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DEDICATION

 


For every musician brave enough to join the
family that is a band.

 



 


 


HIDING IN THE SPOTLIGHT

 


Alex Halford’s rock-star husband Glenn steals
away in the middle of the night, leaving her with their two boys, a
mountain of debt, and one person to turn to—his lifelong friend and
bandmate David Callahan. David helps Alex pick up the pieces of her
shattered life, happy to have any time with the woman he’s loved
for seventeen years. Every moment with her is ripe with
opportunity, and every last idea running through his mind would
destroy his brotherly bond with Glenn.

 


Out from under Glenn’s thumb, Alex can see
the person she was before marriage, finding feelings for David she
thought she’d left behind in high school. A single kiss and the
floodgates open, giving her new hopes of happiness. But when David
and Glenn’s band has a chance to be back on top again, David must
convince Glenn to return. With every passing day, success comes
closer, Glenn’s ego inflates, and David and Alex find it more
difficult to hide. One misstep and the secret comes out, forcing
David to choose between his life’s work and the woman he doesn’t
want to leave behind.

 



Chapter One

 


 


Alex didn’t want to be coy. She couldn’t
stand coy, but she couldn’t bear to tell Lisa on the phone either.
Why does she always have to ask a million questions? Why can’t
she just get in her damn car and get her butt over here? Lisa
had zero tolerance for drama. Unfortunately, Alex was about to give
her a front row seat to her own.

The door chime, an oriental gong and Alex’s
husband Glenn’s idea of a joke, announced Lisa’s arrival. Alex
clunked her coffee cup in the kitchen sink and shuffled to the
foyer in bare feet, the frayed hem of her admittedly overpriced
jeans dragging along the marble floor. Her eyes fluttered shut when
she reached the door. She sucked in a deep breath to bolster her
remaining shreds of resolve.

“Hey.” Alex tossed her head to the side as
if everything was peachy.

Lisa brushed past her and propped black
Jackie O sunglasses atop her wavy red hair, twisting her lips. “All
right, you. Out with it.” Her voice boomed in the expanse of the
massive foyer.

“Shhh,” Alex hissed. Her eyes darted over
her shoulder. She closed the heavy, arched wood door and turned the
latch. “The boys will hear you.”

“You know I don’t like surprises,” Lisa
whispered. “What’s going on with you? What could possibly be going
on that you wouldn’t tell me on the phone?”

Alex froze, terrified to utter the words she
hadn’t yet said to anyone. Lisa’s pale green, pleading eyes forced
her to finally let down her guard. “Glenn left.”

“He left?” Lisa bellowed, quickly clapping
her hand over her mouth. “Sorry,” she muttered between splayed
fingers. “He left?”

“Yes.”

Lisa’s brown leather handbag slid when she
dropped her shoulders, but she caught it with a quick curl of her
fingers. She shook her head in disbelief before tossing the bag
onto the foyer table. Clutching Alex’s hand, she pulled her into a
hug and patted her back. “Tell me what happened.”

“That’s the thing. Nothing happened. I woke
up Friday morning to a note saying he needed a break. That was
it.”

“Well, make sure you keep that note. The
lawyer will want to see it.”

Alex felt every atom of oxygen entering and
leaving her lungs as Lisa squeezed her harder. “Right. A lawyer.
This is probably it, huh?”

“I’m telling you right now that it’s all
going to be fine. I promise. The first week after they leave is the
worst. Then you’ll start to get over it.”

Alex stared at the wall when Lisa released
her from her embrace. The promise that it all would be fine
confirmed it. Her life had collapsed. I’m so screwed.
Everything, starting now, would be different.

“You need a drink,” Lisa said.

“It’s ten thirty in the morning.”

“Fine. Then you need a cup of coffee.” Lisa
marched down the hall with Alex in tow. “With a shot of rum in
it.”

The kitchen was one of Alex’s favorite rooms
in the house, homey with distressed creamy-white cabinetry,
soapstone counters and an antique apron-front sink. It reminded her
of her grandmother’s farmhouse in Wisconsin, where she’d spent
every summer until she was fifteen. Granted, Alex’s kitchen was the
high-end industrial version with the Sub-Zero and eight-burner
stove and her house was nestled in a swanky suburb of Los Angeles,
but she’d done her best to recreate a slice of her Midwestern
Catholic upbringing.

Lisa poured two cups of coffee and dragged
the sugar bowl across the counter. “We need to make a plan.”

“Yeah, that.” It’d taken a lot of energy to
keep the secret bottled up for two days, knowing the minute she
told her best friend, it would all become real.

“The first thing you need to figure out is
where the money is and how much there is. Then you need to call my
lawyer tomorrow morning and file for divorce.”

Alex’s shoulders seized up. “Right.” The few
times she’d considered divorcing Glenn, it had been pure fantasy, a
dream of revenge for his infidelities. She’d imagined launching his
clothes from a second-story window, giving him a good shove out the
door. Lawyers and papers and the big D word sounded so final. “I
don’t know that I’m ready to do that. I’m still processing it.”

“Look, Alex, honey. You’re going to be
coming to terms with this for a long time. It’s been nearly two
years for me and let’s be honest. This has been coming for a long
time. You need to move forward. It’s the only way to come out on
the other side in one piece.”

Alex sighed and closed her eyes. “All of the
financial stuff was in Glenn’s office. He fired our accountant last
year when he decided it would be his new hobby. The problem is I
can’t find anything.”

The pair took their coffee into Glenn’s
office, two of the walls lined floor-to-ceiling with leather-bound
volumes, every literary classic of the last one hundred years. Alex
had read nearly all of them at some point in her life. Right now,
she was revisiting The Great Gatsby. Glenn was more of a
paperback detective novel kind of guy, not that she thought
anything less of him for it. At least he liked to read.

Lisa plopped down in the oversized black
leather executive chair. “No computer?” she asked as she began
rifling through the desk.

“He took his laptop with him. The checkbooks
and ledgers are all gone.”

Lisa flipped through stray legal pads, blank
CDs, pens and paperclips. “There’s nothing in here.” She shut each
drawer in quick succession and reached to the bottom one closest to
Alex, jerking on the handle. “Ah, ha. This one is locked.”

“I know. I was going to jimmy it, but we
spent a fortune on the desk.”

Lisa opened the center drawer again and
peered inside before reaching in and pulling back the blood-red
velvet drawer liner. “And this is why you love me so much.” She
twisted the key between the tips of her fingers. “Let’s see what we
have behind door number three.”

It didn’t take long before Alex’s heart was
bobbing in the sea of her sour stomach.

“There’s got to be more. Somewhere.” Lisa
collected a stack of envelopes, all with the same bank logo and red
block letters on some—Past Due. “I know this seems bad, but this
can’t be right. He probably forgot to pay the mortgage. Or it was
late because he’s the lead singer in a band and not a real
accountant. Dipshit.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“Where else can we look? What about
upstairs?”

“He used to keep some papers in his
underwear drawer, but I think he stopped doing that years ago.”

“He never seemed like the type to wear
underwear.”

“Would you stop?”

Alex and Lisa climbed the sweeping curved
staircase to the second floor. Lisa patted Alex’s back as they
poked their heads into the bonus room. Every wall hosted gold or
platinum albums and an assortment of posters for Double Damage, the
band Glenn had been in since he was seventeen with his best friend,
David. Alex’s son, Page, noodled on a guitar while his younger
brother, Tyler, played a video game, his brow furrowed in
concentration.

“Hey, guys,” Lisa said.

Page shot her a glance but quickly returned
his sights to the fret board. “Hey.”

“Tyler, can you please say hello to Lisa?”
Alex asked.

Tyler’s eyes never left the screen. “Hi,
Lisa. Can I talk to you later? I’m trying to beat this level.” His
hand dipped and swooped the remote.

“It’s a date,” Lisa answered, turning out of
the room. “Don’t worry about it,” she whispered to Alex, and they
continued down the hall.

As she stepped through the double doors into
her bedroom, Alex’s heart broke into a full-on gallop, not knowing
where in the hell Glenn was, unsure if she wanted to kill him or
cry.

“We need some light in here.” Lisa strode
past the elaborate four-poster to the far side of the room and
yanked back the chocolate brown velvet drapes.

“I guess it was a little gloomy.” Alex’s
voice faded. Even though she’d spent the last two nights alone in
this room, it hadn’t hit her, not like this. Glenn is
gone.

Lisa strode over and gripped Alex’s elbow.
“Look, sweetie, I know how you feel right now. Okay? But that’s
what I’m here for. You’ll get through this. We’ll get through it.”
She leaned, catching Alex’s gaze, which was squarely directed at
her feet. “Let’s go check out Glenn’s underwear.”

The closet was so expansive it almost needed
its own zip code. Alex was a connoisseur of jeans and tank tops,
but her biggest weakness was chunky wedge sandals. Glenn’s Italian
suits and tailored shirts sat in place, but his jeans and T-shirts,
his rock ‘n’ roll uniform, had largely been liberated from the
confines of the closet.

Alex opened the drawer. “See? Empty.”

Lisa peered over Alex’s shoulder. “So it
is.” She sighed.

It’s empty. He took everything. With
a jolt, Alex yanked open the second drawer, pulling out the stray
items that remained, chucking them at the floor. “His passport was
in here,” she blurted, jerking open more drawers. He took it
all. She rested her forehead on the top of the dresser. “What
am I going to do? I looked online and there’s only a few thousand
dollars in the main checking account. Savings is almost empty.”

“Investment accounts?”

“I don’t know. Glenn dealt with all of
that.”

“If it wasn’t Sunday, I’d drive you to my
lawyer’s office right now. You need to call him first thing in the
morning. And I think you should call David.”

“I don’t want to bother him and he’ll
probably side with Glenn. And you’re only suggesting that because
you want me to set you up with him.”

Lisa grasped Alex’s shoulders and forcibly
twisted her around. “He’s not going to side with Glenn. He’s a
sweetheart and he’s known you forever. He might even know how to
find your idiot husband. He’ll at least be able to give you some
advice on the money thing.”

“I suppose.”

“And of course I still want you to set me up
with him, but we can talk about that later.”


Chapter Two

 


 


David’s cell phone rang and he couldn’t take
it anymore. If this is Tanya again, I’m going to have to change
my number.

“Oh, Jesus,” he muttered, when he saw the
name on the caller ID. “Alex, what’s up?”

“Are you home? I need to talk.”

David’s heart thumped an erratic rhythm.
“Yeah, I’m here. Is Glenn with you?”

“No. He isn’t. Can I come over?”

Without Glenn? “Uh, yeah. Of
course.”

“I’m in the car. I’ll be there in five
minutes.”

David scrambled to put the dishes in the
dishwasher, pissed he’d given the housekeeper the okay to clean the
house in the afternoon. Otherwise, it would’ve been perfect. He lit
a candle in the kitchen and decided he’d better put on a shirt.
Alex never seemed to warm to his super-bachelor lifestyle.

When she arrived, the sight of her knocked
the breath right out of him. She’d never been more stunning, even
though there was quite obviously something wrong. Whatever it was
swirled in her stormy blue eyes.

“Thanks for letting me come over,” she
said.

“Of course.” Please. Come over without
Glenn more often. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“Coffee would be great if you have it. I
need caffeine.”

They walked down the wide hallway graced
with terrazzo floors and Venetian plaster walls in warm terracotta
to the kitchen. He poured her a mug of coffee from the carafe, and
grinned as she put one, two, three spoons of sugar in her mug and
stirred it. She wrapped her hands around the cup and closed her
eyes for an instant, her long, pin-straight brown hair back in a
ponytail, high cheekbones catching the soft mid-morning light,
natural pink lips pursed to blow and cool the coffee. As beautiful
as she was when they’d met in high school, she was much more so
now, like a different person in many ways. He sat next to her at
the massive granite kitchen island, casually keeping his barstool
close to hers.

“So, what’s going on?” He set his hand on
her back to comfort her and felt a tug, deep in his stomach.

“I don’t really know how to say this, so I’m
just going to say it. Glenn is gone.”

David cocked his head. “Gone? I don’t
understand.”

“He left. I woke up Friday morning and there
was a note on the kitchen counter saying that he was leaving.”
Alex’s face was stolid and firm, as though she’d convinced herself
it was better to be detached rather than register true human
vulnerability like sadness.

“Glenn left. For good?”

“I don’t know. He said he feels like he lost
touch with himself. Probably something I did.” She shut her eyes
again, kneaded her forehead. “I have no idea where he went or if
he’s ever coming back. All he said was that he’d be in touch. I’ve
been lying to the boys for three days.”

David’s hand settled on the creamy skin of
her forearm, forgetting that touching her was not the best idea if
he was going to keep his wits about him. “I’m so sorry. What are
you going to do?”

“I have no idea.” Now the tears started down
her cheek, tiny rolling beads. It felt as if she was holding back,
as she did with most things, maybe saving the rest for later. “I
spoke to the volunteer coordinator at the library and she thinks
they might have a part-time job for me, but that’s nothing. I have
tuition to pay for next year. Tyler’s speech and occupational
therapy costs a fortune and insurance doesn’t cover a penny. Glenn
left me with almost no money.”

“That can’t be right.”

“If there’s money, I can’t find it. I
thought we were fine, but I think Glenn has been lying to me and
we’re behind on the mortgage. There’s no way I can raise two boys
and get us out of debt. I have a high school education. I could
never earn enough money.”

“Come here.” David took her in his arms and
rubbed her back. She felt frail, tiny. This physical proximity was
both exhilarating and excruciating, but he took every instant he
could. For the years he’d wanted to do this every day, he could put
up with the pain. “I’m here for you. Just tell me what you need.
Double Damage has always been a family. You know Glenn is like a
brother to me.” A selfish asshole of a brother. “What can I
do?”

“I need help figuring out what I can sell,
fast. I can’t sell the house. It’s in both of our names. The
lawyers are going to have to sort that out. Maybe Glenn’s recording
equipment? You could help me unload it.”

“Whoa. Alex, you need to slow down. Glenn
will hit the roof if you dismantle the home studio. I mean, really
hit the roof. Why don’t you let me give you some money? Get you on
your feet.”

She sniffled and wiped her nose then got up
and poured herself a second cup of coffee. This time, she didn’t
bother with a spoon, sifting sugar straight from the bowl. Leaning
against the counter, she stared into the mug as she stirred.
“That’s sweet of you to offer, but that isn’t going to solve
anything. Then I would just owe you a bunch of money.”

“You know you don’t have to pay me
back.”

She smiled, a forced fraction of a grin, but
David felt as though his head was swimming.

“I’m not going to take money from you.”

“What if I knew a way for you to keep the
house and the recording equipment and still make a big chunk of
money?”

She cocked an eyebrow. “I’ll never cut it as
a hooker. I have no boobs.”

His pulse picked up as he zeroed in on her
chest—true, not much in the way of boobs, but he’d gladly take his
chances with what was there. “Very funny. No, I have an idea. But
we’d need to find you and the boys a place to live. If you want,
you could move in here for a while.”


Chapter Three

 


 


The suitcases were packed. Everything
else—the years of accumulated items, books and toys, clothes and
linens—most of it would be packed later, during the week when the
boys were at school, by the movers who had been hired by the film
company. David’s friend, Jay, the location coordinator for Lion’s
Heart Films, had reassured her they would take care of everything.
The hefty sum they were paying to use the house for six months of
filming was certainly helping to ease the pain.

“Mommy, I still don’t get why we’re going to
stay at Uncle David’s house,” Tyler said.

“Don’t be such a doofus.” Page punched his
younger brother in the shoulder. “We’re going to live at Uncle
David’s house, not stay there, and it’s because Mom finally figured
out a way to make Dad crazy. That’s why he left.”

Alex closed her eyes, praying for some
measure of patience. She felt like stringing Page up by the scruff
of his neck and showing him exactly how good she could be at making
someone crazy. “Tyler, honey, they’re going to make a movie at our
house. And we’re going to live at Uncle David’s house temporarily.
Okay? Everything is going to be fine. Don’t listen to your
brother.”

“Whatever,” Page said.

“Boys. Please. Get in the car.”

Page stared out the window while they sat at
a stoplight on the way to David’s. His iPod was so loud she could
hear every note and lyric of the demos Glenn had recorded a month
ago, in the home studio, with Page playing the easier guitar parts.
She glanced into the rearview mirror to see Tyler flipping through
a toy catalog in the back seat. He mumbled and smiled while his
head bobbed from side to side, his routine recitation of the
details of every toy.

They were growing up so much faster than she
could fathom. It wasn’t that long ago they were tow-headed,
chubby-cheeked, snuggle bunnies. Now Page’s hair was nearly black
and his attitude of a similar hue, both traits mimicking his
father’s. Tyler’s blond was darkening every day, inching shades
closer to Alex’s. His disposition, however, was much sweeter than
his brother’s, despite his other problems.

David was waiting for them outside when Alex
pulled through the security gate and up the long, steep driveway.
He loved Spanish architecture, and this house had it all—red tile
roof, stucco exterior, and hand-painted tiles inlaid in the front
steps. He strode over in beat-up jeans and black tee, grinning, and
Alex rolled down her window. He leaned against the door, pushed his
sunglasses onto his forehead and peered into the backseat.

“Hey, guys. Are we ready to party or
what?”

Page grimaced. Tyler seemed bewildered by
the question.

“How’s Mom doing today?” David gripped her
arm. His deep brown eyes, warm and inviting, also showed pity. “I
had one of my cars put into storage so you’d have a space in the
garage.” He patted Alex’s forearm and waved her ahead.

David had Chinese food delivered that night,
and Page actually smiled and laughed a few times, the only glimpse
of cheer from him since he’d found out his dad had left. He seemed
to gravitate toward David; they talked endlessly about music, both
of them guitar players. Page could probably learn much more from
David than he ever had from his father. Maybe time with David
will be good for them.

Alex tucked Tyler in after dinner, reading
him a chapter of the third Harry Potter, their second trip through
the books. David’s five bedrooms afforded each of the boys their
own room.

“Mommy, can we get a dog?” Tyler’s pale blue
eyes, a carbon copy of Alex’s, struggled to stay open. He yawned
before straightening each of the three stuffed animals he’d tucked
under his arm.

Alex smiled. Glenn was highly allergic. He
puffed up like a marshmallow around dogs. “We’ll talk about it.
Okay?”

“How long are we going to stay here?”

Alex brushed Tyler’s long bangs to the side.
She and Tyler had already talked about the duration of their stay a
dozen or more times, but this was part of the way he processed
things, asking the same question repeatedly, even when he knew the
answer. “We talked about this before, remember?”

“They’re making a movie in our house for a
few months, and they aren’t going to change anything in my
room.”

That last part made her pause—the studio had
promised nothing of the sort, but there was enough to worry about
right now. She pecked him on the forehead. “You got it, honey.
Nothing to worry about. Now, get some sleep.”

Alex quietly closed the door and saw that
Page was still up, the light beaming into the hall from beneath his
door. She thought twice—he’d been so combative with her all day.
Give him some space. Maybe some time alone would help him
start to deal with everything.

She meandered down the hall, curious if
David was still in the living room. Part of her wished that he
weren’t, that he’d either left to go spend the night with one of
his bimbos or gone downstairs into his studio. She wanted to sleep
and she wanted to be alone. Alone with her thoughts of what it
might be like to strangle Glenn with her bare hands.

David was indeed, still up—he’d turned on
some music and poured two glasses of wine. Perhaps tonight’s bimbo
was making a house call. Hopefully, whoever it was would be out
before the boys would have to see her in the morning. David’s taste
in women ran the gamut from tawdry to tragic.

“Everybody settled?” he asked.

“I think so. Tyler was really tired, but I’m
sure Page is up for the duration.” She eased behind the sprawling
brown leather sectional in the center of the room. “I’ll leave you
to your entertaining. Somebody special tonight?”

He furrowed his brow. “Huh? It’s just us
tonight.” He picked up the second wine glass from the rustic
wrought iron coffee table and offered it to her.

She stopped dead in her tracks. “Oh, I just
assumed.” She took the glass of red wine and sipped, sitting in the
chair opposite the couch, tucking both legs beneath her. “Thank
you.”

“Of course.”

“No, really. Thank you for everything. I
don’t know what I would’ve done if you hadn’t hooked me up with
your friend from the movie studio. I know the boys and I are
cramping your style, too. Lisa offered, but her place is a
two-bedroom, and it’s forty-five minutes from the boys’
school.”

“Alex, please. I promise you that you are
not cramping my style.”


Chapter Four

 


 


David longed to set down his wineglass and
reach for Alex, have her take his hand, pull her close. That was
all he really wanted, all he’d wanted for the last seventeen years
if he were going to be honest about it.

Alex had never shown the slightest bit of
interest in him, even when they were teenagers and she was the new
girl in school and he had a fighting chance, before Glenn had
staked his claim. Yet, he’d never been able to shake his attraction
to her, as hard as he’d tried, distracting himself with other
women. It was more than physical—there was something about that
nut-hard exterior of hers. He wanted nothing more than to crack
it.

Alex wrapped her arms around her thin frame,
swimming in a gray sweater, as though she was insulating herself
from the world. He could protect her; he could make everything
better, if he had the chance.

“The boys seem like they’re handling things
pretty well,” he said.

She took another sip of her wine and nodded.
“Yes and no. Page is asking questions about where Glenn is and
whether we’re going to get a divorce. I just don’t know what to
tell them, and Page doesn’t even want to talk to me most of the
time. We’ve been butting heads for the last six months, so his mood
has stayed the same. Tyler is another story, but he seems to be
hanging in there.”

“How’s Tyler doing with school?”

Alex sighed and David felt badly about
bringing up the subject.

“He has his good days and his bad,” she
said. “They’ve got him working with a teacher’s aide a few times
during the day, and they put him in a social skills group with some
other boys with similar issues. He’s seeing a few therapists. That
seems to be helping, but it’s all going to take time.”

“And still no diagnosis?”

“What? No. We had him diagnosed last year. I
thought Glenn had told you.”

David shook his head, unsure of what to
say.

“He has Asperger’s Syndrome.” She shrugged.
“As far as I’m concerned, it’s just a label so we can get him the
help he needs at school. To me, he’s just Tyler.”

The silence filled the room and David
watched as Alex picked at one of her fingernails, distracted,
likely deep in thought.

Out of nowhere, she gasped. “I didn’t even
think about Double Damage,” she blurted, her eyes wide. “What is
the band going to do without Glenn?”

David chuckled. “It’s not exactly an issue
right now. We’re already on an unintentional hiatus. Last
Love is going to be in a movie soon, but that’s about it. I’d
love it if we were doing something, but the music world isn’t
exactly knocking down our door.”

Alex’s brows drew together in confusion.
“What about the new songs? Glenn said you guys were writing some
great new stuff. He seemed really excited about it.”

New songs? “Uh, I don’t know what
Glenn told you, but we haven’t written anything new in over a year.
Since he and I stopped our Tuesday practices.”

All color drained from her face. Her jaw
visibly tightened. “You stopped doing Tuesday practices.” Her eyes
were cold as stone. “A year ago?”

“Give or take a month. Why?”

“I’m an idiot.” She shook her head and
leaned forward to pour what was left in the bottle into her wine
glass. “We’re going to need more wine.”

David popped up from the couch. “Got it.
More wine.” He hurried over to the wine cabinet and pulled out one
of his nicest bottles of red, a 1989 Chateau Musar. He
grabbed two fresh glasses and uncorked the bottle back at the
coffee table.

Alex downed the last of her glass and
watched as David poured her a fresh one. “I knew it.” She took a
big swig of the new glass of wine. “He was cheating again. He kept
coming home late on Tuesday nights, sometimes not until two or
three in the morning, and he’d tell me about the new music you guys
were working on, but he never played me anything. I should’ve
known. He always played stuff for me.”

“He’s been doing this every Tuesday?”

“Yep.” She finished her glass and David was
quick to pour the refill. She lounged back in her seat, seemingly
more relaxed now that the wine was starting to show its effects.
“Is it hot in here?” She unbuttoned and slipped her cardigan from
her narrow shoulders to reveal a black tank top with skinny straps.
She fanned her hand, stretching her graceful neck, baring the
smooth contours of her collarbone.

Good thing I’m sitting. Otherwise, I’d be
on the floor. It was impossible to think straight when he saw
that much of Alex’s skin.

The band had once taken the wives and
girlfriends to the Virgin Islands, where Alex had unknowingly
tormented David for ten days in her black string bikini. If he
closed his eyes, he could still remember exactly what she looked
like, her slender legs, the slight curve of her boyish hips, and
her surprisingly sculpted shoulders. She loved to make
self-deprecating remarks, referring to herself as “Tiny Tits” and
once making a joke that no one would even notice if she went
topless. To his delight and detriment, she made good on the joke
the following day when they chartered a yacht.

David’s fiancée, Liza, had really let him
have it that night—screeching at him for a solid hour about how he
was so obviously in love with Alex, pissed that she’d caught him
staring at her at least a dozen times over the course of the
afternoon. He managed to convince her it was all in her head, they
had some mind-blowing make-up sex, and David imagined he was with
Alex. He called off the wedding weeks later.

“Are you really sure that Glenn was cheating
again?” David was reasonably sure the answer was yes. Glenn
had strayed many times over the years. When the band was at the
height of their success, they all had dozens of women throwing
themselves at them every night. A guy could only say “no” so many
times.

That had been the hardest thing to witness
over his long friendship with Glenn, seeing him with other women,
knowing he got to go home to Alex when the tour was over. There was
no good way out of it—tell Alex and destroy his brotherly bond with
Glenn, tell Alex and break the heart of the woman he loved. In the
end, putting his head down and trying to ignore it had been the
only solution.

“Oh, I’m sure. This is like every other
time. I just convinced myself that he was telling the truth this
time.” She shook her head. “This forces my hand, doesn’t it? I
mean, I can’t be a doormat forever. I’m going to have to ask the
lawyer what we can do to speed along the divorce.”

“No second thoughts?” he asked, although
when Alex decided to do something, it was going to happen.

“Not now, there isn’t. Now that I know that
he cheated again.”

“I’m glad you’re sticking up for yourself.”
His voice caught in his throat. “I love Glenn, but I’ve always
thought you were too good for him.”

Alex stared at him for a moment before she
erupted with laughter. “Yeah, right. Glenn was the only guy who
wanted me.” She stood and stretched. “I gotta pee. I’d go for
another glass or two.”

David remained, stunned. “Whatever you
want.”


Chapter Five

 


 


Alex tugged the fluffy comforter to her
chin. Despite her opinion of most bachelors, David at least had the
sense to buy good sheets. She slipped out of bed and kicked her
copy of Gone with the Wind, which she had apparently managed
to knock off the bedside table in the middle of the night. The
smell of coffee was in the air. It’s six forty-five on a Monday.
What is David doing up?

David was in the kitchen with the boys,
pouring bowls of cereal. What man in his mid-thirties has
Captain Crunch in the house? At least David owned his single
guy life with fervor.

“My three favorite guys,” she said.

“Good morning.” David set out the milk, his
eyes a brilliant flash. “Did I miss something? When did I become
one of your favorite guys?” He winked at her.

“Mommy, you don’t have to get us up for
school anymore. Uncle David can do it.” Tyler chomped a mouthful of
cereal.

“I’m sure Uncle David was just having a hard
time sleeping.”

“Not true,” David said. “I had to quiz Tyler
on his multiplication facts. We worked on them like crazy last
night. Six times six?” They’d been staying with David for more than
a week and he hadn’t hesitated to jump in and help with
homework.

“Thirty-six,” Tyler answered. “Come on, give
me a hard one.”

David laughed. “Smart kid.”

“He is,” Alex said.

“I had all kinds of problems in school.
Tyler seems like he’s doing great.”

Alex sipped her coffee, leaning against the
white granite-topped center island, watching David. He looked
different this morning. He’d always been incredibly handsome, with
rich brown eyes and a mop of hair that often managed to be
disheveled. Now, with the shadow of a beard darkening his jaw, his
brown bed-head flopping into this face, wearing nothing more than
slouchy pajama pants and a ratty old T-shirt, she couldn’t stop
looking at him. It’d been years since she’d thought of David that
way. Maybe I’m just lonely. Maybe my hormones are out of
whack.

Before she’d given much thought to it, she
stepped forward and gave him a hug, pressing herself into him in a
way she quickly questioned. “Thanks for being so sweet with the
boys.” She rubbed his back. What am I doing? David shuddered
and her stomach dropped as she released him from the embrace.

David cleared his throat and abruptly turned
away, snatching the newspaper from the kitchen counter and holding
it at his waist. “I’m going to hop in the shower. You two have a
good day at school.” He ruffled Tyler’s hair. “Good luck on the
math quiz, champ.”

Alex plopped down at the kitchen table with
her coffee. She attempted to make eye contact with Page, but he
stared down into his cereal bowl. “Do you guys want to do anything
fun after school today?”

“Let’s get our new dog.” Tyler’s face
bubbled with excitement.

Page’s eyes darted to Alex. “A dog?”

Now was the perfect chance to show Page his
father didn’t hold the patent on being the cool parent. “I told
Tyler we could talk about getting a dog. Won’t that be fun?”

“What happens when Dad comes back? Then
we’ll have to get rid of the dog and we’ll have to listen to doofus
cry for a million years.”

Alex reached for Page’s hand and he pulled
it away. “Honey, I don’t think we can count on your dad coming
back.”

His stare narrowed. He pushed his cereal
bowl away and stood up from the table. “I hate you. You are the
worst mom in the whole world. No wonder Dad left.” Tears started in
the corners of his eyes and he slung his backpack over his
shoulder. “I’ll be in the car.”

Tyler finished the last of his cereal. “Does
that mean we can’t get the dog, Mommy?”

Alex dug her hands into her hair. “Not right
now, honey.”

****

Alex headed straight to her house after she
dropped off the boys at school.

“Can you hand me the packing tape?” Alex
asked Lisa. “Thanks for taking the day off from work, by the
way.”

Lisa tossed the roll to Alex before pushing
up the sleeves of her sweatshirt. “That’s why you pay me the big
bucks.”

Alex laughed. “Did you end up calling in
sick?”

“Yes. Can’t you tell how sick I am?” She
feigned a cough and took a swig of Diet Coke. “I’m practically at
death’s door. I think I might need a kidney or something.”

Alex laughed again, feeling as though she
could relax for the first time in more than a week. Their
friendship had seen Alex through a lot—losing her younger brother
in a car accident three years ago and losing her dad to a heart
attack last year. There’d been plenty of hard times for Lisa
too—most recently, losing her husband, not to illness or a tragic
accident, but to a blonde from Santa Monica. Alex had certainly
logged her miles with Lisa on that one, hours and hours, day after
day of anger, crying, more anger, and finally the bitter conclusion
that life, ultimately, plods ahead.

Lisa had started to return the favor by
referring her to John T. Lewis, Attorney at Law. Alex’s first
meeting with him had gone well, although she would’ve been less
disoriented during the first five minutes if Lisa had warned her
Mr. Lewis was smoking hot and himself, newly divorced. In the end,
Alex regained her composure, received many words of reassurance
from her new lawyer and then a reality check about how much it was
going to cost to get divorced. John T. Lewis may have been handsome
and compassionate, but he was also ruthless in mediation and that
did not come cheap.

“How much of your stuff are we packing?”
Lisa asked. “We could be here for a lifetime. You guys have a ton
of stuff.”

“We’re just packing the things that are most
important to me. The studio will pack up other stuff if they need
to. Some of it will stay where it is.” She zipped the roll of tape
across the top of the cardboard box, labeling it with a Sharpie.
“Want to help me take this first load out to the garage?”

Alex and Lisa crossed the circular cobbled
stone driveway, past the center fountain. Alex punched a few
numbers into a keypad to open the fourth garage bay where a car
sat, shrouded in a gray canvas cover.

“Do you ever drive this thing?” Lisa asked
as Alex set down her boxes in the corner.

“No. I’m terrified to let the boys ride in
it. No airbags, all of the seatbelts are lap belts.”

“Let’s take it for a spin.”

“Now?”

“Yeah. We gotta eat at some point. Let’s run
and grab some lunch.” Lisa pointed skyward. “Beautiful day for a
drive.” The cover resisted when she tugged on it. “A little
help?”

As the cover slumped to the garage floor,
Alex’s stomach flipped at the sight of the car, a mint condition
1970 Mustang Boss 302 in what was known as Grabber blue. The color
was darker than sky blue, lighter than royal. Glenn had bought her
the car as a birthday gift after Page was born. She’d driven the
same model Mustang in high school, except that one had been a rusty
piece of junk she’d eventually driven into the ground. She
appreciated the sentiment of it when Glenn gave it to her, but had
been so frustrated by the impracticality. She would never put their
child in that car, even after he’d accused her of being a mother
hen. Now that money was tight, every impractical, expensive thing
Glenn had done over the course of their marriage ate at her like
crazy.

“Tell you what,” Alex said. “Let’s do a few
more boxes and I’ll get the keys.”

Alex had forgotten what a blast it was to be
behind the wheel of the Mustang, an adventure to remind her of what
she’d been like seventeen years ago. She had plans and aspirations
then, things she wanted to do. Now life revolved around doing
things for others and although she loved being a mom and at one
point had loved being a wife, she wondered how the person she used
to be had vanished. She’d only accomplished one thing on the mental
life list she’d written in high school. She had married Glenn.

When they got back to the house, Alex parked
next to the fountain. “I want to vacuum the floor mats and wipe
down the dash before I put it back in the garage.”

As she pushed the remote to close the gate,
her neighbor, Peter, ducked past it, jogging up the steep
driveway.

“Hey, Alex. I see you took the Mustang out
for a drive.” Beads of sweat glistened on Peter’s forehead as he
struggled to catch his breath.

Lisa pulled back her shoulders and Alex shot
her a look that could suggest only two words: “Please. Don’t.”

Alex squinted in the sun, looking at Peter.
“I was about to put it in the garage.” How does his hair look
like a perfect blond helmet when he’s been running?

Peter planted his hands on his hips and
swiveled back and forth to stretch, flaunting his tanned physique.
“Why don’t you introduce me to your friend?” he asked, with a
lecherous gleam in his eyes.

Lisa practically lunged for him. “Hi, I’m
Lisa. I’m Alex’s best friend.”

Peter grasped her hand and stepped closer.
“Where have you been keeping this exquisite creature, Alex?”

Lisa tittered. Alex blinked, fighting off
the urge to roll her eyes.

“Do you need something, Peter?” Alex
asked.

“Is Glenn around? Thought I might ask him
one more time about selling the car.” He left Lisa’s side,
manhandling the car, running the tips of his fingers along the edge
of the hood. “Man, this baby is sexy.”

Alex worried that Peter might start grinding
his crotch against her car, maybe sprawl out on the hood like the
bad girl in an 80s hair-band video. “Glenn’s out of town right
now.” And so what? “But, you know, it’s my car. What did you
have in mind?”

Lisa cocked an eyebrow, confusion clouding
her face.

“Last time I talked to Glenn about it, he
talked me all the way up to fifty grand before he said no,” Peter
said. “He was a bit of a sadistic bastard about it, really.”

Alex took the hem of her shirt and wiped a
smudge on the side mirror. “Yeah, I don’t know. That seems a bit
low to me. No wonder he turned you down.”

Lisa cleared her throat and Peter twisted
his lips, looking back and forth between Alex and the car. “I guess
I could go up another three grand.”

“Make it five and you have yourself a
deal.”


Chapter Six

 


 


In no make-up with her wet hair piled on top
of her head in a loose knot, Alex still radiated beauty. She’d said
she had big news when she got to David’s, but took a shower first,
complaining about feeling grubby from a day of packing cardboard
boxes. David’s initial reaction was that the announcement of the
shower was the big news. It had planted a very hot image in his
head, one he planned to take to bed that night and hoped to see for
real one day.

Alex filled a large pasta pot at the sink.
“I sold my car today.”

“Your car?” He leaned and peered out the
kitchen window. “How did you get here?”

“Not that car. I sold the Mustang. Our
creepy neighbor Peter has been eying it for years.” She lit one of
the eight burners on the stove and set the pot on to boil. “He paid
me cash.”

“Wow, Alex. Did you get enough money for it?
Glenn’s going to freak when he comes back.”

“I don’t care what Glenn thinks.” Alex
furrowed her brow. “Next year’s tuition is due and somebody’s got
to pay the lawyer.”

“I told you I’m happy to loan you money. You
don’t need to go around selling stuff. I hate that.”

“Don’t you think it’d be a little weird for
you to give me money so I can divorce your best friend?”

“I don’t think you can call Glenn my best
friend anymore. He’s my oldest friend.”

“That’s between you two.” Alex began slicing
tomatoes, but stopped to flip on the under cabinet lighting,
filling the room with a soft, golden glow. “Can we open a bottle of
wine? I could use a drink.”

“Of course.” David made a beeline for the
wine cabinet at the far end of the kitchen, grateful for a change
in the conversation that involved Alex getting tipsy. “Cabernet or
Merlot?”

“Um, surprise me.” She turned quickly and
her hair tumbled out of the knot. She laughed as she bent at the
waist and gathered her hair, twisting it into its previous
arrangement. Her top slid to reveal her bare back and she tugged it
back into place when she’d righted herself. “Whoops.”

David stood, frozen, a bottle of wine in
each hand, unable to do much more than replay the last few seconds
through his mind in slow motion.

He cleared his throat. “Okay. I’ll surprise
you.” He returned to the counter and cut the foil from one bottle
while he watched Alex slice cucumbers. He studied her hand,
clutching the fat handle of the chef’s knife, driving with every
slice.

“You know, I never picture you as the guy
home alone every night.”

David smirked. “True. Usually I’m not.
Although, I’m not alone tonight.” He cranked the corkscrew,
thinking about what Alex had said and what he might do if Tyler and
Page weren’t in the house, if he had her alone, especially if he’d
had a glass of wine to take off the edge. Nerves were never an
issue with women and this was only Alex. Only Alex. She had
his number and she didn’t even know it.

She stared and set her finger to her lower
lip. “Um, you can only unscrew the cork so far. You’re going in
circles.”

His sight dropped to his hands. The wine was
indeed open. He shook his head. “Just got distracted for a minute.”
He filled their glasses. “Cheers.”

“Cheers.”

“I want to do a cheers.” Tyler padded into
the kitchen.

“Of course you do, buddy,” David replied.
“What do you want? Orange juice? Or do you want the hard
stuff?”

Tyler narrowed his stare. “What’s the hard
stuff?”

“Milk, of course.” David wrapped his arm
around Tyler’s shoulders while they stood in front of the open
refrigerator.

“I want the hard stuff.”

“I like it. Not afraid to live on the edge.”
David grabbed the carton and poured Tyler a big glass of milk. He
held up his own glass and clinked with Tyler. “Cheers.”

“Cheers!” Tyler chugged down the milk
without stopping.

Alex watched them, her eyes flickering back
and forth. “You two are going to make me cry. You’re so cute.”

“You always say I’m cute,” said Tyler, with
a frothy milk moustache. “But I don’t think you’ve called Uncle
David cute before.”

Alex blushed. “Of course he is.”

David relished the flush of pink on her skin
before he downed the rest of his wine and poured himself another
glass. Great. I’m cute.

****

David promised to swim with Page and Tyler
after dinner and the boys ran to put on their trunks the instant
they were excused from the table. He and Alex finished the last of
the dishes at the sink, she washing and he drying. The sky had
grown darker, their reflection visible in the window above the
sink. We look good together.

Alex had given up on keeping her hair in a
bun and left it to fall in soft waves over one shoulder. The way
she tilted her head to the side and left her bare neck exposed as
she scoured the pan, rubbing back and forth, gave him an all too
familiar tug in his stomach. It tortured him to stand next to her
as the hot water rushed from the tap and the steam rose to meet
their faces. She’d never smelled better than she did at that
moment—sweet and soft, powdery and floral at the same time. Alex
would never describe herself as any of those things, but she didn’t
see herself the way he did.

“So, did I tell you about the movie that the
band’s song is in?” he asked.

Alex turned off the tap and dried her hands.
“I remember something about it.”

He placed the pans back in one of the center
island drawers, the metal clanging. “I didn’t think it was going to
be a big deal at first. It’s one of those dark teen movies, which
isn’t exactly my thing, you know.”

“What’s it about?”

“There’s a dead boy and he’s stuck in
purgatory and the devil tells him that he’ll help him get his
girlfriend back if he can convince her to go to hell.”

“Sounds uplifting.”

He shut the drawer as Alex snapped and
folded the kitchen towel. “I know, but they eat this shit up. The
movie just started screening and it’s testing through the roof.
Last Love is playing during the opening sequence and the end
credits. Now they’re going to do a soundtrack, which was on the
backburner.”

Alex smiled warmly and grazed David’s arm
with her fingertips. “That’s amazing. Sounds like you could make
some money out of it.”

“I don’t really care about the money. It’s
just cool to know somebody cares about that song.” Glenn had always
said Last Love wasn’t the band’s finest moment, but it meant
the world to David.

“Of course they care. It’s an incredible
song. So beautiful. Definitely the best love song you ever
wrote.”

David’s heart quickened as he dared to peer
into Alex’s icy blue eyes. He’d held the secret about that song
since the day he’d written it and the inspiration was standing
right in front of him. Should I just tell her?

“Thanks,” he nervously glanced at his watch,
his hands inexplicably cold. “Guess I’d better go get in the pool
with the boys.”


Chapter Seven

 


 


Tyler sailed through the air, arms and legs
flailing, landing in the deep end with an enormous splash. They’d
been staying with David for two weeks, and Tyler had decided, since
they’d taken an after-dinner swim with Uncle David for three nights
in a row, it was now part of the routine. He bobbed up to the
surface, gasping. “Do it again!” He dog-paddled to David and
wrapped his arms around his neck. “That was awesome!”

David laughed. “Okay, buddy, coming right
up.”

Tyler directed his sights into the
water.

“That’s right. Put your foot right there.”
With a hoist and a groan from David, Tyler was airborne again.

Alex rolled up her jeans and perched on the
hand-painted ceramic tiles that edged the pool, listening to the
waterfall’s gentle cascade from the hot tub into the shallow end. A
warm, late April breeze swirled as darkness fell. The stand of palm
trees beyond the pool area, lit from beneath, created swaying
shadows against the house and the retaining wall at the back of the
property. Alex lazily kicked her legs, the water caressing her feet
and ankles as she watched David and Tyler play.

Page was at the bottom of the pool. Not
again. She tried to ignore it, but couldn’t bring herself to
keep him completely out of sight. He’d taken to the practice a few
days before, seemingly hoping she would panic after witnessing his
freakish display of holding his breath. She watched as he floated
to the surface, draping his head and arms in a lifeless pose,
bobbing into a dead man’s float. He sneakily lifted his head to
take a breath before dipping his face back into the water.

Tyler paddled back again and this time David
put him on his back and swam over to Alex.

“Aren’t you getting in tonight?” David asked
her.

“No. I’m good.”

He furrowed his brow. “Hey, Tyler. Why don’t
you go show me one of your cool jumps off the diving board?”

Tyler needed no further invitation. He let
go of David and began to swim to the ladder at the deep end.

Alex cringed. “Sometimes I wonder if he’s
swimming or if it’s controlled drowning.”

David laughed and walked along the bottom,
resting his arms on the pool edge next to Alex. His legs floated as
he set his chin on his hands. “You okay?”

A sting came to her eyes and she looked to
the sky, avoiding David’s gaze. “I’m just thinking about stuff. I’m
fine.”

“Sometimes I think you seem a little too
fine.”

“Uncle David! Watch me!” Tyler launched
himself off the diving board, spastically twisting in mid-air.

David smiled and cupped his hands around his
mouth. “Good one.” He shook his head. “He’s such a great kid. I
know this has been hard for you three, but I feel really lucky that
I’ve had this time with them.” He set his hand on Alex’s knee,
leaving her with a pleasant tingle. “I’m serious. You’re way too
together. I’m worried about you.”

Alex pursed her lips, catching the concern
on David’s face until she was drawn to the sight of his bare chest,
the indentations above his collarbone, beads of water glistening on
his skin. Damn. “Trust me. I’m not together. I’m just
putting on a show for the boys. Page keeps asking questions about
Glenn, and I don’t know what to tell him. I’ve left dozens of
messages and I still don’t know where the hell he is. I don’t
really want to say anything about a divorce until I’ve at least
talked to Glenn.”

“Well, I’m sure it’s really confusing for
both boys.”

“Uncle David! Mommy!” Tyler bounced on the
end of the diving board. “I invented a new jump. It’s called the
Spinner Frog Kick.” Tyler performed an uncoordinated sequence of
twists, a punch, and a kick as he descended into the pool.

David raised himself up onto the pool deck
and grabbed a towel from one of the chaise lounge chairs. Alex
pretended to stretch her neck, watching as he scrubbed his hair and
blotted his broad shoulders, then his well-made arms—long, but
muscular, like his legs. David caught her looking and smiled.

Alex’s face flushed with heat. “Oh, I was
just admiring your tattoo.” Among other things. “I’ve always
thought it was cool.”

David peered down at the elaborate Celtic
knot in dark blue and black on his left shoulder. “I always thought
I’d get more, but never got around to it.” He draped the towel over
the chair. “You know, I’ve been thinking. I love teaching Page the
guitar stuff, but I can talk to him about other things, too.” He
sat next to her on the pool edge. “Your ponytail’s about to come
out.” He pulled the hair binder from Alex’s hair. He gathered her
locks in his hands, and made a new ponytail. “Haven’t done that in
a while.”

“Probably not since your hair was down the
middle of your back.”

“Don’t remind me. God, I looked like such an
idiot.” He dug his hand into his hair.

“I don’t think thousands of girls were
screaming for a guy that looked like an idiot. You were quite the
Rock God. Admit it.” She nudged him in the ribs and stole another
peak at his chest and stomach. It was hard not to when he was
sitting right next to her.

The first time she’d ever laid eyes on
David, he was in swim trunks for PE. It was her first day at her
new school, and she’d been horrified by the thought of having to
wear a bathing suit in front of so many boys she didn’t know.
Skinny, gangly and flat chested, she’d failed to entice any boys at
her old school, and there was no reason to think anything would be
different at the new one.

David had caught her eye right away, and she
looked at him off and on for the entire class. Later that day, he’d
waved at her in the cafeteria, or at least it seemed like he had.
When he and Glenn sat with her at lunch the following day, her
heart pounded so fiercely she could hardly think. She was drawn to
David. He was heartbreakingly cute and funny, and she felt like she
might melt whenever he smiled at her.

