” He pulls me into a hug, and I can hear his heart beating against his chest. “You just got me off in public.”


  I smirk up at him, feeling just as giddy as he sounds.


  “In an airplane.”


  “I wonder what state we’re over.” I smile.


  “No shit.” He raises his hand. “Miss?”


  The flight attendant walks back.


  “Where are we?”


  “About an hour out.”


  “What state?” he asks.


  She smiles at him. “I’ll go find out.”


  “Thank you.”


  She begins walking away.


  “Miss?”


  She turns around.


  “Does the pilot have any of those little plastic wings they give kids?”


  “I’m sure he does.”


  “Can you ask if I can buy two?”


  “Sure…”


  


  


  ***


  As soon as we land, I turn on my phone to see if there are any messages. There is one.


  “What’s going on?”


  “He’s having a scan done’” I answer. “He hates them.”


  He pulls me tightly against him. “Where’s he at?”


  “I think Riverside Methodist.” I send a text, asking just that. “I don’t want her to know I’m here yet.”


  “Why?” he asks, scowling.


  “I just don’t want to fight with her.”


  “He’s your kid.”


  “It’s not that, Finn.” I don’t want him to know I’m sure she blew the money. I don’t want him to judge her. She’s all I have.


  “Then what is it?”


  “I’d really rather not—”


  “She the one who drained your account?”


  I look at him and shrug.


  “That’s bullshit, Sonya.”


  “I’m sure she has a reason. But right now, I want to grab a cab and get to Noah.”


  “I have a rental car waiting. I’ll take you.”


  I start to object, but he puts his finger over my mouth.


  “You aren’t going to take taxis around, looking for your kid.”


  “You can’t meet him.” I won’t put him through the possible attachment to a man when I don’t know if he will be in Noah’s life for a long time.


  “I never said I was going to, but why?”


  “I met many of my mother’s men, Finn. My son won’t go through that. I’m not her.”


  He nods and pulls his sunglasses down. “Understood.”


  “Finn?”


  “Yeah?” he asks as he walks us to the car rental pick up.


  “It’s nothing against you.”


  “Okay.”


  “Okay?”


  He shrugs. “He’s yours. You gotta do what’s best for him.”


  “You’re a good man, Finn, but—”


  “I said I understood.”


  “I hope so,” I whisper.


  He leans down and kisses the side of my head, and for now, it still feels all right.


  


  


  ***


  When he pulls up outside the hospital in the black Mercedes SUV, I grab my bag and start to get out, but he grabs my elbow. I lean in and kiss him, and then he sits back.


  “Text me and let me know he’s here. I’ll wait until I hear from you.”


  I go to get out, but he pulls me back again and kisses me.


  “Text me.”


  “I will.” I nod.


  “Go get your boy better.”


  “I’ll do that, too.”


  “And don’t forget about me.” He narrows his eyes when he says it.


  “Wouldn’t want to. See you later.”


  “Text,” he grumbles.


  “Okay.” I smile and shut the door, heading inside.


  After speaking with patient registration, I find out Noah is here, so I send Finn a message on my way to the elevator. He calls immediately.


  “Hi,” I say as I push the fourth floor button.


  “He okay?”


  “They admitted him, so I am going to say no.” I hit the four again and again until it opens.


  “I bet they’re just being cautious.” His voice is soft and comforting.


  “I know,” I whisper.


  “I’ll be two hours from here. If you need me, you call, and I’ll come. Get it?”


  “Got it,” I reply.


  “Good.”


  I walk past the nurse’s station and straight for room 321 where the receptionist, who remembered me from prior visits, told me my son is.


  When I walk in, he sits up.


  “Mommy?”


  “Who else would it be?” I try to stay calm as I practically run to him.


  “I thought you was in Florida,” he says as he enunciates every syllable.


  “I heard my favorite person in the universe wasn’t feeling good.”


  He smiles and throws his arms around me, and I hug him tight.


  “No wires, Mommy,” he whispers.


  “That’s good, buddy,” I whisper back.


  “Just a picture.” He points to his chest.


  “A chest x-ray?”


  He nods.


  I lean back and look at him, taking his hands and holding them in the air to inspect. “You’re correct. Wow, that’s super cool. So why are you stayin’ the night?”


  “Aunt Margie is sick. She been sleepin’ lots. I guess I’m sick, ’cause I didn’t get my breathing treatment when she was sleepin’. I tried to do it myself, but,” he leans in and whispers, “I was a scared of the cord.”


  “Afraid of the cord? I’m proud of you, buddy. So proud that you didn’t touch it.”


  “Not without adult supervision.”


  “How did you get here today, Noah?”


  “She drived.”


  “Aunt Margie drove?”


  “Yes, she droved,” he says, correcting himself. “She was really tired. She almost falled asleep walking in. The doctor taked her on a stretcher for a checkup.”


  “Okay, well, how about you lie back. I am going to turn on the TV and go talk to the nurse right down there. Then I will be right back, Noah. I will be right back.”


  I hug him tight again and then walk out of his room. I stand against the wall, trying to stop the trembling in my hands. After I feel like I can face her, I walk to the nurses’ station and wait for one of them to notice me.


  “Can I help you?”


  “Is Marguerite Thugington on this floor?”


  “Are you—”


  “Sonya. Sonya DeAmore,” I say.


  I see it on her face. She knows who I am, and not just because my son is here, but because she remembers my story.


  “Yes, sweetheart, let me get the doctor.”


  I wait for what feels like an eternity for her to return. When she does, it’s with about four other hospital staff. They all try to look busy, but I know they just want to get a look at the girl they all watched on TV as her life slipped away.


  It has been like this all my life. Some look at me with pity, some with curiosity, and some as if I am a freak. I always assume it’s because of my choice to keep Noah.


  “I’m Dr. Gray. Come with me?”


  “Where?” I ask, not moving.


  “To speak to your aunt.”


  I point to Noah’s room. “My four-year-old, very sweet, very smart little boy is lying in bed, and I walked in there without being questioned by anyone. I’m not leaving here unless someone sits with him.” I look at the staff. “And that someone better not look at him the way you have all looked at me.”


  “I can assure you this is a professional—”


  I look around and point to the oldest nurse on staff. “Will you sit with him?”


  “Yes, dear, I will.”


  Assured, I follow Dr. Gray down the hall where she opens a door, and we walk in to find Margie sitting up.


  “I told you not to come. Told you he was fine.”


  “But you? You’re not fine, are you?” I ask, standing at the foot of her hospital bed.


  “The pain from my TMJ has been bothering me, so I took some pain pills to help me out. You know how Noah can be,” she whispers. “I didn’t realize how exhausted I was until—”


  “I spoke to you on the phone less than six hours ago. You didn’t sound exhausted.”


  “I think I had a bad reaction to my medication, young lady, and your tone is not appreciated.”


  “You driving with my son in this state is not appreciated,” I spit back at her.


  I turn to Dr. Gray. “Is my son well enough to go home?”


  “He has pneumonia and shouldn’t be at his school for at least a week. Treatments every six hours. His record indicates that he has been through this before. Take him to his pediatrician in a week for a follow up, sooner if needed,” she says.


  “My aunt?” I ask without looking at Margie.


  “She should stay the night.”


  “Thank you, Dr. Gray. I’d like a moment alone with my aunt please, and then I will be out to take Noah home.”


  As soon as she leaves, I look back at Margie.


  “You have no right to speak to me the way you just did. Do you know what could happen if they told the authorities I was driving with Noah? I could be arrested, Sonya. Think! You have no one but family,” she snaps. “And if it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have him.”


  “But that didn’t matter to you today when you drove with him. That didn’t mean a damn thing to you,” I give her attitude back.


  She looks at me almost smugly. “Well, well, well, what has happened to you in the past few weeks? That kind of attitude only comes from a girl who thinks she is a woman. We both know what happened the last time you—”


  “Stop,” I say, knowing where she is going and hating it.


  “Truth hurt, Sonya? Your mother had your looks and see where it got her? She’s off finding the next man to fund her choice of lifestyles while the rest of us—the ones she dragged into this whole thing—suffer. We take twenty dollars here, fifty there, and eat it up like a dog getting a tasty, little treat, but never a full bowl. Did you find someone, Sonya? And if yes, do you remember what happened the last time you thought love could save you from the hell of a mansion on the hill, hidden behind the security of a gate—”


  “Stop,” I plead.


  “You need to stop.” She points at me with a look of disgust.


  I dig deep for courage. This woman may have saved me from living in a home or facing my peers by enabling me with home school, but she put my son—my Noah—at risk today.


  “You need to get help. Don’t come home until you do.”


  “How dare you—”


  “Where is the fifteen thousand dollars that was in the account, Margie? Where is the money that I needed to get home today?” I snap, snatching her purse off the windowsill and looking for the keys.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Getting my keys so I can drive Noah home.”


  As I start to walk away, her voice stops me.


  “Your cousins needed help. We are family; they are my children. I chose to come here and help you, uproot them from where they grew up, and look what has become of their lives, Sonya. Selfish, selfish Sonya. If they need help, we give it to them.”


  Remembering Finn’s words, I look at her. “If they are hungry, they should work for it like everyone else does. I have a mortgage on a house that was paid for because they needed help. When is enough, enough?”


  Her eyes grow wide and angry. “When I can take care of them like I do you and Noah.”


  I turn and walk toward the door.


  “Don’t you walk away from me!”


  I repeat what I said before, “Don’t come home until you are clean.”
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  I waited outside the hospital until she sent me a text. She said she will call me she is going to take her boy home, but he has to be out of school for ten days. She also told me she will call me later. She was short and to the point, and as a guy, I appreciate that. However, as someone trying to figure out where this path is leading, it kind of fucked with me.


  I pull down the dusty gravel road toward what used to be home at the very end of a dead end road. I laugh at the irony.


  Coming here wasn’t easy. It brings back memories and heightened emotions.


  Nothing has changed except the few houses look older and less taken care of. I still see the remains of the old mobile mansion. The place went up when good old Mom stepped outside while she was cooking up meth. No clue what the hell she even came out for. It wasn’t like she was bringing lemonade to me and the old man. She was probably fucked up and lost. Lucky for her, she didn’t die inside the tin can, but was it really? Her life was a joke. She was a waste of fucking air. Now she’s living it up with a different man every couple months, last I knew. I stopped giving a shit six years ago.


  I pull over before I get too close, just to take in the place where I grew up. Yes, grew up, and fast, too. I had to.


  The old porch is still standing and the ground is still charred. No idea why Dad hasn’t tried to do some work, bring in some soil or something to cover it, or at least torch the porch so it isn’t still taking up space. The whole place is a fucking eyesore.


  Do I hate my mother? Maybe. Do I blame her for all the shit that went wrong in my life over the last ten or so years? Abso-fucking-lutely. Do I dwell on it, let it draw me down? No. I stayed the fuck away and went after what I wanted, and now I have it. I am living my dream, one not bought from selling drugs or selling out, but earned from the blood, sweat, and tears of many, many years.


  I throw the SUV in drive and hit the gas, the tires kicking up loose gravel. I speed past the burned can and to the left, toward the garage.


  There are about five cars in the old driveway waiting for the old man or the owners to pick them up and about twenty heaps of shit in the field beside the garage.


