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	Thank you for choosing to read Interlude. This is Jordan Weston’s story and is part of The Illusion Series world. Interlude is an interconnected standalone novel. It can be read by itself, but you will enjoy it much more if you read it as part of the full series. I hope you all love Jordan’s story! 
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	This one is for all The Illusion Series readers. You asked for more and I love to make you happy. 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Life is a balance between holding on and letting go.

	 

	~ Rumi
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	It’s been twenty years since I lost my family. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of them and hate my birth father with the intensity of ten thousand suns. Even calling him a birth father is more credit than I’d like to give him, but unfortunately, you can’t change biology. 

	My father, my real dad in every way, is Owen Weston. He’s Aunt Karen’s husband and the best man I know. Without a second thought, he welcomed me—a psychologically damaged and physically wounded child—into his home with open arms and a heart full of love. It never mattered to them how difficult I was or how depressed I got, they loved me, and they still love me with every fiber of their being. In the blink of an eye, my aunt and uncle became my parents, and my cousins—Diane, Noah, Sawyer, and Rory—became my brothers and sisters. 

	It helped that I wasn’t the only flawed child; my cousin Sawyer was just as fucked up as I was. Still is, actually. That’s what happens when you walk into a house where an entire family has been killed and you save the sole survivor. Without Sawyer’s sheer determination and bravery that day, I’d be dead. As much as I wish he’d never have gone through what he did, I’m glad his efforts weren’t a total waste. I spent a lot of days wishing I’d died too, but I spent even more time being thankful Sawyer had saved me. I can’t imagine how it would have affected him if we’d all passed and even though we don’t talk about it much anymore, we both know we have each other to talk to, if the need arises. Sawyer and I were only seven years old the day our lives changed forever—the day my birth father killed his family before taking his own life. 

	Today, I’m sitting with my family as we mourn the loss of another one of our tribe who has been taken too soon. Hoping to numb the pain, I’ve allowed myself a double dose of my anti-anxiety medication. I’ve never been able to master the art of coping, but hey, no one is perfect. With silent tears streaming down my cheeks, I sit in the corner of the private VIP suite at the hospital and try to absorb what just happened. 

	While the accident is at the forefront of my mind, there’s a dark shadow hovering closely behind it—the shattered look on Allie’s face when I asked her to take care of my cat and Ty and Sasha’s outrage when I said they couldn’t come either. There are a dozen reasons I couldn’t let them come, but the top two are the only ones that matter. My family is famous, and discretion is key, especially since this has now become a high-level press frenzy. It’s just not the time to let my personal shit mix with my family life. If they’d have come, that’s exactly what would have happened. Besides, whether they realize it or not, they are where I need them the most—running my bar. Without them, I’d have to have shut down completely, and I can’t afford the lost revenue. 

	At times like this, I miss my real mom. More than anything, I miss her hugs and her comforting words. Thank God for Aunt Karen, my other mom—she’s a close second. Right now, though, when her world is falling apart around her, I’d feel guilty as fuck if I tried to lean on her. 

	There was an accident on my brothers’ tour tonight. They’re in a band with their two best friends. Not just any band though. The four of them make up Bastards and Dangerous, the biggest rock band in the world. They only have two months left on their tour before retiring and leaving the music world on their terms: while they’re still topping the charts. Instead of being able to enjoy retirement, they’re mourning one of their own—we all are. Once again, life reminds me she’s a wicked bitch and it’s never safe to get close to anyone. My brother Noah would disagree, he’d say it’s fate. If that’s the case, fate is nothing more than life’s evil sister. 

	I lean back in my seat and close my eyes, trying to remember a happier time while my meds do their thing. It’s not like I don’t hear everyone around me crying and whispering, but sadness is part of my daily existence. If I let myself drown in it once again, I might never find the strength to pull myself out of it. 
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	Seven Years Ago

	Although I kicked everyone out of the bar when we closed a half-hour ago, I haven’t locked the doors yet. Tyler said he might pop by, so I figured it would be easier if he could let himself in. The way I’ve been spacing out tonight, I’d probably miss his knock. Case and point is the gleaming bar I’ve been cleaning for I don’t even know how long. 

	Things are kind of messed up right now. Unless I win the lottery, this is my last week in the bar. Uncle Chuy, the only relative on my birth father’s side of the family I stayed in touch with, passed away last month. Just an Illusion was his bar. It’s the place where my brothers got their start in the music business, where I’ve worked since I was sixteen, and where my uncle taught me everything I ever needed to know about running a bar and a business. 

	When Chuy died, he left me the bar and the mountain of debt that came along with it. Chuy owned the bar and the property it sits on, but with his declining health over the past few years and his ability to work less often, he took out a loan on it to keep up with his mounting medical and business expenses. I tried refinancing it to get a lower interest rate, but I was denied. I guess a twenty-one-year-old with minimal savings and no formal education isn’t a desirable candidate for a loan. If I don’t come up with half a million dollars, or a co-signer, by the end of the week, the bank is foreclosing on the bar. A co-signer is off the table, so I’ll do this myself or not at all. 

	Leaning back against the bar, I take it all in.  Chuy’s favorite accessory sits in the far corner—his prized jukebox. The large stage is the center attraction in the main room, as well as a large dance floor. Oversized, cozy booths and sleek, leather furniture round out the décor and ambiance of the space. I’m sure as hell gonna miss this place. 

	The door to the bar flies open, and I whip my head around, following the sound. Tyler doesn’t ever bust in like that. 

	“J, what’s up, brother?” 

	Sawyer and Noah saunter into the bar with their bodyguard Mac as if they own it. It’s not surprising; it’s their home away from home as well—when they’re not on tour, that is. 

	“What are you guys doing here?” I hop over the bar, excited to see them, and Noah is the first to pull me into a hug. 

	“We had a few days off, so we thought we’d come home. We know this week must suck ass for you.” Noah releases me, and Sawyer pulls me into a subsequent hug. 

	“We also missed you.” Sawyer pulls back, nailing me with an angry glare. “You should just come on tour with us, then we wouldn’t have to miss you so damn much.” 

	The idea of touring with them has always been tempting, but my life is meant to be spent behind a bar, not on a tour bus. Or so I thought …

	“Well, maybe now I’ll come visit until I figure out what to do with my life.” I turn my attention to Mac. “How are you doing, Mac? Keeping these guys in line? I’m not sure they pay you enough to put up with their shit.” 

	A deep rumbling laugh flows from him as he pats my shoulder. “I’d be doing better if you’d pour us a few beers.” 

	“Sure thing.” 

	As I take my place behind the bar and get their beers ready, they all take a seat in their usual spots at the bar. I don’t need to see his face to feel Mac’s gaze, and if Tyler wasn’t coming by tonight, I might consider flirting with him. 

	“Stop eye fucking my brother, Mac,” Sawyer grumbles, but we all know he’s messing around. 

	My brothers have never cared about my bisexuality. In fact, Sawyer has become a pretty good wingman over the years. Noah is more of the romantic, one-woman, long-term, monogamous relationship kind of guy, which makes him a horrible wingman but an incredible relationship role model. If I ever decide I want one, that is. 

	“If I was eye fucking him, you’d know it. I’m on the clock and simply appreciating the view,” Mac counters perfectly. So perfect, in fact, I turn my attention to him and take in all of his perfection: dark skin, light eyes, shaved head, and muscles for days. He’s packing more than just the heat in his holster too. I’ve had a thing for Mac since day one, but there’s no way I can be with the man who protects my brothers on a daily basis. They need to be his constant focus. I won’t cross that line, no matter how tempting it might be. 

	“Jordan …” Sawyer calls my name, and I flash Mac a smile. 

	“Yes, Sawyer?”

	“We didn’t come here so you can flirt. We have something to talk to you about.” 

	The tone of his voice catches me off guard. It’s the one he uses when he’s about to piss me off. I cross my arms over my chest in defensive mode and lean against the back of the bar. “What happened?” 

	Noah and Sawyer exchange cautious glances, and Noah speaks up, “We did a thing.” 

	“We did it for you,” Sawyer kicks in, and I know it’s bad now. They’re fraternal twins, and when they start finishing each other’s sentences, it’s usually when they’re either nervous or excited—or both. 

	I lean forward with both of my hands gripping the edge of the bar. “What kind of thing did you do?” 

	“We bought the bar for you,” Noah says rapidly. 

	“As a gift, for our brother,” Sawyer adds.

	“You what?!” 

	They flinch at my explosive outburst. Sadness fills Noah’s features, but Sawyer’s expression is glacial as he stands, mimicking my stance so we’re now face to face. 

	“We bought you your bar. Instead of yelling, maybe you should think about saying thanks.” 

	Sawyer doesn’t scare me, even though most people would be intimidated by him. 

	“What part of ‘I don’t want your help,’ don’t you understand? This is my problem, and I’m going to fix it or …” 

	Noah intervenes, pushing Sawyer back in the process. “Or what, J? Abandon Chuy’s legacy? He wanted you to have this. If we had known how much he was struggling, we would’ve paid his bills and he never would have gotten buried in debt like this and the bar would be yours anyway. It’s the same outcome, just a different route to get there.” 

	“I’m not taking your handout. I’m not a charity case!” My blood pressure is rising, the whooshing of my heartbeat in my ears grows louder with each beat. Sawyer opens his mouth to speak, but Noah silences him with an upheld finger while meeting my gaze head-on. 

	“We’re family, J, and family is never charity. Money comes and goes, but family is for life. We want to do this for you. It’s a gift, not a handout. However, if you won’t let us buy it for you would you, let Tony’s dad draw up a contract for a loan?” 

	One of Noah’s best friends, Tony, is in law school. His dad is also an attorney, so it makes sense they’d go to him for something like this. 

	“A loan?” The words don’t taste as bitter on my tongue as the idea of a gift, but they don’t sit right either. 

	“Yes, a loan,” Sawyer mocks sarcastically. “The bar is ours no matter what. So you can take it for the gift it was intended to be, let the bar sit empty and collect dust, or make payments on it and be happy.” 

	I begin pacing behind the bar. Once again, my brothers have swooped in to save the day. It’s so irritating, even if it is the answer to all my problems. 

	“Just because the two of you are famous rock stars now with more money than sense doesn’t mean you can just drop half a million dollars at my feet. This bar may never turn that kind of profit. I might never make that much money in my life. Then what? I’m beholden to the two of you forever?” 

	Sawyer’s smirk irritates the hell out of me. He’s enjoying this far too much. 

	“Just the thought of someone being beholden to me makes me want to go buy a pair of shoes for them to spit shine for me … daily.” 

	“That’s not funny, Sawyer,” Noah replies softly before turning to me with the sincerest of expressions. “Jordan, please, this place means as much to us as it does to you. We can be silent partners if that makes you feel better. Consider the offer. We just didn’t know what else to do. If you had the money and the situation were reversed, I know you would do the same for us.” 

	Without hesitation. 

	With a resigned sigh, I nod my acquiescence. “A loan, with interest. Whatever the market rate is right now, just like I would have received from the bank. Thirty-year term?” 

	They exchange knowing smiles and agree. Noah’s gaze meets mine, “Whatever makes you happy.” 

	“Happy would have been doing it on my own,” I grumble. 

	“You did do it on your own, J. We’re just the bank. One who values your honor and integrity over your credit score and bank account,” Sawyer rationalizes, and it makes me feel better—marginally. There isn’t anyone in the world I trust more than them. 

	“Fine, it’s a deal, but I don’t want any special treatment. No erasing interest or forgiving the debt at any stage. For the next thirty years, the two of you are my landlords. And Sawyer, if you ever ask me to shine your shoes, I’m going to fucking sock you in the face.” 

	“There’s the brother I know and love.”
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	Present Day

	As I pull my car into the lot, I wonder how in the world people find this place. Just an Illusion looks like an industrial building off by its lonesome. The parking lot is huge, and the building is nothing if not unique. 

	Stepping out of my car, I shield my eyes from the setting sun and get a good look. The entire outside is covered in street art. Most people would call it graffiti, I’m sure, but there is a natural flow from one piece of artistry to the next. It’s actually pretty cool, and I bet it’s what draws people in. 

	I’m meeting my best friend Sasha here to fill out my new-employee paperwork and observe for a few hours. Sasha is saving my ass with this job. I had to get out of D.C., and Sasha offered me her extra room and the job until I get on my feet. It’s not my first time waitressing, so it shouldn’t be too difficult. I just hope the owner comes in so I can thank him for hiring me solely on Sasha’s recommendation. To hear her tell it, she practically runs this place anyway. If I had to guess, though, I’d say I got the job because Jordan is Sasha’s best friend in L.A. and would do anything to help her out. 

	I don’t know much about him at all. Sasha has been tight-lipped about her life in L.A., and she doesn’t use any social media. We haven’t seen each other in three years, but we talk almost every single day. Sasha has always been a loner, probably from all the years she spent in foster care, but she’s happy with her life and doesn’t have to worry about what anyone says or thinks of her. Even if she did, she’d tell people to go fuck themselves. It’s one of the things I love most about her. 

	Sasha lives life on her on terms. I should’ve taken a page from her playbook long ago, but now is my chance to start over. I was hoping I’d be here sooner, but driving cross country took longer than I thought it would, especially with Thanksgiving travelers all over the place. I stopped at Sasha’s apartment and used the key she left under the mat to let myself in, drop off my things, and take a quick shower before coming here to start my new beginning. 

	With a deep breath, I open the door and let my eyes adjust to the darker interior as I step inside. Calling this place a bar is an understatement. It’s really a large club. There are two bars—one to the left and one to the right—running almost the full length of the building. There are circular tables and chairs in front of the large stage that is front and center of it all. As I take a few steps in, I’m flanked on either side by leather couches and large leather ottomans for those who want to relax and maybe speak a bit more privately. To the left is a small set of steps that leads to what looks like a dining area, and to the right are some steps leading to a few pool tables, darts, and some high-top tables. This place has a great vibe. It’s classy, but in a completely relaxing way. The lighting is bright enough to see but low enough to make you feel right at home. I can already tell I’m going to love it here. 

	“Allie Baker, as I live and breathe. Get over here, you sexy bitch, and give me a hug!” Sasha calls out as she exits the bar on the left, and I head her way. She’s rocking a red corset and a black leather mini skirt—both accentuating her curvy figure. 

	I tackle hug her when I’m close enough, practically squeezing her to death. I can’t help it; I’ve missed her something fierce. 

	“Careful there, Baker. Hug me any harder and you might make me pop a tit.” 

	Laughing at her ridiculousness, I release her before pulling her back in for another hug. “That might work on some people, but I know those boobs are one hundred percent natural. God knows I’ve been envious of them long enough. Stop trying to get out of expressing your feelings and give me a hug.” 

	She squeezes me back, and when we part, we look each other over. “Speaking of boobs …” with a raised brow she eyes mine. “Do I need to be worried about popping yours?” 

	“Ha! You’re hilarious. Victoria’s Secret has their name for a reason. B’s magically become C’s in their bras.” 

	“This is true.” She pauses and gives me one of her rare, natural smiles. “I’m glad you finally came to your senses and left all the BS behind you. We’ve got a bit before I need to start getting ready to open. Come catch me up. What did the douche do when you left him?” 

	The douche. That would be Evan, my ex-fiancé. 

	“Ah, well …” 

	Sasha’s eyes brighten. “You didn’t tell him, you sneaky bitch. It’s not like he deserved you anyway.” 

	“I told him … in the letter I left on the counter with my engagement ring before I threw my shit in the car and left.” 

	“And?” She pulls out a bottle of tequila and pours me a shot. 

	I pound it down and shrug. “I’ve been in the car for five days. It wasn’t safe to answer my phone while driving, but his messages are interesting. I saved them for you.” 

	“Oh, this ought to be good.” Sasha takes my phone and hits the voicemail button before putting it on speaker. 

	“Allie bear, I got your letter. This isn’t okay. Call me.” 

	“Allie, come on now, be reasonable. You can’t just call off our engagement with a letter. Give me a call.” 

	“Enough, Bear, she didn’t mean anything to me. You know how it is in D.C., there’s temptation wherever you go. I was having a weak moment, but it’s you I love. Come home and I’ll buy you a new car and we’ll finally put an offer in on that house we were looking at.” 

	“Allie, I’ve made excuses for you all week, but enough is enough. This is embarrassing for me and your father. You’ve made your point. We have that charity gala next weekend, and I expect you to be back for it.” 

	“Good lord, Allie, he’s worse than I remember, and that’s saying something. So if you would’ve fallen on some guy’s dick in a moment of weakness, that would have been okay? Thank God you got out when you did. What’s the senator have to say about this?” 

	“Next message.” 

	The senator is pissed, but that’s my father for you. The only time we’re close is when I fill the doting daughter role to his liking. Evan and I were both interns in his office one summer, and the only reason Evan asked me out was to kiss my father’s ass. He has huge political aspirations, and I think he figures if he rides my father’s coattails long enough, he’ll get to the White House one way or another. 

	“Allison, Evan has filled me in on the situation. You need to stop acting like a child and come home. I’ve frozen your trust until you’ve had time to think rationally about this. Discrete affairs happen. They’re not the end of the world. Have one of your own if it will make you feel better. I expect you at the gala, Allison. I won’t be a laughing stock because you’ve decided to have a tantrum.” 

	“Ugh, he is such a condescending prick. Tell me you’re not letting them get to you?” 

	I stick my index finger in the shot glass and spin it around. “No chance in hell. I took enough money out of my trust to pay off all my credit cards. My car is already paid for. He can put a hold on the trust all he wants to, but when I’m thirty, it’s mine to do with as I please. I can get by for four more years.” 

	Sasha leans forward and smacks a big kiss on my forehead. “I love this new version of you. I know you’ve been wanting to stick it to your old man for a while, but I’ve never seen this kind of determination in you. I’m proud of you, Al.” 

	“Thanks. Can you tell me where the bathroom is?” 

	Sasha points down a hall in the back. I’m almost to the bathroom when the unmistakable sound of two people getting it on greets my ears.  

	“Dammit, Ty, I’m going to come!” 

	As I walk by a partially open door, there’s a man on his knees looking up at someone with lustful eyes.  “Give it to me. I want to take it all.” 

	The man I can’t see lowers his hand and laces his fingers through Ty’s hair. Ty opens his mouth and leans forward. As hot as this is, I shouldn’t be spying and rush past and duck into the bathroom. Watching two coworkers suck each other off makes for an interesting first day, but it’s not my business. The last thing I need is drama before I’ve even filled out my new-employee paperwork. 

	After I’ve used the facilities, I’m hesitant to walk out, but I’m going to have to get out of the bathroom sometime. The door is closed when I pass by and all is quiet. As I approach the bar, a man waves at Sasha. 

	“Later, Sasha.” 

	She nods as she cleans a glass. “See you later, Ty.” 

	I sit on the barstool with the paperwork in front of it. “Who was that?” 

	Sasha rolls her eyes. “Ask me later. Too much to explain here.” 

	With a nod, I turn my attention to my paperwork. Other employees start working around me as people start filling the bar for a fun night out. I pass Sasha my finished paperwork.

	“Wait here for me and I’ll file it away in J’s office. It might take a few minutes. I need to pull your application and put it on his desk as a reminder you’re here.” 

	“I’ll be here.”  

	Spinning around on my stool so I can familiarize myself with the bar, I catch sight of him. The sexiest man I have ever seen walks down the stairs from the billiards room and stops at the table in front of me. 

	Barely breathing, I bring my barstool to a halt. Sweet Jesus, he looks absolutely sinful. I’ve never seen anyone make blue jeans and a black t-shirt look so damn good. Men like him aren’t my usual type, in fact the whole tatted down bad boy look—usually turns me off, but there’s something about him that has me looking twice. His arms are layered from top to bottom with colorful tattoos, and even from here, his dark-gray eyes are noticeable. It’s as if there’s a storm brewing in his irises; I can’t tell if he’s pissed or if it’s part of his natural appeal. This man has a darkness about him, an aura that screams he’s untouchable, and I imagine many women have tried to fix him. On second thought, “fix” isn’t the right word. Women would try to save this is man. A man like him doesn’t need saving though; he needs to meet his match. 

	Turning my attention away from him, I straighten my posture and look around for Sasha. It’s taking her forever to get back to me. Although the guy is incredible to look at, it’s my first day of work and I can’t have any distractions. Sasha is saving my ass with this job. There’s no way I’m going to let her down. 

	As I continue to wait, I can’t help but glance back at him again just as he brings his booted foot up to the chair across from him and begins lacing up his Doc Martens. He’s got that freshly fucked look, his spiky black locks are all messed up, and I wonder if he just rolled out of some girl’s bed. When he looks up, his eyes catch mine, and a sensual smirk spreads over his lips. He caught me staring and he knows it. A flush creeps into my cheeks, and his smirk almost turns into a smile. Normally, I’d break eye contact out of pure embarrassment, but there is something about him that keeps me laser focused on him. 

	“Earth to Allie.” 

	Shit. Sasha caught me staring too.

	“Sorry, Sasha. Let me go wash my hands and I’ll be ready to start.” 

	She grabs my arm and pulls me close.

	“Listen, Allie, stay away from Jordan. You are rainbows and sunshine, but he’s fire and brimstone. You know I like bad boys and I don’t even go there. He may be my best friend, but he’s bad news. He looks well-fucked because he is. He’s a hot mess wrapped up in a sinfully delightful package. He gave you this job sight unseen because you’re my other best friend and I vouched for you. Life hasn’t been kind to him, Al. Some days I wonder why he bothers getting up each morning.” 

	With wide eyes, I glance back at him—he’s not even looking my way anymore. This gorgeous man is my new boss? I’m so fucked. 

	“Allie, look,” Sasha places her hand on my shoulder and leans closer, “I’m not telling you this to scare you away. You’re a big girl, you can do what you want, and if he fucks anything like his cousin, you’re in for a treat.” She sighs. “Just remember you’re vulnerable right now, and this job is only temporary for you. You’re destined for bigger and better things. Keep your eye on your goals, not Jordan.” She passes me a t-shirt. “Put this on while you’re washing your hands. You don’t have to wear it every day, but you might as well make a good impression tonight.” 
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	Exiting the restroom wearing the new shirt Sasha gave me, I’m ready to work. Jordan wiggles his finger in a “come here” motion and walks into the room I passed earlier. The door to the large office is wide open this time. With an intimidating glare, he looks me over and picks up the paperwork off of his desk and then sets it back down. 

	“You must be Allie.” 

	That voice … the tousled hair … Oh my God … 

	My new boss is gay, and I just watched his boyfriend suck him off. Well, almost. “It was you,” I gasp as my cheeks heat. Shit. I didn’t mean to say that out loud. “I mean, I’m sorry, yes … I’m Allie … Allison, really, but everyone calls me Allie.” 

	I can’t shut up. His eyes are narrowed, but his lips twitch like he’s trying hard not to laugh. 

	“What do you mean, it’s me?” 

	“Oh, uh … It’s nothing, I swear.” 

	He leans back against his desk and crosses his arms, assessing me. He’s not tall, maybe five foot ten, but the way he carries himself? He might as well be a giant. 

	“Close the door, Allie, and have a seat.” 

	Shit. I’m already in trouble. I close the door as he rounds his desk and sits down. 

	“I don’t typically hire people I’ve never met, but I’m sure Sasha has mentioned how close we are.” 

	I’m at a loss for words and only answer with a nod. He seems oddly satisfied with my new-found silence. 

	“I have one rule in the bar that outweighs all the rest. My employees must always tell me the truth. Don’t call in sick if you’re hungover. Tell me you’re hungover. Don’t short the cash register because you need cash. Ask for it. Be honest at all times and we’ll get along fine. Lie to me and we’re going to have a problem. Well, you’ll have a problem because you’ll be looking for a new job. Am I clear?” 

	Damn, he’s hardcore and kind of cool all at the same time. 

	“Crystal,” I answer, finding my voice and courage again. 

	“Good. So … tell me what you meant when you said it was me.” 

	And that’s a wrap. I admit I saw him getting sucked off, or I lie and get fired because I’m not a good liar. 

	“I uh … I walked by your office earlier before the bar was open. Your door wasn’t all the way closed. I heard … It doesn’t matter. I really didn’t see much, just him.” 

	Dropping my eyes to the ground to hide my shame at watching something meant to be private doesn’t help. 

	“Allie, look at me when I’m speaking to you.” 

	My eyes meet his stormy ones. 

	“Are you bothered by what you saw?” 

	“What? No! Of course not. I don’t care if you’re gay.” I’m just disappointed I’ll never get to experience those eyes boring into me as we fuck. 

	Jordan cracks a tiny smile. “I’m not gay. I’m bisexual. And not that I owe you any explanations, but this isn’t something that normally happens. My sexual encounters aren’t usually in the bar, but Tyler and I are … complicated.” 

	“It’s okay. I totally understand complicated. This is your place and you don’t have to explain it.” 

	“I’m sorry if it freaked you out.” 

	My mouth drops. “I’m not a prude, Jordan. If you want honesty, it was hot. Not that I watched because I didn’t, I swear, but I heard enough to know that if someone wanted me as much as he wanted you, I’d consider myself lucky.” 

	TMI, Allie.

	Jordan laughs and reaches his hand over the desk to shake mine. As our palms touch, I’m surprised at the warmth radiating from him. I have a feeling Jordan is going to be quite the enigma. I love a good puzzle. 

	“Keep being honest, Allie, and I think we’ll get along fine.”
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	The new girl is doing better than I thought she would. By the end of the night, Sasha has given her two sections of her own. Her dazzling smile and perky tits seem to be getting her lots of attention. She’s still a little jumpy around me, and I’m not sure if it’s because of what she saw earlier or because she was clearly eye fucking me before she knew I was her boss. 

	To be fair, I was eye fucking her too. She’s a sexy little vixen, that’s for sure. Allie is curvy, petite, and she seems honest. Nah, scratch that—I know she’s honest because she’s Sasha’s best friend. Sasha doesn’t trust just anybody; her past is almost as fucked up as mine. 

	“Stop ogling my friend, J,” Sasha hisses as she leans down to grab some clean glasses underneath the bar. 

	“She’s an employee, Sasha.” 

	Once she’s back at full height, she flashes me an evil stare. In her heels, she’s about equal to my height, but Sasha doesn’t intimidate me. I stare right back at her. 

	“She’s been through a lot, J. Please don’t fuck this up for her.” 

	Sasha hasn’t said much to me about why Allie needed a job. I didn’t ask and never will. The only thing that mattered was that Sasha needed a favor. I’d do anything for her. 

	“Come on, you know me better than that. Besides, things are going decent with me and Ty right now. I kind of want to see where this goes.” 

	Sasha huffs and rolls her eyes at me. “You know exactly where it’s going to go: the same place it always does, with you drunk on my couch when you guys call it quits again.” She turns her attention to the customer at the bar, and I turn mine back to Allie. 

	Ty and I have been dancing the same dance since right after high school. He’s the only man I’ve ever loved, and I know it’s the same for him. Tyler’s family believes being gay—or in our case, bi—is a sin. He says he’ll give them up for me, and maybe he would, but I’d never forgive myself. My family is everything to me, and if things didn’t work out between us, he’d have nothing and it would be all my fault. I love him too much to put him through that. So we keep moving in and out of each other’s lives for convenience, for our sanity, and because it’s too damn hard to let someone go when love has never been the issue. 

	“I need two gin and tonics, two lemon drops, and three blowjobs.” Allie places her tray on the bar and blushes. I could let it go, but it’s more fun to fuck with her. 

	“I can help you with the first two, but you’re going to have to ask nicely if you want the third.” 

	“Grow up, J. I swear, some days you’d never know you’re the owner of this fine establishment,” Sasha grumbles as she makes the shots for Allie. 

	Sasha puts the blowjobs on Allie’s tray while I finish the rest of her drinks. She picks up her tray and locks her pretty blue eyes on mine. 

	“Keep leaving your door open and I won’t have to ask. Don’t underestimate me J, I like to watch.” 

	My cock hardens, and my eyes lock on her ass as she sashays away. Fuck me, this girl is going to be trouble. 
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	Once the bar closes, everyone gathers around for a quick meeting. 

	“I’ll make this fast, guys.” My crew gives me their undivided attention. “Some of you may have already met her, but let’s all officially welcome our new waitress Allie to the bar.” 

	Allie’s cheeks flush pink, but she flashes everyone a small smile and waves. I could stand here all night and imagine how her body might flush under different circumstances, but my employees need to get home. 

	“Most of you know I’ll be taking tomorrow off and the bar is closed on Thanksgiving.” A round of cheers goes up. “Enjoy your time off because my brother’s band will be playing here Friday. It’s going to be a busy night. Remember, this show is going to be televised worldwide. Everything needs to move as seamlessly as possible. They’re supplying the security for the event. We all need to be professional, wear your event outfits, and above all else, no acting like fans.” 

	A few innocent groans escape the staff. My crew is well-versed on how to act when Bastards and Dangerous are here. “I know, it’s disappointing you can’t fawn over them, but think of the tips you’ll earn. There is already a universal tip to be divided among all of the staff if the event goes off without a hitch. Anyone who steps out of line will forfeit that tip … and possibly their job. Trust me when I say you don’t want to do that. Now, to show you how much faith I have in all of you, Sasha has your Thanksgiving bonuses. See her before you leave tonight. I hope you all have a happy Thanksgiving.” 

	A chorus of Happy Thanksgivings goes around, and they get back to work cleaning up. 

	“One more thing,” I call out. “If something happens and you can’t make it Friday, you all know how to reach me. Please let me know as early as possible because I will have to bring in temps.” 

	They resume their work, and Sasha wraps her arm around my waist and leans her head on my shoulder. “You’re a good man, Jordan. Someday, someone is going to be lucky to call you theirs.” 

	“I don’t know about all that, Sash. Treat people like you want to be treated; it’s as simple as that. I know I can be a dick, but not to family, and you all are my family.” 

	“Uh huh. Like I said, J … Lucky.” She kisses my cheek and releases me.

	“Sasha, remember—”

	“I know, I know, no fucking in the bar on Friday. Keep my legs crossed, blah blah blah. I can be professional, J. If you’d give me the bar manager position, maybe you’d realize it.” 

	I’m going to give her the job when the time is right. Sasha has more than earned it, but I’m not quite ready to relinquish control of everything yet. “Actually, I was going to remind you the offer is open for you to come over to the beach house for the holidays. You can bring Allie too. I don’t like you being alone.” 

	“I love you, but don’t worry about me. I won’t be alone now that Allie is here. We’ve already planned to cook a small dinner for two. Enjoy your time with your family. I know how much you cherish it.” 

	Most of the staff is gone, and Allie and I are at the bar waiting for Sasha to finish in the restroom so I can lock up and walk them out. 

	“I think this belongs to you.” Allie passes an envelope with her name on it across the bar to me. 

	Pushing the envelope back, I reply, “Nope, that says Allie.” 

	“Jordan, I appreciate you giving me this job, and I’m going to try not to let you down, but I haven’t even finished training. I don’t deserve whatever is in this envelope.” 

	The no-nonsense expression she’s wearing is kind of sexy. I’ve never had an employee hand back a bonus before. “Maybe you haven’t yet, but you will. If you don’t, then I guess you won’t be receiving a Christmas bonus, will you?” 

	With narrowed eyes, she slides the envelope back to me. “Then I’ll take the one I earn at that time. I don’t need your charity.” 

	Sasha walks toward us and takes in the situation with a weary gaze. She’s smart to stand back while I deal with her friend. 

	“The second you clocked in tonight, you became an employee. I don’t have bullshit stipulations in my bar. Nobody has to prove their worth for sick time, vacation time, or motherfucking healthcare, and you damn sure don’t have to work some arbitrary amount of days to get a bonus. If you don’t want it, Sasha can have two. Be ready to leave in five minutes. I’m going to go lock up my office.” 

	After passing the envelope to Sasha, I storm off. I love Sasha, but her friend is going to push all of my buttons. Once I’ve set the alarm, we all walk out together. Sasha gets in her car, but Allie stays behind. 

	“Jordan … I’m sorry about earlier. I’m not one to usually share my business, but Sasha said I should probably give you a heads-up. I just left a controlling fiancé and father. I’m not used to people being nice without expecting something in exchange.” She crosses and uncrosses her feet like she’s nervous.

	“The only thing I expect in exchange is for you to do your job. If you can manage that, we’ll be fine.” 
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	I open the door to my house, and Fat Bastard—a big, stray cat I picked up a while back—launches off the couch, circles my legs, and purrs. He’s ornery as fuck, but he’s gotten used to me. Even though I never pictured myself with a cat, I think we understand each other. 

	He’s got a dry food dispenser, but he knows if he waits until I get home and purrs at my feet long enough, I’ll give in and get a can of the good stuff for him. I’ve always wondered if his old owners abused him. He was scared, timid, and hungry as fuck when he found me. Maybe I understood his fear because of some of the shit I went through as a kid, so I started feeding him. He lurked around on my porch for about a week and then followed me inside one day, and that was how I ended up a cat owner. 

	My nieces love him, and the feeling is mutual. He might hiss and swat at some of the grownups, but he’s an entirely different cat when there’s a kid around.

	While I’m dishing out Fat Bastard’s food, my phone rings, and I hit the speaker phone button. 

	“Hey, Ty.” A smile stretches across my face as I scoop out the food.

	“Hey, J. I’m just checking in to be sure you made it home okay.” 

	Fat Bastard releases a loud meow as I place his dish on the floor. “Yeah, I’m here I’m—”

	“Feeding your mean cat. I can hear him.” 

	I carry the phone over to the couch so I can take off my boots. “He’s not mean.” 

	He snorts. “Keep telling yourself that,” Tyler says with a yawn.

	“Ty, you don’t have to stay up and call me each night. You have to go to work in a few hours. I’m a grown man and can see myself home safely.” 

	“I couldn’t sleep. We need to talk about us and where we’re going with this relationship.” 

	Here we go again. 

	I lean back on the couch and exhale. “Do we have to define it? Can’t we just be in the moment for a while?” 

	He’s silent for a long beat before answering. “Nothing is ever going to change, is it? I’m so fucking in love with you. I was kneeling at your feet a few hours ago and …” 

	“Hang on. Don’t even say you blew me because you love me. We both know better than that. Also, there’s something you should know. My new waitress saw you going down on me.” 

	“Shit,” he hisses.

	“Exactly. Look, Tyler, I can’t commit to anything more than a casual fling. If we continue down this road, you can’t keep popping up at the bar to mess around.” 

	“I’m sorry.” His tone is softer, sadder even. “I know you don’t like your personal life mixing with your business. Maybe we need to take a break through the holidays. I know how much this time of year fucks with you. We can revisit this discussion after New Year’s.” 

	Sadness wraps around me. As if he senses my shift in mood, Fat Bastard jumps onto my lap. “Yeah, maybe we can. You’re still welcome to come by Friday for the concert.” 

	Tyler sighs. “I’ll think about it.”

	“Please do, and if you don’t come, be happy, Ty. That’s all I’ve ever wanted for you.” 

	“Hey, J,” Tyler calls out before I end the call. “I do love you, and even though you’ve never said the words, I know you love me too. If you need anything, call. I’m not giving up. I’m just giving you space.” 

	There are so many things I want to say to him, but none of those things come out of my mouth. “Thanks, Ty. Happy holidays.” 

	After hanging up, I make my way to my bed and strip down to my boxers. The cat has already taken his spot at the foot of the bed. I wish everything with Tyler wasn’t so complicated. He’s the closest thing to a relationship I’ve ever had. I do love him, but something has always held me back from telling him. 

	I want more for him than someone as fucked up as I am. I don’t want him to spend the rest of his life with someone who thrashes around in bed with never-ending nightmares. He deserves to be with someone he can be proud to take home to his family and who will be welcomed by them with open arms. Losing my family literally almost killed me, and knowing Ty would lose his because he loves me just doesn’t seem worth it. There has to be someone out there who is made for him—someone better than me.
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	“What? Are you serious? Jordan, are you okay?” Sasha paces the living room at a frantic pace. She’s freaking me out. I haven’t seen her look this worried since she fled D.C. “Yeah, no I get it. Please keep me posted on Noah and Mel. I’ll run things until you get back.” 

	Sasha nods her head as if he can see her, and she finally stops pacing, her wide eyes meeting mine. “If you need me for anything, I’m here. Anytime. You know that, J, right? Good, because I mean it. I love you. Please be safe.” She exhales and then tosses her head back and laughs. “Yes, I’ll take care of your bastard cat too. Anything for you.” 

	Sasha tosses her phone onto the table and plops down next to me on the couch. “There was an incident at the bar tonight.” 