Glenn was good-looking, too, and tons of
girls had wanted to go out with him, but she was mostly nice to him
in hopes of spending more time with David. Glenn let his intentions
be known a few days later and was persistent about it. Eventually,
the girl who had once wondered if she’d ever have a boyfriend was
wooed by the guy who was smooth and had taken interest. He was the
guy she fell in love with.

“I don’t like to think of myself that way,
but thanks.” David hopped up and grabbed his shirt from the chair.
“Back to Page. I’m happy to talk to him for you, if you want, about
school, his friends, girls, whatever. I’m not trying to step in for
Glenn or anything, but I’d like to help. I think I could make a
difference.”

Alex chewed on her thumbnail and looked over
her shoulder at him. “That would be really nice. He needs
something, or somebody. A man.” Technically, we both need a
man.

****

Alex drove the boys to school the next
morning and was surprised to see her divorce attorney sitting in
David’s kitchen when she got back to the house. “John, hi.” She
rushed forward and shook his hand before dropping her bag on the
kitchen island. “Am I late?”

“No, I was a few minutes early.” He flashed
a smile more worthy of the red carpet than a courtroom. “Just
acquainting myself with your friend David here.”

David smiled and winked at Alex. “We talked
about basketball.”

John laughed. “We’re already at odds about
it. I’m a Lakers guy, but he’s apparently a lifelong Knicks
fan.”

David nodded and John opened a leather-bound
folio, pulling out a chair at the kitchen table for Alex.

“Thank you,” she said, noticing John’s eyes
were an interesting shade of hazel, a captivating swirl of green
and brown.

John took the seat next to hers and scooted
closer, draping his arm across the back of her chair. “These are
the papers we talked about on the phone. Nothing has changed, so
we’ll just go over the high points.”

David cleared his throat. “I should probably
go in the other room.” He began to walk away.

“David, no. You can stay.” Alex looked to
John for approval. “I mean, it’s not anything you don’t already
know about.” She turned back to gauge David’s reaction and saw an
odd look of agitation on his face. Men and sports.

“No. It’s cool. I have stuff to do.”


Chapter Eight

 


 


David took a quick shower to cool off.
What is that guy’s deal? He’s her lawyer. He shouldn’t be
putting his arm around her like that. He went to his closet and
opted for a gray dress shirt instead of a tee. Sifting through a
stack of jeans, he found a pair with a dark wash, free of holes. He
dressed, having a hard time deciding whether the shirt should be
tucked in. Standing in front of the full-length mirror in his
bedroom, he decided only lawyers have to wear their shirt tucked.
He cracked his bedroom door and craned his neck, groaning when he
heard their voices. Great. He’s still here.

David raked his fingers through his hair and
stepped into the hall. Alex’s laugh echoed. He wondered what the
legal ramifications were of killing a lawyer, perhaps running him
down with his Escalade, if the punishment might be less severe
because they’re so annoying. He heard John laugh and he’d had
enough.

When he turned the corner and got his first
view of John and Alex, he felt as though he’d been sucker-punched.
It wasn’t that they were sitting too close, or really that anything
much had changed, it was Alex’s body language. She faced him,
leaning in, smiling. He’s probably hypnotizing her with those
teeth.

“I’m just getting a glass of water.” David
rushed past Alex and John to a kitchen cabinet. He turned and
filled his glass from the fridge door dispenser.

“We were finishing up.” John closed his
folio and slid it into his briefcase. “I’ll give you a call after I
talk to the private investigator. It should only be a few days
until he tracks down your husband. Then we can serve him with the
papers and get this moving along.” John stood and handed Alex an
envelope. “Here’s your bill to date.”

Alex flapped the fat paper bundle against
her other hand. “Sounds great. Thanks for coming by the house
today.”

“My pleasure.” John held his hand out for
David. “Nice to meet you, Daniel.”

Asshole. “My name is Derwood.”

Alex eyes expanded and it looked as though
she might burst.

“My apologies.” John shook his head. “I’m
usually very good with names. It was nice to meet you,
Derwood.”

“I’ll walk you out,” Alex said, doing a
horrible job of squelching a titter.

“Is Mr. Smiley supposed to be a good
lawyer?” David asked, when Alex returned. “Because he looks more
like a weatherman.”

Alex finally unleashed her laugh and David
soaked up every second of it. Her eyes are incredible when she
isn’t so stressed.

“Mr. Smiley? Is that what we’re calling
him?” She pushed in the chairs at the kitchen table, still
giggling, and carried the coffee cups to the sink. “And yes, he’s a
good lawyer. Lisa thought he was great.”

“Your friend, Lisa? She was probably just
looking to get some.”

Alex crossed her arms and gave David an
incredibly hot, disapproving look. She stepped closer and reached
for the placket of his shirt. “You clean up pretty well. Hot lunch
date?” She smoothed her hand across his shoulder as though she was
brushing away lint.

David swallowed. Hard. “No plans. Unless you
want to be my hot lunch date.” He paled at the thought of what he’d
said, worried he’d crossed the line he’d considered crossing every
time he’d been around Alex since the eleventh grade. Some days he
felt like burning the damn line.

“I don’t know how hot I can be, but I’m
definitely up for lunch. Let me grab a quick shower and then we can
go.”

Alex turned and David couldn’t pass up the
chance to watch her ass in her black yoga pants as she walked away.
He lazed over the mental image of her in the shower, dwelling on a
few particularly sudsy parts. Holy shit. We’re going to
lunch.

****

David felt as though he’d won the lottery
when he handed his keys to the valet. He and Alex had never gone
somewhere socially, together, alone. Ever. He felt even luckier
when she ordered a ham and cheese panini with fries and a real
Coke. No salad with the dressing on the side, a diet, and a plate
of lemon wedges.

He’d asked for a booth so they could have
some privacy. It’d been a good five years since the last Double
Damage hit, so he generally didn’t have a problem with fans, but he
didn’t want to take a chance. This didn’t work exactly as planned.
The three women at the table across from them began whispering,
pointing, and giggling as soon as he and Alex sat down. One of the
three, an admittedly attractive redhead, batted her eyes at David,
twirling her hair with the ends of her fingers, running her hand
along the neckline of her blouse. There was a time when he would’ve
thought nothing of sauntering over to the table, whispering in
Redhead’s ear and escorting her to the ladies room for the most
exciting ten minutes of her life. Not anymore.

Alex had been quiet in the car and was even
less talkative after they ordered, swirling her straw in her Coke
while she peered into her glass.

He reached for her hand, feeling her tremble
beneath his touch. “Thinking again? You gotta stop doing that.”

Her lips fanned into an off-kilter grin.
“Yeah. I made the mistake of opening the lawyer’s bill before we
left for lunch. He told me how much it was going to be, but it’s
different seeing it on paper.” She took a sip of her drink and set
her hands in her lap. “The money from selling the car is going to
be gone before I know it, and there’s not much left in the one
account I can access. John has his guy searching for off-shore
accounts, but I guess that’s a long process.”

“I think you already know that I want to
help, but I get the impression that you don’t want me to.”

“I feel weird about the money thing. I guess
it’s just the way my dad raised me. And you’re putting us up in
your house and you’ve helped so much with Page and Tyler. I already
feel like I could never repay you for everything you’ve done.”

David’s voice caught. The chance to sit with
her in some restaurant he couldn’t even remember the name of and
have a lousy sandwich felt like more than enough in repayment.
Maybe that was the product of seventeen years of wishing things
were different, of wishing he hadn’t let Glenn get to her first, of
wishing he could start over again. “I don’t ever want you to feel
like you owe me anything. You don’t. I would spend the rest of my
life with you three in my house and be perfectly happy.”

His pulse throbbed in his ears. He’d let the
words expose what lived in his head and heart and now they buzzed
around them, able to wreak whatever havoc they could. Of course,
only he knew what those words really meant. For Alex, living at his
house might not be anything more than an unavoidable complication
of having a husband who had decided to take an extended vacation
from her and her children.

Alex hung her head and David wondered if
he’d managed to say the stupidest thing ever. There were tears when
she looked at him. They made her eyes clear, like crystal, and he
felt as though he peered inside the most beautiful woman he’d ever
seen, full of life and hurt, love and misery. “Thank you,” she
croaked, her voice feathering away.

The waiter interrupted with the arrival of
lunch. David and Alex sat in uncomfortable silence until he
left.

“I’m here for you,” David said. “Whatever
you need. Let’s leave it at that.”

Alex lifted her chin. Her tears had slowed.
“You’re amazing. You know that, don’t you?” She beamed.

“Of course I’m amazing. Did I miss a memo?
Were we questioning that?” He winked and took an enormous bite of
his sandwich.

With the mood lightened, they ate, and David
felt as though he was on a bit of a high. He’d let go of some of
his feelings and the world hadn’t ended. In fact, she’d seemed
happy to hear what he’d said. She had no idea what he’d really
meant, but still, it was hard to be anything less than
relieved.

Alex’s cell phone rang and she wiped her
mouth with her napkin before plucking it from the inner recesses of
her purse. “Oh crap, it’s the school. Sorry, I have to get this.”
She got up from the table, rushing outside with a finger in her
ear.

David went back to his lunch, but Redhead
materialized before him within seconds.

“Hi.” She dropped a single finger onto the
table and traced circles on the white linen. “You’re David
Callahan, aren’t you?”

“Afraid so.” He forced a smile.

She pouted, using his gruff response as an
excuse to show off her full lips. “I love Double Damage. You were
always my favorite.”

“Thanks.” David craned his neck to see Alex
through the windows at the front of the restaurant, flipping her
cell phone shut and tugging the door to come back inside. “If
you’ll excuse me, my lunch date is coming back.”

Alex hurried to the table, appearing
flustered. She stared at Redhead in confusion for a moment. “Excuse
me.” She reached into the booth for her purse. “I have to go. It’s
Page.”


Chapter Nine

 


 


“Nice meeting you, David,” Redhead said,
sliding a business card across the table with a talon-like
fingernail.

Alex rolled her eyes. Groupies.

David scrambled from the table, leaving the
card behind. “Yeah, nice to meet you.” He pushed past a bewildered
Redhead and clutched Alex’s arm. “Let’s go.” He handed the hostess
a hundred dollar bill when they reached the front of the
restaurant. “Make sure our waiter gets this.”

Outside, David slapped his ticket into the
valet’s hand. “There’s an extra twenty in it if you get back in
less than two minutes.”

The valet tore off down the sidewalk.

“Okay. What’s going on?” he asked.

“The principal called. Page got into a
fight.”

“Is he hurt?”

“He might be when I’m finished with
him.”

David’s car careened around the corner,
screeching to a halt in front of the restaurant.

David opened Alex’s door and ducked around
the front of the car, stuffing a wad of cash into the kid’s hand.
“Thanks.” He flipped a U-turn in the middle of the street, narrowly
avoiding a convertible that had zipped into traffic. “Wait. Is this
the right way to the school? I’m all turned around.” His
disorientation was charming considering he’d been so quick to take
control of the situation.

Alex sighed. Thank God for David.
“No, you’re going the right way.”

“What kid would be stupid enough to pick a
fight with Page?” David whipped his head around, glancing over his
shoulder before he sped up and passed a car in the other lane.
“He’s got to be a head taller than everybody else.”

“You don’t understand. Page got into a fight
because he started it.”

“Oh.”

****

Westview Academy was the typical private
school in LA, full of the kids of the rich and famous, but
distinctly unglamorous as the tired facilities dated back to the
early 70s. A fake ficus loomed over her as they sat outside the
principal’s office, sprinkling bits of dust whenever she moved too
much in her chair. She scooted closer to David, surprised when he
patted her hand. He smiled reassuringly, another of his sweet
gestures reminding her yet again he was her savior. She blushed as
their shoulders touched, and when he looked down at his phone
resting on his leg, his profile with his stubble-covered jaw and
thick, dark hair, was enough to make her forget about Page for an
instant.

Ms. Layton, the school principal, emerged
from her office. “I’m sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. and Mrs.
Halford. I had a very talkative parent on the phone.”

Alex glanced at David as they both stood.
“Uh, this is Page’s uncle, David. He’s not really their uncle.
He’s, well, he’s a family friend. We were having lunch when your
office called.” Alex bristled at her long-winded explanation.

Ms. Layton motioned them into her office.
“Please, come in. I apologize. I guess hadn’t met your
husband.”

“Glenn doesn’t tend to come to school
events.”

David pulled Alex aside as Ms. Layton
remained in the doorway talking to a teacher. “I can wait for you
in the car if you want. I don’t want to intrude.” He whispered, his
breath hot against the side of her face, leaving Alex light-headed.
His commanding grip on her arm made her want to cement his feet in
place so he couldn’t go anywhere.

“No. I want you to stay.” Their eyes
connected and his warm hand brushed hers as he let go.

“Should we get started then?” Ms. Layton
asked. “Page will be down in a few minutes. He’s been in the
guidance counselor’s office.” She eased into her chair and swiveled
to face them, folding her hands on her desk. Her graying hair was
pulled back in a fussy bun, her kelly green Chanel suit hung from
her bony shoulders. “There was an incident in the cafeteria today.
Page engaged another boy in an argument. I don’t know exactly what
was said, but at some point, Page became angry and pushed the other
boy and then threatened him. Things escalated from there.”

There was a knock at the door and Page was
ushered into the room by a tall, reedy woman with bushy blond hair.
He’d untucked the navy polo shirt of his school uniform. Alex
rushed over to him and peered into his eyes, but his face held no
expression, only a blank stare. “Page, honey, why would you do
this? What’s gotten into you?”

“Please, Mrs. Halford, let’s let Page sit so
we can discuss this.”

As an adult, it felt even more embarrassing
to be admonished by the principal. “Oh, of course. I’m sorry.” She
and Page took their seats and David shot her a sympathetic
glance.

“Perhaps Page would like to fill us in on
the details of what happened.”

Page sat in silence, staring at his lap.

“Page, sit up. Answer Ms. Layton’s
question,” Alex said.

Page glared at his mother with his jaw held
tight in defiance. “I don’t remember.”

“You must remember something.”

Page rolled his eyes and groaned. “I don’t
remember.”

Alex felt David shift in his seat on the
other side of her. She glanced and saw him run his hands through
his hair before he let out a rumble of frustration.

“Page, I think you and I both know that you
didn’t forget.” Ms. Layton tapped a pen on the desk. “Please tell
us so that we can all get on with our day.”

Page crossed his arms across his chest.
“Yes, Ms. Layton.” He cleared his throat. “Um, a bunch of guys were
talking at lunch about music, and I was telling them about the
stuff I recorded with my dad a few months ago. Matt White was a
total douche about it.”

“Page,” interrupted Ms. Layton.

“Oh, sorry. I mean Matt was being a jerk. He
said that my dad was lame and that his dad said that Double Damage
was just a bunch of girls jumping around in tight pants.”

Heat bloomed on Alex’s face out of
embarrassment for David. Luckily, Ms. Layton likely had no idea
he’d been in the band, too.

“And then what happened?” Ms. Layton
asked.

“So, I shoved him and then he shoved me back
and then it kind of got out of hand.”

“I see,” said Ms. Layton.

Alex sighed.

“Mrs. Halford? Do you have anything you want
to say before I decide Page’s punishment?”

“Uh, no.” She looked over at David and he
shrugged. “Well, actually, yes. You should probably know that
things have been, um, a little unsettled, at home. My husband left
us about a month ago.”

“More like you made him leave,” Page
mumbled.

Alex cleared her throat and fought to keep
her composure. She didn’t want to make things any worse at school
and she still hadn’t spoken to the boys about the divorce. “So, I
hope you will understand that Page is going through a difficult
time, and we’ll do everything we can to make sure this never
happens again.”

Ms. Layton sat back in her chair, which made
a noisy squeak. “All right then. I still need to speak with Matt
and his parents, but I think this warrants a week of detention and
a warning. If this happens again, Mr. Halford, there will be much
more serious consequences. I’m talking suspension. Anything beyond
that and you’ll be looking for a new school. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. Now back to class.”

****

After dinner that night, during which Page
dared not utter a word, Alex called Lisa while David took the boys
for their nightly swim. She curled up on the couch in the living
room, listening through the open windows to the sound of the three
playing Marco Polo in the pool.

Lisa lent a sympathetic ear, although not
having her own kids, she wasn’t overly supportive of Alex’s
assertion she should cut Page some slack because he was going
through a hard time.

“Personally, I’d give that kid a good smack.
That’s what my dad did to me. I turned out great.”

“Yeah, well, I took his cell phone for a
week. The school is taking care of the rest.”

“Have you talked to him about the
fight?”

“A little. David is going to have a talk
with him about it later tonight.”

“Oh, really?” Lisa’s voice turned sultry.
“Can he have a talk with me about something when he’s finished?
Maybe a swat or two on the behind? I’ve been a very naughty
girl.”

“Gross.”

“Has it been hard living in the same house
with him? I’d be dying. Seeing that face in the kitchen every
morning.”

Actually, it is nice.

“And that ass,” she continued. “That man has
got an ass that could stop traffic. Mmm. Yummy.”

“Yummy?” She’s right. Not that I should
be thinking about his ass.

“What’s he doing right now?”

“He’s in the pool with the boys.”

“And you’re on the phone with me when you
could be ogling him without his shirt on?”

“Lisa, please. I don’t ogle.” At least I
try not to. “And I’m still married.”

“You’re not married. You’re a few signatures
away from being separated and the next thing you know, you’ll be
divorced. Don’t forget your soon-to-be ex-husband cheated on you
about fifty times, too. Not that I’m encouraging you to go after
David. I still want a shot at him.”

Alex groaned in exasperation. “I’m not
exactly in matchmaker mode right now.” She heard Tyler yelling
again, only this time it had a shrill tinge to it. “Hey, Lis. I
gotta run. Talk tomorrow?”

“Sure. Say hi to David for me. Love
you.”

Alex tucked her phone into her back pocket
and moved closer to the window. Tyler was no longer yelling, but he
sounded agitated and she could hear Page and David as well. She
looked out to see the three of them standing in the shallow end,
David squarely between the two boys.

“Guys, you need to cut it out. Your mom’s
had a hard day.”

“It’s not my fault. Doofus is just a big
baby.” Page glared at his brother.

“And you’re a big stupid dummy,” Tyler
retorted while David tried to hold him back. “I’m gonna punch you.
You can’t call Mommy those names.”

“Oooh. I’m real scared.”

David ducked lower and looked Tyler in the
face. “Look, buddy, can you go sit on the side of the pool so I can
talk to your brother? Then we can get this worked out and jump off
the diving board some more.”

“Okay.” He trudged to the wide steps in the
shallow end, splashing the water in frustration as he went.

David turned back to Page. “You’re on thin
ice after today. Don’t piss off your little brother. It makes it
miserable for your mom.”

“She wrecked our whole family. She should be
miserable. She’s a bitch.”

“You really don’t want to talk about your
mom like that around me.” The intensity in David’s voice caught
Alex by surprise. “I know I’m not your dad, but please don’t call
your mother a bitch again. It’s disrespectful.”

“Why? Because you’re in love with her? I saw
you staring at her the other day in the kitchen.”

Alex held her breath. Staring at
me?

David cleared his throat. “I’ve known your
mom most of my life and you’re living in my house. Please don’t say
that stuff anymore.”


Chapter Ten

 


 


It’d been months since David had devoted any
serious time to songwriting. The inspiration simply wasn’t there.
He’d tried many times, moving around the house to various
locations. Sitting outside by the pool had shown some promise, but
he still hadn’t been able to get back into the groove he once
had.

When he was seventeen and eighteen, the
songs couldn’t stay contained in his head. They leaked out of him,
as if they were some uncontrollable force, with their own
personality and purpose and drive. Those were the years when he’d
written what would become Double Damage’s biggest hits, many coming
from the deepest recesses of his mind, the places where he hid his
disappointment and frustration with his best friend dating the girl
he wanted.

That morning out by the pool had been
unexpectedly productive. A seed had been planted, and now that it
had taken root, he could see the places he could take it and he
couldn’t wait to get there. He scratched notes in his journal,
ideas for lyrics, although some of them were for his eyes only, a
few too many details pointed directly to Alex.

“There you are.” Alex wandered out to the
pool. “Have you eaten lunch? I was going to make myself a
sandwich.”

David set aside his guitar and closed his
journal, wrapping a rubber band around it to contain the random
scraps of paper he’d tucked between the pages. “Are you already
home from the library? What time is it?” He hopped up from the
chaise and strode toward her. The sun showed the silhouette of her
legs through a long, flowing skirt. “You look nice.”

“Oh, thanks,” she looked down at herself and
back at him. “It’s one thirty. You must’ve been pretty wrapped up
in your new song if you skipped lunch.”

“I was. I mean I am. It’s not finished.”
Together they walked down the hall to the kitchen, and David
thought about the time and how long it would be until the boys
would be home from school. There was enough time for many
things—kisses, confessions. If only I had the guts.

Alex opened the fridge and pulled out
packages of smoked turkey and Swiss cheese from the deli. “Can you
grab the French bread?”

David handed her the baguette before he
pulled a cutting board and knife from a drawer in the center
island. “How was the library? Was Mr. Andrews there today? Still
making passes?”

Alex smiled. “Can you hand me some plates?
No, he kept his hands to himself today. He’s a nice man and he
likes it when I read to him. I think he’s just lonely.”

“I don’t know. After last week, I’m
surprised he didn’t try to stick his hand up your blouse. Not that
I blame him.”

“Very funny. You think I like the fact that
the only male attention I get is from an eighty-year-old widower
with poor vision?” She quickly assembled the sandwiches and handed
him his plate. “It’s a beautiful day. Let’s eat outside.”

They sat at the long, wood dining table on
the patio beyond the pool. The arbor above shaded them from much of
the mid-afternoon sun, which was especially warm for May.

“What’s the new song about?” Alex asked.

David coughed, holding his hand over his
mouth to finish chewing, hoping he wouldn’t choke as the bite went
down. “Uh, you know, the normal stuff.”

“It isn’t that Tanya woman is it? You could
do a lot better, you know.” Alex sipped her iced tea, watching him,
her eyes pale in the dappled light.

“No, it’s not about Tanya. We broke up weeks
ago. Right after you moved in.”

“Nobody new since then, huh? Or have you
been sneaking out in the middle of the night?”

David crinkled his lips. “I don’t go out
with as many women as you think I do.”

“Is that what we’re calling it now? Going
out?” She drew quotation marks in the air.

“I’m totally serious. I’m not like that,
Alex. I don’t know where you get that from.”

“Uh, let’s see.” She scratched her temple.
“You’ve been married once and engaged how many times? Four? I’m not
even sure I remember the last one’s name.”

He picked up the second half of his sandwich
but plopped it back on his plate. The conversation’s direction had
put a damper on his appetite. “Is that supposed to be funny? It was
Valerie.”

“Okay. I’m sorry. That was bitchy.” She took
another sip of tea. “But I’m not exaggerating when I say that
you’ve been with dozens and dozens of women, right?”

He went back to his sandwich, but it didn’t
taste particularly good any more. “I never bothered to count.”

“I can see you with a woman, but the actual
woman is a blur.” She closed her eyes, still almost angelic when
pissing him off. “They’re all different. It’s like you can’t decide
what you want.”

“Did you ever think that maybe I just can’t
have what I want?”

Alex cocked her head in confusion. “You mean
you can’t find what you want.”

“I meant what I said.” He gave up on the
rest of his sandwich, now feeling queasy, wondering if Alex would
finally figure this out so he wouldn’t have to explain it to her.
Whatever her reaction, that would be a relief.

She sat back and clutched her napkin in her
lap, watching him as he did the same to her. The only thing David
could hear was the pounding of his own heart in his head.

“I’m sorry.” She stood and took his plate.
“You’re a grown man. You should do whatever makes you happy.”

“It’s not that simple.” David pushed back
from the table and took both plates from her. “Let me take those.
You made lunch.”

“Okay,” she said, avoiding his eyes. “I have
some laundry to put away in the boys’ rooms.”

The plates clattered as David placed them in
the dishwasher. Why am I torturing myself? She doesn’t think of
me as boyfriend material and she never will. She thinks I’m a
womanizer. The thought of returning to his song was miserable.
The last thing he felt like writing about right now was unrequited
love and Alex.

Since he was already in a bad mood, he might
as well go pay bills. He walked down the wide hall that went past
the pool, to the other side of the house where his home office and
the boys’ rooms were. When he turned the corner, he heard Alex’s
voice.

“Oh my God. Oh. My. God.”

He rushed into Page’s room. “Are you
okay?”

She whipped around. “Look what I found.” She
held a box of condoms. “They’re open.” She pulled them from the
package and they unfurled. “One, two, oh shit. There’s only four.”
She turned the box upside down and shook it. “This is a package of
twelve.” Her eyes pleaded with him as she clutched the box in one
hand and the condoms in the other. “He’s thirteen. How can he be
having sex?”

He proceeded with caution, as if she were a
spooked, wild horse. He took them from her. “You don’t know that
he’s having sex.” He rolled them up and returned them to the box,
grinning. “You’d better put these exactly where you found
them.”

“Why are you smiling? And what do you mean?
Of course, he’s having sex. He has condoms. Most of them are
gone.”

“Boys sometimes use them to practice. It’s
perfectly normal.”

Alex’s brow furrowed. “Practice? Practice
what?”

“First things first. Where did you find
these?”

She plucked the box from his hands, opened
the bedside table drawer and tucked them in at the very back, under
some comic books. “Practice what?”

He fought a smile and the tingly sensations
that coursed through him. He hadn’t exactly planned to talk to Alex
about the sexual habits of teenage boys today. “Alex, come on.
Think about it. They practice putting it on.”

She stared.

“You know,” he continued. “So they don’t
look stupid in front of a girl.”

Alex buried her face in her hands. “Oh my
God. I am so not ready for this.”

“Or sometimes…”

She dropped her hands and glared at him.
“There’s more?”

“Sometimes they use them to jerk off.
There’s less mess to clean up.” He laughed. “Not exactly
eco-friendly.”

“I feel like I’m going to throw up. Jerking
off, okay, fine. That’s normal, right? But this, this seems so…so
advanced.” Alex trudged a few steps ahead with her shoulders
hanging, stopping inches from him.

He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed.
His hand caressed her back softly, but what he really wanted to do
was trace his fingers down the length of her spine. “Once you
figure out the basics, you tend to branch out.”

“Did you when you were his age?” Alex
mumbled the question into David’s chest, the words causing a tremor
that reverberated through every part of his torso.

“Uh, yeah. All the time.” She has no
idea. I’m still coming up with new techniques. Talking
about jerking off while holding Alex was more than he felt equipped
to handle, and he created some distance between them to stem the
tide. The diversion of blood flow to certain regions was about to
make this a much more complicated conversation.

“Glenn should be here to deal with this
shit. I suck at relating to teenage boys.”

“You’re doing great. But you should probably
talk to him about it. Just to make sure he’s only
experimenting.”

She sighed. “I can’t wait to have that
conversation. So, honey, how was school? Have some milk and
cookies. And by the way, have you been using condoms to whack
off?”

“Alex, come on.”

“What? Isn’t this a dad’s job? Glenn should
be doing this.”

“You don’t need Glenn.” He turned his head
and inhaled her sweet, intoxicating smell. “You’re doing just fine
without him.”


Chapter Eleven

 


 


David bounded into the kitchen, pure elation
across his face. “The movie is huge. It sold out all over the
country last night.” His eyes flashed with unbridled enthusiasm. “I
just talked to Marty and they’re adding another four hundred
theaters next week. They’re rushing the soundtrack into production.
Our song is the first track.”

“That’s fantastic.” Alex noticed how the
morning light and excitement of the moment managed to make him even
sexier than usual. She needed to slap a cold compress to her
forehead. “I’m so happy for you.”

“I want to take you and the boys out to
celebrate. I was thinking Antonia’s.”

Tyler and Page both adored Antonia’s, an
Italian place with a surprisingly romantic vibe for a restaurant
best known for killer spaghetti and meatballs. “Sounds amazing.
It’s a date.”

Alex made a run to her house to sift through
her closet and pick up a dress—she hadn’t exactly planned to wear
anything nice while living at David’s. The film crew had taken the
weekend off and the house was eerie, almost as if it was no longer
hers. Her furniture was re-arranged in the living room and
everything had been cleared out of Tyler’s room, which had been
painted a pastel pink and filled with white cottage style little
girl furniture. Oh, shit. Better not let him see
that. They’d assured her everything would be returned to its
original state when filming wrapped, but this was the one scenario
Tyler most feared. Best to keep it a secret.

She sifted through her closet. “Too dressy.”
She slid a dress along the rod to look at the next. “No. Too
slutty. Ugh. What was I thinking?” After a good dozen passes, she
came to the perfect one—black, her signature color, with a fitted
sleeveless bodice and flared skirt that made her look as though she
had some hips. It was low-cut, not that there was much to show off,
but she remembered feeling confident in it the other time she’d
worn it: her tenth wedding anniversary.

Glenn had been so sweet that day, bringing
her flowers, drawing her a bath before she got ready to go out for
dinner. Of course, he’d slipped into the tub with her, kissing her
shoulder, her neck, her lips. He’d told her, “I love you” and,
“You’re so beautiful,” and, “I don’t know what I would do without
you.” He never shied away from words when they could improve his
standing and he’d lavished them on her that day—everything she
wanted to hear. She took each adoring sentiment as it came,
drinking it in as she gazed into his blue eyes, his shoulder-length
wavy black hair slicked back from the bath. She remembered the feel
of his lips on hers and how difficult it had been to ignore the
skepticism that crept in between kisses.

Their marriage had been in a semi-stable
state that day, but there had been many rocky moments before, most
notably the discovery of another of Glenn’s mistresses two months
before. They meant nothing to him—that was always his excuse, as if
that was supposed to make her feel any better. She’d only ever seen
a few, but it stuck in her head how they were the exact opposite of
her—blonde and busty, painted with make-up and teetering on
stilettos, a disappointing rock ‘n’ roll cliché. The fact her
husband found that attractive turned her stomach, beyond the
obvious fact that he’d slept with other women.

Still, she was just as much to blame. She’d
taken him back. Every time. Part of it was the boys. She couldn’t
bear the thought of them going through a divorce, and Tyler needed
stability. Part of it was good old Catholic guilt, even though they
never went to church. She’d taken a vow, and dammit, she was going
to keep it. Lastly, there was the fear. No guy other than Glenn had
ever wanted her, and the thought of being alone and raising two
boys was terrifying.

Alex had always made Glenn pay for it—she
put him through plenty of mental misery. She wasn’t the type to
extort jewelry or cars. Emotional torture seemed like a more
fitting punishment and she allowed him to endure weeks of the cold
shoulder and bitchy asides until she would eventually warm to him
again, and almost all would be forgiven. There was always a part of
her that could never forgive him for everything. He’d strayed and
that hurt in a way he would never understand.

Alex traipsed into her bathroom to pee
before she left. When she went to wash her hands, she saw her soap
dish was empty and went to Glenn’s vanity instead. There, nestled
in white porcelain next to a bar of clear glycerin was a scuffed
gold ring—Glenn’s wedding band.

She stared at it, picked it up, and
immediately slipped it back into the dish. She rinsed her hands
with hot water and looked at herself in the mirror, shaking her
head. At least I know that much. She’d stopped wearing her
wedding ring only a few days earlier, after Lisa scolded her about
it, but she’d been carrying it around in her pocket. Now she knew
Lisa had been right. Alex took her ring and placed it with Glenn’s.
Without looking back, she returned to the closet, grabbed the dress
and her sexiest pair of black heels and raced back to David’s to
get ready for dinner.

****

Freshly spritzed with perfume and wearing
the highest heels she’d worn in months, Alex heard Tyler from the
hallway as she made her way to the living room, pulling her black
shawl over her shoulders.

“I hate this stupid shirt.”

“You look great, buddy,” David said. “And
it’s just for a few hours. It’ll make your mom happy.”

She turned the corner and was greeted by an
unbelievable sight. David, Tyler, and Page, all in black pants and
dress shirts. Page was even wearing a tie. “How did you manage
this?” she asked.

David beamed, devastating in all black, his
thick head of hair combed to the side. “Pretty good, huh? I
exercised my powers of persuasion.”

“He told Tyler that he’d take him to the
arcade,” Page said, wearing a light gray shirt and black and white
striped tie. He smiled, which drove Alex to the brink of tears.
Until that moment, she wasn’t sure he still had teeth.

Alex went to him, holding back a sniffle.
“You look very handsome. We’re going to have to keep the girls away
from you.” Don’t remind me.

“Mom. Please don’t cry.” He gave her a hug
that made Alex feel like holding on forever. “It’s just a tie.”

Tyler latched on to her from behind. “I want
a hug.”

“Get in line.” David winked at her when
she’d turned to pull Tyler into the embrace. He had an impish grin
when it was his turn. “You look incredible.”

“You, too.” Now that he was close, she
breathed in his heady scent, sandalwood and citrus. She had to stop
herself from nuzzling her face into his neck. It was so tempting.
The hug lasted a heartbeat longer than she’d expected, and she
closed her eyes, relishing his strong arms around her waist.

Dinner was fabulous—fresh mozzarella and
tomato salad, wood-fired pizza and spaghetti for the boys, seafood
risotto for Alex and a rib eye, rare, with polenta for David. There
had been a bottle of Cabernet, although Alex wound up drinking most
of it since David was driving. He let the boys get two desserts,
and they were so full they complained David was driving too fast on
the way home. Alex wondered once or twice if he had bribed Page
into his improved mood—he’d even played Rock, Paper, Scissors with
Tyler at the dinner table. Whatever the reason, she was grateful
for the glimpse of the boy she didn’t have to battle.

Once they were home, Tyler hardly made it
into the house before his shirt was unbuttoned and halfway off, but
he’d forgotten to unbutton the cuffs and walked in to the kitchen
contorting his body and struggling to be rid of the garment.

“Hold the phone, Ty.” David set the doggy
bags on the kitchen island. “Let’s get you out of this thing.” He
wrestled the shirt from Tyler’s skinny arms. “Be free.”

Tyler tore off down the hall
bare-chested.

Alex yelled after him, “Time for PJs, Ty.
And brush your teeth.”

David made a poor attempt at folding the
shirt. “I hated wearing a shirt with a collar when I was his age.
He did pretty well.”

Page fiddled with his phone, yanking at his
tie with his other hand. “I’m going to bed. Thanks for dinner.”

“You got it. We have a guitar date tomorrow,
right? Just you and me? No moms or little brothers?”

David and Page exchanged a high-five and
Alex smiled. So that was the bribe.

Page wandered down the hall toward the other
side of the house and his room.

“You up for a bottle of wine after you read
to Tyler?” David asked.

“I was thinking about a swim. It’s so warm
outside tonight. Can we do both?”

“That can definitely be arranged.”

A half hour later, wrapped in a beach towel,
Alex went out to the pool, but there was no sign of David. He’s
probably still changing. She flung the towel onto a chair and
hopped in. She’d never been much of a swimmer as a kid; it wasn’t
like there was a lot of money for activities like going to the
pool. In fact, the PE class in high school when she’d first noticed
David had been her first lesson.

She remembered sitting on the edge of the
pool, her feet dangling in the water, the girls on one side and the
boys on the other. The teacher, Ms. Barwell, in her black Speedo
racing tank, explained how to do the backstroke, but no one was
really listening. Hormones and giggles pinged around the room,
exaggerated by humidity, accented by pungent chlorine. Alex knew no
one and she had shyly scanned the row of boys, but there was no
need to continue once her eyes landed on David—skinny, but with
decent arms and a tiny bit of chest hair, in navy swim trunks. His
hair was down to his shoulders, lighter and sun-streaked. The first
smile she’d seen wasn’t meant for her, but she would never forget
it—sweet and electric.

Of course, high school was a lifetime ago.
She ducked beneath the surface and skimmed along the bottom of the
shallow end, the water smooth against her skin, the underwater
lights bright enough to shine through her closed eyelids. When she
came up for air, David was waiting.

He offered her a plastic tumbler filled with
red wine. “Safety first.”

“Thanks. I always wanted a Big Gulp of
Merlot.” She took a sip before setting her cup on the pool deck and
pushing off from the side, floating and staring at the sky, clear,
black, and limitless.

David dove in—she was sure he was showing
off, but she didn’t say anything about it, continuing to float, her
ears underwater so all she could hear was the quiet rush of her own
breaths. She closed her eyes and tried to let the world fall
away—for the moment, things were okay. Just as she approached total
relaxation, her feet and hands sinking deeper, there was a hand on
her back.

“Ack!” Her head jerked out of the water so
fast her hair flipped into her face. “Hey. That’s not very
nice.”

“Oh, come on. I’m nice. I brought wine. I’m
the ultimate pool boy.”

Alex smirked. “All right. I’m letting it go
this once.” She gathered her hair to wring the water from it. “Do
me a favor, pool boy, and swim down to the other end and bring back
the floaties.”

“Your wish is my command.”

Kicking briskly, David pushed the pool
floats back to the side of the pool in the shallow end. Alex
hoisted herself onto one and David handed her their cups. Once he
was situated on his own, he paddled backward and in a circle until
they were facing each other, side by side.

“Here you go, pool boy.” Alex handed him his
wine and draped her leg onto David’s float to keep them together.
Reclining, she dropped her hand to laze in the water. “This does
not suck.”

David coughed. “Uh, no. It does not.”

Alex drank in the quiet, thinking about the
evening she’d had with the boys and David. She felt him shift on
his float and was now aware of his leg against hers. She knew she
needed to do a better job of controlling her thoughts about David,
but she didn’t really want to. The wine had left her feeling
wonderfully loose and tipsy. She liked having him this close to
her, especially when he wasn’t wearing a shirt. It gave her an
excuse to look at his belly button. He had a mole an inch or so
below it and she imagined what it would be like to touch it with
the tip of her finger, kiss it. She rolled her head to the side and
opened her eyes halfway. David was looking right at her.

He glanced down and away.

Is he blushing? He’s so adorable with
that look on his face. She nudged his hip with her foot. “You
know what I was thinking about earlier? The very first time I ever
saw you.”

“The school cafeteria?”

“No. That was the first time we talked. I
saw you during PE the day before that. It’s kind of funny to think
about now. I was so nervous.”

“I’m sure it was hard being the new kid. I
never had to do that.”

“I was so excited when you talked to me the
next day.” She felt a rush of heat in her cheeks; a smile she was
unable to fight bloomed on her face.

“You were? You hardly said anything to
me.”

“I was in shock. You were so cute that I
couldn’t think of anything to say. I was really hoping you were
going to ask me out. Like that was ever going to happen.” She shook
her head. “God, I had such a monster crush on you.”


Chapter Twelve

 


 


Images came flashing back at full-tilt, a
dizzying mental slide show of Alex and David and Glenn. Alex in the
cafeteria—the day she wore the pink sweater and laughed at one of
his jokes. Hanging out at Glenn’s house—David had to leave because
he couldn’t stand to watch Glenn flirt with her. Senior prom—Glenn
and Alex slow danced, even to the fast songs, and left early to
hook up in the hotel room Glenn had saved up for. Double Damage’s
first club show—David watched her from the stage as she stared
adoringly at Glenn.

He had withstood years of mental anguish
over having a close friendship with the woman he loved, the wife of
his best friend. The revelation that he’d once had a sliver of a
chance hit him like a ton of bricks. He sat immobilized, watching
her, digging for words, but there were none. It felt impossible to
catch up with the implications of what she’d said. I had my
chance. I had my chance once and I didn’t even know it. I blew
it.

It suddenly dawned on him he still hadn’t
said anything in response to Alex’s admission. Before he knew what
was happening, she eased off her pool float and dove under, headed
for the deep end. He hopped in after her and his float tipped over,
spilling his cup and what was left of his wine into the pool.
Fuck. He spotted her near the bottom and dove for her,
grabbing her arm and urging her to the surface. When they came up
for air, Alex wouldn’t even look at him. She twisted her arm and he
let go.

“I’m sorry,” she sputtered as she swam for
the ladder near the diving board.

“Don’t be.” He swam after her, reaching the
ladder at nearly the same time. He grabbed her arm again as she
stepped on the first rung. “Alex, stop.”

She turned, but clamped her eyes shut the
instant she saw him. “Really, David, I’m sorry if I made you
uncomfortable.”

“It just surprised me, that’s all.”

“I’ve had too much to drink. I should go to
bed before I say something else stupid.”

“It wasn’t stupid.”

Alex tried to take the second rung, but her
foot slipped. “Shit.” She put her hand on her forehead, hanging off
the ladder.

“Okay, you. This is how people drown. We
need to get you out of this pool.”

He placed her hand on the other handle of
the ladder and held his arm out behind her in case she slipped
again. She climbed out slowly, her hip grazing his chest on the way
up, and he was happy for the slight chill of the water. He followed
and grabbed his towel. Alex stood shivering, not having the sense
to do anything more than clutch her towel to her chest. He took it
and wrapped it around her before walking her inside.

They stopped outside her bedroom door, where
she turned and finally faced him. He fought the urge to kiss her,
just get it over with, but this wasn’t right. She was drunk and
confused. Things weren’t supposed to happen like that. The towel
slid off her shoulder and the sight of her neck and chest left his
stomach burning.

“Can we forget this ever happened?” Alex
blinked as if it was work to focus.

“Are you going to be okay?” Another wave of
urgency hit, a deep need to abandon all sense of decorum and take
her into his arms. He remained frozen, afraid to move, but that
only made the boil inside him more difficult to tame.

She grimaced and shook her head. “I’m
pathetic, but I’m sure I can manage to take off my clothes and
climb into bed.”

David stood in the hall and watched her
close her bedroom door. The click of the latch sounded so final,
like a hammer striking stone. And that’s the end of
that.

He meandered down to the end of the hall and
his own room. The fluffy Hungarian goose down comforter on his bed
mocked him. He’d read about it in GQ, it was supposed to be
something women liked. Not that it matters tonight.

He hung up his towel in the bathroom and
stepped to the long, white marble-topped vanity. He leaned toward
the mirror, rubbing the dark stubble on his chin, and blowing out
an exhalation. The evening had started perfectly. Alex was radiant
at dinner, the candle glow shimmering on her cheeks, the smile she
had for her boys lighting her from within. David had almost
forgotten to look at the menu as Alex demonstrated her intoxicating
habit of running her fingers across her collarbone while reading.
On the way home, she’d touched his arm and leaned in to him when
she turned to talk to the boys in the backseat. The simple
pleasures ate at him.

If things had only been different—tonight or
seventeen years ago, take your pick—he might be in her room right
now, she might be in his. Images of Alex stretching to hang her
towel on the hook, untying her bikini top and dropping it to the
floor, allowing him to do the rest and pull on the ties at her
hips, materialized before him. He’d imagined these scenarios
hundreds of times; it was as if he had a private library of Alex
movies tucked away in his head. This one, however, felt the most
real any of them had ever felt. He could close his eyes and feel
her presence… He had been this close.

Wide-awake, frustrated, and aroused, David
turned on the shower and stepped out of his swim trunks, freeing
his rock-hard erection. He stepped onto the slate gray tile, into
the hot and steady spray, coming at him from every imaginable
direction thanks to the dozen or more showerheads. He rolled his
neck to the side and forward, feeling the tension ebb under the
pressure of the warm water against his back and legs.

He reached for the soap and worked the
lather in his hands as he closed his eyes and imagined Alex there
with him, washing her long hair, eyes closed and back arched as the
water beaded on her breasts and trickled down her stomach. She
would catch him watching her and smile, turn away before she backed
up into him, rubbing her luscious ass against him as he cupped her
breasts and kissed her neck and she hummed in ecstasy.

David spread the soft lather across his
chest and down his stomach, his breath catching in anticipation of
the feeling of skin against skin. He widened his stance and wrapped
his hand around his length, exhaling in relief as he tightened his
grip. The soap was slippery and slick against his skin and he took
the strokes long and slow, just as he imagined Alex would take her
time with him, wanting him to savor every exquisite touch. He
thought of her, being inside her, the warmth, the closeness,
becoming enveloped by her velvety, tender skin. His breaths grew
shorter as he hurried the strokes and his chest and stomach rumbled
with the approaching release. He pumped harder and faster and his
skin grew even tighter as the pressure bubbled in his groin. It
raged inside him, an untamed surge of electricity and then pulsed
out of him, every pleasurable wave a further dose of relief. His
knees buckled for an instant with the final ripple and his
shoulders dropped as he caught his breath.

He turned and stuck his face in the spray,
allowing the water to rinse away the suds. He felt relaxed enough
to sleep, as long as he could dream of her.


Chapter Thirteen

 


 


I hope to hell that was a bad dream.
Alex curled up under the comforter and rolled on to her side,
peeking at the alarm clock. Six forty-three Sunday morning. There
was probably another hour or so before Tyler would be awake and
wanting breakfast. Page would sleep until noon if she let him.

Alex replayed the events of last night in
her head, at least the parts she remembered, and groaned when she
thought of the words that had decided to spew forth from her mouth.
It wouldn’t have been a big deal if those feelings weren’t there
any more. It would have been a drunken stumble down memory lane. No
harm, no foul.

At least she’d cut her confession short. She
hadn’t told David everything she once felt for him had come back in
the last month. She’d stopped short of admitting her affection and
attraction—the intangibles she’d once thought were reserved for
Glenn—had merely been packed away and set aside years ago. She knew
now she had been tuning out her deepest wants and desires,
dismissing them as an irrational distraction from what she was
convinced was good for her—Glenn. If there was one thing she’d
learned, it was denial.

She dozed until Tyler noisily crept into her
room. He jostled the bed as he climbed in with her.

“Mommy, it’s time to get up.”

Her eyes remained closed and she pretended
to snore, stifling a smile. Tyler’s hot breath warmed her face in
quick bursts. She tried not to giggle, but he set his finger on her
eyelid and she laughed, tugging him close and tickling him without
mercy as he squirmed and squealed.

“Tyler, you weren’t supposed to wake her up
yet.” David stood in the doorway, grinning, gorgeous in light blue
striped pajama pants and a white T-shirt. “Sorry about that.
Breakfast isn’t ready.”

Alex let go of Tyler and swatted him on the
butt as he rolled to the end of the bed. She sat up and pulled the
covers to her chest, smoothing her hair. “Breakfast? You guys are
spoiling me.”

“Hey, Tyler. Do you think you can be in
charge of the orange juice?” David asked.

“Okay.” Tyler hopped off the bed and hurried
out of the room.

David knocked on the doorframe with a
knuckle. “May I come in?”

Alex’s face flushed with heat from the
potent combination of David, his bed head, and the question. “Of
course.” She straightened her tank top as he perched on the edge of
the mattress.