  Throwing the car in park, I get out and walk toward the door that says, ‘Beckett and Son.’ I open the door and the bell jingles, though it’s not much of a warning that someone is coming in when the air compressor is blatting and the grease gun is whining.


  The smell of oil fills my senses and gone is the scent of her.


  I see Dad bent over a car with the hood open, a shop rag hanging from his back pocket.


  “Yo! Old man!” I yell to him like I always did back then.


  I hear his deep laugh, and he takes a step back before standing.


  “Not much older than you, boy.” He smiles, wiping his hands on the rag. “Sixteen when I—”


  “Got her knocked up,” I finish his sentence and smile.


  “What’s the difference between a pregnant woman and a light bulb, son?”


  “Can’t unscrew a pregnant woman,” I answer.


  “Wouldn’t want to, either. Something good came out of her.”


  “How you doing?” I walk over and give him a quick hug.


  “Not bad. Not bad at all.”


  “You feel like going out to dinner?”


  He shakes his head. “Now, you know the answer to that.”


  My dad never goes out. He hates it, says it’s a waste of time and money getting all dressed up so someone else can cook for you. Then you have to pay them. If he’s gonna get dressed up and hit the town, he would rather be getting laid, not having a meal.


  “Got steaks in the car.”


  “Gimme ten minutes to finish old lady Smith’s car and get washed up.”


  “The grill have propane?” I ask.


  “Sure does, but how about charcoal tonight?” He smirks.


  “On it.”


  I walk out and around to the back, smiling when I see the patio off the back of the apartment he added on to the garage after the fire. A brick fire pit was built in the far corner. There are a couple benches, even some shrubs, and a couple pots that have flowers planted.


  “Place looks good, right?” my old man asks, slapping me on the back.


  “Yeah, it does.” I smile. “Where’s the charcoal?”


  “I can get it after I take a quick shower.” He walks toward the sliding glass doors that enter the palace.


  “Dad, where is it?” I laugh.


  He points to one of the benches. “Bags are in there.”


  I open the bench, grab the charcoal and lighter fluid, and carry it to the pit.


  When he comes out, he’s in jeans and a sweatshirt that says Carhart. I laugh to myself because, back in the day, anything with that logo was our equivalent to a fucking Armani suit. I send him Levis and Carharts every Father’s Day and every year on his birthday.


  “Looking good, old man,” I say as I pull out my Zippo and light it up.


  Dad shakes his head when I stand back.


  “What?” I ask.


  “You still got Glenda’s lighter.”


  “My life changed that day. It’s a reminder.”


  “All of our lives changed that day. She went to jail, you got hauled away to foster care, and me ... I sat in it.”


  “Sat in what?”


  “Shit.” He motions toward our old place.


  “And it still stands,” I remark, looking at it.


  “Took me forever to convince them I wasn’t fucked up like her so that I could get you back.” He snaps his fingers. “Then in the blink of an eye, you were gone.”


  “Had things to do,” I say, feeling the weight of his words.


  “Made a name for yourself.” He smiles. “I’m proud of you, son.”


  I look at him, never having heard him say that before. He winks and then looks at the old place.


  “Looks like you’re doing well, too, Dad. Just one thing needs to go.”


  “What’s that?”


  “That fucking relic.” I laugh, bending down to grab the lighter fluid. “You feel up to a bonfire?”


  “You have her lighter; I have that pile of shit.”


  “I’ll use the lighter to spark that pile of shit and toss it on. Neither of us need the reminder.”


  “You forgive me finally?” he asks.


  “Forgive you for what?” I have no clue what the hell he’s talking about. He didn’t do a damn thing.


  “Not booting her ass before she fucked everything up, burnt down our place, and got you sent away.”


  “Wasn’t your fault.” Never thought it was. He was the only consistency I had.


  “I knew what she was doing. I fought it, but my words fell on the deaf ears of a junkie I was enabling. I should have booted her. If I had, you wouldn’t have been sent to that place, and you would never have lost the girl and—”


  “I don’t blame you, Dad. Hell, I don’t even blame Glenda anymore. Don’t even think about her.” I turned it off like a switch, one that, when turned back on, was like a scene from a hoarders show, roaches scattering back into the darkened corner. I would rather leave the light off.


  “But you don’t come home,” he says quietly. “Can’t blame you.”


  “I was finding my way, and I found it, Dad. I’m home for a couple days.”


  We stand quietly, looking at the ruins.


  “I want that fucking thing gone. You game?”


  He smirks. “I think we got ten minutes before we throw those steaks on.” He nods. “Better be damn good steaks, too.”


  “Got a bag of clams, too, old man.”


  “You don’t say? What are you, making millions now or something?”


  “No.” I laugh. “But I won’t stop until I do.”


  “That’s my boy.” He pats my back.


  I reach down to grab the lighter fluid.


  “Son, that ain’t gonna do shit. Let me grab the gas can.”


  


  


  ***


  I spend two days with my old man. The first, we eat steak and clams, his favorite, and the next, we rake up the burnt remnants of the old tin can. Then we eat steak again.


  At night, while he is sacked out in his recliner, I message back and forth with Sonya, who is busy getting her boy better. I understand and respect that a hell of a lot more than she will ever understand, but I miss her.


  Taelyn and she talked. Sonya’s okay to stay at home for the next ten days. Apparently, X’s and her son was a preemie, too. As a result, they totally get what she is going through.


  Two of the tour stops are in Cleveland, and I will be making damn sure I get to see her then.


  When I get back to Florida, the auditions for the opening act are in full swing.


  Sonya and I send messages daily—several times a day, actually—about work, the opening acts’ social status locally and globally, and how they would benefit us as a group. She is also apparently designing a website for the band. She calls it a portal through the wall of Steel we hide behind. I read some of the bio stuff, and she is a wordsmith for sure. She makes a group of otherwise normal guys sound like a mysterious group of musical magicians with mysterious and mystical talent. She also sells the hell out of what she calls our sex appeal. It was something she was against when she was hanging with the chicks with dicks crew.


  I smile, thinking I brought her out of that just in time. Now she is a chick who likes my dick and my dick loves her.


  I am doing my part. Well, as best I can when I’m not deep in my head. I am on a road of contentment for the first time in years in both my personal and professional life. I am in a lyrically lucid headspace as far as my music, and personally, I feel the cracks in my soul being magically healed, all because a couple weeks ago a girl terrified me, and I couldn’t walk away. Such a tiny, little thing to be afraid of.


  Orlando is amazing, and Tampa is just as good. After that, we are in route to Atlanta, where apparently a new tour bus is waiting for us. Fucking crazy. Abso-fucking-lute insanity.


  The rest of the world doesn’t know it, but that one fucking song Memphis’s ass tricked me into singing fixed something upstairs in the old brain. For once, as fucked up as it sounds admitting it to myself, I felt accepting of the applause at the end.


  River is high all the time, astronomically so. I try to reel him in, knowing damn well it won’t work—never has before—so I just become the safety police to an out of control drummer. I don’t mind. Billy tagged in while I was tripping on my own shit; therefore, the least I can do is give him a break.


  When we walk out of Philips Arena in Atlanta, and a big, black, shiny bus pulls up with the words Steel Total Destruction in silver splashed over the faded shocker symbol, we all kind of freak.


  “That is one sexy bus,” Memphis claps his hands together and rubs them up and down. “Tales, only groupies allowed on this bus, babe.”


  “What?” Her smile falls and she looks mortified.


  “You’ve got to start thinking about my needs as a fucking rock star. I can’t be just a boyfriend. Hell, I have a bus to prove it.” He is teasing her, but she doesn’t seem to be catching on. “You don’t mind the groupie thing, do you, Tales?” He reaches out, but she pulls back, so he grabs her and pulls her into his arms, whispering in her ear. She starts giggling and covers her mouth. “You up for it?”


  She nods and throws her arms around him. “Heck yes.”


  


  


  ***


  Sixteen hours on a bus with Tally and Memphis in the one bedroom, banging like newlyweds; River clam baking in the bunk under me; and Billy on his computer across the aisle may sound like a fucking dream, but it isn’t. As much as I used to hate flying before the back-row blowjob, I would give anything to be in the air with her.


  Just the thought of it gets me all worked up. I try to call her and get sent to voicemail then immediately get a text message.


  Getting Noah to sleep. How’s the bus? Call you soon.


  After an hour, she still hasn’t called, so I close my eyes and try to go to sleep. The image in my head makes it impossible, though. Fuck!


  With my dick like steel and my mind on her, I grab my phone and look at her websites. She posted something ten minutes ago. I have no problem with her little man being in front of me; that’s half the reason I feel the way I do about her—she is so fucking strong and so damn soft at the same time. But I will be damned if I’m second to a review site.


  Knowing I’m acting like a little bitch doesn’t help, not with a hard-on in my sweats and her on my mind. As a result, I climb out of my bunk and grab a couple tissues from the bathroom then climb back in, hoping to ease at least one of the burdens I’m carrying. Maybe then I will be able to sleep, hopefully for the next fourteen hours.


  I click on her other site again to find another post up, and she didn’t schedule that shit. She’s still up.


  I prop the phone up, shove my sweats down, and grab ahold of myself. Then I look over at my phone, making sure it’s positioned right, and hit video.


  “Miles and time don’t erase you from my mind, Sonya,” I say as I begin to stroke myself. “I’d rather hear your voice, but you give me no choice.” I continue to stroke. “So I have to take matters”—I pause—“in my own hands. Do I have your attention now?”


  I hit send before letting myself finish the job.


  She calls as I am about ready to come, and I grab the fucking phone, wanting to hear her voice as I do.


  “Hey,” I groan.


  “You really shouldn’t send things like that, Finn. What if—”


  “I’m going out of my mind missing you. Say something nice, Yaya; don’t argue with me right now.”


  “I miss you, too,” she whispers.


  “More. Tell me more.”


  “Well, the picture made me miss more than just your arms.”


  “Yeah, keep going with that thought. What did you miss about it?”


  “It’s beautiful, big, and strong, Finn. Just like you.”


  “More. Tell me more.”


  “I want you in my mouth again. That was a first for me. I didn’t think I’d like it, but damn if I don’t crave it when—”


  “Almost there. Fuck, look what you are doing to me. Never needed it or wanted it like I do with you.”


  “Oh, my God, are you—”


  “So much hotter than I ever thought it would be. More, dammit, more.”


  “Really?” Her voice hits a higher pitch than usual.


  “Without a doubt,” I groan.


  “I’m oddly turned on by this.”


  “Fuuucckkk,” I hiss, dropping the phone to grab the tissues.


  “Are you there?” I hear her voice.


  “Don’t hang up. Just give me a minute,” I grunt as my come fills the tissues. I then grab the phone. “Hey.”


  “Did that really just happen?” she whispers.


  “Desperate times call for desperate measures.”


  “Desperate?”


  “I don’t mind playing second fiddle to your little boy. I actually would insist if it wasn’t the case.”


  “Good to know,” she says quietly.


  “But the website, that pissed me off.”


  “The what?”


  “You were posting your reviews,” I tell her as I pull my pants up and head back into the bathroom.


  “You’re stalking me?”


  “I guess I am.”


  She laughs, and I can’t help seeing how ridiculous it must seem to her.


  “I like what we have going, not the distance. That”—I look at a tissue in my hand—“blows.” I toss it in the toilet and flush. “But the you and me part, I like that a lot. I guess what I’m trying to say is I miss you. I miss you so damn much I’m jerking off to get your attention.”