	Bastards and Dangerous performed tonight, and security was increased tenfold at the last minute. Sasha told me it was because Jordan’s brother Noah has a batshit crazy stalker. 

	“What happened?” 

	“Noah, his girlfriend Amelia, AKA Mel, and their bodyguard were ambushed outside the club. Jordan, his brother Sawyer, and their bodyguard had just left. They got a distress call and came back just in time to save Noah and Mel. They’re in the hospital. They’ll be okay, thankfully, but J’s a mess.” 

	I pull my knees up to my chest and wrap my arms around them. “I can only imagine.” 

	Sasha shakes her head. “I know you empathize, but this is a bit more complicated for Jordan. His past is his to tell, but what he went through makes our past look like a day at an amusement park. This is going to light his anxiety on fire.”

	Poor Jordan. I don’t have anxiety, but my mom did. It was awful to watch her struggle when it got bad. 

	“How can we help him?” 

	With a cocked brow, the corner of her mouth lifts into a small smirk. “We?” 

	I brush invisible lint off my pants. “Of course, we. If I can help, I want to. He’s your best friend, Sasha, and that makes him important to me too.” 

	“Allie, are you crushing on Jordan?” 

	I choke back my laugh. “He’s hot, Sasha, but I just got out of a relationship. The last thing I need is to dive into a new one.” 

	She rolls her eyes at me. “Please … you may have finally left Evan, but you haven’t been in love with him for a long time. His affair was the excuse you needed to get out of D.C. and be you for a change.” 

	“And who would that be exactly?” 

	Sasha shrugs her shoulders. “Whoever you want to be, Allie. That’s the beauty of it all. Be someone you never thought you could be. Write a book like Noah’s girlfriend did. Or become a lawyer like you wanted to when we were kids. Hell, be a sexually adventurous twenty-six-year-old woman and fuck all the men you’ve been missing out on the last six years. Whatever you decide, be authentic to you for a change. If that means fucking Jordan, go for it. Nothing should hold you back.” 

	“Tyler might.” 

	Dammit. Where did that come from? 

	Sasha howls with laughter and stomps her feet. “I knew you liked him!” 

	“I don’t know him enough to like him,” I counter, but she’s still laughing so hard she snorts. 

	“Girl, please … this is me you’re talking to.” She composes herself and raises her eyes to meet mine. “Seriously, Al, Tyler isn’t an issue if you want to fuck J. Tyler is only going to be an issue if you fall in love with him.” 

	“What’s their deal?” I reach for my water, and Sasha makes herself comfortable on the other end of the couch, mimicking my pose with her arms around her knees. 

	“I don’t like to talk about Jordan behind his back, even with my best friend. There are a few things I can tell you though. J is fiercely loyal and will do anything for his friends and employees. He’s tough and isn’t an open book to many people. It takes time for him to warm up to someone. If he chooses to, you will have his loyalty for life. If you ever cross him … Well, just don’t ever do that.” 

	“He’s not violent, is he?” 

	Sasha shakes her head. “Nothing like that. Jordan just isn’t one for second chances. Tyler is the only exception I’ve ever seen to that rule. The most important people in Jordan’s life are his family, especially Sawyer. They share a … unique bond.” 

	I have so many questions, but I have to be careful what I ask because Sasha will shut me down if she feels I’m being intrusive. 

	“Do you think it’s hard for him to have such famous brothers and friends?” 

	Sasha yawns and then stretches out her legs. “Nah, he loves them and only wants what makes them happy. He is excited this is their last year on tour though. He misses the fuck out of them when they’re gone all the time.” 

	“And J doesn’t care that you and Sawyer …” 

	“That we fuck occasionally?” 

	I nod, and she smirks. “He’s not fond of it, but he knows better than to think we’d get attached to each other. Sawyer’s a good fuck, but that’s all. I think he’s got eyes on someone now too.” 

	“Does that bother you?” 

	“Allie, you know me better than that. There are plenty of dicks in the sea, and I’ve yet to take one for a drive that couldn’t be replaced with a new, sexier, longer-lasting model.” 

	I laugh. “Only you, Sasha. Speaking of dicks though… what’s the deal with Tyler? Why is he the exception to Jordan’s rule?”

	Sasha taps her nose. “That is the million-dollar question. I figure J loves him, but there is something off with their dynamic.” 

	“How so?” 

	“I’ve never really figured it out. Tyler is good-looking, nice, he watches out for J, and he’s head-over-heels in love with the man. It’s like Prince Charming is wrapped up in this pretty package and Jordan can’t see him for what he is.”

	“Have you ever asked him why?” 

	Sasha’s brows furrow as she considers my question. “It’s not my place, Allie. If Jordan wants to tell me, he knows he can. I’m exhausted. Now that we’re on bar duty until Jordan comes back to work, we should both get some sleep. It’s going to be a busy few days.” 
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	The next few days were busy but also enlightening. It was incredible to see Sasha in her element. She ran the bar as if it were her own. She shut down the press quickly and efficiently. Even though the incident happened four days ago, the bar was hopping with fans of Bastards and Dangerous—or BAD, as the world calls them—most of the time.

	Jordan is supposed to come back tomorrow, which is Wednesday, but Sasha isn’t holding her breath. She says he just doesn’t quite sound like himself yet. It’s hard for me to picture him so down, but I also haven’t known him very long. 

	“Allie, I need a huge favor.” 

	“Sure. What’s up?” 

	“I completely zoned and forgot to feed Fat Bastard.” 

	My eyes dart across the bar as I hiss, “That’s no way to talk about the customers. Where is he? I’ll take his dinner up and apologize.” 

	Sasha laughs so hard, tears stream down her cheeks. “Oh my God,” she chokes out, but I’m not sure what is so funny. 

	“Seriously, Sasha, that’s not nice.” 

	“Sweet, sweet, Allie. It’s been so long, I almost forgot how precious you really are. Fat Bastard is Jordan’s cat.” 

	My expression softens. I love cats. 

	“Nope, don’t get that dreamy look in your eyes. That cat was created by Lucifer himself and somehow escaped the seventh circle of Hell and ended up as Jordan’s sidekick. He hates everyone except Jordan and little kids. He will hiss and growl …” She pauses and nods at my disbelieving face. “Yes, he will growl at you and toss up his paw like he’s going to claw out your eyeballs. He won’t actually do any of that. He’s all bark and no action, but I wanted to warn you.” 

	Sasha isn’t a pet person, so I know this cat can’t be that bad. “Give me the keys and text me his address.” 

	“Thank you! You’re saving my ass. Go home after you feed him and call it a night. You’re not going to want to come back after dealing with that asshole anyway.” 

	One of the girls at the bar who had a few too many looks up at me. “Oh, honey, it’s okay. We’ve all been there. Sometimes if you drop to your knees and blow him right off the bat, it avoids the whole argument.” 

	I choke back a laugh. “Uh … thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.” 

	With a little help from GPS, I arrive at Jordan’s place about ten minutes later. It’s a cute little house from what I can tell. Locking the car, I keep my phone in my hand until I’ve got the front door open.  

	The living room light is on, for which I’m thankful, and a big orange and black cat comes strutting in from another room. He’s giant, but he’s so freaking adorable. 

	“Hey, sweetheart. I bet you’re hungry, aren’t you?” 

	Crouching down to the floor, I click my tongue at him. I swear he cocked a brow and is assessing me to see if I’m worthy. So far, no hissing, so that’s a good thing. He’s apprehensive, but I can win him over. 

	Following Sasha’s instructions, I easily find the kitchen and his food. After emptying the can into his dish, I look around the room. My gaze lands on his dirty water bowl. Sasha has probably been filling it up but not cleaning it since she’s not a pet person. 

	Once I’ve cleaned his dish and filled it with fresh water, the cat peruses it with an interested stare. I make my way back into the living room but feel bad about leaving him alone. He’s been alone for days, and so far, the mean cat Sasha described is nowhere in sight. 

	Suddenly, he nudges against my legs, his strong purr reverberating up my body. He’s desperate for attention. It won’t kill me to sit with him for a few minutes. 

	“Hey, sweetheart.” I take a seat on the couch, and he hops up and sits next to me. I’m surprised by how gracefully he moves for such a large cat. Reaching forward so he sees my hand, I tentatively pet his head. He leans into my touch and purrs louder, and I reward him with some light scratches. Before I know it, he’s curled up into a big, furry ball on my lap. As he continues to hum his deep pleasure, I begin to stroke the length of his body. Poor cat only wants some love. 

	“You’re just a big ol’ loveable ball of fur, aren’t you? Why did your daddy name you Fat Bastard? That’s just mean.” 

	“Because that’s what he is to most people.” 

	I jump and grab the cat, who isn’t pleased I disturbed his resting place. “Jesus, Jordan! You scared the crap out of me.” 

	He leans back against the wall, a grin kicking up at the corner of his mouth. Jordan seems tired but also quite amused. “Sorry, I didn’t expect anyone to be in my house. And I definitely didn’t expect to see my ornery cat curled up in your lap. Did you cast a spell on him?” 

	“He’s really that bad? I thought Sasha was exaggerating. All I did was feed him, give him water, and talk to him.” 

	Jordan takes a seat next to me, and I swear the temperature in here just rose about ten degrees. What is it about him that affects me like this? He’s not my type at all. Then again, my type hasn’t worked out so well for me either. 

	“Fat Bastard earned his name all by himself. Maybe you should have been the one to find him instead of me. I’ve never seen him take to someone like this, except with kids, but kids are pretty special in their own right, so I figured that was probably normal.” 

	Oh my God, he likes kids. 

	I’m not sure how to reply because I’m still stuck on the kid thing, but I get a reprieve when my phone rings. Jordan passes it to me and accidentally hits the speaker button. 

	“Hello? Allie … Christ, Allie, it’s about time! Are you finally going to talk to me?” 

	Shit. Evan is pissed. Jordan’s eyes cloud over like a thunderous rainstorm as he scowls at my phone. 

	“Evan, I can’t talk right now.” 

	“The hell you can’t. The gala is in three days, Allie. We’re announcing our engagement, your father is out of his mind, and he froze your trust fund. You have no money, Allie. It’s time to stop having a tantrum and come home.” 

	This is so embarrassing. My gaze locks on J’s, and I mouth “I’m sorry.” 

	“Evan, I suggest you do some damage control. Find the trollop you were fucking and announce your engagement to her instead for all I care. As I said in my letter, I’m not coming back. I’m sorry if you were planning to live off my trust fund, but if I can live without it, so can you.” 

	“You selfish bitch!” Evan rages. 

	Jordan’s eyes widen before he opens his mouth, and when he does, I’m not sure if I want to kiss him or punch him—or both. 

	“Babe, come back to bed. My cock misses your lips.” 

	“Who the hell is that?!” Evan screams. 

	Jordan nudges the cat to the floor and scoots closer to me. “This is the man Allie is currently fucking. Who are you?” 

	Evan sputters, and I can picture him losing his cool. “Allie, what is going on?” 

	Jordan flips me onto his lap, and I squeal in surprise. My eyes widen as he mouths “Go with it.” 

	What do I have to lose at this point? 

	Jordan leans in closer, holding the phone between us. “Come on, babe. Hang up the phone and let’s go back to bed.” 

	“Bed? That’s my fiancée you’re talking about. Allie Bear, tell me this is some kind of sick joke,” Evan whines. 

	“There’s no ring on her finger. Besides, possession is nine tenths of the law, and since her pussy was just wrapped around my dick, I’d say that makes her more mine than yours right now. Wouldn’t you?”

	My cheeks flush as J runs his fingers across one with a lazy grin. 

	“Come on, Bear, tell him you’re just paying me back. A little quid pro quo, right?” 

	Jordan snickers. “You call her Bear? That’s adorable, but I think she’s more of a tigress myself. My little Allie Cat.” Jordan drops his mouth to my neck, and I can’t help the moan that escapes me. “Hear that, Evan? Doesn’t sound like anyone’s fiancée to me.” Jordan’s lips ghost over mine, and I whimper. It’s been a long time since I’ve been this attracted to someone, if ever. 

	“This isn’t over, Allie. Do you hear me?” Evan is probably redder than a beet, but when Jordan lowers his mouth to mine, it erases the image of Evan in my mind. 

	He kisses me loudly, like a man on a mission. Weaving his hands through my hair, he pulls me close. J nips my bottom lip, and I gasp in pleasure, his length growing beneath me as I press into him with a contented sigh. He turns off my phone and tosses it to the opposite side of the couch. 

	Jordan’s mouth closes over mine, and I fall into his kiss with all my senses. His tongue meets mine and claims it. This isn’t a sweet getting-to-know-you kiss. This is a sexual awakening I never knew I was missing, and I want more. Evan is already a distant memory as I press myself closer while losing myself in his kiss. As I tug on his hair, he growls into my mouth. I remember the freshly fucked look he had to him when we met, and I want to be the one to make him look that way. I want to be the one on my knees for him. 

	When he slides his hands under my shirt and brushes my nipples through my lace bra, we lose our connection as a cry escapes my lips. Locking his mouth on my throat, he trails a path with his tongue up to my earlobe. I’m about to combust, and I can’t remember the last time I was this turned on. But I work for him, and then there’s Tyler … 

	Fuck … Ty. 

	“Jordan, stop! I’m sorry, we can’t do this.” I start to scramble off of him, but he grabs my hips, locking me in place. 

	“Allie, hold on … please.” 

	My eyes meet his, and I momentarily lose my breath. I’ve got a gut feeling Jordan doesn’t say please often. 

	“Jordan, I can’t be a homewrecker. I’m sorry, but that’s not me.” 

	“Whoa, where did that come from?” 

	I turn my head because I can’t look at him right now. I’m too vulnerable and so on edge from needing that orgasm, I could cry. 

	“Look at me, Al.” He cups my cheeks with both hands and turns my face toward him. “I have one rule. What is it?” 

	“Not to lie. But we’re not at work, Jordan, so it doesn’t apply.” 

	“That rule always applies, no matter what.” His tone is firm. “I need transparency in all my relationships. Work, friendship, family and sexual. Now, I’m going to ask you one more time. Why would you say that?”

	“Because you’re with Tyler. I just left a cheater; I can’t be one.” 

	J brushes my cheek with this thumb. “Did you love him?” 

	“That is such a complicated question. Years ago, yes, but recently, no. Not for at least a year, maybe longer. Do you love Tyler?” 

	Jordan kisses my cheek and moves me off his lap and onto the couch. “Want a shot of tequila?” 

	“Will you answer my question?” 

	He looks at me and shakes his head in disbelief. “Yeah, after a shot.” 

	“Okay, fair enough.” 

	Jordan disappears into the kitchen and returns with a bottle of tequila and two shot glasses. We lift them together and toss them back. He leans back onto the couch and pulls me onto his lap so I’m straddling him. “I like you better here.” 

	His eyes drop to my lips and then he bites his lower one and shakes his head. “I’m not with Tyler.” 

	“You could have fooled me. You guys looked together a week or so ago, and you still haven’t answered my question. Do you love him?” 

	Jordan leans his forehead against mine in an intimate gesture. 

	“Tyler has been one of my best friends for ten years. I love him. I have no clue why I’m telling you this, but I feel like I can trust you, Allie.” 

	“You can,” I whisper against his lips. 

	“I’ve known for a long time I love Tyler more than most people, but there’s something between us that isn’t quite right. We click in so many ways but not in others, and I can’t put my finger on the exact reason. I have issues that hold me back, but even with those, there’s just something else missing. That’s why I can’t be with him and why I don’t tell him I love him.” 

	“If you love him, Jordan, you should tell him.” 

	“He knows it, he feels it, and that’s enough. When I love someone and fall madly, deeply, over-the-top in love with the one, I think I’ll know.” 

	“Yeah?” My pulse races, and it’s taking all of my self-control not to kiss him. 

	“Yeah, and when I do, those words will leave my lips for only them. I don’t plan to fall in love more than once, so those words have to be reserved for that special person.” 

	“Jesus, Jordan” I’m pretty sure I just completely soaked through my panties. 

	“Allie, Ty and I aren’t seeing each other right now. Not until after the holidays, and maybe not even then.” 

	“I’m sorry.” 

	“I’m not because then I wouldn’t be able to do this.” 

	Jordan covers my mouth with his, and I throw my arms around his neck. I open to him quickly, and when our tongues meet again, I want to drown in him. Everything about this is wrong. But as I feel his erection growing beneath me and I rock on top of him, I try not to care about all of the obstacles. He leans back and flicks open the button on my jeans. 

	“Jordan, wait, this is a really bad idea. You’re my boss, remember?” 

	“I remember.” He nips my lip with his teeth. 

	“You’re Sasha’s best friend …” 

	“She won’t mind.” He cups my ass, pulling me closer to him. 

	“Have you guys ever …” 

	“No, Allie. God, no. Sasha is like a sister to me. I’d never wreck that with sex.”

	Which means I’m a short-term person in his life. That doesn’t sit well with me. “We barely know each other.” 

	He pauses, but only briefly. 

	“Okay, let’s get to know each other. Until we do, and we know we can work past the other issues, we won’t have sex.”

	Hmm this could be interesting. 

	“Allie, I’m serious about getting to know you. But first, I want to know what you look like when you come. Let me finish you off. It won’t have to go any further.” 

	I bite my bottom lip and contemplate his proposition. Sasha’s advice about being true to myself echoes in my head. I want this. 

	“No sex?” I clarify. 

	His stormy eyes lock on mine. “Nope, just me getting you off.” 

	“What about work, Jordan? This job is important to me. I can’t afford to lose it or for things to be strange between us.” I’m so close to caving in.

	“I can separate the two. Can you?” 

	No, probably not, but as he trails his fingers up and down my thighs, I want to try. It’s one night and things will go back to normal. “Okay.”

	“Good.” He pulls me close and tugs my bottom lip between his teeth while he works my zipper down with his free hand. “You have phenomenal fucking lips. Has anyone ever told you that?” 

	“Uh, no.” The last word comes out as a squeal as he slides his hand into my pants and groans. 

	“I knew you’d be wet, but damn, Allie, you’re drenched. Do you know how hot that is? Stand up and take off your pants.” 

	I practically fly off his lap and kick off my shoes, followed by my jeans. 

	He rakes his gaze up my body, and when he licks his lips and pulls me close, I actually see his pupils dilate. No one has ever looked at me like this. Jordan makes me feel desired, and I wonder if it’s a skill he’s developed over time. 

	“Get back on my lap, Allie.” 

	Once I’m settled, Jordan wraps his arms around my waist, and I groan when I feel how hard he is beneath me. As I lean my head against his, he kisses me briefly before leaning down and kissing my neck.  He nips, kisses, and sucks a wicked trail of desire until he reaches my mouth once again. 

	Jordan’s kiss starts off like a slow burn, and as he increases the intensity, he slides his hand into my panties. Fisting his hair, I cry out with need. He’s barely touched me and I already want more. He circles my pleasure point with one finger and slides another inside me. 

	“Oh God, Jordan.” My head falls back as my body arches into his. 

	“Fuck, Allie, you’re gorgeous. Look at me.” He cups the back of my head until our eyes are locked. As his fingers work their magic, he pulls me close when I cry out in pleasure. He traces the seam of my lips with his tongue and suddenly, he pulls his hand free from me, bringing his fingers to his lips. 

	He isn’t … he wouldn’t … oh my … he totally is. 

	Sliding a glistening finger into his mouth, he sucks my essence from it. The eroticism of the moment has completely taken control of me. I’m riding him through our clothes, trying to ease the ache of losing his touch. 

	J removes his fingers from his mouth and licks his lips as he slides his hand back where I need him most. “Come taste yourself, Allie Cat. You’re so fucking sweet.” 

	I lower my mouth to his as his fingers work their magic. I’m completely lost in his wonderland. 

	Jordan devours me with his mouth and consumes me with his fingers. I’m so close to the edge, I’m starting to see stars. Clenching his shoulders so tightly my knuckles turn white, I ride his hand. 

	“That’s it, Allie. Let me feel you explode.” 

	Jordan flicks my clit with his thumb, and that’s all it takes for me to detonate and scream his name. As I come down from my high, he holds me with his free hand. Our eyes meet again, and a rush of embarrassment washes over me. I can’t believe I just let my boss get me off. My flight reflex kicks in, and I scramble off of him and grab my pants from the floor. “Um … bathroom?” 

	He eyes me cautiously but inclines his head to the side, and I quickly dart off in that direction. After cleaning up, I look at myself in the mirror as I wash my hands. My face is flushed, and my heart races as if I’ve run a marathon. But I feel … alive. I’m also utterly and completely embarrassed. 

	As I walk back into the living room, Jordan is still sitting where I left him, a dazed expression on his face. At least I’m not the only one. I take a seat next to him so I can put my shoes back on, and he grabs my wrist. 

	“Allie, pause for a minute.” 

	Our eyes meet, and I feel the flush race to my cheeks again. “Jordan, I um, I … Well, I don’t normally do that.” My words come out in a rush and he smiles.

	“Good, because that was something really fucking special.” 

	Does he mean that? I mean, he’s … him … and so experienced, and after what he just did to me, I’m second-guessing everything about sex right now. 

	“Are we going to be okay?” The words rush out of my mouth, and he looks at me like I’m losing my mind. Hell, maybe he has a reason to be concerned. I should try to clarify. “Like, at work and everything. Will it be okay? I don’t want to quit. I like my job. The bar is great and—”

	“Whoa, Allie, take a breath. We’re okay. This can be a one-time thing if you want, or we can take things slow, get to know each other, and maybe decide if we’d like to eventually pursue something more. You’ve obviously got some personal shit going on, and I understand completely what that’s like. I’m going to leave the ball in your court for now.”

	He’s going to leave it up to me? I’m basically a puddle of mush right now and he wants me to decide? “Oh, okay.” 

	“Remember my rule, Allie. No lies. If things get uncomfortable for whatever reason, let me know, but if you decide you want to see where this goes, don’t hesitate to speak up. I hope you do because that was my absolute pleasure.” He licks his luscious lips again as if trying to drive home his point. “If you ever want me to bail you out with Evan again, I’d be happy to.” 

	Evan … 

	“Ugh, don’t remind me. I gave that asshole six years of my life I can never reclaim, but I’ll be damned if I want to give him one more second of my time.”

	“That’s a long time.” 

	“Not as long as you and Tyler,” I point out. 

	“Except Tyler and I haven’t been exclusive that long. A few months here and there over the years, maybe six or eight months max at one time.” 

	“Huh.” 

	J cocks a brow and his expression softens. “Would you date someone like me?” 

	“What do you mean? Is there something wrong with you?”

	Jordan pours himself another shot of tequila and tosses it back before answering. “Some people won’t date a bisexual partner. It can … complicate things.” 

	I think about his question for a minute because I want to give him a well thought out answer. “The truth is, I’ve never had to think about it one way or the other. I’d probably have questions … but I can’t imagine it being something we couldn’t talk through. Who you’re attracted to doesn’t bother me. If you acted on that attraction while we were dating, I would have an issue. I’m not looking to be cheated on again.” 

	I stand up and reach for my keys and my phone. Fat Bastard rubs against my legs again, so I bend down and pet him goodbye. “Bye, pretty boy. Tell your daddy to be good to you.” 

	“I’m always good to him,” Jordan says as he walks me to the door. It’s a bit awkward, and I move backward, forgetting about the step up into the house. Jordan wraps his arms around me and pulls me close. “Careful, tiger, wouldn’t want you to get hurt.” His husky words ghost across my lips before he kisses me softly. “Evan was an idiot. Anyone who cheated on you would have to be. Goodnight, Allie.” 

	He releases me, and I give him a slight wave as I try to stay upright. “Goodnight, Jordan.” 
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	It’s been almost a month since the night Allie let me get her off. After she left, I was a wreck. To help release some frustration, I got myself off in the shower before lying awake in bed. I’d taken two anti-anxiety pills before Rory drove me home from the beach house. I never should have mixed them with tequila. I know better. 

	I opened up to Allie in ways I’ve never opened up to anyone except Tyler. I’ve had my fair share of sexual partners and experiences. Owning a bar doesn’t exactly leave me lacking in the sex department. But Tyler is the only person I’ve ever felt a connection to until Allie. And what I felt for her was on a whole different level than how it is with Ty. I had no idea what to make of it. The next day, she acted like nothing happened, so I went with it. We’ve exchanged some light banter since then, but it’s probably for the best we let it go. Sasha said Allie had a couple of heated calls with her dad and her ex after my little stunt. Sasha also got me drunk to thank me for being the final straw to get Evan off Allie’s back. It was my pleasure. If anyone had talked to my sisters the way Evan talked to Allie, I would have killed them. 

	Today is our last day of work before the bar closes for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. As I enter the bar, Sasha and Allie are arguing as they do inventory before the bar opens. 

	“Sasha, it’s not that big of a deal. I’ve spent holidays alone before. I’ll be fine.” 

	“If it were any holiday other than this one, I’d be here, but I have to go, Al.” 

	This is the one time of year Sasha disappears due to something or someone family-related. She’s never told me where she goes, and I don’t pry, but she leaves Christmas Eve and shows back up sometime before New Year’s. I wonder if Allie knows where she goes. 

	I find myself speaking before thoroughly thinking it through. “You can come with me to my family’s house. They’d love to have you. The Westons have always been a ‘the more the merrier’ kind of crew.” 

	“That’s a great idea, Al. Jordan’s mom makes the best eggnog. I’ve had it at Thanksgiving there and it’s so good. Plus, who wouldn’t want to spend the holidays with a bunch of hot rock stars.” 

	I flash Sasha an evil glare. “Bitch.” 

	Sasha flashes me a sweet smile. “Hm, maybe, but I know you say it with love.” Sasha saunters toward me and throws her arms around my neck before kissing me on the cheek. “You know I love you most, J, even though I let your brother fuck my blues away.” 

	“Why do I put up with you?” 

	“Because you love me too.” 

	Allie smiles at us, and I lean back against the bar when Sasha releases me. “What do you say, Allie? Want to come meet the family?” 

	“How much family are we talking about?” 

	Her hesitancy makes me reluctant to tell her, but she needs to make an informed decision. 

	“My sister Rory, who will be home from college. My sister Diane, her husband Rob, and their daughters Saylor and Emme. Noah and Sawyer and their band mates Darren and Wyatt, plus Anna, Wyatt’s wife. Noah’s girlfriend Mel and her best friend Belle, who is some kind of entertainment blogger or writer. My parents and a variety of family from the guys in the band. Oh, and Warren, who is BAD’s manager but really like their fifth member, and his husband Sam. Mac and Ryan, who are their main bodyguards, will most likely be there too.” 

	“Wow … that’s a lot of people.” Now she looks like a scared kitten, but suddenly, I really want her to come with me. 

	“You should go, Allie. It will be a lot more fun than sitting home alone. They all spend the night and get drunk and then do Santa for the kids.” Sasha sounds wistful, but she always loves hearing the stories.

	“Are you sure you don’t want to come too?” I ask, but she shakes her head. 

	“I’d love to someday, but I have to take care of business. Allie, go and enjoy it for both of us. I’d feel much better knowing you were together.” 

	Allie throws her arms up in surrender as we both turn to her. “Okay, I’d love to come. Thank you for inviting me, Jordan.” 

	“Anytime.” 
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	Allie greets me with a smile when I pick her up the next day. I take her overnight bag and toss it in the back of my truck. 

	“Are you sure I don’t need to bring presents or anything? We should stop and at least grab a hostess gift.” 

	“Stop worrying. My mom would kill me if I let you bring anything. Besides, it’s at Sawyer and Noah’s beach house and they don’t want a hostess gift. Trust me.” 

	“It’s sweet that you’re so close with your family. Not a lot of people have that. You’re lucky, Jordan.” 

	She doesn’t know my history. It shouldn’t surprise me; Sasha is like a vault. At some point today, I’ll have to tell her since we’re going to be sharing a room, but not yet. 

	“Believe me, Allie, I know exactly how blessed I am. I’m sorry you couldn’t be with your dad this week.” 

	She snorts, and it’s pretty fucking cute. “I’m not. I’ve always been a pawn to him. Part of his political game. The senator’s daughter who was groomed to marry the man who would one day take his place when Dad leaves office. What a joke. Not only are our political beliefs on opposite sides of the spectrum but so are our ideas about family,” she says heatedly. 

	“How so?” 

	Allie huffs out a breath. “For him, it’s all about what value I can add to his campaign or his office. There was never time for skinned knees or broken hearts. When Evan cheated, he told me to get over it by doing the same and then get back to my engagement. My mom wasn’t like that. She loved me to pieces. That’s the kind of person I want to be, Jordan. One who values love over money and power.” 

	“Wow …” I’m not sure what to say. 

	“I’m okay, and with Sasha’s help, I’ll keep being okay. Enough about me. I am excited to spend time with your family. I’m not sure I’ve ever experienced a real loving holiday before.” 

	I take a quick glance at her as I drive. She’s smiling, and I know I’d do anything to keep that smile on her face. If that means backing off and staying in the boss zone, I will.

	“You were really worried what happened that night would affect your job, weren’t you? I’m sorry if I pushed you past your comfort zone.” 

	Her mouth drops open as she quickly shakes her head. “Jordan, you didn’t push me at all. I wanted what happened as much as you did. Maybe I still do, I don’t know. I’ve caught you looking at me the past few weeks.” She practically whispers the last sentence.

	“Well, Allie Cat, you’re hard not to look at. Besides, I’m not the only one who’s been looking.” 

	She blushes. “You’re hard not to pay attention to. You run the bar like a tight ship and don’t put up with any BS from customers or your employees. You’re an enigma, Jordan. Most of the time, you’re moody and sullen, but all of that disappears when you look at me.” 

	“Is that so?”

	Allie covers her face and shakes her head. “God, I’m sorry. I must sound crazy. I’m just trying to figure you out.” 

	Huh, that’s different. I’m not sure anyone has ever admitted that to me. “I mean, if you want to stare at my sexy body all day, I’m not going to stop you. But the best way to get answers is to ask questions.”

	She slips down in her seat with an even redder face. “You’re an ass.” 

	Allie makes me laugh, and maybe that’s part of why I like her. I spend so much time lost in my own head, laughing is something I don’t do often.

	When I punch in the code at the gate to Sawyer and Noah’s, Allie’s brow rises subtly. She isn’t the only one with questions. I know she comes from a significantly wealthy family, but I’m not sure why she’s working in my bar for cash. 

	“This house is incredible.”

	“Yeah, it’s my home away from home. This was their first big purchase once their career took off.” 

	As I park the truck, she takes off her seatbelt. “They’re twins, right? Who’s older, you or them?” 

	Guess I’m going to have to address some of this now. “Actually, we’re the same age. It’s a complicated story and one I don’t want to delve too far into right now. The Westons are actually my cousins. My aunt and uncle adopted me when I was seven. I probably should have explained this sooner. Sometimes during the holidays, people will say ‘cousin’ or ‘aunt and uncle’ instead of ‘brothers,’ ‘sisters,’ ‘mom,’ or ‘dad.’ It’s fine, we’re used to it. They’re not wrong. We just consider ourselves closer than that.” 

	She covers my hand with hers. “You don’t need to explain. Sasha is my sister in all the ways that count, I get it. But Jordan, if you ever want to talk, I’m a good listener.” 

	I flash her a smirk as I open my door. “I know, and you’re also a good screamer.” 

	She gasps in mock shock as I hop out of the truck. Deflection has always been the name of my game. 

	Normally, I let myself in, but I left my house key at home.  The sound of pounding feet greets my ears when I ring the bell. 

	“Beat you, Uncle Sawyer!” Saylor yells excitedly as she flings open the door. 

	“Uncle Jordan! You’re here, finally!” I scoop my soon-to-be-five-year-old niece into my arms and ignore the grin spreading across Sawyer’s face as he takes in my guest. 

	“We’re here and ready for Santa!” 

	Saylor giggles. “You’re silly, Uncle J. Santa only comes for kids.” 

	“What? Say it isn’t so!” 

	Sawyer shrugs and plays along. “Sorry, man, it’s in the manual. Once you turn thirteen, Santa taps out. Too many kids and not enough elves.” 

	Saylor tugs on my shirt and points to Allie. “Who’s she?” 

	I’m such a jerk. I got so wrapped up in the moment, I forgot to introduce her. “Saylor, Sawyer, this is Allie. Allie is Sasha’s best friend and works at the bar now. She couldn’t go home for Christmas, so I thought we could share ours with her. What do you think?” 

	The expression on Sawyer’s face when I said she’s Sasha’s best friend is priceless. He looks like he swallowed a lemon. Good. Maybe he’ll stop fucking my bartender now. I put Saylor down and close the door behind us. 

	“Hi, Saylor, it’s nice to meet you.” Allie bends down and holds out her hand, but Saylor quickly hugs her. 

	“You too!” she says before darting off down the hall yelling. “Mommy! Uncle Jordan’s here and he brought a girlfriend!” 

	Allie’s eyes grow wide, and Sawyer snickers. “Welcome to the family, Allie.” 

	Asshole. 

	“Come on,” I say, taking her hand before quickly dropping it. She looks at me and smiles as if she understands I’m trying not to give my family the wrong impression. As we walk through the kitchen and into the living room, all eyes are on us. It makes me laugh that they’re all so curious. 

	“Everyone, this is Allie. She’s new to town and just started working at the bar. Allie, this is my family.” 

	Introductions are made, and Mom is beaming with happiness. She hugs Allie fiercely, and although Allie seems taken aback, she returns the hug. Sawyer, on the other hand, keeps eyeing us but his attention is eventually drawn to Amelia, Noah’s girl, and I already feel the undercurrent of a storm brewing between the three of them. The two of them always fall for the same girl—it never ends well. 

	The house begins filling quickly with more people and presents. Allie quietly takes it all in. 

	“Want some eggnog?” 

	She nods eagerly. “Yes, I think some alcohol could really help right now.” 

	Once we’ve got our drinks, we take a seat on the couch. Noah and Sawyer went to help unload cars, but I’d feel like a dick if I left Allie here alone with my sisters to swoop in on her like easy prey. 

	Thank God for Mel. She’s relatively new at these functions—Thanksgiving was her first time meeting the family. I think she’s taking pity on us as she gives all her attention to Allie. 

	“Have you known Jordan long?” As soon as the words are out of her mouth, my sisters zone in on us like radar on a target. 

	Allie flashes her a grateful smile. “Actually, I started working at the bar the week of the show. I’m sorry for what happened to you guys. I’m glad you’re both healing well.” 

	“It was scary, but we’re both perfectly fine now.” 

	With a slight nod, Allie keeps talking, “So Jordan says you’re a writer. Anything I might have read?” 

	Rory snickers, and Diane’s husband Rob tosses the couch pillow at her. 

	“She wrote The O Factor,” Diane tells Allie with a hint of pride in her voice. I didn’t realize Diane decided she liked Mel yet, but the way she’s beaming, I guess she has. 

	Allie shrieks and nearly sloshes her eggnog in my lap, “Get out! That was you? I loved that book!” 

	Noah and Sawyer are back and look like they’re suppressing their laughter. For once, they’re not the celebrities being fawned over, and I’m sure they’re happy about it. 

	Allie turns to me. “Jordan, you didn’t tell me she wrote The O Factor!” 

	“Like I knew what Noah’s girlfriend wrote? I just knew it was some kind of sex book so it wouldn’t be anything I’d probably ever read. Now you know.” 

	Allie rolls her eyes at me, and fuck if it doesn’t make me want to kiss her so they’re rolling back for an entirely different reason. I place my hand on her thigh, and she brushes her hand against it. 

	Mom smiles at us and begins her inquisition. Being affectionate with her is a bad idea in front of my family. “So, Allie, does your family live close?” 

	“No, it’s just me and my dad these days, but he lives in Washington D.C. and is working over the holidays. It’s the first Christmas I haven’t seen him, so Jordan took pity on me and brought me here. I hope you don’t mind.” 

	“Doesn’t look like pity to me.” Sawyer’s sarcasm is front and center tonight. Dad glares at him hard enough that he relents. “Just saying, they look cozy.” 

	Mom throws him a “watch it” look before answering Allie. “Of course, we don’t mind, the more the merrier. And don’t pay a lick of attention to Sawyer. You know these boys are brothers in every way it matters, and it shows. You’ll see in the morning … I think the three of them get more excited for presents than my granddaughters do.” 

	“Like Rory and Diane don’t get excited about gifts,” Noah says, defending our honor. 

	“I’m pretty sure it was you and Sawyer who pushed so hard Jordan fell down and broke his arm one Christmas morning when you were about thirteen,” Dad reminds him. 

	Allie and Mel bust up laughing. That was a hell of a Christmas, and even though I was in pain, I wouldn’t trade those memories. 