“How are we feeling this morning?”

An unpleasant gurgle emanated from her
stomach. “Embarrassed.”

“I don’t know why you’re making such a big
deal about it.”

She pulled her knees to her chest and
wrapped her arms around them. “It’s complicated.”

“Why?”

She avoided eye contact, rocking slightly.
“Uh, well…” She dropped her forehead to her knees. “This is going
to sound really stupid, but you’re the first guy I’ve ever said
that to. I know that’s ridiculous. I’m thirty-three years old.”

“How is that possible?”

She sighed and sat back. “You know how shy I
was in school. Whenever I had a crush on a guy, I never said
anything. Ever. I would just suffer in silence. I was always too
scared to say what I was really thinking. So, when Glenn asked me
out…you know…” She cocked her head and bulged her eyes at him.

“No, I don’t know. What?”

“Do you have any idea how juvenile I feel
talking about this? Look, Glenn was the only boyfriend I ever had.
I didn’t have a crush on him when he asked me out. You were my
crush. So, that’s why I feel stupid about last night. It was like I
was in high school all over again. And obviously I made you
uncomfortable and it was a million years ago.” She dropped her
shoulders, struggling again to make sense of David’s reaction, a
mix of confusion and shock.

Tyler ran back into the room. “I poured the
juice. Oh, and the timer’s beeping. I was going to tell you right
away, but I spilled some juice and Page was talking on his
phone.”

“Okay, then.” David hopped up from the bed.
“I hope we can finish this later.” His hand brushed her knee before
he ushered Tyler from the room. “Let’s see if breakfast is still
salvageable.”

Alex sank back against the upholstered
headboard. “Or we could just forget about it,” she muttered,
throwing back the comforter to go find a sweatshirt.

The aroma of cinnamon and vanilla filled the
kitchen. Alex poured herself a cup of coffee and accepted David’s
invitation to have a seat at the table. She took three scoops of
sugar from the white ceramic bowl before she noticed the glasses of
juice. “Tyler, honey, why did you pour seven glasses?”

“Just in case anybody wanted a refill.”

“Good thinking.” David set down a platter of
French toast. “A few more dishes to do, but I like the idea.”

“Wow, I’m impressed.” Alex surveyed the
spread, complete with both sausage and bacon.

“Thanks.” He shook his head as Tyler heaped
several servings onto his plate. “You just make it in the oven.
Julia used to cook this for me all the time.”

Julia, David’s ex-wife, had lasted longer
than any woman. Nearly four years if memory served. They met right
before Alex and Glenn were married, and they shocked and surprised
everyone when they eloped two weeks after the wedding. Glenn was
sure that it was David trying to steal his thunder, that he
couldn’t stand it when he was the center of attention.

Alex had liked Julia. She was sweet and
smart, albeit a bit of a wimp. She doted on David but often went
overboard, and it eventually got to the point where he said that
she was more like his mom than his wife. Julia had confided in Alex
that their sex life died and took the marriage with it, a concept
Alex found difficult to believe.

“Thank you for breakfast.” Alex took another
bite. The French toast had a caramelized, crispy crust and was soft
and fluffy on the inside. “Mmm. This is so good. You’ll have to
teach me how to make it.” She set her napkin on the table and
fetched the coffee carafe from the center island. “Another
cup?”

“Please.”

She wanted to know what David was thinking
and lost count as she put sugar in her mug. He smiled when she
looked at him, but he seemed distracted. She sipped her coffee and
grimaced—too sweet, even for her.

“Hey, Page,” David began. “When do you want
to go downstairs into the studio and play some guitar?”

Page looked up—he’d spent the last few
minutes thumbing through the keyboard of his phone, reading and
sending text messages. Alex had banned cell phones from the dinner
table but loosened the rules at breakfast.

“Whenever. I have a paper to finish for
school tomorrow, but it’s almost done. I just need to proofread it
and do the cover page.”

“Do you want me to proofread for you?” Alex
asked.

“Really?” His face showed a glimmer of
gratitude. “That would be awesome.”

“I’m happy to do it.” Alex felt as though
she should pinch herself—day two of Page not hating her. Sometimes
she wondered why adolescent girls got such a bad rap. Boys could be
just as moody. “Tyler and I will clean up. You two go do your
guitar stuff.”

“I gotta go throw on some clothes first, but
I’ll help you clear the table,” David said.

Alex loaded the dishwasher with glasses and
silverware while David brought plates to the counter and began
putting them in from the opposite side.

“You can go get dressed if you want,” she
said. “Ty and I can manage.”

“I know, but I like cleaning the kitchen
with you.”

“Oh, right. Because it’s so thrilling to
load the dishwasher?”

He cleared his throat. “It’s fun with
you.”

Alex shut off the water in the sink and
shied away, hand washing one of the serving plates. He’s trying
to make me feel better about yesterday. “That’s nice of you to
say.”

David didn’t move and Alex tried to see what
he was doing without directly looking at him, an impossible task.
He moved into her periphery and she heard him close the dishwasher.
She sensed him now, behind her. Her pulse ran wild.

“Mommy, can I go now?” Tyler asked.

Alex swallowed. “Sure, honey.” She pulled
the plug from the drain and dried her hands, wondering if David
would say or do something now that Tyler was gone.

His hand pressed her lower back and he
leaned over to speak in her ear. “Are you up for another swim after
the boys go to bed tonight? Or we could watch a movie.”

Alex exhaled, relieved he hadn’t launched
into anything more serious. “Sure.”

****

After dinner that night, Alex sat on the end
of the bed in Page’s room going over his paper with him. “Do you
see what you did here? If you move this sentence to the beginning
of the paragraph, it makes your argument much stronger.”

“Okay.”

“Don’t just agree with me, honey. Do you
understand what I’m saying?”

Page grumbled. “Yes, I get it.”

Alex raised an eyebrow.

“Okay, not really.”

Alex explained it again. Ten minutes later,
he’d made the changes on his laptop and they took it to David’s
office. As the printer chugged out the pages, she decided this was
as good a time as any to broach the subject she’d been
avoiding.

“How’s school these days? You never say much
in the car when I pick you up.”

“Fine. I still hate the new science
teacher.” He flipped open a binder for his paper.

“What’s up with Scott and Ryan? You’re
probably due for a sleepover one of these weekends.”

“Scott and I hang out at lunch. Ryan has a
girlfriend now, so that’s kinda weird.”

Alex tried to play it cool, running a finger
along the cording on the sofa arm. “Well, that’s going to happen
more and more as you get older. Are there any girls you’re
interested in?”

Page blushed and he turned away, staring at
the printer. “I don’t know.”

Alex considered another approach, not coming
up with much. “There must be somebody who’s caught your eye.”

“Not really.”

“Nobody? What about that cute blonde who’s
always there when I pick you up? I saw you talking to her the other
day.”

He turned another shade of crimson. “I don’t
really want to talk about it.”

“Okay. I just want to make sure you don’t
have any questions about any of this. You know, girls and dating
and sex.”

“Mom, please.”

“No, honey. I don’t know what Dad told you,
but he’s not here right now and I don’t want you to feel like you
can’t come to me with your questions.”

“Don’t remind me that Dad isn’t here.” His
stare dropped to the floor. “I was just starting to get used to
it.”

“I know I’m not a guy, but I’m a good
listener. I promise. You can tell me whatever you want and I won’t
say anything until you finish. I’ll just sit here.”

Silent moments passed as Alex chewed on her
thumbnail, less confident about her parenting skills with every
tick of the clock. Page tapped a pencil on the desk, avoiding eye
contact. “Um, no offense, but I think I’d rather talk to Uncle
David about this.”

“Talk to me about what?” David strode into
the room and plopped down on the sofa next to Alex, making her pop
up on the other end of the cushions.

“We were talking about girls,” Alex said.
“And sex.”

“Mom.”

“Well, we were trying. And it’s fine if you
want to talk to Uncle David. That’s totally cool with me. Is it
okay with you?” she asked David.

“Huh?” His eyes darted between Page and
Alex. “Yeah, of course. I’m your guy.”


Chapter Fourteen

 


 


“What’s up with Harry Potter tonight?” David
asked.

Alex took a seat at the other end of the
living room couch. “Oh, the usual. Sneaking around the castle,
getting caught by Snape.”

“Sounds fun. Although I have no idea what
you’re talking about.”

Alex swung her bare feet up onto the
cushion, facing David. “They’re such great books. Tyler loves them.
He probably won’t let me read to him at bedtime too much longer.
I’m going to be really sad when he finally tells me that he only
wants to read by himself.” She pulled her knees to her chest,
resting her chin. “I think it’s a little chilly for a swim
tonight.”

“Do you want to watch a movie?” His voice
cracked, hoping she wouldn’t say she was going to go to bed
early.

“Sure.”

David flipped on the flat-screen above the
fireplace. “Let’s see what we can find.” He went to the on-demand
channels, scrolling through the listings. “Suggestions?”

“Uh, you pick. Nothing too serious.”

David was glad it was his job to set the
tone, although the pressure was already getting to him.
“Twilight?”

Alex looked at him, her eyes wide. “Feeling
girly tonight?”

“What?” He furrowed his brow. “No. I’m
curious. And I like to stay in touch with my feminine side.”

Alex unleashed her goofy, musical laugh. It
always started with the crescendo bursting out of her before fading
to a soft titter. “Why don’t you hold on a minute and I’ll get us
something to drink. Do you want popcorn for girl’s night?”

“What girl doesn’t want popcorn?” He smiled
and when she returned the favor, his chest tightened. “I’ll
help.”

They made their way to the kitchen and David
felt a wave of relief. That exchange in the living room had been
the first comfortable moment they’d shared since their
miscommunication-laden swim the night before.

With a beer for David, a Coke for Alex, and
an enormous bowl of fluffy, buttered popcorn, made on the stove by
Alex, they returned to the living room. Alex set the drinks down on
the coffee table before taking her spot on the couch.

“What are you doing all the way down there?
I’m not giving up the popcorn.” He took a handful and popped a few
pieces into his mouth.

She glared at him, so hot that he wanted to
toss the popcorn to the floor and flatten her against the pillows.
“You’d do that, wouldn’t you? Hog the popcorn.”

“Just sit next to me. I don’t bite.” Not
unless you want me to.

“Is that a vampire joke?” She grabbed the
blanket that was folded over the back of the sofa and bending a leg
underneath her, sat next to him.

She angled herself toward the TV, looking
over her shoulder at him as she did it. David flashed back to his
shower fantasy. He shifted in his seat to make sure she was
comfortable and put his arm across the back of the couch. He would
have paid good money to have her lean back against him, set her
head on his chest. This was the most couple-like situation they’d
ever been in, so much better than going out to lunch, maybe even
better than hanging out in the pool together. He could see more of
her when she was reclined on a pool float, but he could smell her
and feel her body heat when they were like this.

“Do you want some of the blanket?” she
asked.

He felt as if his breath was being dragged
out of him. No one had ever managed to say the word “blanket” in
such a sexual way. “Sure. It’s a little cold in here, isn’t
it?”

He lifted the popcorn and she spread the
blanket across his lap, a move that was more than a bit of a
turn-on.

The movie was different than he’d thought it
would be—not much in the way of blood and gore, more a love story,
full of I-can’t-stay-away-from-you sexual tension. He was shocked
he’d managed to notice anything at all; the sights and smells of
Alex were so distracting. She twirled a strand of her hair around
her fingers, overwhelming him with a waft of her sweet smell every
time. It sent his well-tuned imagination off on a detour that
usually ended with her and him naked.

David glanced at his watch—11:10 p.m. How
long is this movie? He’d lost interest after the fight scene in
the ballet studio and had wondered what Alex would want to do after
the movie was over. Maybe she’d want to snuggle on the couch and
discuss the finer points of sexual tension. If nothing else, he
might be able to find a way to bring up the crush confession. It
made him nervous to think about what she would do or say when he
finally had the balls to make the same admission. Would she throw
herself into his arms? Or would she say she’d made a terrible
mistake? It’s all on me now, for sure.

The credits rolled and David turned off the
TV with a click of the remote. Alex began to scoot away and his
heartbeat wavered until she turned and faced him.

She reached in and flicked aside old maids
in the bowl that sat nestled in his lap. She found a single piece
of popcorn and popped it into her mouth, licking the salt from her
thumb. It felt as though there was a yo-yo in his chest, dipping
deep into his stomach at regular intervals.

“What did you think?” she asked.

“The movie? It was decent, I guess. No sex
though. That was kind of a letdown.”

“I know, right? A little too wholesome for
me.”

David’s pulse raced again, as he mulled over
the possibilities, curious where Alex drew the line between
wholesome and hot. “I don’t really get what the big deal is with
that Robert Parkinson guy. He’s not that good looking.”

“It’s Robert Pattinson. And you aren’t
exactly his target market.” She fanned herself with her hand. “He
makes me a little flustered.” She grinned.

Yeah, you make me a little flustered.
“So, I wanted to tell you, Page and I finally had our talk. You
know, the sex talk.”

Alex’s eyes grew larger. “How was that?”

“It was good. He’s figuring stuff out, I
mean, he’s figuring it out in his own head. It doesn’t sound like
there’s a girl he’s interested in right now, just a few he doesn’t
mind looking at.”

She smiled and her shoulders seemed to
relax. “That’s good.” She gnawed on her fingernail. “Did you talk
about the condoms?”

“We did. He was practicing and I guess it
was only twice. He and his friend Ryan shared a box of twelve.”

“Oh, okay.” She nodded. “That makes sense.”
She counted on her fingers. “Thank you for talking to him about
that. I didn’t want to embarrass him. I was worried I might put him
in a tough spot if I asked about it.”

“That was a good guess. He’s definitely
embarrassed.”

“I’m sure this isn’t your preferred topic of
conversation, but this is really good for me to be able to have a
grown-up to hang out with and talk about the boys. Glenn and I
haven’t done anything like this in years. He’s always out in the
studio and I’m with the boys or volunteering or doing some school
project.” The corners of her mouth turned down and her eyes grew
sad. “Wow. I just realized how pathetic that sounds.” Her voice
became breathy. “You know, I couldn’t even tell you the last time
Glenn and I did something as a couple. Maybe it’s been over for a
long time and I just didn’t want to see it. That’s probably why he
cheated. He wasn’t getting what he wanted from me.”

David moved the popcorn bowl to the coffee
table and reached for her. “Come here.” He pulled her close and she
sagged into him, resting the side of her head on his shoulder. “I
don’t care what the reason is. Nobody deserves to be cheated
on.”

Alex was quiet, making him wonder what she
was thinking. “But isn’t that just part of the deal? Rock stars
cheat. Like NBA players and actors.”

“Uh, no. That’s just a bad stereotype.” He
cleared his throat. “I’ve never cheated on a woman, ever.”

She jerked back, but held on to his arm. “No
way.” Her brows pinched together. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. Look, my dad used to cheat on my
mom before they got divorced. He was never around. I had to take
care of things because my mom was a wreck.” His eyes met hers.
“Don’t make excuses for Glenn. There’s no excuse for the way he has
treated you.”

“I never knew that about your dad. I love
your mom. That stinks.” She frowned, curling back into his embrace
as he caressed her back and set his chin on top of her head. It
felt impossibly good when she needed him, especially when she was
this close. He wanted to throttle Glenn for leaving Alex and the
boys, even when he knew he wouldn’t have had this time with them if
it’d never happened.

“You’re so good to me.” Alex moved her hand
to his knee and time seemed to stand still. She pulled back a bit,
but her hand stayed in place.

Is this the moment? Can I kiss her? A
light flickered on in the hallway. “I think one of the boys is up,”
he mumbled into her ear.

Tyler wandered into the room in pajama pants
and a SpongeBob T-shirt, squinting and disoriented.

“Bad dream, Ty?” Alex asked.

He didn’t answer. He swayed, his eyes
glazed.

She rushed over, dropping to her knees and
grasping his hands. “You okay, honey?”

“I feel kinda funny.”

Tyler’s mouth erupted with an epic gush.
Like something out of a bad horror movie, it washed on to Alex’s
neck, into her hair, and down the front of her, sloshing across the
terracotta living room tile.


Chapter Fifteen

 


 


Alex sat stunned. Tyler coughed and
sputtered, his round, innocent eyes holding surprise after what his
body had just done. He caught his breath and slumped against Alex,
who was kneeling and covered head-to-toe in a sloppy pea-green
mess.

David launched himself off the couch.
“Nobody move.” He tore off down the hall and returned in a flash
with a stack of neatly folded, white towels.

Alex clutched Tyler to her chest. “White?
Those are going to get ruined.”

“Not worried about towels right now.” He
snapped one open and outstretched his arms. “Come on, buddy. Let’s
get you cleaned up.” He wrapped it around Tyler and scooped him
into his arms while he craned his neck, probably to avoid the
smell. “I’ll take care of him. I’d get in the shower if I were
you.”

“Okay.”

Alex stood slowly and took a big step onto a
clean patch of tile, not wanting to land in the mess in her bare
feet. She stalked through the kitchen and into the laundry with her
arms held away from her body, like a slime-covered scarecrow,
grimacing at the distinctive odor. She tossed her top in the
front-loader, leaving the door open for the rest of the coming
laundry. One of David’s sweatshirts lay in a basket on top of the
dryer. Hopefully he won’t mind if I wear this.

Although she was still a wreck, cleaning the
living room floor seemed like the more pressing task. Mop in hand,
she tiptoed back and took care of the drop zone.

David hadn’t returned from taking care of
Tyler, so she ambled back to her room for a shower. She balled up
her clothes and stepped into the spray, cringing as she worked the
water through her hair and felt a few chunks.

Alex replayed the sequence of events, amazed
by David’s reaction. He didn’t hesitate to jump in and take care
of Tyler. I would have had to shout orders at Glenn. Go get a
towel. Help me.

David truly cared for them—all three of
them—in a way that went beyond helping out with a place to live.
She couldn’t believe all he’d taken on in the last few weeks, the
changes and disruption she and the boys had brought to his life. He
accepted it all, no questions asked. No complaints.

He’d taken Page under his wing, first as
guitar mentor, before bravely tackling the adolescent sex talk. He
wasn’t afraid to connect with Page on a deeper level. If anything,
he seemed to want it. He quizzed Tyler on his multiplication facts
and got up early to make breakfast with him, exactly as a dad would
do.

And that was just everything he did for the
boys. Whenever I question myself, he’s there for me. When I
worry, he tells me everything is going to be okay. It’s the
only time I believe it’s possible.

Much of it was unfamiliar territory. Glenn
had been a good husband off and on, but there’d never been any
question he was the center of their life together. Now that she had
distance, things were oddly coming into focus, everything she’d
done without to play the role of Glenn’s wife. She liked having
someone care about how she was feeling, take her needs and wants
into consideration. She liked that the someone happened to be
David.

Alex skipped a bra and slipped into a
loose-fitting tank and Capri yoga pants, twisting her wet hair on
top of her head in a knot. She made her way back to Tyler’s room.
Peeking through the cracked door, she saw David in the soft light
of the bedside lamp, kneeling next to Tyler’s bed and rubbing his
back. Tyler was wearing clean pajamas and Alex noticed the pile of
laundry and towels near the door.

David turned, holding a finger to his lips.
Alex crept ahead and perched on the bed next to David. He smoothed
Tyler’s messy hair. The look in his eyes was unmistakable. He
loves the boys as if they were his own.

She wished the tears hadn’t started, but
they came—the bittersweet evidence of what she wished had been and
what she hoped might be. It sounded crazy, but she couldn’t keep
her mind, her heart, from going there. She could no longer dismiss
her feelings for David as a latent schoolgirl crush. She needed
him, she wanted him, and yet, she could safely say her desire went
beyond the physical. It was more than her undeniable attraction to
him. It was starting to feel like nothing would be right without
him. She couldn’t fathom what the pain would be like if he didn’t
feel the same.

He glanced at her and smiled, rubbing a tear
from her jaw line with his thumb. “He’s fine,” he whispered. “He
said he felt a lot better after he threw up. He went right back to
sleep.” Rising to his feet, David held out his hand for her. “Come
on.”

Alex kissed Tyler’s temple and turned off
his lamp while David held her hand. On their way out the door, he
bent over and scooped up the laundry. She missed his touch the
instant it was no longer there.

In the laundry room, David loaded the last
of the towels and Tyler’s pajamas into the washing machine.

Alex poured in the detergent. “We need to
wash this stuff on super hot.”

“Is there a nuclear setting? Just kill
everything?”

“I wish.” She closed the washer door. “Uh
oh, looks like he got you.” She fingered his chest right below the
spot and found herself impulsively reaching for the hem of his
T-shirt. Her heart stopped for a moment when she realized what she
was doing and how close she was standing to him. “You should, uh,
probably put that in with this load.” She rubbed her temple, hoping
to make it less obvious how much she was staring at him.

He grimaced at the splotch. “Glad you caught
that. I would have worn this for the next few days before I noticed
anything.” He pulled an arm inside his shirt and pushed it over his
head.

The view of him with his arms held high
sucked Alex’s breath out of her, straight from the bottom of her
belly. She had to bite her lower lip to keep herself from
exclaiming her approval. She stole a glimpse of the mole below his
belly button and was quickly drawn to the sight of how low his
jeans were slung around his hips.

“Guess I should find a shirt.”

“I suppose.” Alex swallowed, trying to
figure out some plausible reason she could dissuade him from
getting a shirt. She came up with nothing, so she focused on
delaying goodnight. “I’m pretty amped up from all of this. Do you
want some tea?”

“Sure. I’ll be right back.”

Alex put water to boil on the stove and got
out two mugs, herbal tea, and the sugar bowl. She leaned against
the counter, waiting for the whistle of the teakettle. Her heart
felt heavy in a way it never had before. David is my friend.
He’s Glenn’s friend. It would be too weird if something happened
between us. It would be playing with fire. Someone would get
hurt.

He surprised her with a hand on her
shoulder. “Water’s ready.” He pointed to the hissing kettle. “I
decided I should just put on my pajamas.”

Alex looked him up and down as she poured
the steaming water. He’d put on a plain white men’s undershirt and
she could see the patch of dark hair in the very center of his
chest through the thin fabric. His gray cotton pajama pants slumped
a bit onto the floor. She’d never found anyone’s feet in the
slightest bit interesting, but David’s were captivating. Long and
bony, and even with him at 6’4”, they were big for his body.

They took their mugs to the kitchen table.
Alex tucked a leg under her butt and stirred the sugar into her
cup.

“Thanks for tonight,” she said.

“What? The movie?”

“Well, yeah, that, but I was talking about
Tyler. I’m sure that wasn’t fun for you. It’s pretty gross.”

“I’ve cleaned up after every member of the
band. Tyler’s way more loveable than any of those guys.”

Alex beamed. “That’s sweet, but still, that
sort of goes beyond the call of duty. I hope the living room will
smell okay by morning.”

“It smells fine.”

Alex stirred her tea. It was wonderful to
sit there with David, but the enormity of her feelings began to
weigh on her. Now that she’d admitted these things to herself,
their influence had become omnipresent. “You know, I really
appreciate everything you’ve done for us. I don’t know what I’d do
without you.” Her voice croaked.

David reached for her hand and tucked his
fingers under hers. “I want you to stop thanking me. I want you
guys here, for as long as you want to stay.”

It was too much. Her head was swimming.
Something deep inside her told her to climb into his lap, dig her
hands into his thick mop of hair and kiss him. She shuddered at the
thought of what it would be like if he pushed her away and reminded
her they were just good friends.

She had to act. She bolted out of her chair
and pecked him on the cheek. That instant was heaven—his skin felt
so right against hers. “I should go to bed.” She stepped away
before she could do something stupid. “Goodnight.”


Chapter Sixteen

 


 


Three days had passed since Tyler had been
sick and David could still feel Alex’s lips on his cheek. He rinsed
the last of the shaving cream from his face, thinking of ways he
might convince her to do it again. Perhaps if he got her to start
on his cheek, she would keep going until she found his ear, his
jaw, his lips. That’d be a good start.

Thoughts of that night had filled his head
since it had happened. He loved that she hadn’t worn a bra when she
changed after her shower, but he paid for it later when she
abruptly gave him the kiss and scurried away. Putting himself out
of his own misery was getting old. It’d be nice if I didn’t have
to constantly jack off.

He buttoned his white dress shirt and tucked
it into his jeans, wanting to look presentable. It was Alex’s
volunteer day at the library, and he’d invited himself along. He
had more than passing curiosity about Mr. Davis, the octogenarian
with the wandering hands. It wasn’t jealousy so much as he wanted
to see what made this old coot think it was acceptable to cop a
feel.

In the kitchen, Alex had spread out the
contents of her purse on the center island and was busy picking
through gum wrappers and receipts, Tyler’s Pokemon cards and
a few rocks, throwing things away or setting them aside. She wore a
white top with an eye-pleasing scoop neck. He was surprised to see
her in heels since she rarely wore them, but he was totally on
board with what they did for her rear view, with her hip tilted to
the side in a black skirt.

“What time do we need to leave?” He poured a
third cup of coffee, leaning back against the kitchen counter while
she remained oblivious to the fact that he was ogling her ass.

“Forty-five minutes. By eleven.”

He reluctantly pushed away from the counter.
“Got it. I’m going to check email.”

David traipsed down the hall, the image of
Alex in the kitchen still simmering in his mind. He picked up his
cell phone, which he’d left in his office to charge overnight.
There was a new message from Double Damage’s manager.

“David, hi, it’s Marty. Listen, give me a
call when you get this. I have more good news. People love Last
Love in the movie. The download is selling like crazy online.
We’re getting big orders from the major chains for our back
catalog. It’s going to be another three weeks before the soundtrack
comes out and some other offers came in this morning. We need to
talk.”

A half hour later, David hung up his phone,
still processing everything Marty had said. It had been years since
they’d had so much to talk about.

Alex poked her head into his office, her
lustrous brown hair sweeping into a sexy fringe about her face.
“Ready, handsome?”

He smiled and felt the blood rush to his
cheeks, as well as other places. “You know it.”

****

David honked at the car in front of him. The
stoplight had been green for several seconds. The blonde in the car
looked into the rearview mirror of her white BMW, flipped him off,
and sped away.

“Nice,” Alex said.

“I know. You’d think that my sister would
have better manners than that.”

She grinned. “You’re an only child.”

“Oh, right.” David pulled into the far right
lane and turned at the corner, driving down a more residential
street. “Um, I sort of have some news. I spoke to Marty this
morning and this movie thing is turning into an even bigger deal
then we thought.”

“That’s great.” She turned toward him,
seeming eager to hear the rest.

“Well, yes and no.” He cleared his throat.
“The good news is that we’re getting radio play like we haven’t had
in almost a decade and the back catalog is selling like crazy. I
guess we sold thousands of downloads of Last Love in the
last two days.” His nervousness caught up with him as his voice
wavered.

“If that’s the good news, what’s the bad
news?”

“We’ve had a few offers for big money gigs.
One in San Francisco, a few in Vegas and another in Dallas.”

“And you’re worried you won’t be able to fit
into your super tight jeans?” She giggled. “Seriously, that sounds
great, too.” She shook her head and David saw the expression wash
across her face. She shut her eyes. “And you don’t have a front
man.”

“Right. And the rest of the band really
wants to do the shows. Actually, they need us to do the shows. Nick
and Tony don’t have publishing income like Glenn and I because they
didn’t write any of the songs. A few shows like this could pay
their mortgage for an entire year.”

Alex gnawed on her thumbnail. “Now what?
Nobody even knows where Glenn is. I left him a dozen messages that
week after he left. He never called me back.”

“I’m going to have to call him on his cell
this afternoon and see if I can convince him to come out of
hiding.”

Alex huffed. “Yeah, good luck. My lawyer’s
private investigator is still trying to track him down.”

“I have to try. I promised the band. I
suggested we find someone to fill in for Glenn, but the guys don’t
want to do that. They thought it wouldn’t have any staying power if
we don’t have the original line-up.” David pulled into a spot in
the library parking lot and turned off the car, snatching the keys
up in his hand. He looked in his lap and then at Alex. “They have a
point. As much as I’m going to have to keep myself from punching
him in the face when I see him, it’s now my job to find Glenn.”

“This isn’t just finding Glenn. You’re
talking about him coming back. For a while.”

David raked his hand through his hair,
noting the way her eyebrows were pinched together. “Yes, I guess I
am.”

Alex shook her head and then looked at her
watch. “Shit. It’s after eleven-thirty. We should go.”

They made their way to the entrance, past
the shuttle van for Providence Glen Retirement Community.

“They come twice a week. It’s a big social
activity,” she said as David opened the door for her.

“And sometimes you read to them?” They
walked through a small atrium outside the main library.

“I mostly help them find the books they’re
looking for. Some of the residents are in wheelchairs and can’t get
around because the aisles are narrow.” Alex began to whisper once
they passed through the automatic doors into the library. “I read
to Mr. Davis because he likes it. His wife used to read to him
every night because the only thing he liked to watch on TV was
baseball.”

David raised an eyebrow as she led them down
the open center aisle to the back of the building. “Sounds like a
line to me. I might have to give Mr. Davis a piece of my mind if he
can’t keep his hands to himself.”

Mr. Davis asked David to call him Floyd.
David wouldn’t go so far as to say Floyd was harmless, especially
after he’d watched him put his hand on Alex’s knee several times.
Floyd joked with David that he’d tried unsuccessfully to convince
Alex to call him by his first name, but Alex chimed in that he’d
told her his first name was “Hot Stuff”.

David had hoped to hang out with Alex during
her time with Floyd but, instead, was accosted by a group of three
women residents: Phyllis, Lucille, and Jen, the Witches of Eastwick
as Floyd had dubbed them. They giggled so loudly at David’s
comments and jokes that Alex had shushed them at least a dozen
times. By the time David and Alex said their goodbyes two hours
later and made it back to the car, he vowed to never question why
she put time into volunteering on top of her part-time job at the
library and everything she had to do for the boys.

“I have to say, that was really great. No
wonder you enjoy it so much.”

“Really? I wasn’t sure you’d like it.”

“What’s not to like? I’ll take three women
fawning over me any time I can get it.” He chuckled. “Who knew the
public library was such a good place to pick up chicks?”

“If I’d known you were having a hard time
finding a date, I would’ve brought you sooner.” Alex shifted in her
seat and her skirt hiked up as she tucked one leg under the
other.

I don’t need to find a date. I need to
get up the nerve to kiss you. “What made you decide to do this
in the first place?”

“I wanted to volunteer somewhere when Tyler
started Kindergarten. You know I’d planned to study Library Science
when I went to college.”

“That never quite happened, did it?”

“Between the way things happened with Double
Damage so fast after high school and then getting pregnant with
Page, that got put on the back burner.”

“I’m glad you get to be at the library then,
since it’s so important to you.”

“I could never give it up. It, um…” Alex
pinched the bridge of her nose. “It took on more importance after
my dad died last year.”

“Because you could hang out with Floyd?”

A breathy laugh escaped her lips. “No. Not
that.”

David glanced over at her. “I’m
listening.”

“I’ve never told anyone this.” She knocked
her head to the side. “Actually, it might be nice to tell somebody.
I’ve kept the secret for so long.” She took a deep breath. “My dad
didn’t learn to read until I was in junior high.”

David shook his head in amazement. “But your
dad was such a smart guy.”

“It had nothing to do with being smart. He
grew up on a farm and didn’t go to school a lot. There was so much
work to be done. I guess he fell behind and it got worse every
year. He dropped out in ninth grade, and he helped my grandfather
until my parents decided to get married.”

“I had no idea.”

“You wouldn’t. I mean, he could read just
fine by the time you met him. He actually picked it up pretty fast,
and he’d already spent so much time in his life hiding it.”

“Your dad was so proud. What made him decide
to do something about it?”

She smiled and wrapped her arms about
herself, making David wish he could hold her. “Um, I guess I had
something to do with it. I brought home To Kill a
Mockingbird from school one day and he asked me what it was
about. It interested him. So, I started reading it to him every
night. At first, he told me he was too tired from delivering bread
all day long to do it himself, but after we finished the book, he
told me that he’d never learned to read.”

“That’s incredible. I had no idea.” David
studied her while the security gate rolled across his driveway. She
was picking at her nails again, a habit of hers he’d always found
adorable. “You know what?”

She furrowed her brow. “What?”

“I’m dyslexic. I couldn’t read until I was
in fifth grade and I still struggled with it all through
school.”

“You’re kidding.” Her eyes were wide in
astonishment. “I had no idea.”

“Glenn’s the only person who ever knew about
it other than my mom and some of my teachers. He helped me so much
in elementary school before they knew what was wrong. He was always
reading stuff for me or bailing me out when the teacher asked a
question.”

She shook her head. “Glenn helped you?
That’s kind of hard to imagine.”

“Well, he was almost always a really good
friend to me. As much as I think he’s acting like an ass right now,
I still love him like a brother.”

They walked through the side door and into
the kitchen. He wondered if Alex was still thinking about her dad
or maybe she was thinking about his dyslexia. He wasn’t sure what
made him share that, other than he knew he could trust her and it
felt right at the time. She went to the fridge for a glass of water
and he watched her, so beautiful in every way, inside and out.

Alex fished her phone out of her bag. “Crap.
I forgot to turn my ringer back on after being in the library. I
hope this message isn’t from the school.” She pushed a button and
flipped her hair away to hold the phone to her ear.

As she listened to the message, David
studied the bizarre progression of her facial expressions. She
smiled at first, she blushed, and then that flush of pink turned
white and her smile fizzled into nothing. She hung up and stood
staring at him.

“What’s wrong? Are the boys okay?”

“The boys are fine. It was the lawyer.” Her
eyes glazed. “They found Glenn.”


Chapter Seventeen

 


 


The private investigator had managed to
track Glenn to a remote Mexican resort town. Without phone or
credit card records, nearly impossible to get without a subpoena,
he’d had to resort to some creative techniques. He’d dug through
the posts from the last few weeks on several Double Damage message
boards and sure enough, someone had posted that they’d seen Glenn
at LAX boarding a plane for Mexico City on the day he left Alex and
the boys. A day later, a fan staying at the same resort as Glenn
posted a picture of herself with him by the pool. Fuck. I paid
someone to do that? I could’ve done that.

Alex’s stomach churned. The thought of
seeing Glenn outside of an open casket at his own funeral was
enough to make her want to jump in the car with the boys and drive
as far as she could. But that would mean running away from her
problems and it would also mean what was now unthinkable—leaving
David.

“Mexico. Really?” David asked. “Glenn hates
Mexico.”

“That’s where John said they found him. He’s
coming by this afternoon if you want to ask him yourself.”

“Wait. Who’s John?”

“My lawyer. Remember?”

“The Weatherman? Wasn’t he just here?”

“Would you prefer it if I went to his
office? He’s meeting another client and it’s on his way.”

“No. It’s fine.” David grumbled. “I can’t
wait to hear what Mr. Smiley has to say.”

“I’m going to go change. And will you stop
calling him Mr. Smiley?”

“Why?” David asked. “It’s not like I say it
to his face.” The satisfied grin he wore made her smile, even when
she wanted to be annoyed.

Alex called Lisa the instant she got to her
room. “Holy fuck,” was her response to the news they’d found Glenn.
She then peppered Alex with fifty questions she didn’t know the
answers to—how did she feel, what would happen next, and was she
going to tell the boys.

She tacked on a final question to which Alex
did know the answer. “What’s David wearing today? Tell me
everything.”

Alex rolled her eyes and flopped down on the
bed. “I have no idea. I didn’t notice.” Actually, he wore a
white dress shirt with a herringbone texture and those jeans he
wears when we go somewhere nice. They make his ass look amazing. He
shaved today and wore the cologne that makes me
lightheaded.

“I don’t get you at all. I know you’re going
through a divorce, but you must be attracted to him. He’s so sexy,
it’s criminal.”

“He’s cute. I’m not going to deny that.”
Alex knew it sounded like a lie when it came out of her mouth. She
prayed Lisa wouldn’t pick up on it.

“You know what?” she asked. “I’m coming over
this afternoon. After work, so I can see for myself what he’s
wearing.”

“Seriously? You’re going to drive all the
way over here for that?”

“No, I want to see the boys, too. I miss
them.”

“Gee, thanks. What am I? Chopped liver?”

“Hey, I always want to see you.”

Alex hung up her cell, took off her pumps
and skirt and tossed on a pair of jeans, leaving the top she was
already wearing, in hopes of catching David’s eye. She fixed her
make-up and fluffed her hair before returning to the kitchen.

“Oh, you’re home,” she said to the boys who
were sitting at the kitchen table with backpacks, binders, and
pencils spread out. “Carpool was early today.” She kissed Tyler on
the top of the head and rubbed Page’s shoulder as she glanced down
at his homework. “How was school?”

“Fine,” Tyler answered.

David had made them nachos for a snack,
Tyler’s usual afternoon request, and brought them to the table. He
pulled Alex aside. “I’m going to go make that phone call we talked
about earlier. The one to Mexico,” he muttered.

“Oh. Okay.” Alex’s heart thumped against her
chest as she watched him walk away, although she wasn’t sure if it
was from yet another mention of Glenn or David’s hot breath against
her ear.

“Mommy, who’s in Mexico?” Tyler asked.

“Um, Uncle David’s friend.” Alex wasn’t
ready to tell them that much to her chagrin, their dad was indeed
alive and they might be seeing him soon. It was too much for her to
force through the twists and turns of her brain, and she didn’t
want to say anything until she knew for sure what would happen.

The chime for the security gate sounded and
Alex answered before waiting at the front door. John T. Lewis,
Attorney at Law, wore brilliantly shiny silver aviator sunglasses
and a suit that could make a girl forget the difference between
right and wrong. He flashed his movie star smile and swiped off his
shades when he stepped inside, leaning forward to peck her on the
cheek. “How are we today? Holding up?” He rubbed her arm. “I know
this is big news.”

“I’m fine. I mean, this is good, right?”

“If you want to get divorced, this is very
good.”

Alex managed a small smile. “I definitely
want to get divorced.”

David materialized in the foyer and strode
ahead, walking abnormally fast. “Jason, hi. How are you?”

“I think we had this problem last time. I’m
John. You’re Derwood, right?” John asked, pointing at David.

David shook his head. “Sorry again. It’s
David.”

“David. Okay, I got it now.” He knocked his
temple with a knuckle. “You wouldn’t think it’d be that hard.”

“Sometimes it’s the simplest things that
make us the most confused.” David added, winking at Alex.

“Uh, the boys are in the kitchen doing their
homework, and they don’t know anything about Glenn,” she said in a
hushed tone. “Maybe we could go outside to the pool.”

“Perfect. My other client cancelled, and I’m
just going home to an empty house and hours of work, so I’m all
yours for as long as you want me. Off the clock.”

Alex saw David roll his eyes and she shot
him a look, sending psychic messages for him to behave. “Anybody
want a drink?”

Poolside, the vine-covered arbor above the
dining table blocked the late afternoon rays. John took the seat
next to Alex’s, scooting closer and draping his arm across the back
of her chair. David soon joined them with a bottle of wine and
three glasses. He propped his sunglasses on his forehead as he cut
the foil from the bottle.

“So how long until you can serve Glenn with
the papers?” Alex asked John.

“If he stays put, as early as tonight.” He
cupped his hand around her shoulder. “I don’t want you to worry
about any of this. I’ll take care of everything. Everything will be
fine.”

David grumbled and cleared his throat,
cranking on the corkscrew. Alex couldn’t keep from watching him.
His arms were so solid. He caught her looking and raised an eyebrow
at her, making the skin of her face, chest, and throat flood with
heat.

“Alex?” John asked. “Did you hear what I
said?”

“Yes, of course.” She shook her head.
“Everything will be fine.”

Tyler came running through one of the pairs
of French doors out to the pool area. “Uncle David. The driveway
thing is buzzing.”

“Oh, crap,” Alex blurted, quickly standing.
“I forgot Lisa said she was coming by.”

David smiled. “Okay. Great. I’ll get another
glass.”

Alex ran and buzzed in Lisa and opened the
front door.

“You’ll never guess who’s here,” Alex said,
as Lisa walked in dressed in her corporate attire of slim-fitting
short gray skirt, ivory silk blouse, and sky-high black stilettos.
Her wavy red hair was in a neat twist at the nape of her neck.

“Hello to you, too.” Lisa pulled Alex into
an embrace.

“Sorry. It’s good to see you. You look
amazing, by the way.”

“You’re skinny. Are you eating?”

“I’m fine. I’m just a little stressed. Come
on. We’re out by the pool.”

Lisa stepped back and grabbed Alex’s arm.
“Please tell me he’s wearing a Speedo.”

“Eww. No. David does not wear a Speedo. And
you didn’t let me tell you that our favorite divorce lawyer is
here.”

“JT? Perfect. A double dose of hunky. Lead
the way.”

Alex watched as Lisa dropped her bag on the
living room couch, let down her hair and unbuttoned one of the
buttons of her blouse. She only prayed she didn’t do anything too
over the top in front of David. She wasn’t sure she could handle
even a small degree of blatant flirtation between them.

“Gentlemen,” Lisa purred as her long legs
carried her to the table.

John and David stood to say their hellos and
John gave Lisa a peck on the cheek before she took the seat between
them. Alex studied David’s reaction to her arrival. She wasn’t sure
he’d looked at Lisa at all. He politely filled a wineglass for her
but didn’t seem to notice when she flashed her bright green eyes at
him.

“So, David, what have you been up to lately?
I haven’t seen you in a while.” Lisa crossed her legs and hiked up
her skirt as she sat back and sipped her wine.

John reached for the bottle and topped off
Alex’s glass, grinning at her.

“I’ve been spending every minute I can with
the boys and Alex,” David answered in a voice edged with annoyance.
“I’ve been songwriting and I took a few producing jobs with some
new bands here in LA.”

“That’s great.” Lisa set her hand on David’s
forearm. “You’re so talented. I’m glad to hear you’re using your
gifts.”

Oh, brother. Alex fidgeted. She loved
Lisa like a sister, but the sight of her eying David as though she
might devour him left her feeling like she had a mile-long trail of
ants scurrying up her spine.

Lisa and John chatted and Alex thought she
should chime in, but David wasn’t joining in either. He made eye
contact with her, repeatedly. At first, he mocked Lisa and John,
trying to make Alex laugh by crossing his eyes or slapping his knee
and furrowing his brow when they giggled at their own
witticisms.

Gradually, things changed. He wore a sly
smile; he spoke to her with his eyes, never dropping the connection
between them. Those moments went by in nanoseconds, but she soaked
up every one as they sent her internal body temperature soaring.
Don’t these two need to go somewhere? Anywhere?

As if on cue, Lisa abruptly stood from the
table. “This has been great, but John and I are going to go grab a
bite to eat. Alex, I’m sure you need to deal with the boys and
homework and dinner.”

“Oh, yeah. I’ve really been goofing off by
sitting out here all afternoon. I have a million things to do.”

David looked at his watch. “Wow. Is that the
time? Let me walk you two to the door.”


Chapter Eighteen

 


 


David had never been happier to see anyone
go. He couldn’t have stood another minute of The Weatherman and his
enormous teeth, with his manicured hands all over Alex. Lisa had
driven him crazy with her double entendres and eyelash
batting, but she didn’t seem to catch many social cues. David
wasn’t interested. Not in the least.

The last five minutes with Alex was the real
reason he was glad to shoo them out the door. It had started as a
game, a juvenile attempt to make her laugh while distracting
himself from the irritating presence of John. But then her eyes,
her steely blue eyes, became charged with something he had long
hoped to see in them and he couldn’t wait for the chance to see
where it all might lead.

He found Alex in the kitchen filling a tall
pot with water in the sink. He came up behind her and set his hand
on her shoulder as she shut off the tap.

“We’re having spaghetti again, if that’s
okay,” she said, lifting the pot and carrying it to the stove. “I
wanted something quick. I hate feeding the boys this late.”

“It’s only seven. I think they’ll live.” He
followed her, watching. “How was your meeting with Mr. Smiley? Did
he have any actual advice or was he too mesmerized by your
chest?”

She turned and furrowed her brow before
pulling out a second pan. “What?” She laughed quietly. “You’re
nuts. He left with Lisa. Something’s going to happen between those
two.”

“Probably. But it’s only because he moved to
an easier target. You weren’t giving him anything to work
with.”

Alex hurried to the pantry and returned with
pasta sauce. “Here. Make yourself useful and heat this up. I’m
going to start the salad.” She pulled a head of lettuce and
cucumber from the fridge and took them to the sink. “John is being
nice. I’m paying the man obscene amounts of money. It’s his
job.”

The sauce glugged into the pan and David set
the empty jar on the counter. He stepped closer, admiring her
profile as she washed the lettuce. Her hair was wavy today; falling
over her shoulders and framing her neckline in a way that made him
lose his train of thought. He inched ahead, drawn to her. She
smelled like honey—the fragrance was enticing, urging him to touch
her. He placed his hand on her back as soon as he was close enough.
She turned and smiled. He desperately wanted to know what was going
on behind her eyes. She thrust the cucumber into the steady stream
of water from the faucet.

“John’s not being nice,” David said. “Trust
me.”

She blushed. “You’re wrong. He’s totally
into Lisa.” She began to rinse the tomato, rubbing her thumb
against its shiny red skin. “I’m not that girl.”

“You’re right. You’re not that girl. You’re
better.”

She turned. “Yeah, right—”

David held up his finger. “You need to
listen.” He lowered his hand and she adopted a quizzical smile,
which made David’s gut twitch in anticipation. Tell her. “I
don’t think you know how incredible you are. I don’t think you have
any idea how beautiful and sexy you are. That’s why The Weatherman
can’t keep his hands off you.”

Alex’s eyes steadily grew larger. She opened
her mouth to speak, but he shook his head.

“I don’t blame him,” he continued. “I spend
every day keeping my hands off you. It’s not easy.” He marveled as
her eyes stormed into an even more brilliant blue. His heart beat a
fierce rhythm, fueling the white-hot burn inside him. “I don’t want
to keep my hands to myself anymore.”

He curved his fingers around her waist,
spreading them across the small of her back. He lowered his head
and pressed his mouth against hers before she could speak.
Her lips were supple and giving, but he sensed hesitation. Her back
tightened against his palm and his heart began to pound in his
ears. Does she want this? As if he’d asked the question
aloud, a quiet moan escaped her throat. She pushed up onto her toes
and wrapped her arms around his neck, rocketing a rumble through
his body as she worked her lips into his.