  “Well, it worked.” I hear a smile in her voice. “And now I am seriously jealous of your hand.”


  I laugh as I climb back in the bunk. “You coming to Cleveland still?”


  “I’m trying really hard to make it work, Finn. I am. And I miss you madly.”


  “Good to hear.”


  “I do, more than I can even understand. I never thought I would feel this way about anyone.”


  “I feel it, too. I feel it deep.”


  “How is this gonna end?” she asks so quietly I can barely make it out.


  “Let’s not focus on the end, Sonya. Let’s focus on Cleveland.”


  “It’s going to hurt like hell.”


  “Oh, no, Yaya, it’s gonna feel so damn good. I promise you that.”


  


  


  ***


  “This is a fucking joke,” I say as we go through the notes we made at the Excel Energy Center where we held the auditions. “None of them work, not fucking one.”


  “Someone needs to go back home.” River chuckles.


  “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” I snap.


  “Don’t,” Memphis says, warning him.


  I look around to find they are all looking at me. “Fuck that. Let’s have it.”


  “No big deal, Finn.” Billy pats me on the back, and River huffs out loud.


  “Apparently it is. Spill it,” I say, looking at River.


  “Do you think we’re all stupid? We know you and Yaya have something going on. You weren’t hanging with me or Billy the whole first part of the trip. You didn’t say goodbye or even come back with an explanation as to why you skated through the Florida tour stops. You’re on that fucking phone all the time, and you sure as hell aren’t pulling your weight here.”


  “You better step the fuck away from the pipe and recognize who you’re pissing on right now, and let me tell you, it’s not yourself like it used to be,” I lash out, immediately feeling like shit about it, but fuck him.


  “You really just said that shit to me?” he asks in disbelief. “He did not just say that fucking shit to the man who has walked by his side for years now.”


  “There are certain things that are beyond even that. My personal life is one of them.”


  “Personal life?” He laughs. “What personal life? We’ve fucked girls in the same room. Hell, we’ve DP’d girls.”


  “That was a different time,” I snap.


  “Hey.” He holds his hands up. “I know she’s not a hot rocker chick, but I’m game if you wanna play together. No need to go it alone, brother.”


  When I lunge across the table and grab him by the collar, Memphis grabs me and Billy grabs him.


  “Don’t you talk about her like that, you motherfucker!”


  “Let’s go,” Memphis says as he pulls me toward the exit.


  “There is nothing off limits between us! I love you like a brother, man. More than a brother.”


  “You crossed a fucking line!” I scream at him.


  River beats his hands on his chest. “Hard to cross something you never knew existed! Fuck you, Beckett! Fuck you!”


  Billy drags him into the bathroom, and I pull away from Memphis.


  “Don’t fucking do it, man,” Memphis warns, putting his hand on my chest and stopping me from going after him. “Just don’t.”


  I storm out the door and reach in my pocket, searching for something, yet all I get is a fucking Blow Pop.


  “Is it true?”


  I look back to see Tally and Memphis.


  Memphis takes her hand. “Tales, let him be.”


  “No, I want to know. I hope it’s true,” she says to him then looks at me. “Is it?”


  “Sonya and I are friends,” I say, unwrapping the fucking Blow Pop and shoving it in my mouth.


  She pulls out her phone, smiling like the Cheshire Cat as she holds it up and walks toward me. “I knew it!”


  “Jesus, Tales, let it be.” Memphis laughs.


  “No. No way. Look at this picture from Dallas.”


  She hands me her phone, and there’s a shot from the parking lot on the screen. I am holding Sonya, and she is looking up at me. Great picture, but what the fuck?


  “What are you, the paparazzi?”


  “Easy, Beckett,” Memphis cautions.


  “Send it to yourself. That is a seriously hot picture. You two are perfect together. You can see it in your faces. Love, love all around, and—”


  “Easy,” I say, shaking my head. “Like I said, we’re friends.”


  “More.” She is not letting up.


  “Who knows? But right now—”


  “You fucking her?”


  Tally laughs and covers her mouth. “They so are. You can see it. Look.” She takes the phone from me and hands it to Memphis, who smirks and looks at it, then me.


  “Definitely fucking … your friend.” He hands me the phone and covers Tally’s ears. “She’s hot as hell, man. Good tag.”


  I try to look pissed, but he sees the truth. “She’s a nice girl. Doesn’t want our friendship to be public, and I don’t, either.”


  “Understood. So will River. DP, man? Fuck. Nice.” Memphis grins. “This will blow over when he hits the pipe. You gonna let that happen?”


  “Memphis …” Tally pulls at his hands. “Let go of my ears.”


  “Shit, babe, sorry, but there are some things you don’t need to hear.”


  “Or that you think I can’t handle. I know what DP is.”


  His eyes get huge and then he looks pissed. “Don’t you ever ask for shit like that.”


  “Well, if you think it’s so ‘nice.’ ” She air quotes, looking pissed before she turns around and tries not to smile.


  “I would sooner rip a motherfucker’s heart out than share you with anyone, Tales. Then I’d be locked up and taking it in the ass by some sick fuck, and I guarantee I wouldn’t be down for that, so you better…” As she covers her mouth and starts to laugh, he spins her around. “You fucking with me, Tales?”


  “You made me mad.”


  “Jealous you mean.” She nods. “My bad. Won’t do it again. Come here.” He hugs her and winks. “You good?”


  “Yes,” she says.


  He smiles and nods toward me. He was talking about me, but she thought it was about her.


  “Tales and I are gonna go have make up sex. You should stay away from River. We can all meet up in about an hour and—”


  “Did you just tell him we were going to have—?”


  “Don’t worry about it, Tally. We all heard you going at it the entire trip here,” I tell her, then turn to walk away.


  “You told me it was sound proof!” I hear her smack Memphis and can’t help laughing.


  “Send me those pics,” I yell over my shoulder.


  


  


  ***


  I spend the day looking forward to tomorrow, something I haven’t done in a very long time.


  When my phone rings, I realize I have spent the entire day thinking of her, yet not calling her at all.


  “Yaya,” I answer. “I’ve been thinking about you all damn day.”


  “You’ve been on my mind, too.” She sounds happy.


  “Maybe you can send me a picture of—”


  “You need to get to Minnesota Music Café. Now.”


  “Because?”


  “Because I heard you guys didn’t have an act yet.”


  “What else did you hear?” I ask, hoping she isn’t pissed and thinks I broke a promise.


  “I hear that we are friends.” She still sounds happy. “Good friends.”


  “It was never my intention to—”


  “I’m okay if you are. Finn, there is a cab waiting outside the hotel. I found a band. You have to go now.”


  “I’m really not—”


  “Stockton Records is there. They tweeted out the band and something about hoping to close a deal.”


  “Stockton fucking Records—”


  “I know. I know they screwed you, and I don’t like anyone screwing you. Go get your revenge.”


  “I’m about peace and love.” I laugh as I grab a sweater and shove my feet in my boots.


  “You out the door yet?” She laughs.


  “Going now.”


  “Don’t just get them to play. Convince them to stay.”


  “Stay?”


  “Yes. They are good, Finn. So good. And I promise they will be good for you and Forever Four.”


  “Better than us?” I ask as I hit the down arrow on the elevator.


  “No one is better than you.”


  The tone and sound of her voice drive me crazy.


  “You’re making me hard.”


  “Save it for Cleveland,” she says with a smile in her voice.


  “Definitely.” I walk on the elevator. “What’s the band’s name, Yaya?”


  “Inappropriate Thoughts.”


  I laugh and so does she.


  “You see the cab yet?” she asks.


  I walk to the door. “Yeah.”


  “Have fun tonight and don’t take no for an answer.”


  “You remember you gave me that advice.”


  “I will.”


  I climb in the cab. “Minnesota Music Café please,” I tell the driver.


  She laughs. “Talk soon.”


  “Count on it.”
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  I hang up the phone, holding it close to my chest and looking around the room that is now my office but was once my childhood bedroom. Finn Beckett is the light in the darkness I am surrounded by. Finn and Noah.


  Noah is doing fine, better than fine. He is healthy and happy and perfect. It has been three amazing days, three days with him and I together. Mother and son.


  The first night was hard being here alone. I spent it with a knife and a bat with Noah and I locked in my bedroom. I made sure he didn’t notice, but he did snuggle much more securely to me that night. He’s so intuitive.


  He’s asked me where Margie is, and I told him “getting better.” He said he is glad because she gets sick like that a lot when I’m gone. He also asked me to stay, and in that moment, I said I would.


  The next night, I worked while he slept in my room. When I was done scheduling my posts and putting up reviews, I started investigating the household account situation, and I found out we a have a second mortgage on the house.


  It was taken out the day I left and was apparently taken out by … me. Two hundred thousand dollars. Therefore, now a house that I owned free and clear almost five years ago, I owe almost half a million dollars on. It is worth more than that, much more, but that isn’t the point.


  It sent me into an almost panic attack. Then Finn messaged me, and I felt okay, happy, even in the darkness of my findings.


  The next day, Noah’s fever broke, and he slept for three and a half hours. I spent that time going through everything worth anything in the house and putting it all on eBay. I priced it all as buy now.


  Ten thousand dollars’ worth of designer bags, wallets, coats, and clothing went in three days. Tomorrow, Noah and I will leave here for the first time to ship them out.


  I took half the money and put it on the principal of the loan and then paid two months on the first and second mortgage. The security in knowing we have a roof over our head makes breathing easier until I remember I have to get fuel oil delivered. Heating a house this size is incredibly expensive, and the security of money in the bank is now gone.


  Tomorrow, after I ship out the items I sold, I’m going to take Noah to the hospital’s rehab center to confront Margie. Then, in the next day or two, I’m going to have to tell Finn everything.


  I sit at the computer, going through lists of people requesting VIP passes to the Cleveland shows. I have sent four so far. None were requested, but I hope it will make Finn happy. Two tickets went to Sally and Robert White and two to Finn’s father, Arthur Beckett.


  


  


  ***


  Two days later, I wake up to Noah kissing my nose. “Morning, Momma.”


  I smile and open my eyes. “Good morning, Noah.”


  “Are we going back to the hos-pit-al again?”


  “No, honey. Today, I thought you and I could color, watch a movie, and cook. Does that sound fun?”


  He smiles and nods.


  “Do you remember Mrs. White?”


  He shakes his head.


  “Well, she used to come and see us when you finally got to come home from the hospital. She sends birthday cards—”


  “And Christmas. The baby and the camel and the—”


  “Little people nativity set?”


  He nods and smiles. “They were my best friends.”


  “Yes.” I laugh because he played with them until well into July every year I brought them out. “They were.”


  “Now I have friends at school, Mommy.” He looks at me and his little brows work into a straight line, like he’s trying to figure something out.


  “What is it, Noah?”


  “Mommy, who are your friends?”


  “You are my favorite, but I have a couple.”


  “Will I meet them?”


  I nod, feeling like I may cry. For four years, I have felt like I was protecting him from the threat of his father, the threat of germs that may make his sick, the threat of the outside world. Only now do I realize it was more for me—my fears.


  I am becoming stronger. I stood up against my own fears when I received a message from Stevie Daniels offering me an opportunity to have a career. I stepped out of the darkness when I realized I wanted more for me, more for Noah. I am no longer my own worst enemy. I am my own champion. Mine and his.