	“You didn’t, Noah!” Mel exclaims through her laughter. 

	“Oh, he did. They were so excited because they saw guitar-shaped silhouettes under the tree and it was all either of them had asked for the whole year. After that, we all piled into the car and spent the bulk of the morning in the emergency room.” 

	I fill them in on the rest. “Yup, and when we got home, Mom and Dad made Noah and Sawyer pass out all the gifts to everyone. As punishment, they had to wait to open theirs until the rest of us were done.” 

	“That doesn’t seem like too much punishment. My dad would have whooped my behind,” Allie replies. 

	Karen continues, “Oh, that wasn’t all. We didn’t let them have their guitars until Jordan said they could. But Jordan has a good heart and he loves his brothers. They had those guitars opened before bedtime.” 

	Someone is ringing the doorbell like crazy. While everyone is distracted at the commotion, I take the opportunity to show Allie to my room. 

	I take her hand, and she follows me down the hall past my brother’s office. “This is my room.” I flip on the light as we step inside. 

	“It’s huge.” 

	“That it is. I love coming here and opening the windows so I can listen to the waves crash against the shore. It’s got a great view, too, but it’s hard to see right now. Anyway, there’s a private bathroom right there,” I point over by the closet, “In case you don’t want to wait for one later as everyone drinks more. But this is where we’re sleeping—” 

	“We’re?” she chokes out. 

	“Well, I can sleep on the floor or down in the studio, but the house is full this weekend. Sawyer just assumed you’d be in here with me, but I don’t have to be. I don’t expect anything to happen between us even if we were.” 

	Allie sits on the edge of the bed and looks up at me. Her cheeks are a bit pink, and considering the loaded eggnog Mom gave us, I’m not surprised. 

	“Do you want to know something funny?” 

	“Sure, if you want to tell me something funny.” I take a seat next to her and wait. 

	“Mel’s book gave me the courage to leave Evan. Well, not exactly, but it opened my eyes. You really haven’t read it?” 

	That’s crazy. “No, and I probably never will. What about it made you decide to leave?”

	She scoots up on my bed, leans on my pillows, and pats the spot next to her for me to join her. “Basically, the book is about a couple who sort of lost themselves in their relationship. They still love each other, but something is missing, and it becomes most apparent when they have sex. This probably sounds so silly to you.” 

	I’m enraptured by every fucking word coming out of her mouth. I want to know her story, and if I have to hear about Mel’s to get it, so be it. “Not at all. I asked to hear it, didn’t I?” 

	She nibbles her bottom lip and nods. “Okay, so there is a part in the book where she talks about complacency being a place where relationships go to die. Evan and I had been together since my sophomore year of college. We didn’t even have sex the entire first year we were together.” 

	“Wow.” I pause. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to blurt that out, but it seems odd to me.” 

	Her head bobs excitedly. “It was odd! He comes from old money so I just thought it was a family thing with him. There was something about him though. He was endearing, and sweet. Things were good, and when we finally had sex, it was … nice.” 

	I let out a snort, and she glares at me. “I’m sorry, Allie. I’m not trying to make fun, but sex shouldn’t be classified as nice.” 

	She hops out of bed and holds out her hand to me. “You know what? I’m not drunk enough to have this conversation with you. Let’s go have some more of your mom’s loaded nog and we can pick this up later.” 

	“Come on Al, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.” 

	“I know, but even though I want to talk to you about this, I need liquid courage because Evan is a touchy subject. You can sleep with me tonight, Jordan. In the bed, I mean. It’s huge, and I trust you.” 

	“You do, huh?” As I get to my feet, she grabs my shirt pulling me to her. 

	“Yup, but maybe you shouldn’t trust me.” Her lips meet mine, and she dips her tongue into my mouth before pulling back too quickly for my liking. 

	“Fuck, Allie.” 

	Her eyes sparkle as they meet mine. “I just had to know.” 

	Why is she speaking in code? “Know what?” 

	“If the spark I felt the first night would still be there.” 

	Now that should freak me out, but it doesn’t at all. “And is it?”

	She closes her eyes and nods. They flutter open slowly, and her beautiful blue eyes lock on mine. “I’m not sure it ever left.” 
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	The rest of the night passed in a blur. I couldn’t get her last comment out of my mind—or that kiss. Even when Tyler texted me “Merry Christmas,” I only replied with a similar greeting instead of engaging him in conversation like usual. 

	By the time we went to bed, the two of us were both pretty well lit, along with all of my siblings. The kids were asleep, and Santa’s sleigh had delivered the goods before we all went our separate ways. 

	“Your nieces are going to be so excited when they wake up in the morning,” Allie says while digging through her bag. 

	“They sure will be—”

	“Why did you stop talking?” Allie turns toward me, and my cock twitches. She’s in her bra and in the process of kicking off her pants. 

	“You’re practically naked. Why would I want to talk when I can watch?” 

	She shrugs and smiles. It’s a beautiful sight. “Well, you’ve pretty much seen it all, so I figured why be modest?” 

	I take a step toward her, and she holds out her hand. “Not so fast. You and I need to talk, and I can’t do that half naked.” 

	“Really? I do some of my best talking fully naked.” 

	Allie laughs as she puts on an oversized shirt and a pair of yoga pants. “Somehow, I don’t doubt that.” 

	I strip down to my boxers, and she looks at me expectantly. “What?” 

	“Where are your pajamas?” 

	I laugh. “You’re looking at them.” 

	“You can’t be serious!” She motions at me with her hands. “How am I supposed to keep away from all of … that … if you’re not wearing any clothes?”

	She’s adorable. “The same way you do when I am? I promise I won’t touch you, unless you want me to.” 

	I get into bed and under the covers to prove my point, and as she slides in next to me, I turn off the light. 

	“That’s the problem. I always want you to,” she grumbles. 

	“Come again?” 

	She huffs and flips onto her side, facing me. The room is dark, but the moonlight casts enough of a soft glow for me to see her. “That’s what I was trying to say earlier. When I was with Evan, I thought things were great until he started cheating on me. The last year and a half we were together, we never even had sex. I don’t know why I stayed with him, but complacency, like Mel said in her book, was the closest thing I could come up with to describe it.” 

	“So you left.”

	“After some careful planning, yes. And the sex … I didn’t realize it was nice, not until you. Like, how did I spend so many years of my life with him and not understand our sex life was lacking? Not only was the O factor missing but the wow factor was too!” 

	She’s uninhibited due to the alcohol. I could listen to her all night and not get bored. “The O Factor?” 

	“Yeah, that’s what Mel calls the loss of orgasms in her book, The O Factor.” 

	Wait … what? “Allie, are you telling me he stopped giving you orgasms?” 

	“This is so embarrassing.” 

	“Why?” 

	“Because you’re you. All manly and six-packed and tattooed and fucking gorgeous. You’ve got women and men practically falling at your feet. Your cousins and best friends are famous, and you probably have more sex than anyone I’ve ever met. Your orgasm cup probably runs so far over that I could slip and fall just standing next to you.” 

	She’s drunk and rambling and all I want to do if kiss the hell out of her. “Allie, please answer my question because your drunk speak is adorably cute and making my dick harder than a rock.” 

	She gasps and leans forward as if she wants to see. “That’s so hot. See what I mean? You’re insanely experienced, and I just left a guy I was with for six years who never gave me an O.” 

	Holy shit. 

	My lips crash down onto hers, and she throws her leg over my hip. Our tongues meet, and her soft whimpers fuel my desire for her. She should know how much she’s desired and one idiot boyfriend won’t define how sexual she can be. 

	Reluctantly, I pull away from her. I promised her nothing would happen, and she’s not sober. “Allie, you deserve so much better than someone who won’t take care of your needs, all of your needs. As much of a pleasure it would be to get you off … and I do mean my pleasure … you also deserve someone who will keep his promises to you. I promised nothing would happen tonight. I meant it.” 

	She sighs. “I’m a turn-off to you now, aren’t I?” 

	I take her hand and place it on my cock to prove one final point. “Does that feel like someone who is turned off by you?” 

	“No,” she whispers. 

	“Exactly. What do you want, Allie? Are you looking for a relationship? A fuck buddy? A friend? Honestly, most of my encounters, with the exception of Ty and now you, are random.” 

	“Why me?” 

	“I’ll let you know when I figure it out. Now, answer the question.” 

	She flips onto her back and faces the ceiling. “I told myself when I moved here that I would give it at least six months before I jumped into any kind of dating or sex. A month of reflection for each year I spent with that asshole. Time to get to know myself and trust I’ll never put myself in that kind of situation again.” 

	“So you want a six-month reprieve. I think that’s understandable.” 

	“But then I met you and nothing has been the same since. You’re my boss and Sasha’s best friend, and you have this long-term, off-and-on boyfriend who is such a nice guy. I don’t want to come between any of that. I don’t want to move again or lose my job. I just want to live in my happy bubble with Sasha.” 

	I pull her to her side and brush the hair out of her face. “Figure yourself out first, Allie. You are the most important thing in this equation. The rest will be there when you’ve got it all figured out. We’ll all still be here.” 

	“You’re too hot to still be single by then,” she whines. 

	I chuckle—it’s the alcohol talking. I see it all the time in the bar. 

	“First of all, there’s no such thing as too hot to be single. I’ve been single for twenty-eight years, and I don’t anticipate that changing. If it does, it wasn’t meant to be. Ty and I have shit to figure out. Maybe your six-month window is exactly what I need to work things out with him one way or the other. We’ve been going back and forth for far too long, and it’s not fair to either of us.” 

	She wraps her arms around me and snuggles close. “You’re right. Taking six months for myself is the best thing. We’ll still be friends, right?” 

	“Yup. 

	Allie yawns. “If you and Tyler work things out, I’ll be happy for you, Jordan. I promise.” 

	I kiss the top of her head. “Thank you.”

	“Do you know what would make me happy though?” 

	“Allie, I don’t have a clue, but I think you should tell me.” 

	“Fat Bastard. Can I come over and hang out with him? Especially on the nights when you and Sasha close? I wouldn’t be so lonely.” 

	She wants to come hang out with my mean-ass cat? “You can come hang with FB anytime you’d like.” 

	“Thanks, Jordan.” 

	“Merry Christmas, Allie.” 

	“Merry Christmas, J.” 
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	New Year’s Eve

	Sasha and I got to work extra early today. She and Jordan usually do a lot of the prep work themselves, but Noah is proposing to his girlfriend today. It must be epic because he recruited a bunch of help. 

	Jordan laughed when I practically swooned over how romantic Noah is for going to such great lengths to win Mel’s heart. If he thinks that’s bad, he definitely doesn’t want to see me curled up on his couch with his cat watching a chick flick.

	“You are so distracted today. What gives?” Sasha hands me a bottle of gin to shelve. As soon as she got back into town yesterday, she crashed. 

	“Nothing. Sorry.” 

	She eyes me suspiciously but changes the subject. “Well, fill me in on Christmas with the Westons. How did it go?”

	Even thinking about Christmas has heat rushing to my cheeks for many reasons. 

	“Allie … did you and J fuck?”

	“What? No!” 

	“Then why did you go from pale to lobster in three seconds flat? Did he get you off again?”

	Why did I tell her about that night? 

	“Sasha, stop. Nothing happened. Well, we might have kissed, but honestly, I was drunk and embarrassed myself more than anything. I’m surprised Jordan doesn’t laugh whenever he looks at me.” 

	She stops unpacking the box of alcohol on the counter and turns to me. “What did you do?” 

	“I told him about Evan.” 

	She furrows her brow. “I’m confused. I thought he already knew about Evan. Isn’t that how you two got into the compromising position in the first place?” 

	“No, I told him why I left Evan. About the lack of … well, you know.” 

	Sasha doubles over in laughter. “You must have been drunk, and I have to say I’m a bit disappointed in my boy. You told him Evan lacked in the big O department and he didn’t make it his mission to give you as many as he could? Jordan is losing his touch in his old age.” 

	As I wash my hands, I think back to that night. “I think he would have because the kiss he planted on me was … wow. But I also told him about my six-month rule. I think he was trying to honor that. He did say something, and I wasn’t sure how to take it.” 

	“What did he say?”

	“Something like, he should try that with Ty. Give himself six months to figure out what they are or aren’t. I don’t know, Sasha. This whole thing is way more complicated than I want.”

	She clicks her tongue at me and goes back to the box. “You like him; it’s not that complicated.” 

	“He’s my boss, and he’s obviously in love with Tyler. I’m not looking to be in a love triangle, and even though it doesn’t bother me in the slightest that J is bi, I definitely don’t have the right equipment to compete with Ty, even if I wanted to.” 

	Sasha completely stops what she’s doing and hops up on the bar and sits, patting the spot next to her for me to join her. “I’m going to tell you this because I realize it can be a complicated discussion to have with anyone. Since I’m Jordan’s best friend, I know this answer inside and out because we’ve talked about it many times.” 

	“Why do I have a feeling I’m about to be schooled?” 

	“Because you are. Look, Jordan is a sexual person. He has been as long as I’ve known him. The thing about J is, he keeps his feelings on lock. If you ever hear him say, ‘It’s just sex,’ that’s because to him, it is. Maybe his casual encounters are a bit more mood-driven as far as guy or girl, but that’s the extent of it. When it comes to relationships, the closest he’s ever been to one is Tyler.” 

	“Great.” I hop off the bar to get back to work. 

	“Stop, Allie, and listen to me.” Sasha’s tone leaves no room for argument. I turn back toward her, and she nods. “Better. I don’t want you to hang your hopes on Jordan because, like I told you in the beginning, he’s dark and has more baggage than a loaded 747. But I’m not your father, and I’m not going to tell you what to do. The fact he’s setting boundaries with you, getting to know you, and kissing you, says more than you can begin to understand.” 

	“Why kissing?”

	She squeezes my hand. “Because Jordan has intimacy issues that are wrapped around a bundle of trust issues. When he tells you his past, you’ll understand. He avoids kissing at all costs. That’s not to say he doesn’t ever do it, but his lips are usually reserved for Ty, and now, you.”

	I’m not sure why, but her words hit me low in my gut. “What does that even mean?” 

	Sasha smiles. “I’m not exactly sure, but you guys will figure it out. Please just keep in mind that Jordan may not come across like it, but he’s fragile in more ways than most people.” 

	Jordan, Sawyer, and Mac walk into the bar, cutting our conversation short.  

	“Ladies, how is your day going?” Sawyer slides onto a barstool and flashes one of the sexiest grins I’ve ever seen. No wonder Sasha gets in his pants when he’s in town. 

	“Better now that you’re here, sexy.” Sasha already has two beers open for them, and I make a mental note of what kind for later. 

	“You always know just what I like.” 

	Jordan holds up a hand as Mac laughs. “Stop it, you two. I’m serious, not tonight. It’s the bar’s biggest night of the year, and I can’t afford to lose my soon-to-be bar manager for the five minutes it will take to get your rocks off in my office.” 

	“Fifteen,” Sawyer corrects as Sasha squeals and wraps her arms around J. 

	“Are you serious? You’re going to give me an official title even though I’ve done the work for years?” 

	“And a raise, but not until summer. I have a few things I have to work out first. If you still want the job then, it’s yours.”

	She leans in and kisses his cheek. “Of course, I want it, and once you realize how well I do at manager, you’re going to want me to become a co-owner one day. I just know it.” 

	Jordan’s eyes grow wide, and Sawyer laughs at the two of them. “Since I won’t be the official owner for years to come, I’m not sure that will ever happen.” 

	That’s when I see the similarities between the brothers for the first time. Sawyer’s eyes narrow into slits. “You are the only owner, J, and you know it. If Noah and I had our way, we’d rip up that stupid loan contract in a second.” 

	Jordan storms off, and Sawyer starts texting on his phone. Sasha ignores the blowup and starts chatting with Mac. Stepping away to check on J, I find his office door half open and peek my head inside. 

	“Are you okay?” 

	His expression softens. “I’m fine. Come on in and have a seat.”

	“I don’t want to intrude. That just seemed intense, and well … here I am.”

	“Here you are, indeed,” he says with a smile, and I finally take a seat. 

	“So, uh, any resolutions tonight?” 

	His lascivious gaze rakes over me, making me wet between the thighs. Why does he affect me this way?  

	“To finally make a go of this thing with Tyler or end it altogether.” 

	His words do not even begin to match his expression, and it throws me. “Oh, well that’s good. I hope things work out for you, Jordan.” 

	“They will, one way or the other,” he answers without taking his eyes off of me.

	Standing abruptly, he motions to the cabinet behind me. “Can you hand me the shirt on the top shelf? I can’t expect you guys to wear your shirts if I don’t wear mine.” 

	We don’t have to wear a uniform, but on big nights, Jordan has us all wearing shirts with the bar name and logo. V-necks for the girls, unless they’re morally opposed, and regular for the guys. Sasha cut her V even lower; she says it’s great for tips, but she’s also an attention whore. 

	“Yeah, sure.” I walk over to the cabinet, and when I turn around, J is right behind me, shirtless, and I’m sure it’s payback from when I changed in front of him at Christmas. 

	“Like what you see?” 

	The glimmer in his eyes fades when he sees the worried look on my face. I reach for his left side by his ribs and caress his scar. How did I not see this at Christmas? 

	“What happened?” The scar isn’t big, but it’s noticeable enough that I know whatever happened was painful. 

	He reaches for my fingers and squeezes them gently before pulling them away. “Gunshot.” Then he tosses his shirt on and sits back down behind his desk. 

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry or step out of line. I should get back to work.” 

	“Allie, wait …” He runs his hand through his hair and exhales. “It’s a touchy subject and not something I like to think about, but I’ll tell you about it one day. In the meantime, you should know Tyler will be here tonight.” 

	I’m still stuck on the gunshot thing. “Okay, not a problem.” 

	“One more thing before you go.” I pause at the door, and he continues. “What are your resolutions?” 

	With a shrug, I flash him a fake smile. “Watch more chick flicks with a big fat cat.” 

	Jordan laughs, and I make my exit and get back to work. 
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	By eleven thirty, the bar is standing room only. There’s a section of the bar that’s blocked off by three massive bodyguards surrounding Sawyer, Darren, Darren’s girlfriend Belle, their sister Rory, Tyler, and Rory’s date for the night, Eli Watts. 

	I’m not star struck very often, but seeing Eli up close reminds my inner teenage girl she’s alive and well. Eli used to be in one of the biggest boy bands of all time. He’s a blond-haired, blue-eyed god, and from the way he looks at Rory, he’s also off the market. 

	Out of the corner of my eye, I see Darren flagging me down. By the time I make my way to them, Tyler is noticeably absent. “I have a question for you,” he says. 

	I lean in close so I can hear him better. There’s a live band tonight, so it’s louder than normal. “Well, I might have an answer for you if you ask nicely.” 

	“I knew I liked you for a reason,” Belle says as Darren wraps his arm around her. They’re adorably cute together, and that baby bump she’s sporting makes them even cuter.

	“It seemed like you and J were cozy at Christmas. If that’s the case, why are we sitting here with Ty tonight?” 

	Oh hell … these are his friends; I’m not getting in the middle of this. 

	“J and I are just friends.” 

	Darren’s gaze locks on mine. “Bullshit. Try again.” 

	I look to Belle for help, but she shrugs. “Sorry, I’m totally curious too. J couldn’t keep his hands off you last week. What gives?” 

	“I just got out of a six-year relationship; I’m not looking to rebound with anyone. Besides, Jordan and Ty have a good thing … I think.” 

	“He and Ty have a thing, but it’s not necessarily good,” Darren corrects. 

	“Well, I wouldn’t know because we’re still getting to know each other. There’s also the issue of him being my boss. That’s just asking for trouble.” 

	Belle’s beaming like only a woman in love can. “Mel works for Noah and the band and look how well that turned out. And I work with them on some articles and look at us.” 

	“Nice try. Can I get you guys anything before I go? Jordan is going to jump my shit if I stay here talking to you much longer.” 

	Speaking of …

	“Come on, Allie!” he barks from across the bar. “We’re getting slammed over here. Start delivering these drinks!” 

	“Sorry, girl, get back to it. If Ty dishes any details in your favor, I’ll share them.” 

	“Thanks, Belle, but it’s not that serious. Really. We’re just friends.” 

	By the time I make my way down to Jordan, my anger flares. He doesn’t need to yell at me when I’m tending to his friends. 

	“About time,” he snaps. “Sasha already took your drinks. I need you to go in the back and tell Paul to come refill all the cherries and olives and shit. He can’t hear me when I call back there.” 

	Not wanting to spend any more time in his proximity, I make my way to the back and can’t find Paul anywhere. There is no way I’m going back out there empty handed, so I pull the stepstool over to the shelf on the back wall where I know the cherries live. 

	I’ve just about got them in my hand when the door slams open. Losing my footing, I come down hard on my ankle. 

	“Jesus, Allie! Are you okay?” 

	Jordan crouches beside me in an instant, and a dam of tears bursts open because I’m so over this night. And maybe because my ankle is throbbing too. “I’m fine,” I sputter and try to push him away, but he won’t have it. 

	“Let me help you up.” 

	As soon as I put pressure on my foot, I know I’m in trouble. “Shit!” 

	Jordan scoops me into his arms and walks me to the nearby desk. “I’m going to take off your shoe and take a look.” 

	My foot feels better once the shoe is off, but the way he shakes his head tells me I’m in trouble. Looking down, I can already see the redness and bruising. “This is not the way I wanted to start the new year.” 

	With an exhausted sigh, he pulls up a chair and sits but continues to elevate my leg. “Me either. Why were you up there?” 

	“Because I didn’t want you screaming at me again. Your friends were giving me the third degree about us, not the other way around. I was just trying to get back to work. When I couldn’t find Paul, I didn’t want to be on the receiving end of your rage again, so I thought I’d at least bring back some cherries. I would’ve been fine if you hadn’t slammed into the room like a caveman.” 

	He reaches forward and wipes away a stray tear. “I’m sorry I’m stressed. It’s a big night, and you’re my best waitress. Well, you were. I don’t think it’s broken, but you’re going to need an X-ray to confirm.” 

	“It’s not broken. I’ve broken the other one ice skating. I’m just going to need ice and alcohol. Tomorrow, I’ll get it double-checked.” 

	“Well, you’re in the right place for alcohol,” he answers with a sullen tone. 

	“Good. I’m assuming my drinks are on the house tonight since I can’t drive myself home.” 

	“I’ll get Mac to take you. He owes me a favor or two.” 

	The twinkle in his eyes tells me more than I need to know. “You and Mac too?  Should I start making a list?” 

	“It was a weekend fling. Nothing you need to worry your pretty little head about.” He slightly moves my foot, and I hiss.

	“Look, Jordan, I don’t want to spend the night alone. Can you just prop me up with two barstools in a corner, give me some ice and a few drinks? Maybe some nachos so I don’t throw up? I’ll pop some ibuprofen, and whoever leaves first can take me home.” 

	“You got it. I’ll make sure you’re taken care of tonight. I promise.” Jordan scoops me into his arms and carries me back to the bar where Sawyer and Darren quickly arrange their stools against the wall in the corner where no one can bump into me.

	Within minutes, I’ve got my leg in a box with a hole cut out, padded with towels and surrounded by bags of ice. It’s actually pretty comfortable considering the situation. 

	Sasha places a plate of nachos in front of me. “Poor Allie. I can’t believe Jordan made you fall.” 

	Jordan flinches and hands me a vodka tonic. 

	“It wasn’t his fault. It was an accident,” I reply, graciously accepting the drink.  

	Darren reaches over and snags one of my chips. “You sure you don’t want us to take you to the hospital?” 

	“I’d rather not be in the ER tonight when I can go to the urgent care and get an X-ray tomorrow. It’s just a sprain.” 

	Tyler walks over with two extra chairs to replace the ones I’m now occupying. “Here you guys go. I can take you later if you want to go. Jordan is going to be here cleaning up until the wee hours of the morning.” 

	Why does he have to be so nice? 

	“Thanks, but I’m really okay. Jordan and Sasha, please stop hovering and get back to work. You’re down your best waitress, remember? You can’t afford to be slacking off.” 

	Sasha bumps hips with J. “You told her she’s your best waitress, huh? Was that before or after she fell?” 

	“Shut up and get back to work, Sasha,” he mutters and walks away. 

	“I’m going to go down there and keep him company,” Tyler announces. 

	“Like we care,” Darren mumbles under his breath.

	Sawyer and Belle snicker, and I suddenly feel like I’m part of a mean clique in high school. “He seems nice. Why don’t you guys like him?” 

	Belle holds up her arms in a surrendering pose. “I don’t know him at all. I’m just laughing at these two goofs.” 

	Sawyer leans closer to me. “Because my brother deserves someone who makes him feel wanted. Someone who will run after him when he decides he’s not worthy of love. He needs someone who, instead of giving him space when he withdraws, will remind him it’s better for him to be here with them, in the moment. Tyler’s not that person. He appears for a few months and then disappears for a few months. Nothing has changed between them in ten years.” 

	“Oh …” 

	Darren leans in on my other side. “Yeah, oh. Not only that, but in those ten years, Jordan has never brought Tyler home for a holiday. In fact, that’s usually their downtime.”

	“What do you guys want me to say?” 

	Sasha drops off another drink as Sawyer asks the big question. “Do you like him?” 

	“Even if I did, his mind is elsewhere, and he’s still my boss.” 

	“Fucking the boss is hot. Talk about spicing up a romance.” Belle fans herself, and I can’t help but laugh at her. 

	Sawyer nudges my arm. “I think you like him, and I think he likes you. And I already know I like you better than Tyler. So what’s stopping you?” 

	Suddenly, the bar erupts into a ten-second countdown to the new year. As couples all around us begin getting closer and kissing as the clock strikes twelve, Sawyer and I watch from our corner as Tyler and Jordan kiss in the new year. When the cheers finally die down a bit, I turn back to him. 

	“That’s what’s stopping me. I won’t come between that kind of love; I’m just not that kind of woman.” 

	Sawyer nods and clinks his glass against mine in a toast. “The two of us have a lot in common. You see, Allie, I’m not that kind of man either. That’s why I’m here tonight instead of where I’d rather be. Fucking sucks to be on the right side of karma, doesn’t it?”

	He can say that again. 
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	June

	“What put that kind of smile on your face? Did you hit the lotto?” Sasha hops up on the bar and waits for my reply. 

	“Noah and Sawyer’s tour got interrupted because of a tornado and the band is on their way home. Except for Noah and Mel; they’re off on a romantic getaway.” 

	“That’s awesome. Maybe I’ll get a booty call.” 

	Allie catches my eye as she bends over across the bar to pick something up from the floor. I’m completely distracted as I reply, “That’s my brother, Sasha.” 

	She snickers. “Try that argument when you aren’t basically imagining yourself pounding into my sister’s ass.” 

	Damn. She’s got me there. 

	She moves in closer. “What’s the deal there anyway? Her six-month hiatus is up, and you and Ty are still riding the same merry go round as usual.” 

	“We work together.” 

	She snorts. “Please … like that matters. No one here is going to revolt if you date an employee. We rule the roost and the rest of them are our humble little servants. That includes Allie. She’s your best worker aside from me, and everyone here already knows it. Besides, it’s not like everyone in this bar isn’t hooking up left and right anyway. Give me a real reason, Jordan.” 

	“I don’t want to hurt her.” 

	“Then don’t. Next excuse.” 

	“My office, Sasha, now.” 

	The last thing I want to do is get into this in the middle of the bar where Allie might hear. Sasha follows behind me, closes the door, and places a hand on her hips. 

	“I’m waiting, J.” 

	“Allie is my friend. We hang out, my cat fucking loves her, and ever since I made her fall on New Year’s Eve we’ve grown close. It’s fun, and it’s easy. I don’t want to complicate that.” 

	She perches herself on the edge of my desk and nails me with an all-knowing gaze. “Bullshit. You’re just using Allie as an excuse not to make any real decisions about Tyler. You’re going to have to shit or get off the pot at some point, Jordan. You and Allie have something special, and I think you know that’s true.” 

	“And Tyler and I don’t?” That was probably the wrong question to present to Sasha because she doesn’t sugar coat anything. 

	“Jordan, I love you, and I have been holding off saying this to you for years because you’ve never shown an interest in anyone except Tyler. If what you and Tyler have is so special, wouldn’t you be married by now? Maybe have some kids running around? You know I don’t want any, but my uterus is yours for the taking anytime.” 

	“Sasha …” 

	She shakes her head and pulls me into a hug. “Just think about it, J, please. I’m your best friend, and it kills me to see you light up around her and then clam up. You look at Allie with a measured amount of longing and desire. It’s sexy as fuck. You look at Tyler like a good friend, but there’s no lustful intent in your eyes when he enters the room. Not anymore at least.” 

	“You know it’s different with Ty. We’re long past the new relationship lust. We’ve been through a lot together, and he knows my history. I don’t have to pretend with him.”

	Sasha releases me and shakes her head sadly. “You wouldn’t have to pretend with her, either, if you’d let her in. It’s your past, J, and I’d never share it out of turn, but you’re never going to settle down if you continue to hold it in.” 

	“Says she who disappears every year at Christmas and still won’t tell me where she goes.” 

	“Fair enough, I’ll tell you, but because you’re my best friend and you have a right to know. Not because I need to share with anyone else. If I ever want to settle down, I’ll tell my sordid little tale. Every year, I go to Ohio and visit my mom in the state penitentiary where she’s serving a life sentence for murder. I probably hate her as much as you hate your biological father, but on that one day a year, I go to remind her I’m still alive and I’ll never let her forget why she’s there as long as she lives.” 

	“Damn, Sasha …” 

	She brushes her skirt down. “It’s fine, J, it’s my life. I know you’re thinking it’s a sad way to spend Christmas, but that one day brings me happiness. Trust me. Knowing I make her as miserable as she’s made life for everyone keeps me sane.” 

	“Does Allie know?” 

	“Yup, she knows the whole sordid tale, and someday, when I’m exceptionally drunk, I’ll tell you too.” 

	My phone rings on my desk. Sasha smiles when she sees Sawyer’s face, and I nod. “Go ahead and answer it. I know it will make your day.” 

	Sasha pushes the speaker button. “Do I get to suck your cock tonight?” 

	It sounds like Sawyer spits something out of his mouth. “Fuck Sasha, I wish. Way to answer the phone though.” 

	“Can’t say I’m not disappointed, but it was worth a shot.” 

	“What’s up, Sawyer?” I interrupt before this gets more X-rated. 

	“A shitload, actually. Can you leave Sasha running the bar for a couple of days? I need you at my house within the next two hours.” 

	Sasha eyes me quizzically, but her guess is as good as mine. She nods her agreement. 

	“Yeah, Sasha can take over. What’s going on?” 

	Sawyer exhales loudly. “Noah ran off to Vegas to get married. Luckily, Mel felt guilty and spilled the beans. Wedding is tomorrow, so we have to sneak into town tonight.” 

	“The fuck?” 

	“Exactly! He’s my twin, for Christ’s sake. What was he thinking?” 

	Man, I can hear the hurt in Sawyer’s tone. “Are you okay?” 

	“Yes … no … hell, I don’t know. Ask me again tomorrow after the wedding.” 

	“Do Mom and Dad know yet?” 

	The sound of a baby crying echoes in the background, and I hear a door close, drowning it out. “Nope, they’re my next call. Eli, Diane, and Rory all are on their way over. Everyone else was here when I got the call.”

	“Need me to do anything? Bring anything?” 

	“Tequila. I’m out, and I need to be drinking for this one.” 

	“You got it. I’ll be there soon.” 

	Sasha turns off my phone and passes it to me. “Nothing like a wedding to bring a family together.” 

	“God help us all. You sure you’ve got things here? I know tomorrow was supposed to be your day off.” 

	“Jordan, I’ll be fine. You’re making me manager soon, remember? You’ve been training me on all the intricate details for months. Go. We’ll figure out a way to live without you for a few days.” 

	Sasha grabs my arm as I turn to leave. “On second thought, can Allie crash at your place while you’re gone? I won’t have to go see your bastard cat, and I can have some freaky sex in my own bed for a change.” 

	“You don’t have sex if Allie’s home?” 

	She winks at me. “I do, but it’s mild in comparison to what I’d do if she weren’t.” 

	“Let your inner freak out. Allie can stay at my place. Fat Bastard will love it.” 
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	The wedding passed in an instant. We landed in Vegas in the middle of the night Saturday, and the wedding was later that afternoon. By Sunday night we were all on a plane back home. As I watched my brother and his bride say their vows, I felt envious. I’m not even sure why. 

	Then, when Sawyer and Belle gave their respective toasts at the reception, something kept nagging at me. I haven’t been able to get Sasha’s words out of my mind. Is she right? If Tyler and I had something special, wouldn’t we know it? Wouldn’t I know it? 

	When I think in the abstract to the future, and if I could see myself spending my life with Tyler, I think I could. We’d be comfortable and easy. When I think about Allie in the same respect, excitement jumpstarts my heart. I’m not sure if we could have a life together, but I know I would never get tired of waking up next to her beautiful face. And I also know if I don’t get out of the starting gate with her, I’ll never have my answer. 

	Allie’s car is in my driveway when I pull in. She must have worked the early shift today. I grab my bag from the back of my truck and let myself into the house. She’s curled up on the couch with her feet beneath her and FB in her lap. I’m pretty sure that cat loves her more than anything, including me. 

	“Hey,” she says, greeting me with a sweet smile. “I didn’t know you were coming back tonight.” 

	There’s a box of pizza and an empty bottle of wine on the table. “Yeah, we decided to come home a day early. There’s nothing to do in Vegas except drink and lose money.” 

	“Strip clubs,” she offers. 

	“Not my scene.” 

	“You’re a strange man, Jordan Weston, but I like you.” 

	I incline my head toward her lap. “And my cat loves you.” 

	“He does. I think he’s my soul mate. He just wants someone to feed him, hold him, and love him. I’m down with all of that.” 

	I kick off my shoes and tuck them under the table. “Are you looking now that your six months are up?” 

	She quirks a brow at me. “My six months? Oh, wow, I haven’t even thought about it.” 

	“Really? I thought you wanted time to reset and think?” 

	She grabs the remote and pauses her movie. “I did. When I was laid up for six weeks after New Year’s Eve, I think I did about six months’ worth of reflecting.” 

	I still feel bad about that. Allie’s foot was badly sprained, and she ended up on crutches. “I’m so sorry, Allie.” 

	She places her hand on mine. “I know, J, and you need to get past it. I have. The whole six-month thing was stupid. I was reeling from leaving home more than I was about Evan. Honestly, I was pissed at myself for giving him that much of my time.” 

	“Why did you?” 

	“I think mostly to placate my dad. He was exactly the kind of guy I was raised to bring home. That’s probably the hardest thing to get over. It was never about my happiness, only appearances. When I have kids, their happiness will always be my number-one concern.” 

	I brush my fingers against hers. “So … if you aren’t waiting anymore, how come I haven’t seen you date anyone? Or even talk about anyone?” 

	“Because I’ve only met one person since I’ve been here who has sparked an interest. Unfortunately, he’s off the market.” 

	I’m most definitely not, and it’s about time I showed her. 

	“Put the cat down and come with me.” 

	She moves FB out of her lap, and I pull her up from the couch and lead her to my room. The bed is messed up, and I realize she’s been sleeping in here instead of the guest room. 

	“Sorry. I’ll change the sheets. FB kept crying, and when I came in here to sleep instead, he curled up at the bottom of the bed and stopped.” 

	The thought of her in my bed is extremely sexy. “Don’t you dare change them.” I close the door and lie down. “My pillows smell like you. Do you know how hot that is?” 

	She lies down next to me, and I flip off the lights. As much as I like seeing her, I want us to get comfortable. “They smelled like you first, J. Although, I was sort of worried maybe it wasn’t only you I was smelling.” 

	“Allie, no one but you has been in my bed for months. In fact, I’m not exactly off the market either.” 

	She rolls to her side and faces me. “Aren’t you and Tyler still dating?”

	“I wouldn’t call it that.” 

	“What would you call it?” 

	I scoot closer to her and place my hand on her hip. “The same mess it’s always been. I think I’m ready for something new, but it would have to be casual at first. Tyler is still in my life, and he’ll be back at some point. I wouldn’t sleep with both of you at the same time because that’s not me, but I’m not willing to blow him off completely if I don’t know how things would work with us either.”

	“Us?” she whispers. 

	“If you want to try. We’ve danced around it for so long and—”

	Her mouth crashes into mine, and I weave my fingers through her hair. Our kiss ignites my body on fire. She nips my bottom lip, and I fist her hair and tug. When she releases a sexy groan, I do it again. I know she can’t be very sexually experienced if she stayed with that dick for six years without as much as a single orgasm, but I’m willing to teach her anything she’d like to learn. 