He eased his tongue into her mouth and she
responded with a surge of passion that set him back on his heels.
For all of the years he’d imagined that moment, it was much more
potent than the fantasy. He drew his hips against hers and she
matched the force, causing him to swell against her leg. Hunger
brewed, a newly awakened need unlike any David had ever felt
before.

A discordant sound peeled from the other
side of the house. Alex jumped. “Page,” she gasped.

A second musical note pierced the
silence.

“He must be practicing.” David felt as
though he’d been yanked from a dream. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t
thinking about the boys.” He dug his hand into his hair, gazing
down at Alex, still holding her close with his other arm. At least
she wasn’t trying to get away, hiding her face in her hands and
proclaiming she’d made a huge mistake.

“I know. I wasn’t thinking about them
either.” She looked dazed, her mouth plump and raspberry pink from
the kiss. “Water’s ready.”

David turned as blue flames turned orange
and sparked from the pot boiling over. “Shit.” He lunged for the
stove and lowered the heat. “Pasta?”

Alex held up her hands, shaking her head as
though she didn’t understand the question. “Yes, here.” She plucked
a dishtowel from the counter to reveal the box. “Sorry. I’m not
thinking straight.”

David felt every pump of blood as it surged
through his body, especially now that Alex was standing near him
again. He stirred the spaghetti, struggling to concentrate, and lay
the spoon on the counter. “Are you okay?” Even if it might not be a
good idea to touch her again, he wanted to start exactly where
they’d left off.

“Just surprised.” She wrapped her arms
around her waist and directed her sights at the floor.

The tortuous silence made it feel as though
someone was driving a railroad spike into his heart. “You know,
Alex, you should just tell me if I was out of line. I meant it when
I said I can’t keep my hands to myself anymore, but of course I
will if you want me to.”

“I’m glad you did it.” A sheepish grin
pulled at the corners of her mouth, but the mist in her eyes made
him question her true feelings. “It was nice.”

Nice? I’ve had better reviews. “I can
do better than nice.” He tucked her hair behind her ear before
gathering her up in his arms and casting aside restraint, pressing
his lips into hers. She tasted even sweeter the second time, like a
reward for acting with disregard for the consequences. He squeezed
her tightly before he ended the kiss, to make sure this message was
delivered with no doubts attached.

“Okay, that was much better than nice.” Alex
muttered. “But you know that nothing like this can happen with the
boys in the house.” She set her hand against the base of her
throat. “Not at all. They’re confused enough without seeing us
acting like a couple of teenagers in the kitchen.”

David fought disappointment. Clearly, there
would be no second act later that night. “Of course. Whatever you
think is right.”

She took his hand and wove her fingers
between his, which excited him so much that he felt like a kid
again. Alex bit her lower lip and flashed her eyes. “We could try
for some alone time on Saturday. I can farm out the boys for some
sleepovers.”

“Yes,” he blurted. Saturday? That sounds
like an eternity. “Perfect.”


Chapter Nineteen

 


 


Alex dreamt that night, a fitful, disjointed
dream starring herself and Glenn and David. They were back in
school, no longer teenagers but younger than today, all three in an
ambiguous state of twenty-something-ness. The halls of Oltman
Senior High were oddly empty, with only a handful of students,
mostly the super brainy kids or the burnouts.

Alex was late for both PE and Math, becoming
disoriented in the hallway. Glenn waited for her at her locker
between every class, reminding her that she belonged to him. No one
else had had her. No one else ever would.

David walked by once when she was at her
locker, reading Catcher in the Rye, glancing up from his
pages and smiling. He wore torn jeans and a Van Halen T-shirt and
his hair was long, past his shoulders. She tried to say, “Hi”, but
Glenn smothered her with a kiss before she could utter a word.

Her physics teacher was sick and The
Weatherman filled in as the substitute. He had bushy sideburns and
wore plaid bellbottom pants with a shiny silver belt buckle like
motorcycle riders wear. The lecture about levers went on forever as
his voice droned, buzzing like a swarm of bees.

When her alarm went off the next morning, it
took Alex several minutes to set her mind straight from the dream.
It was bad enough Glenn was at the root of every unpleasant thing
she had to deal with during the day. Now he was mucking up her
nights as well. From hundreds of miles away, he’d managed to
tarnish the lovely lingering effects of her moment in the kitchen
with David.

Not that she could dispute what Glenn had
said to her in the dream. It was the truth. He was her one and
only. The only man she’d ever loved, the only one she’d ever slept
with. This was more than a minor concern. It was a closely held
secret.

In some ways, Alex felt as if she was a
virgin all over again. What was the difference between total
inexperience and a limited scope? She’d never really thought about
it, but what if her sex life with Glenn would be considered boring?
What if that was the reason he’d cheated? What if it turns out
I’ve been doing it wrong this whole time?

Alex had remained faithful even when Glenn
had strayed. She’d considered carving out a slice of revenge once
or twice, although it was more a fleeting thought than anything
serious. Lisa had offered to set her up—the investment banker from
her gym, the barista from the coffee place next to her office, and
the young trust fund stud who had moved in down the hall. Alex knew
she could never really go through with anything like that. Even
thinking about it felt like cheating at the time, but things were
different now.

Alex threw on yoga pants and a sweatshirt,
put her hair in a ponytail and woke the boys for school.

“Page, honey, do you want me to make you a
smoothie this morning?” she asked, once the boys had come to the
kitchen. She poured Tyler a glass of orange juice.

“Um, sure. Be right back. I forgot something
in my room.”

“Ty, do you want cereal or toast?” She
watched as Tyler’s thumbs flew over the buttons of a handheld video
game, his brow wrinkled with focus. “Hey, buddy.” She put her hand
on his shoulder, leaning down to talk in his ear. “Cereal or
toast?”

“Did Page eat all the Crunch Berries?”

“Don’t tell me we’re having another Captain
Crunch emergency,” David said, strolling into the kitchen. He wore
jeans, black Converse Chucks, and a black long-sleeve shirt, his
hair damp and swept to the side. He ruffled Tyler’s hair and smiled
at Alex. “Morning.”

Alex’s heart thumped as his fresh
out-of-the-shower smell washed over her. Her legs wobbled as if she
might keel over. “Hey.” She trailed him to the other side of the
room.

He got out a coffee mug and she filled it
for him from the carafe. He eyed her with a charged look as he
sipped his coffee. “You look pretty this morning,” he
whispered.

Alex glanced at Tyler, who was still
engrossed in his game. “Thank you,” she mumbled, her lips feeling
pouty, as though they were drawn to David. She tugged at her
ponytail, worrying her breath smelled like coffee. If it did, it
didn’t seem to be bothering him. “You’re all dressed. Do you have
something going on today?”

He looked at Tyler before inching closer to
her. “Meeting with Marty.” He traced a finger down the back of her
hand. “We’re going to conference in the rest of the band, talk
about our options if we don’t hear from you-know-who.”

“Oh.” The bottom of Alex’s stomach dropped.
Just when she was enjoying her moment with David, Glenn had to worm
his way into the conversation.

“What are you up to today?”

“I have a shift at the library. Otherwise, I
need to arrange the boys’ sleepovers.”

“Sleepovers?” Page plopped back down at the
table.

Alex jumped, quickly creating space between
her and David. “Yeah, remember we talked about trying to do
that?”

Page sucked at the straw in his smoothie,
watching his mom and David, his eyes narrowing. “Right.”

****

Alex called Lisa from the car as soon as she
dropped the boys off at school.

“Calling for the full report?” Lisa
asked.

Alex laughed. “You know I’m curious.”

“You’re the sweet, responsible mom on the
outside and on the inside you’re just a dirty bird, aren’t
you?”

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

“You must be kidding. I’m just getting to
work. Let me shut my office door.” There was a soft thud and the
click of a latch on the line. “Do you want to know about dinner or
should I skip straight to the sex?”

Sitting at a red light, Alex smiled and
shook her head. “You don’t waste any time, do you?”

“Actually, this is good for you to hear,
because I want you to start getting used to the idea of being back
on the open market. It won’t be long before you’re in my shoes and
can sleep around as much as you want.”

The open market? Alex hadn’t been
single since she was seventeen. “You know that’s not me.”

Lisa sighed. “I know. It wasn’t always me
either, but things change. My reward after nine years of a loveless
marriage was all the meaningless hook-ups I want.”

The corners of Alex’s mouth sagged. Lisa’s
marriage had been mostly one-sided, at least by the time she and
Alex met in a yoga class. Lisa adored her husband, Roger, who was
twenty years older. For the most part, he seemed to appreciate Lisa
from the standpoint of wanting a hot, younger wife to parade in
front of his ex. Lisa played along because she was in love, but she
also wanted to have kids. He had refused, a detail of their life
together she would likely always regret.

“I’m sorry.”

“No feeling sorry for me. I slept with an
incredibly hot guy last night. Have you noticed how long his
fingers are?”

Alex changed lanes and turned, now getting
close to her house. She wanted to run in and get something cute to
wear for Saturday. “What? No, I never noticed that.” Alex felt like
an inexperienced teenager again.

“Well, let’s just say that’s not the only
thing that’s long. Although, I prefer a guy who has a little more
girth.”

Normally, this would be the point at which
Alex would express some degree of discomfort with Lisa’s graphic
tendencies, but now that she might soon be broadening her own
horizons in the bedroom, she was more than curious. “Your place or
his?”

“My place. I wanted to be on my home turf.
Although I have to admit, I’m curious about what his house looks
like. I bet it’s swank.”

“Did he make the first move?” Alex pulled
into the circular driveway behind the studio trucks and handful of
cars. Several people milled about by the garage, and Alex waved to
Phil, the set supervisor.

“He kissed me in the kitchen, while I was
opening a bottle of wine. A little cliché, but it works. He’s a
really good kisser.”

Alex fought the urge to ask Lisa to tell her
every dirty detail. “And everything else was good?”

“Better than good. It was great. He’s called
me twice today. It could be something, although I’m not holding my
breath.”

“You mean like a relationship?” Alex looked
up to see Phil, walking intently to her car as her phone beeped in
her ear to let her know she had a call waiting. She glanced at the
screen. “Speak of the devil. Lisa, I gotta go. JT is on the other
line.”

“Good. Hopefully his guy got to Glenn.”

Phil stood outside of Alex’s car and she
rolled down the window and pointed at her phone. “John, hello. Do
you have news?”

“I do. Glenn has been served with papers,
and I just got off the phone with his attorney. He’s not contesting
the divorce. We can move ahead.”

Alex felt the blood drain from her face, a
reaction that mystified her. Maybe she’d merely had it in her head
that Glenn would put up a fight. “Oh. Okay. Great.”

“His attorney and I can move things along
quickly. You won’t need to do anything.”

Then why don’t I feel better? “Did
the attorney mention if Glenn is coming back?”

“No. Sorry. No word on that. I’ll let you
know if I hear anything.”

Alex sighed with exasperation after she hung
up. Perhaps it most bothered her that it was all being left to the
lawyers. God forbid Glenn should call, check in on the boys, talk
it out with Alex before hiring legal counsel. Asshole.

She climbed out of her car as Phil removed
his sunglasses. She’d only met him two other times, but he looked
pale and tired.

“Ms. Halford, I need to speak to you.
There’s been a mishap in the guesthouse. The crew was packing up
some of your husband’s instruments this morning. We’re getting
ready to shoot some scenes in there.” He rubbed his forehead.
“Remember, we’ll pay for everything.”

“What happened?”

“One of the guys tripped over a box and
landed on one of your husband’s acoustic guitars.”

Alex’s hand flew to her mouth, although it
was more than shock—she had to fight the urge to smile. This was
only a small part of what Glenn deserved. “What happened to
it?”

“It’s a pile of splinters.”


Chapter Twenty

 


 


Not since the Christmas when David was
thirteen and he’d asked for his first electric guitar had time
passed so slowly. He kept himself out of the house for much of the
day on Friday, meeting with Double Damage’s manager about Plan B.
Glenn still hadn’t called David back and he hadn’t reached out to
Marty either.

Glenn had, however, agreed to go ahead with
the divorce, a detail Alex shared with David when he got home that
night. It was a mixed blessing—it would’ve been nice to know
whether Glenn ever planned to rejoin the band. He wasn’t looking
forward to the barrage of questions his fellow bandmates would
likely have for him. The flipside was he felt much less guilty
about what he hoped would happen on Saturday with Alex.

As much as he wanted to be near her every
minute, the anticipation was so great that David couldn’t think
straight around her. He’d tried to flirt with her in the kitchen on
Friday morning, but Page seemed like he might already be
suspicious. Dinner on Friday night had been a test as Alex became
more comfortable with knowing glances. She seemed to be having fun
with the idea, which while making his prospects more enticing, also
made the waiting more torturous.

By breakfast the following morning, David
practiced calming breaths. There were hours until they would be
alone.

“Are you guys psyched for your sleepovers?”
he asked.

“I guess,” Page answered with a mouth full
of cereal.

“Mommy, what are you going to do all that
time?” Tyler asked.

Alex sniggered. “Laundry. We’ll be doing
laundry.” She crossed her legs and looked at the ceiling.

David sputtered, nearly spraying his coffee
across the room.

“Sounds boring,” Tyler said.

“I know, buddy, but it’s very important to
have clean clothes,” David said.

By the time the boys were to be driven to
their sleepovers, David was so amped up he thought his head might
pop off. He and Page stood in the doorway of Tyler’s room, watching
as Alex helped Ty round up his gear. It was hard to imagine how
Alex could cram another stuffed animal into Tyler’s clown car of a
backpack, but she persisted with a large gray and white shark Ty
insisted he have.

“What can I do?” David asked, shifting
Page’s sleeping bag and pillow under his arm.

Tyler was sifting through a pile of
Pokemon cards on the floor. “Mommy, I can’t find my
Charizard card.”

“Tyler, honey, it’s just for one night.
Okay? You have all your favorite stuffed animals. We should leave
or we’re going to be late.”

“But it’s my rarest card. And Leo doesn’t
have one.”

David set Page’s sleepover gear on the
floor. “How well do we know this Leo? Are you sure he isn’t a
Pokemon card stealer? Maybe we should keep the card here
where we know it’s safe.”

The gears turned in Tyler’s head. “Leo’s my
best friend. I don’t think he would steal something from me.”

David took a deep breath. “If the card stays
here, you won’t lose it.”

Again, Tyler seemed as though he wasn’t
buying what David had to sell. “If I never get to show it to
anybody, what’s the point of even having it?”

Page groaned. “Hey, doofus. Come on. I want
to get over to Scott’s house.”

Alex cocked her head and shot David a look
that seemed to say, “Now what, smart guy?”

“I tell you what. Let’s have Leo come over
to play next week and we can go swimming and look at all your
Pokemon cards.”

Tyler’s face lit up. “Will you throw Leo in
the pool like you throw me?”

“We’ll have to ask his mom if it’s okay,”
Alex chimed in.

“Can we order pizza? And have hot fudge
sundaes?”

“Whatever you want,” answered David.

“Okay.” Tyler struggled with his backpack
until David hoisted it onto his back.

They dropped off Page first. Tyler’s friend
Leo lived only a few blocks from there. David sat in the car and
watched Alex as she hurried back down the walk in front of Leo’s
house, in a black and white print skirt and a tight white tee that
was just sheer enough to make him a little crazy.

“Mission accomplished,” she said when she
got in the car. She swiped off her sunglasses, her eyes like blue
crystal. “What’s the plan?”

He glanced at Alex’s chest—it was hard to
ignore her lacy bra through her top. He swallowed. Would Leo’s
parents be offended if I had sex with Alex in their driveway?
“I’m having dinner delivered to the house.”

“Great.”

Alex fiddled with the satellite radio for a
few minutes on the drive back. “How do you find any good stations
on this thing? All you have programmed is talk radio. You’d think
you’d want to listen to music. You are a musician.” She sat back
after she’d apparently found what she was looking for—the 80s
flashback station. She leaned on the center armrest and David’s
nerves began to catch up with him.

The caterer’s van was in the driveway when
they got to the house and a woman with short, spiky blonde hair and
a white chef’s coat waved to him before she disappeared through the
side door that led to the kitchen.

“You hired a caterer? For just the two of
us? I figured we were ordering pizza or Chinese.”

He pulled into the garage and turned off the
ignition. “That’s not much of a date. I want us to enjoy ourselves
and I don’t want to have to worry about the creepy delivery guy
from Mr. Chu’s.”

Alex laughed before she reached over and
drew a line down his forearm with the tip of her finger. “That’s
sweet.”

Now David wondered if the caterers would be
horrified if he and Alex had sex in the garage while they prepared
dinner inside. “It’s my pleasure.”

He dropped his head, reading her cues,
relieved when she moved closer and raised her mouth to his. The
kiss was soft, but one hundred times more electric than the first
two. Alex gently sucked his lower lip into her mouth and he
couldn’t even fathom what might be in store later.

He rested his forehead against hers,
breathless from that brief blast of heat. “If we don’t go inside
right now, we’re not going to make it to dinner.”

“I think you might be right.”

The blonde, Meg, was busy in the kitchen.
“Mr. Callahan.” She pulled David aside and wiped her hands on a
dishtowel before slinging it over her shoulder. “We should be ready
to start in about twenty minutes. Out by the pool still okay?”

“Perfect.”

David looked at Alex. “Should I put on some
music? Do you want a glass of wine?”

“Yes and yes.” She looked down at herself
and grimaced. “I might change. If that’s okay.”

“I think you look perfect, but you have time
if you want to.” Just don’t put on anything with too many
buttons or zippers.

“Maybe I’ll just go freshen up.”

David opened a bottle of Bugey Cerdon
and took a pair of champagne flutes outside. The weather was
incredible—mid 70s, light breeze. He couldn’t imagine a better
scenario, and yet his stomach was tied up in knots. Maybe Alex
would want to take this slowly, maybe there would only be kissing
tonight. He could be happy with any amount of Alex. He remembered
the way she had rocked her hips against him in the kitchen. Maybe
more was going to happen.

The pressure was enormous—seventeen years in
the waiting, fantasies and imagined scenarios not even beginning to
fill the chasm David felt inside. What if he didn’t measure up to
Glenn? In general, he didn’t question his ability to kick Glenn’s
ass at anything, but this was different. He rarely had performance
anxiety; he’d taken the stage in front of tens of thousands of fans
every night for years without a problem. He’d been with countless
women and never had a failure to launch. I don’t even want to
think about that.

Alex traipsed through the French doors and
it was as if every negative thought he’d ever had simply vanished.
Her smile, more beautiful with every step closer, made him feel
like the luckiest bastard on the planet. With dinner mere minutes
away, food was the very last thing on his mind.

“Decided not to change?”

“Yeah. I like this skirt and it’s
comfortable. I just did some primping.” She smiled again and wagged
her hips, giving David another reason to wish he’d chosen roomier
pants.

They sat down to dinner when the sun had
nearly set, starting with a spinach salad with pears, Gorgonzola
and candied walnuts. It was one of his favorites, he always ordered
it at a restaurant, but by the time Meg took his plate away, he
didn’t even remember eating it. The next course was NY strip steak
crusted in herbs with a drizzle of olive oil and sautéed green
beans.

Alex leaned forward, closing her eyes and
inhaling the steam rising from her plate. “Oh, my God. I don’t
think anything has ever smelled as good as this.”

Finishing his second glass of wine, David
finally felt himself unwind. “I’m pretty sure you smell better than
this every day.”

Her cheeks became colored in a gorgeous
blend of gold and pink, from the candlelight and rush of blood to
her skin. “I do?” She smelled her shoulder. “Not bad, but I still
think I’m going with the steak.” She took a bite and her eyes
rolled into the back of her head. “Wow.”

He watched her eat, glad she was enjoying
herself, hoping he might be able to make her eyes do that again
later.

To finish the meal, Meg served a flourless
chocolate cake with caramel sauce and whipped cream. David had
chosen it—with Alex’s sweet tooth, he knew he had better have a
damn good dessert. Meg offered to make them espresso, but he didn’t
think his heart could take any extra stimulation. He was having a
hard enough time keeping his cool.

They stayed at the table and drank wine
after Meg had cleared the dishes. Cleaning the kitchen was taking
forever—David considered telling them to leave, but he’d never
convince Alex to go to bed with dirty dishes in the sink.

When the caterers were finally gone, David
was stumped. Where do I start? He didn’t want Alex to think
that physical contact was all he wanted from her. This carrot had
been dangling in front of him for a long time, but sitting and
sharing a meal with her was part of what he’d waited for, too.

His head was packed with thoughts and
questions and doubts. A single step forward seemed like the only
way to clear it. “Should we finish our wine on the big lounge
chair? That would be more comfortable.”

They walked to the other side of the pool
and Alex shivered when a strong breeze blew. She sat on the
two-person chaise and stretched out her legs. David kicked off his
flip-flops and joined her.

“Are you cold?” he asked.

“A little.”

“Come here. Let me warm you up.”

She scooted closer and curled into him,
setting her head against his chest. “That’s better.”

“Yes, it is.” Relief washed over him. She
wants to be close.

He wrapped his arms around her, feeling her
breath against his chest, a heat that quickly spread throughout his
body. She unfurled her legs, shifting her hips closer to his. He
dug his nose into her silky hair and she hummed—a sound that he’d
long wanted to coax from her lips.

She hooked her foot around his ankle,
reached up and pulled back his collar with a finger, kissing him at
the base of his throat twice. The third time, she lingered with her
lips, a hot puff of breath that sent tremors to his core.

With all the encouragement he’d ever need,
he brushed her hair from her neck, sinking his lips into her tender
and sweet smelling skin. He kissed her below her ear and she moaned
softly, flattening her body against his. Smoothing his hand around
her waist, he caught the hem of her top with his pinky. As she
tilted her head upward, his mouth descended upon hers, his pent-up
need for her boiling over as the kiss intensified. She snaked her
leg around his and dug her hands into his hair. He caressed the
impossibly soft skin of her back, his hand moving further north
with every pass.

Each meeting of their skin was a new
experience, testing him physically and mentally. He’d always
imagined Alex having a bedroom personality that matched her sweet,
yet often reserved exterior. Now he was getting a taste of just how
much he might have underestimated her. There seemed to be a fire
inside her that might be difficult to contain, not that he wanted
to. Perhaps she was adept at tending this side of herself or
perhaps he’d managed to stoke it.

He pulled his mouth from hers. “Do you want
to go to my room?” He had a flash of himself as a teenager, longing
to ask her that very question. “Or we could go to yours if that
makes you more comfortable.”

She nuzzled his neck, making his hips
instinctively draw even closer to hers. “I vote for your room.” She
trailed a finger behind his ear, along his jaw, sweeping it across
his lower lip before popping it into his mouth. A sly grin spread
across her face when he sucked on it. She leaned closer to whisper
in his ear. “You have a much bigger bed.”


Chapter Twenty-One

 


 


You have a much bigger bed? What would
make me say that? Alex held David’s hand as they hurried down
the hall to his bedroom. Her heart thumped with equal parts
anticipation and anxiety. David had been with so many women,
astounding women with perfect bodies and porn star boobs. Oh, my
God. What if he’s been with a porn star? How am I supposed to
compete with that? She really hoped what she lacked in the boob
department or breadth of experience, she could make up for with
enthusiasm.

As soon as he pulled her into his room, she
stopped.

David was full speed ahead, yanking on her
arm. “What’s wrong?”

She peered into his gorgeous, sweet brown
eyes, filled with apprehension. How do you tell someone this?
How do I say this and not sound like an idiotic teenager? Am I just
in over my head?

“Alex, what?” He took her other hand. “We
don’t have to do this if you aren’t ready.”

She shut her eyes, frustrated she couldn’t
come out with it. “It’s just—” She sighed. “Glenn is the only man I
have ever been with. Ever.”

“Oh.” He stepped closer. “I see.”

Alex winced at the pity-laden tone of his
voice. “I know.”

“Were you worried that it would bother me?
Because it doesn’t.”

She twisted her lips. “Don’t you think it
makes this an even odder situation?”

“As far as I’m concerned, you and I are the
only people on the planet right now.” He tugged her closer and
kissed her forehead and then her cheek. “I’m not thinking about
history. I’m only thinking about you.”

His lips, soft and hot, came down on hers.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back, balancing
on her tiptoes.

They rushed to the bed as they kissed, but
David had apparently miscalculated the route. He steered them into
the footboard and stubbed his toe.

“Fuck,” he mumbled between their lips,
hopping while directing her backward along a new path.

“Are you okay?”

He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled her
closer while she stood before him, his hands gripping her waist.
“Never been better.” He pulled up her top and skimmed his mouth
across her stomach, employing his tongue as he went, a dizzying
performance that left Alex on the verge of fainting. His other hand
crept under her skirt, caressing her thigh as a storm brewed in
her. “But you’re wearing entirely too many clothes.”

She smiled, crossing her arms and wriggling
her top over her head. David scooted farther back on the bed. She
followed, her hands and knees sinking into the duvet. She stretched
out alongside him before he playfully pushed her to her back. A
thrill fluttered through her chest. He wants me. Heat rushed
to the surface of her skin.

He hovered above her, hair flopping down
onto his forehead. She hurriedly unbuttoned his shirt, feeling his
eyes all over her, glancing up to see an irresistible grin across
his face. With the final button undone, he sat back on his knees
and rolled his shoulders out of the sleeves, leaving the shirt to
slump to the floor. She’d always loved the twisting black tattoo on
his upper arm, but it looked wonderfully dangerous now that they
were undressing each other.

David lay down alongside her, slipping her
bra strap off her shoulder with his thumb. His mouth grazed the
spot where the strap had been as he unhooked it in one nearly
imperceptible movement.

“Smooth,” she said.

He laughed quietly. “I practice.” He pulled
the white lace away and hesitated, which made her heart gallop.
“You’re perfect.”

He cupped one breast with his warm hand
while his lips teased the other. Her mind lingered on his words—no
man had ever told her she was perfect. Everything David did or said
incited a riot in her body. She arched her neck and closed her
eyes, giving in to the sensation of his tongue swirling around her
taut and puckered skin.

He was everything at that moment—her friend,
her protector, her confidant, about to become her lover. I hope
this is the right thing to do. She couldn’t imagine
stopping.

Her hands raked up and down David’s muscular
back, fingers spread, ardent and craving. She bucked her hips
against him as he kissed his way over the peaks and valleys of her
chest to her other breast, sending shockwaves through her hips and
stomach.

In an instant, her body decided thinking was
a fool’s pursuit. She urged David to his back and spread her hand
across his chest, running her fingers through his dark chest hair,
trailing a finger down his stomach. He mumbled her name and she
looked up to see his eyes shut, his mouth pursed in pleasure. She
unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, and she suddenly became very
curious.

He lifted his hips off the bed and she slid
his pants off his legs. She circled her fingers around his belly
button and he moaned as she kissed the mole beneath it. She derived
just as much pleasure from it, having spent the last several weeks
wishing she could leave a kiss there. She slipped her hand beneath
the waistband of his black boxer briefs and heard his breath catch.
There was a part of her that would’ve teased him, but the waiting
games were over, so she peeled them away.

If anyone was perfect in her eyes, he was.
Too bad the lights were dimmed because it looked as though he had
another small tattoo on his hip, right where the contour of his
pelvis was most enticing. She brushed her lips along the lowest
spot on his belly and wrapped her hand around him. Her fingers
rolled along his length, her palm pressing him against his
stomach.

“Oh, God,” he said. “Alex, that feels
amazing.”

She smiled to herself. “Good.” She
continued, feeling more confident with every satisfied sound that
came from his mouth.

David dug his hands into her hair. “Come
here.” His hand slid beneath her chin and she tilted her head to
kiss him. “Again, we have the problem with your clothes.”

He twisted her on to her back and she
unzipped her skirt as he watched.

“Next time, I vote that we start this with
you naked.” He gently rid her of the last of her clothes.

She giggled at his joke, but only for a
second, as he pressed his body weight against hers and bodies
conformed like two perfect-fitting puzzle pieces. Nothing stood
between them. Trepidation was long gone. Body and soul exposed,
Alex was surprised how little vulnerability was there. She felt
cared for, desired, protected for the first time in what seemed
like an eternity. David was about to move squarely into her heart
and she welcomed it.

“David. I want you. Now.”
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He scrambled to the other side of the bed,
opening the bedside table drawer. Alex’s hand smoothed over his
ass, sending waves of anticipation along his spine as he fumbled
with the box of condoms. Settling on the enormity of what was about
to happen while negotiating with the paper carton seemed
impossible. Is this real? Are we really doing this?

He flipped to his back and handed her the
foil package—she raised an eyebrow and tore it open. He wanted to
watch her put it on, to have the visual confirmation that he wasn’t
dreaming, but his head dropped onto the pillow as soon as she
touched him again. It was as if her fingers conducted electricity
out of thin air.

She toyed with him, drawing circles on his
lower stomach, which felt unbelievable but also had him digging
even further into conflicted thoughts. Is this okay? I’m
betraying him. But he betrayed her. He lifted his head and
watched as she eyed his body, her hair falling over her shoulders.
As shadows shifted, he knew no creature could be more bewitching
than Alex. That made it possible to breathe again.

He eased her to her back and she invited
him. Once more his heart seized up in his chest. She trusts me.
Only one other man has been here. She raised her knees and he
sank slowly, closing his eyes, feeling every inch of her flesh as
it yielded before enveloping him. It was as if reality was
collapsing in on him. He’d gone for so long wishing and wanting and
longing. Maybe this was a dream. Maybe his fantasies about this
moment with Alex felt so real because he’d memorized every last
detail. Maybe this would all go up in smoke.

He opened his eyes to see her looking back
at him, her eyes dark with desire. She licked her lips, an
intoxicating sight, and locked her legs behind him, urging him to
match her intensity as she swiveled her hips. The signal she’d sent
was unmistakable, but his body wouldn’t cooperate. His thrusts felt
mechanical, not the way he wanted them, fluid and in the moment.
Just relax, dammit. Just relax. He tried harder to not try
so hard, and that only made everything worse.

Alex reached up and touched his cheek. “Are
you okay? Your face is all serious.”

He grunted before taking a deep cleansing
breath. “Yes. Fine. Great.” Another stroke, deeper this time, and
Alex closed her eyes, turning her head to the side.

“Good,” she murmured. “Because you feel
amazing.”

He leaned down and pressed his lips to her
forehead. That’s it. The small reassurance allowed his legs
and back to loosen, just as the pressure everywhere else below his
waist began to build.

She gathered around him, her body pulling
him in even further. He steadied himself and focused on her as the
tension in his groin increased with every thrust and her blissful,
begging noises told him she was close. Her hips and back rose, her
head knocked forward and dropped back as she called out.

Her body clutched his, pushing him further
to the brink, electricity buzzing through his belly and thighs. She
opened her eyes and raised both arms above her head, granting him
the perfect view of her small, round breasts. Using her hands to
push back from the headboard, she bucked against him with
surprising force. The heat spiked and the boil rolled over, pulsing
out of him in steady beats. He buckled, his arms rubbery as he
struggled to hold his own weight above her. She pulled him closer
and he collapsed, both of them catching their breath.

“Wow,” Alex said.

David eased himself off her. “I get a “wow”
on the first try? I got “nice” for the first kiss.”

She laughed. “That was definitely a wow.”
She moved closer and brushed her mouth against his, her tongue
gliding along his bottom lip.

He pulled her against him. This might be
the shortest recovery time ever. “We can try for spectacular
later.”

They kissed again before Alex rolled out of
bed, plucking her top from the floor. He caught a glimpse of her
slipping it on when she flipped on the bathroom light. We need
to do it where I can see her better.

He heard the toilet flush and the rush of
water from the sink. Watching as she traipsed back into the room,
he was unsure what he’d done to deserve her.

She surveyed the floor. “Where do you think
my underwear went?”

“No idea.” He patted the mattress. “You
don’t need underwear in my bed. Nor do you need that shirt.”

She dropped a knee on the bed and beamed as
she crawled across it. She hovered above him. “Sorry. Habit. I
always get dressed right away in case the boys come in my room.”
She flopped on to her side, jostling the bed. “I don’t have to wear
the shirt if it bothers you.”

“It’s annoying. I want to see you.” His
finger looped her hair behind her ear and he inhaled the heady mix
of her honey-sweet smell and sex. The glut of new sensory pleasures
only left him wanting more. “I love your body. Let me look at you.”
He hooked a finger under the hem of her top and pulled it up,
letting his knuckle graze her stomach and breast.

She raised her arms for him to take off the
shirt, a shy smile dancing across her face when it was gone. “Glenn
never says things like that.”

“Glenn’s an idiot.” The biggest idiot to
ever walk the planet. He wrapped his arms around her. “If you
were mine, I would tell you that every day.” His heart raced.
Shut up. Shut up. Shut up. Don’t scare her away.

“That’s sweet.” Her finger lazily traced his
collarbone.

He dropped his shoulders. She hadn’t run
from the room when he’d suggested there might be a day when she
would be his. “I mean it.”

They snuggled and David knew no moment
before this had been better. Not the day they signed their first
record deal. Not the day they had their first platinum album. Not
even the day he’d made his first million. No achievement rivaled
that moment, Alex in his arms.

He heard her breaths grow slow and even.
“Alex,” he whispered.

“Hmm?” she answered, sleepily.

“I have a question.”

“Shoot.” She curled even closer to him,
nudging at his chest with her nose.

“Do you want to go sleep outside?”

“Outside, outside?”

He chuckled. “I do that sometimes. It’s
nice. Sort of like camping but less work.”

“Won’t it be freezing?”

“It’s not that bad. We’ll bring a bunch of
blankets and I’ll drag the double lounge chair over by the fire
pit.”

She looked up at him. “You’re serious. Sleep
outside. When it’s warm in here and you have this insanely
comfortable bed.”

“It’ll be fun. I’ll make it worth your
while.”

She raised both eyebrows. “How are you going
to do that when I’m wearing two pairs of pajamas and a ski
hat?”

“Oh, no pajamas. It’ll be warmer if we’re
naked.”

“This is starting to sound like a ploy.”

He pecked her on the cheek. “Trust me.”

Alex loaded David’s arms with their gear—his
Hungarian down comforter, two fleece blankets and seven pillows at
Alex’s request. She wrapped herself in her black cardigan but
nothing else, reminding him she was still deeply skeptical of his
insistence they’d be warmer without clothes.

They rolled the two-person chaise to a spot
near the large stone fire pit by the pool. Alex flipped the switch
and they had an instant roaring fire—flames flickering through
black glass stones that covered the bottom of the pit. David ran
back inside to grab some sheets from the linen closet.

“You’re not messing around with this, are
you?” she asked, as they began to make up the bed. “Real sheets.
I’m impressed.”

“Did you really think I was going to make
you sleep on a canvas cushion all night long?”

“Uh, yeah, I did.”

He tossed her a pillow. “You have seriously
underestimated me.”

“Obviously.”

They spread out the layers of blankets and
the duvet and David pulled back the covers. He took off his T-shirt
and noticed Alex watching him in the glowing, amber light of the
fire. She bounced on her toes, arms coiled around her body.

“You’re not going to get any warmer out
here.” He stepped out of his basketball shorts and slipped under
the blankets.

Alex frantically followed him, leaving her
sweater on. She huddled and shivered as he pulled the blankets
around her. “It’s officially freezing.”

“I told you. You have to be naked or it
won’t work. Come here.” He unbuttoned her cardigan.

She wiggled her shoulders out of the sleeves
and immediately retreated to David’s embrace. After a minute or so,
she stopped shivering. “Damn you. It’s warmer.”

“You need to learn to listen to me.” He
rubbed his feet over hers and smoothed her hair back as she looked
at him. “You really are beautiful.”

Her cheeks flushed. “Thank you.”

“Just stating facts.”

“Well, if we’re going to be stating facts,
it’s my turn to tell you that you’re devastatingly handsome.” She
giggled, a sound that stirred up his need for her. “And that wow
review I gave you earlier? I may have been underselling it a
bit.”

“Better than wow?”

“Way better.”

He smiled and pulled her closer and she
buried her face in his neck. Her breath against his skin warmed his
entire body, even when the temperature had dipped considerably.
Although the dark sky was cloudless, only a handful of stars were
visible so close to the city. A dog barked in the distance, but it
was otherwise peaceful and silent.

“This is nice,” she said.

“Again with the nice.”

She fingered his chest hair, which sent
pulses through him. “You know what I mean. Glenn would never do
something like this. It’s too weird.”

“You think this is weird?”

“No, I don’t.” She cleared her throat and
sat back, holding his hand. “Have you done this with a lot of
women?” Her cheeks pinked and she rolled her eyes. “I mean, sleep
outside. Not sex. I already know the answer to that.”

He swallowed. He wished she wouldn’t ask
questions about the past, or at least not the parts of his past
that included other women. In some ways, he wanted to erase those
parts of his history or pretend they were nothing more than a bad
dream. “I usually come out here by myself. It helps me think.”

“About what?”

“Lots of things. The band, my music, what
I’m doing with my life.” He stopped and took a deep breath. “But
mostly, I think about you.”
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The dog barked again, the sound echoing in
the distance.

Alex blinked. “Me?”

“Yes. I think about you.” David threaded his
fingers through her hair, his expression resigned as his warm palm
brushed her cheek. “I have for a long time.”

“Really?”

“You have no idea.”

“David. Why didn’t you say something?” Her
mind shuffled through memories of David, looking for signs she may
have missed. Once it dawned on her, she felt like a ditz. “You
couldn’t.”

“No, I couldn’t.” He kissed her, creating
waves of dizziness as she sensed a greater meaning behind it.
“Look, I don’t want to think about the past. The last two months
with you and the boys have been the best of my entire life. I’m not
exaggerating, either. That’s part of what makes me so pissed at
Glenn. I can’t imagine why he would throw everything away.”

Alex felt tears coming, something she always
tried hard to hold back. He had such a generous and open nature,
completely unlike Glenn. The idea of David having a thing for her
was a glorious thought, a glimmer of hope for a new beginning,
maybe even a chance at love. But she couldn’t stand to think she
may have caused him pain, even unintentionally. “I don’t know what
to say. You’ve been so good to me.”

“You don’t need to say anything.”

She studied his face, putting her hand on
his neck and rubbing her thumb against his stubbly jaw. “When you
think about me, what are you thinking?”

“Some of it’s not appropriate for polite
conversation.” He nuzzled her neck, his steamy breath making her
lightheaded. “But I’d love to show you. I meant it when I said I
was tired of keeping my hands to myself.” He slid his hand around
her waist to her lower back and pressed her closer.

She hooked her leg around his. “You don’t
seem to be having that problem anymore.”

“I know. It’s amazing how easy it is once
you start.”

They kissed, their lips in perfect sync, and
Alex’s heart felt as if it was swelling inside her, every pump of
blood making it stronger.

“You have permission to keep your hands on
me as much as possible,” she said.

“Just remember that I enjoy your hands,
too.”

Alex rolled on top of David, straddling his
waist and combing her fingers into his thick head of hair. “Like
this?”

“Mmm.” He smiled at her. “That’s a
start.”

He pulled the covers up over her shoulders,
even though she’d forgotten about the chilly night air, completely
overwhelmed by him. She dotted his broad chest with kisses as she
trailed a finger down his neck and rocked her pelvis against
him.

“Did you remember the condoms?” She skimmed
her mouth along his collarbone.

“What kind of Boy Scout would I be if I
forgot birth control?”

She giggled, rolling back to his side. “I
doubt that’s what they were talking about when they said to be
prepared.”

He grabbed his shorts from the ground next
to the chaise, pulling the pouch from his pocket. “Probably not.”
He handed her the packet. “Would you like to do the honors?”

“Saving your strength?”

“I promised spectacular.” He brushed his
lips against hers. “And I always keep my promises.”

David’s eyes were intensely dark in the glow
of the fire. She gazed into them unable to escape the feeling he
was showing her things he’d never shown to anyone.

They made love and fell asleep in each
other’s arms for a few hours, Alex gently nudging him awake for
another round when the sky first began to lighten. David quickly
nodded off a second time, but Alex could only doze, lying tangled
in his arms as the sun made its ascent, her mind busily working
through the events of their night together.

There was more to consider than their sexual
chemistry, although that part was off the chart. She had to wonder
how long David had had these feelings for her. What does a long
time mean? She also wanted to know how deep those feelings
went. Ever since she’d moved into his house, she’d been coming to
the realization her romantic feelings for him, the ones that had
started in school, had never gone away. They had just been set
aside as a schoolgirl crush. Looking back over the years, it was
really only when Glenn started to cheat that she found herself
occasionally sneaking a peek at David or wondering about what it
would be like to kiss him. She didn’t dwell on the thoughts at the
time; they were wistful moments of fantasy, the by-product of
feeling alone and ignored.

David stirred as his hands began to explore,
taking advantage of having her in his arms. “Mmm. I could get used
to this.”

“I know it. Unfortunately, the boys would
bust us pretty quickly.”

“True.” He worked his nose into her hair.
“When do we have to pick them up?”

“After ten-thirty.” She rolled over and
grabbed her cell phone from the stone patio floor. “It’s almost
eight. We should probably get up.”

“Okay.” He sat up and squinted. “The sun is
kind of a bummer right now, anyway.”

Alex slipped into her cardigan. “Breakfast
or shower first?”

David smiled from ear to ear. “You’re my
dream woman. You know that, don’t you?”

She grabbed a few pillows. “Well, which is
it?”

“Shower. Food is the last thing I care about
right now.”

In the bathroom, David turned on the water
and waited with his hand in the spray. Alex stood wrapped in a
towel, glancing at the tattoo near his hipbone but trying not to be
too obvious about it. That was a difficult task—he already had an
impressive erection, which was its own glorious distraction.

“The towel seems a little unnecessary,” he
said.

She looked down and shook her head. “I
suppose it is.” She unwrapped herself and watched as his eyes
washed over her.

He curled his finger, urging her closer.
“Come here.”

She followed him into the steam, the heat
surrounding her as David pulled her into his arms and kissed her
deeply. The deluge of drops rolled over them as his hands roved up
and down her back. He rubbed against her leg, rock hard, and she
twisted his wet hair in her fingers.

Alex turned into the spray and raked through
her long tresses. She lazily draped her head to one side, rolling
back her shoulders. She turned and opened her eyes to see a sly
grin across David’s face.

“What?” she asked.

“I like watching you.”

She smiled and stepped closer. “Where’s the
soap? I’m ready for you to lather me up.”

He pursed his lips. “I’m going to have to
pretend that you didn’t just say that.” He grabbed the bar of soap
and began rolling it in his hands. “Otherwise, I might pass
out.”

“Well, we don’t want that.” Alex placed a
hand at his waist, smoothing it over his hipbone and down onto his
thigh. She glanced down and then leaned, stopping to kiss his
stomach once. Now she could see the tattoo—a simple line drawing of
a bird in flight, no larger than a penny. She ran her thumb across
it. “So it’s a dove. Very sexy.” She cast her eyes up to his. The
playful look in his eyes faded to one that was solemn. “Does it
stand for something?”


Chapter Twenty-Four

 


 


It felt as though Alex held his heart in her
hands. Being with her was healing, but getting past nearly two
decades of mental torture would take time. He studied her; dark
hair washed back from her hairline, shining icy blue eyes, full,
pink lips. Everything he’d fantasized about hundreds of times right
before him.

“It’s complicated.” He set the soap aside
and pulled her closer.

“Tell me.” She kissed the base of his
throat, giving him all the assurance he needed.

“It stands for a lot of things. Freedom,
being at peace, but mostly it symbolizes you.”

Her eyebrows drew together. “Am I the
dove?”

He took a breath deep enough to last for
minutes. “Not exactly. It was supposed to be my way of making peace
with my feelings for you. Setting them free.” He’d never uttered a
word about the tattoo before. Every rationalization had been
internal dialogue, anything he could do to get past the pain of not
having her.

“When did you get it?” she asked, her voice
trembling.

He didn’t know if he could handle it if she
started to cry, but he had to keep going. “Right after you and
Glenn were married. When I knew that my chance with you was gone. I
had to let you go, Alex. Glenn was my best friend and I knew you
two belonged together, that you loved each other.”

“That was fifteen years ago,” she whispered,
her body still.

“I know.” His voice was on the verge of
cracking. “And that’s just the tattoo. I’ve felt this way about you
since high school.” The words sounded more pathetic than he’d
imagined as he finally spoke them, but at least he didn’t have to
hold on to them anymore. They would no longer walk the halls in his
head.

“Did the tattoo make you feel better?”

He searched her face, craving the smallest
sign she wasn’t about to turn and run. “A little. Not for long.”
He’d tried to get over her, but he couldn’t do it. His heart
wouldn’t let go of her. He kneaded his forehead, desperate to know
what she was thinking. “I hope this doesn’t sound unbelievably
creepy.”

She circled her finger in his chest hair and
he looked up at the ceiling for a moment, hoping for strength if
she decided this just wasn’t going to work.

“Not at all. I was thinking it’s the most
beautiful, bittersweet thing I’ve ever heard.”

His head dropped as if a lead weight was
tethered to his chin. “Seriously?”

“No man has ever said anything so profoundly
sweet like that to me. Ever.” She smiled. “I’ll even go so far as
to say it was nice.”

“Again with the nice.”

She popped up onto her tiptoes and threw her
arms around his neck, kissing him with even greater enthusiasm than
she had the night before. Her lips felt perfect against his, as if
they always belonged there. She sucked on his lip and his hands
pressed her against him, the need for her flaming in his
stomach.

He reached for the soap and quickly rolled
it in his hands, creating handfuls of bubbles. “I believe someone
requested lather.”

“I was starting to wonder what I had to do
to get some attention around here.”

He laughed. “Trust me. You can have all the
attention you want.”

Her tongue slid across her lower lip and she
dropped her shoulders. He spread the suds across her chest as they
both watched him coat her breasts in creamy white bubbles. Her
breath caught as he caressed her slippery skin, continuing in an
endless circle. He rubbed his thumbs back and forth across her
nipples, feeling the tension in her skin as they drew tighter with
every touch.

He smoothed a hand to her back and down to
her ass, pulling her pelvis closer to him. Her mouth was eager, her
tongue flicking against his and he slid his other hand between her
legs. She gasped and dropped her head to his shoulder. She kissed
his collarbone and brushed her lips against his neck, softly
nipping at his skin a few times. David moved his fingers in slow
circles and her belly and breasts, slick with soap, grazed over
him. She nuzzled her face into his neck and raised herself higher
on her toes, as she leaned into him and her thighs trembled against
his hand.

“Oh, God,” she said, now rooting around in
his neck, restless. “Don’t stop.”