  My strength is a threat to a oppressor other than me. My strength became a threat to Margie’s financial security and that of her children. As angry as I was at her, I realized last night that we are alike in the sense that she only wants the best for her family. After yesterday, it became clear I am not part of it. I am the person she blames for her own empire crumbling, the one my mother’s business not only supported, but apparently supplied.


  Margie and her significant other, Willie James, owned several rental properties in New Mexico where they lived with my five cousins. All were foreclosed on for lack of payment. The rent wasn’t paying for them, because no one truly rented them. They were all offices and brothels for their drugs and prostitution business. She’s told me I owe her, and I have no idea what I am going to do when she leaves the twenty-one day treatment center.


  Noah’s and my day goes as planned. When he is playing on the computer next to me while I am working, someone buzzes the front gate—a delivery man, Jeb. I know him; he delivers products for review all the time, so I buzz him in.


  When I open the front door, he is holding a large, flat, cardboard box. “Says this is for you.” He smiles, and I take the three-by-two-foot box.


  “Thanks, Jeb.” I smile back. “Wait right here.”


  I go in and grab the box of girls’ toys that I reviewed and bring them to him. “For your girls.”


  “You’re a doll, Sonya. They thank you, I’m sure.”


  “They are welcome. See you later.” I close the door and lock it then stand at the window, waiting for him to leave so I can arm the alarm system again.


  When he is out, I walk in the kitchen and use the shears to open the package. I pull out the frame and turn it around, then cover my mouth and smile so big it hurts my face when I see the picture of Finn and me. Then I feel my eyes fill with tears.


  I read the red script overlaid on the bottom.


  “Fully focused.”


  “Focus on Cleveland,” I whisper.


  


  


  ***


  My phone wakes me, and I quickly hit decline so Noah stays asleep as I slide out of bed.


  I walk out and hit call back. “How was the show?”


  “Madness.” His low rumble causes shivers to run up and down my spine. “You were so right about them.”


  “Which part, that STD is better?” I laugh.


  “That, too. But I think they’re going to tour with us full-time. Xavier is meeting us in Cleveland.”


  “Wait, so do I cancel the call for auditions?”


  “No. No, I’m pumped now. I wanna see what Ohio has to offer besides the two hottest people in the world, the hottest couple on the planet, the—”


  “Couple?” I let the word fill me.


  “You busy getting ready for me?”


  “I’m ready,” I sigh. “I miss you.” I almost get choked up, he does that to me, and it feels so good.


  “I miss us. Now how about you let me in? It’s fucking raining out here, and I need—”


  “Let you in?” I hear the gate intercom buzz. “Someone’s here, and it’s four o’clock in—”


  “Yaya, let me in before I climb the fence.”


  “You’re really here?” I ask as I run down the steps. The alarm intercom chimes again. “If that’s really you, you better stop because I have a sleeping child.”


  “I don’t want to meet him tonight, Sonya. I want you.”


  I hit the gate lock, and he drives up.


  “What are you wearing?”


  “Sweats and a T-shirt and—”


  “Get them off.”


  I watch as he climbs out of the SUV, and my entire body becomes tingly.


  “Now.” He hangs up the phone.


  I pull the ponytail elastic out of my hair, push down my sweats, and kick them off as I open the door.


  “Damn,” he says as he sucks in a breath.


  I grab the hem of my shirt and lift it as I walk backward so he can come in. He shuts the door, kicks off his boots, and pulls his shirt off all at the same time.


  “You gotta lock it and hit the alarm and—”


  He looks at me with frustration.


  “I’m sorry. It’s just—”


  “No, I get it.” He turns and does as I asked.


  When he turns around again, he un-buttons his pants and shoves them down.


  My heart is in my throat, but its beat is felt everywhere. I am panting and pulsating.


  “This tattoo says ‘never forget.’ ” He points to the black ink bridging the defined V that points to his incredibly hung dick. “Your hot, wet pussy sliding up and down me is nothing I ever want to forget. I don’t ever want to, Sonya, do you understand?”


  I practically run into his arms as I push down my panties and kick them off. “Me, either. I missed you so much. Catch me.” I smile as I jump into his arms and wrap my legs around him.


  “Fuck, yes,” he growls as he reaches between us and rubs himself against my soaked opening. “Damn, I owe you tongue time, but right now—”


  “I want you inside of me,” I beg.


  “Connected to you,” he says, pushing into me.


  “Body to body,” I whimper.


  “Soul to soul.” His lips take mine as he pivots his hips, his head just inside of me.


  I cry out against his mouth as he walks to the door and pushes me against it, his tongue lapping inside my mouth, hungry, needy, and greedy. He thrusts in so deep it hurts until pleasure overtakes pain and I am lost in our connection.


  “Yes,” I hiss as my nails sink into his back.


  “Yes,” he growls as he thrusts deeper, harder, at a steady, rhythmic pace. “So hot for me, and I’m so hard for you,” he groans. “Nothing better. Nothing ever felt so fucking right.”


  “Nothing,” I cry as I come so hard my entire body trembles.


  “Fuck,” he roars as he twitches inside of me, filling me full of his hot, thick come.


  “Wow,” I say kissing his cheek, then his lips. “Amazing.”


  “That was just the beginning, Yaya. Let’s get cleaned up, and then I want my mouth on you … everywhere.”


  I lead him through the house to the downstairs bathroom just behind the kitchen.


  “This place is insane,” he says as he looks around.


  “The life of a hardworking drug slinger,” I say and then sigh.


  “Yeah,” he says. “She may be a piece of shit mother, but right now, I’d kiss her for bringing you into the world.”


  I laugh and squeeze his hand. “I wouldn’t let you.”


  “I missed you so much.”


  


  


  ***


  We walk out of the bathroom, and he looks around the kitchen. I have a towel around me; he doesn’t.


  He looks at me, and I smile and shake my head.


  “What?” he asks.


  “Can you imagine what the women in cyberspace would think if they could see you now?”


  He rolls his eyes. “Bigger question, do you think I give a fuck what any of them think?”


  “I sure hope not,” I say quietly as I open the refrigerator and pull two bottles of water and a fruit and cheese platter out. “Noah and I had a movie night; this is left over. Would you like some?”


  “Water sounds good.”


  I hand it to him, and he opens it and drinks half of it down.


  I take a drink and then smile. “Thank you for the picture. It is amazing.”


  “Did you shove it in a closet or something?” he asks.


  I shake my head. “I actually hung it up tonight. Would you like to see?”


  “I would … definitely … like to see it. Was it clear, pixilated, dark—”


  “Come on; I’ll show you. But you should put some pants on, just in case Noah wakes up.” Part of me thinks it would be okay if they met. Finn is a good man.


  “I suppose I should.” He looks at me. “I would prefer you stay in that towel, though. I have some making up to do.”


  After we grab our clothes, I walk up the stairs, holding his hand.


  “You get lost in this place when you were a kid?”


  “I sure tried,” I answer, trying to be funny, but the truth really isn’t.


  He squeezes my hand, and I look over my shoulder at him. He gets me. He gets me, and I am sure I get him and this … this us thing he talks about: body to body, soul to soul. I want it so badly.


  I open the door to my office where the picture is hanging proudly over my old day bed. “That’s us.”


  “Sure is.” He walks ahead of me now, pulling me behind him, and sits on the bed, then lies back. “Lie with me. Let me hold you.”


  I lie down and my head finds its place on his chest. His heartbeat hastens, and he lets out a deep breath.


  “Can I ask you how your chat with your aunt went? About the missing money?”


  “Well, you can ask, but I don’t know if you’ll understand the explanation.”


  “Try me,” he says, rubbing my back.


  “My aunt, well, she’s very critical, and I always felt like I owed her for moving across country for me and Noah. She was one of three people who pushed me to keep him. If she had told me to get an abortion, I probably would have, and Finn, I have never said that out loud. It hurts to even think about him not being here.”


  “You did the right thing.”


  “I know that now, but back then—”


  “You don’t have to explain; just go on,” he says as he rubs my back harder.


  “I will always be grateful. But anyway, she constantly talked down about my mother, about how she abandoned me—all of us—and I know it’s true to a point, but she did make sure I was set, that I had a home and money to go to school if I needed. And, well, to make a very long and complicated story short, Margie didn’t leave a lot behind.


  “She and my cousins’ father ran a drug and prostitution business. When Mom went away, their contacts and suppliers did, too. Willie James left her and five kids. They came here because they didn’t really have anywhere else to go, and that is okay with me. We are family, but it was hard.


  “She made me doubt my parenting ability. She never pushed me to get help, and in my head, I know it was so that she had this place, the money, and I can’t even fault her for that. She was doing what she had to do for her kids. Plus, I had people around me, which is more than I can say for when Mom was here.”


  “I’m so sorry it sucks, Sonya, but you have Noah and you also have me now.”


  I don’t want him to know what she has done, but I don’t want to hide anything from him anymore.


  “Noah was sick, and she did take him to the hospital, but she was sick, too.”


  He sits up and takes my hand. “Is she okay?”


  “No. No, she isn’t. She’s in a treatment program. She drove Noah to the hospital and barely made it in herself because she was popping pills.”


  “She drove with your son in the car when she was fucked up?” he gasps.


  “Yes.”


  “Thank God he’s okay. Jesus, what the hell was she thinking?! You should press charges. That bitch should—”


  “She also took a second mortgage out in my name on the house and drained the household account, and—”


  “Please tell me you called the cops.”


  “I’ve done a lot of things, but neither of those. I sold some things off and made sure the mortgage was paid for a couple months until I figure out—”


  “Do you owe more than it’s worth?”


  “On the house?”


  He nods.


  “No.”


  “Why are you staying here? Sell it, take the profit and your son, and come to Jersey.”


  “I like it here.”


  “Sonya, are you going to let her come back here?”


  “I do owe her—”


  “Owe her what exactly? Think about this. You don’t owe her shit. You are enabling her. She fucked you, and she could have killed your little boy. My fucking mother blew up a house cooking meth. I could have died if I were in it. Do you want that for Noah?”


  “I will never leave him alone with her, not ever again.”


  “So, what? Your mind’s made up? You’re gonna hang here, let your aunt and her five kids suck the life out of you, and sell shit on the Internet while staying holed up in a house that you clearly can’t afford but could walk away from with cash to start over instead of starting a new life with Noah?”


  “Finn, it’s not that easy.”


  “Sonya, life isn’t easy. We all make hard decisions. We try and sometimes fail, but we don’t say fuck it. We push harder.”


  I look down as the tears begin to fall.


  “Look at me.” He lifts my chin. “You are so smart, talented, beautiful, and your heart is so fucking big and pure it makes me want more. I even like the applause now. I thought about it, what had changed, what made me this way, and I know it was you.”


  I can’t stop the flow of tears now. I lean in and hug him around the neck.


  “You are not alone anymore. Hell, you have a whole team of misfits with bad attitudes who adore you.” He laughs as he hugs me tighter.


  “Not River,” I say through even more tears.


  “Who you been talking to?”


  “Tally,” I answer and increase my hold on him.


  “He’s changed his mind. We made up. He was feeling slighted.” He laughs. “Gotta sit back. I wanna see your face, those amber eyes, and the reaction when I tell you this next part.”