	As much as I hate to pull away from her, we still have to talk. 

	“Allie, do you want to spend the night with me?” 

	“Do you even need to ask?” she pants, trying to catch her breath. 

	“Good. Let me get comfortable so we can talk.” 

	I stand up and get out of my jeans and shirt before climbing back into bed with her. “Not many people know this story. Basically, my immediate family, Sasha, Tyler, and you. And I guess anyone who read a paper or saw the news when it happened.”

	“You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to, J.”

	I bring her hand to my lips and kiss it. “I want to, but I also have to. When I was seven, my dad had an affair with a co-worker. Nobody knew until it was too late. The night before everything happened, we had a family game night. My parents were hugging and kissing, they put us to bed, and we exchanged I love yous. All was right in our world.” 

	I take a deep breath and pull her closer to me for comfort. As if she knows exactly what I need, she wraps her arms around me. Talking about that day has never gotten easier, but I’ve learned to somewhat dissociate myself from it. 

	“The next morning, my dad was on edge. I was supposed to go to the movies with Noah, Sawyer, and Aunt Karen. The plan was for me to walk to their house, but Mom changed her mind at the last minute. Instead, she was going to drop me off on her way to take my brother Carl and his girlfriend to the mall. Carl was thirteen, and I thought the sun and moon rose with him. We looked a lot alike, and I knew I would get a lot of girlfriends when I was older because Carl always had girls flocking to him.” 

	The memory makes me chuckle; I adored my brother. I swallow over the lump building in my throat and continue. “I’m not exactly sure what happened, but Dad and Carl were arguing. I was standing in the hall behind my dad, and he couldn’t see me. When the gun went off, I tried to scream but I was in shock and nothing came out. The next thing I knew, my mom was kissing me and pushing me into my bedroom closet. She had my baby sister Carly in her arms, and they were both crying. She looked at me with the most stoic look on her face and told me I was going to be fine if I stayed hidden and didn’t make a noise. She closed the closet, and I heard the bedroom door slam open a few seconds later.” 

	My chest heaves, and I’m having a hard time catching my breath. Allie rubs my back but remains completely silent. After a couple of minutes, I press on. I want her to know my story. 

	“Mom screamed and begged Dad to leave Carly alone. He kept asking where I was, but she told him Sawyer and Noah had picked me up early and I was gone. Then I heard a shot, or more, a lot of it is still a blur. Mom was suddenly silent, but Carly didn’t stop screaming until after more shots were fired. Three, four, five, and then I flew backward, losing count and landing head first on my ice skates. That’s when I caught the bullet in my side; it went through the wall. I blacked out at some point … I think. I was in and out of it. Everything hurt, breathing was so hard, and I thought I was dying. At some point, it could have been minutes or hours, but I heard another shot. I wanted to be saved but kept praying Sawyer’s family didn’t come looking for me and get shot too.” 

	“Oh, Jordan …” 

	“I tried not to make a sound, until I heard Sawyer screaming and realized he was calling my name.” Tears stream down my cheeks. “I’d made a promise to Mom, though, and I wasn’t going to break it. I was so scared and started tapping against the wall. He heard me, Allie. Sawyer saved me.” 

	“My God, J, he was just a little boy too.” 

	Clutching her as close to me as I can, I continue. “Sawyer is the bravest person I have ever met. He saw my dad lying in a pool of blood and came into the house and called for help. Then he found Carl, had to get past my mom’s body in the hall, and saw Carly on my bed before he found me in the closet. He put pressure on my head, screamed until the paramedics found us, and refused to leave my side all the way to the hospital. I’ve always struggled with being the one who made it out, and with the fact Carly wasn’t in the closet with me. But the police determined Mom was trying to separate us, to give at least one of us a fighting chance, but Dad got to her before she could hide Carly. Since I was supposed to be out of the house already, I had the best chance to survive.” 

	Allie kisses the top of my head. “My God, Jordan …” 

	“I don’t need your sympathy, Allie.” 

	“Don’t do that. If I want to give you sympathy, I will, but this isn’t sympathy, J. This is empathy. I know what it’s like to lose a parent, but it’s nothing compared to what you went through. You and Sawyer are incredible men in spite of all you’ve been through.” 

	I flip onto my back and pull her into the crook of my arm. “That’s because of my parents. Aunt Karen and Uncle Owen took me in right away. They fought my dad’s family for custody, and they got Sawyer and me the help we needed. My physical wounds healed quickly compared to the psychological ones. Each year, Sawyer and I spend the anniversary together, usually drinking away our sorrows. We experienced the same horrific trauma in completely different ways. We both lost our family. Without him, I wouldn’t be here. I would’ve bled out in my closet.” 

	“Why are you telling me this now?” she asks softly. 

	“A few reasons. My dad killed everyone because of his affair. They were supposed to run off together, but I guess he couldn’t live with himself after doing what he did and took his own life. That’s why trust is so important to me. My relationships have to be honest and transparent if they have any chance of being successful.” 

	“I understand,” she murmurs.

	“The other reason is, I frequently have bad nightmares. Sawyer does too, but his don’t occur very often anymore. It happens abruptly, and I’ve been told it’s scary when you’re not in the know about my condition. If we’re going to start having sleepovers, you need to be aware.” 

	“Sleepovers? Plural?” 

	I ghost my lips over hers. “I hope so.”

	“Me too. Is there anything I need to do when you’re having the nightmares?”

	She’s the first person to ever ask me that. “Gently try to wake me. If I get shaken out of a dream, it’s scary and flares up my anxiety. Sometimes, I still have to take my anti-anxiety medication after a dream, but if I’m woken up peacefully, I may not need to.”

	“Okay. If it happens, I’ll do my best to coax you awake.”

	“Thank you. Allie, can I ask how your mom died?” 

	She exhales slowly. “You can, but I think it’s a story Sasha wants to be the one to tell you. I know she told you her mom is in jail.”

	“She did,” I reply with a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. 

	“Sasha’s mom murdered mine. It’s how we met.”

	Holy shit. That’s why Allie is so important to her. “And the two of you were able to … bridge that gap?”

	“Oddly enough, it’s what bonded us together. Trauma victims tend to do that, as you know from your own experience. I lost my mom forever and, in a way, Sasha’s mom is gone forever too. We were both dealing with a lot. Aside from some details I’ll leave for Sasha to explain, we went to the same therapist. The court thought it would be a good idea, especially since we were both twelve years old and lived in the same town. She lived with her grandma for a year before she went to foster care, and she showed up at my house every day after school and sat outside. Even while drowning in her pain and grief, Sasha worried about me. Her guilt, anger, and fear brought her to me, and we never looked back.” 

	If anyone understands empathy, Allie does.
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	After our intense discussion, I felt closer to Jordan than I thought possible. It’s hard to fathom what he and Sawyer went through as kids, but there’s not a doubt in my mind Jordan understands what I experienced. The two of us curled up together and shared a couple of tender kisses before falling asleep in each other’s arms. In the middle of the night, I woke up to his thrashing around and screams. At first, it scared me, but I remembered what he said about waking him gently. 

	Placing my hand on his chest, I rub slow circles over his heart. “Jordan, wake up, please. It’s just a bad dream.” 

	Jordan stops yelling but is still moving all over the place. Moving my hand up to his face, I cup his cheek and press my lips against his. “Wake up, baby. It’s only a bad dream. Come on, J, wake up.” 

	I slide my free hand down his chest, and he opens his eyes. “Did you just call me baby?” 

	“Um, I’m not sure. Maybe? I was just trying to wake you up.”

	He traces my lips lazily with this finger. “Allie, that might be the most pleasant wake up from a nightmare I’ve ever had. Keep doing that and you can call me baby all you want.” He pulls my hand to the waistband of his boxers. “Don’t be shy Allie cat, I know you want a feel.” 

	I move down the bed and pull down his boxers. “I want to taste more than anything.”

	Jordan groans as I position myself between his legs. I wrap my fingers around him and stroke his length. Drawing lazy circles around the tip of his dick with my tongue, I taste him for the first time. 

	“Fuck, Allie, your mouth was made for my cock.”

	Spurred on by his sexy words, I open wider and take him as far as I can. He weaves his fingers through my hair and pushes with a gentle pressure. I’ve only ever done this with Evan, and he wasn’t this well-endowed. As Jordan gently arches into my mouth, I find my rhythm and take him deeper. With a mix of my hands and my mouth, I bring him close to the edge, and he pulls away. 

	“Enough. As much as I’d love to come down your pretty little throat, I want to come inside your tight pussy instead.” 

	Jordan flips us over and pulls down my pants and underwear at the same time. I work on getting my shirt off so I’m completely naked before him. Even with the dim lighting in the room, the look in his eyes is unmistakable—he wants to feast on me. 

	He drops between my legs and spreads them wide. “Do you know how badly I’ve wanted to taste you again? How hard it’s been not to toss you up on the bar, pull down your pants, and bury my head between your legs?” 

	His filthy words and husky tone set me on fire. I’m drenched, and he hasn’t even touched me yet. “You’re serious?” 

	“I don’t joke about sex, Allie. First, I’m going to fuck you with my mouth, and then I’m going to have you screaming when you come again on my cock.” 

	Before I can say a single word, he dips his tongue inside me, and I’m putty in his hands. My body arches off the bed as I writhe under the expertise of his tongue. “Oh God, Jordan, you, I … oh …” 

	Evan had a problem with the taste of pussy, or so he said. But Jordan’s mouth? Totally worth the wait. 

	He slides a finger inside me and circles my clit with his tongue. When he adds a second finger, I practically bolt off the bed. “I’m so close, J.” 

	Jordan swaps his fingers for his tongue again and teases my clit with his thumb. Taking off like a rocket on the Fourth of July, I scream his name and continue chanting it until my body has calmed and he kisses his way up my abdomen. 

	“That was so incredibly hot. I can’t believe your ex missed out on that.” 

	“How … did you know that?”

	“What do you mean? You told me– Shit, Allie, please tell me he at least gave you oral even if he was bad at it.”

	Dammit. He’s got me in a stupid sex haze. I can’t believe I slipped on that one. 

	“Fuck, Allie,” he caresses my cheek with his thumb, “that guy was an idiot.” He moves his lips to mine and quickly deepens the kiss. 

	“Hm,” I say when he pulls back. 

	“I hope that’s a good hm because I plan to do a lot more of that. Your pussy should be in my mouth as much as possible. You’ve got a lot of lost orgasms to make up for, and I’m happy to help you do it.” 

	“A lot, huh?” 

	He lowers his mouth to my breasts and takes turns licking and sucking my nipples into stiff peaks. “Mm, a few hundred at least.” 

	A few hundred orgasms with J? Yes, please, sign me up. 

	“Are you on the pill?” 

	“Yes, but we still need to use a condom.” 

	Jordan rolls to the side and pulls a condom from the bedside table. Tearing it open, he rolls it down his length. “I completely agree. It’s just nice to be double covered.” He nudges the head of his cock inside me and hisses. “Relax, Allie. You’ve got to loosen up if you want to do this.” 

	I wrap my arms around his neck and pull his face to mine. “Kiss me, J.” 

	As soon as our lips lock, my body relaxes and he inches in slowly. Jordan groans once he’s fully seated inside me. He pulls out and leisurely pushes back in again. 

	“J …”

	He nips my lip with his teeth and lowers his head to my breasts before taking a free hand and lacing our fingers together. We move to a perfectly timed erotic dance. Our bodies flush, fueling off each other’s cries and moans. The sensuality is like nothing I’ve ever experienced, and I wonder if it’s always like this for him. He shifts on his leg and hikes my hip higher as he pistons into me. 

	“Damn, Allie. You’re amazing.” Our eyes meet, and seconds later, so do our lips. As our kiss deepens, my body explodes. 

	“Jordan!” Breaking away from our kiss, I let the sensations take over. 

	He continues thrusting deeper and harder until our bodies are covered with sweat and I’m a weeping mess. Just when I think I can’t take anymore, he thrusts one last time as he bites my nipple, and I detonate again. 

	We both cry out for the other in the moment, and when it’s over, he pulls out of me slowly before tossing the condom into the trash and collapsing next to me. 

	“That was … intense,” I gasp. 

	He chuckles and brings my hand to his lips. “That’s definitely a good word for it.” 

	“I’ve never had that many orgasms in a row.” I’m in a sex haze. 

	“Get used to it, Allie Cat, and my orgasm cup won’t be the only one running over.” 

	Groaning, I throw my arm over my head. I can’t believe he remembered that. “Can we let that one go? I was totally drunk.” 

	He pulls my arm away and rolls on his side, hovering above me. “No way. You say the best shit when you’re intoxicated. I’ve met a lot of drunks in my life, but you are hands down the cutest one.”

	I move for changing the subject because compliments from Jordan make me feel way too good. “How did you end up with the bar? Did you not want to be in the band with your brothers?” 

	Jordan lies on his back and pulls me into the crook of his arm. For someone who is so standoffish in so many ways, I’m surprised at how cuddly he is in private. Or when he thinks people aren’t paying attention, like when he laid one on Ty on New Year’s Eve. 

	“I’m not at all musically inclined, and even though I love my brothers, my musical tastes lean more toward Eli Watts than Bastards and Dangerous.” 

	“Aww, I’m sure they understand.” 

	“They tease me sometimes, but it’s all right. They tried to get me to tour with them, offered me pretty much every position on the tour, but that’s not the kind of life I want to live. Besides, loud noises, fireworks, cars backfiring … it all still affects me.” 

	I squeeze his hand, and he returns the gesture. “My biological father’s brother owned Just an Illusion. It was called Chuy’s before the shooting. My dad owned a small stake in the bar, helped Chuy open the bar originally. When he died, Chuy was lost. He had no idea my dad had a secret life and was fucking around on his family.”

	“If this is too much, J, you don’t have to tell me. We’ve had a lot of revelations tonight.” 

	“Nah, it’s cool. This is actually the good part. My parents and Chuy came to an agreement, and I was able to spend some weekends with him and time in the summer when I wanted. We were close, and he was nothing like his brother. He treated my brothers and sisters like his family. We shared holidays at times; my parents are good like that. They didn’t want me to lose him too.” 

	He runs his fingers through my hair, and I sigh contentedly. 

	“Chuy closed the bar for a few months after the shooting and bought the industrial building it’s in now. He changed the name to Just an Illusion because that’s how he felt about life and his brother. And then he posted an ad for local street artists to come show off their skills. He paid them to keep it artistic and not paint any kind of gang affiliations into the designs on the outside of the building. Every few years, he’d paint the building white and let people come paint again. I still do that. It keeps us relevant, and it brings a sense of community to the bar.” 

	“That’s amazing. Local artists must constantly be watching out for the building to go white again.” 

	Jordan kisses the top of my head, and my heart flutters. I’m going to be in so much trouble with him. 

	“They do. It’s not due for another change for a while, but I’m already excited for it. Chuy died from cancer seven years ago. He took out loans on the bar to pay for his medical care, and when he died, he left the bar and the debt to me. When I couldn’t get a loan to cover the half-million-dollar price tag, Noah and Sawyer paid off the bar and essentially became my bank.” 

	“And that’s why you were arguing at the bar.”

	“Yes. I know we’re family, but there’s still part of me that will always feel indebted to them for taking me in and making me part of them. It’s stupid, and it’s my hang-up, but it lingers and I can’t get past it.” 

	I wrap my arms around his waist and hug him. “It’s a little different, but I get it. I left D.C. because I was tired of constantly hearing about my trust fund. My dad has control of it until I’m thirty. Evan was the last straw. The money doesn’t matter to me, and it never has. My sanity was more important, so I got out.” 

	“You know, I did read your application. You could have a lot better job than being a waitress at a bar and make a hell of a lot more money. Why did you come to us?” 

	“Because I wanted happiness. Sasha makes me happy, and your bar makes me happy. People go there because they want to have a good time. They want to dance and listen to music, play pool or darts, and eat good food. Sure, maybe they want to drink their sorrows away at times, but the happiness far outweighs the bad. That’s the kind of environment I want to work in, not some uptight office with a bunch of rich people in suits who are all part of the one percent club.” 

	He yawns and kisses me again. “I’m glad you chose happiness.” 

	“Me too.” 
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	The following night at work, there’s a definite sexual charge between Jordan and me. He comes up behind me and cages me in between him and the bar as I’m making Rory a drink. 

	“You’re coming home with me tonight, right?” His lips are against my ear, and my knees are instant jelly.

	“I hadn’t thought about it.” 

	It isn’t exactly the truth, but I’m not going to come off as needy. I can handle a fling, and I have to keep that as my mindset for now. Jordan presses his front to my back and nips my neck with his teeth. His hardness presses against my ass, eliciting a groan from me. Thankfully, the bar is slow right now. 

	“Thinking about it now?” he murmurs against my skin. 

	“Yeah, we should do that.”

	He slides to the side, keeping his erection hidden, and inclines his head to his sister who is watching us intently. “Better get that to Rory and prepare for the inquisition.” 

	With a smile plastered on my face, I deliver her drink. She pops a cherry in her mouth from the dish Jordan had given her and cracks a grin. “My brother is so into you it’s not even funny.” 

	“We’re just … testing the waters.” That’s a good answer, right? After all, it’s what we’re doing.

	“More like testing the bed, or would it be the bar?” She laughs as my eyes widen.

	Rory’s bold, but with her brothers, she probably has to be, especially since she’s the youngest Weston. “It’s casual, Rory. He’s still figuring out his situation.” 

	“Jordan doesn’t look at you like it’s casual. He watches you like you’re his prey and he’s going to enjoy devouring every bit of you. I wish someone would look at me like that.” 

	Does she have blinders on? Eli looks at her exactly like that. I’m not sure I want to get in the middle of that one. With a noncommittal shrug, I wipe off the counter in front of her. “Sexual attraction is one thing, but history is another, and someone else has me beat there.”

	“Ugh. Tyler, right? Don’t get me wrong, I like him. He’s a nice guy, but he’s not Jordan’s forever and never has been. Tyler is the guy you pass the time with, not the guy you say ‘I do’ to.” 

	I bite my lip and debate engaging her further, but my curiosity wins. “Why do you think that?” 

	“Look, J is tight-lipped about everything, but those two are like a broken record. They date, then they date other people. Rinse and repeat. At some point, the redundancy is going to get to him. I hope it’s soon because Jordan has been through a lot and I’d love to see him find his person.”

	Rory pauses and looks toward the door, her eyes wide. “Oh snap,” she says. “It’s like we summoned the devil himself.” 

	I’m trying to keep my cool, but after last night, it’s harder than I thought it would be. Jordan leans across the bar and says something to Ty, and then Ty heads toward Jordan’s office. 

	“Excuse us for a minute, Rory,” J says and tugs me to the side. He tilts my chin up and looks directly into my eyes. “This doesn’t change anything.” 

	“It’s fine, Jordan. I knew what I was getting into.” 

	“Listen, I’m going to talk to him, but that’s all. In five minutes, I want you to take your break and meet me in the back room. Okay?” 

	“Sure.” 

	While J is in the office talking to Tyler, I busy myself making drinks for the customers at the bar. By the time I circle back to Rory’s end of the bar, it seems like the longest five minutes ever. I wonder if they’re talking or if Ty is on his knees again. 

	“You like him,” Rory muses. 

	Her comment pulls me from my thoughts. “I’m trying really hard not to. I’ll be right back.” 

	J’s office door is open and he’s sitting behind his desk when I pass. Tyler’s voice echoes into the hall. “Is it serious?” 

	I pause. I know I shouldn’t, but they are talking about me. “It’s new, Ty. I’m not sure.”

	“But you like this person?”

	“Yes, enough to want to give it a shot. She’s special, Ty.” 

	“You’re dating a woman …” 

	Poor Tyler sounds crushed. I can’t listen to anymore—it isn’t right. I feel like a total jerk already. True to his word, Jordan meets me in the back room a few minutes later. 

	“Hey, are you okay?” He moves toward me and links his finger through the belt loop on my jeans, pulling me to him.

	“I’m fine. Are you? Is Tyler?”

	“He’s not happy, but he gets it, and I’m great. This isn’t a hardship for me, Allie. I’ve wanted you since you stepped into the bar. You looked at me like I was the big bad wolf. I wanted to eat you up. The way you bit your lip as you watched me put on my shoes. Fuck, Al, I could practically smell your arousal from where I was sitting, and it was hot as fuck.”

	My breathing increases as he tells the story. I’m transported back to that day, and the memory hits me hard. Jordan was everything I didn’t need in my life and suddenly all I wanted. 

	“What happens next?” 

	“You come over tonight and we pick up where we left off this morning. I want you riding my cock and screaming my name until I’ve wrung the very last orgasm out of your sexy little body. And we’ll talk, keep getting to know each other. That’s the point of this, right?”

	“Yeah, sure, but what about Tyler?” 

	With an arched brow, he moves his arm around my waist before dropping a sweet kiss on my lips. “Nothing has changed. I’m with you right now, and he knows it. We’re still friends, we’ll still talk, but I don’t anticipate he’ll be hanging around the bar anytime soon.”

	“Okay.” 

	“It’s that easy?” 

	“I’m not your girlfriend, Jordan. Of course, it’s that easy.” 

	He bends down and kisses me until we both need to come up for air.
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	 “Don’t go,” Jordan says as I put on my shirt. He’s already enticed me into staying longer than I planned, and I had to shower here to avoid being late for work. 

	“I’m afraid I have to. My boss is a real stickler for punctuality and if I’m late, I’ll pay for it.” 

	A lazy smile spreads across his face as he tosses the sheet to the side. Jordan brings his hand to his cock and begins slowly stroking it. “I’m pretty sure your boss would make an exception today. I have it on good authority he missed you yesterday.” 

	Yesterday was Fourth of July, and Sasha and I worked so he could spend it with his family. His brothers are in town, and we know his time with them is precious. As soon as he got home last night, he called me over. The two of us haven’t spent more than a day or two apart in the last three weeks. 

	“Is that so?” I make my way closer to him and sit on the edge of his bed, never taking my eyes off his hand.

	“Come on, Allie, take off your clothes. You’re already refusing to come back here tonight since Sawyer is spending the night. Let’s make up for the time we’re going to lose.”

	“Doesn’t absence make the heart grow fonder?” 

	He groans. “No, it makes the blue balls last longer.” 

	I laugh and lean down to kiss him. “I’m really into watching you right now.” 

	“You do have a voyeuristic side, don’t you? We should test that out. Lie down and I’ll let you watch.” 

	He doesn’t have to ask me twice. I lie down, and he crawls between my legs and gets on his knees. Our eyes meet as he strokes himself. He swipes his finger through his wetness and moves closer, bringing it to my lips. 

	“Suck.” His husky tone washes over me, and I swirl my tongue around his finger before sucking it into my mouth. 

	Moaning his pleasure, he leans back and works himself faster. “Fuck, Allie, I wish we could just stay in bed all day. Maybe we can sneak into my office later.” 

	We both know that won’t happen. We’ve managed not to have sex at the bar so far, although he does keep tempting me with a good time over the bar one night when everyone is gone. I prop myself up on my elbow and lean forward, and Jordan moves in close enough for me to deep throat him. 

	He continues to work his cock as I eagerly take him. Sliding his free hand into my hair, he pulls me forward. “Baby, that mouth of yours … Fuck … I’m going to come.” 

	Gripping his ass, I pull him deeper, and he cries out as he comes. As I swallow his release, he shakes in my arms. Pulling back, he drops on top of me and devours my mouth with his. I love the way he kisses me, but with each passing day, I realize there isn’t much about Jordan Weston I don’t love. I’m in for a serious heartbreak when this ends. 

	“Want me to drive you to work?” he asks sweetly. 

	“No, I want you to sleep for a few more hours since you’re going to close and be up most of the night with Sawyer. Let me brush my teeth again and I’ll get out of here. You might want to write me a note excusing my tardiness though.” 

	He laughs. “If Sasha gives you shit, have her call me.” 
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	The bar is already hopping when I arrive about twenty minutes later. 

	“Thank God you’re here. This place got crazy all of a sudden and Carrie called in sick. Chris is on his way, but it’s going to be about an hour.” 

	“Shit, Sasha, you should have called. Let me go put my stuff away and I’ll be right back.” 

	“Are you kidding? You’ve got that morning after glow. I didn’t want to interrupt that for you or J. He’s in a much better mood now that he’s been hanging out with you.” 

	After tossing my things in my locker, I get to work. The early evening flies by, and it’s not until I take a restroom break and I’m passing Jordan’s office that I even realize he’s here already. He’s waiting in the doorway of his office when I come out of the restroom and tugs me inside, closing the door behind us. 

	With my back against the wall, he presses against me. He’s hard as a rock as he lowers his mouth to mine. “I can’t stop thinking about this morning.” 

	“Is that so?”

	Dipping his tongue into my mouth, he steals a kiss. “Mm, it is. Have I mentioned how perfect your mouth is?” 

	I kiss him before answering. “You have, and I’m beginning to think you have a fetish.” 

	“I’ve got a fetish for anything having to do with you.” 

	There’s a knock on the door. “Sorry, guys, but we’re slammed out here,” Sasha says through the door. 

	J backs away from me, and when I open the door, Sasha frowns. 

	“I’m disappointed in the two of you. I was hoping you’d at least be half naked.” 

	Jordan tosses his keys into his desk. “Sasha, you’ve had more sex in this office than I ever have. How can you possibly be disappointed? You should know better.” 

	She flips him off. “Allie is supposed to be a bad influence on you.” 

	“Ha! He’s the bad influence on me,” I point out. 

	Jordan shakes his head. “She couldn’t be a bad influence if she tried.” 

	Sasha snorts. “That’s what you think.” 

	We all head back out to the bar, and as I make my way over to check on my customers, Sawyer and Mac arrive. Even from way over here I can see Sasha lick her lips. At least she and Sawyer are under no illusions they’ll ever be anything more than fuck buddies. 

	There are two men seated at my current table. The one looking up at me now has been overly friendly all night. “Hey, sexy! How about you settle a bet for my friend and me?” 

	Here we go. Why do customers always hit on their waitresses? “If I can help I will.” I give them a fake smile, but it turns into a full-on smile when I catch Jordan eyeing me up from across the room. 

	“My friend says you must be dating someone, but we come here often and I’ve never seen you with anyone.” 

	Lame, and easy to squash with my standard answer. “Your friend is right. Can I get you guys something else?” 

	“Nah, we’re good. Thanks for answering though. Your man is a lucky guy.” 

	“Who says it’s a guy?” I give them a teasing wink and pick up their empty glasses. 

	Their mouths drop simultaneously, and as I’m heading back toward the bar, Tyler walks in and my good mood disappears. He hasn’t been in since J told him he was seeing someone, and J hasn’t mentioned talking to him at all, but then again, I haven’t asked. 

	My gaze bounces between the two of them, and I don’t know what to do. Now in full freak out mode, I do the only thing I can: go to the restroom so I can regroup. 

	I brace my hands against the sink and take a deep breath. Sasha storms into the room a second later. 

	“Are you okay?” 

	“Totally.”

	“Liar.” 

	My hands tremble against the sink. “Sasha, what do I do? I can’t go out there and watch them together, and I don’t even know if Tyler knows it’s me Jordan is seeing. He’s a nice guy, but …” 

	“What, Al? I can’t help if I don’t know what you’re thinking.” 

	The desperation on my face is evident in my reflection in the mirror. “How am I supposed to be nice to the man who loves the man I love?” 

	Sasha pulls me into her arms. “Shit, Allie, does he know?” 

	“God no! It’s way too soon, Sasha. He’ll think I’m crazy.” 

	“Oh, honey, you’re not crazy. Jordan is really easy to love once he lets you into his world.” 

	On a deep exhale, I try to steel my resolve. “I’m going to go in the back room and grab some cherries or something so everyone doesn’t think I was losing my shit back here.”

	“Okay, I’ll see you back out there.” 

	Sasha leaves the restroom, and I quickly wash my hands before going back to work. On my way to the back room, I see her in the hall talking to Mac. Once I’m in the room, I realize it’s been rearranged a bit. If I can just move these metal trays out of the way I can get to the cherries without the stupid stepladder. My sleeve gets caught on the corner of a tray, sending them crashing to the ground. 

	“Shit!” 

	It only takes a minute before Jordan enters the room and closes the door behind him. “Are you all right?” 

	I try to play it off, but I’ve never had a good poker face. “Yeah, I’m just clumsy. I was trying to get to the cherries and knocked the trays to the ground.”

	He reaches for my hand and pulls me to a standing position. “Allie, we don’t need cherries right now. Why are you really back here?”

	“I’m going to need some alcohol to explain that one,” I mumble. 

	He grins. “How about you just tell me? I’ll try to keep it painless for you.” 

	Might as well just spit it out. “Does Tyler know it’s me you’re dating?” 

	“No, but I can tell him if you’d like. Is that why you’re flustered?” 

	I lean back against the shelf. “We haven’t talked about him at all, Jordan. And I know we’re keeping this casual, but we’ve also been spending a lot of time together. Your eyes lit up the second Tyler walked in tonight. It was obvious he was excited to see you too. I’m guessing the two of you are still talking.” 

	He blows out a breath. “We’ve been friends for ten years, Allie. I’m not sure there will ever be a time when we don’t talk.” He steps closer and brushes my hair out of my face. “That doesn’t mean I’m going back to him.” 

	“But it doesn’t mean you aren’t.” 

	He closes his eyes briefly, “No, it doesn’t, but I would never lie to you. When I’m with you, I’m not with him, and I’m with you right now.” 

	“Did you know he was coming today? You could have at least given me a heads-up. I feel like the other woman.” 

	“You’re not the other woman. He mentioned he might stop by, but I told him I had plans, which you already know about.” 

	With a nod, I straighten my shirt. “We should get back, or at least I should, but J, maybe we should slow things down.” This is not at all what I want, but I think it’s what is best.

	He brings his hand to my cheek. “Don’t do this, please.” 

	“I’m not saying we have to stop, but we’re approaching a tipping point. You have to feel it too. You were supposed to take some time and see what you wanted to do about Ty. I’ve been here eight months, Jordan, and you’re still as confused as you were before. I don’t want to rush you, but I’m not sure how long I can do this before my heart becomes compromised.” 

	His expression falls, and I kiss him on the cheek as I leave the room. Once I’m back at the bar, I flash Sawyer a smile. “Hey, Sawyer, how are you?” 

	“Good, how about you?” 

	“I’m great. Can I get you another drink?”

	“Absolutely.” 

	It’s showtime. I’ll keep my Sawyer smile on for Tyler, and my attitude too. It’s not his fault I’m uncomfortable around him. “What about you, Tyler? Would you like another beer?” 

	“That would be great, thanks.” 

	Jordan and Mac appear while I’m getting their drinks. Suddenly, I really hate being one of three of Jordan’s conquests in this room. It’s putting me on edge, and it shows when I give Tyler his drink. 

	“So … did you decide to come and surprise Jordan tonight?” 

	Dammit. The way Ty looks between J and me, there’s no doubt he knows I’m the one Jordan is seeing. Maybe I just need to go home for the night. 

	“I’m not sure surprise is what I’d call it. Jordan knows I like to come hang out when I’ve got the time. I was hoping to take him out later.” 

	“Actually, Sawyer is spending the next couple of days with me and Fat Bastard.” Jordan’s tone is laced with sadness, and I wonder if it’s because he’s worried about us or about not being able to spend time with Tyler. 

	Tyler’s expression brightens with the news. “Oh, that’s cool.”  

	Sawyer gives Tyler a deeper explanation. “Yeah, now that Noah is a newlywed, I thought I’d give him and his wife some alone time before we get back on the road Monday.” 

	“That’s right.” Tyler stands abruptly, pulling money from his pocket, and tosses it on the counter. “That’s for my drinks and one of Sawyer’s too. Tell Noah I said congratulations. I’ll talk to you later, Jordan.” 

	J steps around the bar and goes to him, and my heart lurches in my chest. “Let me walk you out.” 

	Tyler shakes his head. “I’m good. Call me next week, yeah?” 

	Jordan pauses, looking unsure of what to do next. As he reaches for Tyler’s hand and squeezes it, it feels like he’s squeezing my heart. It’s an intimate gesture for him, one he does to me when he needs comfort or wants to give it. He rarely does it in the bar in front of people. 

	“I’ll text you later. If you’re up, we can talk. Text me when you get home and let me know you’re safe, okay?” 

	“Sure, I’ll text you,” Tyler replies as he leaves. 

	Thankfully, a customer waves me over and I can get away from all this awkwardness for a few moments. I don’t need to look up to know Jordan’s eyes are on me. I feel his emotions constantly as it is. The problem is, I can’t not look at him. I’m drawn to Jordan by an inexplicable force, but I’m beginning to wish I wasn’t. 

	While my customer jokes with me, I watch as Sasha and Sawyer make their way into Jordan’s office. She’ll be in a good mood tonight. 

	“I need two dirty martinis, Jordan,” I announce when I get back to the bar. He reaches for my hand, but I pull it away before he can squeeze it. It’s too soon. 

	With a wounded expression, he places the drinks on my tray. “We need to talk.” 

	“My shift is almost over and I’m really tired, Jordan. Why don’t we let it lie for a couple of days? Once Sawyer is gone, I’ll come over if you want me to.” 

	Indecision flickers across his face. “I’m not going to push you, but nothing is going to change between now and when Sawyer leaves. Whatever this is between us, it isn’t even close to being over. What happened tonight doesn’t change a thing. I’m not letting you go, Allie, not for a long time.”

	It’s all I can do to give him a nod before dropping off the drinks and clocking out. I’m so exhausted all of a sudden. I know Jordan is a man of his word and doesn’t say anything he doesn’t mean. Maybe the nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach will go away once I’ve slept. 
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	Sawyer stayed with me for three days, and I texted with Allie and Tyler during that time. Allie seems okay, but the real test will be how she acts in person. As for Tyler, he’s on his way here now to talk. Allie didn’t seem fazed when I told her we were getting together to talk, but after how upset she was when Ty came to the bar, I’m sure it bothers her more than she lets on.

	The doorbell rings, and I open the door and allow Tyler to enter. Fat Bastard hisses at him like he normally does. I scoop him up and put him in my room because he won’t stop acting up while Tyler is here. It took him almost a full day to leave Sawyer alone. He’s a crazy cat, but that’s partially why I love him.

	“Can I get you some coffee or water or something?” 

	Tyler looks at me appreciatively. “How about a hug?” 

	I open my arms, and he clutches me tightly. “Hey, what’s the matter?” 

	He looks up at me and drops his lips to mine, but I pull back immediately. “No, we’re supposed to talk.” 

	Tyler moves to the sofa. “It’s serious with her, isn’t it? With Allie?” 

	“Is that why you came into the bar? To figure out if it was someone there?”

	At least he has the decency to look remorseful. “You can’t blame me, can you? It’s different this time. Even when we’re off, we still talk all the time. You barely talk to me anymore.” 

	So many feelings are welling up inside me. For years, I thought it would be me and Tyler in the end. The pain in his eyes is killing me. “I’m sorry, Tyler. I care about you both. It’s different with her, but it’s still new. I’m not sure exactly what it means.” 

	Tyler laces his fingers through mine. “J, I have loved you for ten years. I’ve loved you through nightmares and loss and some damn good times. As soon as I mention family or holidays, you push me away for my own good. I understand your train of thought. You want me to find a nice girl to take home to my parents so they don’t disown me since, in their eyes, anything other than straight is wrong.”

	“You can’t blame me for wanting that for you, Tyler. For wanting you to have the love of your family.” 

	He brings my hand to his mouth and kisses it. “And I can’t help who I love. I’ve realized something the past couple of years though. I love women. I appreciate their sexiness, their appeal, and even having sex with them at times. But I haven’t taken a woman home in at least three years, Jordan. I don’t think I’m ever going to find a woman to introduce to my parents because I just prefer men.” 

	“I didn’t realize—” 

	“We haven’t talked in a long time, Jordan. Not real talk. I’m always walking a fine balance with you. If I push too hard, you’re going to push me away, and it kills me when you push me away. So I disappear for a few months, lick my wounds, and try again. That’s love, Jordan. You’re it for me. You’ve always been it for me.” 

	We sit in silence for a little bit and hold hands. “What about your family? Are you going to come out?” 

	Our eyes meet, and he brings my hand to his mouth and presses his lips to it. “For you, in a heartbeat. I’ve been telling you for a long time, but you’re too stubborn to hear it. You are the most important thing in my life. If my family can’t accept me and love me, they don’t deserve me. Hopefully, whoever I end up with will have a family who will love me like one of their own.”