He quickened the pace and she countered
every move by grinding against his hand. Just as her breaths become
short and fast, he slowed his strokes. She cried out, quickly
muffling her voice against his shoulder. He smiled as she went limp
with the release and clutched his back.

Alex rested for another moment then kissed
him. She trailed her finger down his chest, sending a shock through
him as she continued south, wrapping her fingers around him. “Your
turn. But we need to get you rinsed off. I don’t want to get any
soap in my mouth.”

“Wow. You really have to stop saying things
like that. I’m standing on a slippery surface.” He kissed her and
quickly twisted his body back and forth in the spray. “You’re all
soapy, too.” He steered her into the water, looking over her
shoulder as it washed away the suds from her chest. He reached
under her arms and gently wiped away the remaining soap, pressing
his chest into her back. How many times have I imagined her like
this? It didn’t come close to the real thing.

He nestled his lips in the crook of her
neck. A purr came from her throat. “Alex, honey, can we take this
into the bedroom?”

“Starting to prune?” She tilted her head,
looking up at him.

“Yes.” He separated the dripping twists of
her hair with his fingers. “But mostly I want to make love to
you.”

“I like that answer.”

She turned off the water and David grabbed
their towels. His eyes roved over her as she dried her shoulders
and stomach. She bent over at the waist and twisted her hair up in
the towel, making his chest feel like as thought it might erupt
from the pressure. She turned and made the quick trip to his bed,
ditched the towel, and reclined, her damp hair rolling down her
back.

“David, come on. We have to leave in
forty-five minutes.”

He hurried to her. “It’s okay. I work well
under pressure.”

She laughed and scooted back on to the
pillows. “I wish we could spend the whole day in bed.”

“You have no idea.” He stretched out next to
her.

“You know what?” she asked. “I liked it when
you called me honey. I’m going to have to come up with the perfect
term of endearment for you.”

David felt the heat rise in his cheeks.
“Like what?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“As long as it isn’t Pooky.”

“No Pooky,” she answered, pulling him
close.

****

David backed the Escalade out of the
driveway a few minutes behind schedule.

“We need to talk about the boys. We can’t do
anything to make them suspicious.” Alex dug through her purse.
“Gum?”

“Uh, no, thanks.”

“We have to be extra careful around Page. He
notices everything.”

“I know. He’s always sneaking looks over my
shoulder at email.”

“And it might seem like Tyler isn’t paying
attention, but believe me, he is.”

This wasn’t necessarily what he wanted to
talk about, but they needed to be on the same page when it came to
the boys. It was the only way to make things work and he really
wanted this to work.

“Okay,” he started. “Well, no kissing.
That’s an obvious one. No holding hands. We need to make sure we
don’t stand too close to each other.” This is starting to sound
really awful. “No pet names. Anything else?”

“I hate to say this, but I was serious about
nothing happening with the boys in the house. Not even if they’ve
gone to bed. Tyler wanders in to my room all the time. He’d freak
if I wasn’t there.”

“Of course.” The reality of their situation
seeped into the contentment the last eighteen hours with Alex had
created. “Whatever you think is right.”

“We still have the day, when they’re at
school.”

“Except when I’m in the studio producing or
working on Double Damage stuff. Or you’re at the library or
volunteering at school or meeting with The Weatherman.”

She reached across the center console and
rubbed his thigh. He wondered if there was a place to pull over to
the side of the road for a quickie. “It’s just until the divorce
stuff progresses. As soon as I can finally talk to Glenn, I can
talk to the boys about everything. I need to get them used to the
idea that their dad might not come back.”

David’s heartbeat pounded in his ears. The
idea of Alex making plans, talking about the future, their future,
filled him with optimism. The thought of Glenn’s return was
nauseating. “How can you be so sure Glenn isn’t going to show up
one of these days?”

She propped her sunglasses on the top of her
head as they pulled up in front of Page’s friend’s house. “Listen,
I know Glenn better than anyone. I’m sure. It’s been days since you
called him. If he was interested in getting back together with the
band, he would’ve come back by now.”
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She couldn’t drive fast enough. Alex had
tried the other moms, pleaded with them, but nobody was willing to
switch carpool duty with her on a Monday morning. Now that the kids
were at school, David was her only thought.

Sunday had been frustrating beyond belief.
Every word held greater meaning. Can I top you off? No, thanks,
I’ll take it straight up. Do you want your muffin toasted?

She and David had a two-hour window before
she needed to get to the library and he had to leave for yet
another band meeting. Today was decision day. Double Damage had
five big-money offers for shows. And still no front man.

Alex tossed her keys and bag on the kitchen
counter when she got back to the house, but David was nowhere to be
seen. “Hello?” She went to the window at the back of the kitchen,
looking out to the pool. Nothing. “David?”

He came traipsing into the room, a wide grin
on his face. “There you are.” He pulled her into his strong arms
and nestled his face in her neck.

She dropped her head to the side, closing
her eyes. His lips against her skin were enough to make her forget
her name, the date, everything that was wrong.

“I wanted to do this all day yesterday.” She
kissed him before skimming her mouth along the contours of his
jaw.

“Do you know how much I love hearing that?”
David clutched her hand and hurried her down the hallway.

Alex stopped him at her door and tugged on
his arm. “In here.”

“I thought you liked the bed in my
room.”

“I don’t even know what made me say that. Is
that the lamest sexy thing anyone has ever said or what?” She
pulled the elastic from her ponytail and shook her hair free before
threading her shirt over her head. “I want you on my turf.”

“Technically, this is still my turf. But as
long as you want me, the location is secondary.” He wrapped his
arms around her waist and gave her a powerful kiss, slipping a hand
to the back of her head.

Alex responded by rubbing her pelvis against
David. She felt a buzz against her hip. “Ooh.” She pressed
harder.

David laughed. “I’m good, but I’m not that
good.” He fished his phone from his pocket and tossed it on the
floor before he unhooked the clasp of Alex’s bra.

“Crap. I left my phone in the kitchen. I
should probably go get it.”

“No way.” David gripped her shoulders and
walked her backward to the bed. “There’s no time for phone
calls.”

“What if the school calls?” Her heart
fluttered as he trailed his fingers along her spine and kissed her
shoulder.

“I’m sure the world can spin without you for
a little while,” he said, between kisses. David’s phone beeped with
the arrival of voicemail.

“Do you need to get that?” Alex asked.

He flattened her against the bed and smiled.
His hair flopped down around his face, his eyes a smoky brown. “I’m
not listening to voicemail when I have you just where I want
you.”

They both collapsed on the bed mere minutes
later. Alex hummed and arched her back before rolling onto her
side. She traced her finger on his chest, through the curly dark
hair, to the smooth parts, and back again. She suspected that she
and David might never get enough of each other, or at least not any
time soon. This weighed on her, even thought she was the happiest
she’d been in a very long time. What am I doing? He’s so sweet.
He’s done everything for me. She couldn’t bear the thought of
breaking his heart, but her feelings were a mess. She was more than
drawn to him—she couldn’t imagine life without him now. Still, it
felt too soon to think about feelings beyond affection and
friendship. Going straight from a failed marriage to a brand new
relationship might not have been the smartest plan.

David looped her hair behind her ear, gazing
into her eyes. His were a warm and golden tone in the faint light
of the room.

“Come here.” He dug his hand into the hair
at the nape of her neck. He kissed her softly, leaving a
whisper-thin space between their lips and bridging the distance
with his tongue.

Alex felt light-headed from the things he
stirred up in her, but then the quiet filled her ears when his eyes
searched her face.

“Alex, honey,” he said. “I need to tell you
something.”

“Okay. Listening.”

He waited, his eyes still scanning. “I love
you.”

The words swept through her head, her breath
rushed out of her. Her heart seized up in her chest and then roared
back to life with a surge of adrenaline. Every sense was suddenly
heightened. Her mouth flew open with only a squeak coming out.

“Shhh.” He brushed the side of her face with
the back of his hand. “Listen, I’ve loved you for a long time, so
it’s not fair for me to expect you to say anything in return. I
just, I need you to know how I feel. I’ve spent the last seventeen
years keeping this bottled up inside me. I can’t keep it there
anymore.”

Heat rose in Alex’s cheeks as the tears
silently crept down and cooled them. Only one other man had ever
said, “I love you,” and he hadn’t always meant it.

She felt a crush of guilt. David had bared
his soul and she didn’t know how to respond. It sent her scrambling
for something to say, anything that could match a fraction of all
he’d put on the line. I love you, but do I “love you” love
you? It wouldn’t be fair to return the words until she was
certain. She couldn’t do to David what Glenn had done to her. She
couldn’t say, “I love you,” until she was sure she meant it the way
he did.
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David snatched a box of tissues from the
bedside table. “I’ve completely ruined the mood, haven’t I?”

“What? No. Of course not.” She plucked a
tissue from the box. “It’s just that you’re so amazing. I’m trying
to figure out what I did to deserve you.”

He kissed the end of her nose. “Well, then
we’re in the same boat because I’m trying to answer the same
question.”

He struggled to decipher her facial
expressions as her tears ebbed. For as long as they’d known each
other, he couldn’t always read her. The sense that he’d fucked up
and taken it too fast ushered waves of regret. Why did I have to
say it now? Does it really change anything?

The reason he couldn’t hide the admission
was no comfort, only a reminder of an adult life spent waiting to
say those words to a woman and actually mean them. It was
impossible to not feel disappointment that she hadn’t returned the
sentiment. A part of him thought the words would gush out of her
and he could have his reward. Not today.

Alex rested her chin on his chest and he
caressed the smooth skin at the small of her back. She felt frail
in his arms, like a frightened bird that had spent days dodging the
neighborhood cat, in need of a safe place to nest. He pulled her
even closer and kissed her temple, but the weight of his words
loomed over them. Time to change the subject.

“Alex, honey, I was thinking, what if we
took the boys away for a few days? Don’t they have a teacher
workday coming up?”

She rolled to her back and grinned, dragging
her finger the length of his forearm. “Next weekend. What did you
have in mind?”

“I need to go up to Santa Cruz. There’s a
guy selling some pretty rare guitars and I wanted to go look. We
could drive up on a Friday and take the scenic route along the
ocean. The boys would love the boardwalk and I haven’t been there
in years.”

“Sounds like fun. Maybe it would be good for
all of us to get away.”

“Is that a yes?” He smoothed his hand over
her stomach and leaned down to kiss her shoulder.

“I’m not stupid. I’m not going to turn down
mini donuts and rollercoasters.”

“Great. I’ll start looking into a hotel.”
Santa Cruz had once been one of David’s go-to getaways with
girlfriends, but he knew his usual choice of lodging, up in the
hills with the spa and the super-quiet grounds, wasn’t going to cut
it with the boys. “Something by the beach.”

“You do realize this won’t be a romantic
getaway.” She frowned in an adorably playful way.

“I know. We can still have a good time.” He
swallowed, bargaining that if he had to spend a long weekend with
Alex in separate rooms, it wouldn’t be much more painful than the
previous seventeen years.

“I should probably take a shower,” Alex
said. “I have to be at the library by eleven.”

David glanced at the clock on the bedside
table. “Yeah, I have my meeting with the band. Time to sort all of
that out.” He sat up and swiped his clothes from the floor, but
felt Alex’s cool hand on his back.

“Thank you,” she said, as he peered over his
shoulder.

“For what?”

She cast her eyes down for a moment. “This.
Taking us with you to Santa Cruz. Everything.”

“Alex, honey.” He lifted her chin and pecked
her on the lips. “Don’t thank me for a thing.”

David traipsed to his office at the back of
the house. He didn’t quite have the spring in his step he’d had the
last time after he’d had sex with Alex. “I love you” followed by
deathly silence had put a damper on things. The trip to Santa Cruz
would be a good distraction while he waited on her to sort out her
feelings. He shook his head as he sat and pressed the voicemail
button on his phone.

David sat frozen as the message began to
play. Glenn’s gravely voice on the line sent icy prickles along his
spine.

“Hey, David. Got your message. Sorry I’ve
been so out of touch. I hope you weren’t worried about me. I’m just
trying to sort some shit out, and I needed to get away from Alex to
do it. Sometimes I feel like I can’t even think when she’s around.
Anyway, this thing with the movie and the soundtrack sounds pretty
cool, but I’m not sure I’m ready to come back and deal with
everything else. You know, my personal stuff. I’m leaving all of
that to the lawyers right now. So, keep me posted and I’ll think
about it.” The sound of Glenn clearing his throat played through
the phone. David felt as if someone’s hand was firmly clamped
around his.

“Um, I’d prefer it if you didn’t tell Alex
that I called. I don’t want her leaving me a bunch of messages and
bitching about stuff. I mean, if you see her or talk to her.
Actually, it’d be good if you went by the house and checked on the
boys. I miss them like crazy even if I don’t miss Alex.” Glenn let
out a breathy laugh. “Hey, man, I appreciate you helping me out
like this. You’re always there when I need you. I just need more
time. You understand. Anyway, take care, bro. I’ll call soon.”

David slumped forward, resting his elbows on
the desk and burying his hands in his hair. Fuck. His mind
spun like a centrifuge, as if he were being pulled in a million
different directions at once. Trying to sift through the good and
the bad of Glenn’s message felt impossible, his allegiance to the
band, his love for Alex, and his sense of obligation toward his
oldest friend all at odds with each other.

Great. You’re thinking about coming back.
The band needs you to think harder. The show promoters wanted
answers and signed contracts. They wanted Double Damage now that
they were hot again. The band’s meeting would now be about finding
a way to put things off until they could get an answer from Glenn.
If there wasn’t a way, there was the uncomfortable possibility they
might start looking for Glenn’s replacement. The rest of the band
had been dead-set against it at the beginning, but now that there
was so much money in play, the idea might be more palatable.

Don’t tell Alex I called. Of course,
David didn’t want to upset Alex unnecessarily, but he abhorred the
thought of keeping things from her. It didn’t bode well for Glenn
that he was considering coming back for the band but hadn’t made
any contact with the boys or Alex. That alone was grounds for her
beating him to a pulp.

As if she knew David was thinking about her,
Alex stepped into his office. “Can you help me with this bracelet?”
She smiled and moved behind his desk, presenting her slender wrist
and the chunky silver chain. A waft of her perfume filled the air,
her eyes narrowed as David hooked the clasp. “Are you okay?”

His hand went to her hip as she jiggled the
bracelet on her arm. “Uh, not really. I have to tell you
something.”

“What?” she asked, a deep crease forming
between her brows.

“Glenn called.”

“When?” She gasped and covered her mouth as
her eyes doubled in size. “The voicemail. When we were in my
room.”

“He’s thinking about coming back to the band
but isn’t sure. He also asked me not to tell you. He said he needs
his space.”

“Unreal. I’m glad the band is important
enough to him to make him want to come back. What an asshole.” Her
jaw tensed and she clamped her eyes shut. “Fine. I’ll give him all
the fucking space he needs.”

“Look at me, Alex.” He gently rubbed her
arm. “I know this is awful. He should be calling you or at least
calling to speak to the boys. But, maybe it’s good. Just sit back
and let The Weatherman deal with everything.”

She sighed with deep exasperation and her
shoulders dropped. “You’re right. The sooner he and I are divorced,
the better.”
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Alex and David stood at the check-in desk
while the boys explored the lobby of the Sea Inn, on the beach next
to the historic Santa Cruz boardwalk.

While he tapped away on his computer, the
desk clerk explained the inn had recently received a complete
remodel. They’d preserved the kitschy 50s vibe, adding the bells
and whistles of an upscale boutique hotel. “You’re all set Mr.
Callahan,” he said, pushing his black-rimmed glasses onto the
bridge of his pointy nose. “I have you here for two nights, two
rooms, each with two queen beds.”

“The rooms are attached, right? I requested
that when I made the reservation,” David said, irresistible with
hours of scruff along his jaw.

“Yes, sir. Exactly as you asked.”

David raised an eyebrow at Alex. “I’ll bunk
with Page and Tyler will stay in your room?”

That sucks. Alex sighed. “Sounds
perfect.” She watched as the boys sat on a sprawling turquoise
sofa, talking and horsing around. It was such a welcome change of
pace to hear them laugh.

The clerk slid a paper folio with two room
key cards inside. “Here you are, Mr. and Mrs. Callahan. Lee is
waiting with your bags at the elevator. He’ll show you up to your
room.”

Alex cleared her throat as she watched David
beckon the boys and usher them toward the elevator. Mr. and Mrs.
Callahan. For all of the time they’d spent together as a unit,
she’d never dared to imagine that kind of a future with David. Most
days, she couldn’t see beyond the next twenty-four hours, certainly
never more than a few months down the road. Everything beyond the
divorce had once seemed unattainable, but away from LA and the
physical reminders of what was going on, the glimpse of what might
be possible warmed her from head to toe.

The happy feelings also made it that much
more difficult to be around David and not touch him. They were very
careful to keep from close physical contact around the boys, but
this weekend would be tough. Most of the time at home, Page and
Tyler were running around and doing their own thing, not subjecting
David and her to such scrutiny.

The elevator dinged and they walked down the
long corridor, decorated with sea green carpet and bamboo-patterned
wallpaper. The boys led the way, and the bellboy brought up the
rear. David’s fingers brushed her hand and hooked his pinky around
hers for an instant before letting go. She looked at him and fought
a smile; her body tingled with a familiar heat.

Inside the first room, the boys rushed to
see the beach from the windows. The rustle of waves and the caws of
seagulls flooded the room as Page opened the glass sliding
door.

The bellboy’s cart clunked into the room and
he removed the bags before David handed him a five. “Thank you,
sir. Enjoy your stay with us.”

David nodded and held his hand at Alex’s
back. “You okay?” He inched closer. “You’re being quiet.”

She chewed on her lower lip, drawn in by the
rich, chocolaty tone of his eyes. “I’m great. I’m just happy to be
here. Thank you.”

“Please stop saying that. I want to do these
things for you. For us. Okay?” He craned his neck, watching the
boys, before pecking her on the forehead.

“Careful. We need to watch ourselves around
those two. Page is like whats-her-butt, our eleventh grade English
teacher. Eyes in the back of his head.”

David shook his head. “Wow. Mrs. Lavin? I
haven’t thought about her in years.”

“Yeah, me neither.”

They joined the boys out on the deck. Alex
breathed in the rush of salt air, soaked up the late afternoon sun
on her face. I needed this. “This is so beautiful. What do
we say to Uncle David, guys?”

Tyler whipped around and hugged David’s
waist. “Thank you. It’s awesome.”

Page glanced over his shoulder while Tyler
relinquished his hold on David. “Yeah. Thanks. This is pretty
kick-ass.”

“Page,” Alex said, drawing out his name.

“Sorry, Mom. It rocks.”

“Standing out here does rock,” David said.
“But I think a walk on the beach and a swim in the pool would rock
even more.”

Fifteen minutes later, they were poolside,
where Alex scouted out a few lounge chairs and David stopped at the
bar to order drinks. The boys took no time getting wet, both
heading straight for the diving board. Alex took off her cover-up
and sat back, stretching her arms high above her head as David
approached.

“They’ll bring the drinks over in a minute.”
He tossed a paperback onto his chair and bent his arm, lifting his
T-shirt over his head.

Alex eyed his chest and the narrow trail of
hair down his midline, taking a deep breath to calm her raging
hormones. She would’ve straddled him right there on the chair if it
weren’t completely socially unacceptable. Damn. “What are we
drinking?” She smoothed her foot along the edge of the chair.

“You and I are having margaritas. I ordered
mango smoothies for Page and Ty.”

The waitress brought the drinks and David
signed for them, seemingly oblivious to the way she unsubtly
checked him out as she took the pen and check from him.

He reclined on his side and held his cup in
mid-air. “Cheers. Here’s to a relaxing weekend. Just the four of
us.”

“Cheers.” Alex thumped her plastic cup
against his and took a long sip of her drink. She wanted to fully
appreciate what this felt like—normal, like a family, having fun
together, with nobody mad or moody or complaining about something
trivial.

“What do you want to do for dinner tonight?”
David shifted in his seat and his fingers lazed over his stomach as
he absentmindedly stroked the area around his navel.

Alex fought the purr about to come out of
her. She welcomed the distraction of the couple next to them
packing up their things. “Um, I don’t know. Seafood? We’re at the
beach and Tyler loves popcorn shrimp.”

“We can ask the concierge to hook us up with
something.”

The chairs next to them went unoccupied for
only a few seconds before another young couple claimed them. Alex
did a double take.

The woman, a curvy blonde, looked familiar
but Alex couldn’t place her. She arranged her towel on her chair
and looked up, holding her hand to her forehead and shielding her
eyes from the sun. “David? Is that you?”

David jumped and shook his head when he laid
eyes on her. “Charlotte? What are you doing here?” He turned back
to Alex, propped his sunglasses on his forehead and crossed his
eyes. He mouthed, “My ex.”

Alex did her best not to say, “Big
surprise.” The list of David’s exes was a mile long.

David got up from his seat, his foot
catching on the leg of the lounge chair, which scraped across the
pavement. “Shit.” He hopped and rubbed his ankle. “How are you?” He
gave Charlotte a polite hug before reaching to shake the hand of
the man with her. “I’m David.”

“Mike. Nice to meet you.”

David gestured in Alex’s direction. “This is
Alex.”

“Alex?” Charlotte asked. “Alex Halford?”

Oh shit oh shit oh shit. Alex was
paralyzed.

Charlotte lunged and extended her hand. “I
didn’t realize that was you. I met you years ago in San Diego. Your
oldest son was with you, but he was pretty little. Where’s your
handsome hubby?”

Alex hadn’t considered what this might look
like to the rest of the world. Even if someone recognized David,
that was usually a quick photo and an autograph, certainly not any
prying questions.

“Ah. Glenn. Well, yes. He’s on a vacation of
his own.” She found herself second-guessing every syllable while
thankful for her sunglasses. Her eyes always seemed to give her
away. “He’s in Mexico. With some friends.”

“Oh, I see.” Charlotte cocked her head.
“Well, it’s great to see you. You probably don’t remember me. I’m
sure it’s hard to keep David’s girlfriends straight.”

David cleared his throat and sat, crinkling
his lips at Alex. “Uh, so, Charlotte, are you guys on
vacation?”

Mike chimed in. “Yep. We’re thinking about
getting married up here, so we came to check out a few locations.
You?”

David frantically wagged his foot. “Came up
here to see a guy about some vintage guitars he’s selling.”

“Of course you are,” Charlotte said. “Boys
and their toys.”

Tyler ran up, dripping wet. “Uncle David,
you said you were going to throw me in the pool like you do at
home.”

“Of course, buddy. Five minutes. The
grown-ups are talking right now.”

Alex sank lower in her chair as she felt
Charlotte’s eyes on her. “Ty, honey, no running by the pool, okay?
I don’t want you getting hurt.”

“Okay, Mommy.” He skittered to the edge of
the pool and jumped in.

“Is that your youngest, Alex?” Charlotte
asked. “He’s so cute. How old is he?”

“Oh, thanks. Tyler is ten.”

“Your oldest must be a teenager by now.” She
leaned forward and playfully smacked David on the leg with the back
of her hand. “See? I really was Double Damage’s biggest fan.”

Great. She’s David’s ex and she knows
everything there is to know about the band. “Yes, Page is
thirteen,” Alex muttered. “He’s the tall one waiting in line for
the diving board.”

“Wow. He looks exactly like his dad. I mean
a carbon copy.”

Alex watched as Page moved up in the line.
It was impossible to guess how he’d be when the dust settled, once
they knew what his father was going to do and it came out that she
and David were seeing each other. “Yes, he is.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 


 


The four of them headed back to the Sea Inn
after dinner, stuffed from fried shrimp and hush puppies. Tyler and
Page flopped onto one of the beds in Page and David’s room and
turned on the TV. Everyone was exhausted from the long drive that
morning, swimming, and dinner out in the open air of the restaurant
patio.

“I’m going to ditch my purse.” Alex walked
to the door that connected the two rooms.

“I’ll come with you.” David glanced over his
shoulder. “Give the boys some privacy.” The boys seemed oblivious
as he trailed Alex into her room.

She stopped in her tracks and turned in
front of the bathroom door. Her honey-sweet smell wafted over him,
a smirk across her face. “I need to pee.”

“Can I watch? It might be the closest I’ll
come to getting any action this weekend.” His pants twitched in
protest.

“No. You can’t watch.” She picked a piece of
lint off his shirt. “Nobody can see us like this.” She stepped back
before shutting the bathroom door in his face.

David stood outside and pressed his forehead
to the door. Frustration nestled in his pores, as if it planned to
stay for a while. “You’re killing me, you know.” He knew she
couldn’t hear him as she flushed and turned on the water in the
sink. “Killing me.”

Alex turned the knob and David almost fell
flat on the tile. “Did you say something?”

“Uh, no. Not really.”

Her head dropped, her eyes softened. “I’m
sorry. I wish we could have time alone, but you know I don’t want
to risk that with the boys. It’s not fair to them, and as much as I
hate to say it, it’s not fair to Glenn.”

David bristled at the statement. “Glenn gets
more than his share of fair.” Alex’s willingness to cut Glenn slack
was part of the reason she was in her position. Forgiving him time
and again for his infidelities hadn’t been a favor to Glenn; she’d
only managed to illuminate the hold he had over everyone around
him.

“How weird was that at the pool today?” Alex
asked. “I didn’t really think about running into anyone we
know.”

“It was beyond weird.”

“Do you think she knows what’s going on?”
She tiptoed to the connector door, peeking in on the boys. She
padded back to David. “Tyler’s already asleep. Can you carry him in
here for me? He’s way too heavy.”

“In a minute.” He twined his fingers with
hers. “Charlotte might know. She’s a smart woman. It’s not a big
deal. It’s not like she’s going to say anything to anybody.”

Alex looked at him, confused. “It made me
sick to think about what she must think of us, of me. You’re
single. You’re not the one cheating.”

He closed his eyes as his neck grew tense.
“It’s not as simple as that. As far as I’m concerned, you aren’t
guilty of anything. Glenn cheated on you. You’re getting a divorce.
He’s probably going to be most angry with me when this comes out. I
broke the guy code. Big time.”

“You mean being with a friend’s woman?”

“Take your pick. Being with a friend’s
woman, seducing his woman, falling in love with her.” The last part
grated on him. His heart was still coming to terms with the
unreturned “I love you.” He wrestled daily with the idea she might
never say it.

****

David woke the next morning to Page and
Tyler arguing in not-so-quiet whispers, but he kept his eyes
closed.

“No, doofus,” Page hissed. “Don’t wake up
David. You know how we’re never supposed to wake up Dad? It’s the
same for all grown-ups.”

“But I wanna go do something. I’m
bored.”

“Is Mom still sleeping?”

“Yes. She’s snoring.”

David snickered. The sounds that came out of
Alex when she was sleeping were a comical contrast to her slender
build. He stretched and groaned. “What time is it?”

Tyler hopped onto his bed. “7:03.”

“Maybe we should go get your mom some
coffee.”

The three of them threw on shorts and walked
down to the hotel café, ordering coffee, juice and pastries to
go.

“What do you guys want to do today?” David
asked as they took the elevator back up to their floor.

“I want to do the boardwalk,” Tyler
said.

“I was kind of hoping we could do the guitar
shopping today,” Page said.

“That’s boring,” Tyler answered, stepping
off the elevator.

“Is not.”

“Is too.”

David came to a halt in front of their room.
“Guys. Mellow out. We’ll do the boardwalk today and we can go
guitar shopping tomorrow. I have to call the guy ahead of time
anyway.”

Page shot Tyler a dirty look as they walked
back into the room. David tossed his keycard and wallet on to the
dresser and poked his head into Alex’s room. She was still sound
asleep.

Tyler and Page had already dug into the bag
of pastries. Tyler’s mouth was dusted in powdered sugar, a white
smear across his chin. Page turned on the TV and they both sprawled
out on the beds.

David sat at the table at the far end of the
room, sipping coffee, studying the boys as they laughed at their TV
show. He saw a glimpse of what it would be like to be a family—Alex
by his side, taking care of the boys together, laughing, everything
normal. Except none of this was normal. Would he ever have that
feeling with Alex and the boys once they returned home? Surely not
if Glenn returned. There would be hell to pay before that would
ever happen.

He struggled with the reality. It wasn’t his
fault Glenn had left. He wasn’t to blame for the end of Glenn and
Alex’s marriage. Still, those two unhappy events had given him
everything he ever wanted. And it was going to change Page and
Tyler forever. For better or worse, they would never be the
same.

Alex shuffled into the room, blinking at the
sun beaming through the window sheers. “Hey, guys. Good morning.”
Her hair was sticking up in the back, but he loved seeing her in a
baggy T-shirt and a pair of boxer shorts. After the time at the
pool yesterday, her long legs had a hint of golden tan.

He slid the second cup of coffee to her,
along with three sugar packets, as she took the seat next to him.
“How’d you sleep?”

“Great. You?”

David recalled how little fun it was to lie
in that bed by himself while Alex was in the next room. “Like a
baby.”

****

The boardwalk was bustling with people by
the time they got down there late-morning. Alex and David strolled
while the boys ran ahead, checking out the rides, food stands and
games. All David wanted was to hold Alex’s hand—take a chance when
the boys weren’t looking, but he thought better of it and stuffed
his hands in his pockets.

They made their way to the far end, stopping
for cheese fries and corndogs when it came time for lunch. After an
Alex-mandated thirty-minute waiting period, the boys got in line
for a rollercoaster. David and Alex stood at the fence surrounding
the ride and waited for them.

“No thrill rides for you?” he asked.

“Uh, no. I have a serious fear of falling.
Glenn always used to take the boys to do this sort of thing.”

David’s brow furrowed. “Should I have gone
with them?” He scratched his head, craning his neck to catch sight
of the boys in the maze of people. What if Tyler gets
scared?

Alex’s eyes darted to the winding line. “Oh,
no. It’s fine. I mean, it should be fine.”

“Should be or will be?”

She straightened herself. “They need to do
these things by themselves.”

“They didn’t seem to hesitate to hop in line
without us.”

“Right.” Alex’s voice sounded convinced, but
her face told a different story.

He gripped her elbow. “Alex. Just tell me if
you want me to go with them. I’ll do whatever you want.”

Her face softened and she exhaled. “I think
they’re fine, but thanks for offering. That means a lot.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 


 


The man selling the guitar collection lived
up in the hills overlooking Santa Cruz, in a small bungalow with a
Beware of Dog sign tacked to the mailbox. Alex hadn’t exactly been
looking forward to this stop on their trip. She’d been on dozens of
these excursions with Glenn over the years, but it was important to
David and Page.

Alex wrapped her arms around herself as they
stood at the man’s front door, and David rang the bell again. No
dog barked. David arched his eyebrows at her, and she felt a
flutter in her chest. It had been three days since they’d touched
for real. Being around each other had become vexing at times.

The door opened and a towering, thin man
with a skinny moustache bent down to duck under the doorframe. He
wore surfer shorts and a T-shirt. His feet were bare. “You must be
David. I’m Gary. Glad to meet you.” He offered his hand as the
corners of his eyes crinkled with a smile. He nodded at the boys.
“Which one of you is the guitar player?”

Page raised his hand. “That would be
me.”

Gary patted Page’s shoulder. “Come on.
Everything’s out in the shop.”

They trailed behind Gary as he led them
behind the house to a small outbuilding with peeling brown paint.
The interior was in sharp contrast, everything immaculate and tidy.
There had to be twenty or more guitars hanging on the walls, and
judging by David’s reaction, they were all special.

“Gary, these are incredible.” David took
full survey as he crept around the room. “I can’t believe you have
a Fender Duo Sonic.” He held out his hand to a shiny black electric
in front of him.

“1965,” Gary said. “You want to play
it?”

“Do I? Are you kidding? Hell yes.”

Just as Alex was starting to bemoan how much
time they were about to spend with Gary, she caught the glimmer in
David’s eyes when the guitar was handed to him. He looked like a
kid, his face full of excitement and unbridled joy. She smiled and
took a seat on a barstool. They had all afternoon if they needed
it.

Two hours later, David had purchased three
guitars and was considering a fourth. He told Alex he didn’t want
to go too over the top, but she was fairly certain he would call
Gary later and tell him to ship that one too. As David was handing
Gary a check, Page chimed in from the other side of the room.

“Hey, David,” he said. “Doesn’t my dad have
this same kind of guitar?” He pointed at an acoustic tucked away in
the corner.

Alex stood and caught a glimpse of the
guitar. Oh, shit.

“He does. That’s a Martin. That is a super
valuable and rare guitar. I’d love to have one of those some
day.”

Alex felt queasy, in sudden need of air.
That’s the same guitar the film crew broke.

“Why don’t you buy this one?” Page
asked.

Gary chuckled. “Sorry, Page. That’s my baby.
I’m selling everything else, but that one will always stay with me.
She’s just too special to let go.”

“What if David paid you a lot of money for
it?”

Gary and David smiled at each other
knowingly. Alex was positive she was about to puke.

“Unfortunately,” Gary said, “there’s no
amount of money in the world that would make me want to give up
that guitar.”

Alex maintained her composure in the car on
the way to the restaurant David had booked for dinner, but she
still wasn’t feeling great. She’d always known the Martin was
important to Glenn. She just hadn’t realized it was important to
every guy who ever liked guitars. One more reason to hope Glenn
stays the fuck in Mexico. Telling David what had happened
crossed her mind, but she didn’t want their weekend to end with him
dying of mortification.

After dinner, the boys wanted to go watch TV
and relax in the room, but Alex pushed for a family stroll on the
beach.

“Mom, come on. I’m tired. Do we have to?”
Page whined, as they stood in the hotel parking lot next to David’s
car.

“It’s our last night.” Alex threaded her
arms into the cardigan she’d brought to the restaurant.

“Walking on the beach in the dark is boring.
Why don’t you and David go and I’ll watch Ty in the room?”

“Why do you have to argue with me about
everything?”

David coughed loudly and reached into his
back pocket. He cocked his eyebrow at Alex as he slid a room key
from his wallet, handing it to Page. “Sounds reasonable to me.
Everybody wins.”

Alex now saw how dense she was being. “You
guys be good and no getting into the minibar.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Alex and David escorted the boys to the
elevator and made sure they were going to the correct floor before
they ducked outside. The ocean was an inky black in the moonlight,
edged in white foam at the crests of the waves. The sea inched onto
the beach and retreated as the wind swirled in gusts. They took off
their flip-flops and distanced themselves from the hotel, walking
away from the twinkling lights of the boardwalk. Once they’d
traveled a few hundred yards, David slipped his hand into Alex’s.
She sagged against him as they strolled in the sand.

“It’s so beautiful here,” she said. “I don’t
want to leave tomorrow.” Their fingers twined, the skin of David’s
hand smooth and warm.

“Maybe we can come back in the fall. It’s
nice here in the winter, too.”

Fall. Winter. The months ahead held so much
uncertainty, but one thing was sure. She couldn’t imagine any of it
without him. “That would be fun. The boys would love it.”

He slowed his steps and stopped, turning to
her. “This weekend has been incredible.” His hand cupped the side
of her face. “Every minute with you is incredible, but these few
days have been really special.”

Alex pressed against him, keenly aware of
his pull on her. She gazed into his eyes, which were nearly black
in the darkness. Their attraction was gravitational, magnetic.

“It’s been wonderful.” Her breath caught as
she watched him focus on her. I love you. She thought it,
but the words wouldn’t sound. I really do love you.

Her hand skimmed over his chest as
electricity prickled along her spine. He dipped his head closer to
her cheek and pressed his lips against the tender skin beneath her
ear. The sigh that escaped her was equal parts yearning and
devotion.

He pulled her into his strong embrace. Alex
went up on tiptoes and wrapped her hands around his neck. She could
hardly stand to breathe as he kissed her, their lips working
against each other in dizzying fashion. Three days had heightened
her need for their connection and it had apparently done the same
to him. Alex ground her hip against his and the firm ridge in his
pants bulged. He pressed his hands into the small of her back and
tugged her closer. Heat built as their tongues tangled and she made
the mistake of thinking about what would happen if they were alone
at home. Clothes piled on the floor, flesh pressed to flesh,
passion unleashed and frustration released. Damn.

She pulled away, resting her head against
his chest. “We’re making each other crazy. We need to stop or I
won’t be able to.”

David gripped her hips and nuzzled the top
of her head. “I’m going to need a cold shower after that.”

I could go snorkeling in Antarctica.
“Sorry.”

“It’s just as much my fault. If you weren’t
so damn irresistible, I wouldn’t have this problem.” He chuckled
softly, combing her hair with his fingers. “Could you do something
about that?”

“What’d you have in mind?” she mumbled,
while breathing in his heady scent mixed with salt air.

“No idea. You could wear a burlap bag and no
make-up and I’d still want you all day, every day.”

I love you. “You’re so sweet.” Alex
felt the boil inside return as David’s hand slid under her top and
caressed her back. “You’re killing me, David.”

He withdrew his hand and smoothed her top
into place. “Sorry. We should probably head back.”

“Probably.”

She took his hand, and they began the trek
back to the hotel. In the distance, a couple approached along the
water. At first, she thought nothing of it, until she noticed the
woman’s blond hair and how tall the man was.

“Fuck.” She dropped David’s hand. “It’s
Charlotte and her fiancé.”

David groaned as Alex distanced herself from
him. “Alex, honey. Don’t worry about it. I want to keep this a
secret too, but Charlotte’s a total sweetheart. Even if she
suspects something, it’s not like she’s going to tell anyone.”


Chapter Thirty

 


 


The boys had been unenthused about their
return to school the Tuesday after they returned from Santa Cruz,
so Alex bribed them with a stop for donuts on the way to school.
She planned to stop at the grocery store on the way home from her
morning yoga class to stock up on milk and bread after their
weekend away.

David went for a run and took a shower
before ten to be fully prepared for a phone interview with an
online music magazine at eleven. It’d been years since he’d had to
do one and he was grateful people cared about the band again enough
for him to do it.

David heard a soft tap at his office door
before noon. Alex poked her head around the corner and he waved her
into the office. She shrugged, pointing at her watch. He picked up
a pen and scrawled on a legal pad: Ten minutes. Phone
interview.

Alex nodded and sat on the couch, flipping
through a magazine. She swung her legs up on to the couch and
leaned forward to tuck them under her butt, giving David a peek
down the front of her dark blue knit top.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Can you repeat the
question? Someone just came in my office.”

“Sure,” the woman reporter said. “Can you
tell me how the band feels about gaining a new generation of fans
with Last Love?”

Alex traced her fingers along her collarbone
as she read, hypnotizing David.

He did the math in his head. Ten more
minutes will still give me two hours with Alex. “We love our
new fans. We can’t wait to get out there and play for them.”

Alex closed the magazine and tossed it on
the table, raising her eyebrows at him.

“I’ve heard rumors of a tour,” the reporter
said. “But I’ve also heard that Glenn Halford is out of the country
and no one has spoken to him.”

Alex stood and eased around to the back of
David’s desk, perching on the edge next to him. Her eyes smoldered
when she peered down at him. She plucked the pen from his hand and
scribbled on the pad of paper: Talk faster.

“We’re definitely discussing the idea of
hitting the road again. And we’ll have the whole band together for
that.”

Alex slipped behind him and began rubbing
his shoulders. Every rub of her thumbs told him this wasn’t a
massage. It was seduction.

“Would you tour the whole country? Just like
the old days?” the reporter asked.

David felt Alex’s hands inch down his chest
to his stomach and her fingers curled under the hem of his T-shirt,
pulling upwards. He arched his back and craned his neck to look at
Alex, her long hair hanging around her face. “Uh, Megan? It’s
Megan, right? Is it okay if I put you on speaker phone?”

“Sure,” she answered.

David pushed the button on the phone and set
down the receiver. Alex had his shirt off in a flash.

He swiveled his chair to face her and she
dropped to her knees, one at a time. Oh, shit. He swelled in
his pants and he slid his hips forward to lessen the
pressure. “Can you hear me all right, Megan?” he called
out.

“You sound perfect,” Megan answered, in a
singsong.

Alex rolled her eyes and lifted her top over
her head, grinning at David as her hair swished to the side.

So hot. He was now the proud owner of
an erection confined to the tight quarters of his jeans. “We’ll
likely focus on playing the West Coast at first,” he said, shifting
in his seat. “Just to see how things go.”

Alex traced her finger along the lacy edge
of the black bra and bit her lower lip. She slipped one strap off
her shoulder.

David was on the brink of passing out—blood
drained from his brain, rushing to his groin. “Uh, Megan, I only
have a few more minutes here.”

Alex walked her fingers up his legs, sending
ripples of heat through his thighs. He blinked erratically and
struggled to concentrate.

“I’m sure you’re really busy these days,”
Megan said.

Alex unbuttoned his jeans and slowly slid
the metal zipper pull. Her tongue grazed her lower lip as she
gently folded back the corners of his fly. “Mmm,” she whispered.
She rubbed her thumb across his tip, still trapped inside his boxer
briefs.

“Oh, wow.” He coughed. “I mean, yes, busy, I
have, uh, plans for lunch.”

Alex pursed her lips. A tiny giggle leaked
out.

“Okay, well, I wanted to go back to Last
Love one more time,” Megan started. “Your fans assume that you
wrote the song about your ex-wife, Julia, but you’ve never
confirmed or denied it. Now that there’s new focus on the song, I’m
wondering if you’ll finally share the story.”

He cleared his throat. “Interesting
question.”

Alex furrowed her brow and rested her elbows
on David’s thighs, circling her finger in his chest hair, her mouth
in frustrating proximity to his crotch.

“I’d love a good answer,” Megan said.

He looked at Alex and thought of the day
he’d written the lyrics—they’d spilled out of him, a wealth of
longing. He thought about the years of wanting her, how things had
changed and become a tangled mess, and yet out of the
complications, they had found each other.

“I didn’t write the song about Julia.” He
swallowed, hard, finding it difficult to get past his own throat.
“I wrote it about someone I fell in love with years before I met
Julia.”

Alex dropped her head to the side and her
eyes searched his face, scanning back and forth. She leaned forward
and picked up the pen, drawing a question mark on the pad.

“I’m listening,” Megan said.

David rubbed Alex’s shoulder and silently
pressed his lips against her forehead. His fingers raked her silky
hair. “It’s complicated, but I can tell you that this person is
still in my life and we’re very close.” He took the pen and wrote:
It’s you. He underlined his words.

Alex’s eyes welled with tears. He hoped like
hell that meant she was happy about this revelation, that it might
help her understand the depth of his love.

She stood and put her arms around his neck,
nestling his face between her breasts.

“Actually, I don’t know if we could be any
closer,” he mumbled, turning his head to the side.

Alex let go, took the pen and scrawled:
Say goodbye. She gazed at him, her icy blue eyes watery and
clear. She rubbed his cheek with the back of her hand.

“Megan, it’s been great. But I really have
to go.”


Chapter Thirty-One

 


 


Once again, something David had said sent
Alex’s mind racing through the last decade and a half. It’s the
most beautiful song he’s ever written, the band’s biggest hit.
She thought about the lyrics. You are my first love. I hope
you’ll be my last love, too.

“Are you serious? You wrote it about
me?”

His deep brown eyes had a sweet look of
resignation, as though unburdening himself of long-held secrets was
a normal part of his day now. “I did. I’ve never told anyone.”

Her heart pinged in her chest at the
thought. “I love you, David.” She couldn’t contain her smile. Her
hand brushed his cheek again. “I should’ve told you in Santa Cruz.
I should’ve told you weeks ago. I really love you.”

His face became lit from within, like a
smoldering fire leaping into full flame. “Really? You mean it?”

“Yes. I really do.”

“I love you, too.” He leaned forward and dug
his hands into her hair, lifting her face to his. “I love you.”

He kissed her and Alex was overcome with
feelings unlike any she’d ever had before. The realization they
needed each other like air and water was an awakening, every sense
suddenly heightened, everything about them, together, felt
perfect.

“We have two hours until the boys get back,”
she murmured as she pulled him to standing.

He clutched his unzipped jeans by the
waistband. “I can accomplish a lot in two hours.”

“Can you even walk all the way to your
room?” she asked, smiling as she gently cupped the bulge in his
pants.

“I’ll manage.”

Alex snatched her top from the floor, not
wanting the boys to come across any evidence of an interlude with
David. His hand wrapped her waist as he ushered her out of his
office, past the wall of French doors leading to the pool and down
the hall to his room. Her whole body felt bubbly and alive—the
anticipation was of a different scope now that she’d finally been
able to say the words.

David dropped his jeans to the floor and
stepped out of them before pulling her close and brushing his lips
against her neck while unhooking her bra. “I might have to change
my attitude about doing phone interviews. That was seriously
hot.”

Alex grinned as she shrugged the straps over
her shoulders and the bra dropped to the floor. She’d surprised
even herself with her little act of seduction in the office, but
something about him made her do such things. “It drove me crazy to
be around you all weekend and not touch you.” Her fingers spread
across the expanse of his chest. “All I could think about was
getting you out of your clothes.”

“Now you know how I feel every day.”

She clutched his hand and paced backwards
before climbing atop the mattress. Her hands wove into his hair as
he stretched out next to her. His tender lips skimmed her
collarbone, slowly moving south. Every touch sent a prickle of
electricity through her. She arched her back, her eyes closed, and
she languished in every heavenly sensation. It would’ve been so
easy to lie there and let him work his magic, but it wasn’t what
she wanted, not today. She wanted him to know in every way possible
that she loved him.

She wriggled out of her jeans and panties
and he rolled to his back, folding his arms behind his head and
smiling with a look of deep satisfaction. Her hands spread across
his broad chest and she dotted his torso with kisses, taking her
time, inhaling his musky smell and savoring the brush of skin
against skin. Long tendrils of her hair drifted over her shoulder
and she peeled away his boxer briefs. Their eyes connected and it
felt as though he knew everything inside her, that there was
nothing left to hide.

“I love you.” She kissed his lower belly
patiently.

David shifted and groaned with appreciation.
“You have no idea how happy it makes me to hear you say that. I
love you, too.”

She gently reached between his legs and
heard him suck in his breath as she wrapped her fingers around him.
If his erection was any indication of how much he’d meant what he’d
said, she was an impossibly lucky woman. She moistened her lips,
with a deep hunger for him. “All I want to do is make you happy.”
She slipped his satiny skin into her mouth and she felt him
surrender to her, sinking back down into the bed. Taking long
strokes, her lips gripped him and her tongue swirled with every
pass.

He moaned. “I’m happy.”