  I sit back and wipe the tears away, and he helps me, smiling. God, his smile is so bright, his eyes so clear. Finn is such a beautiful soul. I was so wrong about him. So was she.


  “Because of you, I faced my home for the first time in my life. Because of you, I looked through selfless eyes at the band you suggested and wanted them to be successful. I didn’t feel like everyone was out to get me.”


  “I’m so happy for you.”


  “I told my father the week I dropped you off at the hospital that I loved him for the first time in my life, and I had only told that to one other person before.”


  The tears fall harder.


  “Because of you, I look at so many things in a new light, Yaya, my beautiful, strong friend. Because of you, I realized that, in order to love—to truly love—you have to feel it, too. My father never said the words to me; my mother never did, either. I said it to him because I felt it in return.”


  I am sobbing now.


  “I know without a doubt that I feel it from you. You have shown it to me, and I am so fucked up on you. I am so lucidly fucked up that I know without a doubt I am in love for the first time in my life, because I feel it for you and from you. Baby, there is no one who has ever made me feel this way. I love you madly, deeply, with my body, mind, heart, and soul.”


  I kiss him. I kiss him hard, and I cry harder.


  He pulls back after a moment and wipes my tears dry, kisses my cheek, and says, “Sell this fucking place, a place you think of as a safe haven when in reality you are a prisoner to it. Sell it, Sonya, and move to Jersey. You and Noah move there to be near a perfectly fucked up family I know will make you feel the kind of love you deserve and want you and your little man to be happy. I want you, too. Fuck, I need you.”


  “Finn, I need to tell you something. I need to tell you something that may change your mind. God, I should have told you before, but I couldn’t bring myself to. Before I do anything, you need to know something, something that may make you hate me.”


  “I could never hate you, never. Love doesn’t work like that.”


  “Do you hate her?” I ask as I step off the bed, walk to my dresser, and pull out the journal.


  “Who, Sonya? Who the hell are you talking about?” He laughs.


  “Jesse.”


  He stops laughing immediately and his face turns white.


  I hold up the journal. “When I was at the White’s house, I found this journal. My mother had just gone to jail, and I had just found out I was pregnant. I was scared, alone, and had no idea what I was going to do”—I hold up the book—“until I found this and read about her being pregnant and you begging her to keep it, promising her you would take care of them, that you’d become a family.”


  I stop and wait for a reaction, but I don’t get one. He is expressionless and his eyes are getting murky.


  “I made my decision to tell Johnny. I knew he would want the same thing. I was sure he loved me like the Finn in the book loved Jesse. She loved you, Finn, but she was too messed up to—”


  He stands. “I don’t want to discuss her.”


  “Please, if you don’t want to talk to me, just listen.” His jaw tenses as he stares at me. “I told Johnny about being pregnant and expected him to do exactly what you did. I thought we would be happy and”—I close my eyes and swallow down my emotions—“he wasn’t, Finn. He wasn’t, and I couldn’t hate him even after what he did. I couldn’t hate him, because if I did, I felt like I would hate part of my son, so I hated you because you were the reason I didn’t hide it and told him. So in my scared, messed up head, you were just as much to blame for me getting attacked as he was, maybe more so.


  “I hated you because of the lies in this book. I hated you, and when I was asked to do the job for Stevie, I jumped at the chance because I wanted to be strong, and I wanted to face you because I hated you.


  “I needed to hate you, but I needed a reason to hate you even more because it made me stronger. I wanted to make you hate women. I wanted to expose you for the fraud I thought you were. In my mind, it would validate me and my choices.


  “Then I saw you. Then I saw you and realized how fucked up I was, how fucked up she was, and how perfect you are, and I hated me. But you wouldn’t give up on me, Finn. You wouldn’t, and now you love me, and I love you so much. I tried to—”


  “You love me?” He laughs in anger. “You said you hated me.”


  “No, this made me—” I stop and hand it to him. “This girl who didn’t deserve you, this book and her lies about you, they made me think I hated you, because—”


  “Enough!”


  “Finn, don’t be mad at me. Try to understand. I wanted to tell you. I tried.” I stop when I realize he isn’t paying any attention to my lunatic ramblings. “Please read the book. Please—”


  I stop when he throws the book across the room, and it smashes against the picture. The book bounces down and falls into the vase holding the flowers Noah and I had bought. The water splashes up and hits the now broken frame and trickles down the side of my face in the photo like tears.


  I turn back to see he is walking out the door.


  “Finn, please don’t go. Please understand. Oh, God, Finn, I love you! Please don’t go,” I say as he disappears out of sight.


  I turn back to the photo, and I crumble to the floor and sob.
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  I walk in to Forever Four the day after our last show. I’m hung-over and pissed that I had to come in. I mean, who the fuck plans a ten o’clock meeting the day after the last concert in a sold out run? Xavier Steel, that’s who.


  I walk in to the conference room, finding Taelyn and Xavier are the only ones in.


  “What the fuck? Everyone else say fuck it?” I plop down and lean back in the chair.


  “No, actually we just wanted to meet with you alone to go over something.”


  “Something?” I ask “This something couldn’t have waited till noon?”


  “We have a decision to make about Sonya’s employment at Forever Four, and since you are one of the founding members of this company, we want your opinion.”


  No one has mentioned her; they all know better. I assume Tally and she are in contact since the PR and social media shit is still running the same way, but no one has mentioned her. Even when I try to get them to, they don’t.


  “I have no bearing on who you hire and fire.”


  “Okay then, how would you feel if we extended her contract?”


  Good, I’d feel fucking good because she’s fucking crazy and needs it, I think to myself, but the reality is, hell yes, I want what is best for her.


  “Will she be touring with the band?”


  “No, she won’t. She will work remotely. But if we have our way, she’ll be here a few days a month,” Taelyn answers. “But we have to make sure it’s okay with you.”


  “You afraid of losing me?”


  “Of course we are, but she also insisted we make sure. She doesn’t want to make things uncomfortable for you.”


  “If she doesn’t want to make things uncomfortable for me, then why the fuck is she telling you my personal business?”


  “Your personal business directly involves her future. It’s not like she told us you had a three-inch dick or sucked in bed.” Xavier laughs.


  “Well, if she did, she’d be lying.” I pull my beanie farther down.


  “Lying like you are to yourself?” Xavier asks.


  I stand up slowly. “Listen to me and listen well. I’m not the one who needs a pep talk or cares to be a part of your little fucking conference room talk show. I’m not Memphis. I’m not going to head down to Forever Steel and get your stamp on me or have your guy stick a needle in my dick. What I will do is continue writing music, playing shows, and behaving on stage. I will remain part of this cult-like work environment you’re trying to create. But you don’t get to put your nose in my personal business unless my dick has been inside of you, get it?” I don’t wait for an answer. I walk out, hearing Xavier laugh.


  “He’s an angry, little elf, isn’t he?”


  Fucker, I think as I walk out the doors of Forever Four.


  


  


  ***


  I can’t fucking write. My muse has left me, and I am consumed by anger at myself for believing I could live a normal life. I jam with the band, but I am unable to write a damn thing that isn’t gonna make me sound and feel like a fool.


  It’s been two weeks since I walked into Forever Four. I can’t do it. I can’t do it, and I won’t. They think I’m in woodshed mode, but I’m far fucking from it.


  I look up when River and Billy walk in.


  “You aren’t ready?” Billy asks.


  “For what?”


  “The house warming get together at Memphis and Tales’ new place.”


  “Nah, I’m gonna write,” I tell them.


  “Bullshit,” River says. “They have been waiting to have this party because they don’t think you can handle your shit. We’ve all been pussy-footing around you for long enough. Let’s roll.”


  I look at him. “Are you fucked up?”


  He laughs. “No, asshole. I’ve been off of everything since we got in our little lover’s quarrel. Now either get your ass to the door, or I swear I’m gonna come over and kiss you all over that fucking bush on your face.”


  I look at Billy ’cause I don’t fucking believe it.


  “He’s sober. Nice you could notice. Now let’s go, or I’m gonna take pictures of him licking your bush face and post ’em all over social media.”


  “I’m really into this right now,” I say, trying to get them to back off.


  Neither budges.


  “Fine, but I am going for an hour, two max, and then back to work.”


  


  


  ***


  We roll into the driveway, and I look out the back window.


  “Impressive,” I say as I step out, and it is: beachfront property, two-story house with an attached garage that is also two stories. The siding and the landscaping are new. It’s lit up by sidewalk lights leading to a screened in porch.


  We walk inside where I see Xavier and Taelyn, Nickie D, the guys from Inappropriate Thoughts, and Memphis and Tales.


  The lead singer raises his bottle to me and nods.


  “They sign?” I ask.


  Billy laughs. “Yeah, about a month ago. Where the fuck have you been?”


  I follow Billy and River over to the lead singer. He’s tall and lean, inked down his arms and up his neck. He has a Mohawk and nose piercing.


  “Deeds, you remember Finn?”


  “Sure do. Nice to see you again, and thanks for the heads up on Stockton and intro to Steel.” He doesn’t shake my hand but hands me a beer.


  “No thanks necessary. Any time I can stick it to that bastard and save someone from making the same mistake I did…” I pause when I see her walking out of a doorway and toward us. She hasn’t seen me yet, but she is scanning the place like she knows I’m here. When her eyes meet mine, she takes in a quick, short breath and stares at me. Fuck!


  I look away and right at Billy. “Thanks for the fucking heads up, asshole.”


  “Heads up on what, Sonya?”


  “What the hell do you think I’m talking about?”


  “She’s been in and out of the office for a month now, once, sometimes twice a week. Has a cute, little kid with her most of the time. He’s a great—”


  I turn and walk away while he sings her praises.


  I make it to the door and step out, needing some air, some space, some—


  “Hello, Finn,” she says, and then I hear the door shut.


  I don’t say a word. I can’t. I’m afraid of what will come out.


  “Okay, well, I just want you to know I still don’t want to kill you.” she laughs, then stops. “What I mean is, if I make you uncomfortable, I will leave, but if there is any chance you’d like to talk—” Her voice breaks, and she sucks in a slow breath of air. “If there is any way you can forgive me, I would love that.”


  I snap my head around and look her in the eyes. “I don’t want to kill you, either, but I am telling you it’s best if you go back inside.”


  “I know you want me. I know I want you, and I know what’s best for me, and that’s anything you can give me.”


  I take her hand and drag her out the door, walking fast.


  I open the doors to the SUV River drove us in and tell her. “Is fucking me in the backseat of this vehicle best for you right now?”


  She nods furiously.


  “Then get in.”


  She climbs in the back.


  “Now don’t you fucking move.”


  “I won’t. I promise. I love—” I slam the door before she finishes and storm toward the house where River is walking out.


  “You want a smoke?” he asks, pulling out a pack of cigarettes.


  “No, I want you to go take her back to wherever she is staying. I can deal with her working at Forever Four, but not being here.” I pull out my phone and look for a cab company.


  “Finn, the chick is in love with you. You obviously have feelings for her, and—”


  “If you value this friendship, you will get her home. Now!”


  He nods then turns and walks to the vehicle.


  I press call as he opens the back door, and she climbs out then gets in the front. I watch as she covers her face with her hands, and I feel like I am going to fucking lose it.


  The number is busy, so I hang up and try again. They answer, and I give them the address.