	My family would love Tyler like that. I feel like such an ass. I always thought I was doing him a favor by pushing him away. I never imagined he wouldn’t be looking for a woman to take home. And now there’s Allie. God help me, I’m more confused than ever. 

	“Tyler, I need some time to think and figure this out. I know I’ve asked a lot of you, and I understand if you can’t give me this, but I promise, one way or the other, it will be the last time.” 

	Tyler stands, and I follow his lead. He steps into me and cups my cheeks. His caramel eyes lock on my lips, and when he dips his head and his mouth meets mine, I don’t stop him. I part my lips for him and lose myself in the love I feel seeping into me from his kiss. There is no doubt in my mind Tyler loves me with every ounce of his being. We break apart, and he kisses my cheek. 

	“Take whatever time you need, Jordan. I’ll be here. I’m sorry about the kiss, but if you choose her, I needed one last goodbye.” 

	After he leaves, I collapse on the couch with two thoughts running through my mind. First, I have to tell Allie we kissed. Second, I hope she’ll forgive me. 

	I pick up the phone and call her. 

	“Hey, J. Tyler leave already?” The apprehension in her voice proves I was right and she was worried about him coming over. 

	“Yes, he just left.” 

	“It’s okay, Jordan. I always knew this could be the outcome.” 

	She has no idea how much she means to me. “Allie, I haven’t made any decisions yet, but he kissed me.” 

	“Oh.” Her laughter meets my ears. “Is that all?” 

	“Why are you laughing? Isn’t that enough?” I thought she’d be livid. I would’ve been pissed if her ex showed up and kissed her.

	“I know you’re a man of your word, so please don’t take this the wrong way. I thought for sure once he came over, and if things worked out, you’d fall into bed together. Right now, a kiss doesn’t seem so bad considering the thoughts that were already in my head.”

	I lie on the couch and stretch out. “The only person I want to fall into bed with is you. I miss you in my bed.” 

	She sighs. “I miss being in your bed. Can you tell me where your head is right now?” 

	“Not really. I’ve got a lot to consider, but I think I’ll have it sorted within the next few weeks. Can you give me a little bit longer?” 

	“The end of the summer, Jordan. If you’re still in limbo by then, I’m going to have to remove myself from the situation.” 

	“I can do that. I’ll have my shit together in seven weeks or less. Now, can you please come over here and sit on my face? I really miss the taste of you on my tongue.” 

	I bet she’s blushing, and I wish she were here so I could see it. 

	“Well, since you asked me so nicely, I’ll be there in thirty.” 
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	It’s been three weeks since my talk with Tyler, and Allie and I are curled up in my bed. She’s asleep, and I’ve been debating whether to wake her up or not to tell her what I’m going to do. My phone rings in the middle of the night, and Mom’s face flashes on the screen. My heart races, but she’s probably calling to tell me my new nephew is on his way. 

	“Hi, Mom.” I’m instantly met with her sobs. “Mom, hey, what’s wrong?” 

	“Jordan, honey, there was an accident on your brother’s tour tonight. It’s bad. We have to fly to Utah. We’re picking you up on the way to the airport.” 

	“Mom, what happened?” I’m already out of bed and throwing random shit in a bag. “Are they okay?” 

	She’s crying hysterically, and soon, Dad is on the phone. “Jordan, it’s Noah and Mel and the baby. We don’t know much, but they’re critical. We’re almost there, son. Ten minutes.” 

	“Jordan, baby, talk to me.” Allie wipes tears from my face, and I clutch her close. 

	“It’s Noah, Mel, and the baby. Something about an accident. We’re flying out. Oh God, Allie, I can’t lose any more family.” 

	“Shh, it’s okay. Do you want me to come with you? I can catch the next flight out.” 

	“Can you and Sasha take care of the bar? And FB, please. Don’t leave him alone, Allie.” 

	She looks crushed, but there’s nothing I can do about it now. Headlights flash in my drive, and I pull away from her and throw on some clothes. 

	“We’ll take care of everything, Jordan. Just keep in touch and take care of yourself.” She stretches on her tiptoes and quickly kisses me goodbye with tears in her eyes. 

	The ride to the airport is incredibly raw and painful. The updates are slow coming, but we know there were two fatalities on the scene. I’ve already received a text from Sasha, and I’ve texted Tyler so he doesn’t think I’m blowing him off again. 

	When we reach the chartered jet, my entire family is a sobbing mess. Rory latches on to me as soon as she sees me. Noah and Rory are the best of friends. “Jordan, please tell me he’s going to be okay,” she sobs, and I hug her as close to me as possible. 

	“He’s Noah, Rory. He has to be okay.” 

	I haven’t spent much time with my brother lately, but he’s the best person I know. Finding Mel was a Godsend for him. Noah’s been waiting for the perfect girl his whole life. His belief in fate is stronger than anything, and I refuse to accept for one minute he won’t pull through this. 

	“You’re right. Noah is nothing if not a fighter.” 

	“Has anyone talked to Sawyer?” I ask as we board the plane. 

	Rob, my brother-in-law, shakes his head. “Mac said at Noah’s insistence Sawyer flew on the chopper with Mel to the hospital while they stabilized Noah. She’s in labor.” 

	I drop into my seat and fight back the urge to vomit. At least Noah is talking—that’s good news. The flight to Utah is about an hour and a half, and once we’re level in the sky and the seatbelt light is off, my parents move to sit with Veronica, Belle’s mom. 

	“Oh no,” Rory whispers and grips my arm as Veronica releases a guttural cry. 

	“No, not my Belle. Not my baby girl.” 

	Veronica falls to the floor, and Mom follows her down and wraps her in her arms. There isn’t a dry eye amongst us. My heart shatters as I think about Darren losing the woman he loves.

	I turn toward Rob and Diane. “What about Cadence?” Cadence is Darren and Belle’s new baby girl. 

	Diane takes off her seatbelt and crouches in front of me and Rory. “Only the people on Bus One were affected.” 

	“Sawyer,” I gasp. 

	She shakes her head. “Not on his bus tonight. I don’t know why. Noah, Mel, Belle, and their driver Harold. Belle and Harold didn’t make it. Everyone else is safe.” 

	Safe, not okay, because none of them will ever be okay after this. 

	“Jordan, do you have your medication with you?” Diane’s motherly tone surprises me. I must look as bad as I feel. Diane is twelve years older than us, and she’s also a therapist. 

	“Yeah, I brought it.” 

	“Okay, I just wanted to be sure. Rory, what about Eli? Someone needs to tell him about Mel.” 

	Mel and Eli Watts are the best of friends, along with Belle. From what I understand, it was the three of them against the world for a long time. Mel and Eli dated for a couple of years when they were teenagers, but they eventually mended fences and became friends again.  

	“Already done. He’s ditching his tour and meeting us at the hospital. He’s taking it really badly, and I’m not sure he even knows about Belle.” 

	Out of the corner of my eye, I see Dad trying to help Mom and Veronica up, and I excuse myself to go help him. We manage to get them into two open seats next to each other, and they hold on to one another and cry. 

	Dad is as lost as I am and pulls me into his arms. “I love you, Jordan.” 

	Oh man. My tears before were nothing compared to the waterfall they are now. Just hearing his broken voice destroys me. “I love you too, Dad. They’re going to be okay. They’re all going to be okay.” 

	“Yes, they will be, but I’m worried about Sawyer. He was the first one onto the bus. He fought his way in. He’s the one who found both of them.” 

	The plane begins to spin under my feet, and Dad holds me tighter. “Jordan, are you okay?” His words are muffled as spots dance in front of my eyes. “Come on, son, let’s get you to your seat.” 

	Diane is already digging through my bag looking for my pills and quickly hands me one with a bottle of water. “Take it, J. In fact, take two.” 

	After popping them into my mouth, I lean my head back and pray for the world to stop spinning. “This can’t be happening. Sawyer can’t go through this again. He barely survived it the first time.” 

	“Sawyer is the toughest person in our family. He will be okay.” Diane kisses my head and goes back to her seat. 

	Rory holds my hand the rest of the trip. She’s being incredibly brave and hardly makes a peep as she cries. Veronica’s sobs fill the entire cabin, and there’s nothing any of us can do to ease her pain. 
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	We spent four days at the hospital and flew home earlier this afternoon. I’m locked away in my bedroom at the beach house with a picture of Noah and me in my hands and an endless stream of tears running down my cheeks. 

	Never did I imagine Fourth of July would be the last time I saw my brother filled with life and love. The last time I hugged him and joked with him. We talked about his excitement about becoming a father and my excitement about being an uncle for the third time. 

	I spent the entire four days at the hospital in a state of shock filled with a continuous diet of anti-anxiety medication and little to no food. The hospital was flooded with fans as broken as we were who sat vigil outside until Mel and baby Nate were released to come home. 

	Inside the hospital was a different story. Everyone in our lives was broken beyond repair. I wanted to comfort my family, but I was lost in my head. Allie, Tyler, and Sasha texted constantly, but I don’t remember if I replied. I vaguely recall talking to Sasha for a few minutes so she would know what was going on, but it’s not like she hadn’t heard it on the news. 

	At first, I thought maybe I would be okay, but the feeling fled as soon as I watched Sawyer shatter in front of my eyes. My parents forced me to go in and say goodbye to Noah. I know one day I’ll be thankful they did, but it was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. 

	Even in his grief, Sawyer has been taking care of everything and everyone. And he doesn’t let Noah’s son out of his arms unless he has to. I wish I could help him, but I don’t even know where to begin. 

	My phone dings and I open it to a photo of Allie and FB along with a text message. 

	Allie: Just wanted to let you know FB is being well-loved while you’re away. I’m so sorry for your loss, Jordan, and I won’t keep bothering you—just know I’m here anytime and I’m keeping you and your family in my heart. 

	There’s a light knock on my door before Sawyer pops his head in. “You’re still awake?” 

	I sit up and turn on the light. “Yeah. Sleep won’t be my friend for a long time.”

	He sits next to me with the baby in his arms. “I’m with you there. Do you think you could do me a favor? Everyone is asleep. At least, I think they are, and I haven’t showered in days. Can you hold Nate while I clean up? I just can’t leave him alone … not even for a second, in case …” Sawyer sobs, and my heart aches even more. 

	“I’ll take him. You can even shower in here if you want to be closer. Does he need a bottle or a diaper or anything?” 

	Sawyer shakes his head sadly and passes me the baby. “He just needs his dad and love. We can’t give him Noah, but we can give him love. I’ll be back in a little bit.” 

	Sawyer hands Nate to me, and I scoot up to the top of my bed, propping myself against the headboard.  Tears fall from my eyes as I look down at him, but a rush of relief floods through me. Part of Noah is still with us, and this little boy is going to be cherished by this family for the rest of his life. 

	It suddenly hits me that this must be the same kind of relief Mom felt when she found out I had survived the shooting. While I was recovering, I often heard her thanking God that she still had a piece of Carol—my mom—with her. 

	For so many years, I’ve fought to keep people away, to maintain a safe distance and not let anyone in my heart, but as I sit here staring down at little Nate, I have to wonder if I’ve been doing it all wrong. Life is fleeting, and people are ripped away in an instant whether we let them in or not. If Nate hadn’t been conceived, we wouldn’t have a piece of Noah with us anymore. 

	Maybe it’s the medicine, or maybe it’s an awakening of my own making, but it’s time for things to change in my life. 

	“Hey, little guy, I’m Uncle Jordan. You’re going to be seeing a lot of me so you better get used to me. Your daddy was one of the people I love most in the whole world. I don’t think I told him enough, but I hope he knew.”

	“He knew, J. We all do,” Sawyer says, coming back into the room. “Why don’t you set him down for a minute? I could really use a hug.” 

	Carefully, I lay Nate down, and Sawyer wraps his arms around me. 

	“I’m sorry I wasn’t more help for you at the hospital, Sawyer. It was just …”

	We’re both sobbing and holding on to each other. “It’s okay, J. I don’t think I would have been receptive to it anyway. I was thrown into the past and the present at the same time. It’s going to take a long time to process this and figure out how to move forward. Life without Noah wouldn’t be worth living if not for Nate.”

	Sawyer’s words resonate deep within me. “My life wouldn’t be the same without you. Please remember I need you too, Sawyer. One of your brothers is still here. I may not be your twin, but I’m what you’ve got.” 

	“Fuck, J, I didn’t mean it like that. I’d feel the same way if anything happened to you. The three of us have always been unbreakable, but now we’re missing a piece. It’s beyond messed up.” 

	Nate begins to fuss, and Sawyer picks him up. He opens his eyes and blinks up at us. 

	“Maybe Nate can help keep a piece of him with us now.”

	Sawyer nods his agreement. “There is nothing I won’t do for this little guy or his mom.” 

	“Me either. How is she doing? Is there something I can do to help?” 

	“Just stick around, J. It’s going to be all hands on deck for a while. Mel has a lot of recovering to do and a lot of loss to process.”

	“I’m not going anywhere.” 
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	Sasha and I have run the bar while Jordan has been gone the past three weeks. It’s not the same without him, but staying busy helps me keep my mind off how much I miss him. I’ve been staying at his house with FB too. Curled up in his bed at night, surrounded by his scent, is when I miss him the most. I hope he’s taking care of himself.

	I feel so helpless. J lost his brother and all I can do is feed his cat. We’re just not in a place where I can show up to his brother’s house or to the funeral. The fact his family is famous doesn’t make anything easier. Not even Sasha was able to go to the funeral yesterday, and as far as I know, neither did Tyler. 

	The outside of the bar has a large memorial area set up where one of the paintings on the building is a portrait-style painting of the band. Fans have been coming from near and far to pay their respects, and the bar has been super busy. Sasha has made every night open mic night, and lots of local indie bands have been coming by to perform. Although it’s sad, it’s a beautiful thing to be a part of. I wish more than anything J was in the right frame of mind to witness it. 

	I miss him like crazy. Not just the way he kisses me or the electric chemistry we have but the way he looks at me. I miss the way he cuddles me in bed and talks to me. I’ve learned so much about Jordan the past few months, but I also know we’ve just scratched the tip of the iceberg of getting to know each other. 

	Tyler appears as I’m wiping down the bar after the most recent customer leaves. He’s got dark circles under his eyes and his normal happy-go-lucky demeanor has been replaced with sadness. My heart aches for him. He takes a seat, his sad eyes locking on mine. 

	“Hey, Allie, have you heard from him?” 

	“Only briefly when he checks in on FB.” 

	His brows furrow. “FB?” 

	“Fat Bastard.” 

	Tyler chuckles. “That name is well-deserved. You’re taking care of him? Not Sasha?” He doesn’t try to suppress his surprise.

	This is so uncomfortable because I don’t know what he knows or doesn’t know about my relationship with Jordan or his cat. “Yeah, he likes me. Most of the time, he curls up in my lap and purrs while I watch movies.” 

	“Huh, that’s … Wow.” 

	“What? Is it that hard to believe I’m likeable?” I flash him a smile so he knows I’m teasing, and his shoulders relax. He’s just as nervous around me as I am him. 

	“No, sorry, this is …” 

	“Awkward?” 

	He nods. “Exactly. I’m sure you’re a great person, Allie. Jordan doesn’t fall for just anyone. 

	“Fall might be a stretch.” 

	“Don’t underestimate yourself … or J. If he’s dating you, that means something. Jordan doesn’t date anyone but me. And if he’s leaving you with his cat … well, I’m not sure what that means because he doesn’t even leave me with his cat.”

	I pass him a beer just to try to cut down on the awkwardness of it all. “All that means is his cat has attached himself to me for some reason. No one seems to get it, but everyone is thankful for it because now they have someone to help with him who actually likes him.” 

	Tyler drinks his beer, and for the first time, I appreciate his attractiveness. With caramel eyes and a chiseled jaw, not to mention a fantastic body, he could be a model. Jordan has good taste. 

	“So have you heard from him?”

	Tyler shakes his head. “’I’ve been trying to text and call, but it’s been mostly radio silence. I’m trying to give him space, but Jordan and Noah were really close. Noah was the first person in Jordan’s family he came out to, and he helped J understand his sexuality when he was a teenager. He also encouraged him to be open about it with his family. I wish I had a Noah in my life, and now J doesn’t have one anymore.” Ty’s eyes well up with tears.

	I reach across the bar and pat his hand. “I’m sorry, Tyler. I know how difficult families can be. Mine is no walk in the park either. This probably isn’t my place to say …” 

	His eyes meet mine. “Please … I think we’re beyond that in this weird situation we’re in.” 

	“Fair enough. I don’t know what you know about me, and I don’t know much about you, but I left a controlling and toxic family situation when I came here. I’ve never felt more at peace, Tyler. My life is far from perfect, but it’s mine. I can live each day how I choose, and the only thing I keep asking myself is why it took me so long to do it.” 

	“Wow,” he whispers. 

	“My relationship with my dad was always tense and mostly one-sided. If you’re close with your family, it may be different. I don’t know … maybe they’ll do what my dad didn’t do and come after you. Who knows? Maybe they’ll surprise you and work through the issues with you.” 

	He releases a sarcastic laugh. “There is only one thing in the world my family hates: men who fuck other men.” 

	“I’m sorry.” It’s a weak platitude, but I just don’t know what else there is to say.

	“Me too.” Ty stands and reaches into his pocket, but I hold up my hand. 

	“On the house.” 

	“Thanks.” He runs his hand through his hair. “Allie, if you hear from J, let him know I’d like to talk to him when he’s ready … if you don’t mind.” 

	“Of course, I will.” 

	He turns to walk away, but I need to say something before I lose the courage. I hope I’m not about to make things worse. “Hey, Tyler?” 

	Sadness radiates from him as he turns around with his hands in his pockets. Knowing I’m directly responsible for how he’s feeling hurts more than I imagined it would. “I’m sorry for getting between you two. It was never my intention. I don’t know if it helps, but I was never with him while you guys were dating. I hope you can believe me.” 

	“It was never your fault. It was mine for always letting him push me away. I should have been firm and fought for what I wanted. That probably says more about me than anything. I’ve been thinking a lot lately, and I’ve made a lot of mistakes with Jordan. Whatever happens between us, I want him to be happy, and you seem to make him very happy, Allie.” 

	After Tyler leaves, I stare at the empty space where he’d been standing. 

	“That seemed intense. Are you okay?” Sasha’s voice brings me to the present. 

	“Yeah, I am, and I think Tyler is too.” 

	“You know, this would be much easier for all of you if you and Tyler could fall in love and you guys could live in a plural marriage situation.” She shrugs as my jaw drops. “Tell me that wouldn’t solve your problems.”

	“If that makes people happy, I’m all for it. It would be hot as hell to watch, but it’s not me. I’m a one-on-one kind of girl.” 

	Sasha sighs. “I’m pretty sure J is a one-on-one kind of guy too. Oh well. Have you given any thought to your deadline? It’s the end of summer, Allie.” 

	It seems like forever ago that Jordan and I talked about that. “I haven’t, but that would be pretty shitty of me to hold him to some deadline when he’s been dealing with life-altering changes. He hasn’t had any time to think about what he wants. I’m sure his grief is the only thing going through his head right now.” 

	Sasha wraps her arm around me and leans her head on my shoulder. “This is why I love you. You always put other people before yourself. You should have hated me on sight when we met, but you took pity on me instead. It pissed me the fuck off, but I’ve never been more thankful for someone than I am for you.” 

	Her words bring tears to my eyes. I couldn’t imagine life without my Sash. “I love you too.” 

	“Ladies, the bar is empty now. Want me to lock up?” Chris looks Sasha over expectantly, and I know they’ve got more planned for the night than closing the bar. 

	“Yes, please,” Sasha answers as we start wiping down the counters. 

	My phone rings, and when I pull it from my pocket and see his picture on the screen, my heart flutters. 

	“It’s J. I’m going to take this in the office.” 

	“Tell him I love him,” Sasha calls after me. 

	“Hello?” 

	“Hey, Allie, how are you?” 

	I close the door behind me and take a seat in his chair. “I’m fine, Jordan, how are you?” 

	He sighs. “I’m not sure. It was a long day.” 

	“Can I do anything?” 

	“You’re doing it. I just needed to hear your voice. I’m sorry I’ve been quiet. It’s just been …” 

	I wish I could hug his sadness away. “Jordan, you lost your brother. The last thing you need to do is apologize to me. Sasha and I are here whenever you’re ready, and that won’t change. She said to tell you she loves you. And, uh, Tyler came by the bar tonight. He looks bad, J. You should think about calling him if you haven’t already.” There’s an odd noise on the other end of the line. “What’s that sound?” 

	He chuckles lightly. “My new nephew sucking his pacifier. I’ve got him so Sawyer can shower. And then I’ll take Darren’s daughter Cadence afterward so he can shower. It’s a rotating system of babies here, but it makes me happy to spend some time with them. They both lost a parent in that accident. It makes me feel somewhat better to have these tiny little humans in my arms and help take care of them, you know?” 

	The thought of Jordan rocking babies makes my ovaries weep. I bet he would be an incredibly patient father. “I’m sure you’re great with them, and I know they can feel your love. You’re a good man, Jordan Weston. Be proud of that.” 

	He inhales sharply at my praise. “It’s good to hear your voice, Allie. How’s FB doing?” 

	“Well, I’ve been staying at your house. It makes it easier to give him the love and attention I thought you might want for him. I hope you don’t mind. He’s doing good, sleeps with me each night.” 

	“In my bed?” His husky tone washes over me, reminding me how long it’s been since I’ve had his body against mine. 

	“Yes, is that okay?” 

	He groans, and I know that sound … intimately. “More than. I’ll be back soon. Sawyer is trying to get things back to a semi-normal state over here. It’s time for them to … develop a routine now that Noah isn’t coming back.” Jordan chokes on his words, and a tear slips down my cheek. 

	“Oh, baby, I’m sorry. I’m here for you and will comfort you however you need. Or if you need time alone, I can give you space as well.” 

	“The last thing I want is to be alone anymore. Look, Allie, if Tyler comes back … Fuck, I’m sorry you’re in this awkward position in the first place.” 

	I pick up the photo on his desk of him and his brothers. At least I can see him while we talk. “It’s okay. We had a nice talk tonight, Jordan. It’s not a competition between us. The two of us want the same thing.” 

	“What’s that?” he whispers. 

	“Your happiness.” 

	A muffled sob carries over the line. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll talk to you soon.” 

	When the line goes dead, I lean back in his chair and take a good look at the photo. Death changes people, and I can’t help but contemplate if Jordan and Sawyer will ever look this carefree again without their brother. 
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	I’m at the part in My Best Friend’s Wedding where Julie Roberts and Dermot Mulroney just kissed. I still hate this movie didn’t end the way I wanted it to, but that doesn’t stop me from watching it again and again and wishing Julianne and Michael would end up together. 

	I’m lying on my side with FB curled up against my chest, his head on my arm. Headlights shine through the window, and when I hear a car door close, I wonder if it’s Sasha or Jordan. Both of them have a key, and if it’s anyone else, it’s too late for me to answer the door anyway. 

	My pulse accelerates when the key turns in the lock. I’ve missed the hell out of J, but I don’t want to seem needy or overeager. As the door opens and he steps inside, FB jumps off the couch and immediately rubs himself against Jordan’s legs. I wish I could be that open and free with my love for him. Each day he’s been gone has been another reminder of how hard I’ve fallen for him. Even though I’m trying to play it cool, I’m a mess on the inside. 

	“Damn, you’re a sight for sore eyes,” he says. 

	“He missed you too.” 

	His eyes narrow on me. “I’m not talking about the cat, Allie.” That husky tone and smoldering glare send my hormones into overdrive.

	“Well, hi yourself.” 

	After petting his cat, Jordan stalks toward me and pulls me up from the couch. “I never thought coming home to a woman watching chick flicks with my cat would be such a turn-on.” 

	Once we’re face to face, the deep bags under his eyes and the sadness still lingering in his overall demeanor are evidence of his exhaustion. Throwing my arms around him is the most natural thing in the world right now. He squeezes me tightly, and I feel the shuddering of his chest. Jordan is always so strong; I never thought I’d witness this much of his vulnerable side. 

	“Oh, Jordan, I’m so sorry.” 

	He tips my head and lowers his mouth to mine. The kiss is slow and decadent but filled with longing. I didn’t think he could pull me any closer, but he does, and he holds on with everything he’s got. Our tongues meet, and if I didn’t know better, I would swear he’s professing his love with this kiss. It’s filled with want, passion, and most of all, need. He pulls back and leans his head against mine. 

	“Fuck, you have no idea how much I’ve missed you.” 

	“I missed that too,” I reply breathlessly. 

	J swipes his thumb across my cheek. “I didn’t say I missed that, Allie. I said I missed you. The kissing is a perk. I wish I could have had you with me.” 

	Butterflies take flight in my stomach. Maybe he does have feelings for me after all. “I would have come, Jordan. All you had to do was ask.”

	“I know. Maybe if it had just been me, I would have, but my entire family is grieving. It wouldn’t have seemed right somehow. Besides, I was out of it most of the time. When I double up on my meds, I get relief, but mostly because they make me sleep. If I’d have been lucid more often, I wouldn’t have stayed out of touch for so long.” 

	I press my finger to his lips. “Shh, you don’t have to explain anything to me. I’m your friend, Jordan, not your girlfriend.”

	A flash of pain flickers in his eyes. “What if I want you to be more than a friend?” 

	I shake my head. “It’s late and you’re tired. We shouldn’t be talking about this right now.”

	“Answer me, Allie. What if I want us to be together?” 

	With a sigh, I pull back from his embrace. “Then you’d have to choose, J, and I don’t think you’re in the headspace right now to do that.” 
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	“You have no idea what has been going on in my head for the last three and a half weeks.” 

	Allie reaches for my hand. “You’re right, I don’t, but we don’t have to talk about any of it tonight. You look exhausted, Jordan. Why don’t I get my things and go? I’m sure you want to get your rest.” 

	“No, don’t go. Stay. Will you shower with me? I’m tired and just need to wash away the day.” 

	She eyes me carefully, like a stray cat that’s going to run. It’s sweet but unnecessary. I’m sad, but I’ve also gained some clarity in the past few days that I didn’t have before. 

	“Sure, I’ll stay and I’ll wash your back. Come on.” 

	As we enter the bathroom, she begins taking off her clothes while I turn on the water. I love that Allie never hesitates to get naked in front of me. There is never any shyness or the uncomfortable vibe that sometimes happens when people are worried about their bodies in new relationships. 

	She comes up behind me and pulls off my shirt. Wrapping her arms around my waist, she presses tender kisses against my back before backing up and waiting for me to finish undressing. There is so much I want to say to her, but I don’t even know where to start. One thing is for sure: it doesn’t all have to be said tonight. 

	After stepping into the shower, I reach out to her and hold on as she steps in. As I pull her close, I place a kiss against the top of her head. “Thank you for staying.” 

	“There isn’t much I won’t do if you ask, J.” 

	Her words are soft but matter of fact. From day one, she’s been honest with me. It’s time to figure out my life and return the courtesy. Not that I’m lying about anything, but leaving her in limbo for so long isn’t fair to her. The last thing I want is for her or Tyler to think I’m taking advantage of them. 

	“Step under the spray and wet your hair.” 

	I do as she asks, and she nods her approval. She reaches for the soap and lathers up a washcloth. Allie begins washing my abdomen before lowering herself to the ground and taking care of each of my legs. I hum my approval as she works her way up my body. She makes quick work of my dick and even my balls. I’m hard as a rock, but she chooses to ignore it. Instead, she stands and works over my backside. 

	“We need to shower together more often.” 

	“We’d probably end up wasting a lot of water if we did.” She reaches for the shampoo and nudges me out of the spray. 

	“Maybe I should remodel my bathroom and put in one of those huge tubs. We could have all the fun with a lot less water waste.” 

	She bites her lower lip and pours shampoo into her palm. “Turn around.” Placing her other hand on my shoulder, she gently maneuvers me so my back is facing her before she continues. “If we get to a place where we see a long-term future for us, Jordan, I’m all in on the tub.” 

	I’m not sure what is going on with her. Ever since I got home, she’s avoided talking about us and acting indifferent. It doesn’t feel great, and I wonder briefly if this is how Ty feels when I push him away. The thought is short-lived as she works the lather through my hair, relaxing me. The past few weeks have been some of the hardest of my life, and with a simple gesture, she’s put me at ease. It’s crazy how she does that, but being with Allie is always calming. 

	“Okay, J, rinse.” She kisses the back of my neck. 

	I turn around, close my eyes, and rinse the suds from my hair. When I open them again, Allie is tucked into the corner of the shower. She’s drawn “I love you” in the steam on the glass, and the words are a punch to the gut. 

	I step closer, taking them in and processing how they make me feel. I want to reply but have no clue what to say. This seems to happen a lot when I’m around her.

	“It’s okay, Jordan. You don’t need to say anything back. You don’t even need to return my feelings. I only wanted you to know they exist.” The sincerity in her words and expression floors me. 

	“Allie, it’s not that I don’t feel something, I’m just …” Fuck, I don’t want to hurt her—the total opposite, in fact—but there is so much to be said and done before we have this conversation. 

	She reaches behind me and shuts off the water before popping open the door and grabbing towels for both of us. “You’re not ready.” 

	“It’s complicated,” I mutter, hating myself as I wrap the towel around my waist. 

	She throws her arms around my neck, catching me off guard. “Jordan, I mean it when I say it’s okay. Your life is upside down right now, and I know you love Tyler. You guys have history. I can’t compete with that, and I don’t want to. I like Tyler, he’s a good guy, and if you decide he’s the one, I’ll back off, but …” Her blue eyes meet mine, and she presses a quick kiss against my lips. 

	“But what?” 

	“I can’t be a silent about this situation anymore either. I said I’d walk away at the end of summer. Well, it’s end of summer, but I can’t walk away after what happened. We lost too much time. So instead, I’m letting you know where I stand in all of this. I need you to know I’m an active player in this game and my heart is on the line. Don’t take that lightly, Jordan. I don’t give it to just anyone.” 

	She backs away and dries off before pulling on her underwear. She reaches for her shirt, and my anxiety kicks up a notch. 

	“I thought you were staying over.” 

	She hesitates, shirt in hand. “Do you still want me to? I thought maybe you’d need some alone time after my confession.” 

	“Answer a question for me. Why did you choose right now to tell me?” 

	“You’ve had a hard life, Jordan, and a rough few weeks.” 

	“I don’t need your sympathy, Allie.” 

	She stomps closer to me, not bothering to hide her annoyance. “And I’m not giving it to you. If you’d listen instead of snapping at me, maybe you’d understand.” 

	With a nod, I concede. “Go on.” 

	“All I was trying to say was, you’ve had a lot of loss in your life, and even though you act like this impenetrable tough guy, I know it’s all an act. You have one of the kindest hearts under that rough exterior and you can put up all the walls you want to, but it’s not going to change how I feel. People should know when they’re loved, especially when life intervenes and smacks us all in the face to remind us we’re all born with only one truth in our life: death is inevitable.” 

	I back her up against the counter, and her shirt falls to the floor. She tries to mask her nervousness, but the rapid rise and fall of her chest gives her away. I don’t need to look in the mirror to know how intimidating I must look—it’s my default expression. Some women have resting bitch face, and I have angry man syndrome, but unlike most people, Allie sees right through it to the real me. Raising my hand to her face, I caress her cheek and lower my mouth to hers. 

	“Stay … please don’t go.” 

	She wraps her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck as my whispered words caress her lips.

	Her lips meet mine, and as our kiss intensifies, I carry her to my bed. I don’t know what it is about Allie, but when she kisses me, I feel our connection in every cell of my body. The room is dark, but the moonlight shines brightly through the gaps in the blinds. We lie down, my body covering hers, while she keeps her limbs wrapped around me, holding me close. As we part breathlessly, the beating of our hearts against each other continues to bind us together. 

	“Jordan, I love you.” Her words are soft but firm. 

	My body stills against hers, but she continues running her fingers through my hair. She knows how much it relaxes me.

	“Don’t freak out, okay? But now that you know, I had to vocalize it.”

	“Allie …” 

	“It’s all right,” she whispers. 

	“No, it’s not. Look, Al …” Why is this so hard for me? Why can’t I communicate like a normal fucking person? “I have feelings for you. I hope you know that much. You aren’t just someone I have sex with, and that’s rare for me because the only other person I do this with is Tyler, and I—”

	“You love him,” she says, cutting me off. 

	Rolling to my side, I pull her face to face with me. “I do, but something is missing with Ty. It’s the reason we continuously go in and out of each other’s lives. I don’t want that with you, that kind of uncertainty and pain, but I also don’t know how to be who you need.” 

	Tracing my lips with her fingers, she scoots closer so our bodies are flush together. “You’re already what I need, J. Just be you, baby, and we’ll be fine.” 

	“You don’t know what you’re asking for.” 

	“You’re wrong,” she says, stroking my cheek with her thumb. “My entire life has revolved around people who hide underneath façades. It’s exhausting, J. That’s why I came to stay with Sasha. I knew I had to take the initiative of starting my life over with people who are real.” 

	“Then what are you doing here?” 

	“Stop. You’re one of the realest people I’ve ever met, but you guard your feelings. That’s different than being fake, and you know it. I see you, Jordan, the real you, and that’s who I fell in love with.” 

	Unable to handle any more talk right now, I cover her lips with mine. Without hesitation, she slides her tongue into my mouth, and my dick hardens as our kiss deepens. Gathering her hair in my fist, I pull the way I know she likes. Groaning, she hitches her leg over my hip, our mouths part and my lips move down her throat where I can feel her sultry sighs against my lips. 

	The past few weeks have been extremely emotional, but at night, when I laid awake in my bed at the beach house, it never failed as my meds kicked in that I would think of her. Not Tyler … Allie. I might not be able to say the words, but I can show her how I feel with my body. 

	“You are so fucking sexy, Al.” 

	Her heart races against my chest as she grinds her pelvis against me. “You’re the sexy one, J. No one …” She bites her bottom lip, and I tug it from her mouth with my teeth. 

	“No one, what? Tell me what you were going to say, Al.” 

	“It’s nothing. It’s embarrassing,” she mutters, covering her eyes with her hand. 

	I flip onto my back, pulling her on top of me. With a fumbling hand, I pull a condom from the nightstand. “Put this on me.” 

	She grinds against me before sliding down my body and devouring my cock with her mouth. “Jesus, Allie,” I hiss as she pulls off and begins sliding the condom down my length. She takes off her panties before crawling back up my body and lowering herself onto me. 

	“My God, Jordan, you feel so good,” she moans as she explores my chest with her hands while her body adjusts to me. Leaning forward, she flicks my nipple with her tongue, and I grip her ass so I can help guide our rhythm. Once Allie is close to her release, I pull her head to my lips with one hand and halt her movement with the other. 

	Pulling back from our kiss, I brush her hair from her face. “Tell me what you were too shy to say earlier. And before you say it’s embarrassing, take in our current situation. We’re as intimate as two people can be. There is nothing that should be off-limits between us. Tell me, Allie Cat.” 

	She sighs at the term of endearment and softly begins rocking against me again. “No one has ever made me feel like this before. Your touch lights me on fire from the inside out.” 

	“How so?” I slip my thumb against her clit, rubbing gently. 

	“I don’t know, J,” she moans, picking up the pace. 

	Between her sexy sighs, how fucking good she feels wrapped around my cock, and the intimacy of the moment, I’m about to come. She cries out, inhaling sharply before rising off my dick and then slamming herself back down. My grip on her hips is hard enough to leave finger-shaped bruises, but it only fuels her desire to ride me faster and harder. 

	“Tell me, Allie,” I demand, wanting to hear what she’s afraid to say. 

	“Fuck, Jordan,” she says through her pleasure, and it’s an incredible turn-on. “I only have to look at you and I feel it. The need to fuck you, to kiss you, and to pledge my undying love to you, all at the same time.” The pitch of her voice rises with each word. She’s right on the edge, which makes two of us. “You do something to me. I feel safe with you yet still vulnerable. I know you love Tyler, and as hot as it would be to watch the two of you, I’d want to kill him. You bring out this primalness inside me I’ve never felt before, and I don’t know if I ever want to feel it again. It’s exhilarating and beyond scary all at the same time.” 

	She closes her eyes and leans back, and I press my thumb harder against her clit. The cries falling from her lips are almost my final undoing. “Allie, look at me, baby.” She opens her eyes, and they’re filled with uncertainty. “That was so fucking hot, now kiss me.” 

	Her lips meet mine, I shift my hips, and she screams against my mouth. 

	“Jordan!” 