Warmth spread throughout her body and the
need for him became more immediate, like an itch that had to be
scratched. She bristled with anticipation, now sitting up and
grabbing a condom from the bedside table. She stretched out
alongside him and smoothed her hand across his stomach. “Make love
to me.” Her voice came out in a husky tone.

His pure, electric smile caused her breath
to seize up in her chest. His pull on her was magnified, a force
she eagerly surrendered to when he cupped her shoulder and urged
her to her back. Bliss overcame her once he was inside.
Perfect.

Her eyes remained open, his heartbreaking
face inches from hers, his lips against her cheek now and then. His
eyes fluttered open, meeting her adoring gaze. Happiness washed
over her, in a way it never had before. She had everything she’d
waited for, from the person who had waited for her.
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David and Alex remained in bed after making
love, snuggling and talking. He still found it hard to believe
she’d said the words he’d been waiting for. She said she
should’ve said it weeks ago. He breathed deeply and pulled her
closer.

The doorbell rang. Alex popped up on to her
elbow.

David crinkled his brow. “That’s weird.”

“Who would come straight to the door?”

“It would have to be someone who knows the
code for the gate.” His pulse raced. A sizable group of women knew
the gate code. “It’s Tuesday, right? Marcella isn’t coming to clean
until tomorrow. And she has a key.” The bell rang again. “I’ll get
it. Stay here.” He hopped up and put on his jeans. “Don’t get
dressed. I’m planning to get rid of this person as quickly as
possible.” He snapped up his shirt from the floor and turned it
right side out.

“Good.” She clutched the sheet to her chest.
“Hurry.”

He walked down the hall and the bell rang a
third time. The only person he could think of who was so pushy and
impatient was his last girlfriend, Tanya. I worried this might
happen. I knew she was a psycho. As he stepped into the foyer,
he could see a sliver of the person through the sidelights next to
the door—tall, with a beefy arm. Definitely not Tanya. He
flipped the deadbolt and reached for the doorknob. As he turned it,
the hair on the back of his neck stood up.

David’s heart sank into the pit of his
stomach as the man turned to him. He was considerably tanner than
the last time David had seen him, with light streaks through his
normally black hair.

“Hey, man,” he said, swiping off his
sunglasses and not hesitating to step inside.

David moved aside, but then stood frozen.
“Glenn.”

He hugged David, clapping him on the back
with both hands. “How the hell are you?”

“I could ask you the same thing.”

Glenn chuckled. It was a dismissive sound,
as if he was already trying to play off everything he’d done. “Can
I come in?”

David’s heart pounded. Alex, please stay
in my room. Don’t come out. Especially not half naked. “Uh,
yeah, of course. Let’s go in the kitchen.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck. David followed
Glenn. His brain felt as if it were in a blender, a confused,
whirling vortex

“You want a drink?” David asked.

“Do you have any green tea?”

What the fuck? “When did you start
drinking tea?” David put the kettle on to boil. His mind raced.
Alex will wonder why I’ve been gone so long.

“It’s part of this new regimen I’m doing.
Trying to take better care of myself. Helps me clear my mind.”
Glenn sat at the center island on one of the barstools.

David frantically tried to find a plausible
reason for going to his room, alone. “I take it you decided to come
back to the band.”

“You know, I gotta be honest. I didn’t
totally believe what you said about the movie at first. But then I
saw a few things on the Internet that sounded promising. Then I
opened the door to my room at the resort the other morning and
there’s a big story about it in USA Today.” He dug his thick
fingers through his hair, his forehead a deep bronze, but tired,
like old leather. “I’d have to be a fucking idiot to pass up a
chance like this.”

Don’t worry, dude. You’re still a fucking
idiot. David bit his tongue. As much as he wanted to unleash
every shitty opinion he had of Glenn, he was also supposed to be
the peacemaker—the rest of the band was counting on him to make
their blissful reunion happen. “Believe it or not, you have perfect
timing. I’m going to meet with Marty and do a conference call with
the rest of the guys later today. You should be there if we’re
going to do this.”

“Awesome. Right down to business.” He
clapped his hands. “Let’s get this baby off the ground again.”

David rolled his eyes at Glenn’s response as
he poured the steaming water over the tea bag. He handed Glenn the
mug. He didn’t know what to say next—he was stepping through a
minefield of hidden agendas—Alex, the band, him. They all wanted
something and Glenn was the asshole on which everything hinged.

Glenn set down his cup and did something
that vaguely resembled meditation, closing his eyes and angling his
head downward, holding his hands open and in front of him. He took
a deep breath and his eyes opened slowly. “So, do you know where
Alex is? Because she let some dipshit film company turn our house
into a movie set.”
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Where in the hell is he? What if someone
broke into the house? Wait—do burglars ring the doorbell?

Alex hopped out of bed and wrangled on her
T-shirt. She crept to the door and inched it open, then peered down
the hall, listening for clues. She first heard the whistle of the
teakettle and immediately after that, a sound like tinfoil across a
cheese grater—Glenn.

Oh, shit. Her first reaction was to
close the door and lock it. She cringed. She winced. Glenn. He’s
back. Her heart zipped around in a million circles in her
chest. She opened the door again and this time she heard David.

“Alex and the boys have been staying here.
She rented out the house because she needed the money.”

“Are you shitting me?” Glenn boomed. A
barstool scraped against the wood floor. “Is she here now?” His
voice grew louder.

“Whoa, dude. You need to sit down. I’ll go
and get her. She’s not exactly your biggest fan right now.”

Alex cowered behind the door, her heart
beating an erratic rhythm akin to free jazz. David poked his head
in and whispered for her.

“I’m right here.” She latched the door
behind him and retreated to the comfort of his arms. “Oh, my God. I
can’t believe it.”

“I know.” He rubbed her back, leaving her
better equipped to breathe. “Listen, you need to decide what you
want to do. Do you want me to tell him to leave and come back
later? Or do you want to get it over with and talk to him?”

“How about come back never?”

“That’s not one of your choices.”

“You sound like me with Ty.” Alex had an
irrational longing for the ability to turn back the clock and
relive her morning with David a few hundred times, the part before
Glenn turned up and ruined everything.

“Well? Which is it? It’s only a matter of
time before he comes storming down the hall.”

Alex straightened and looked at David. He
was so damned handsome taking charge, being protective. “Give me
five minutes to get dressed and psych myself up.”

“You’ll do great. Don’t let him get to you.”
He tightened his embrace and gave her a tender kiss, rubbing his
thumb along her jaw as he cradled the back of her head.

She closed her eyes, her mouth still
hovering near his. “You give a hell of a pep talk,” she
muttered.

“I try.”

Alex deliberated about what to wear the
instant he was gone. She didn’t want to look like a total slob, but
that only pertained to David. It might seem like she actually cared
about Glenn if she dressed nicely. She put on a clean top and
jeans, tied her hair back in a ponytail, skipping the comb and
making only a passing glance at the mirror.

She stalked down the hall, reminding herself
to keep it together. It will just make everything more
complicated if I kill him. The boys don’t need the trauma of seeing
me in a prison jumpsuit. And orange is so not my color.

She rounded the corner into the kitchen and
both David and Glenn turned in her direction. A split second of eye
contact with Glenn and her stomach turned. She focused on David, he
smiled, and her shoulders relaxed.

“Alex.” Glenn stood from his seat at the
center island.

“Look what the cat dragged in,” she replied.
“How was Mexico? I bet it was awesome. Which bimbo did you decide
to take with you?”

She slid a glass out of the cabinet and
filled it with water from the fridge door.

“I should catch up on a few things in my
office,” David said.

“No, David, don’t leave.” Alex turned and
narrowed her eyes on Glenn. His face was slightly less nauseating
the second time. “I’ll feel better about it if you stay.”

“I didn’t take anyone. I was by myself. And
you’re not exactly in a position to ask questions. You rented my
fucking house to a movie studio. What in the hell do you need that
kind of money for? Clothes? Going out to lunch with Lisa?”

“First off, it’s our house. And I rented it
because you left your sons and me with no money. Someone had to pay
tuition for next year and make sure we didn’t go into foreclosure.”
Alex twisted her lips to keep from exploding. “And somehow, I don’t
really believe that you were in Mexico by yourself. I don’t know if
you’re capable of being alone.”

“I was going to take care of the house when
I got back. And there’s money in the money market account.”

“What money market account? What happened to
our money in the first place?”

He groaned. “It’s the account I set up last
year. Remember, I gave you the password to access it online? And
there’s money. I’ve just been moving it around.”

Alex frowned. She vaguely remembered him
telling her about it, but had no idea where she put the password or
how to access the account.

“Why in the hell did you have to drag David
into this?” He continued his diatribe, his eyes flaming in anger.
“Like he wants to deal with all of your bullshit. Couldn’t you have
stayed with one of your friends?”

David cleared his throat. “Glenn, man, it’s
fine. Don’t worry about me. It was my suggestion and the movie
thing is my doing too. I hooked Alex up with the production
company.”

Glenn pointed his stare at David. “Well, I’m
sorry you got stuck trying to help with our mess. I’m sure it’s
been a pain in the ass with Alex and the kids here.” He shook his
head in Alex’s direction. “You always do this. Why do you have to
take one little problem and turn it into fifty?”

She felt her blood pressure rising, her jaw
tightened. “There’s way more than one little problem and you know
it. I did the best I could. I had no idea if you were ever going to
come back. You left your wedding ring in the fucking soap dish.
Remember?”

“So, that’s where that went.” He rubbed the
ring finger of his left hand. “I wondered about that.”

Alex stared at him. Seriously? “I’m
supposed to believe you meant to take your wedding ring?”

“Darling, I’m not concerned with what you
want to believe. Right now, I’m trying to figure out where I’m
supposed to stay tonight. I want to sleep in my own bed.”

“Not my problem.” She set her glass in the
sink. “You officially revoked your right to sleep in our bed when
you left us.”

“Jesus, Alex, you make it sound like I
fucking deserted you. You didn’t honestly think I was never coming
back. What kind of a father would I be if I did that?”

Her insides boiled, rolled to the top,
bubbles popped at the surface of her skin. “Great question. What
kind of father would you be if you took off and left your kids
without saying goodbye?”

Glenn looked down in his lap, his jaw
clenched. He took his sunglasses from the counter and put them on.
“I want to see the boys. Tonight.”

“You don’t get to make demands right now.”
It annoyed Alex to no end that all she could see now was her own
reflection in Glenn’s sunglasses. She could even see that part of
her hair was sticking up. Fuck.

“If you care about my relationship with the
boys, you’ll give me this one thing. I’m not asking a lot.”
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David bobbed his leg and flipped through the
pages of Rolling Stone, relieved Glenn didn’t seem
interested in catch-up. The elevator ride up to Marty’s office
alone had been interminable. What was I supposed to say? Hey,
Glenn, while you were in Mexico your wife and I started sleeping
together and we’re in love. That was a good way to wind up flat
on your back with a black eye.

Marty yammered on the phone, tilting back in
his high-backed leather office chair. He gnawed on the end of a
pen, a disgusting habit he’d picked up when he’d quit smoking. His
thick head of salt-and-pepper gray was too long for a guy in his
late fifties, but nobody had the guts to tell him.

Marty was a smart and highly efficient guy,
part of the reason David insisted they keep him, even when the band
had begun their decline. Glenn, an easy mark for any full-of-shit
band manager looking for clients, had wanted to can Marty on
multiple occasions. Management hopefuls would stroke his ego, drop
big names, promise him the world, and Glenn was ready to sign on
the dotted line. David had the none-too-pleasant job of talking him
back down to earth before he could do something stupid.

Marty looked David in the eye and shook his
head. “I don’t give a shit. Just get it done.” He slammed the phone
into the cradle and grinned. “Sorry about that. Fucking
agents.”

David tossed the magazine on to the table
next to his end of the tufted leather couch and crossed his legs.
He glanced over at Glenn, who was still wearing his sunglasses.
We get it. You’re the rock star. Now take off your damn
Ray-Bans.

“Juliet,” Marty yelled.

She leaned into his doorway a split second
later. “Yeah?”

“Get Nick and Tony on the phone.” He looked
at David and Glenn. “You guys want anything? Diet Coke? Water? Jack
on the rocks?” Marty chuckled.

“Sparkling water,” Glenn said. “The kind
with the small bubbles. And a wedge of lime.”

Jesus. Small bubbles? “I’m good,”
David answered.

Juliet nodded, likely accustomed to
ridiculous requests. “Got it. I’ll let you know when I have them on
the line.”

“So, Glenn,” Marty said. “You look great.
Rested. Are we ready to get to work? We had another offer this
morning for a gig in Vancouver. Sixty grand. Of course, I told Phil
to stop being such a pussy and get us seventy-five.”

Juliet appeared at the door again. “Nick and
Tony are on two. I had to send someone out for your water, Mr.
Halford.”

Glenn groaned and shifted in his seat.

Marty slid his phone to the center of his
desk and pushed a button. “Gentlemen.”

Nick and Tony shouted out their hellos to
David, Marty, and Glenn. Nick had settled in the Bay Area with his
wife and daughter a few years ago and Tony, twice divorced, was
often on the road, filling in on drums for any touring band that
would take him.

Marty slid on a pair of black-rimmed reading
glasses, picked up a legal pad and leaned back in his chair. “All
right, let’s go through the dates so we can accept these offers and
start talking about rehearsal.”

Within thirty minutes, the shows were a go.
Marty called Jimbo, the band’s tour manager, and gave him the green
light to start hiring crew and putting together back-line. Juliet
would book rehearsal space and coordinate travel. Marty’s main
objective was to work with the film studio on cross-promotion with
the movie and put a rush on new T-shirt designs. All the band had
to do was show up and play the best gigs of their career, in order
to win back their old fans and seduce the new ones.

They could easily be setting themselves up
for disappointment. Some of these shows were in big venues, places
they hadn’t been able to fill in years, places that would look
shitty with a bunch of empty seats. People are buying the music,
but what if they don’t buy tickets? What if the movie dies in a
week? What if we suck? Chemistry was a legitimate issue. The
four of them weren’t the close-knit unit they’d been a decade ago,
at the band’s peak.

Glenn was bouncing off the walls during the
elevator ride down to the lobby. “Damn. I am so ready to get back
on the road,” he said, as they strolled out into the parking lot.
“I can’t wait to be on that stage in front of the fans. The way it
used to be.” He clapped David’s back, gripped his shoulder.

“I know. Can’t wait.” His voice dragged. He
was about to spend a lot of time with Glenn. Being on the road with
him was like babysitting a bundle of explosives. A delicate balance
was required to keep him happy, on an even keel and focused on the
band. The worst of it was that time with Glenn would be time away
from Alex.

They stopped at Glenn’s custom silver
Hummer.

“See you later?” David asked.

“Yeah. I’m going to run to the condo and get
settled before I come back to your place to see the boys.”

“Condo? I thought you’d end up in a
hotel.”

“Yeah, well.” Glenn turned and looked down
for a moment.

David held his hand at his brow to block out
the sun. He would have sworn Glenn was checking himself out in the
reflection from the window of the next car. “What?”

Glenn turned back. “Alex doesn’t know this,
but I own a condo downtown. I bought it a few years ago for Amber
after her lease ran out. Had to give her the boot when we broke
up.”

Broke up. Good one. You were married,
asshole. “You kept it all this time?”

“Tried to sell it, but the market tanked. I
guess it was pretty smart of me to hold on to it, huh?”

You’re a real genius. “See you
tonight.” David walked to his car, wondering how this would all
shake out. Glenn was going to blow his stack when he found out
about Alex and him, and once that happened, it was anyone’s guess
as to whether the band would survive. And if Alex changed her mind,
it wasn’t necessary to guess whether David would survive. He knew
he wouldn’t.
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“Here we go, two chocolate milkshakes. Extra
chocolate.”

“Mom, since when do we get a milkshake for
an after-school snack?” Page looked up from his math book.

“What?” Alex smoothed her hand over his
shoulder. “I thought it’d be fun.”

Tyler seemed skeptical. “This isn’t what I
normally have.”

“Right. It’s a treat,” Alex chirped.

“But I don’t want a milkshake. It’s not the
same,” Tyler pled.

I should never try to treat Tyler to
anything without plenty of advance warning. “You love
milkshakes.”

“Not after school. It’s not the same.”

“I’ll get you something else in a minute,
buddy.” Alex slid the glass out of Tyler’s reach and crouched
between them. “I have something I want to tell you guys.” Her
throat felt dry, her heart uneasy. “Daddy came back from his
trip.”

Page whipped around in his seat. “Dad’s
back? Where was he? Can I see him?”

“He’s coming over tonight so he can spend
some time with you both. He can tell you about this trip.”

“Does this mean we’re leaving Uncle David’s
house?” Tyler asked. “I want to go home.”

Alex cleared her throat as she watched the
expectant look on Page’s face. “We’re going to live here until
they’re done filming at our house. I think Daddy’s going to be
staying in a hotel.” She decided information was best given in
small doses. This admission would have Page making assumptions, but
Alex wasn’t ready to launch into a discussion of the divorce. “And
we’ll just see how it goes.”

“I don’t understand,” Page said. “Why
doesn’t Dad stay here with us?”

Alex’s stomach churned. Page’s ability to
ask every question she didn’t feel like answering was uncanny. “Um,
your dad and I need some time to work out a few things.”

David came into the kitchen from the side
door, keys jingling in his hand, sunglasses atop his head. “Hey
guys. How was school?”

“Guess what?” Page asked. “Some girls at
school asked me about Double Damage today. They’re all talking
about that movie with your song in it.”

“Cute girls?” David asked.

“Yeah.” Page blushed. “Sorta. We can talk
about it later.”

“Got it.” David placed his hand flat on
Alex’s upper back.

She tensed and David dropped his arm,
seeming surprised. Sorry. I’m a wreck.

Page looked at Alex, much of the color
draining from his face as he spoke. “Mom, are you and Dad going to
get divorced?”

She struggled to keep it together, feeling
her heart pound against the wall of her chest. “Your dad and I have
a lot to talk about.” She swallowed. “But, I don’t want you and
Tyler to worry about that. Let’s try and have fun with Daddy
tonight.”

“I just saw him. He’ll be here at
five-thirty,” David interjected. “You two should finish your
homework.”

****

By five-fifteen, Alex’s pulse was like a
runaway freight train, barreling through her with no regard for the
toll it was taking on her body. She’d been hiding out in her room,
failing at an attempt to read American Wife while trying to
pull herself together, not wanting the boys to see her nervousness.
She rubbed her forehead and picked up her cell phone for the
fiftieth time. Glenn hadn’t bothered to return her call about
tonight. Fuck. She tossed it onto the bed.

Lisa had been in a meeting when she called
her. David had been on a phone call when she’d gone to talk to him.
Panic was settling in her bones. She longed for somebody to talk
her off the proverbial ledge—dropping to her death on a sidewalk
sounded like more fun than seeing Glenn again.

There was a tap at her door and David pushed
it open a few inches.

“Hey.” Alex took a few bounding steps and
pulled him into the room, closing the door. She snaked her arms
around his waist. “Tell me he isn’t here.” She pressed herself into
him, craving closeness, David as her security blanket.

“Not yet.” He smoothed her hair. “I thought
we weren’t supposed to do this.”

“What? Be alone together?” She looked up
into his eyes. “We aren’t. We’re going to have to go out there in a
minute. You’re just helping me calm down.”

“Are you really that nervous about the boys
seeing Glenn?”

She closed her eyes, collecting her thoughts
like they were marbles wobbling at the top of a slope, bound to
roll away. “This is such a weird feeling. Page has figured this
out. The boys are totally going to be stuck in the middle. The
divorce is the right thing to do, but it’s going to hurt them. A
lot of it is my fault.” She swallowed and kept her eyes shut,
afraid that air might make them sting and tears would follow.
“Their whole world is about to change. Again.”

“When are you two going to tell them?”

“I think we should do it now. I called Glenn
so we could talk about it, but he never called me back. I hate
feeling like this. I don’t like keeping things from them.” She
didn’t like hiding David from them either, but their relationship
had to remain a secret, at least for a little longer.

“It’ll be okay.” He traced his fingers down
her spine. “I promise.”

She opened her eyes and shifted her gaze to
meet his. He smiled his trademark off-kilter grin, one corner of
his lips rising higher than the other. His chestnut brown eyes
glimmered, warming her from within. She had once thought she felt
this way about Glenn. Now she knew it wasn’t the same ballpark. She
tingled when David walked into the room and felt like the air had
been knocked out of her when he left.

“Try not to worry so much.” He kissed her on
top of her head. “Glenn was in a great mood after the meeting. Just
talk to him when he gets here. I’m sure everything will be
fine.”

David ducked out of the room and Alex went
into her bathroom to rake through her hair with her fingers. She
found both boys in the living room, Page focused on his phone and
Tyler flipping through a stack of trading cards. There was no time
to say anything to them before the doorbell rang and Page sprang
out of his chair and ran for the door. Tyler followed.

She heard their voices and had to stay away.
The soundtrack of their reunion, echoing from the front hallway,
tore her up inside. Daddy, where were you? Daddy, I missed
you.

It had been so easy to hate Glenn while was
he away. Things were black and white then, at least in her mind. He
had left, he was the bad guy, and she was their rock. Now she had
to share Tyler and Page again, except it would no longer be in the
context of us, a family; now it was Mom and Dad, separate, two
different realities.

She thought about the day she found the
condoms in Page’s bedside table. I had wished Glenn were here to
help with the boys. Guess I got my wish.

Glenn and Tyler came into the room, limbs
tangled and interlocked like a two-headed monster with one cute
head and one that had had a few too many late nights. Tyler hung on
Glenn’s arm, his sandy brown hair swishing across his eyes, a smile
wide across his face. Page followed behind them and although he was
trying to play it cool, he smiled. Glenn looked much better than he
had that morning. Perhaps it was the lens—the eyes of her boys. The
circumstances under which their dad had left made no difference to
them now. They only cared that he was back.

“Alex.” Glenn stood still while Tyler held
his hand and swung his arm back and forth. “I was thinking you and
I should talk in private for a minute.”

She swallowed and smiled at Page. “Yes.” She
looked up to see David striding into the room. She instantly felt
his pull. It was more than a tug at the heartstrings now, much
more.

“I’ll hang out with the ruffians,” David
said.

Glenn and Alex stepped into the kitchen,
standing for a moment in silence. His steely gray-blue eyes worked
their way into hers, leaving her feeling as if she was transparent,
as if Glenn could read every thought in her head without effort.
For better or worse, he knew her better than anyone did. The
betrayal washed over her, the years together crumpled into a ball
and tossed into a fire. The boys were the only evidence anything
happy had ever happened between them.

“I’m sorry I didn’t call you back. I moved
into a condo and I get lousy cell reception.”

“A condo?”

Glenn put his hands in his pockets. “Yeah, I
called Cindy Larson and she had a client who was looking to sublet
while he’s out of the country. Guess I got lucky.”

“Well, we need to tell the boys.”

“About the divorce?” He cleaned under his
fingernail with one of his keys. “Let’s sit on it for a while.”

“Page knows. The sooner we do it, the sooner
everybody can get used to the idea.”

“Why does everything have to be a rush? You
know, I have a lot to deal with right now with the band. I’d like
my time with the boys to be fun. I’m not ready to talk about shit
like seeing them every other weekend.” He rubbed his neck and his
signature cologne wafted toward her, causing her stomach to
lurch.

“Maybe you should have thought of that
before you left.”

He rolled his eyes. “Can we please put an
end to this? I did both of us a favor. Our marriage has been over
for a long time. We needed time apart for clarity. I don’t know
about you, but I have a much better perspective on what happened
after having some time to myself.”

Alex clenched her fists, wishing Glenn were
eight inches shorter and fifty pounds lighter so she could clock
him and do some damage. “If only I’d had a few months by the pool
drinking margaritas. I could have all kinds of clarity by now.”

He shook his head and exhaled in the most
condescending way Alex could imagine. “You need to let go of the
bitterness. It’s not attractive.”

“We need to tell the boys.”

“And I’m not ready to do that.”

“I’ll tell them to call you with their
questions, because I’m not lying to them anymore.” It hit her in a
flash when he rolled his eyes. I could be spending time with
David and I’m standing here arguing with a gorilla. She tried
to see a single redeeming quality in him, but he was nothing more
than the guy with whom she owned an over-mortgaged house. As angry
as she was, proving her point wouldn’t get her any closer to what
she wanted—Glenn out of her face. “Where are you taking the boys
tonight?”

“I was going to take them to the arcade and
out for chili dogs or pizza.”

She nodded slowly, unsteady about Glenn
taking the boys from her. He could screw her over so quickly. “Just
have them home by eight.”

“Home?” He cocked an eyebrow.

“Here,” she huffed. “Eight o’clock. It’s a
school night.”


Chapter Thirty-Six

 


 


David stood in the foyer with his arms
folded across his chest as Glenn walked out the door with the boys.
He had an odd feeling when the door closed—as if he’d let part of
himself walk away. “He’s bringing them back at eight?”

“That’s what I told Glenn. We’ll see if he
was paying attention.” Alex leaned into him and settled her head
against his chest. “Something tells me he’ll be late just to piss
me off.”

He circled his arms around her, smiling to
himself. She hadn’t hesitated to get close to him the minute they
were alone. “Are you feeling okay with any of this?”

“Not really. Luckily, I have you to take my
mind off things.” She rubbed his back and slipped her hand
underneath his shirt. “Mmm. You’re so warm.” She pressed into him
and he felt the familiar tug in his stomach.

He took her hand. “Let’s get out of the
foyer. Knowing my luck, Glenn is coming back any minute for his
sunglasses.” He led her through the living room.

Alex hurried ahead of him as they started
down the hall to the bedrooms. “Come on.” Her eyes flashed as she
glanced back over her shoulder, a look of young abandon, making him
double his pace. She began unbuttoning his shirt when they got to
his room, kissing him deeply. She finished his shirt before he knew
it, whipped off her top, unhooked her bra, and went for the button
on his jeans.

“Wow. You are really impatient.” He looked
down. Zip.

She pushed his pants to the floor. “We’re on
the clock.” She sneaked her hand down the front of his boxer
briefs, molding her hand around him, before she quickly had him
naked. The heel of her hand pressed into him as she kneaded. She
peppered his chest with kisses.

He groaned and closed his eyes for a moment.
“I’m not complaining.”

David caressed the underside of her breasts
then slid his hands down the smooth skin of her stomach. He
unhitched the button of her jeans and slowly unzipped them,
savoring every impatient flicker in her eyes as she watched. He
kissed her tenderly and slipped his hands along the gentle curve of
her hips, nudging the last of her clothes to the floor.

Alex grabbed his hands, tilting her head to
the side so her hair swung in a cascade over her shoulder, and
pedaled backward to the bed. She turned and threw back the covers,
giving him the ultimate view of her ass as she climbed on to the
mattress. She flipped to her back and stretched her arms, locking
her fingers far above her head in invitation. David’s blood rushed
through his body to keep up with the sensations Alex created.

He spread out alongside her, cupping her
velvety breast. She arched her back in response, moving closer as
he leaned down and kissed her shoulder, inhaling her honey-sweet
scent. He kissed his way down her chest to her other breast,
teasing her with his tongue.

Alex moaned. “You’re being too gentle with
me.” Her voice was a grumbling purr.

“It’s called foreplay.” He moved to her
other breast with his mouth, his hand skimming down her hip and
pulling her closer.

“I know what it’s called. It’s just—” She
clamped her leg around him and bucked her pelvis into his. “I want
you. Now.”

He stopped kissing her and studied her face.
Sometimes it seemed as though she was pulling herself apart at the
seams, a ball of unsettled kinetic energy, not to be contained,
possibly never satisfied.

“Alex, I want you, too. You know that. But I
want to make love to you. We have time.”

She stuck out her lower lip. “I don’t want
it to be like that either, but I’m just, I don’t know.” She rounded
her head as if she was working out a kink in her neck. “I’m all
frustrated right now.”

He saw now what she was getting at. This
beautiful jumble of complicated, unresolved emotion wanted him to
ravage her—make her forget everything, blow her mind into oblivion
if only for a few minutes. As much as he wanted to make her
problems better, maybe even go away, he didn’t like feeling like
this. He’d waited a lifetime to do these things with her.

He didn’t dare say a thing, though. He’d
come too far to mess it up with a knee-jerk reaction to one thing
she’d said. If she wanted to use him for sex, he could live with
it. For now.

“Then let me help you relax.” He sat up in
the bed and tried to ignore his raging hard-on. “Roll onto your
stomach.”

She smiled softly. “Mmm. That sounds
promising.”

He nearly told her to get her mind out of
the gutter but thought better of that, too. He smoothed his hands
across her back and worked his way up to her shoulders, rubbing and
rolling his thumbs over the knots in her neck. “Alex, honey, you
need to loosen up.”

“That’s what I was trying to do in the first
place,” she mumbled into the bed.

He leaned down and whispered softly in her
ear. “Just close your eyes and let me do the driving. I promise
you’ll be relaxed when I’m finished.”

She smiled, he kissed her on the cheek, and
then he went to work.

An hour later, Alex lay next to him with the
most blissed-out look he’d seen on a woman’s face. He had to admit;
he’d impressed even himself.

“I don’t know what to say, Mr. Callahan.”
Alex curled into him and kissed his chest. “I’ve never felt
better.” She rubbed her foot along the top of his calf and played
with his belly button, but he was so exhausted her touch was merely
a pleasant sensation, not enough to get him going again.

“I’m glad I could be of service.” Being
used for sex wasn’t the worst thing that happened today.

Alex circled a fingertip in his chest hair.
“I wish we could stay in bed together like this, forever.”

David felt his throat grow tight. With Glenn
back, it was hard to imagine how this would all play out the way he
wanted it to. Alex was everything he’d ever wanted, but the band
was his life’s work. In a long line of universal truths, that was
the most damning.

He looked at her and she grinned. She was
right there, they loved each other, but she wasn’t really his.
Sneaking around and hiding was no way to be in love. He patted her
on the back and rolled out of bed to go to the bathroom.

“Where are you going?” She swished her hand
across his spot on the bed. “I’m not finished with you.”

“We both need to get dressed. Glenn’s
supposed to be back with the boys soon.”

“He’s always late. You know that. He has to
make an entrance.”

David flushed the toilet and washed his
hands. He stepped back into his room and fished a pair of pajama
pants out of his dresser drawer.

Alex remained on her side, watching him, an
up-to-no-good smile on her face. “I hate seeing you put clothes on.
I wish you were naked all the time.”

He grinned and shook his head, threading his
arms into a clean, black T-shirt. He went to the bed and set his
knee on the mattress, leaning down and pecking her on the nose.
“Time to get dressed, Sleeping Beauty.”

The muffled sound of voices came from the
hall, most notably Tyler’s frantic speaking pace when he was
excited.

Alex’s eyes flew open. “They’re back. I
forgot Page has a key.” She leapt out of bed, grabbed her clothes,
and dashed into the bathroom.

David threw back the duvet and plucked
Alex’s underwear from the floor and tossed them to her. “Get
dressed. I’ll get them to the other side of the house. Pretend like
you were in your room.”

He hurried out into the hall and silently
closed the door behind him. He rushed to the living room. Glenn was
sitting on the couch looking at his phone. Tyler hung on him and
Page rambled on about a guitar he wanted.

“You’re back,” David said. “How was it
guys?”

“It was so fun,” Tyler said. “We went to the
arcade and then Daddy took us out for chili dogs and I ate two and
my stomach feels a little funny but then we had ice cream too.”

Glenn turned off his phone and stood.
“Where’s Alex?”

David furrowed his brow, his pulse
quickening. “Is she not out here? Have you looked in the
kitchen?”

“I called for her and didn’t get a
response,” Glenn answered.

David walked to the kitchen and Tyler and
Glenn followed. The seconds felt as if they were ticking by in slow
motion. Come on, Alex. Get your cute little butt out here.
“Huh. I guess she isn’t in here. Anybody need anything to
drink?”

Glenn set his hand on the kitchen island.
“I’m good. Just need to talk to Alex.”

“I thought I heard voices.” Alex traipsed
into the kitchen in her yoga gear, her hair in a high ponytail.

“Mommy, we had so much fun,” Tyler said,
rushing to her. “What did you do? Have you been exercising?” He
tugged at her pants.

“Good guess. I’ve been doing yoga. I was
listening to my iPod. I guess that’s why I didn’t hear you guys.”
She smoothed Tyler’s mop of hair. “Why don’t you say goodnight to
Daddy and go get ready for bed? I’ll be there in a minute to tuck
you in.”

“Goodnight, Daddy. I missed you.” Tyler
leaned in to hug Glenn’s leg.

Glenn crouched down and looked the most
parental David had ever seen him look. “I missed you, too.” He
rubbed Tyler’s shoulder. “I’m sorry I was gone, but don’t worry
about it. You and your brother and I are going to be spending lots
and lots of time together.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven

 


 


Alex felt like Tyler after a two-chili dog
dinner—sick to her stomach. She drummed her thumbs on the steering
wheel at a red light, on her way to intercept Glenn at their house.
She’d overheard him tell David he was going by the house to pick up
some of his gear for rehearsals, which were scheduled to start the
next day. She dreaded it, but she had to tell him about the
accident with the guitar. Hopefully he wouldn’t get as mad if she
told him in person. Mostly she didn’t want the boys within five
miles of that discussion if he exploded.

Alex pulled up to the security gate outside
their house, where two young women were sitting on the grass. They
stood when her car slowed and ducked to peer in her car window,
their smiles falling. They turned away and went back to plop down
in the grass. Alex knew better than to bother with calling the
police. Groupies usually gave up after a few hours, anyway.
Weird. That hasn’t happened in years.

She parked in front of the house, breathing
a sigh of relief that Glenn hadn’t arrived. Her heart pounded and
she closed her eyes to calm herself. The guitar was one thing—she
probably needed to tell him about the car, too. Get it out.
Listen to him yell. Move on.

Alex didn’t know everything about the Martin
guitar, when it had been made, the history, although she knew Glenn
had committed those details to memory. What she did know was Glenn
had written many songs with it. He’d strummed lullabies on it when
Page was a baby, even using it on a home recording of those same
songs so Alex could play it when he was on the road and she was at
home with a colicky kid.

Glenn’s Hummer roared up the driveway and
Alex climbed out of her mini SUV. What an asshole. Why can’t he
just drive one of his other cars? Glenn had continued to drive
his tank of a car even after the last gas crisis. He was an
apolitical guy, but he liked the idea of thumbing his nose at the
rest of the world, especially if he thought it made him look like a
badass.

“What are you doing here?” He closed his car
door.

“I came by to get some clothes. You?”

“Same thing. And some gear from the studio.
Rehearsals start tomorrow.”

The girls appeared at the end of the
driveway, giggling and seeming unsure as to whether they should
approach. Glenn smiled and pushed his sunglasses up the bridge of
his nose. “Be right back. Wait for me.” He sauntered down the
driveway and the girls rushed to him, CDs in hand.

Alex waited hand on hip, watching as he
signed their things and posed for a photo one of the girls took
with her phone. She thought about walking down and offering to take
the picture, but decided she wasn’t feeling that generous.

Glenn walked back with a swagger, his
confidence plainly bolstered by the girls. “Groupies. Guess I’ll
have to get used to that again.”

“Uh huh.” Alex rolled her eyes and followed
him to the door. Her heart began to thump erratically. This was the
first time they’d been alone since Glenn had come back and the
significance smacked her in the face as he unlocked the deadbolt.
Visiting the scene of the crime.

They stepped inside and Glenn set his
sunglasses and keys on the table. The foyer was littered with
ladders, extension cords and lighting rigs.

“I think they were filming something in here
on Friday,” Alex said. A faint smell of paint was in the air.

“Ya think? I can’t wait until we have our
house back.”

Our house. Alex chewed on her ragged
thumbnail, which couldn’t get any shorter. “Hey, um, we need to
talk before you go back to the studio. There was an accident on the
set with one of your guitars. It was one of the acoustics, the one
you used to sing to the boys with.”

Glenn’s face blanched. His cheeks turned
blotchy, his eyes wide with disbelief. “The Martin? No. Not the
Martin.”

She cringed. “Yeah, that’s the one.”

“Oh, my God. You’re fucking kidding me.” He
dug both hands into his hair and blinked fitfully. “What happened?
Where is it? Can I see it?” The words spilled out of him, his
questions asked as if a loved one had been killed.

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t here when it happened.”
She felt her throat tighten. “They threw it away.”

“I think I’m going to be sick.” He held his
stomach and his eyes darted around the room.

“There was no saving it. Someone fell on it.
It was a pile of kindling.”

“They threw it away.” He shook his head, and
his eyes became glassy. “That was an original D-18. Made in 1934.
Hand-made. I loved that guitar. It’s irreplaceable.”

“I don’t know what to say.” She felt herself
being unwillingly sucked into Glenn’s vortex, where he was the
center of the universe and everything revolved around him. A cloud
of empathy settled on her and she wished it would go away.

“Do you have any idea how special that
guitar is? Most guys would give up an arm just to play it.”

“The production company is going to pay for
it.”

“Pay for it? Is that all you care about?
Money isn’t going to make this better.” Glenn’s eyes became
mournful and reality seemed to set in, or at least the reality he
cared about. “That guitar was precious. There’s no bringing it
back. I could spend a lifetime trying to replace it.”

No bringing it back. “I had no idea
you cared about something in this world more than yourself.
Granted, it was a guitar. Not your kids or your wife.”

“Don’t fucking start with me.” He pointed at
her. His eyes became tiny slits.

Her anger bubbled; she couldn’t begin to
comprehend his selfishness, his boundless narcissism. “I sold the
Mustang.”

He opened his mouth, but no sound came out
at first, merely a noisy rush of air. “You what?” His nostrils
flared and his cheeks became flooded in crimson.

“I sold the Mustang.” She crossed her arms
defiantly, but her voice wavered. “It was my car and you were gone
and I needed money. Peter bought it.”

“Jesus, Alex. You sold it to Pete? That
guy’s an asshole. How much money did you get for it?”

“More than you asked for.” She cleared her
throat.

“You’re trying to get even with me, aren’t
you? You’re ripping my heart out on purpose. Ripping it right out
of my chest.” Glenn stepped closer and glowered, his shoulders
rigid. “None of this would’ve happened if you would’ve just
listened to me the day I told you about the money market account.
You would’ve been fine.”

“Maybe you should have left me a check.” She
knocked her head to the side and eyed the ceiling. “Dear Alex, I’m
leaving you, but here’s some scratch to get you by.” Her sights
honed in on Glenn again. “I’m still waiting to hear the explanation
of what happened to the money in the first place.”

“You want to know what happened? Fine.”
Glenn shoved his hands in his pockets. “I made a few bad
investments.”

Silence hung in the air for several
heartbeats. “And?”

“And what? You have no idea how much
pressure I was under. The band was basically nothing, and I’m
supposed to support my family. It’s not like I could go out and get
a fucking job. I have a reputation to uphold.”

Alex threw up her hands. “Ah, your ego. So
that’s what this is about. Wouldn’t want to damage that. Why didn’t
you just tell me about this? It’s our money, you know.”

“Our money?” He laughed in the most
dismissive way possible. “The state of California may say that half
of it is yours, but you know you’d have nothing without me.”

“I’m going to pretend that you didn’t just
say that.” Alex turned and stormed up the stairs, wondering what
messed up part of her brain had felt in any way sorry for him. He
deserved to lose the guitar. He deserved far worse.

“Where are you going?” He yelled after her.
“We aren’t finished discussing this.”

She hurried down the hall, Glenn’s heavy
footsteps right behind her. She burst into their closet and began
making a stack of clothes, slapping on jeans, tops and T-shirts.
Her breathing was labored, her mind raced. He’s such an asshole.
I hate him.

Glenn joined her. He groaned and began
pulling down shirts and tossing them onto an upholstered bench in
the middle of the room. Alex glanced over her shoulder and watched
as he went to the cabinet with their luggage in it. He grabbed a
duffle bag and unzipped it. This is what’s left—clothes and
suitcases.

“Fucking unreal,” he mumbled under his
breath. “Absolutely unreal. I spent months looking for that car for
you. So you would have something special for your birthday that
year. It was a symbol of my love.”

“You’re still obsessing about the car? Get
over it.” Alex fought her intense desire to just unload on Glenn,
let it all spew out of her—the betrayal, the hurt, the love thrown
away. As it churned in her head, the tears came out of nowhere,
stinging her eyes and giving away the hurt she longed to hide from
him. No, no, no. Not now. Keep it together. It was no
use, even though she hated crying and this was the absolute worst
time, she became a leaky faucet. She felt exposed, as if she was
showing Glenn he still had a hold on her, when he really just knew
how to push her buttons. Every last one of them.

“Oh, Jesus.” He cleared his throat. “Please
don’t fucking cry. You know I can’t stand it when you cry.”

“Don’t tell me what to do.” She swallowed
and her eyelids fluttered closed, but it did nothing to stem the
tide. “What happened to us? You used to love me. Was I just not
good enough?” Her lower lip quivered. Her chin wobbled.

“I could ask you the same question, Alex.
You used to love me, too.”

She looked at him and recognized her chance,
the opportunity to put a dent in him like he’d done so many times
to her. “I did love you.” She wiped her nose with the back of her
hand. “But I don’t know what happened to that version of me. I
think you might have killed her. All I know is that the person
standing in front of you doesn’t love you anymore.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight

 


 


David had made it through two weeks of
rehearsals relatively unscathed. Working with Glenn within the
confines of the band was going well enough that he had guarded
optimism about their ability to come together onstage that weekend
when they did their first dates. Everyone was on his best behavior,
all four seeming to recognize this chance to reclaim what they had
once taken for granted—balls-to-the-wall success.

David packed up his guitar while Nick and
Tony talked in a corner of the cavernous rehearsal space, walled
with black acoustical tiles.

“Hey, Dave.” Glenn stepped over cords to
where David had spread out his gear. “Can we talk for a minute
before you take off?” He nodded at Nick and Tony. “Alone?
Outside?”

“Yeah, sure.” David finished coiling a
guitar cord. “Bye guys,” he called out to the other side of the
room. “Remember we’re doing the bus call at midnight tomorrow
night. Want to roll into Sacramento on time Friday morning. Glenn
and I can’t be late for the morning radio show we’re doing.”

Tony and Nick nodded and waved them off,
seemingly eager to go back to whatever they were discussing. Glenn
and David strode out to the parking lot, stopping at David’s
car.

“If you see Alex, can you tell her that I’ll
be by at six to pick up the boys?” Glenn asked.

“Sure thing. I’m sure they’ll be ready.
Tyler’s been talking about it all week.”

Glenn swung his keys on finger. “It’s weird,
you know. Having to schedule time with Tyler and Page. It’s
starting to freak me out. I mean, divorce. It’s so final.”

David took a deep breath. He knew this was
coming at some point and he’d been dreading it. His take on Glenn
and Alex’s divorce was more than a little skewed. “But you still
want it, right?”

“Yeah, of course. I know our marriage isn’t
salvageable, but then I’m around her and she’s so fucking hot when
she’s mad at me. It almost makes me want to piss her off more than
I already am.” He laughed under his breath and shook his head. “How
did you know your marriage with Julia was over?”

Well, you see, I couldn’t stop thinking
about your wife. “I stopped feeling anything for her. I don’t
know how else to explain it.” David kneaded his forehead.

Glenn frowned. “Huh. I wouldn’t say I have
no feelings for Alex. I just don’t have any good feelings for her.”
He leaned back against David’s car and turned his face into the
sun, which glinted off his sunglasses. “Can I ask you something? As
my best friend?”

Oh, no. Please don’t. Can’t you ask me as
the dumb-ass guitar player in your band? “Sure.”

Glenn put his hands in his jean pockets and
showed David his own reflection in his Ray-Bans. “Is Alex seeing
somebody? Because the other night when I dropped off the boys, she
had a look on her face.”

David felt like his heart could punch a hole
through his chest. “Look on her face? Not sure I know what you
mean. She hasn’t had any guys over at the house if that’s what
you’re asking.” Technically, that isn’t a lie. Technically, I’m
thinking it won’t matter to you when you find out the
truth.

Glenn’s scrunched up his lips. “Huh. Maybe
my radar is off. She just had that after-sex glow. She always looks
incredible afterward. Rosy cheeks for hours. And she smells
different, too.”

David’s heart resumed its jackhammer
routine. “What are you saying? Are you wanting to get back with
Alex?”

Glenn cracked a huge grin. “I wouldn’t kick
her out of bed if something happened, but no. I do not want to get
back together with her.”

David let out a life-sized sigh of relief,
but slowly, so he wouldn’t give anything away. “Well, I haven’t
seen anybody around. I’ll let you know if I find out anything
different.” David wondered whether covering up this mess only
confirmed his reservation in hell.

Glenn clapped David on the shoulder. “No
biggie. Just thought I’d ask.” He pulled him into a hug. “This week
has been fucking amazing. It’s just like it used to be.”

“Yeah, man. It’s been great.” David watched
as Glenn walked to his car. I am such an asshole.

****

“I wish you didn’t have to go,” Alex said
the next day, re-folding and stacking David’s T-shirts then placing
them in his suitcase.

“I know, but it’s only four days.” He peered
out into the hall and pulled her close for a lightning fast, hot
kiss. “I’ll miss you.” The fact he couldn’t ravage Alex on the bed
right then and there frustrated him. At least they’d had a proper
good-bye the night before, when Glenn had taken the boys out for a
few hours.

“Are you ready to deal with Glenn? This is
the big test isn’t it?” she asked.

David shrugged. “You know, he hasn’t been
bad lately. I think he’s finally shed some of his rock star
attitude. Not all of it, but some.”

She followed him into the bathroom as he
began to collect toiletries. “When do you think we can finally say
something? I’m so tired of hiding. I just want to tell him and get
it over with.”

“Me, too, but you know we have to wait.”

“Are you worried about what he’s going to do
when he finds out?”

“Aren’t you?” He looked at her reflection in
the bathroom mirror, the edge of her bra peaking out from the
neckline of her close-fitting black top. She was in faded jeans and
bare feet, with her hair rolling past her shoulders. He was torn
between the tempting mental image of himself and Alex at it on the
bathroom counter and the damage he’d done to his longest
friendship. “Part of me wants to think that he can be an adult
about this, but there’s no question. I’ve betrayed him.”

Alex’s face soured. “I hate it when you say
stuff like that.”

“It’s true. It doesn’t mean that I wouldn’t
do it all over again, but I know I’m going to have to earn his
trust back. He could hate me for a long time.” He reached for
Alex’s hand. “Now’s not a good time to tell him. Things with the
band are so fragile, and we all really need this.”