  At home, I walk in the house, feeling like hell, worse than hell. I grab the Jack Daniels bottle off the counter and suck down a quarter of it, screw the cap back on, and go to my room where I lie there and think about the girl I just did a favor by pushing away.


  


  


  ***


  I wake to Billy yelling. My head is pounding, and I still have a slight buzz. I look at the clock, and it has only been an hour since I lay down.


  He flips on the light and I cover my eyes.


  “What the fuck are you doing?”


  “There’s been an accident. Get dressed and let’s go.”


  “What the hell are you—”


  “River and Sonya, a truck hit them ten miles away from Memphis’s place.” His voice cracks. “Just get the fuck up! Get up now and get dressed!”


  I jump up and immediately feel a wave of nausea hit hard. I pull on a pair of running pants and a sweatshirt is halfway over my head when I walk out the door.


  “Shoes! Get some fucking shoes!”


  “Fuck, son of a bitch!” I stammer as I open the door and grab my slides.


  I then run to the car, jump in, and close the door as he peels out of the driveway.


  He hits his GPS. “Jersey Shore University Medical. Quickest route.”


  The route takes us back by Memphis’s place and past the scene of the accident where River’s new ride is fucking totaled. And when Billy said truck, he didn’t mention a semi. The driver’s side door looks to be where the collision took place.


  “What do you know?” I ask.


  “I know you need to tell people where the fuck you are going when you leave, and so does he. I know, when I couldn’t find either of you, I called a cab, and we sat behind a line of cars until traffic was cleared. Then I found out about the fucking accident that way. What the fuck was he doing with her?”


  “I told him to take her home. I insisted he take her fucking home.” I punch the dash a few times and slam myself back in the seat. “This is my fucking fault.”


  At the hospital, we pull in and both run to the ER entry. Memphis and Tally are in the waiting room, and so are Xavier and Taelyn. None of them look good.


  “How are they?” Billy asks.


  “River’s a fucking mess, but alert. He was talking all sorts of shit to Sonya.”


  “How is she?” I ask.


  “They’re both going to live, but River is fucked up. His arm is all tore up, his leg, his fucking …” Memphis stops, and Tally pulls his head down onto her shoulder.


  “They’re going to be fine. Sonya is going to get some x-rays to make sure she has no broken bones. She’ll need some stitches. She has”—Tally sniffs—“glass in her head and—”


  “When can we see them?” I interrupt.


  “When someone comes out and tells us we can,” Xavier says with no emotion in his voice.


  We all stand. None of us can sit. Taelyn is on the phone with someone—I assume Josephina Steel—and from what I can gather, Noah is with her and baby Patrick.


  In about an hour, the door opens and a doctor walks out.


  “River is asking for Xavier and Finn. Sonya is asking for no one, but she is going to be fine.”


  “I’d like to see her for a moment,” Taelyn says quickly.


  “She’s trying to rest, but I will allow it for a couple minutes.”


  Xavier and I follow Taelyn and the doctor through the doors and down the hall.


  When Xavier and I walk in the room, River is out of his mind, high on pain meds.


  “I’m so fucked.” He laughs and runs his right arm over his hair. “I need surgery, pins and rods, and—”


  “You’ll be okay, man. You’re alive; that’s all that matters,” I say, sitting next to him.


  He busts out laughing. “I’m not sure you’ll want me to be fine after the little fucking PI over there gets to you.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Xavier chuckles at him.


  “I’m the motherfucking joker.” River pulls up his sleeve. “And you”—he points to me—“are not. Light and dark, black and white, you and me, bro.”


  The doctor comes in and says they are ready to take him up to surgery.


  “You and me, River … you and me.” I smile and nod. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry I sent you to take her home.”


  “Just get the fuck out of here,” he says to me with a disgusted look on his face. “You won’t be sorry.”


  The nurse puts something in his IV that almost immediately takes him down about ten notches.


  “Light and dark, black and white,” he says to me right before he says, “Jesse was mine, too,” and passes out.


  Xavier looks at me as they wheel him out of the room. “What the hell is he talking about?”


  I shrug as rage boils inside of me.
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  Noah is going to stay with Taelyn for tonight since they won’t let me leave, and I have never left him with anyone but Margie. I hope he won’t be scared. Then again, if he saw me right now, he would certainly be afraid.


  I look up to see Finn slide through the door before he shuts it behind him. For the first time, I am truly afraid of him.


  I close my eyes tightly as tears fall down my face, listening to him sit, yet he doesn’t say a thing.


  I wish he would leave. I wish I had never come here.


  “You awake?” he asks quietly.


  “Please, just don’t.” I sob into my hands.


  He sighs. “Don’t what? Ask if you’re okay? Tell you I’m sorry for putting you in his vehicle? Ask you how long you knew about”—he pauses—“him and her?”


  I should answer him; maybe then he will go away.


  I wipe away my tears. “He has a joker tattoo. The joker is mentioned in the book. I didn’t realize that’s what she meant. Your tattoos weren’t mentioned.”


  “I didn’t have any then,” he says quietly.


  “Until I saw it, I never put it together that her dark knight and white knight weren’t two different moods or a poetic reference. They were two different men. She loved both dark and light, and there was never a mention of whose child she was—”


  “You okay?” he asks, cutting me off.


  “Been better, been worse,” is all I say.


  He looks at me and shakes his head then stands and leans toward me.


  “Please don’t hurt me.”


  His body stiffens, and he looks at me like those words wounded him. Then the door opens, and a nurse walks in. I am relieved someone else is in the room.


  She looks at him then me. “Something for the pain yet?”


  I shake my head, and she sighs. “Push the call bell if you change your mind.”


  I nod, and then she walks back out the door.


  “Sonya, take something,” he almost pleads.


  “I can’t,” I say.


  “Why?”


  Taelyn walks in the room and looks at me then at him and back at me. Once I shake my head at her, she nods once and then looks back at him.


  “Are you staying?”


  He shakes his head. “She needs something to help her sleep. She is refusing pain meds and—”


  “You can take something, Sonya. It’s okay.”


  I ignore her and ask, “How is Noah?”


  “He’s asleep at our place. Joe said he fell asleep on the couch. He’s fine. I will bring him by in the morning.” She leans down and whispers, “Tell him,” in my ear before kissing my head.


  I shake my head again.


  “Tell me what?” Finn asks.


  “Please, just go. I’m tired. Just … go.” Fear of him and want for him doesn’t mix well.


  He walks slowly toward the door then looks back. “I’m sorry.”


  His head hangs low as he walks out.


  Taelyn looks at me. “You’re gonna have to face the music soon, Sonya. Get some sleep tonight. I’ll call you in the morning before I bring Noah by.”


  “Keep him safe, please, Taelyn. Keep him safe.”


  “Of course.”


  


  


  ***


  I wake up, and I swear I can still smell him. The nurse comes in and checks my vitals, telling me I will have a hard cast put on my leg in a couple hours. She also suggests I take something for the pain.


  “I’m fine.”


  She shakes her head. “The word is stubborn, not fine. Pregnant women take pain pills that don’t pass through the placenta, and you are so early that the baby is in a bulletproof case. They are going to set your leg, and it’s not going to be pleasant.”


  “I’ll take that into consideration,” I say with a nod.


  After she leaves, Taelyn calls.


  “Good morning. I have a little boy who would love to see his mom. Is it okay if—?”


  “Yes. Yes, please. And he needs a booster seat; he’s not tall enough or heavy enough to—”


  “Xavier is already on it. He’s, like, the safety police in the family.” She laughs. Then I hear Noah laugh in the background. “He is, right?” I can tell she’s asking Noah.


  “Uh-huh.” He giggles.


  “How long?” I ask anxiously.


  “Half an hour max.”


  “Perfect. Taelyn, I don’t know how to thank you. I am so grateful for—”


  “That’s what family does, Sonya. We are one, big, dysfunctional family that functions. Does that even make any sense?” She laughs.


  “Thank you.” What a horrible situation to be in, love pouring in and wanting to just run as fast as you can to get away, while you have a broken leg.


  I sit back and try to get comfortable. It’s impossible, though. Then I look up and notice Finn standing there. Fear teases me, but his eyes make it nearly impossible to be afraid.


  “You’re pregnant?” he asks, unmoving.


  “How…? What…? I—”


  “I’ve been in the hallway all night, Sonya. I heard her say it.” He motions his head in the direction of the nurses’ station. “Tell me I’m wrong.”


  “You’re scaring me.” I almost stutter when I say it.


  “I’m scaring you?” He’s pissed, but then it’s as if he changes his mind. “Oh. Oh, fuck. Jesus—”


  “Please leave. Please leave, because—”


  He holds up his hand, stopping me. “Just answer the question. Are you having my child?”


  “I am.” I swallow. “I didn’t know … I don’t know if … I was in an accident, and I don’t know what—”


  “You’re afraid of me?” His voice vibrates the air when he speaks.


  “I’m terrified of you,” I admit. “Completely and totally terrified.”


  He closes his eyes and shakes his head, then walks out.


  When Taelyn and Noah arrive, I feel relief sweep over me.


  “Wow, Mom, you got boo-boos.”


  “I do, but it’s okay. Climb up here and snuggle me. I missed your snuggles.”


  “I missed you, too, but Momma Joe is a super snuggler.”


  “I’m so glad.” I laugh as he climbs up on my right side, the side that was bruised badly from my body hitting the passenger door.


  “I’m sorry you got hurt, Mommy.”


  “Accidents happen, Noah, but I’m gonna be fine.”


  “Better than fine,” Taelyn says. “Tell her the big surprise, Noah.”


  He grins from ear to ear. “I can?”


  “Of course you can.” She laughs.


  “The house in Ohio sold!”


  “It what?”


  He nods. “The retailer called your work phone. The lady who answered called her, and she telled me. So we get to live here by the ocean, Mommy.”


  “Realtor,” I smile and tears fall.


  “Yep, that. It’s okay. We can get a new one … with security.”


  His words bring me to a new level of realization. He sees all of my insecurities, all of my flaws, and not only does he see them, but he recognizes them. I am so ashamed to think of the damage I have unknowingly caused him.


  “I’m not sad, Noah. I’m happy.”


  “Good. Me, too.”


  After they leave, the nurse comes in. “We are going to wait until tomorrow to set your leg. We want to make sure all the swelling has gone down, and again, I am offering pain medicine.”


  “No thank you,” I say, earning a harsh look. “I would like my phone.” I point to the outlet. “I can’t get to it.”


  “And you should eat something,” she mutters, but I ignore her.


  “And if you could tell me how River is?”


  “He’s out of surgery,” she says, shaking her head. “Your friend is a pain in the ass.”


  “Is that your professional opinion?” I smile.


  She laughs, shaking her head. “Both personal and professional.”


  


  


  ***


  I wake to his voice. “You Mommy’s friend from the picture?”


  “You’re Noah.” It’s Finn’s voice.


  “You know my name?”


  “She talks about you all the time.”


  “You was here yesterday?”


  “I was. So were you, right?”


  I sit up and lean toward the door, straining to hear what else is said.


  Noah walks in, holding Finn’s hand, and Finn looks at me, his knit cap pulled low. He has on jeans and a gray sweater over a white T-shirt, and he has trimmed his beard.


  “I found your friend,” Noah says, dropping Finn’s hand and climbing up on the bed. “He was here yesterday but never came in. I think he should know you’re fine.”