	I swallow her cries as my release builds. Our tongues dance a song only the two of us know, and her kiss pushes me over the edge. As her name falls from my lips, I drown in her desire. I may not know what comes next, but I do know I’m having a hard time imagining Allie not being around for it all. 

	Our bodies are slick with sweat as our hearts pound against each other like we just ran a marathon. She groans as I comb my fingers through her sex-tangled hair. 

	“Gross. I need another shower.” 

	Laughing, I wrap my arms around her. “Not gross, extremely hot. We’ll shower in the morning. Let me get something to clean us up and get rid of this condom.” 

	Carefully, she rolls off of me and watches as I go into the bathroom. “Like what you see?” I tease with a glance over my shoulder. 

	“Uh, yeah, you might have the nicest ass I’ve ever seen, J.” 

	Tyler has a thing for my ass too, and I hate that I’m thinking about that right now. 

	Once we’re cleaned up, I turn the blinds to block out the remaining moonlight and save us from the rising sun in the morning. After we’re covered up and she’s tucked into my arms, I decide to give her as much truth as I can. 

	Placing a kiss to the top of her head, I pull her tighter to me. “Thank you for what you said tonight.” 

	Groaning, she asks, “Which part?” 

	“All of it. You have no idea how much it means for me to know that. I want you to understand something. When I say those words to you, I want to be able to say them when you’re the only person occupying my heart. You deserve that, Allie, and so much more. Until I can do that, I can’t say those words. When I give them to someone, I’m giving them for life. Do you understand?” 

	I’ve never been so open and honest with anyone. Losing Noah has changed me in a lot of ways. It’s also forced me to take a long, hard look at myself, and I don’t particularly like what I see.  

	“I understand, J. Completely.” 

	“Good. Allie …” 

	“Yeah, J?” she answers with a yawn. 

	“I know it’s not fair, but could you, you know …” 

	“I love you, Jordan. Goodnight.” 

	A peacefulness floods through me that I haven’t felt in a long time. Allie is constantly soothing me with her words and actions. She knew what I needed without me having to say it. 

	“Goodnight, Allie. Sweet dreams.” 

	“In your arms, that’s already a given.”
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	He said when. 

	When I say those words. 

	I’ve been floating on a cloud all day. I can’t get my talk with J out of my head. He didn’t say “if I feel that way” or “maybe someday I’ll feel that way,” it was “when.” 

	When he feels that way. 

	“Jesus, what the fuck kind of pussy trance did you put him in last night?” 

	“Excuse me?” I reply to Sasha, shaking myself from my thoughts. 

	Sasha pulls me into the pool room for some privacy while Jordan signs for a delivery. “You heard me. It’s bad enough my two best friends are fuck buddies, but J hasn’t taken his eyes off you since you got here. What happened?” 

	“I might have told him I love him last night.” 

	With Sasha’s dramatic makeup, it’s quite comical how wide her eyes seem right now. “Might have?” 

	“Okay, I wrote it out and then I told him too.” 

	She leans against the wall and looks out toward J at the bar. “Huh.” 

	“What is that supposed to mean?” 

	“I’m not sure,” she answers, flicking imaginary lint off her shoulder. 

	“Sasha …” 

	Nibbling on her bottom lip, she looks between him and I. “What happened afterward?” 

	“I was going to leave, but he stopped me and we had sex.” 

	“Tyler told J he loved him a few years ago, and J immediately broke up with him,” she blurts out in a very un-Sasha way. 

	“I have something to tell you, but you can’t say anything.” 

	“I would never.” 

	I know she wouldn’t, but I’m covering my bases here. “He said ‘when’ last night.” 

	Confusion mars her pretty features. “When, what? I’m lost.” 

	J steals my attention. He’s incredibly sexy, and it’s hard not to stare, but I quickly turn my attention back to her. “He said he couldn’t return my words, but when he did, it would be when he could give them to me with an open heart. Not if, not someday, but when. He said when, Sasha.” 

	Her eyes narrow at him, but then her features soften when she notices he’s once again looking this way. “Maybe it’s different with you. Deep down inside, Jordan is a family man. He runs this bar like it’s a family, he drops everything for his family, and there is no one he loves more than his family. But be careful, Allie. My original warnings still stand. He can be an asshole, and he’s allergic to feelings.” She shakes her head. “I honestly never thought the two of you would hit it off like this.” 

	“Does it bother you, Sasha?” Making Sasha upset is the last thing I want. 

	“Nope. If my two favorite people are happy, I’m happy.”  

	“Good,” I reply, unable to keep the smile off my face.  

	Before walking out, she pauses and turns back around. “And you’re sure, Allie? I know you said it before, but you’ve also had a lot going on in your life.”  

	“Am I sure I love him?” 

	She nods and raises a brow. “It’s kind of a big step, don’t you think? I thought you’d at least test out a few different makes and models before settling down again.” 

	Only Sasha. 

	I suppress my laugh so she understands how serious I am. “I do, Sasha. I’m not sure I knew what love was until now. Jordan just … He makes my life better, and he makes me want to be a better person.”  

	“Psht, you’re already the best person I know, Al. You’ve already got angel wings, but don’t try too hard for your halo just yet, okay?” 

	“Nah, it would just mess up my hair.” 

	She laughs as she walks back down to the bar. I wish Sasha would open herself up to love. There is so much more to her than meets the eye. I think Sawyer sees it and that’s why they do well as fuck buddies. Jordan said Sawyer sticks to groupies because they’re guaranteed one-night stands, and he has a firm no-repeat policy except when it comes to Sasha. Too bad Sawyer is stuck on someone else, but at least Sasha is aware of that too. 

	As I make my way down to the bar, Jordan flashes me a sinfully sexy grin. He even leans across the bar and kisses me in front of everyone. Granted, the bar isn’t open yet, but there are other employees all around us. 

	“What was that for?” 

	He licks his bottom lip, and I squeeze my thighs together. Sometimes I hate how much he turns me on. “What I can’t kiss my girl?”

	“I … your … I mean … uh, sure?” My cheeks are flaming hot as he leans in close. 

	“We need to talk later. I was exhausted last night, but I want you to know I heard you loud and clear, Allie.” Jordan smiles from ear to ear. Considering all he’s been through lately, the sight of it makes my heart soar.

	“Okay, we’ll talk.” 

	“There is something you should know. Sasha is closing for me tonight, and Tyler is meeting me at the house. I have things to talk to him about as well. Will you come over after work?” 

	I’m glad he’s finally going to talk to Tyler, but my heart deflates a bit at the news. I wish I could be the better person and step away from this and wish them well. At this point, I’m in too deep and will always feel like the other woman even if J swears it’s not true. 

	“Are you sure? It will be late since I’m closing.”

	“I’m positive.” 

	“Then I’ll be there.” 

	He rakes his gray eyes over my body in a way that should be illegal. “I’m looking forward to it, Allie.” 

	Before Jordan’s shift is over, we’re slammed with a combined bachelor and bachelorette party. The men are keeping all the waitresses on their toes, but it’s nothing compared to the women hanging around the bar ogling Jordan, Chris, and Paul. Jordan called in two extra waitresses for the night as well. 

	Thirty minutes after J should have left, I decide to check in on him. He shouldn’t keep Tyler waiting. 

	“Jordan, why don’t you leave? Things are easing up on the floor now that we have extra help. I can tend bar with Sasha and the guys for the rest of the night.” 

	“Noooo, you can’t leave. You’re supposed to go home with us!” one of the drunk girls at the bar wails, and my eyes widen. 

	Jordan leans in close and whispers in my ear, “You sure you want to take this on?” 

	“Not really, but I am sure you shouldn’t keep Tyler waiting. He’s been concerned about you, J. You need to let him know you’re all right. Let him see you with his own eyes.” 

	The obnoxious drunk girl doesn’t seem to like our private discussion. “You two shouldn’t be whispering in front of the customers. It’s bad business. Bad for business? Well, you know what I mean. Does your boss know you’re having affairs during business hours?” 

	Jordan snickers before reaching for my hand and pulling it to his lips. The drunk girl’s friends laugh, and one of them speaks up. “Valerie, I don’t think he’s going home with you tonight, girl.” 

	Valerie isn’t a nice drunk. “I want to talk to your boss right now!” 

	Now her friends are trying to calm her down, and they all seem really embarrassed. A sweet little redhead with them apologizes. “I’m so sorry. Valerie doesn’t usually drink like this, but we made her promise to let loose.”

	Jordan steps closer to them but continues holding my hand. “You guys can stay and enjoy your night, but for the record, this is my bar. My manager Sasha is running the bar on the other side tonight, so if Allie here feels like you’re getting out of control, she will ask you to leave. Once. If you don’t, she’ll call the cops.” 

	“We’ll be angels, we promise.” The redhead crosses her heart. 

	We step back away from the bar, and Jordan seems hesitant to leave. 

	“Go. Tyler is going to be worried, and I can more than handle some bachelorette party.” 

	“Okay, but if you need me, call.”

	“Sure thing.” 

	“Allie, promise me.” 

	I squeeze his hand. “I promise, but you’re going to need to trust me one day. I shouldn’t have to keep making promises to you.” 

	He leans down and kisses the top of my head. “I’ll see you later. Don’t be late.” 

	“Awww, I want what they have,” Valerie cries into her whiskey. 

	Jordan leaves and they watch him go before turning their attention to me. As I refill their drinks, one of the girls asks, “How long have you two been together? You guys are the cutest.” 

	“We’re not together. We’re just … dating, I guess?” 

	The redhead speaks up. “Hm, you could have fooled us. That man looks at you like you’re the prettiest sunset he’s ever seen.” 

	“That’s sweet of you to say.” 

	“Just call it like I see it. What about that guy?” She points to Paul. “Is he single?” 

	Laughing, I shrug. “Not sure, but how about I switch places with him and you can find out?”

	Her eyes sparkle as she nods emphatically. “Yes, please.” 

	The rest of the night flies by. After a party bus picks up all the drunk partygoers, Sasha sighs with relief as she closes the doors and locks up behind them. 

	“Tell me that wasn’t the longest night ever!” she exclaims. 

	“It was pretty intense, but we have two extra people to help close, so we’ll get out of here that much quicker.” 

	“Hell yeah! Let’s get to it!” 
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	I was uneasy leaving the bar, but I’m not sure if it was because I was leaving Allie behind with those obnoxious girls or it’s because Tyler was already waiting for me at my house. 

	When I bought this house over the summer, I waited a few months to tell anyone I had moved. It wasn’t until Sawyer wanted to come over one day that I had to spill the beans. At first, I wasn’t sure if the sale would go through. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision, but I fell in love with the house and figured I would try. Then, when I closed on it, it was nice to just enjoy being in a place I could call mine, one I’d gotten on my own. 

	What has bothered me lately is something I should have realized long ago. Even though I can picture Tyler in my future, I never once pictured him cohabitating with me in this house. Maybe that’s because I’m a simple guy and Ty’s a bit more upscale. We tend to stay at his place most of the time. But the first time I walked in and saw Allie on the couch cuddled up with my asshole cat, I knew she belonged there. 

	After everything that has happened over the past few weeks, I’ve realized time is a gift. It’s why I have to talk to Ty tonight. 

	As I pull into my driveway, Tyler is sitting in his car waiting for me. Once we’re out of our cars, he pulls me into a hug. 

	“Let’s go inside and talk.” 

	He releases me and motions for me to lead the way. Once we’re inside, Fat Bastard hisses at him, making me laugh. 

	“Your cat hates me.” 

	I scoop him into my arms and take him to my room. When I come back, I get a good look at Ty. He looks like hell. “He hates everyone who isn’t a kid … or Allie.” 

	“Did she tell you we talked?” 

	“She did. Before we get into all that, do you want something to drink?” I’m already walking into the kitchen for some water because I know his answer. 

	“A water would be great, thanks.”

	After grabbing two bottles, I take a deep breath and head back to the living room. I hand him his water and motion for him to take a seat next to me on the couch. 

	“I’m sorry if talking to Allie was uncomfortable for you. And I’m also sorry I didn’t communicate more when I was at the beach house. I didn’t really talk to anyone … not you, not Allie, and not even Sasha. You know how I get when I’m loaded up on my meds. I just needed time.” 

	Tyler takes a sip of his water before meeting my eyes. “It was bound to happen sooner or later. She’s nice, Jordan. I can see why you like her. She seems … like a good person.” 

	“Is that what you were really going to say?” 

	“I was going to say she seems genuine. She said something to me about families, and it made me think. In fact, I did more than think. I came out to my parents. I told them I’m gay.” 

	It takes a minute for his words to process. “Jesus, Ty, when did this happen? Why didn’t you call?” 

	He shrugs. “A few days ago. I didn’t call because you have your own shit going on. I didn’t want to bother you.” 

	“Are you fucking kidding me right now? Tyler, you could never be a bother. We might be in an awkward-as-fuck spot right now, but you are always going to be one of my best friends. What happened? And why did you tell them you’re gay?” 

	Tyler begins to cry as I pull him into my arms. As he sobs, I hold him close and let him get it all out. 

	“I’m sorry,” he finally says as he backs away and reaches for his water. 

	“Don’t you dare apologize. Talk to me, Ty.” 

	“I told them I was gay because I don’t want them to ever think there’s a chance I’m going to bring a woman home. On the off chance I fall in love with a woman one day, they can be surprised. But mostly, I might be bisexual, but ninety percent or more of my attraction falls to men.” 

	That makes sense. 

	“I take it the discussion didn’t go well?” 

	He shakes his head. “My mom fell to her knees in the middle of the floor and prayed for my salvation. My dad laid into me about all the ways it’s sinful to lay with another man. I was told not to come back unless I’d found the righteous path and was ready to love a woman … the way God intended.” 

	“Assholes. Don’t let them make you feel bad about yourself, Ty. You’re absolutely perfect the way you are. You’re loving, kind, sexy, and smart as fuck. You’d do anything to help anyone, and you have one of the biggest hearts of anyone I know.” 

	It kills me his family has rejected him like this. I caress his cheek with my thumb, and he leans into my body. I tuck him in close with my arm around his shoulder and try to give him all the comfort I can. 

	“The night I went to the bar, Allie told me she’d never felt as free as she does right now. She said leaving her home and her family was hard but being back in charge of her life was worth it. Damn, J … her words resonated with me down to a cellular level. I realized if I ever want to find real happiness, I have to be true to myself. That started with coming out, no matter the consequences.” 

	I lean my head on top of his. “Now what?”

	“Now I figure out who I am and what my place is in this world. It sucks and it hurts, but Allie was right. I feel free, Jordan, in a way I never have before. A huge load is lifted off my heart and I think I owe that to Allie.”

	“Nah, Ty, you owe that all to yourself. I’m so fucking proud of you.” 

	He looks up at me with sad eyes, and my heart melts. “Thanks, but I know why I’m here, Jordan. I know you’re officially calling things off with us.”

	Pain spears through my chest, but he isn’t wrong. I turn my body and cup his cheeks in my hands. “Listen to me, Ty, because I have a lot to say tonight, but the first thing I need to tell you is that I love you. I’m an asshole because I never said those words to you before, but that’s all on me. I spent the better part of ten years avoiding my feelings and now things have changed. I might not be in love with you anymore, but I love the fuck out of you.” Tears spring to my eyes. This is so much harder than I thought it was going to be. 

	“One day, someone is going to come along and you’re going to know they’re the one for you. And everything we’re going through right now is going to make more sense when that happens.”

	He sniffs. “Is that what happened with Allie? You just knew?”

	I hate that I’m the cause of more unshed tears in his eyes. “Are you sure you want to hear this?” 

	He nods. “I have to, J. I have to know.” 

	“The first day she walked into the club, it’s like the air sparked with energy. She teased me, and she challenged me, but she was still this vulnerable woman who was dealing with a lot of shit. She came over here to feed Fat Bastard one night and … I still have a hard time explaining it to myself, but Tyler, she belonged here. It’s like this house was waiting for her to fill it with life.” 

	Tyler leans back onto my shoulder. “And I never belonged here.”

	“Hey, I did not say that.”

	With a sigh, he tucks himself closer to me. “You didn’t have to. This is your house, J, but I’ve never felt at home here. Even your cat hates me, but there’s no love lost there. I always pushed you to come to my place.” 

	“It was easier.” 

	“No, J, don’t give me an out. I should have tried harder. That’s something I’ve realized, and it’s partially why I knew this was going to be the end. I never tried hard enough. I never fought for you to stay. I never asked you to push through our problems so we could have fighting chance at making it. I thought if I sat back and waited, you’d understand how much I loved you. If Allie hadn’t come along, I’d still be waiting for you, Jordan.” 

	As we talk, I caress his arm, hoping he pulls some sort of comfort from me. “Sasha said something to me that sort of kicked my ass into gear. It’s when I really started thinking about us and Allie, and just … everything.” 

	“What did she say?” 

	“She pointed out that if the two of us had something truly special, an epic love worth acting on, wouldn’t we have already done it? Wouldn’t we have felt it so strongly that we’d likely be married with kids now or at the least living together?” 

	Ty whistles as that sinks in. “I’d never thought of it that way.” 

	“Me either, but once the words were out there, I couldn’t stop thinking about them. Especially when … God, Ty, please don’t take this the wrong way. The first time Allie and I kissed, it was like our souls knew each other. It sounds so dumb.” 

	He looks up at me with a wistful gaze. “No, it sounds romantic as fuck.” 

	“Anyway, I tried to ignore it. Eventually, I couldn’t, so we tried the fuck buddy thing. I hate being without her and can’t sleep when she’s not in my bed. And when Noah died, all I kept thinking about was all the missed opportunities I had with him. I wondered if he knew I loved him, and I wished for more time. I still wish for more time.” 

	“He knew, Jordan. Noah loved you to pieces, and he knew you loved him the same.” 

	As I swipe away a tear, I pull him tighter to me and lean down to kiss the top of his head. “I know he did. Noah was such a firm believer in fate. I don’t know if you remember that about him, but whenever anything good or bad happened, he said it was fate. Noah was all about living life, but he was prepared for the end too.” 

	He pulls back and sits up. “How do you know that?” 

	“Because I have an envelope in my safe listing my inheritance and a video from him telling me goodbye.” 

	“You haven’t watched it?” 

	“Hell no, but Sawyer and Darren tried watching theirs—we all got one—and it was hell. I’m not one bit ready to even try to go through that. And I’m not ready to see my brother again either. I feel like I need to save that for a day when I’m really missing him. I can only imagine this ache in my chest is going to get worse over time, not better.”

	Tyler pulls his legs onto the couch and leans back against me. “The two of us are a hot mess, J. I’m sorry we never got our shit together enough to find a way to make it work between us.” 

	“You will never know how bad I feel about that, but if Noah is right and this is all fate, it wouldn’t have mattered. Allie is Sasha’s best friend, so we would have met eventually. What if you and I were married and I suddenly felt for her what I feel now?” 

	“You’d never cheat, Jordan. You aren’t him, so get that out of your head right now.” 

	That’s one thing I love about Tyler—he knows when I go to that dark place in my mind. 

	“No, but what if we ended up divorced?” 

	“Shh, it doesn’t matter. We can’t play the what if game. It’s not fair to either of us. All we can do now is figure out how to move forward. Do you think we can still be friends? Would Allie let that happen?”

	A vision of Allie’s smiling face pops into my mind. “I think she’d be okay with it. She feels awful, you know. She considers herself the other woman.” 

	Tyler laughs. “At this point, I think I’m the other man. She’s a good one, J. If you were going to leave me for a woman, you picked well. I’d really like us to still be friends. I don’t think I can handle losing any more family right now.”

	Tyler lays his head in my lap, and I thread my fingers through his hair as we sit together in silence. The next thing I know, I wake up at four in the morning. 

	Shit! 

	“Damn, J, what time is it?” Tyler yawns as he sits up. 

	“Four in the morning. Allie was supposed to be here an hour ago.” 

	“Oh shit,” Ty says as I look at my phone. There are no missed messages or calls. That’s probably a good thing. 

	I text Sasha first so I can figure out my next move. 

	Is Allie there?

	Tyler downs the rest of his water as I wait for a text back. 

	Sasha: Yes, and you’re in a world of shit. 

	“Fuck! Allie must have come here and left. I’ve got to go, Tyler.” 

	As I put on my shoes, he eyes me carefully. 

	“Jordan, do you love her?” 

	Our eyes meet, and I hate myself for having to answer him, but he knows I won’t lie. “Yes.” 

	“Are you in love with her?” 

	I close my eyes and then open them. “Yes. Deeply.” 

	He blinks rapidly. “Then do me a favor. Tell her. Don’t lose her the way you lost me. Don’t make her wait ten years to hear the words only to leave her for someone else.” 

	As Tyler stands to leave, I reach for his hand. “Are you sure you want to be my friend after all of this? I’d understand if not.” 

	“We’ll always be friends, Jordan, but you may need to hook me up with Sawyer’s hot as fuck bodyguard. I’m going to need a good rebound fuck.” 

	We both laugh, but it’s actually not a bad idea. Mac’s an awesome dude. He’s affectionate, fun, protective—which Tyler would love—and unlike me, he has zero commitment issues. 

	“Consider it done. You’re a good fit for him, and fuck, Ty, the man has some incredible moves between the sheets.” 

	His mouth drops and he slugs my shoulder. “You hit that?” 

	“We had a don’t ask, don’t tell rule for the off months, remember?” 

	He shakes his head as we walk outside and I lock up behind me. “You’re unbelievable, Weston, and you definitely need to hook me up on a date. I’d say it’s the least you owe me.” 

	I pull Tyler in for a hug. “Consider it done. And Ty? Thanks for being you. Tonight wasn’t easy, but I’m not sure what I’d do if you didn’t want to be a part of my life anymore. Whoever ends up with you is going to be one lucky bastard.”

	“Go get your girl, J. We’ll talk tomorrow.” 

	After Tyler drives off, the only thing on my mind is getting to Allie fast and hoping I didn’t screw everything up. 
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	Tyler’s car is still in the driveway when I arrive at Jordan’s house. The living room light is on, and I sit in the car, weighing my options. I’m not sure what to do. Maybe their discussion got a bit heated and they’re still talking things through. Or maybe they’ve decided to get back together and are making up for all the time they lost. 

	The only thing I know for sure is that I’m not using my key and taking a chance on walking in on the latter. There’s no way I could handle seeing Jordan with anyone else. It’s just about three in the morning and I’m too tired to do anything but go home and figure it out tomorrow. 

	Sasha looks up at me from the couch where she’s doing her nails. “Hey, what are you doing here?” 

	I don’t know how she’s so wired when I’m about to fall asleep on my feet. 

	“When I got to Jordan’s, Tyler was still there.” 

	Her eyes narrow. “What did you do?” 

	“Nothing. I left and came home. I’m exhausted, Sasha, and the last thing I wanted to walk in on was some emotional break up or some incredible make-up sex between them.” 

	“Shit, Al, I’m sorry.” 

	“It’s fine,” I reply as I kick off my shoes. “What can I do? If he wants Tyler, maybe it’s better they figure it out now. I’m tired of feeling like I’ve come between the two of them anyway. I’m going to bed. See you in the morning.”

	I haven’t been asleep long before I hear pounding on the door and muffled voices. I quickly dismiss it as one of Sasha’s late-night booty calls until my bedroom door opens and closes. I open my eyes as the shadow moves closer to me. 

	“It’s me, Allie. We need to talk.” 

	God, I knew it. They got back together. 

	“It’s fine, J. Go home and break up with me tomorrow. At least give me one last night of sleep before you toss my world into a tailspin.” 

	He laughs, and I’m pretty sure I hear his clothes hitting the floor. When he slides into bed with me and spoons me from behind, he’s definitely naked. Jordan brushes my hair aside and puts his lips to my ear. “I did not fuck Tyler, and we most definitely did not get back together.” 

	“Then what happened?” I blink back my tears, but I can’t help being emotional about this. 

	He snuggles in closer to me. “So much, and I’ll explain a lot of it tomorrow, but I broke up with him Allie, for good. You’re the only person I want to be with.” 

	“You want to be with me?” 

	“If you’ll still have me and if you still love me.” He presses his lips against my neck and traces the sensitive skin beneath my ear with this tongue. “Do you still love me, Allie?” 

	“You’re impossible not to love, Jordan. I was so scared and I didn’t know what to do. Should I go in and risk walking in on a vulnerable moment, or worse, the two of you together? It was the first time I was afraid to use the key you loaned me. I left … didn’t even get out of the car.”

	He flips me around to face him and caresses my cheek. “Don’t ever be afraid to use your key. It’s yours, Allie, not a loaner. Can’t you see by now how much I need you in my life?”

	“There are times I feel important to you and know that I’ve got your full focus and attention. But there are other times, especially when we’re working or when other people are around, when I feel like I’m just another notch on your bedpost.”  

	He moves his lips to mine and kisses me slowly. “I’m sorry,” he says when he pulls away. “You’ve never been a random fuck for me, Allie. I want to be crystal-clear about that. At work, I’m the boss, and it’s always been a big concern of yours about us being together. I feel like I watch you enough to be a serious creeper, but I try to stay away and keep my hands to myself. Yesterday, though, I couldn’t help touching you, and I’m not sure I’m going to be able to stop myself anymore. Is that going to be an issue?”

	“As long as you don’t try to get me naked on the bar in front of people, I think we’ll be okay.” 

	Jordan kisses me again. “So the watcher doesn’t like to be watched?” 

	“Something like that,” I murmur against his lips. 

	“Good, because I don’t want anyone watching you either.” 

	“Jordan, I have to ask you something.” 

	“Shoot.” 

	“Please don’t laugh.” 

	He brushes my hair back from my face. “Never.”

	“Sasha mentioned something about our lives being easier if we had a plural relationship with Tyler. And while I’m all for people doing what makes them happy, that’s not something you’re going to want later down the line, is it? Because that’s not—”

	“That’s not you, and it’s not me either. Fucking Sasha. I think she’s a bit more daring in the romance department than I am. I’ve done the threesome thing. It can be fun for a few hours, but that’s about the extent of it for me.” 

	“Okay …” I reply hesitantly. 

	“Allie, what’s going on in your head right now? Do the threesomes bother you?  Because I can’t make those go away, sweetheart.” 

	“No, it’s dumb. Don’t worry about it.” 

	Jordan rolls me to my back and lies on top of me, pinning me to the bed. He’s hard between my legs, and I moan my appreciation. “Tell me what’s bothering you.” 

	“You’re, uh, experienced, J. I’m pretty boring. I spent six years with a man who barely wanted sex. How do you know I’m going to be enough for you?” 

	He slides his hand down my body and into my pajama shorts and I arch against him. “Sweet Allie, we have incredible chemistry.” As if to punctuate his point, he dips a finger inside me, and I groan. “If there’s anything you want to learn, I’ll be the best teacher you’ve ever had.” Jordan works a second finger inside me, and my eyes flutter closed.  

	“Damn, Jordan …” 

	As he brings his lips to my neck and kisses me, I writhe beneath him. “My sweet, sweet Allie. You have to understand I don’t want to be with you because of sex.” 

	“No?” I gasp as he does wicked things to me with his hands and mouth. 

	“No. I want to be with only you from now on because you love me for me. You know my secrets and fears, and when those demons rise up from the dark recesses of my mind, you silence them with your gentleness and love.” 

	“Jordan … I’m going to … ahhh …” 

	His mouth meets mine, and he whispers against it, “Let go, Allie. Let me feel your love.” 

	My body detonates as he swallows my cries. Readjusting his position, he makes quick work of removing my shorts and panties.  

	“Fuck … please tell me you have condoms.” 

	“No, I don’t. You don’t have any?” 

	He climbs back up the bed and lies next to me. “Nope. I gave one of the bachelors the last one in my office and gave his friend the one from my wallet as I was leaving the bar. I was going to refill when I got home, but I was late and Ty was already there. It’s okay, though, there’s always tomorrow.” Jordan wraps his arm around my waist and tugs me close.  

	“I’m still on the pill, and I’m clean. I got tested when I left D.C. and again at my annual exam a few weeks ago to be safe. What about you?” 

	“I’m clean. I was tested a couple of months ago when we started having sex. I haven’t been with anyone but you, Allie.” 

	“Make love to me, Jordan.” 

	“Are you sure? I don’t want you to feel like I’m pushing you into this because I can wait.” 

	I lower my hand to his cock and groan when I feel how hard he is. “I can’t wait, J. I feel like tonight is a new beginning for us. I want to feel you inside me. All of you.” 

	“Fuck, Allie …” He crushes his mouth to mine, and we kiss as if our lives depend on it. If I had known leaving Evan would bring me to Jordan, I would have left him years ago. 

	Pulling away from me, he tugs off my shirt and drops his mouth to my breasts. He teases my nipples to stiff peaks before drawing them into his mouth. Clutching the sheet, my body bows into his. 

	“Jordan, please.” 

	He continues kissing his way down my body. “Keep begging, baby, it’s about to get better.” 

	Gripping my hips, he licks and sucks his way from my clit to my entrance, making the most primal sounds as he does. Spearing me with his tongue, it doesn’t take long before I explode. Jordan moans as if he’s in paradise. 

	Sliding up my body, he flashes me a sexy grin. I’m still trying to catch my breath. “Is it possible to die by orgasm?” 

	He chuckles and leans down, biting my neck. “Why don’t we find out?” 

	“Yes, fuck me, Jordan, please …” 

	He cups my cheek in his hand. “I thought you wanted me to make love to you?”

	“As long as you’re inside me, you can do whatever you want. I need to feel you, J.” 

	He pushes into me and hisses. “Damn, Allie, you feel amazing.” 

	Wrapping my legs around his waist, I pull him flush to me.

	Jordan grips the sheet and groans. “Wait, let me … you’re so fucking wet.” 

	He laces his fingers through mine and leans closer. Our mouths fuse together, and with every stroke of his tongue, Jordan moves deep within me. My chest heaves, leaving me nearly breathless as I’m consumed by my love for him.  

	“Allie, I don’t think I’m going to last much longer,” he whispers, and I pull him deeper. 

	“Come with me, J. I want to feel you lose control with me.” 

	He slips his free hand between us and circles my clit with his fingers. As I begin to feel that euphoric rush, he calls out my name. The husky tone of his voice and the sweetness of this moment set me off. The two of us climax together, and we stay connected long after we’ve finished. 

	“That was amazing.” His wondrous tone surprises me. As he lays on top of me, I play with his hair. 

	“Was that the first time you’ve ever done that?” 

	“Sex without a condom? Yeah …”

	Oh wow. I just assumed he and Tyler had tossed the condoms a long time ago.

	“Tyler and I were under no illusions in our relationship. When we were off, we were free to fuck whomever we wanted. Our relationship was one repetitive interlude, but I’m thankful for it because it led me to you, Allie.” 

	He pulls my hand to his mouth and kisses it before finally rolling off of me. 

	“I wish I would have listened to Sasha and come to live here years ago.” 

	“Noah believed in fate more than anything else. He’d say you were brought to me when the time was right and I needed you most. As usual, he’d be right. I’m ready for more in my life than just casual hookups and off-and-on relationships. I’m ready for everyone to know we’re exclusively dating.” 

	I tuck myself into the crook of his arm, and he rests his head on the top of mine. “I’d love that, Jordan. Almost as much as I love you.” 

	“Good, because I have a surprise for you tomorrow. First, we sleep.”

	“You have a surprise for me? Why?” I love surprises, and I can’t remember the last time someone gave me one. 

	“All in due time, Allie. Now sleep. I know you’re tired.” 
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	This morning, I wake up to Sasha’s laughter and an empty bed. After using the restroom and throwing my pajamas back on, I make my way into the living room. 

	“About time, sleepyhead. The two of you left me in desperate need of a cigarette last night.” 

	Sasha grins as my cheeks flush. I didn’t realize we were that loud. 

	“I’m sorry—”  

	“Don’t apologize to her, Allie,” Jordan says, cutting me off. “If you knew how many times I’ve had to listen to Sasha get off, you’d understand payback is nice to achieve, even if it wasn’t intentional.” 

	“Whatever. I’m just glad the two of you,” Sasha points between us, “have finally figured out your shit. Watching you go back and forth was exhausting. No offense to Tyler, but it was so obvious he wasn’t the one for you.”

	“Sasha, that’s not nice,” I counter. 

	She brushes me off. “Maybe not, but it doesn’t make it any less true. I noticed the first day there was a spark in Jordan’s eyes when he talked to you that I’d never seen. Considering I’ve known him a little longer than Tyler, I knew it had to mean something.” 

	Jordan brings me a cup of coffee and wraps his arm around my waist after handing it to me. “She’s not wrong, Allie. But if we can all agree to stop talking about Tyler and me from here on out, that would be great. He’s always going to be one of my best friends. We just weren’t meant to be.” 

	I make my way over to the couch, and Jordan follows. We didn’t talk about Tyler much last night. I need to process this new information. 

	“So you and Tyler are still going to be close?” 

	Sasha hops up from her chair. “I’m going to take a shower.” 

	Once she’s gone, Jordan turns my face to his. “Is that going to be a problem?” 

	“I’m not sure. Part of me understands it completely …” 

	“And the other part?” 

	“Wonders how you would feel if Evan showed up and we decided to be friends.” 

	Fury flashes in those gorgeous eyes of his before he leans in and kisses me breathless. “Evan treated you like shit, Allie, and I might kill him if he ever shows his face here. If anyone treated anyone badly, it was me treating Tyler that way. I would never do anything to hurt you, but before you take a friendship with Tyler off the table, can we see how it goes first? I’m with you, Allie, but …” 

	I scoot closer to him. “But what?” 

	“Tyler came out to his family. It didn’t go well. He did it because he said you gave him the courage to. We need to be his friends because we are going to be all he has for a while. I can’t abandon him, not now.” 

	“Wow, I didn’t think he’d actually take my advice. I was just telling him how much better I feel being out of that toxic situation. Of course, we’ll be there for him, or you should. I’m probably like salt in his wound right now.” 

	He kisses my head. “Maybe at first, but he’ll have to get used to you because I’m not letting you go anytime soon. Believe it or not, he asked me to hook him up with Mac. I think it’s a good idea. Why are you blushing, Allie? Should I be worried? Do you have a thing for Mac too?” 

	“Stop teasing me. Mac is sexy, sweet, and handsome. I can appreciate a good-looking man.” 

	“So can I,” he counters, his voice husky. 

	“Ugh, don’t remind me.” 

	“It might be fun, Allie. We could check out guys together. We’re allowed to look if we don’t touch.” 

	With wide eyes, I turn to him. “You’re fucking with me, right?” 

	He busts out laughing. “Absolutely. The only man I want your eyes on is me, and I promise I’ll give you the same courtesy.” 

	“Uh-huh. What about women? Will the same rules apply? 

	He pushes me back onto the couch and climbs on top of me. “Move in with me.” 

	“Where did that come from? I’m just teasing, you know that, right?” 

	“I know I’m crazy about you, FB is crazy about you, and you spend more nights in my bed than you do your own. Plus, if you ever worry about me looking at someone else when you climb into bed with me at night, you’ll know you don’t have anything to fear.” The sparkle in his eyes is spectacular.

	“Can I think about it?” 

	“Of course, as long as you promise you will.” 

	“I promise. So when do I get my surprise?”

	His eyes sparkle even brighter. “How about we shower, feed FB, then I take you to breakfast? Surprise afterward?” 

	I toss my arms around his neck. “Do you mean I get to spend the entire afternoon with you?” 

	“How about the next twenty-four hours? You’re off today, and Sasha said she would cover for me at the bar.” 

	“That sounds amazing.” 
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	Allie and I got a later start than I wanted, but I’m not in a big rush. After a round of shower sex and an extended shower to wash off the sex, we finally went to get food. As soon as we got back to the house, FB was in her arms. My cat has a new favorite person, but it’s hard to be mad at him when she’s my favorite person too. 

	She looks around the house as if taking it all in with new eyes. My house isn’t anything special—two bedrooms, two bathrooms—but it’s mine and it’s all I need. 

	“Is everything okay?” 

	Allie spins around and faces me with that pretty, pink flush to her cheeks. “Yeah, just thinking.” 

	“Good thoughts?” 

	Nodding, she answers, “I think so. You need more pictures on your walls. In fact, you need any kind of art on your walls. What gives? Your office has more personality.”

	“I never properly unpacked. I have boxes and boxes of photographs in the garage, but I do have this.” I pull a framed photo of the two of us from Christmas out of the drawer in the coffee table. “You might like it.” 

	She puts FB on the floor and gasps as she takes it from my outstretched hand. “Jordan, why did you have this hidden?” 

	“Amelia gave it to me before I left the beach house. She said Noah wanted me to have it, that he had a feeling it would be important to me.” 