“I know you do. I know how important this
is.”

They returned to the bedroom so David could
pack his shaving kit. “Let’s see how this first string of dates
goes. Believe me, I want this out in the open as soon as possible.
I feel like I’m choking whenever I talk to him. The guilt is
killing me.”

Tyler ran into the room. “There you are,
Mommy. Are you helping Uncle David?”

“I am. What’s up?”

“Daddy’s here,” he answered, glancing over
his shoulder.

Glenn rapped his knuckle against the
doorframe. “Hey guys.” He propped his aviators on top of his head.
“Alex, can I speak with you for a minute?”

David could feel Alex’s entire body tense
from five feet away. His own didn’t feel much better. Shit. What
if he’d come five minutes ago when I was kissing her?

“Sure.” Alex stepped out into the
hallway.

Tyler hopped up on to the bed. “I’m going to
miss you and Daddy when you’re gone.” He kicked his legs, banging
his heels back against the bed frame. “Are you gonna go rock your
balls off?”

David snickered. “Who told you that?”

“Page. He said it’s something guys in bands
say.”

David shook his head and ruffled Tyler’s
mop. Alex wasn’t the only person he would miss. “Yeah, some guys.
Not all guys. I think it’s safe to say we’re going to rock. How’s
that for an answer?”

Alex stepped back into the room with Glenn,
an indecipherable look on her face. “Ty, why don’t you and Daddy go
hang out with Page for a little while? Daddy and David have to
leave soon.”

“Come on, champ.” Glenn raised his arm in
invitation as Tyler bounded to him.

“What’s going on?” David asked, as soon as
Glenn and Tyler were gone.

She swallowed and looked up at him with wide
eyes. “Glenn’s ready to tell the boys about the divorce.
Tonight.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine

 


 


No wonder Glenn was ready to tell the
boys. He was on his way out of town. Alex took a deep breath
and kneaded her forehead. A car horn blared and her sight flew to
the traffic signal, now green.

“Page, honey, do you have a lot of homework
this weekend?” she asked.

He stared out the window. His head didn’t
budge when he answered. “No.”

“Great. Maybe the three of us can watch a
movie tonight. We could even stay up late.” She glanced at the
sullen figure in the passenger seat as she pulled into the grocery
store parking lot. “I just need to get a few things.” She turned
off the ignition and Tyler unbuckled his seat belt, but Page stayed
put. “Are you coming?”

“No.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll stay in
the car.”

She rubbed his shoulder lightly. “Okay,
honey. We’ll be right back.”

It had been two days since she and Glenn had
told the boys. Their reaction had been swift and immediate—Tyler
clung to Alex like crazy, Page couldn’t get a word out of his
mouth. Instead, he wore a changing mix of anger and sadness across
his face. Alex had since endured two days of near-silence from him.
She desperately wished she could find some way to cheer him up, but
it felt pointless. Hot fudge sundaes and trips to the arcade
weren’t going to change what was happening.

They arrived back at David’s after an
awkwardly quiet car ride from the store. Alex dropped her keys on
the counter and reached for Page. He shuffled across the kitchen
floor as if his shoes were filled with cement. At first, he stood
like a statue, reluctant, pulling away even, but she wrapped her
arms about him. Slowly, he sagged, resting his head against her
shoulder. Tyler joined them, wedging his arm between Page and Alex
while holding on to her for dear life.

Her heart crumbled into a million jagged
pieces at the thought of what she and Glenn were doing to them. It
was so easy to say the divorce was nobody’s fault. Things happen.
People grow apart. Alex felt like the worst mother on the planet,
orchestrating the end of what had been Page and Tyler’s reality for
their entire lives—she and Glenn, together.

She combed her fingers into Page’s hair and
kissed him on top of the head. It wouldn’t be much longer before
she’d have to stand on a chair to do that. She’d already felt as if
she was losing him—to girls, his friends, to time—now she had the
sense that his final shreds of childhood were being torn from him.
Both he and Tyler were being pushed to grow up, whether they wanted
to or not.

Alex stepped back to the sight of Page’s
red-rimmed eyes. Tyler looked desperate, always eager for things to
go back to the way they used to be. A blip of insanity flashed
through her head. Maybe she should call Glenn and beg him to take
her back. Maybe she should find a way to shove everything back into
Pandora’s box, stomp up and down on it until the contents were
safely squashed inside.

Then the reality of their marriage came
roaring back, the one she had inexplicably learned to ignore. As
painful as it was for everyone, she and the boys deserved better
than that. Even Glenn deserved better.

“Do you guys want to order a pizza? I don’t
really feel like cooking.”

“Um, sure,” Page whispered.

“Garlic bread?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Tyler.

“Sounds like a plan. Bring on the
carbs.”

The boys went to put their backpacks in
their rooms when Alex’s phone rang.

“Hey, stranger,” Lisa said.

“Can you come over tonight?” Alex was
suddenly overcome. Her voice croaked. “I need somebody to talk
to.”

“Of course. Are you okay?”

Alex molded her hand around the back of her
neck. “Just come over and I’ll tell you everything.”

“I’ll come right after work, but I can’t
stay.”

****

Sitting outside by the pool, Tyler downed
two slices of pepperoni pizza that were almost as big as his head,
but Page ate only one, still seeming out of sorts. Lisa had shown
up a few minutes after the delivery guy but opted for a glass of
wine instead of pizza because she was meeting JT for dinner at his
place.

“What do you guys want to do this weekend?”
Alex asked. “Daddy and Uncle David won’t be home until Sunday
afternoon.”

“I just kind of want to hang out here,” Page
said. “Maybe play guitar.”

“Mommy, are we still going to get a dog?”
Tyler asked.

Alex pursed her lips and Lisa cocked an
eyebrow at her. The dog had seemed like a perfect idea when she was
furious and found the idea of Glenn in anaphylactic shock slightly
funny, but now she realized how vindictive that idea was. “You
know, Ty, I think we need to think about something different. Maybe
a turtle or a fish.”

Tyler’s eyes lit up. “A lizard.”

She smiled and her heart lightened. Tyler
could have said he wanted a Galapagos Tortoise for a pet and she
would have said yes. “Sure.”

Page cleared his throat. “Ryan has a Bearded
Dragon. It’s pretty rad. He can take it for walks.”

Alex was startled. She hadn’t heard a string
of words that long Page in days. “Sounds like we should go to the
library and start researching it.”

Page picked up his plate and stood. “I think
I’ll go look on the Internet tonight.”

Tyler stared at Page expectantly.

“Come on, doofus. We’ll go in my room.”

“Really?” Tyler sprang from his seat, a wide
grin across his face. “You can take them for a walk?”

Page rolled his eyes, but Alex thought she
saw the corner of his mouth turn up before both boys started for
the French doors to the kitchen.

Lisa gave Alex less than a minute before she
started in. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on or do I have
to beat it out of you?” She took a long drink of Cabernet and sat
back in her chair.

The warm, evening breeze blew Alex’s hair
and she brushed it from her face. Her heart pounded in her ears.
Telling Lisa was a first step, but it felt like a leap off a cliff.
“David and I are seeing each other. We’re in love.”

Lisa laughed, quietly and shook her head.
“So it finally happened. I knew one of you would break down
eventually.”

Alex’s focus narrowed. “What does that
mean?”

“It means that I’ve seen the way he looks at
you. And with Glenn out of the way, I figured it was only a matter
of time. Not that I’m not super pissed at you. I guess there goes
my chance, huh?” She smiled and crossed her arms at her waist. “Oh,
well. I’m pretty much off the market, anyway.”

“You are?”

Lisa nodded. “John asked me to move in with
him last night. That’s why I called you.”

Alex lurched forward and reached across the
table for Lisa. I’m such a selfish asshole. She felt like
crying when she saw the look in Lisa’s eyes—full of life, the way
they’d looked when Alex had first met her. “Are you going to say
yes?”

“Are you kidding me? Have you seen him? I’d
have to be an idiot to say no.”

A breathy laugh escaped Alex’s mouth. “I
can’t believe I even asked. Are you happy?”

Lisa pursed her lips as if she was trying to
contain her emotion, but she nodded. “I am. I never thought I would
feel like this again. I thought I was stuck with one-night-stands
and blind dates for the rest of my life. I guess you never know how
things are going to turn out, huh?”

Alex froze for a moment. “That’s the
truth.”

“So, what’s going to happen with you and
David? He’s still alive, so I’m assuming Glenn doesn’t know.”

Alex swallowed and collapsed back in her
seat. “Do you really think Glenn will be pissed? He wants the
divorce as much as I do.”

“The divorce has nothing to with it. Glenn
doesn’t share. Anything. And everything is about him. He’s only
going to think about how you and David together is going to affect
him.” She finished her wine and poured herself another glass,
topping off Alex’s. “I’m guessing this is going to bring out his
inner caveman.”

Alex sighed and her shoulders felt as though
they had boulders resting on them again. “Great.”

“Fuck Glenn. He’s an asshole. You deserve
better than that. And damn, David is better. A whole lot of
better.”

Alex’s desperate longing for David
reappeared at the sound of his name. Two days apart and she thought
she was going crazy. Being a single parent was bad enough when
Glenn had been on the road. At least she hadn’t always missed him.
Sometimes it was nice to have a break, whether she’d admitted that
to herself at the time or not. Not having David around felt as if
someone had cut her off at the knees.

“How’s the sex?” Lisa asked. “Fantastic, I’m
guessing.”

“Lisa.”

“What? I told you about John.” She closed
her eyes. “I’m trying to imagine how amazing his ass must look out
of those jeans.” Her eyes fluttered back open, a bright flash of
dazzling green. “You gotta tell me something.”

“His ass is astounding. Happy?”

“No. I could’ve told you that. Tell me
something else.”

“Like what?”

“Do I have to draw you a picture? Tell me
something, uh, anatomical.”

Alex’s face flushed. “No way.”

“Trying to keep things classy, huh? You must
really love him.”

“I do.” Alex dropped her head to the side
and looked at Lisa through the fringe of her hair. “I really
do.”


Chapter Forty

 


 


The first two shows under his belt and aside
from time spent with Alex over the last few months, David hadn’t
felt more alive in years. He’d been missing her like crazy, but the
band’s hectic schedule helped to curb the loneliness.

The shows had been off the charts. David had
to pinch himself when he walked out on stage the first night. The
place was packed to the rafters—girls sitting on guys’ shoulders,
the crowd demanding three encores. He was astounded how well they’d
come together on stage. They were like a bunch of teenagers again,
as if no time had passed at all.

He made his way back to the band’s tour bus
shortly after sound check in San Francisco. Glenn had been met by a
young blonde upon their arrival and the pair disappeared the
instant Glenn’s mic checks were complete. David knew very well how
Glenn operated. He never took much more than thirty minutes.

He rapped on the door of the idling bus and
leaned against the glossy black exterior with his arms folded
across his chest. He’d learned early in their touring days Glenn
didn’t always restrict his escapades to a bunk or the main bedroom
on the bus. The unfortunate image of Glenn doing some brunette from
behind, bent over the kitchen table, was something he longed to
forget. That was years ago, but the memory lingered.

David got no response to the knock and
decided to take his chances, climbing the steps into the cab. On
cue, Glenn’s lady friend emerged from the back bedroom, her hair a
mess. She slid David a coy grin and a “hey” and squeezed past him,
her perfume stinging David’s nose.

Glenn followed seconds later, shirtless in
jeans. “Hey. What’s up?”

“Not much,” David answered. “I see you made
a new friend.”

Glenn grinned and popped the top off a beer,
taking a swig. “I forgot how nice it was when we didn’t have to
work at it. You know, when they just sort of show up and make it
obvious what they’re there for?”

David contorted his lips. “Yeah.
Awesome.”

“What about you? It’s been two days and I
haven’t seen you even talk to a woman backstage.”

The ceiling seemed like a good place to rest
his eyes while David devised a plausible reason for ignoring the
newly restocked glut of women. “I’m not really interested in that
anymore.” He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.
Fuck. He’s never going to believe that.

Glenn stared, blinking as if he were sending
messages in Morse code. The corners of his mouth drew up and a
breathy laugh escaped his lips. “Good one. Just being a bit more
selective this time around?”

“That’s one way to put it.”

Glenn plopped down on the couch opposite
David. “Guess who I got an email from today? Terry Hayes. He’s
living in San Francisco now. He’s coming to the show tonight.”

“Seriously? I haven’t seen him since we were
in middle school.”

“Yeah, he tracked me down a few years ago
when Alex’s dad died.” Glenn shook his head. “Brings back memories,
doesn’t it? Do you remember when Terry came with us to spy on
creepy old Mr. Katz? We jumped over his fence trying to get away
from his ugly dog.” The corners of Glenn’s mouth turned up and his
eyes flashed. “We did some crazy-ass shit.”

David’s brain zeroed in on a fuzzy memory of
standing on rickety wood crates to peek in Mr. Katz’s window. All
of the kids on the block were convinced he was a murderer and
David, Glenn and Terry had been determined to prove the theory.
They had also forgotten Mr. Katz owned a nasty Doberman and had to
scramble over the fence when the dog bolted from the back door.

David and Glenn had shared childhood
memories to spare, long summer days roaming the neighborhood,
playing pranks on neighbors and finding trouble, riding bikes and
chasing girls, listening to Led Zeppelin and Aerosmith for hours on
end.

David laughed quietly. “I’m surprised we
both made it to our eighteenth birthday.”

Glenn took another drink of his beer. “Shit.
No kidding. I think about the stuff we did. I can’t even imagine
Page or Tyler doing any of that. What about when we got in that
fight with those kids from the other side of Walker Avenue? That
was fun.”

“I thought we were both going to get our
butts kicked that day. We were lucky those kids had no clue how to
throw a punch.”

“You nailed that tall goony kid,
what’s-his-name. His older sister was smoking hot.”

“Jimmy Peterson.” David clapped his hands
together at one of his proudest guy moments brought to light. He
could still remember what it felt like to sock it out with Jimmy
while a group of girls watched. At the age of thirteen, scrawny and
a bit pimply, winning that fight had been a serious ego boost.
“Those were some great times.”

Glenn swept his hair from his face, looking
at David. “The best.”

Quiet filled the room and David watched
Glenn as he picked at the paper label on his beer bottle. He
wondered if his old friend was still in there. There were days when
he missed him. Reminiscing about their childhood made those
feelings that much stronger. The idea of recapturing what they’d
once had was a nice one, but he knew it would take honesty and that
would mean coming clean about Alex. Maybe I should do it now. Do
what Alex did when she told him about the guitar and the car. Get
it over with. It’s just the two of us. Nobody else to get in the
way.

But then he remembered they were close to
taking the stage in front of a sell-out crowd and it seemed too big
a risk. It wasn’t just about Glenn and him—people’s livelihoods
were on the line, not to mention what was likely the band’s last
chance at recapturing their former glory. Maybe later tonight
after the show. Maybe tomorrow when we’re stuck in the bus all
day.

David’s cellphone rang and he rolled to his
hip to fish it out of his back pocket. The name on the caller ID
jerked him back to reality. Alex. She and David had
pre-arranged call times and it almost always meant he called her in
an effort to avoid this very situation.

Glenn stood and patted the back pocket of
his jeans, brow furrowed. “Shit. I think I left my phone in the
bedroom. Somebody called me while I was uh, busy.” He smiled
coyly.

“I need to step outside to take this.” David
tried to be casual but only took a few steps before Glenn stopped
him.

“Somebody special?”

David knew from the ringtone his phone was
seconds from sending the call to voicemail. “One sec.” He turned
away and accepted the call. “Can you hold on one minute?” he asked
into the phone. It sounded like mayhem on the other end of the
line. He clamped his hand over the receiver and turned back to
Glenn. “I’ll be right back.”

He tromped down the stairs of the bus and
out into the early evening air. The humidity and breeze made for a
bone-chilling San Francisco night. “Hey.” He distanced himself from
the bus. “What’s up?”

“Where’s Glenn?” Alex blurted. It sounded as
if she was losing her voice, which was ripe with distress. “I tried
to call him. Tyler broke his arm. He and Page were swimming and
Tyler slipped on the wet tile. We’re at the hospital right
now.”

“Jesus.” David felt as though his chest was
caving in. I was afraid somebody would slip on that tile.
“Is he okay?”

“It’s bad.” A hacking cough came through the
line. “Sorry. The doctor says they might need to put in some
pins.”

“Are you okay? Your voice.”

She coughed again. “I’m fine. I think I have
a cold.”

“What can I do?” He already knew the answer.
He was stuck seven hours away with Glenn and the band. He wouldn’t
be home until tomorrow. David began pacing in the alley behind the
club, between a dumpster and the metal stage door, propped open by
a cinder block.

“Tyler’s fine right now. They gave him some
painkillers and they’re doing more x-rays. I won’t know what
they’re going to do for a while.” She cleared her throat. “I just
hate seeing him like this. He doesn’t do well in unfamiliar
situations.” Her scratchy voice sounded as if it was fading into
nothing.

“Where’s Page?” David desperately wanted to
race to Alex’s side, but it not only would bring his entire world
crashing down, it wasn’t his place. Glenn was still Tyler’s
dad.

“He’s staying over at Ryan’s. My car
wouldn’t start after Tyler fell, so I had to call Ryan’s mom and
ask her to take us to the hospital because I couldn’t get a hold of
Lisa.”

Shit. “What’s wrong with your
car?”

Alex sneezed. “I don’t know. Maybe the
battery. I’ll figure it out later.”

“Are you okay? You sound like you’re really
sick.”

“I’m fine.”

He came to a halt and his head dropped as he
whispered. “Alex, honey, it’s okay to freak out. You don’t have to
put on a show for me. Okay? I hate the fact that I’m not there to
help you.”

“Yeah, I hate it too.” Muffled voices
rumbled in the background. “Shit. Glenn’s on the other line.” She
groaned. “I’ll have to call you later.” Her voice grew thinner with
every word.

David’s shoulders drooped. He would never be
able to disguise his distress over Tyler and technically, Glenn
should have known about it first. “Love you,” he said, but the line
had already gone dead. Rubbing his eyes and kneading his forehead,
he kicked a few stray pebbles across the pavement. “Fuck.”

He waited several minutes, his mind racing
with thoughts of Tyler in the hospital, in pain and scared. It was
no secret Alex was in a state even if she’d insisted she
wasn’t.

David eased the door open before climbing
the stairs back onto the bus. He could hear Glenn speaking loudly.
“Can I talk to him? Okay, well, tell him I love him and that I’m
sorry I can’t be there. I’ll be there tomorrow.”

David slumped down onto the bench seat and
raked his hand into his hair. Tyler will be fine. This will all
be fine. You feel helpless because you want to be there with
them.

Glenn inched toward David, stopping when he
reached the kitchenette and leaning a hip against the sink. “Alex.
Take a deep breath. Tyler will be okay. The doctors have it under
control. They’ll take good care of him.” He placed his hand over
the receiver and spoke to David. “Ty broke his arm. They’re at the
hospital.” He cast his eyes to the floor and returned to the call,
intently listening to Alex, nodding his head. “Okay. Sounds good.
Call me later and let me know how everything went. And take
something for that cough.” He nodded again. “Got it. Bye.”

Glenn pressed the screen on his phone.
David’s heart sank even lower. He battled an indescribable pang of
envy over Glenn being in the position to take care of everyone.
Everything has to come down to Glenn. The whole freaking world
revolves around him.

“What happened? Is Tyler okay?” David asked,
hating the pretense of acting as if he didn’t know what was going
on.

“He slipped and fell while he was goofing
around by your pool.” Glenn waved it off. “He’ll be fine. He’s a
tough kid. Hell, I broke my arm three times before I was out of
elementary school. You know that.”

“Wow. I’m sorry you can’t be there with him.
I’m sure Alex would appreciate the help.” Am I a glutton for
punishment? Uttering those words to Glenn was truly painful.
“Is she sick?” Faking his way through the conversation was now
officially killing him.

“She’s fine. She just needed me to listen to
her drama queen routine. She doesn’t actually want any help, she
just wants to bitch about it.”

I need a drink. David got up and
grabbed himself a beer. “You want another one?”

“Nah. I’m going to be pissing like a
racehorse if I don’t stop drinking before the show.” Glenn downed
what was left in his bottle.

There was a knock at the bus door and one of
their stagehands climbed the stairs. “Hey, guys. You’re on in
thirty. Does anybody need anything?”

“I’m good,” David said. “Glenn?
Anything?”

“Nope. Guess I should go change.”

The stagehand left and David watched as
Glenn walked to the back bedroom. A time when everything would be
sorted out seemed worse than unlikely. It seemed impossible.


Chapter Forty-One

 


 


Lisa sifted through the bottles nestled in
the wine rack in David’s kitchen. “I have no idea what I’m looking
at here. I pick wine by the color and that’s it.”

“So open something red. David won’t care. I
just need a drink.” A chill ran up Alex’s back and she wrapped her
arms around herself. Even the cardigan she’d put on wasn’t enough
to keep her warm.

“You look like hell, by the way.” Lisa
opened the wine, poured a glass and slid it across the kitchen
island.

“Thanks.” Alex rubbed the back of her hand
against her sniffy nose. “It’s been a really long day.”

Things were quiet now. Tyler was fine once
they got back to David’s and fell asleep soon after. Luckily, the
orthopedic surgeon had assured Alex it was a clean break and Tyler
would do just fine with a cast. A few months and he would be good
as new.

They made their way into the living room and
Alex grabbed the blanket from the back of the couch and wrapped up
in it. Her eyes felt heavy as soon as she sank into one of the
leather chairs.

“I’m sorry I didn’t get your call when your
car wouldn’t start,” Lisa said. “I totally would have given you a
ride to the hospital.”

“I know. I’m sorry I left you that message.
I was a bit panicked.” Alex felt pathetic thinking about the
voicemail she’d left for Lisa.

“I’m happy to be your whipping boy.” She
winked. “That’s what friends are for.”

Alex felt another pang of guilt. “I suck.”
She curled up tighter and set her head against the chair arm. Her
whole body ached.

“Don’t say that. I’m sorry. I hate seeing
you like this.” Lisa’s eyes softened and her head cocked to the
side.

“Like what? Sick?”

“Among other things. How long before you
start to lose it?”

“What do you mean?”

“How long before the band being on the road
makes you crazy? You only kept it together for three days this
time. I remember the last big tour they did. You were a wreck by
the end of it.”

Alex huffed, dragged down by her fever and
the tone of the conversation. “I have it together. Today wasn’t a
normal day. I’ll be fine.”

“If you say so.” Lisa kicked off her shoes
and tucked her feet under her butt. “I just worry about you getting
yourself back into the same situation again. Being the single
parent when the band is on the road. I mean, if you and David
decide to be together.”

“Why would you say that?” The discomfort of
the fever was now eclipsed by Lisa’s suggestion.

“I’m not saying you won’t. It’s just that it
seems like everything is really complicated. Don’t you need a break
from complicated? I don’t want you to get hurt again and I really
don’t want you back in the same situation you were in before.”

“It’s different with David.” She took a sip
of her wine and curled back up again. “He loves me.”

Lisa’s lips spread to a thin line. “How much
longer are you two going to be able to keep your secret? That can’t
be helping your stress level.”

“I have no idea.” She sighed. It felt like
everything was holding her down. “David doesn’t want to do it now,
things are so fragile with the band and that comes first right now.
They don’t know if this resurgence is real or if it’s a blip on the
map.”

“Yeah, I suppose that’s pretty important,
isn’t it? Glenn and David have been waiting for this for
years.”

“Yes. For years.”

****

When David came through the door the
following morning, Alex felt as if a light had been switched on.
That light was quickly extinguished as Glenn followed him into the
kitchen. They both looked tired, but were deep in a conversation
that was apparently quite humorous.

“Oh, man,” David said. “I haven’t laughed
that hard in a long time.” His eyes settled on her and he slyly
winked, dropping a black backpack on the kitchen island. “Alex,
hi.”

“You’re home.” She and David continued the
conversation with looks and glances.

Glenn hitched his sunglasses on to the neck
of his T-shirt. “I wanted to check in on Ty before I head to the
condo. Is he in his room?”

Alex nodded as she tried to disguise the way
her eyes only wanted to wash over David. It was as if the devil
perched on her shoulder, whispering in her ear, prodding her to
yank David into the laundry room and rid him of his shirt and
pants. “He’s in his room. Page just got home from a sleepover.”

She and David watched in silence as Glenn
walked away. Electricity seemed to arc between David and her. It
made impulses impossible to ignore.

“Hi.” David inched closer.

“I’m really sick.” Alex leaned back against
the counter as she battled the urge to touch him. “You might not
want to get too close.” Her heart thumped in her ears.

“I’ll take my chances,” he whispered,
looking over his shoulder in the direction Glenn had gone. He
closed the gap between them. “How’s Tyler?” His hip grazed hers as
he reached into the cabinet for a coffee cup.

Alex’s eyes fluttered. “Better. Good.” She
watched him wrap his hand around the handle of the coffee
carafe.

Steam swirled as he filled his cup. The mug
nestled against his perfectly full lips. “I’m glad. I feel awful
that I couldn’t be here to help. I’m sorry you’re sick.”

“It’s okay.”

David took another sip of his coffee and his
thick hair swept across his forehead. “I missed you,” he whispered.
He reached out and gently rubbed her elbow. “A lot.”

Her knees turned to jelly. She grabbed the
edge of the counter “Me too.” She spoke as softly as a puff of
air.

“Do you think we can get Glenn to take the
boys out tonight?” He raised his eyebrows and rolled his shoulders
out of his jean jacket.

Why didn’t I think of that? “Are you
sure? I don’t want you to catch my cold.”

“I can live through a cold.”

“It’s a bad one.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

“I’ll ask.”

“Good. I’m going to go hop in the shower and
get into some clean clothes.”

Now Alex felt light-headed, but decided the
truth was worth it. “I wish I could join you.”

“I can take more than one shower in a day.”
He unleashed a seductive smile.

“God, I missed you.”

It was torture to watch David walk away,
especially when Glenn walked in seconds later.

“Ty seems like he’s doing fine. I signed his
cast for him.”

Ah, yes, an autograph from Daddy, the
rock star. “How were the shows?”

“Incredible. It sounds like such a cliché to
say that it was like the old days, but it came pretty damn close. I
forgot how much fun it is when you’re riding high.” He shook his
head and grinned from ear to ear. “David was on fire. I haven’t
seen him this happy in years. I can’t believe how smoothly it’s
going.”

“Well, I guess congratulations are in order
then. I’m really happy for you guys.” Her voice feathered away as
it sunk in what a mixed blessing it was for the band to be doing
well.

“David and I were talking on the bus this
morning. What if you brought the boys to one of the Vegas shows
next week? They’ve never really seen us in action. They were so
little when the band was as its peak.”

“Uh, yeah. I need to get my car fixed, but I
think I can make that happen.”

“Great.”

“Do you want to take the boys for a few
hours tonight?”

“I’m pretty tired, but I guess I could come
back. Got a hot date?” Glenn’s eyes narrowed, he let out a
dismissive laugh.

Alex pursed her lips. “What if I did?”

“Last time I checked, you get to do whatever
you want.”

“Gee, thanks for your permission.”

Glenn rolled his eyes. “It’d be good to see
you move on. Although you should probably have some crazy fling
before you get serious with anybody. You know, sow your wild oats
before it’s too late. Just don’t embarrass yourself or let the boys
know about it.”

Glenn’s delivery of love-life rules brought
a familiar boil to Alex’s blood. He’d spent the last ten years
doing exactly what pleased him. “I don’t need a fling. I’m not that
shallow.”

He looped his keys onto his finger and swung
them around. “I’ll be back at six. Just tell the boys to be
ready.”


Chapter Forty-Two

 


 


Alex and David stole away to his room within
seconds of Glenn leaving the house with the boys that night.
Without any patience, they stripped each other of meddlesome
clothing. And collapsed on to the bed with limbs tangled.

Alex’s hands eagerly roved over his
shoulders, down his back. “Are you sure you want to do this? You
don’t want to be sick next week.”

“You’d have to have the plague for me to
keep my hands off you.” He buried his face in the velvety skin of
her neck.

“I missed you so much.” Her nose was so
stuffy, she sounded like a child.

“I missed you too, sweetheart.” His hands
wove through her silky hair and she snaked her leg around his. He
knew it wouldn’t take much for her to get him off. He was already
perilously close to being there just from being naked with her.

“I thought I was going crazy while you were
gone,” she said, her voice plaintive. Her lips moved against his,
her breathing heavy.

“Me too.” His hands slinked around her waist
and up her back. He pressed between her shoulder blades to muscle
her closer.

“I hated not having you here when Tyler got
hurt.”

“I know.” David cupped her face with both
hands. “But I’m home now. Let’s make the most of that.”

The look in her eyes lightened and she
grinned. “Deal.”

With that, he flattened her against the
bed.

Their lovemaking passed by as a flurry of
hands and legs, skin against skin, elated mutterings and sighs of
relief. They lay side-by-side holding hands as their breathing
returned to normal.

David pecked her on the shoulder. “Did you
really miss me that much?”

“I did. I haven’t felt that lonely and lost
in a long time.”

His hand smoothed across her stomach. He
didn’t like hearing she was unhappy, but it felt incredible to hear
her say that she missed him so much. “You probably just need to get
used to it again. I mean, the band being on the road.” His brow
furrowed. “Is this bad? You hated it when Glenn was on the road all
of the time.”

“I just don’t like being by myself, but it’s
okay. It’ll get better. You guys need to do what you need to do.
Glenn seemed really excited.”

“He was definitely pumped for the last four
days. And I have to hand it to him. He puts on a show like a guy in
his twenties. He’s pretty unbelievable up there.”

“Were you loving it just as much as
Glenn?”

David noted the anticipation in her eyes.
This wasn’t how he’d envisioned this conversation. He’d always
thought the band taking off again would be good for everyone. He
could see Alex wasn’t quite as enthused. “It was fun. But I know
it’s not going to last forever. I’m trying to remind myself of
that.”

She shook her head. “I think it’s only going
to get better from here for you guys.”

“That would be great, but I’m not counting
on it.”

“You need to stay positive.” She curled into
him and spread out her hand, delicate fingers playing with his
chest hair. “You deserve every minute of this success.”

****

David had but three short days at home with
Alex before climbing back onto the tour bus. The show in Phoenix
had gone so well that the fire marshal had threatened to shut it
down when word spread around town that the club had sold two
hundred extra tickets. He had a change of heart when he heard
Double Damage was playing. They’d been his favorite band in high
school. He brought his wife to the show, went backstage afterward,
and bought tour shirts for all three of his kids.

The Vegas shows were a much bigger deal, two
sold-out nights at the Hard Rock. Not only was it a hefty payday,
these were by far the most high profile of the gigs. Their manager
Marty was flying in, as was Lori White, a freelance music writer
who was making quite a name for herself with some epic tell-all
magazine articles. She was pitching a feature on what she was
dubbing the biggest rock ‘n’ roll comeback in twenty years to
Rolling Stone.

David spent the morning waiting for a text
from Alex to let him know she and the boys had arrived. He was
snaking his way through the Hard Rock complex after sound check
when his phone buzzed in his pocket.

The eagle has landed. Boys want to go
swimming.

Cool. Meet u at the pool in ten?

Sure. Have to let G know we’re here.

G doing interview rt now.

Perfect.

David spotted Alex and the boys as they came
out to the pool area, wondering if Page and Tyler would think it
was suspicious they happened to be running into him in a place
where there were hundreds of people milling about. Alex was
stunning in a black cover-up that showed off her slender legs. It
took everything David had to keep from telling the boys he needed
ten minutes alone with their mom.

“Look who’s here.” Alex fought a smile, her
sweet lips contorting into a twist.

“Hey, David.” Page offered him a fist bump.
“Is my dad with you?”

“No, he’s doing an interview.” He glanced at
Alex. “Rolling Stone.”

“Seriously?” Alex asked, her eyebrows
popping up above her Jackie O. sunglasses.

“It might be the cover story.”

She slid her shades down her nose and their
eyes connected. “Wow. That’s huge.”

“Tell me about it. Hey, there are some empty
chairs over here. Let’s dump our stuff so we can get in the water.
It’s hot out here.”

David and the boys quickly dropped off their
towels and left Alex to a magazine while they swam. She’d picked up
a waterproof cover for Tyler’s cast before they left town since
he’d spent two days complaining he couldn’t swim at home. After an
extended game of Marco Polo, David hoped to steal a few moments
with Alex. There would be no romantic interlude or hotel sex in
Vegas with the boys in tow, but he figured he should take advantage
of the chance to talk to her in relative privacy.

He loomed over her, intentionally dripping
water on to the creamy skin of her stomach. The sweet smile she
gave him was exactly what he’d wanted. It made parts of him feel
like they were about to catch fire. “I wish there was some way we
could have dinner together and not be on you-know-who’s radar.”

Alex frowned. “That’ll have to wait for
another time.”

David sat and scrubbed his hair with the
towel. “I forgot to ask Page how his science test went.” His eyes
washed over her face as a look of displeasure took hold. “That bad?
I knew I should have quizzed him one more time before I left the
other morning.”

“No. The test went great.” Alex nodded in
the direction over David’s shoulder. “Glenn.”

He whipped around to see Glenn and Lori, the
cracker-jack freelance writer penning the feature on the band. Lori
looked familiar to David, but he couldn’t place her. It didn’t
really matter, since there was no question her focus was Glenn.
David and the rest of the band seemed to be an afterthought.

Tyler climbed out of the pool and scrambled
through the crowd along the pool deck to his dad. Glenn gripped
Ty’s shoulder, keeping the dripping-wet child at arms-length as he
introduced him to Lori. She bent forward to shake Tyler’s hand, her
blond mane sweeping past her shoulders. Glenn craned his head back
and overtly took survey of her ass in a form-fitting gray skirt.
If he hooks up with her and messes this up, I’m going to
throttle him.

Tyler pointed to the corner where David sat
with Alex.

David popped up from his chair as they
approached, his mind racing for an explanation, two if needed, as
to why he and Alex were hanging out at the pool. “Glenn. Lori.
Taking a break from the interview?” His throat became tight as he
considered the protocol of introducing your secret girlfriend while
her not-quite-ex-husband stands watch.

“We’re going to go grab a drink in the bar,”
Glenn said. “Lori, I want you to meet my ex-wife, Alex.”

David let out a breath as the two women
shook hands and said hello. Oh, shit. Now I know who she
is.

“David,” Glenn said, “Lori and I were
talking and she wants to do a quick sit-down with you and me,
together.”

“Yes,” Lori said, holding her hand to her
brow and shielding her eyes from the sun’s strong rays. “I’d like
to discuss your close friendship and musical collaboration and how
that affects the band. I think that’s something people really want
to know about. You know, boyhood friends, songwriting partners,
bandmates. Get a real sense of the dynamic between you two.”

David’s throat was now closing up. Now that
he could see Lori’s face better, he was sure he was right. Lori
White was the younger sister of Charlotte White, David’s
ex-girlfriend, the one they’d run into in Santa Cruz. Surely Lori
had mined her sister for information on Double Damage—Charlotte had
spent years following the band around. “Great. You do know we only
write some songs together.”

Lori nodded. “Yes. I still think it’s an
important angle to cover. I was hoping I could get a quick thirty
minutes after the show this evening.”

“Um, sure. We could do it backstage. That
work for you, Glenn?”

“Wonderful,” Lori said with a soft edge to
her voice, glancing up at Glenn. “I promise to be gentle.”


Chapter Forty-Three

 


 


Alex walked the boys back to the dressing
room after the show, the air so charged with excitement that
everyone was caught up in it. Despite the fact that she’d attended
hundreds of Double Damage shows, seeing David perform tonight let
her see him in a new light.

She studied the way he carried himself with
the guitar slung across his body, hair sweeping into his face, the
music driving his every move. It left her blanketed in goose bumps
from head to toe. Their eyes connected when the band started to
play Last Love, his cheeks colored and he grinned at her in
an impossibly sweet way. At that point, she seriously considered
purchasing a defibrillator. How else would her heart return to its
regular rhythm?

Alex didn’t want to admit it, but Glenn
still had it. His rehearsed interactions with the audience came
across as effortless and genuine. The crowd lapped up every toss of
the microphone, every clever quip between songs. He knew exactly
the right moment to reach into the front row and take a young
woman’s hand. Nothing Glenn did was less than calculated.

Backstage, Lori was corralling David and
Glenn for their sit-down. “I’ll make it quick, guys. Very informal.
Everyone is welcome to stay and listen.”

David took a seat across from Glenn and Lori
while Alex helped the boys get a soda from the coolers next to the
hospitality table loaded down with snacks. She couldn’t help but be
on edge after David had shared Lori’s professional and personal
pedigrees.

“Okay, then,” Lori said. “David, let me
start with you. Can you tell me about how your friendship with
Glenn has impacted the band over the years?”

Alex kneaded her forehead. Jesus. She
steered the boys to folding chairs in the corner, listening and
watching intently. A swarm of people chatted in the room, including
Marty, making it difficult to hear what was being said.

David cleared his throat. “Uh, obviously,
Glenn is my oldest friend. I guess you could say that’s part of
what makes the band like a family. It’s a good thing, but sometimes
we argue like brothers would.”

“Is there a rivalry between you two?”

David’s brow furrowed. “When we were
younger, definitely. Not anymore. I’d like to think we’re pretty
good about setting aside our egos by now.”

Glenn smiled and crossed his legs, draping
his arm across the back of the couch. He wagged his foot, and Alex
wondered if it made him feel ignored to allow David his moment in
the spotlight. She wandered closer, folding her arms across her
body, hanging on every word.

“For those songs that you don’t co-write, do
you still discuss what the songs are about?”

“I’m not sure I know what you mean.” David
pulled at his lower lip with his fingers.

“Well, surely Glenn wouldn’t want to get up
on stage and sing lyrics if he didn’t know what they were about.
Maybe I’m off-base, but I would think he’d want to know where you
were coming from with the songs you write on your own.”

“Uh, sure. But I don’t really think I’ve
written any songs that were shrouded in mystery. They’re usually
pretty straightforward.”

There was a sudden glint in Lori’s eyes.
“Interesting that you chose to put it that way. I want to ask you
about Last Love, especially since there’s so much focus on
that song now.” She flipped through the pages of her notebook.
“Yes, here it is. You did an online interview a few months ago
where you were asked whether the song was about your ex-wife,
Julia.”

David’s face turned ashen, like stone.
She figured it out.

“Here’s your quote.” Lori’s voice cut
through every noise in the room. “I didn’t write the song about
Julia. I wrote it about someone I fell in love with years before I
met Julia. It’s complicated, but I can tell you that this person is
still in my life and we’re very close. Actually, I don’t know if we
could be any closer.”

The long lines of David’s neck grew taut. He
said nothing, his lips pressed together. Alex felt sick.

“Now, when Glenn and I discussed the song
earlier today, I asked if he knew what the song was about. He
actually groaned about it.” She glanced at Glenn. “I believe you
said you were tired of the question. You said you thought it was
silly that David wouldn’t finally admit once and for all that the
song was about Julia.”

Alex would’ve shot daggers from her eyes if
she could have. This was an ambush. Lori had put two and two
together. Now everything was laid bare.

Glenn’s eyes narrowed on David but his head
reared back in confusion. “Hold on a second. When did you do this
interview?”

“Before you came back from Mexico.” David’s
words came out clipped and measured.

“Someone you fell in love with years before
you met Julia? Who is that supposed to be? I know every woman
you’ve ever been with.”

Lori stifled a grin, sitting back as if she
was removing herself from the blast zone.

David said nothing, looking at Glenn, not
blinking.

Glenn pointed at Lori’s notebook. “Can I see
that?” She happily handed it over and he scanned the page. “It’s
complicated but this person is still in my life?” His eyebrows drew
together. “The only woman that I can think of that you knew before
Julia that you’re still close with is Alex.” His voice became
steely and cold. Quiet suffocated the room.

Marty stepped closer. “Everything okay over
here, guys?”

“Yes, we’re just finishing up,” Lori
interjected. “Only a few more minutes. Please, Glenn, finish what
you were saying. Then I can ask David about his trip to Santa Cruz
with Alex and your sons.”

David’s jaw tightened. Color rose in Glenn’s
face. His skin became splotchy and red—a familiar sight. Alex
recoiled, sensing what was likely next. She grabbed her leather
bag, slinging it over her shoulder. “Page, Ty, we should get back
to the room. Daddy and David are busy right now.”

“Don’t go anywhere, Alex.” Glenn’s voice
boomed. “I want you to be here for this. The boys should know
what’s been going on under their noses. Or maybe they already
know.” Glenn chuckled quietly and shook his head. He seemed to
relish this, his voice reaching a sick, pleasurable tone. “You two
are very clever, aren’t you? It all makes sense to me now. Moving
into David’s house. The trip to Santa Cruz. No wonder I thought
Alex smelled like sex. She did.”

“Stop right there,” Alex barked. “Page and
Tyler should not be hearing this.” She shuttled the boys to the
door, Tyler seemed confused, but Alex was certain Page understood
what was going on. “Guys, wait in the hall for me. I’ll only be a
minute.”

“You know, I think we’re done here, Lori,”
Marty said.

Glenn shot him a look. “No. We’re not
done.”

“I have to go.” Alex pleaded with David with
her eyes, but he looked so shell-shocked that no words came in
response.

Marty straightened his stance and puffed out
his chest. “Glenn, I think she has everything she needs for the
story.”

Lori closed her notebook, hiding a smug
smile with her hand. “Oh, I definitely have what I came for.”

Glenn didn’t take his eyes off David. “As
long as you got the part about my oldest friend being a selfish
prick, I’m good.”


Chapter Forty-Four

 


 


David desperately wanted to knock that look
off Glenn’s face, the one of self-satisfied condemnation. As if he
hadn’t fucked every last person in that room, at some point, in
some fashion.

David got up from his chair and darted
through the door, looking one way and then the other as Alex fled
down the hall, her hands at Page and Tyler’s backs.

“Alex. Wait.”

She turned and her face was plain with
frantic worry. “I should go. We can talk about this later.” She
stepped away from the boys and lowered her voice. “Glenn’s going to
blow a gasket if I stay. I don’t want that to happen in front of
Page and Ty. I don’t want it to happen in front of Lori
either.”

Heaped on the pile of everything that was
wrong sat the fact Glenn had learned the truth from a prominent
music writer. “I don’t want you guys to go.” He wanted to take her
hand and sweep the three of them away. Page won’t even look at
me. Tyler’s eyes shot back and forth between them.

“It’s for the best. You have another show
tomorrow night. It’ll just be more complicated if I’m here.” She
said other things with her eyes, some of them indecipherable,
making David feel as if his head was swimming. “We’ll drive back
tonight. Call me later. When you have a chance.”

There was nothing else to do but watch as
she and the boys disappeared through the door. He combed his hands
through his hair and realized his backpack and room key were in the
dressing room. So much for escaping. Lori and Marty came out
into the hall, muttering.

I have to fix this. “Lori, I’m really
sorry about what happened in there.” Even though I know you
couldn’t be happier. He strode over to her, noting her
condescension. “You really shouldn’t have seen that. That’s some
sensitive internal band stuff, and I’m not sure the world is ready
for that.”

Lori threaded her arms into a tailored black
jacket. “I’m a writer. I have to write about what I saw. Don’t
worry.” She patted him on the arm. “Lots of bands get a boost from
controversy.”

David heard Glenn raising his voice in the
dressing room. It sounded as if the other guys in the band were
trying to keep him contained. Marty excused himself, saying he
needed a beer.

“I wish you’d reconsider,” David said as
Lori started to walk away. “Glenn and Alex have kids. It’s not fair
to them.”

She faced him with a sober look. “It’s not
my job to decide what’s fair. It’s my job to tell the truth.
Sorry.”

“You’re Charlotte’s younger sister, aren’t
you? She and I have been friends for a long time. I would hate to
think that she fed you information that led to all of this.”

“I can’t reveal my sources.” She turned and
this time, David didn’t try to get her to come back.

Sources. Right.

David eased his way into the dressing room,
which fell silent as he entered, leaving only the sound of Glenn’s
grumbling. As much as it seemed as if the night had turned into a
disaster, this was what he and Alex had waited for—the truth.

David marched to the table where he’d left
his belongings.

“You probably wanted to give her a kiss
goodbye, huh?” Glenn asked.

David’s backpack zipper caught on a
sweatshirt as he tried to close it.

“I hope you had enough decorum to keep from
slipping her the tongue in front of my kids.”

God I want to punch him. Right in the
face.

“How was it?” Glenn asked.

David closed his eyes and summoned his
strength. “How was what?”

“Fucking Alex. Was it as good as you thought
it would be? Now, tell me, was this something that you planned or
was it just that she was convenient?”

“I’m not going to answer that.”

“I bet she surprised you the first time. She
seems like she’d be so timid, but she’s a firecracker, isn’t
she?”

“I’m not talking about her like that. She
deserves better.”

“Is that what this is? Because you think
you’re better than me?”

“I wasn’t talking about me. I was saying
that you should show her some respect. She was your wife. She’s the
mother of your children.”

Glenn stepped closer. “Don’t tell me how to
treat Alex.” His jaw hardly moved as he spoke. “You crossed a line.
You betrayed me.”

And you betrayed her. “As much as you
might like to think that this is about you, it isn’t. It’s about
Alex and me.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. This is all
about you and me. You took our friendship and threw it away. After
everything we’ve been through. All of the years I was there for you
and this is how you repay me. By fucking my wife.”

“You left her.” David gritted his teeth. His
anger surged.

“She was still mine.”

“Listen to yourself, Glenn. You’re being
ridiculous. You just said it yourself. She was yours. Past tense.”
He slung his backpack over his shoulder. “I’m not talking about
this anymore. What’s done is done. You’re going to have to find a
way to live with it because it’s not changing. I love her.”

“You love her? Really? You love her.” Glenn
unleashed a laugh dripping with sarcasm. “That’s rich. Every woman
in LA knows you’re not capable of that. Hell, every woman you’ve
ever slept with knows it. And that’s a pretty fucking long
list.”

The anger scorched David’s cheeks,
resentment blazed throughout his body. His frustration with Glenn
raged like an uncontrollable force. “I have always loved Alex.
Since we were in school. I never said anything. I sat there and
watched you with her, even when it was killing me on the inside. So
if I slept with a lot of women or made anyone think I was incapable
of love, it was only because I couldn’t have her.”

Any trace of anger left Glenn’s face. Hurt
seemed to take over. “Always?”