  “Are you fine, Sonya?” Finn asks.


  I nod, wrapping my arm around Noah, who is now perched at my side. I kiss his head and ask, “Yes. Did you have a good night?” I am talking to Noah, but I am still looking at Finn.


  Finn shakes his head while Noah nods, and I can’t help smiling.


  Taelyn walks in and looks at Noah. “Hey, you, did you forget something?”


  He laughs. “I found Mom’s friend.” He turns and looks at me. “Be back.” He jumps down and looks up at Finn. “You stay with her?”


  “Yeah, little man, I will.”


  As soon as they leave, Finn walks over and sits in the chair next to the bed.


  We’re silent for a few minutes before he says, “You should take something for the pain.”


  “Finn …” I begin.


  “No. It’s my kid, too, and well, fuck, Sonya. Fuck, fuck, fuck.” He clenches his fists. “I don’t want you to hurt because you’re afraid—”


  “I think that’s why Noah has so many issues, and I don’t want this baby to have the struggles he has. And I don’t even know if it’s a viable pregnancy. I don’t even know how the hell it happened. I’m on the pill, Finn. I take it at the same time every day. I set an alarm as a reminder when I don’t even need a reminder.” I bat away my tears and continue, “I don’t know how it happened.”


  He leans forward and reaches up, swiping his thumb across my face. “I don’t, either, but I can assure you it wasn’t on the plane.”


  I cover my mouth and laugh as I cry.


  He stands up and sits on the side of the bed. “What do you mean by not viable?”


  “I mean I am spotting and it’s so early. I mean anything can happen, so if that’s why you’re trying to be nice when you don’t like me—”


  “I may not like what happened or how shit went down, Sonya. I may be pissed, but that doesn’t change shit. Hasn’t changed since that night. You didn’t kill me, but you sure fucked me six ways to Sunday.” He looks at me and shakes his head. “You’re afraid of me. It took me all of ten minutes to realize why. I’m a little pissed right now, but that doesn’t make me a fucking sociopath. I would never hurt you. Never like he did.”


  “You can’t take my child away from me. If everything is okay,” I squeak and hold my hand over my belly, “you can’t take the baby away from me.”


  He shakes his head. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “I don’t like being away from Noah. I won’t like it any more if you decide to be part of this baby’s life and—”


  “I wouldn’t take a child away from a mother like you. The kid would hate me, I would hate me.” I can’t help feeling relieved. “I hate me for staying away from you, but I don’t know how to deal with you knowing about her and all that shit, Yaya.”


  “Yaya.” I smile.


  “You frustrate the hell out of me, scare me shitless. You have so much power over me and are so incredibly strong. I knew it from the minute I looked at you. And when I told you I love you, I meant it, too.”


  “It can’t be because you think I’m pregnant.” I don’t want him to feel trapped by the situation.


  “Jesus, woman, are you listening to me? I have been in that hallway since the accident. I left to shower early this morning because I couldn’t stand the smell of me, and I sure as hell didn’t want to come in here and gross you out. Before that I had been trying to avoid you, but bathing in my memories of you this entire time … I can’t turn it off, and I don’t want to.”


  “It can’t be because you feel guilty about the accident,” I say, feeling like I don’t deserve him, not after everything.


  “Then let it be about the truth. You sent my father, and the Whites, tickets to the show. No one has ever done something like that, something because they knew it would mean a lot to me. Hell no one, including me would have even known I needed that. Just you. You love me. I see it; I feel it. I love you, and you see and feel the same thing. Let it be about the truth.”


  “I want to believe it.”


  “You’ve know about her the entire time, and you’ve tried to tell me. You wanted me despite it. Until the accident, until I thought I could lose you forever, I didn’t let that set in. I let that insecurity, that lie, almost cost me the only woman who ever loved me the way I love her—a true kind of love.”


  His sincerity is unmistakable and genuine. I can see it and feel it.


  “I want that with you.”


  “Then you’ll have it, and I will, too.” He brings my hand to his mouth and kisses it. “God, I’ve missed you.”


  Noah and Taelyn walk in with a huge basket of flowers.


  “For you, Mom.”


  “Thank you so much,” I say, pulling my hand back from Finn’s lips.


  Noah looks at Finn and then at the bed.


  “Am I in your spot, little man?”


  Noah shrugs and lifts his arms to Finn. “I can sit on your lap.”


  “Sounds good.” Finn grabs him under his arms and helps him up. “This okay with you?”


  Noah grins and nods. “Yes.”
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  After her leg is set, she finally agrees to take some pain pills. I leave her and Noah alone when it kicks in.


  I walk down the hall, hearing River’s fucking voice. It’s like listening to a fourth grader playing an electric guitar.


  “Get the fuck out of here! I’m fucking done! Did you hear the fucking surgeon, man? I’m fucked, totally fucked. I can’t feel my goddamned hand! Just get the fuck out!”


  I see Billy and Memphis coming out of his room, then hear metal hit the wood, and a bedpan flies out behind them.


  “Piss off, fuckers! I fucking quit!”


  They both look exasperated and exhausted, their heads hung low. They both look up, though, when they see me approaching.


  “Man, don’t go in there,” Memphis warns. “He’s wrecked.”


  I nod. “Didn’t plan on it.”


  “I fucking hear you, Beckett! Stop being a bitch and face me like a man!” River screams.


  “Changed my mind,” I say as I walk into his room. Face him, I will, and here is as good a place as any ’cause, if I fuck him up, they can put his sorry ass together again.


  He sneers at me and lifts his bandaged arm. It looks like it hurts like a bitch, and I’m glad. “You fucking did this! You are the reason this happened! ‘Take care of the girl.’ Isn’t that what I do for you? Isn’t that what I have always fucking done for you?!”


  “If you’re referring to Jesse, you didn’t take care of shit. She OD’d. She was pregnant with my kid and she died.” I was ready and willing to be the bigger man when I walked in this room, but he’s fucking begging for it.


  “You sure it was your kid? My dick was in her, too, Beckett. My kid could have been growing inside her. Whoever’s it was fucked her up. She was—”


  “You’re all sorts of willing to share that you were fucking my girlfriend now. Why the fuck did you wait six fucking years?” The person I had walked through hell with had fucking hated me for six years. Six fucking years!


  “You wouldn’t let her get rid of it. I begged her to. She wasn’t ready for a kid anymore than you or I were. She deserved to live her life, but you had to fucking preach to her. Do the right thing? The right thing for who, you or Jesse?!”


  “Six years, River. Six fucking years of lies, you son-of-a-bitch. Six years, I trusted you like a brother, and for six years, you felt this way toward me?”


  “No, motherfucker, I loved you. I felt the same burn inside as you did after losing her. I didn’t know who you were mourning over a pile of coke. I just knew you lost something. When I figured it out, there wasn’t shit I could do about it. But you stand there, judging me—”


  “I intend on doing just that. I wish you the best, but you and I, we are nothing.”


  “Fuck you and fuck the bitch you’re putting it in!”


  I walk out the door and look at Memphis. “Find a replacement or I’m done.”


  “You shitting me? Find a replacement? Motherfucker has a year of therapy and surgeries ahead of him; don’t walk now. He needs you—not me, not Billy; he needs you to tell him you understand, that you—”


  “No Memphis. Find a replacement or I’m out.”


  


  


  ***


  I offered to take Noah with me so he could get some rest, but Sonya thought it best he stay where he had the night before—with X and Taelyn. She reminded me that she didn’t want to push anything on him this quickly, and I told her we have nine months to get him used to the idea. I think she took that as we would keep two separate homes and date for a while. She is out of her fucking mind. Regardless, I’ll let her think that for now.


  I hold her all night. She is asleep, passed out, but just being with her brings me peace. The nurses stop complaining when I threaten to get River riled up again.


  Her face is cut up. She has stitches in her hairline, but damn if she isn’t still beautiful.


  She opens her eyes in the middle of the night while I am staring at what was her sleeping face.


  “What are you doing?” she asks, still half out of it.


  “Thinking,” I answer then kiss her head, careful not to hurt her in the process.


  “About?” She closes her eyes.


  “That most men would run for the hills if they were in my position. Most do. Those aren’t real men; they are boys. You deserve a man, and I swear on Blow Pops and airplane blow jobs that you have one.”


  “If you want to talk about her with me, Finn, or about River or—”


  “No, that’s the past. My only regrets are not staying and listening to you about that journal.”


  “I still have it. I want you to read it. Maybe it will help.”


  “Give it to River. I don’t want it. I want here. I want now. I want you.”


  “You can mend it with him.”


  “No. No, fuck that. He lied to me.”


  “But so did I,” she whispers.


  “No, you didn’t. You—you told me.”


  “But it took a long time.”


  “But you tried, and even when I asked you not to, you told me.”


  “I couldn’t live with the lie.”


  “He could.” I look at her. “I am so sorry. So, so sorry.”


  She shakes her head. “Don’t be. Just talk to me.”


  “Not about that. Please, just keep it in the past.”


  “Okay, how about the second regret?”


  “Not fucking you in the back seat of the SUV when that is really all I wanted to do. If I hadn’t been so fucking stubborn, you wouldn’t be in here, and as much as I despise him, he wouldn’t be in there.”


  “It wasn’t your fault, Finn. The truck ran a red light. It was an accident.”


  “God, I love you.”


  She sighs. “I love you.”


  “I love you truly.”


  Her eyes open, and she looks at me. “I love you truly, too.”


  


  


  ***


  The next day, Noah and I take her laptop while she is getting a bath and search for houses. When she comes back in, she asks what we are doing, and Noah tells her finding a new house for her, him, and me, ’cause we are a family, a real family.


  She looks at me, and I can’t help smirking. She doesn’t respond.


  After she’s released, we pull up to the house River, Billy, and I share. Noah is ecstatic that we’re on the beach. He gets out and runs right to the little yard on the side toward the water.


  “Go get him.”


  “He’s just looking at the water. He—”


  “Finn.” Her voice trembles.


  I stick two fingers in my mouth and whistle loudly. “Noah, come on back and help me out.”


  He stops and turns around. “Then I get to go touch the water?”


  “Is he bartering with me, Yaya?” I ask, looking at three foot nothing who thinks he’s six-four.


  She laughs and nods. “He is.”


  “And it’s normal?”


  “It’s expected.” She lifts her left leg and swings it around. “We gotta hurry.”


  “You do know I’m a good three-foot taller than you, right, Noah?” His eyes narrow. “And a lot bigger than you.” He shrugs, looking confused. “All right then, now that we have that all cleared up, can you grab your mother’s purse?” I lift her up, and he laughs. “She’s slow. We’ll get to the water much faster.”


  “I got her crutches, too.”


  “Cool, little man.”


  


  


  ***


  I sit and listen to her phone conversation with her aunt.


  “No, I’m not changing my mind.” She stops to listen. “The house is on the market. I’m not changing my mind.” Again, she stops, looks at me, and covers the receiver “If she knows it sold, she will do something horrible.” I nod as she continues to listen. “No, I’m not giving you any of the profit, Margie. You took out a second mortgage for two hundred thousand dollars.” She looks over at me, and the hurt in her eyes crushes me.


  I put my hand out and mouth, “Phone.”


  She shakes her head no, but I take it, anyway.