	I take a deep breath. Thinking about Noah still hurts, and knowing he saw what Allie meant to me back then sort of rocked me to my core. 

	“Jordan, are you okay?” She steps closer and rests her hand on my arm.

	“I’m fine, just thinking about Noah. I put it away because I wanted to bring it out if you agreed to move in. That was kind of our first date.” 

	“I don’t know about that. You didn’t ask me on a date.” 

	“No, I took it one step further and let you meet my family on a holiday. You have no idea how big of a step that was for me.” 

	“Then why did you?”

	I place a kiss on her forehead and tilt her head, locking my gaze on her. “Because I didn’t want you to be alone. For some strange reason, the thought of spending Christmas with you was the best gift I could think of giving myself.” 

	“That’s so sweet,” she murmurs as my lips cover hers. 

	“I can be sweet when someone is important to me.” 

	“Good, because as much as I love cocky Jordan, sweet Jordan is pretty amazing. Now, can we feed FB so I can have my surprise?” Her blue eyes sparkle brightly.

	“Do you like surprises?” 

	Allie bounces up and down on her toes. “I freaking love surprises. Well, the good ones.” 

	I hope she likes this one. 

	“Feed poor FB. Can’t you hear him meowing because he’s starving? Then we’ll go.” 

	“Eep! And that cat is not starving, he’s spoiled. He probably eats that dry food he turns his nose up at while we’re not here and then banks on his second meal being the good food.”

	“Yup, he’s a smart cat. He knows what he likes.” 
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	On the way to the bar, Allie can’t sit still. It makes me nervous because I’m afraid this isn’t the kind of surprise she’s going to like. The sun is beginning to go down, but there’s still enough light for what she needs to see. 

	As we pull up to the building, she sucks in a breath. “Oh my God. Jordan, it’s white! I thought it wasn’t due for a couple of years?” 

	“It’s not, but I figured we needed a change around here.”

	“Is this my surprise?” She doesn’t sound disappointed, just curious. 

	I pull around to the side of the building and park near the far end of the wall. “Nope, we have to get out for that.” 

	She hops out quickly and spins in a circle. I get out of the car, take her hand, and lead her around the backside of the building. 

	“Close your eyes,” I tell her before we round the corner completely. “Keep them closed until directed otherwise. I’ve got you, Allie, but you have to trust me.” 

	“I trust you, Jordan.” 

	We walk back to the middle of the lot, and I turn her toward the building as I stand behind her. My heart pounds with nervous energy and I feel sick to my stomach. It’s now or never. I pull her close and whisper in her ear, “Open your eyes, Allie.”

	She clutches my hand that’s wrapped around her waist and then flips around in my arms. “Is this real?” 

	I nod, but she shakes her head. “This is the best surprise ever, but only if you say it. Words on a building are nice, but I want to hear them from your mouth.”

	“I love you, Allie. I have never in my life loved anyone the way I love you. I’m not typically the grand gesture kind of guy, but Noah was. Losing him has inspired me to try to be truer to myself. I wanted to tell you last night, but I already had this set up and didn’t want to blow the surprise, which wouldn’t have been an issue if I hadn’t fallen asleep and given you reason to doubt me in the first place.” 

	She places a finger against my lips. “You’re rambling, but all I want right now is for you to kiss me and then say it again.”

	She clutches on to me, and I pull her in close and lower my mouth to hers. As our tongues meet, I hope she can feel my love. We kiss slowly as if we’ve never kissed before. When we finally part, it’s almost dark. 

	“I love you, Allie.” I brush away the tears streaking down her cheeks. “What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing. Everything is perfect. I’m not sure why you love me or how you decided I’m worthy of your love, since you don’t give it often, but I am so honored you’re choosing to share yourself with me. I would love to move in with you, if the offer still stands.”

	I lift her and spin her around, and as she throws back her head and laughs, I can’t imagine life getting any better. 

	“Come on, we need to go inside for a few minutes. Sasha wants to know how you liked my grand declaration of love.”

	I take her hand and we start walking, but she stops me. “Just so you know, hearing you say the words means more than any grand gesture. I know how precious those words are to you, J. I promise to guard your heart, along with mine, every step of the way.”

	I know she means that with every fiber of her being. “Thank you.” 

	As we walk into the bar, Sasha let’s out a loud “Whoop!” 

	“She’s so embarrassing,” Allie grumbles into my shoulder. 

	“Well, she is your best friend.” 

	Allie elbows me in the side. “Pretty sure she’s yours too.” 

	“Yes, but I’m used to her. You’ve been away too long. You have to readjust.” 

	Sasha places a beer on the counter for me and a vodka tonic for Allie. “Damn straight she was gone too long, but she’s here for good now that she’s stolen your heart!” 

	I turn to Allie. “Were you thinking about going back?” We’ve never talked about her going home again. 

	“Not a chance in hell. This is my home now. By the way, Sasha, I’m moving out.” 

	Sasha leans in close and kisses Allie on the cheek. “I love you, girl, but my pussy is cheering right now. You’ve got no idea how freaky my sex life really is.” 

	Allie practically spits her drink out in Sasha’s face but manages to choke it down. I pat her on the back as she coughs. She leans over and whispers in my ear, “I’ve heard a lot of freaky shit already. Should I be worried?” 

	Sasha has made her way back to the other end of the bar. 

	“Nah, she’s got everything under control. The girl wants what she wants. You can’t fault her for that.” 

	“Jordan, there were three guys in my apartment the other day. Three.” 

	I don’t like that image, but I’ll talk to Sasha about that later. In the meantime, I give Allie the most neutral expression I can and mess with her. “Well, technically she does have a hole for each of them.”

	“Jordan Weston, I can’t believe you just said that about your best friend. Damn, you know more about her sex life than I do. Is that her kind of kink?”

	I shrug. “You need to talk to your friend about that. I’m more interested in figuring out what your kink is, Allie Cat.”

	“I don’t think I have any,” she whispers. 

	I lean closer to her. “Baby, I bet we’d be in a good place to figure out your kink if I cleared this bar right now and spread you open so I could feast on that pretty little pussy of yours all night. Maybe I’ll leave the door unlocked so if someone happened to walk in, they could see how fucking hot you look when you come.” 

	Her cheeks turn bright-red, and her eyes glaze over with lust. “You’re bad, Jordan.” 

	I place my hand on her thigh and squeeze. “You know there’s a club my brothers and I have a membership to. It’s called The Scene and they have some nights that are closed to the public. We could get a private room with a view, watch others get their freak on, or we could get our freak on and let others watch us. Test your voyeuristic side, Allie. You have to sign an NDA to get in, so you wouldn’t have to worry about being seen there.” 

	She presses her thighs together and licks her lips. “Can we go home? I’m a bit needy right now.”

	“Fuck yeah, we can.” 

	Hearing her say “home” brings out something primal inside me. 
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	Waking up the next morning with Allie in my arms is everything I hoped it would be. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt this content. 

	“Good morning,” I murmur against the back of her head. 

	“Mm, indeed. Good morning.” 

	She pushes her ass against my cock, and I groan. “Careful, tiger, I might think you’re offering up something new.” 

	She laces her fingers through mine and pulls them to her lips. “Maybe I wouldn’t be opposed to trying something new, if you’re gentle.” 

	Fucking hell, this girl is going to be the death of me. 

	“I’ll be whatever you want me to be, whenever you need it. If you want it rough, I’ll fuck you until you’re screaming for mercy. If you want me to make love to you, I’ll push you to unbelievable highs until we fall apart together. And if you want me to take your ass, damn … I’ll be as gentle as I can possibly be.” 

	She flips over in my arms and catches my bottom lip between her teeth. “What if I want to uh … play with your ass?” 

	Ah, she wants to get personal. She might regret asking this in a minute. “Then you can open the second drawer of the nightstand and grab the lube and a toy of your choosing.” 

	She gasps, but it’s an excited one. “You’d let me?” 

	“Hell yeah, and it would be so fucking hot. I told you I’d teach you anything you want to know, but I’m pretty uninhibited sexually. There isn’t much I won’t try at least once, especially if you want to try it. If something turns you on, you can pretty much guarantee it’s going to turn me on as well.” 

	She scoots away from me and hangs off the bed while pulling open the drawer. I’ve got a perfect view of her ass. “J, you’ve got a lot of stuff in here. Is this all …”

	“Mine? Yup.” 

	“And you use it all yourself? I mean, there isn’t anything, um … well, you know.” 

	She’s so fucking cute. “No, I have never used any of it with Tyler or anyone else. I’m just a bit of a freak.” 

	She rolls back over and kisses me hard. “You’re not a freak, but just the thought of you getting yourself off with that stuff … damn. You’re going to have to let me watch. After all, if you’re going to be a good teacher, I need to see a demonstration.” 

	“Move in with me.” 

	She laughs against my lips. “I thought that was a given.” 

	“Today. Right now. Let’s get dressed and go pick up your stuff at Sasha’s.” 

	“Seriously?” 

	“Why not? We’ve got all day and I’ve got a truck. I want you here every night, and I’d like us to start working the same schedules as much as possible.” 

	The look on her face is hesitant. 

	“Hey, it’s not so I can keep tabs on you. I sleep much better with you in my arms. Haven’t you noticed my nightmares seem to be decreasing? I’ve had them for twenty years, Allie, and it’s only since you’ve taken up space in my heart that they’re going away.” 

	“Okay, let’s do it.” 

	The instant we walk into her apartment, it’s evident something is wrong. 

	“Thank God you’re here!” Sasha says as we walk in the door. 

	“What’s up, Sash? You seem freaked out.” 

	“That’s because I am, Jordan. Don’t you guys answer your phones?” 

	We pull our phones from our pockets and power them on at the same time. 

	“Sorry, Sasha,” Allie says. “We were a bit selfish last night and shut them down.” 

	“Look, Evan was here this morning. He looked like shit, Allie, and he said he has to talk to you. He was very insistent. He was rambling about damage control and the senator and said for you to call him.” 

	Allie brushes her off without batting an eyelash. “Evan can want until the cows come home. I have no interest in calling or seeing him. If he shows up again, tell him I moved.” 

	A slow smile spreads across Sasha’s face. “I can do that. I was honestly a bit freaked out you’d succumb to his wishes.” 

	I’m not happy that this prick is looking for her. She may not be concerned about what he’s after, but I am. 

	“Evan doesn’t hold any power over me anymore. He lost that when I caught him fucking his intern. I haven’t loved him in a long time, and my heart is most definitely not his for the taking or bartering or whatever the hell it is he wants.” 

	“You caught him fucking someone else?” I ask in total disbelief. 

	“Yeah, it sucked.” 

	“Is that why you kept worrying you’d walk in on Ty and me?” 

	“Maybe?” she answers softly. 

	I pull her into my arms. “Never, Allie. That will never happen.” 

	“I know that now. I’m going to go start packing.” 

	She heads into her room, and I turn to Sasha. “If he shows up again, he’s going to be lucky to walk away.” 

	“There’s the man I love. Evan is a tool. He’d piss his pants just looking at you.” 

	“Good. Now, we have something else to talk about. What are you doing bringing three guys back to your apartment at once? I thought we talked about this, Sasha. It’s not safe. Do I need to put one of Sawyer’s guards at your door?” 

	She groans. “No, dad. I promise, Jordan, it was completely safe, and it was a one-time deal. You know I don’t take risks like that, and Allie was never in any danger. I’d never put her in a compromising position.” 

	I kiss the top of her head before going to help Allie. “I’m always here, Sasha, and so is Allie. We only want you safe. We’re not trying to put a damper your lifestyle.”

	“Good, because we’d have an issue if you were.” 

	As I head in to help Allie pack, I can’t stop thinking of Evan and what he could possibly want with my girl.
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	It didn’t take us very long to pack my things and move them back to Jordan’s house. All the furniture was Sasha’s, so it was mostly clothes and a few odds and ends. It still feels surreal—like everything is moving fast but I’ve been here almost a year now. It wasn’t long after I got here that Jordan and I started becoming something other than friends. 

	Out of the corner of my eye, I see Jordan going from his bedroom into the guest room a few times in a row. “Whatcha’ doin’?” 

	“Making room for your stuff. I’m assuming you’d like some drawers?” His cocky grin is undeniably sexy. 

	“That’s very sweet of you. I could’ve helped.” 

	He kisses me as he walks past with a stack of sweatshirts. “We didn’t get much sleep last night, and we’ve got a long night ahead of us. I thought you could use the rest.” 

	“Now you’re being silly. If we both pitch in, it will be finished in half the time, and then we can both take a nap before work.” 

	He nuzzles my neck when he comes back and pulls me close. “It’s already done. Unpack when you’re ready. Empty drawers are yours. Unlike my brothers, I don’t need a walk-in closet to hold all my shit. I’m a pretty simple man, if you haven’t noticed.” 

	His sharp inhale after the word “brothers” tells me the pain is going to be with him for the rest of his life. I’m sure losing Noah has taken him right back to the trauma of losing the rest of his family. 

	“I have what I need for today, and we’re off tomorrow. I’ll unpack then. Let’s nap. But we have to sleep, J. No funny business, or I’m going to be a grump to your customers tonight.” 

	Jordan leads me to the bed and cuddles up behind me. “We can sleep, and if we wake up well-rested and still have time, we can mess around before work.” 

	“Mm, sounds like a plan.” 
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	We’re only about ten minutes late getting to the bar. We took a joint shower and squeezed some fun time in while we were in there. How did I make it twenty-seven years without understanding the perks of shower sex? 

	I’m unloading some alcohol under the bar when the door slams open. 

	“Shit,” Sasha hisses before I hear the deep timbre of Jordan’s voice. 

	“The bar isn’t open yet.” 

	“I’m looking for Allie.” 

	Holy shit, it’s Evan. 

	Sasha motions for me to stay low, but I’m not going to hide from him. As I rise from my position, Jordan has his arms crossed and is nailing Evan with a look that has him keeping his distance. 

	“What are you doing here, Evan?” 

	He rakes his gaze over me, and I step closer to Jordan. 

	“It’s time for you to come back home, Allie. This game is over.”

	Sasha snorts and mutters, “This ought to be good.” 

	“This is my home. I’ve lived here for nearly a year, Evan, and you and I have spoken a grand total of three times since I left. What in the world could possibly make you think I’m coming back to D.C.?”

	Jordan wraps his arm around my waist and tugs me to him. I’m thankful for his possessiveness because Evan is creeping me out. 

	“See, Allie, here’s the thing …” 

	The bar door slams open again, and my dad walks into the bar. 

	Fuck me. 

	“Allison, for the love of God, I can’t believe you made me track you down to this hell hole. We’re scheduled on a flight back to D.C. at seven a.m. and I expect you to be on it.” 

	Jordan and I exchange quizzical glances. 

	“Dad, why are the two of you here? Could one of you please explain this to me?”

	Evan loosens his tie and looks like he’s about to vomit. 

	“Your wedding, of course. We’ve let you sow your oats and have made excuses for you long enough, but the ceremony is the first week of November and we cannot continue to allow you to put off your fittings or picking a bridal party. I’ll assume Sasha will be part of it, even if it goes against my better judgement.” 

	I take a step forward. J follows with his hand pressed against my lower back. I’m soaking in all the comfort I can from it as I try to figure out this shitshow. 

	“Are you guys high? Seriously, I haven’t spoken to either of you in eight months. No calls checking in on me from my adoring father. And no calls begging me back from Evan either. Well, not since the night after he called when I was in a bit of a compromising position.” 

	Jordan snickers, and I lean against him, letting him supply me with all the support I need. I’m directly in front of him, and as he wraps his arms around my waist, he drops a kiss to the top of my head. I couldn’t love him more right now if I tried. 

	“Evan, what does she mean you haven’t spoken?” My dad turns his attention to Evan, but I’m not finished. He can address me. 

	“Dad, just what I said. Do you see a ring on this finger? No, you don’t, and when you do—”

	“It will be my ring, sir,” Jordan interrupts, “when Allie becomes my wife. Not Evan’s.” 

	I’m trying to keep my thoughts focused, but just a hint of becoming Jordan’s wife makes me incredibly happy. 

	“When I left D.C., I left my engagement ring behind. It’s always blown my mind that I was raised to be an independent woman. I’ve got the educational background and job history to rival most people my age. Yet, for some reason, you expect me to take a back seat to my partner. To accept that walking in on my fiancé fucking a different woman should be an acceptable practice.”  I shake my head as my dad stares slack-jawed at me. 

	“It’s not okay, Dad, and if that’s how you treated Mom, it’s no wonder she left you before she died. I’m no longer a pawn in your game.” 

	Angry tears spring to my eyes. “This is my life. I’m happier than I’ve ever been. I’m with a man who adores me and would never treat me the way Evan did.” 

	My dad turns to Evan. “Explain, Evan, now.” 

	Evan’s shoulders slump as he moves to the bar and takes a seat. “I thought it was a phase. We’d been together for six years. I didn’t think she’d actually leave me. At the gala, I announced our engagement.” 

	“You did what?!” I move to lunge at him, but J keeps his arms wrapped tightly around me. 

	“Not yet, Allie Cat. Let him finish.” 

	The surprise on Evan’s face is comical. “It was you that night, on the phone. I wasn’t sure … I thought it might have been a sick joke she was playing.” 

	“Nope, it was me, and it still is.” Jordan’s tone proves to Evan he’s not one to be messed with. Evan slinks down further in his chair. 

	“After I made the announcement, I couldn’t take it back. Everything was falling into place—work, my relationship with your father—and the only thing missing was you. Whenever he would ask, I’d say you were helping Sasha, visiting friends, whatever I could think of to keep you out of town.” 

	Sasha laughs and hops up on the bar. “I feel like I need some popcorn.” 

	“My God. So all this time you’ve let people think we’re getting married?” 

	My father takes a seat and loosens his tie. “This is going to be a nightmare. How the hell am I supposed to spin this?” 

	“Spin it?” I squeal. “You announce he’s a cheating motherfucker who was only in it for my trust fund. Then you call him out for the liar he is. I’m sorry, Dad, but the fallout from this is on the two of you.” 

	“Allison—” 

	“No, don’t Allison me. If you acted like a parent, you’d call once in a while, check in, make sure … I don’t know … that I’m still alive? Jesus, Dad, he could have killed me and disposed of my body and it would have taken you eight months to know something was wrong. Unbelievable! Thank God for the Westons. They took me in on Christmas and were warmer and more welcoming to me than you’ve been my entire life.” 

	I’m livid, and as my anger rises, I point between the two of them. “I’m not sure what in the world Evan thought he was going to accomplish by bringing you here to find me. He had to know you were going to find out the truth. But I can tell you right now there isn’t going to be any shotgun wedding. I’m never marrying Evan.” 

	Dad runs his fingers through his hair. “Allie, contrary to popular belief, I have been keeping tabs on you. I knew where you were and who you were working with at all times. Shortly after you left, I realized Evan had been lying but I was unclear of the angle, and I still am. I assumed you were sowing your oats, having a last fling before settling down. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have invested my time or money in a wedding. It’s not my place to ask what’s going on with you and Evan. Now that I know this isn’t a fling, I’m having a difficult time grasping how you’re happy working in a bar. For what? Minimum wage? With a tattooed, high-school-graduate bartender who is related to some of the most controversial musicians of your generation. You’re better than this.” 

	I feel Jordan inhale deeply against my back, but I’ve got this. “I’m working in one of the top three bars in the state. This bar is one of the hubs of the music industry where high-profile entertainment executives scout the next-best thing in music. It’s prime for expansion with a high probability of global success. Who his family is only increases the probability of success, if that’s the road Jordan chooses. Don’t think my Wharton education has gone to waste just because I’m a waitress. I’ve done my research. Jordan owns this bar, and his tattoos are not an indicator of who he is as a person. They’re an expression of his heart, mind, and soul. His brothers are two of the most philanthropic people I’ve ever met, and that loving family I mentioned raised all of them.” 

	He tries to speak, but I hold up my hand because I’m not nearly finished with him yet. “I don’t judge people by their outward appearances or who they’re related to. I judge them for how they treat me and the people around them. Why do you think I’ve distanced myself from you? I love you, Dad, but you’re one of the biggest condescending pricks I’ve ever met. God gives us our family to love, but there’s no requirement for us to like them. And for the record, I don’t give a shit about the money.” 

	“That’s because you have a hefty trust fund coming to you.” 

	I close my eyes and count to five before softening my tone. “No, Dad, it’s because no matter how much you think otherwise, money doesn’t buy happiness. The only things I need to make me happy are the man I love, our cat, a roof over our heads, and Sasha. If the people I love are happy, I’m happy. How long has it been since you were happy, Dad? Have you ever asked yourself that?” 

	Jordan takes advantage of the long pause in conversation and holds out his hand to my dad. “Maybe we should start over. I’m Jordan Weston, the owner of this bar, and I’m deeply in love with your daughter. Can I get either of you a drink? On the house, of course.” 

	Dad shakes his hand. “Senator Baker, but you can call me Jack.” 

	Evan’s jaw practically falls to the ground, and once J gets his hand back, I stretch up and kiss him. 

	“I love you so much.” 

	With a quick kiss to my head, he replies, “I love you too,” before grabbing two glasses. 

	“Whiskey, neat. Whatever top shelf you have is fine, but I’m happy to pay,” my dad says. 

	Jordan shakes his head. “Your money isn’t good here, Jack.” 

	“Well, that’s different,” he muses and flashes a glare at Evan. 

	Jordan gives my dad a double and turns his attention to Evan. “Drink?” 

	“Mai tai.” 

	Jordan coughs to cover his laugh, but Sasha doesn’t bother. “Still drinking like a college girl, huh, Evan?” 

	Normally, I’d defend him, but that’s not happening now. 

	My dad finishes his drink, and J refills his glass. About halfway through the second one, he looks up at me. “When did you start becoming so free with the foul language?” 

	“Maybe when I decided my happiness needs to come first. I’m not the girl who is going to constantly capitulate to your demands anymore. This is my life, and I’m happy now. I’m sorry for whatever Evan put you through,” I shoot Evan an evil glare, “but if you’d have called me and told me what was going on, maybe you could have avoided some heartache and financial losses.” 

	As my dad mulls things over, I feel like I can finally speak to Evan without killing him. 

	“Look, Evan, I don’t know what you thought you were going to accomplish here, but it didn’t work. You’re never getting your hands on my trust fund. I know that’s going to put a serious cramp in your style since all your credit is maxed out.” 

	He at least has the decency to look ashamed. 

	“You and I were never right for each other. The person I thought was a sweet, shy boy turned into a lying and manipulative man. Keep this up and you’re going to end up in jail.” I turn to my father. “Dad, if I were you, I’d get someone in your office to audit anything he’s done in the last year at least.” 

	My dad looks between Jordan and Evan, and I wonder what is going through his mind. Jordan is nothing like any of the guys I would have normally dated, but it just goes to show if you step outside of your comfort zone, the best things in life may be waiting for you. 

	It only takes a few seconds for Dad to turn his glacial glare on Evan. I’ve been the recipient of that look before and it’s not a pleasant experience. “Evan, you’re fired.” Evan’s mouth opens and closes like a fish out of water. “You’ve lied and cost me time and money, not to mention embarrassment. Go back to D.C. and pick up your things. They’ll be waiting for you with security, and your key card will be deactivated this evening. Be happy I’m not withholding your final paycheck or coming after you for all the deposits and money I’ve shelled out for this wedding. You will not be receiving a recommendation from my office. If you try, you won’t be happy with the outcome.” 

	Evan fumbles with his drink and downs it in two huge gulps before standing. He looks heartbroken as he walks toward the door. 

	“Evan, wait!” I call out to him as everyone stares at me. He at least has the decency to turn around. “Why did you do it? Why would you play with people’s lives like this?” 

	“I’ll tell you privately if you want to sit in one of these booths with me for a minute.” 

	“Allie,” Jordan cautions, “you don’t owe him anything.” 

	“No, but maybe if I hear why, I can let this go and not feel like a fool for the rest of my life.” 

	Jordan squeezes my hand and lets me go, but the scowl on his face proves he’s not happy about it. 

	Evan and I slide into a booth, and I wait for him to speak. 

	“This is embarrassing, but you deserve the truth. I love you, Allie, and I have since we first met.” 

	“Could have fooled me.” 

	He winces. “I deserve that. You know working in D.C. is hard. Men are constantly cheating on their wives and discussing their back-room conquests.” 

	“So you did all of this to be part of the boys’ club?” 

	“No, I did it thinking it would be discreet, and I did it because I don’t like sex and I’m not good at sex.” 

	My heart softens a bit at his candid confession, especially when I see how miserable he is. “Evan …” 

	“Please, Allie, spare me the talk. We both know it’s true. In the most fucked-up way ever, I was trying to make things better so you and I could have that spark or chemistry. You were always so wistful when you were watching your romance movies, and I wanted that for you, for us, badly.” 

	It’s hard to be furious with him when he’s wearing his heart on his sleeve. I’m the last person who should be giving him advice, but Evan doesn’t have a lot of friends. Shit, how can I be mad at him? He’s struggling with so much. 

	“Have you ever thought about seeing a therapist? Maybe a sex therapist? I don’t want to rub salt in the wound, but for a long time I thought it was me. That there was something wrong with what I was doing. When Jordan and I … Well, let’s just say it was quickly evident it wasn’t an issue with me, it was an issue with you and I.” 

	I reach across the table and take one of Evan’s hands in mine. Jordan scowls at us from across the room, but I can’t worry about that. He knows my heart belongs to him. 

	“I’ve thought about it. I’m just not sure.” 

	“Can I ask you something?” 

	He shrugs. “There’s nothing off the table at this point. I owe you more than I can ever repay.” 

	“Do you think it’s possible you’re gay?” 

	“Honestly, Allie, I don’t know. I’ve looked up lots of things online. I thought maybe I was asexual, but that doesn’t really fit because I do get turned on. Sex excites me sometimes. The first time we were together was incredible. But there are other aspects that don’t do it for me. I’m not sure I’m ready to try hooking up with a guy to see if that’s it. I’m also not, or have never yet found myself, attracted to another man.” 

	I’ve got a lot of mixed emotions right now, anger and sadness being at the top of the list, but I also feel like he needs someone in his corner right now. “Well, I’ve learned some things lately, especially rooming with Sasha.” No way am I throwing Jordan’s sex life out there for Evan. “Maybe you should … do some self-experimenting. No partners. Just buy some lube and toys and do some thorough research on how to use them. Then if you find something that turns you on, maybe you can figure out how to incorporate it into your life.” 

	Evan’s tear-filled eyes meet mine. “Thanks, Allie, maybe I can try that. It can’t hurt.” 

	“Evan, maybe also talk to a doctor. Your hormones may need to be checked.” 

	“Why are you being so nice to me, Allie?” 

	I lean back in the booth and sigh. “Because I can’t stand to see you so upset. I haven’t loved you for a long time, Evan. I don’t even know why I said yes to your proposal in the first place. I’m sorry if that hurts. After catching you with your intern and knowing she wasn’t the only one you were messing around with, it killed everything for me. But we were compatible in so many other ways, I guess I hoped we’d get past it somehow. That’s where my self-esteem took a hit too though. For a long time, I thought I couldn’t satisfy you sexually. I wish you would have talked to me about this before you cheated. Maybe we could have figured it out together.” 

	Evan runs his hands through his hair. “I wish I would have talked about it too, but damn, Allie, it’s fucking embarrassing. I figured if I found a solution, I could tell you about it and you’d see I was doing it for us.”

	“Bullshit, Evan. You may have convinced yourself of that, but if you were doing it for us, we could have tried new things together. You were doing it for you. In a way, I get it. As a man, you need that validation, but guess what? I needed it too. I needed to feel wanted and desirable. The way you looked at me when you walked in here today … fuck … it would’ve made a world of difference if you’d have looked at me like that while we were together.” 

	His eyes dart over to Jordan who is still watching us. 

	“Does he look at you that way?”

	“All the time, but he also backs it up with actions. He tells me he loves me, he includes me with his family, he rubs my feet after a long night at work even though he’s just as tired as I am. I hope you can find that someday, Evan, I really do, but it can’t be with me.”

	He slides out of the booth. “I realize that, Allie, and I’m sorry for everything. Thank you for letting me explain and for not killing me.” 

	I laugh lightly and stand. “Thank you for trusting me enough to tell me what is really going on. I know that wasn’t easy, and you could’ve taken the coward’s way out. Consider what I said, Evan. Take time to find yourself. You’ll be much happier when you do. I know I am.” 

	As he walks away, I lean back against the table and sigh. Poor Evan. I’m still angry at him, but it’s easier to understand why he did what he did. He’ll never have my forgiveness, but there’s no need to hold a grudge against him any longer. 

	Jordan makes his way to me and pulls me close. “Are you okay?” 

	“Yeah. Better than okay, actually.”

	“Want to talk about it?” 

	As I look up into his gorgeous eyes, I nod. “I do, but tonight … at home, if that’s okay. I’m still trying to process it all, but things make a lot more sense now.” 

	“Fair enough. Your dad and I have been talking, and Sasha is going to run the bar tonight. She’s already called in backups. We’re taking your dad to dinner.” 

	“I’m still angry with him, Jordan. Why even bother?” 

	“Because he’s here, and you two still have a chance at a relationship. I get the feeling he’s remorseful about a lot of things, Allie, and you’ll only know if it’s worth it if you try.” He leans down and kisses my head. 

	“He was awful to you. How can you be so calm?” 

	Jordan chuckles, and I love the feeling of his chest rumbling against mine. “People have judged me for my looks my whole life. What surprises me more is how much you know about my business.” 

	“Sorry, it’s a bad habit. I always research potential employers, and I like to keep tabs on where Sasha is working too. It helps me make sure she’s okay.” 

	“Do you believe what you said? Or were you just spouting BS because you were trying to prove a point? “

	“No way. Everything I said was spot on. I’ll show you my research later if you want. You’ve got something special here, Jordan. And now that you have one of the brightest business minds out there working for you, you should take advantage of that whenever you’d like.” 

	He lowers his head and caresses the shell of my ear with his lips. “I’m not sure I can afford you.” 

	His husky tone always ignites my sex drive. “Good thing I work on a barter system. You teach me, I’ll teach you.” 

	“Deal.” 
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	Two Years Later

	“Where’s Allie?” Sawyer reaches for his drink. 

	“She has the night off tonight. She and Tyler are putting their heads together about some kind of birthday surprise for me.” 

	Darren tosses back a shot of tequila and laughs. “Man, how did your girlfriend and your ex-boyfriend end up such close friends?” 

	“Don’t ask me, but I feel lucky it happened. Cutting Tyler out of my life to please Allie would have been nearly impossible.” 

	“Would you have done it?” Sawyer asks. 

	“I’d like to say no because friends don’t treat friends like that, but life without Allie wouldn’t be worth living.” 

	Sawyer grins. “I feel you.” 

	“You two need to stop bragging about your love life.” Darren points to me. “You’ve settled down from all the freaky sexual encounters we used to get to hear about.” Then he points to Sawyer. “And this fucker right here is getting married. Married! Sawyer fucking Weston, lead singer of Bastards and Dangerous, is finally going to settle down.” 

	Darren is pretty drunk tonight but with good reason. He lost the love of his life when we lost Noah, and being a single dad of a beautiful little girl can’t be easy. 

	“Someday it will be your turn again, Darren. You just have to wait out the storm.” Sawyer is trying to be a good friend, but the look in Darren’s eyes is a familiar one. I often saw it in my reflection before Allie came along. 

	“Nah, hookups are where it’s at these days. Where is Eli? I thought he was going to meet us here.” Darren looks around the room.

	Eli Watts is the one guy Allie and I agreed we can drool over together. He’s a cool dude, totally straight, and is one of those “celebrity fuck allowances.” 

	Sawyer looks at Darren. “Eli is hanging out with Mel tonight. You know the two of them are two peas in a pod. Just like Jordan and Ty, they’ve figured out how to be the best of friends, even after a gnarly break up. I don’t know how you guys do it.” 

	I refill their shot glasses. “Eh, it’s not that hard when someone is important to you for more reasons than why you used to hook up with them. Tyler has always been one of my best friends, just like Mel and Eli. Grownups can figure shit out. Maybe you should join us sometime, brother.” 

	Sawyer cracks a grin. “Touché, brother. Now, can we talk about the bar? We open for business soon. San Francisco seems to be the perfect location. The team up there is on top of things, the talent is set for the first year, and the menu is incredible. It was smart to go a bit more upscale with the food there.” 

	Noah left me a sizeable inheritance, and I was pissed. It was his wish for me to pay off the bar with it. But Noah knew me well and figured I’d be too stubborn to do that—he was right—so he suggested some backup options. Even though I wasn’t convinced, expanding and opening a new bar with Sawyer was the one that resonated with me most. It took a long time to convince me, but between Allie’s business knowledge and Sawyer’s enthusiasm, I eventually came around. Allie has taken over running the business end of the club, which has freed up a lot of my time. All in all, things are good. 

	“Allie and I are set to spend a month up there to be sure it all takes off without a hitch. We leave next week, and Sasha has things under control here. Everything is good, Sawyer, but you can always come with us if you want.” 

	“Nah, I know you’ve got it handled.” 

	“I’ll go,” Darren pipes up. “I’ll have my parents or Veronica and Mel watch Cadence. I can help the last few days you’re there before the club opens. I’ll fly back with Sawyer after the opening. Besides, it could be fun since the senator is coming. We all know how much he loves us tattooed rock stars.” 

	Allie’s dad is proud of her for putting her business degree to use and has agreed to come down for the opening of the club. The two of them have come a long way in the last two years, but I’m happy about it. We even get along, which I wasn’t sure would ever happen. 

	“Sure, Darren, I’d love the help. Who knows? Maybe you’ll meet someone special while you’re there.” 

	He throws back his shot. “Keep dreaming. I’m telling you two, love is not in the foreseeable future for me.” 

	I look at Sawyer and shrug. “I tried, but I’m outta here. Gotta get my sleep for tomorrow.” 

	Sawyer’s eyes glimmer mischievously. “Big day for you. You’ll have to call me and tell me all about it. Mom is going to be ecstatic.”  

	“I hope so. It’s nice to see her smiling.” My mom puts up a good front, but ever since Noah died, some of the light has dimmed from her eyes. Can’t say I blame her. Losing more family, especially Noah, was difficult for all of us. 
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	“Jordan, where are we going?” Allie laughs as I blindfold her, and just to be doubly safe, I put a second blindfold over the first. 

	“It’s a surprise.” 

	“But it’s your birthday. I’m the one with the surprise for you.” 

	When I got home last night, Allie was grinning like crazy, but even my best sexual moves weren’t incentive enough for her to break down and tell me. Unlike Allie, I hate surprises. 

	“My birthday, my rules. I get to go first.” 

	“Damn, baby, can’t we just go make love all night instead?” She pokes her bottom lip into a pout, and I tug it between my teeth. 

	“That’s part of the plan, but not till later. Come on. The sooner we get there, the sooner you’ll be able to see again.” 

	After leading her safely to the car, I drive around the city for a while so she thinks we’re going farther than we are. 

	“J, how much longer?” 

	I pull up to our destination and park the car. “We’re here, but don’t take off the blindfold yet. Let me help you out of the car.” 

	The sun is setting, and it’s almost the perfect recreation of when I brought her here a few years ago. “Keep your eyes closed until I say you can open them. Promise me, Allie. It’s important to me.” 

	“I promise,” she replies breathlessly. 

	After removing the blindfold, I get down on one knee and pull the ring from my pocket. “Open your eyes, Allie.” 

	My heart races as she takes in the painting in front of her. It’s the two of us, with me on bended knee, a ring in hand, and the words “Will you marry me?” 

	“Oh my God, Jordan.” She gasps and cries at the same time before slowly turning around. She covers her mouth as tears stream down her cheeks. 

	“Allie, when you walked into my bar, I knew my life was about to change. I’ve never met anyone as kind, loving, and thoughtful as you. You’ve embraced my every weakness and made me realize I am stronger than I ever believed. You have comforted me at times of loss, and you’ve held me up when I needed strength. You light up whatever room we’re in and make me believe I can be so much more than I ever gave myself credit for. Without you, I’d be lost, still making irresponsible decisions, and not facing what is real in life. You’re real, Allie, our love is real, and if you would do me the honor of becoming my wife, I promise you will never spend a day wondering if you are loved. I’ll prove it to you with every breath I take.” 

	Still crying, she nods excitedly. “Yes, Jordan. Oh my God, yes!” 

	As I pull her into my arms, I can’t resist teasing her. “I never thought those words would sound so good outside the bedroom, or the bar, for that matter.” 

	She clutches my shirt with one hand while I slide the ring on her left hand. Without even a glance at it, she pulls me close. “Shut up and kiss me before I take it back.” 

	“No takebacks allowed,” I whisper as I lower my lips to hers. She opens immediately and our tongues meet. Allie pours her entire heart into this kiss, and as I wrap my arms around her, I kiss her deeper until the sweet cries she releases into my mouth are longing moans of lust and want. There is nothing better than the taste of her on my lips. I can’t imagine a time I’ll ever think differently. 

	Once we part, she rests her head on my chest and listens to my heart pounding against her ear. “Were you nervous?” 

	“Yes,” I confess. “No matter how much I hoped you’d say yes, just the thought you could say no was terrifying.” 

	She cups my cheeks in her hands. “Baby, why would I say no? You’re everything to me.” 

	“Somewhere deep down maybe I think you deserve better than me.” 

	That is a fear of mine, but she already knows it. Allie brings more to this relationship financially and educationally than I do. 

	“It’s not possible, Jordan. Do you know why? Because I have never been loved as completely as I am by you. You’ve single-handedly eliminated every insecurity I’ve ever had about sex and relationships.” 

	We kiss again, and she pulls away with a huge smile. “Can we go home so I can give you my present now?” 

	“Not yet. There is one more thing I want for my birthday. It’s inside the bar.” 

	She eyes me skeptically but takes my hand to lead the way. We enter through the back door, and she clutches on to me once we’re inside. “Jordan, why is it so quiet in here?” 

	“The bar is closed for a private party.” 

	“Oh. Whose party?” 

	I pull her back to my front so she can feel my arousal. “My party, Allie. It’s been almost three years and I still haven’t had my way with you on the bar. That’s about to change.” She sucks in a breath and trembles beneath my fingers. “Are you okay with that?” 

	“Making your birthday wish come true? Hell yeah.” 

	Originally, I told her we were going to a nice dinner, so she’s wearing a red dress and black heels that bring her almost to my height. “Have I mentioned how fucking sexy you look tonight?” 

	As I turn her toward me, her cheeks flush with color. This is one of my favorite things about her—she can’t hide her emotions, not from me. 

	“No, but thank you.” 

	“You’re beautiful, Allie … mind, body, and soul. I can’t wait to be your husband.” 

	I caress her body as I work my way down her backside, my hands lingering on her ass as I pull her close. 

	“Hm, I can tell. How soon do you want to get married?” 

	“Whenever you’re ready, but I’m ready right now.” 

	“Now, huh?”

	“Well, I’d prefer sex on the bar first, but we could be in Vegas in an hour.” 

	Her eyes meet mine as she slides her hands up my arms, “Your family should be there, Jordan. I only have my dad and Sasha, they’ll be pretty easy to arrange, but you have a big family. They should be with you on your big day.” 

	“With us on our big day,” I correct. 

	“That’s going to take some getting used to.” 

	“Are you happy?” 

	She kisses me softly. “Happier than I’ve ever been. I love you more than life, Jordan Weston, and I can’t wait to spend the rest of ours together.”

	I lead Allie over to the bar and knock a couple of barstools out of the way. As she leans against it, I cage her in, my front to her back, and drop my lips to her neck. The pulsing of her artery against my lips as she releases a sultry sigh has my dick throbbing. 

	“I love you, but I’m going to fuck you until you can’t walk.” 

	“How will I get home to give you your surprise?” 

	“Baby, I’ll carry you.” 

	As I trace her skin with my tongue, she holds on to the bar. Pausing at the base of her neck, I kiss her softly before taking her zipper between my teeth and pulling it down. Allie looks over her shoulder, her eyes widening as she watches. 

	“That is so freaking hot, but I don’t even want to think about where and how you learned to do that.” 

	Once her dress is completely unzipped, I drop the zipper tab from my mouth. As I lick and suck my way back up to her neck, I whisper in her ear while pulling her dress down her body. “All you need to remember is that everything I’ve learned benefits you. Now I get to spend the rest of my life turning you on.” 

	Her dress falls to the floor, and I lift her feet one at a time before picking up her dress before tossing it on the table behind us. “Turn around, Allie. Let me see you.” 

	She turns around as I step back, and I almost stumble. She looks so good. Her black lace panties barely cover her freshly waxed pussy, and the matching lace bra leaves nothing to the imagination. Her nipples are stiff peaks, and when her heated gaze meets mine, all bets are off. 

	“Take off my tie, Allie.” 

	She eagerly steps forward at my command and pulls off my tie. 

	“Now, unbutton my shirt. Slowly.” 

	Her fingers tremble slightly as she works the buttons. I slide my hand into her panties and slip my fingers into her wetness. She fumbles, completely unable to get the buttons undone at the halfway point. 

	“Come on, Allie, you can do it. Focus.” 

	She throws her head back in ecstasy, and I take a step forward and pull her to me. I lower my mouth to her neck and bite. That’s going to bruise, but she cries out in pure pleasure as I swipe my tongue against her searing skin. I pull my finger from her and bring it to her lips. “Suck, baby.” 

	As she swirls her tongue around my finger, I move my free hand down to my cock and squeeze. No one has ever made me come in my pants before Allie. As she sucks me down, I groan with pleasure. Pulling my finger away, I pick her up and set her on the bar and step between her legs. While I finish unbuttoning my shirt, I kick off my shoes. She watches as I remove my undershirt, and she unbuckles my belt. When I’m finally down to my boxers, she shoves her hand inside them and grips me in the way she knows I love. 

	My mouth crashes onto hers and I kiss her relentlessly. I’m in control tonight and she’s going to be screaming my name. As I pull away, I meet her lust-filled gaze. “You taste like my favorite flavor.” 

	“Hm, what’s that?” she asks lazily. 

	I slide my finger inside her again and pull it out quickly before sucking it into my mouth. She watches greedily as I suck her essence from my finger. “Your pussy, Allie. My favorite flavor is most definitely you.” 

	That tool Evan gave her a complex unnecessarily. Granted, he had his own shit going on. Grappling with your sexuality is never easy, but doing it at someone else’s expense is wrong. 

	Allie looks at me coyly and spreads her legs wider. After lifting her and sliding off her panties, I wrap her legs around my shoulders and dive into my favorite spot. As I lick and suck, she grips my hair, pulling me closer to her core. I love how uninhibited she is, how freely she lets me know what she needs, and how badly she needs it. I dip my tongue inside her as she lowers her hand to where my mouth was. My gaze meets hers, and the molten lust reflecting back at me nearly pushes me over the edge. Allie helping me get her off is one of my favorite things, and she’s well aware of it. 

	“God, Jordan, oh baby … ahhh!” 

	I can’t wait to watch this back on the bar cameras later. No one has access but me, and I’m taking the tape home with us tonight for a repeat performance. Allie’s voyeuristic side is going to love this, almost as much as she loves watching people at the club. Once Allie is completely spent, I reach behind her and unsnap her bra before laying her back on the bar. I know it’s not comfortable, but fucking hell, it’s sexy as sin. 

	As I pull off her bra, she catches her breath as I drop my boxers to the floor. We haven’t used condoms since the night before she moved in with me, and I hope there’s never a time we have to go back. The way it feels when she comes around my cock is like an untapped nirvana I’ll never get enough of. 

	I hop onto the bar by her feet and climb between her spread legs. She hisses as I enter her, and as I caress her breasts, I whisper against her lips, “I’m never going to love anyone the way I love you.” 

	A single tear falls as she closes her eyes. “I love you, Jordan, but never say never.” 

	Before I can correct her or question her, she kisses me and wraps her arms around my neck. We move, united as one, and I’ve never felt more complete. Her body trembles beneath mine as she cries out my name against my lips. “Jordan …” 

	“I’m with you, Allie, always.” 

	The two of us explode together, and the only thing on my mind is that I hope this is how we’ll be for the rest of our lives. 

	We don’t stay together long because the bar isn’t the most comfortable place for sex even if it’s hot. 

	“Thank you for making all my birthday wishes come true,” I whisper as I move off of her and jump down to get bar towels to freshen us up. I pass her my button-up shirt to put on until we can get into my office bathroom for a more thorough cleanup job. 

	After I throw on my boxers, she’s still sitting on the edge of the bar staring at me with a smile on her face. “Come here, J. I want to talk to you for a minute.” 

	Her perfect tits are on full display under the unbuttoned shirt as I step between her legs. “What’s on your mind, beautiful?” 

	She wraps her arms around my neck and kisses me. “I had this big surprise planned for you at home, but after tonight, I think it’s right to do it here instead. This is the place we met, where our energy first sparked, where I looked at you and thought you were everything I didn’t need in my life but everything I wanted.” 

	I chuckle at the last part; we both had similar reactions. “The best thing I ever did was accidentally answer your phone that night on my couch.” 

	“We’ve had a good couple of years, haven’t we?” 

	Her hair falls into her eyes, and I push it back for her. “We’ve had a great few years and are going to have many more to come.” 

	“What you said before, about never loving anyone the way you love me …” 

	“It’s true. Never, Allie. It’s you and me forever.” 

	She bites her bottom lip and nods. “But what if it wasn’t?”

	My pulse begins to pound. She’s been spending a lot of time with Tyler lately … “You and Tyler haven’t been?” 

	As I take a deep, breath her eyes grow wide. “No, Jordan, no. Oh God, I’m so sorry. I screwed that up. Tyler has been helping me with your surprise.” 

	She reaches for my hand and pulls it to her stomach. “Could you have room in your heart for a piece of you and me combined?” 

	Our eyes meet, and I blink away my tears. “A baby?” 

	She smiles brightly. “Yes, a baby. I know it’s going to change everything, and we didn’t exactly plan it, but Jordan, we made something incredible, and I … Jesus, I don’t even know how you feel about kids. We’ve never really talked about them, and I know you’re great with your nieces and nephew, but—”

	She always rambles when she’s nervous, but I’m not about to tease her this time. Instead, I cover her mouth with mine and dip my tongue into her mouth. My heart feels like it’s going to explode from my chest. Stepping back, I lower my head to her belly and kiss it tenderly.

	“We’re having a baby.” 

	“You’re okay with this?” she asks hesitantly. 

	“Okay?” I pull her from the bar and spin her in a circle before carefully putting her down. She’s still in her heels and we don’t need another fall, especially not now. “Allie, this is the second-best thing to ever happen to me.” 

	“What was the first?” 

	“About an hour ago, the love of my life agreed to marry me. How far along are you?” 

	“The doctor thinks about eight weeks. It’s still really early, J, so we might want to keep a lid on it for a bit.” 

	She begins gathering her dress and panties, but I have so many more questions. “Wait a minute. Why does Tyler know before me? Does anyone else know?” 

	Allie pauses in her tracks and turns around. “I was wondering if you were going to catch onto that. First, no one else knows, only Tyler and the doctor, and now you. Not even Sasha. Remember a couple weeks ago when Tyler was going over the new marketing materials with me and we went to the printer to pick them up?” 

	They were gone a long time that day. “There wasn’t a mix-up at the printer?” 

	“No, I passed out. I’m fine. Tyler caught me before I ever hit the ground, but he made me go get checked out right away. Then we started talking about you, and he was reassuring me you’d be okay with this.” 

	“He was right, so why wait to tell me?” 

	She sighs softly. “Because Ty mentioned that sometimes your birthday is a hard day for you. That it brings up mixed emotions because you lost your family and it’s a reminder of what you missed out on.” 

	“That’s true, but it’s not always bad. My parents always do their best to make it a good day. I get emotional sometimes, that’s all.” 

	“Well, I started thinking about it and was hoping if I gave you a new memory, a good one, maybe it would help.” 

	A small laugh escapes me. “That’s partially why I asked you to marry me today. I’ve been waiting for the right time and thought it would be the best gift ever if you said yes. I wanted to flood this day with happy memories so I’d stop feeling so damn sorry for myself.” 

	She steps toward me and wraps me in her arms. “Happy birthday, Jordan. May this be the first of many to come that remind you there are more good things in life than bad.” 

	As we reach my office, I lean against the doorjamb and watch as she drops my shirt on the floor and heads toward the bathroom. “Aren’t you coming?” 

	“I have one more surprise for you.” I point toward the monitors in my office, and she looks from me to them with wide eyes. 

	“You didn’t!” 

	“Oh baby, I did. We’re taking the tape home with us. It’s for our eyes only, but I thought maybe we could have some fun with it tonight.” 

	She flashes me a devious grin. “Whatever you want, J. After all, it’s your birthday.” 

	There are so many reasons I love this woman, but the fact she doesn’t flinch at the idea of a sex tape is definitely in the top ten. 
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	Eighteen Months Later

	“Allie, are you sure you don’t want me to stay?” I’ve got my ten-month-old son Sebastian in my arms and my poor wife is as sick as a dog in bed. 

	“Jordan, don’t be silly. Your brother only gets married once.”

	“Well, it is Sawyer. Don’t be so sure about that,” I tease, but I know better. Sawyer is like me when he settles down—it’s for life. 

	“Stop it. He adores her as much as she does him. It’s only the rehearsal dinner. If I stay in bed and rest, I’m hopeful I can make it to the wedding tomorrow. It’s you I’m worried about. I know you have two important speeches to give tonight. Are you going to be okay?” 

	The concern in her eyes grounds me. She’s miserable and still worried about me. “As long as you or Sasha will text me updates and let me know you’re okay, I’ll be fine. I was looking forward to dancing with you under the stars and recreating our wedding night in more ways than one though.” 

	“Well, you can have a rain check tomorrow if this fever goes away.” She sighs and looks at us adoringly. “He looks so cute tucked into his daddy’s arms. He’s the best of both of us. I still have a hard time believing we made something so perfect.” 

	Sebastian has my gray eyes and Allie’s blond hair. At times he has my temper, but mostly he’s pretty sweet like his mom. I took a step back and hired an assistant manager at the bar to work side by side with Sasha. Allie and I take Sebastian to the bar during the day—my office is now more of a daycare center. Allie takes care of everything business related, and I make sure the rest of the bar is running the way it should be. At night, we leave together at a decent time and come home for dinner and family time. 

	Our lives have changed drastically, but I’ve never been happier. 

	“Why are you looking at me like that?” she asks, pulling me back to reality. 

	“Like what? Actually, hold that thought.” I duck out of the room and tuck Sebastian into his crib and kiss him goodnight before popping back into our room. “You were saying?” 

	“Like you love me,” she says dreamily. 

	“That’s because I do, more than anything.” I take a seat next to her on the bed and lean down to kiss her forehead. 

	“Jordan, stop. You’re going to get sick too.” 

	“Totally worth it to kiss my beautiful wife. Besides, you feel cooler. I think your fever is breaking.” 

	She laces her fingers with mine and strokes my wedding band as the doorbell rings. “Have fun tonight, okay?” 

	“As much fun as I can without you. I love you.” 

	“Love you too.” 

	Sasha lets out a whistle when I open the door. “You look smoking hot. Almost as good as your wedding day.” 

	“Thanks. Allie is in the bedroom and Sebastian is sleeping in his crib. He’ll probably wake up once before I get home and—”

	Sasha holds up her hand. “You act like I’ve never watched my nephew before. I’ve got this, go to the rehearsal. Tomorrow is going to be a sad day. I’m going to officially lose my Sawyer Weston booty call.” 

	I laugh as I grab my keys. “Sash, you lost that a couple of years ago.” 

	“True, but he officially becomes off limits tomorrow. This girl doesn’t do married peen.” 

	“Fuck, I love you. I’ll see you when I get back. You’re staying over, right?” 

	She holds up her overnight bag. “Yup, I’m Sebastian’s roomie for the night. Let me tell you, I can’t wait until your new house is finished. I love the little guy, but he cramps my masturbatory style in a big way.”

	“You and I both.” I kiss her on the cheek and head toward the beach. 
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	“Thanks for driving me home, Mac.” 

	He laughs. “For the fifth time, you’re welcome.” 

	I might have had a few too many drinks tonight. Giving best man speeches isn’t an easy thing to do—I’m not the most extroverted person in the world. That would be Sawyer. 

	“So … how are things with you and Tyler?” He’s turning onto my street now, so I need to get the questions out while I can.

	“Things are good as usual.” 

	“He’s a catch, Mac. You’re pretty lucky.” 

	I catch his grin in the rearview mirror. He thinks I don’t know he put me back here in case I throw up, but I know all his tricks—he’s been in the family long enough. 

	“I’m lucky, but Tyler might be luckier.” He winks at me, and I bust up laughing. Mac is the best when he drops the bodyguard act and shows his true self. But since he protects my family at the risk of his life, I’ll let his bodyguard demeanor slide. 

	“Who knows? Maybe you two will tie the knot next.” 

	“Oh no, don’t go marrying me off just yet, Weston. I think Cadence needs a new mama long before I need a husband.” 

	“Do you think Darren will ever be ready to find someone else? He’s carried that torch for a long time. I’m not sure it’s going anywhere.” 

	Mac is silent for a beat as he ponders my question. “We all know what it’s like to lose someone we love deeply. Darren is still grieving, but that man is filled with a love for the world, and for his daughter, of course. I think when he meets his person, the right one may be able to break down his walls. He’s one of the most outgoing people I know, but he’s been stifling his creativity since the accident. Once the new studio is open and he starts exposing himself to what he loves again, I wouldn’t be surprised if his heart opens too.” 

	Mac pulls into my driveway, and I pat his shoulder. “You’re a profound man, Mac. Tell Ty to give me a call.” 

	“Will do. I’ll come get you guys in the early afternoon so you can come get ready for the wedding.” 

	“Thanks, Mac.” 

	Mac stays and waits until I’m inside the house. There is never a time Tyler won’t feel safe and protected with Mac by his side. I’m glad they hit it off, even if it did take them forever to finally go out. 

	“Well, well, well … someone’s a bit tipsy on his feet.” Sasha grins up at me from the couch.

	“Maybe, but it was a good night.” 

	“Your speeches went well?” 

	“Yeah, they meant a lot to Sawyer, both of them.” 

	“Good. I’m off to bed. Allie was fever free before she fell asleep. As long as she can keep that nasty cough under control, you both should be good for the wedding tomorrow.” 

	“Thanks, Sasha.” 

	After grabbing a bottle of water, I double-check all the doors and windows and turn off the lights. Normally, I’d check on Sebastian, but if I open that door and wake him up, Sasha will ride my ass till the end of time. 

	I enter my room as quietly as I can and get undressed. 

	“You could at least turn on the light and let me watch. It would be the highlight of my night.” 

	Damn, I love my wife. I walk over to the bathroom and turn that light on instead so I don’t blind her with the bright light in our room. “Better?” 

	“Much. I missed you tonight.” 

	“I missed you too. Everyone sends their love and well wishes. Sawyer says put on a hazmat suit if you have to tomorrow. He wants you at his wedding.” 

	She laughs, and a deep rattling rumbles in her chest. “Sorry,” she gasps as she reaches for her water. 

	I crawl into bed with her and snuggle in close when she finishes drinking. “What are you apologizing for? You’re sick, Allie Cat.” As I finally work my way under the blanket, a thump followed by a pissed-off meow sounds out. “Shit. Sorry, Fatty. I didn’t know he was in here.” 

	Allie giggles and pats the bed in front of her where FB promptly plants himself. “I couldn’t bear to make him sleep alone in the garage. You know how much Sasha hates him.” 

	“You make a good point.” 

	“How was it? Tell me everything. Was it completely romantic?” 

	“Not as romantic as our rehearsal, but it was pretty good. I was lonely without you.” 

	She sighs as I kiss the back of her head. “I’m sure Rory kept you company.” 

	“She did, and I wonder if she’s ever going to realize Eli looks at her the way she looks at Darren. It’s pretty sad. Darren will never date my sister, but Eli could be good for her.” 

	Allie gasps and flips over in my arms, but she’s at least successful in not knocking the poor cat off the bed when she does. “You know?” 

	“About Rory’s crush on Darren? We’ve all known since she was … I don’t know … twelve?” 

	“Um, I was actually talking about how Eli looks at her. I thought I was the only one who noticed that. No one has ever said anything.” 

	I kiss the top of her head. “Fever free. That’s great, Allie. Maybe no one else notices, but I think it’s pretty obvious. Then again, I probably just recognize what it’s like to be in love with someone you’re not sure you can have.” 

	“You had me from the instant I saw you, Jordan. It was never a question of if, only when.”

	“Forever and always, Allie.” 

	“Always and forever, Jordan.” 

	 


Thank you for reading Interlude. If you’d like to read Noah and Sawyer’s story and learn more about Bastards and Dangerous, you can start with Just an Illusion—Side A. 

	Next up in the Illusion world is Darren’s story. Broken Beats will release this spring. To keep up with release information, updates, pre-orders, and more, please consider joining my mailing list. 

	 

	http://www.dkellyauthor.com/mailing-list/

	 


Keep reading for a sneak peek of Just an Illusion – Side A

	 


Amelia

	Present Day – Two Years After The Tour

	Stories are meant to be told. I firmly believe that, or I wouldn’t have pursued a career in writing. And yet, some stories should never be told for a variety of reasons. My story—OUR story—is on the cusp of both of those beliefs. When I first met them, it was quickly decided I would write their story. And their story is a great story, one I want to tell with all my heart and soul. One their fans truly deserve after all this time. The only problem is, in order to tell their story, I have to tell mine, too, since they’ve become so intricately entwined. I’m not sure I’m ready to share my story yet. My heart may not survive if I do. 

	As I release an exhausted sigh, I pause momentarily and deeply inhale the scent of the Pacific Ocean. The beautiful sunset’s reflection shines on the waves, looking like a million shimmering suns. The silence in the house is all encompassing and allows me to take a few moments to appreciate life. It’s funny how so many things can change over the course of a few years. How one person’s life can go from private to public in the blink of an eye. How easily we transition beyond our humble beginnings, instead winding up in the lap of luxury. How fate always seems to find a way to intervene.

	When I started this journey, I lived in a small, one-bedroom apartment in Encino, California. And now, I’m living most people’s dream. My home—well, technically it’s their home—is a beautiful beachfront house with every amenity I could have ever dreamed of. But at the end of the day, it’s just a house, and a house isn’t a home until you make it one. Even though it’s been over two years since I officially moved in, making this house my home is still a feat I haven’t quite yet mastered. If I accept this house, I have to accept the realities that come with it—realities I’m not ready to acknowledge. 

	Realities I should have long ago accepted.

	His ultimatum tonight threw me into a tailspin. He knows he’s making me relive the best and worst days of my life. It’s not his fault; they’re his, too, and he’s waited long enough. He genuinely wants to make this a home for us, but he’s worried my heart may not completely be his.

	Is it? 

	I love him. I’ve always loved him, but being in love with someone is different than loving them. The only way to figure it out for sure is to write THE story—his, mine, theirs, and ours. 

	I turn away from the window, fire up my laptop, and uncork a bottle of my favorite Pinot Grigio, filling the largest wine glass I own. It’s cool, and the alcohol warms me going down. If I’m going to do this, I need something to soothe me. Especially when I have to read his notes and pull all of Belle’s articles. I need those most of all for this story to be truly complete. 

	It’s just a story, Amelia, you write them all the time. It doesn’t have to be published; you’re just purging it from your system and getting it on paper. But if anyone ever got their hands on it … If they find out you finally wrote it, there’s no coming back. 

	Closing my eyes, I wage the internal battle with myself. He gave me a deadline; I have seventy-two hours to answer his proposal. Three days. I’m not quite sure if three days is long enough for my heart to catch up with my mind. It doesn’t matter; he’s serious this time. 

	The boys left and went camping, giving me time to do this, to gather myself. He was hesitant to leave me alone, knowing how hard it will be for me. Eventually, I convinced him I’d be fine. I’m not so sure now, but it doesn’t matter. It’s time to put on my big girl panties and give him an answer. Which leaves me only one thing left to do. 

	It’s time to write our story.
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	Belle’s First BAD Announcement

	Three Years Ago

	Slammers! 

	It’s your girl Belle here, and I’ve got some freaking amazing news to share with you! This girl and her best friend Mel are heading out for a night with BAD. That’s right, you heard me—Bastards and Dangerous are in town, and I’ve got a feeling I’m going to have a super scoop for you all tomorrow. Keep your fingers crossed these backstage passes will shed some light on the super-secret info BAD has been teasing us all with for weeks! 

	Don’t forget, live today like there’s no tomorrow! 

	Xs and Os, 

	Belle

	 


Chapter 1

	The Day It All Began

	“Amelia! Are you really wearing that to the BAD concert?” 

	Bastards and Dangerous, otherwise known as BAD, are all of the above from what I hear. I’m not a fan. I’ve got eclectic tastes in music, but they’re just a little too loud for me. Since I’m not a fan, I don’t feel the need to wear the overly obvious I’m a groupie BAD shirt Belle brought over for me. Instead, I’m wearing my best curve-hugging jeans, my favorite black Converse, and a dark blue V-neck sweater. The concert is at The Greek, an outdoor venue. Our nights have been hovering at fifty degrees all week, which is unusually cold for Southern California, especially for late August. Global warming at its finest, but I’m not going to freeze so I can fit in with the crowd. 

	“Yes, Belle, this is exactly what I’m wearing. Don’t like it? I’ll happily bow out and you can give my ticket to someone else,” I answer with a smug smile. 

	“No, it’s fine. You can come like that. I only hope they’re not offended when they meet you and you’re not supporting them,” she says while crossing her arms and giving me her best pouty face. 

	“I don’t know why you think we’re even going to meet them. They’re the biggest band out there right now. Besides, I highly doubt they’ll care if one person out of the millions they’ve met isn’t branded in something they make a commission off of.” 

	She rolls her eyes at me. “I’ve already told you it’s inevitable. Thanks to my kickass job as music editor at Slammed Magazine, we’ve got great press seats. And they sent VIP backstage passes so I can interview them.” 

	I laugh, I can’t help it. “Belle, I love you, but their manager said ‘if they have time’ you can interview them. You know as well as I do bands don’t stick around the venue any longer than necessary. By the time we get backstage, they’ll be long gone.” 

	“Nope.” She pauses to slick on her lip gloss before finishing her thought. “That’s how it usually works, but not tonight. Something big is coming down the pipeline, they’re getting ready to announce something. Everyone is talking about it. Slammed is the biggest entertainment magazine on the market and they want us there. They’ve never had someone hand deliver backstage passes to us before. That’s why I took them instead of giving them to some rookie reporter. And that’s why I want you there, too. Since you’re an author, you can help me craft an amazing story.” 

	“One book, Belle. I’ve got one book out. Using the word author is reaching a bit.” She has way too much faith in me. 

	“Amelia Greyson! Stop belittling yourself. You may only have one book out, but I know you have at least ten more on your computer you don’t think are good enough to publish. Your one book has been number one on the New York Times bestseller list for the last three weeks! That’s huge! It’s author status at its finest. You need to be proud of your accomplishment, I know I am. I tell everyone I can about my best friend the author.” 

	Belle is beaming, her smile is as wide as I’ve ever seen it, and I know she’s right. It is huge for me; it’s a dream come true. But it could also be a fluke, so I’m not planning on moving out of my cozy one-bedroom apartment anytime soon. 

	“Alright, we’re wasting time being sentimental. Let’s get out of here and go meet your BAD boys.” 

	She giggles. “I’m hoping I can get one of them to be bad with me tonight!” We both burst into laughter and head down to the limo; at least Slammed sends their staff out to events in style. 

	Once we’re settled in our seats at the venue, Belle is bouncing around like an excited teenager, but then again, so is almost everyone else here. Thankfully, we’re in the press section, so it’s not teeming with overly excited fans. The people in this section at least pretend to tone it down a bit … that is, until the show starts. 

	The opening act was good, but for the life of me, I can’t remember what they said their name was. I’ll have to ask Belle later. She’s having a blast, just like everyone else. I’m trying to act excited for her sake, but it’s hard to feign excitement for a band you don’t really like. 

	When the music begins to blare and the lights start flashing at seizure-inducing speeds, the band runs onto the stage one by one. 

	How in the world can they even see with all those strobe lights? 

	“How the fuck are you doing tonight, Los Angeles?” 

	The crowd’s response is deafening. Another band member picks up a mic. “I don’t think you heard Noah when he asked you how the fuck are you doing tonight, Los Angeles?” 

	The crowd screams even louder, and I’m wishing I would have brought some earplugs to help take down the decibels a bit. I forgot how loud rock concerts are. Or maybe I just selectively blocked it from my memory. 

	Another guy walks out from the side of the stage; he’s cute in a tatted up rock star kind of way. “Alright, we’re about to kick this bitch off, but before we do and you all are too drunk and hyped up to remember, Sawyer has some news we want to share with you.” 

	One of the four takes his spot on the drums, the other guys are assembling themselves with guitars, and Sawyer—I’m assuming—takes the mic. He looks a lot like the cute one who came out first, just a little more sinful. I think Belle mentioned there were brothers in the band. I can’t say for sure from here, but I think he even has dimples. Witnessing their sex appeal up close and personal reminds me of Belle’s earlier wish, and I have to admit I agree with her. I wouldn’t be opposed to being bad with them for a night. Even if their music isn’t for me. 

	“Los Angeles, are you ready to rock?” 

	More deafening screams. I think a girl in the front row just passed out. Good God, it isn’t all that, and neither are they. They’re just men. Sexy as sin, granted, but still just men, and self-proclaimed bastards at that. 

	“First, I want to say thank you all for coming out to see us tonight. There aren’t any other California shows on our tour schedule since we’re winding up our current tour. However, we have some really big news to announce and needed to stop off to give Slammed Magazine an exclusive interview.” 

	My eyes lock on Belle’s; hers are as wide as saucers. She had no clue the extent of their generosity when they gave Slammed tickets and passes. They must have really wanted to keep this a secret if Slammed didn’t even get a heads up, only an “if they have time” statement. It’s why the passes were hand delivered. They’re smart; they knew the hottest entertainment magazine on the planet wouldn’t flake on them. 

	“So we figured two birds, one stone. We play for you in our awesome home state and then do the interview before heading back out on the road. Of course, it goes without saying we strongly encourage you to pick up Slammed Magazine in two weeks to read about our exciting news. Or at the very least, go to Slammedinc.com and check out the entertainment updates.”

	The crowd explodes into thunderous cheers and applause as the band kicks off the show. Belle has mellowed somewhat, and I know she’s wondering how she’s going to pull this off in just a few short days. I’ll definitely have to help her now. Slammed just went to print with next week’s issue, and it’ll be out in a few days. She’s got a small window of time to write and perfect this article before the following week’s issue goes to print. It’s kind of presumptuous of them to announce when the article will be out, but then again, any magazine worth their readers would do whatever they have to in order to scoop this story. Even if it means putting out a special edition, which is what is likely going to happen. 

	Whatever her worries are, Belle’s over them in a flash, and she bounces back up to dance and scream the night away. Of course, I’m not a total downer, so I join her dance party and we celebrate her happiness. Even though I’m not a fan of the band, I’m a huge fan of Belle, and this article is going to launch her career even farther. I’m so proud of her. 

	The band leaves the stage for a quick break, and before they come back onstage for their encore, Belle and I make our way down to the backstage entrance. We’re not the only ones with this idea, but we are the only ones with the passes granting us access to BAD. Thankfully, there are a few bodyguards posted who are able to guide us through the crowd of crazy bitches. I seriously thought one was going to fight me just to get my pass. Little does she know, I’ve been there and done that. I can take down a crazy bitch in a hot second if necessary. I left that all behind me for a reason. Hardcore fans are crazy; they’re constantly throwing their underwear and yelling out crazed delusions of having rock star babies. Or even worse, trying to act out that fantasy by drugging them and tampering with condoms. These women, and even some men, have no shame. Don’t they realize these men are just people? I don’t know how celebrities do it. 

	People don’t realize all you give up to live out your dreams—the demons you take on, the heavy toll it takes on your life. How can anyone get used to that? How could you ever trust anyone enough to forge a new friendship or fall in love? I’d always question if they truly wanted me or what I have to give them. 

	We’re ushered down a long corridor, our footsteps echoing behind us. Up ahead of us, the band is huddled together getting ready to go back onstage for their encore. From the looks of it, besides the normal crew and staff, we are literally the only people back here with passes.

	Interesting …

	We’re greeted by a large man with a security all-access badge about halfway between the entrance and where the band is standing. I wouldn’t ever want to wind up on this guy’s bad side. He’s intimidating. “We have to go past the band to get to the green room where they’ll meet with you later. Please, don’t make me get rough with you two. If you have fangirl shit to get out of your system, do it in the green room. Don’t say anything to them as we pass, and don’t freak out or try to grope them. You’re here in a professional capacity, and I hope you’ll continue to act that way.” 

	Belle and I exchange knowing glances, and I know she’s thinking exactly what I am. This guy is a dick. But he’s doing his job, and I’m sure it’s a difficult one. Belle is a fan, but she’s a professional first. As for me, I don’t fangirl over anyone, let alone a band I don’t even like. 

	As we pass the band, their PA is giving them a two-minute countdown. One of the guys looks up at us as we walk by with an interested look on his face. He’s cute, and from the smirk on his face, he knows it. I still feel his eyes on me as we walk by; however, when I cock my head to the side, I find it’s the one with the dimples who is staring at my ass. These jeans were so worth the price I paid for them. 

	Mr. Gruff and Serious deposits us in the green room and lets us know we can help ourselves to anything. Then he informs us he’ll be right outside the door as he closes it behind him. 

	“Amelia! Pinch me! Can you believe this? BAD gave one, and only one, exclusive interview, and it’s mine! Oh my God! This is going to skyrocket my career as long as I don’t screw it up.” Her excitement makes me laugh. She has nothing to worry about; her work is amazing. 

	“Belle, you’ve got this. Get your squealing out now, take some deep breaths, and get ready for the story of your life. I’m so proud of you, and I’m right here to help take notes, too.” 

	“Thanks, Mel, I knew I could count on you.” After giving me a quick hug, she does indeed get her squealing out of her system while watching the band on the very large TV mounted on the wall. 

	I can’t stop thinking about Dimples watching me as we passed by. The thought brings heat between my legs, even if I shouldn’t let it. He’s not relationship material, and I’m not supermodel gorgeous. Besides, all these men have a reputation for one-night stands and unemotional flings. Those are two things I can’t do, not anymore. When I’m sleeping with someone, it’s because I’m invested in them emotionally. Which is probably why I haven’t had sex with a man in over a year. 

	Don’t believe everything you hear, Amelia. You know better than most how things are blown out of proportion in this industry. 

	After the encore, the sounds of the thunderous applause echo all the way into the green room. Even the walls are shaking from it. Belle’s nerves are starting to kick in because she’s simultaneously tapping her foot and picking at her nails, both of which are nervous habits of hers. “Belle, you need to breathe. They’re just people. You’ve interviewed tons of musicians before and I’ve never seen you this nervous.” 

	“I know, Mel, but this is BAD, and they’re the holy grail of interviews. I can’t help but be nervous, and of course their excessive good looks only make it worse.” I can’t argue with her there, they are good-looking men. 

	The voices resonating from the hallway are growing closer by the second until they’re suddenly upon us and the door is thrown open. 

	“That was fucking awesome! One of the best shows we’ve done this entire tour. The outdoor venues are so much better. Don’t you guys think so?” As they talk amongst themselves, I’m drawn in by their enthusiasm. 

	Seeing these men come in on their post-performance high is captivating. Their happiness is almost contagious. Belle and I are taking them in, watching in fascination. It’s been a long time since I was a part of this kind of excitement. I almost forgot how much goes into pulling off a successful show. They’ve got a posse of people with them. The PA I saw earlier is trying to wrangle them up while I assume their stylist is the one carrying a few extra shirts. 

	The cute one with the dimples takes one of those shirts. When he pulls his sweaty shirt off over his head, I’m absolutely mesmerized by the way his muscles move. His abs are screaming for me to come and lick them, the beads of sweat crying out my name. I want to taste his essence on my tongue. Sadly, as fast as the mini porn played out in my head, it’s over as his shirt goes on. He catches me looking at him and flashes me a sexy smirk again. The flush I feel spreading over my face is nothing, I’m sure, compared to how it looks. 

	Hoping to suppress the flush, I open my water bottle and try to cool myself down from the sudden heat enveloping my body. He’s eying my lips as they wrap around the rim of the bottle, and I wish I were wrapping them around him instead. I drink as slowly and seductively as possible, knowing he’s watching me. When I raise my eyes back up to his, he licks his lips. Holy hell.

	This is foreplay, yet, at the same time, couldn’t be anything further from it. The spell is broken when one of the crew calls for him. It’s just as well, musicians aren’t my thing… anymore.
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