  “Finn, don’t. She’s—”


  “This is Finn. I just wanted to let you know you’re lucky that Sonya doesn’t press charges for fraud, embezzlement, and driving with Noah in the car while you were fucked up.”


  “It was pain medication, not illegal. It was prescribed for my TMJ after getting assaulted by my ex.” Her voice cracks.


  “He hit you?”


  “Yes, he did. It was awful—”


  “Should have hit you harder,” I say, serious as shit.


  Sonya covers her mouth and tries not to laugh.


  “What did you just say?” the bitch gasps.


  “You come near her, and I’ll make sure you wish the son-of-a-bitch did. You call here again, and I will push for an investigation to be opened whether or not Sonya wants one. She and Noah are gonna start living and stop giving to fucking leeches like you. Have a shitty night, bitch.” I hang up and look at Sonya. “If she calls here again, I want to know.”


  She nods. “Okay.”


  I look at her lips, then her eyes and then her lips again. “I want you so damn bad.” I push her hair back, resting my hand on her neck as I pull her toward me.


  “We have to wait for the doctor’s okay.”


  “Killing me,” I grumble, kissing her lips.


  “I love you.”


  “I love you.”
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  I watch as Finn and Memphis carry the couch through the French doors that lead to the back patio of our new home.


  It all happened fast. When it came down between two houses—one on the beach and one just outside of the city with ten acres and a barn—I picked the house that wasn’t on the water.


  Finn and Noah ganged up on me. They seem to do that a lot lately. Finn says I over-think everything, that being spontaneous once in a while would feel good. Then Finn smiled at me, and God, his smile made me weak, and strong, and so very happy.


  “That means four wheelers,” Noah whispered to Finn, and then they fist bumped each other.


  A week later, we both put our money together and bought a house. It is in both our names. His and mine. Ours.


  With no mortgage, nothing to figure out or plan for, we just need to live and love. That’s what I painted above the brick fireplace in our living room, just above the obnoxious sixty-inch flat screen.


  I watch Finn and Memphis set down the first part of the huge U-shaped sectional that will be the center of the room, a place where Noah will grow up listening to music, watching TV, and witnessing the love a real man shows to a woman.


  Finn is not just sexy; he is sweet, and he loves me. He. Loves. Me. And I love him.


  “Paint’s not good for the baby. Ladders with broken legs are not good for you,” Finn whispers in my ear, taking the brush out of my hand and shakes his head as he grabs the stepladder.


  “It’s not broken anymore, remember? Fast healer, cast came off yesterday-”


  “Still, you could hurt yourself. No ladder.” He kisses me. When he pulls back I nod agreeing. “Thank you.”


  Our little one survived the accident, just like Noah survived ours.


  When I told Finn, he said, “Next one isn’t gonna go through that.”


  “The next one?”


  “We have seven bedrooms, Yaya; we might as well fill them up. We can teach them how to love. Nothing better than love.” He laughed when he said it, and I understood his frustration. We haven’t had sex since before the accident. I have been sick and tired, yet he has been amazingly patient.


  “Go relax,” he tells me now. “Read Noah that book, the one about the cat that thinks he’s a dog. It makes him laugh. I kind of love his laugh.”


  “You love Noah’s laugh?”


  “Yeah, of course I do. I also love when he sleeps so I can have you all to myself.” He kisses me quickly. “Sit, read, and relax.”


  “It feels wrong to sit on my butt when you’re doing all the work.”


  “You worked all week, so you deserve it. I didn’t do shit but hang out with Noah. Kind of feel like a kept man. I need to do something.”


  “You are. You’re teaching Noah how to be a man, and you’re making me fall deeper and deeper in love with you.”


  “Well, fuck, I’m gonna need to start wearing a damn cape.”


  “Yeah.” I smile and sit down.


  


  


  ***


  Finn


  


  Exhausted, I climb the stairs with the little man in my arms. Sonya and he both fell asleep on the new sofa. I sent her up while I locked up and set the alarm system that she insisted on. I do that every night, hoping she falls asleep because making out was great as a teenager, but as a man who has been inside of a woman like her—raw—it’s hell.


  I lie Noah down in his room that is directly across from ours and tuck him in. He may have the asshole who came in her first’s coloring, but his smile, his eyes, his heart, they are hers. He is a little man, his own person. He’s been through a lot in his life and he has a lot more to go through. I will do whatever I can to help him get through it all.


  I often wondered if he would ever want to call me Dad, introduce me as his Dad. I shake my head and step back, whatever he wants, is his. I smile thinking he already knows that. Tomorrow we are going shopping for four wheelers, while Yaya is at Forever Four working.


  I couldn’t wait to tinker in the barn with him, like I had with my Dad. The difference, the woman would be with us, not inside cooking up poison.


  “Love you little man,” I whisper it out loud for the first time, because I do, without a doubt.


  I turn on his nightlight and close the door behind me. Then I walk across the hall where I find Sonya isn’t in bed. However, I see a light shining underneath the bathroom door and hear the shower running.


  I knock once, pushing the door open with my knuckles. “You okay?”


  She looks out of the shower and smiles. “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah, of course I am, but … Wow, look at those tits.”


  She pushes them together. “I need new bras.”


  I need my tongue between them, I think as my dick stirs in my pants.


  I nod instead of speaking, because nothing sweet will come out.


  “I don’t know how long the hot water will last. I think you should get in here if you’re showering tonight.”


  “A cold shower sounds good.”


  She takes a sponge and squeezes it over her tits, the water falling down on them. “A hot shower sounds better.”


  The way she says it, the way she purrs, brings me nearly to my knees.


  I pull off my shirt, and she bites her lip. I unbutton my pants, and her knees clench together as her mouth falls open. When I shove them down, she licks her lips. I walk toward her, and she doesn’t step back.


  I walk straight into her, my cock rubbing against her stomach, and I groan from the heat of her skin against mine. I reach behind her and grab her neck, pulling her into a kiss. Her hands immediately tangle in my hair, where they always end up. She’s a little less tame, pulls a little harder.


  “Sonya,” I groan as my open mouth runs down her jaw and back up. Nipping her ear and reaching between us, I rub my finger between her hot, wet lips, and she pushes into my touch. I push a finger inside her and immediately find what I’m looking for—her G-spot.


  “Oh, God,” she moans as she lifts her leg and hooks it around my hip.


  “Guess again,” I groan as my mouth runs down her jaw.


  “Finn, my Finn.”


  I turn her facing the stone shower wall and reach in front of her. I push two fingers in her, and she whimpers as she squeezes my fingers now deep inside. I push her long, brown hair over her shoulder and suck on her flesh. Then I reach around and cup her tit, rubbing my thumb across her peaked nipple, and squeeze as I finger her harder, faster.


  “Don’t stop. Oh, Finn, don’t stop,” she pants as she places her hands against the wall, her head hanging down as she rides my fingers.


  I release her tit and grab my cock in my hand, rubbing it against her round, little ass. Her back arches, and she spreads wider for me.


  She looks over her shoulder. “Please. Please, Finn.”


  I take my fingers out, using one to circle her clit as I push into her pussy slowly. I watch my dick enter her, and her back arches more. I grip her ass with one hand and rub my thumb up and down. Her little, pink hole puckers when I touch it. She looks back at me, and I do it again. She doesn’t tell me no, and fuck if I don’t want more of it.


  I stick my pinky in my mouth and get it nice and wet. Then I run it over her again and again until she arches her back more and widens her stance. I feed her more of my cock and push my pinky against my new desire. Her body’s movement is accepting, so I push the tip of my pinky inside. She tenses before I thrust my hips forward, almost fully inside as I wiggle my pinky ever so slightly.


  I feel her quiver as I move slowly in and out of her. I move slowly, afraid to do it any other way, because I will either come too soon or hurt her.


  I keep up the pace and bring her to the edge then slow down, over and over again until she looks back at me.


  “Please, Finn. I want to come. Let me come for you.”


  “No one else ever again.”


  “No one else ever before.”


  “Fuck!” I take my pinky from her ass and grip both hips as I rock her faster and a little harder until her pussy clenches my cock inside of her, and I feel her orgasm. “I’m not gonna hold out much longer.”


  “Come, Finn,” she begs as I continue fucking her through her orgasm.


  “With me, babe.”


  “All the way.”


  “Forever,” I groan as the last stream of cum shoots in to her.


  “Forever,” she moans.


  “I love you so damn much,” I say as I pull out and turn her to face me.


  She pushes herself up on her toes and kisses me hard, just the way I like it.


  


  ###The END###
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  To all of you who follow me on social media, so many of you have become friends and I adore you.


  To all of you who message or e-mail, your words mean so much to me. Thank you for taking the time it is very appreciated.


  


  To my alpha


  You know who you are and how much I love… love… love you.


  


  To Hype PR


  Love you bunches thank you for making me realize I have no clue what I am doing and should just stick to writing… lol.


  


  To Joely


  Hugs and love. Thank you for everything


  


  To my Jules


  Fucking wizard. I will meet you some day and we will hug….and be happy.


  


  To C&D


  I swear to God above you ladies make me crazy in such a good way. I literarily enjoy going through the edit process. Who the hell says that?!


  


  To Kellie


  I love you SOOO much. So much, that I promise to give you more time with the next book…. Umm…. Have I said that before?!? Okay I will make an effort to do that, for real.


  


  To Indie Ventions


  Mel…. You are a saint and I hope you know I feel that way. You could tell me to f off with my hundred changes but you don’t. Thank you.


  


  To Ivy,


  Missing you and super proud of you!!!


  


  To my virtual girls,


  My secrets are safe with you, and yours with me. How crazy is it that we meet people we never would have before and who truly become part of us? I love it! Love you all too!


  


  To K23,


  (author Kari March)


  I am so very appreciative of you as well. My readers first impression of my book comes from you. Thank you for always giving me perfection.


  


  To CC and my Kate,


  I love you both!


  


  To Franggy the cover model


  I am gonna skip right past the thanks to you and say it to God. Thank you God for Franggy….


  


  To Ellie


  Thank you for Franggy Yanez too. Would not have found a perfect Finn if not for you <3


  (insert middle finger pic… cause I know you like that as much as I do)


  


  To Terri Anne Browning,


  Thank you for allowing me to play with her band!


  If the Tainted Knights intrigued you check out Terri Anne Browning’s Rocker series starting with,


  The Rocker That Holds Me .


  The Tainted Knights by Terri Anne have their own series coming in late 2016.


  


  


  Last but not least…


  


  To my little chick,


  I will be forced to explain someday, I know I will. You will look at me like you did when you found the text that said I am free until 10 and freaked out and thought I was dating someone. You actually said ‘I want to jump in the lake, hit my head on a rock, and hope I don’t remember seeing that.’ And I swear you were serious and I am sorry I laughed so hard I couldn’t talk but it was hysterical.


  Lesson one… if you’re gonna snoop do it right, Joely is not JOE!


  Lesson two… what I want for you someday can be found within the pages of my books, NOT the naughty stuff, because I will take the key to the chastity belt, I will have you locked in, to the grave with me…. but that kind of man who makes up his mind and sticks with it. Who puts his family first. The kind of man that makes you smile and that cherishes your heart, that kind of love, forever steel.


  I will make certain you are that kind of woman too. You already are becoming her. So strong, so beautiful, so intelligent, so talented, and growing more confident in you everyday.


  I love you… more


  <3
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