David’s lungs filled with air like someone
had stepped off his chest. “Yes, Glenn, I have always loved
Alex.”
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Tyler and Page eventually crashed in the car
on the way back to LA. That meant no more questions about what had
happened backstage. For that, Alex was grateful. Unfortunately, it
also meant Alex spent the remainder of the drive stuck in her head.
Headlight beams forging ahead on the stretch of highway were her
only distraction for hours. She felt like a mouse trapped in a
never-ending maze. It will be okay. Everything will be okay. Or
it won’t. And this is the beginning of the end.

She and David spoke when she first got on
the road, but they couldn’t discuss much with the prying ears of
Tyler and Page in the car. David told her what had happened when he
and Glenn had spoken. He assured her everything would work out,
that Glenn would come around. Alex had well-founded doubts about
that.

Coffee dripped into the carafe the next
morning, a steady trickle accompanied by steam and the smell of
what she feared would be the only thing to get her through the day.
The boys traipsed into the kitchen. Tyler went straight to the
fridge for orange juice.

“Mom, we’re starving.” Page took two glasses
from the cabinet.

Tyler disappeared into the pantry and
returned with the Crunch Berries. “I’m having these.”

“That’s not going to be enough for me,” Page
said. “Can you make me some eggs? Toast too.”

“Sure thing,” Alex said. She pulled the eggs
from the fridge and got out a bowl to mix them. “Why don’t you put
some bread in the toaster?”

Page untwisted the tie from a loaf of
sourdough. “Hey, Mom.” He popped the bread into the slots. “Are you
and David in love?”

Okay then. She took a deep breath.
Honesty, Alex. No more hiding stuff if he asks about it.
“Yes honey, we are. It isn’t what we planned, but that’s what
happened.”

His lips spread into a thin line. “And
that’s why Dad got so mad.”

“Yes, that’s why, but it’s complicated.” She
whisked the eggs and poured them into a sauté pan. “He and David
have been good friends for a long time. There’s a lot of guy
jealousy stuff wrapped up in that, even if your dad and I aren’t
together anymore.”

Page nodded. “I heard some of the crew guys
talking about Dad last night. Is it true that he cheated on
you?”

Alex froze, unsure how to answer at first,
wondering how confusing this must be to an adolescent boy. Again,
the truth seemed like the only route from here. “Yes, honey, your
dad had relationships with some other women. But that’s stuff
that’s between him and me. It doesn’t change the fact that he’s
your dad and that he loves you very much. We all make poor
decisions.”

Page shook his head as he slathered his
toast with butter. “But all this time I thought you were being a
bitch to him just to be a bitch.”

Alex knocked her head to the side.
“Language. Your brother’s in the room.”

“Sorry. I forget.” He scratched his head.
“When Dad went to Mexico, it wasn’t because you drove him away. It
was because he just wanted to leave. Was it because of me and
Tyler?”

She rushed to give him a hug. “Absolutely
not. That has nothing to do with you or your brother. Absolutely
nothing.” She let go of Page and gave the eggs a quick stir,
dishing them onto a plate. “You know, marriage is a complicated
thing. Your dad made some mistakes, but I did too. There’s no
blaming one person, but I’m glad that you can see things from my
side of this too.”

Alex’s phone rang and buzzed on the kitchen
table.

Tyler picked it up. “It says Phil.”

She wiped her hands on a kitchen towel. “Oh,
that’s the set manager from the studio. I should probably take
this. Page, we’ll finish talking about this in a minute if that’s
okay.”

“Yep.” Page stuffed a piece of toast into
his mouth, carrying his plate to sit next to Tyler.

“Hello. This is Alex.”

“Ms. Halford, it’s Phil from Lion’s Heart.
I’m calling because we’re getting the house back in order. Can I
bring you the keys later today?”

“You’re almost a month early.”

“Yes, I know. The studio had to cut things
short after we had some budget issues. Don’t worry. It won’t affect
your fee.”

“Oh, okay, sure. I just…I didn’t expect
this.”

“I suppose I should’ve let you know earlier.
Usually I have to call to tell people we need their house for
longer. Is it all right if I bring you your keys later today? My
girlfriend and I are going out of town and I was hoping to get this
taken care of.”

Page glanced up at her and then went back to
polishing off his breakfast.

“Uh, yeah, of course. It’s 2130 S.
Bristol.”

“I’ll swing by around four.”

“Okay. See you then.” She placed her phone
on the counter, struggling to compute what had just happened.

“Who’s coming over, Mommy?” Tyler asked
between bites of cereal.

She shook her head. “The people from the
movie studio are coming over to bring me the keys to the house.
They’re finished filming.”

“We finally get to go home?” Page’s eyes lit
up.

“Is that what you guys want?”

“Well, yeah. We can’t live here forever.
This isn’t our house.”

“Oh…” Alex slid the sauté pan into some
soapy water. “Of course.”

“I like it here, but I want to sleep in my
own bed again,” Tyler added.

I really didn’t think I’d be faced with
this today. Just when one thing had changed, everything else
did along with it.

“It seems weird that we would stay here.”
Page wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Unless you and David are going
to get married.”

“Are you going to get married, Mommy?”
Tyler’s expression failed to indicate how he felt about that
idea.

Married. That’s the last thing I’ve
thought about. “No, honey. No plans for that.”

Alex’s phone rang and it was David this
time. She answered, filling her coffee cup again. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself. How are you? Did you get any
sleep last night?”

“Not a wink. You?”

“About the same.”

“Have you seen, uh, anybody, this morning or
talked to Marty?” she asked, avoiding the topic of the boys and
vacating David’s house.

“Funny you should ask. Glenn wrote a long
email to the rest of the band and Marty. He sent it at three in the
morning.”

Alex spooned sugar into her mug and lost
count of the number of scoops. “What does it say? Can you read it
to me?”

“Um, sure. Two secs. Let me pull it up on my
laptop.”

Alex took a tentative sip of her coffee,
which was so sweet it made the tender spots below her ears
ache.

“You sure you want to hear this?” David
asked.

“Boys, I’ll be back in a few minutes.” She
padded into the living room for some privacy from the boys. “I’m
sure.”

“Okay, here goes. ‘Dear Marty, Nick and
Tony, I am copying David on this correspondence so he can be up to
speed on everything. I am sure that you are all shocked by the
events of this evening. I have never experienced such betrayal in
my life, and it will take me quite some time to recover from the
pain. After spending several hours thinking about it, I have chosen
to remain in the band. It wouldn’t be fair for me to deprive any of
you this opportunity nor deny you your livelihood. I understand
that it would be impossible for you to continue without me and my
loyalty lies with the band. I will not let you down.’”

Alex slumped into one of the leather chairs.
“Jesus. What an ass.”

“Hold on. It gets better. ‘However, there
will need to be some changes moving forward. First, I will require
my own bus from now on. I cannot be expected to be in close
quarters with David as it will be very stressful and that affects
my voice. I expect that the band will pay for this additional
expense. Obviously, we will need to have separate dressing rooms as
well. I also expect that David will no longer be the point person
for Marty as pertains to band business. Clearly, he cannot be
trusted with making day-to-day operational decisions. As the leader
of the band, I feel it is my place to step forward and take on this
new challenge.’”

“What?” Alex asked. “Is he fucking serious?
David, honey, that’s terrible.” Her nails grated against her
mug.

“Do you want me to keep going?”

“Yes.” She groaned.

“‘In conclusion, I ask that David no longer
be permitted to participate in interviews. He has put the band’s
future in jeopardy with his inability to remain discreet and is no
longer a suitable spokesperson for Double Damage. We cannot risk
another misstep on his part. Thank you for your support during this
difficult time. I hope we can all rise above these unfortunate
events and find it in our hearts to forgive David. Yours,
Glenn.’”

Alex felt a massive headache take up
residence behind her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” She raked
her hand through her hair. “I never wanted our relationship to mess
things up for you like this.”

“We knew he wouldn’t react well to this. I
think his whole trying to be a grown-up about it act is fairly
entertaining.”

“Yeah, but what are you going to say to the
rest of the guys about this? Can you even afford for Glenn to have
his own bus? That’s insanely expensive.”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to ask Marty about
it. You never know with Glenn. His mood is always in a state of
flux. And, I mean, if this doesn’t work, then it doesn’t work. It’s
not the end of the world.”

Alex’s brain tried to settle on what David
had said. If this doesn’t work? He can’t be serious. The band is
his life.

Before a word could escape her lips, he
spoke again. “Are the boys okay after last night?”

She wasn’t even sure how to answer that,
especially after what Page had said. “They’re fine. They asked if
we’re going to get married.”

“When did they ask you that?”

“Just now, after I got off the phone with
the people from Lion’s Heart. They’re done with the house.”

“Already?” he asked, his voice pinched.

“Yes.” Alex cleared her throat. “I told the
boys about it.”

“What did they say?”

“Um.” She swallowed back the emotion of what
she was about to say. “They want to go home.”


Chapter Forty-Six

 


 


After a morning of panicked phone calls from
Tony and an unpleasant visit from Nick, David’s head was about to
explode. Even so, none of it mattered when he thought about Alex
and the boys moving home.

Marty sat in David’s hotel room, chewing on
his pen while he stared at his laptop. His black reading glasses
sat precariously on the end of his nose. “Jesus. These numbers look
like shit.”

“Technically, you aren’t supposed to be
talking to me about this in the first place. His Highness wants me
out of the picture with business decisions. I believe he said that
I was not to be trusted.”

“Don’t start with me on that. I don’t know
if I’ll be able to live through a single business meeting with
Glenn calling the shots. I might have to take up smoking
again.”

David raked his hands through his hair and
crossed his arms over his chest. “Can we get a cheaper bus for the
rest of the band? Would that help?”

“We’re already at the low end of the
spectrum and it isn’t just the bus, it’s paying an additional
driver, fuel, insurance. And we’re under the gun here, time-wise.
The new stretch of dates starts in ten days and it’s a full three
weeks on the road. We have to go back to the venues and request an
additional dressing room, which means extra catering when we’re
already squeezing every dollar possible out of these guys.”

“I’ll pay for Glenn’s beer and M&Ms if
that’s the issue.”

“I think you and I both know that beer is
the least of our problems. This means money out of everybody’s
pocket. I’m not sure this is going to make sense financially for
Nick and Tony. Not unless we can get more money out of these
promoters. We’re probably going to have to fire at least one crew
guy.”

David blew out a long breath. “Both Nick and
Tony are pissed at me right now.”

Marty looked David in the eye, the gears
clearly turning. “You know I love you like a son, right?”

“Yeah, sure. We’ve been through a lot
together. I feel the same way.”

“Okay then. Here’s the deal.” Marty removed
his readers and pinched his nose, settling back in his chair. “You
let your dick get in the way of the band.”

David’s eyebrows pinched together. “That’s
not true.”

“Yeah, it kinda is.”

“No, it isn’t. I love Alex. I’ve loved her
for years and I sat around and watched Glenn treat her like shit.
We deserve to be together. We both deserve to be happy.”

Marty nodded yes when everything in his eyes
said no. “I’m not doubting that you love her. I’m not questioning
that you both deserve to be happy. I’m just saying that you didn’t
have to go there. You could’ve kept it in your damned pants. Jesus,
if I screwed every woman I had it for, I would’ve been divorced ten
times by now. It’s called restraint.”

David couldn’t think straight anymore. He’d
shown restraint for seventeen years and then he finally gave in.
There was no going back after I kissed her. Maybe Glenn was
right. Maybe he was a selfish prick. “But I don’t just have it for
Alex. I don’t want to live without her.”

“Well, you know what? We don’t always get
what we want. And right now, nobody’s getting what they want.”

****

David went into sound check cautiously
optimistic and left feeling like a human punching bag. Every
interaction with Nick and Tony was clipped and cold now that Marty
had laid out the reality of the situation. Everyone except Glenn
would have to take a pay cut if the band were to continue. They
would lose one crew guy, but nobody seemed to warm to David after
he volunteered to pay his own guitar tech so they could avoid
having to make that decision.

Glenn’s behavior was obnoxious by any
measure. He wouldn’t speak to David, instead acting as if he wasn’t
in the room. When Marty called him on it, Glenn’s response was
lightning fast. Marty would do the same thing if his best friend
had fucked his wife, too.

David phoned Alex the instant he’d reached
the sanctuary of his hotel room. “Hi. I need you to tell me
something good. Anything. I don’t care what it is.” He collapsed on
the bed.

“Why? What now?”

“No, no, no. No questions. That’s not
something good. Tell me what you’re wearing.”

“David, honey,” she drawled. “We can’t do
that right now. There are small ears nearby. What’s going on? You
sound awful.”

He forcefully exhaled through his nose.
“Well, where should I start? Getting an extra bus for Glenn means
we have to fire one crew guy, possibly two, and everybody else has
to take a pay cut. Nick and Tony are royally pissed because they
need the money. Glenn’s talking about me like I’m not in the room.
Even Marty thinks I messed up.”

“He does?”

Shit. Why did I say that? I can’t
tell her what he said. She’d be horrified. “You know, I don’t
want to talk about this right now. I just want to get this show out
of the way and get home to you.”

“But what happens after that? The next
stretch of dates isn’t that far off.”

“I have no idea.”

“That’s the problem.”

“What do you mean?”

“We need to think about this. We need to
talk about this. We’ve been so focused on keeping our secret and me
getting through the divorce that we haven’t taken time to think
about the future.”

“I don’t need to think about my future. I
love you, Alex. That’s enough for me.”

“You’re just saying that because everything
with Glenn just hit the fan. You were so excited a week ago. Hell,
you were bouncing off the walls after the show last night.”

“Honestly, I couldn’t care less about the
band right now.”

“And that’s not good. None of this is good.
Think how hard you’ve worked. I don’t want to see that go
away.”

“I don’t either, but right now, this all
feels like total bullshit.”

She sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m making this
worse, aren’t I?” Her voice faded into nothing.

“No,” he groaned. “You’re the only thing
that makes this bearable. I just can’t think straight.” There was
an ominous silence on the other end of the line. “Alex? You still
here?”

“Yeah, I’m here.”

More intense quiet crept in, making his
heart pound. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking that I caused half of this
problem and that I need to give you some space.”

It felt as though someone plunged their hand
into his chest and squeezed his heart. Give you some space.
The rhythm of his pulse became so quick he had to shut his eyes.
“What do you mean?”

“I mean that you have a lot of thinking to
do. And the boys want to go home and they’ve been through a lot. I
love you, but you know I have to put them first.”

“You’re saying that you’re leaving?”
Everything he’d ever wanted—Alex, the band—was sifting through his
fingers.

“It’s not like I want to, but this isn’t
just about you and me. It was easy to tell ourselves that when
nobody knew about us. It’s not like that anymore.”

He drew in a deep breath to calm himself but
his shoulders were shaking. “Please don’t leave.”

“It’ll be good if we both have some
breathing room. So much has happened. I need time to think
too.”

“Please don’t do anything until I get
home.”

Seconds ticked by while he waited for her to
finally say something.

“David, please. You know I can’t make that
promise.”


Chapter Forty-Seven

 


 


Alex couldn’t help but remember the day
she’d packed to move everything into David’s house. So much had
happened since then and life was even more unsettled now. She
folded Tyler’s clothes as he crammed stuffed animals into a
cardboard box. The tears had stayed away that morning but only
because she’d cried her eyes out all night.

There were footsteps in the hall and David’s
tired voice. “Hello?”

“In here,” Alex called out, her voice
breaking.

He appeared and slumped against the
doorframe when he caught sight of Tyler. “You’re packing?”

A sigh escaped her lips. “We are.”

“Mommy and Page and me are moving back to
our house,” Tyler said.

“I heard, buddy.” David stepped forward and
crouched next to Tyler, smoothing his hand over his sandy brown
hair. “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’m so excited. I get to have my room back
and play with my toys. You can come and visit us, you know. If you
want.”

He looked up at Alex and it took everything
she had not to crumble at his feet. His eyes were not their usual
warm hue. “I definitely want to do that. As much as I can.” He
stood and held out his hand for her. “Can we talk?”

“Yeah. Of course.” Alex gently placed a
small stack of T-shirts in the suitcase that lay on the bed. “Ty,
I’m going to go to talk to Uncle David. We’ll be in his office if
you need me.”

David gripped her hand and they wandered
down the hall, shoulder-to-shoulder, in silence. He closed the
office door and pulled her into an embrace. Alex wanted to melt
into him, the pain of leaving settled in her bones.

“Please don’t go. I’m begging you,” he
said.

“I don’t want to.” Alex nuzzled his neck and
the stubble that was oddly comforting.

“Then why are you?”

“Because it’s what the boys want and a lot
has happened and you’re stuck dealing with the fall-out. I think
everyone will be better off in the long run if I give you some time
to think.”

“I can think just fine with you around.” He
trailed his fingers through her hair, creating tingles that spread
over her body.

She eased back but didn’t let go, craving
closeness even when her brain was telling her she needed to give
him his space. “Your entire career got turned upside down less than
forty-eight hours ago. I feel responsible for that. If you’re going
to find a way to sort all of this out, you don’t need me around
clouding your judgment or weighing in on things that have nothing
to do with me.”

His face steeled with determination. “After
yesterday, I’m not sure I care what happens with the band. I should
just quit.”

“No, you can’t say that.” She gripped his
forearms, matching the force of what he’d just said to her. “Don’t
do that. This is all too fresh. You have zero perspective. Maybe
some time away from the band and me will help you see what you
really want.”

“I know what I want. I want you.”

“You have to promise me you won’t quit.” She
made a point of making eye contact. “You were meant to write music
and perform it. You’re too good at it to quit. I can’t imagine the
void it would leave in your life if you didn’t have that
anymore.”

“The void without you is worse.”

Her heart felt as if it weighed hundreds of
pounds. “Don’t think of my leaving as creating a void.” Her lips
pressed into a thin line, to help hold back the tears that were
collecting. “Look. If anything is going to happen between us, it
needs to happen for the right reasons, the right way. I spent years
staying with Glenn for the wrong reasons. I don’t want to mess this
up the second time. The boys want to go home. I need to be a good
mom and try to help them feel stable. And you need some time to
figure out if you can deal with all of the shit that Glenn is
throwing at you right now.”

Hours later, David helped Alex load the
final boxes into her car. “I officially hate doing this, just so
you know.”

“Nobody likes to move.” Alex fished her car
keys from her pocket.

“Not what I meant.”

“I know.”

David stepped closer, his hand brushing the
underside of her forearm as he gently pressed her against the car.
“You know what I can’t stop thinking about?”

“A lot of things I’m guessing,” she said,
committing the warmth in his eyes to memory.

He revealed the most bittersweet smile she’d
ever seen. “I just wish we’d had the chance to do this the right
way. Do us the right way.”

Alex furrowed her brow.

“You know, I ask you out for a date.” He
took her hand and pressed his lips to her knuckles. “You say ‘yes’.
We make out in my car. Stuff like that.”

She smiled while visions of what her life
might have been like flashed before her—David, kids, the lonely
moments filled with something that could’ve been so much
better.

“That sounds nice, but sometimes things
don’t happen the way we want them to.”

“Don’t remind me. I just…” He cast his eyes
down at their joined hands as his thumb rubbed her fingers.

“What?”

“Sometimes I wish we could go back to the
beginning.”


Chapter Forty-Eight

 


 


David lay in bed feeling suffocated by the
weight of the one thing he couldn’t get used to—the quiet. On any
other morning, the house would be bustling. Tyler could never sleep
in, even on school days, and merely getting a glass of juice was a
major and noisy production. In the afternoons there was homework,
in the evening there was dinnertime and the pool, producing sounds
he’d never really noticed until they were gone—the sounds of
everyday life when you have a family, when you have everything you
ever wanted.

It had taken forty-eight hours away from
Alex to convince him of one thing. He had to make a change. He
threw back the duvet, bounded out of bed and made a quick pot of
coffee. Striding down the hall to his office, he was emboldened.
The weight was already lightening.

It was early for Marty to be at work. Ten
a.m. was more his speed, but David decided he didn’t really care
anymore. A few hours wouldn’t make that big of a difference and a
call at home was more personal anyway. Surely Marty would
appreciate knowing sooner rather than later.

He got voicemail on the first try. “Marty.
It’s David. I need to speak with you as soon as possible. It’s
important.”

He spent ten minutes writing down some notes
about a new song idea. Impatient once that was done, he pressed
Marty’s number on speed dial again.

“Jesus, David,” Marty croaked. “What time is
it?”

“6:58. Are you still asleep?”

“What do you think? Yes, I’m still fucking
asleep. I don’t get up until eight.”

“I thought old people were always up at the
crack of dawn.”

“First off, thanks a lot for that. Secondly,
can you wait a minute? I need to take a leak.”

“Go for it. I’ll be here.” He skimmed his
notes and scribbled a lyric that came to mind.

“I’m back. This better be either really good
or really bad. And please don’t tell me Glenn is dead. I can’t deal
with that kind of shit today.”

David grinned, flipping the pen over in his
hands several times. “Glenn’s still alive and kicking as far as I
know. Now, the good-news-bad-news part of it, I’m not totally sure
how you’re going to feel about that.”

“Please. The suspense is killing me.”

He cleared his throat. “I’m quitting the
band.” There was no response, but David knew better than to ask if
Marty was still on the line. Still, the silence made him antsy.
“Effective immediately. I wrote down some ideas for my replacement
for the tour.”

“No. Sorry. This is not happening.”

David sat up straighter in his office chair,
his spine tightening. “Uh, yeah, it is. I spent the last two days
thinking about nothing else but this. It’s time to move on.”

“Nope. Time for me to go have a cup of
coffee and read the newspaper. You are not quitting the band.”

“Marty, come on.” David tossed his pen
across the desk in frustration. “Listen to me. This is the perfect
solution. Glenn won’t have to deal with me, you can hire some hot
shit young kid who’ll drive the girls crazy. Pay him crap because
he’ll be happy to have the opportunity, and suddenly everybody’s
making more money and I have my life.”

“The band is your life.”

“Not anymore.” He stopped short of pounding
his fist on the desk to underscore just how badly he meant it.

“Nope. Sorry. I am not accepting your
resignation. This ship doesn’t sail without you and you know that.
You’re the real songwriter. You’re the glue. Even with everything
that you did to fuck this up, we still need you. I just need to
convince Glenn of that.”

“But I’m not the glue anymore. Everybody’s
got their own agenda, and I’m holding everybody else back. Most
importantly, it doesn’t make me happy anymore.”

“That’s not true either. These first shows
have been some of the best you have ever played. I saw it with my
own two eyes. You were on fire and you loved every goddamned minute
of it.”

David grumbled and rubbed his forehead. “I
quit. That’s it. Final decision.”

“And I say no. I’m going to convince Glenn
to grow a pair and get over this Alex situation, and you’re going
to get on that bus in a week. Then everybody’s going to be happy
and get paid and I’m not going to get any more ridiculous six a.m.
wake-up calls from you.”

“Sorry, Marty. I quit.”

“Sorry, David. Not gonna happen. I’ll talk
to you later. I’ve got shit to do today.”

The line went dead.

“Fuck,” David yelled to an empty office. He
turned in his chair and stopped with a pound of his fist on the
desk. “Fine. Marty wants to be like that, he can just be like that.
I’m not getting on that damn tour bus. I don’t care what he says.
He can’t make me do it.” He shut his eyes and slumped back in his
chair. I sound like a twelve-year-old.

He’d tried to keep from calling Alex in
order to convince her he was taking time and clearing his head.
That wasn’t a realistic long-term strategy. “At least she’s up at
seven-thirty,” he muttered and pressed Alex’s number on the speed
dial.

“Hey,” she said. “You’re up early.”

Her voice was like a life preserver. “I am.
I’ve had a lot on my mind.”

“Good. This time was supposed to be for you
to think. I’m glad you’re doing that.”

“Can I see you tonight?”

“I would love to see you, but I don’t want
to cloud your judgment.”

David laughed under his breath. “Alex, I
want nothing more than for you to cloud my judgment. Plus, I have
something I really need to tell you.”


Chapter Forty-Nine

 


 


As much as she craved a few hours of escape,
Alex couldn’t sleep. Her evening with David had been such a roller
coaster it was no surprise her brain simply wouldn’t shut off. The
announcement he’d quit the band, or at least tried to quit the
band, left her with a sour stomach. Looking at the evidence as he’d
presented it, it all made perfect sense, but she hated the idea of
him leaving behind the thing he was meant to do, all because of
her.

After myriad failed sleeping positions, she
rolled out of bed and slinked down the hall past the boys’ rooms
and downstairs to the kitchen. She filled the teakettle and turned
on the burner before opening her laptop.

In her email sat a message from David, sent
after two a.m., hours after he’d dropped her back at the house.

Alex,

Humor me on this one. Love you.

Dear Alex,

It was so cool to hang out with you at lunch
today. I’m sure it’s hard going to a new school and trying to make
friends. I hope I wasn’t talking too much. I wanted to tell you how
pretty you look in that pink sweater, but I thought that might be
weird since we just met. Well, you do. It makes your eyes
hypnotizing. I hope your geometry test went well this afternoon,
especially since you said that math isn’t your favorite
subject.

I was wondering if you would like to go to
the movies with me this Saturday night. I will have to ask my mom
if I can use the car, but I’m pretty sure she will say yes. You can
pick the movie, because I don’t really care what we see. We could
hang out at my house and listen to music if you don’t want to go to
the movies or if I can’t get the car. Whatever you want. I just
want to be with you.

David

Her chest fluttered as she smiled at the
screen. The teakettle whistled and rattled on the stove, but she
read his email again before popping up from her seat and turning
off the burner. Steam spiraled and soothing chamomile teased her
nose as she filled her mug. The bluish light of her laptop shone
through the kitchen. She sat back down to write her response.

Is this what you meant by going back to the
beginning? I’m too happy to indulge you. Love you too.

Dear David,

I think you are incredibly sweet. I would
love to go to the movies with you. I haven’t been in forever. My
family doesn’t get to go very much. My only possible conflict is
that I might have to work on Friday. Did I tell you I got a job at
Dairy Queen? It’s lame, but if you come by and say hi, I can make
you whatever you want if my manager isn’t there. Maybe you didn’t
know that I have an old Mustang. It’s a beater, but it usually
works. We could take that to the movies. I will even let you drive.
Whatever you want. I just want to be with you too.

xo Alex

With that, she closed her computer and
wrapped her hands around the mug of warm tea, the only physical
comfort she’d had in days. If only she and David were living under
the same roof again.

This house no longer felt like where she
belonged, it was more a place to exist. The rooms and halls
overflowed with memories. The big memories, Christmases and
birthdays, were mostly happy. The little memories wore her down—the
moments when Glenn dismissed her, the times when he’d lied and
she’d known it but ignored it. Those invisible forces inside this
house eroded the sense of self she’d regained while staying with
David.

****

Morning brought the physical manifestation
of her unhappiness—Glenn. He showed up unannounced soon after she’d
returned home from dropping the boys at school.

“I came by to ask you something.” He took
survey of the foyer. “Looks like they did a nice job cleaning up.
Did you check on everything after they left?”

“Yes, the house is fine. Tyler’s room is
back to normal. No more pink, although Tyler found a spot they
missed in one corner. He’s dead-set on having that fixed right
away.” Alex considered askingGlenn if he could finally admit
renting the house to the studio hadn’t been the travesty he’d
painted it to be. “You wanted to ask me something?”

“I know we’re still working out the
logistics of the house, but I’d like to move into the guesthouse if
that’s cool with you.” He absentmindedly picked at his fingernail
as if he’d merely asked if she wanted to watch TV.

Her stomach rolled. “Why would you want to
do that? Not enjoying the condo you bought for your mistress?”

“Jesus, Alex. I never should’ve told you
that. You’re like an elephant. You never forget anything, do
you?”

“Nope. I don’t.”

“I want to be closer to the boys and I’m not
going to be around that much anyway.”

She tried to recall everything they tell you
to do in yoga class to center yourself. No yoga master in his or
her right mind had a working solution for the stress of being
around Glenn. “I don’t really have a choice unless I want to get
the lawyers involved, do I?”

“Not really.”

“Whatever. But we’re going to need to
establish some ground rules. And this is temporary, right?”

“Yes. Coffee on?” he asked, sauntering into
the kitchen.

Alex couldn’t help but be irked by Glenn’s
level of comfort in the house, even when she knew it was
ridiculous. It was their house. They’d lived there together for
years.

“I thought you were only doing tea these
days.” She trailed him into the kitchen.

He pulled a mug from the cabinet and poured
himself a cup. “Tea isn’t cutting it. I need caffeine. There’s way
too much shit going on right now.”

Do I dare ask? Things can’t get
worse. “How is everyone taking the news about David? Have you
guys decided what you’re going to do?”

“What news? That he quit? That’s not news.
He’ll be back.”

“How can you be so sure?” The question
dredged up her entire jumble of mixed emotions over the subject.
“He seemed determined when I talked to him about it.”

“No offense, darling, but he’s probably just
telling you what you want to hear.”

David would never do that. “Don’t
call me darling. That’s so condescending.”

He laughed and leaned against the counter.
“I forget how much fun it is to make you mad.” Glenn winked, which
created a stabbing sensation in her chest. “Listen, I know David
better than anyone. He isn’t serious. He’s just trying to stand up
to me. It’s my job to call his bluff. I don’t think he can bring
himself to step out of the spotlight.”

“You realize I’m going to tell him
everything you just said.”

“Makes no difference. He may have a thing
for you, but in the end, it will come down to his ego and his
career. It always does.”

Alex crossed her arms and looked at the wood
floor. She couldn’t envision David going back on his decision, but
she also knew how important his music was to him. She’d devoted a
lot of time and energy into reminding him of it. Is it really
that simple? Ego and career win out over love?

“Alex, think about it. David can have any
woman he wants. I think he just had you stuck in his head because
you were the one he couldn’t have. He had his chance and he took
it.”

It felt like more than that. “Maybe
he’s moved beyond acting like that.”

“Not likely. His dick will get restless and
he’ll realize he’s being an idiot. I’m not saying this to be cruel.
I just don’t think you should count on him for much of
anything.”

Her eyes narrowed. So much of her life
would’ve been different if she’d had the balls to dump Glenn years
ago. “Do you want him in the band or not? Because it sounds like
you do.”

“Do I want David Callahan, kick-ass
guitarist and killer songwriter, in my band? Of course I do. Do I
want the trusted friend who slept with my wife? No, not at all.
Which is exactly why this has to happen on my terms. As long as we
have our boundaries, I think David and I can work together.”

“Why aren’t you blaming me for any of this?
I’m just as guilty as he is.”

He shook his head. “No. I know why you did
what you did. You were trying to get back at me. I figure you were
entitled to get your revenge.”

She dug her fingernails into the heels of
her hands. “It wasn’t about revenge. You need to cut him some slack
and stop acting like a prima donna. You have the power to fix all
of this, you know. All of it.” It was a mistake to admit Glenn
influenced everyone’s happiness. He didn’t need encouragement.

“You sound like Marty. It’s the principle. I
will never forgive David for what he did. It’s okay. I think I’m
doing a pretty good job of making him pay for it.”

“We aren’t going to be married any more in a
week. We were already getting a divorce. Why do you even care?”

“I care because David and I have been best
friends since we were kids and he did the one thing that guys don’t
do to each other. He tried to take my girl.”

“I may be a lot of things, but I am not your
girl.” Alex groaned. “You know what? You’re always telling me to
let things go. You need to let this go.”


Chapter Fifty

 


 


Alex,

Here’s another. I can’t stop myself. Miss
you.

Dear Alex,

Last night was awesome and I don’t just mean
the movie. Did I tell you that your hair smells like strawberries?
It does.

My mom told me she liked you a lot and that
you’re really pretty. It was a little embarrassing to talk about
with my mom, but she’s right. Well, she’s almost right. I think
you’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen. I can’t wait until we can
go out again. Do you have to work next weekend? I hope not.

Has anyone asked you to prom? I know one guy
who was thinking about it, but I’m really hoping I beat him to the
punch. I guess that’s not really a good way to ask you, is it? How
about this? Do you want to go to the prom with me, Alex?

Love, David

P.S. Your car is badass.

He hit send and sat back in his desk chair.
It was a peculiar, sometimes painful, feeling to channel his inner
horny teenage boy, to think about how much he wanted Alex then and
now, to put into practice the way things could have been. Still, he
felt better with each one he wrote, as if he’d claimed something
that was his but lost. Whenever Alex answered, it sent exhilaration
through him. This time, her answer came mere moments later.

Dear David,

I will gladly read as many of these as you
want to write. They’re charming and sweet, just like you, and
certainly a welcome respite from the craziness of our lives.
Unfortunately, they aren’t real either, and as much as neither of
us feels like facing everything that’s staring us in the face, we
have to. Or at the very least I have to, because I have Tyler and
Page to worry about.

Now that I’m back at home, it’s hit me big
time. As amazing as it would be to go back to the beginning, that
can’t ever happen. It isn’t reality. The past that you and I share
isn’t what either of us would have wished for, but it will never
change. It will always be there. I will always have my history with
Glenn. Even after the divorce, Glenn and I will still be connected,
forever, because of Tyler and Page.

David’s lungs were frozen in fear, caught by
Alex’s words, snapping him back from the fantasy he held so
close.

I love you. I love you more than I’ve loved
any man, and you know that I’ve only loved one other man. You,
Page, and Tyler are my entire world. I would never do anything to
hurt you.

There was the reassurance he so desperately
wanted, but he knew Alex’s letter wasn’t about providing comfort.
This was a plea for him to finally deal with the question. What
do I want?

Because I love you so much, I can’t live
with myself if you leave behind your life’s work because of me.
There has to be another reason. It can’t just be about me. That
puts a lot of pressure on us both to make something work that might
not. I think you and I need to focus on one thing, and that’s not
reconstructing a past, it’s figuring out if we have a future.

Love you.

Alex

David was swept into a heart-pounding haze.
Is that really what I do? Am I just holding on to the past,
wanting only what I could never have? Then it hit him that the
revival of Double Damage’s career was about holding on to the past
too. Perhaps everything really does need to change.

He considered a reply, but there were no
words. Right now he had questions, lots of them, and very little in
the way of answers.


Chapter Fifty-One

 


 


Five days. Five days without hearing from
David. I pushed him too hard in that email. He has all of these
people begging him for answers and I had to add to all of that.
If she’d learned one thing in her marriage to Glenn, it was that
men do not like to be pushed. And yet, she’d pushed David,
hard.

To make things worse, Glenn taking up
residence in the guesthouse had been driving Alex far crazier than
she ever imagined. One more day until Glenn is back on the road
and out of my hair. There’s no way this will work for much longer.
He’s going to drive me crazy and I’ll be forced to choke him in his
sleep.

One more day of Glenn also meant one more
day until she’d know for certain what David’s decision was. As far
as Glenn was concerned, David’s non-answer was an answer—an answer
that yes, he would be joining the band on the road, subject to
Glenn’s every whim, and leaving Alex behind.

The beeps and buzzes of video games
reverberated into the upstairs hall. Alex sneaked past the bonus
room as Tyler, Glenn, and Page were talking trash. She relished
Tyler yelling, “Daddy, you suck at this.”

“Hey, Alex,” Glenn called. “Hold up.”

She winced and her shoulders tightened. For
a moment, she kept going.

“Alex. Wait.”

Shit. She came to a halt and turned
as he appeared in the doorway. “What’s up?”

He laughed and shook his head. “Tyler is a
monster with Mario Kart. Nobody can beat him. I’ve been
trying all morning. It’s insane.” He strode over and planted his
arm around her shoulders. “You okay? You look tired.”

She drew in a deep breath through her nose.
“Nope. I’m awesome.”

“Great. Can we talk? Downstairs?”

Talk? Downstairs? Don’t you need to beat
a ten-year-old at video games? “Uh, sure.”

Glenn led the way and Alex followed, annoyed
that he retained his rock-star swagger even when he was just
padding around the house in basketball shorts and a grubby
sweatshirt. He grabbed a glass when they got to the kitchen and
filled it with water.

“So, I’ve been thinking.” He drained his
drink and set the glass on the counter.

Don’t do that. It never ends well.
“Uh huh.” Pulling out a barstool, she planted herself at the
kitchen island.

“Now just hear me out on this one. I know we
agreed that you would keep the house in the divorce, but I really
want it.”

Thank God for signed documents. “It
doesn’t work like that. It’s done.”

“I know, I know, but just listen. Instead of
you having to buy me out of my half of the house, I could buy you
out.”

“Why?”

“Look, you have the advantage of being
around Tyler and Page all the time. At least if I have the house,
it’s a familiar place when they come to stay with me. They’ll still
have their rooms. I think it’s important that they’re comfortable.
Otherwise, staying at Dad’s house on the weekend is going to be
this totally foreign concept. And I don’t like that.”

“Where am I supposed to take them?” This
question had been eating at her for five days.

If David really did let the band go
without him and they were free to be together, would he want them
to move in with him? She wanted to think the answer was yes,
but David had been so ambiguous when she’d asked him about the
future. He seemed to think “I love you” was enough to assure her
everything would be fine.

“Ah, see, this is where it gets perfect. I
ran into asshole Peter down the street this morning when I went for
my run. He’s thinking about selling. He hasn’t listed the house
yet. We could get in there before the real estate agents step in
and hopefully get a better deal.”

“You want to live a block away from me?”

“I want to live a block away from the boys.
That would be amazing. And I love this house, Alex.” He looked
around the room wistfully. “Being back here really made me
appreciate how much I missed it. The home studio is already here.
It’s perfect for me.”

“What are you going to do with all of this
space? Aren’t you going to be on the road all the time?”

“Sure, I’ll be traveling a lot, but life
goes on. What if I meet someone? Get married again? Maybe have a
few more kids.”

As much as she thought Glenn would expect
her to be irked by the concept, Alex

liked the idea. I would love to
watch someone else try to be married to him. “I think I need
some time to digest this.”

After getting past the initial shock of the
suggestion, it was easy to admit that being back in the house was
draining, and it wasn’t only because of Glenn’s presence. It felt
as though she was living in a museum devoted to the tattered
history of their marriage.

“Well, I think it would be good for you.
Give you a fresh start.” He stepped closer and

placed his hand on her back. “You’d still
have a safety net with your own house. You know, in case things
don’t work out with you and David.”

“Please don’t start with your speculations
again.” She twisted her torso to get him to drop his hand. “He’ll
do what’s right for him and I will live with whatever his decision
is.” At least I hope I can live with it.

He crossed his arms and looked at Alex, his
dark eyebrows arching above his pale blue eyes. “Sometimes you’re
still the naïve high school girl I fell in love with. It’s
charming, but also a little sad. I would hope by now you would’ve
learned not to rely on a man for your happiness.”

The doorbell rang. “I’ll get it.” Alex
turned back to Glenn before she walked out of the room. “And of
course I know I shouldn’t rely on a man. You taught me that.”


Chapter Fifty-Two

 


 


David rang the doorbell, trying to play off
the fact he was about to end one of the most meaningful
relationships of his life. He closed his eyes for an instant and
went over the key points. He’d practiced his part several times at
home, but it was impossible to know how the human powder keg would
react.

The door opened and his heart stopped. Then
it went right back to thundering in his chest. “Hey.”

Alex smiled back tentatively. “Hi.” Her
cheeks flushed and he cherished the sight. It hadn’t even been a
week and it’d been too long.

“I missed you,” he whispered.

Another stunning wave of pink colored her
face. “Me too.”

“Who is it?” Glenn’s voice boomed from
somewhere out of sight. “Oh. David.”

Their eyes met, and David was eager to knock
Glenn’s usual self-satisfied look off his face. Rather than using
his fists, he took a deep breath and used words. “It’s time to
talk.”

“Finally come to your senses, I take it.”
Glenn pulled the door open wide and gestured for David to come in.
“Al, you probably don’t want to be around for this. Might make it
awkward.”

“Uh, no, Glenn.” He cleared his throat,
steeling himself. “Alex needs to stay for this. You both need to be
here for this.”

Glenn’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “My
office?”

“Sure,” David said. “Lead the way.”

Glenn turned and David reached for Alex’s
hand, squeezing it and letting it go, wishing he could convey
everything he felt about her in a single touch. I love you so
much.

David filed into the room and took a seat in
one of the tufted leather chairs, Alex sitting next to him. Glenn
was already behind the grand desk in his office.

“So, is this the part where you apologize
and tell me you’re ready to go back on the road?” Glenn picked up a
pen and tapped it against the desk blotter.

David had to stop himself from rolling his
eyes. “Hate to disappoint you, but I’m not coming back to the band.
Marty hired my replacement this morning. If he doesn’t work out
after this tour, you can find someone else.”

Glenn didn’t reply. He twisted his lips, his
eyes growing darker.

Fine. Don’t say anything. I’ll keep
going. “And I have a few conditions.”

“Conditions? How can there be conditions if
you’re quitting?” Glenn reared his head back in disbelief. “You’ve
got to be kidding me.”

“Rest assured, this is no joke. Not even the
slightest bit funny.” He noticed how every word he said made him
feel lighter. He hadn’t realized how good it would feel to rid
himself of years of baggage. “I want out, but I need to make things
right with the other guys and Marty. You have to drop the prima
donna touring demands, now. Nick and Tony need to be made one-third
partners in touring, with the new guitarist as an employee. They
also need an equal say in what happens with the band from this
point forward. No Glenn Halford dictatorship.”

“Uh, I’m trying to figure out how you’re in
a position to impose conditions on me, especially since you’re
quitting.” Glenn sat back in his chair, seeming every bit as
self-assured as he had when David had arrived.

“Actually, I’m in every position to impose
conditions. You can’t use the Double Damage name without my
permission. We co-own it.”

Glenn became impossibly still. “You wouldn’t
sink to that. Not after everything you did to me. I don’t think you
have the balls.”

“Oh yeah? Try me.” David sat back in the
chair and ran his finger along the stitching of the chair arm,
never taking his eyes off Glenn. Adrenaline sped through his veins,
every word felt so right. “Do right by the other guys and I won’t
be a dick about it. Screw them over in any way and I’ll haul your
ass into court.”

“You can’t just march into my house and
threaten me. We both know that you need this tour as much as any of
us. You can’t stay out of the spotlight.”

The spotlight. Fuck the spotlight.
David shook his head. “Actually, I will gladly step out of the
spotlight if that means I don’t have to be in a band with you
anymore. I can’t do it anymore. Keeping you happy takes entirely
too much effort. It isn’t worth it.”

David looked over and watched as Alex’s eyes
darted back and forth between Glenn and him. Perhaps she’d never
seen this day coming.

Glenn laughed and shook his head. “Have to
admit, I hadn’t thought of the issue of the band name. You do
realize that you’re just screwing the other guys and Marty if you
don’t let us use the name. I believe that leaves us at a
stalemate.”

David nodded, turned to Alex again,
determined to catch her eyes and gain some reassurance, before
looking back at Glenn. “I thought of that, too. I’ve already told
Nick and Tony that if the touring thing dried up, I would write
them in for a percentage of the songwriting royalties on Last
Love. You and I both know that’s a sizable amount of money.
Neither of them is exactly dying to go on the road with you
anyway.”

Glenn scowled. “Those two are replaceable.
You and I are the real attraction.”

The nerve. “You’re a fucking idiot if
you think those guys are anything more than perfect and
ridiculously patient. You have no idea how big of a pain in the ass
you are.” God, it felt good to say that.

Alex clapped her hand over her mouth.

“If you think you can bruise my ego in some
way with your words, you’re wrong.” Glenn straightened is his
chair, held his head high. “Every great artist is
misunderstood.”

Great artist. Classic. David shook
his head and smirked. “You tell yourself whatever you need to. It’s
not my problem anymore.”

“If I can’t tour, you’re taking food out of
my children’s mouths. You’re robbing me of my chance to make a
living.”

“First off, if you’re the big attraction, go
on the road as Glenn Halford. And you and I both know I would never
let Tyler and Page go without anything. Don’t pull that guilt trip
on me. It isn’t going to work.”

A moment of silence played out as Glenn
stared off at the bookshelves. The gears were clearly turning.
David wondered if he might soon start to smell smoke.

Glenn tapped the desk three times and looked
up with annoyance in his eyes. “You know what? Fine. I’ll do what
you want only because I know that you’ll come slinking back with
your tail between your legs as soon as you hear how much ass we’re
kicking on the road. I will love every last minute of that.”

Not quite an act of contrition. David
stood and squared his body to Glenn’s desk. “That’s not going to
happen. I got a job writing a film score through my connections at
Lion’s Heart.”

“Really?” Alex squeaked, the first thing
she’d said at all.

David brushed the back of her hand with his.
“Really. And, Marty thinks he can get me plenty of work as a
producer. I have no shortage of things I can do. It’s pretty
exciting.”

“So this is about ego, isn’t it?” Glenn
muttered. “You couldn’t stand to let me win.”

David shook his head. “You know, Glenn. I
feel sorry for you. You don’t get it. This was about two things and
neither of them has a single thing to do with anybody winning
anything. I had to set myself free from the band and from you. I
can’t do this anymore.”

“And what’s the other thing?” Alex
asked.

The hair on the back of David’s neck stood
up as he readied himself to say what he’d been longing to say. “I
had to give myself a real shot at love.”


Chapter Fifty-Three

 


 


Once again, Lisa managed to say something
too loud in Alex’s foyer. “Holy shit.” She waved the now-familiar
issue of Rolling Stone, emblazoned with a photo of Glenn and
the dubious headline: The Most Infamous Ego in Rock ‘n’
Roll.

“Stop it. I really don’t want the boys to
see that.” Alex closed the door quietly, hoping Tyler hadn’t heard
anything. She was fairly certain Page had already read the article
about his dad online, although he swore he’d only skimmed it.

Lisa dropped her bag on the entry table and
clutched the glossy pages to her chest. “Does that mean I can’t
read the story again while I’m babysitting?” She snorted. “Because
holy shit.”

The Rolling Stone story about Double
Damage had hit the newsstands fewer than eight hours ago, and
although she and David had lived in fear of the day it would come
out, they were pleasantly surprised by the tone and content. No
word yet on Glenn’s reaction and it was hard to know. Does a man
with an overinflated ego care what anyone says about him as long as
it’s via the cover of a journalistic institution?

Lisa flipped through the pages as they
walked into the kitchen, stopping once to glance over her shoulder.
“This makes Glenn sound like the most egotistical, lying,
self-obsessed person on the planet.”

“Finally, for once. Truth in journalism.”
David leaned against the kitchen island, irresistible in a day’s
worth of scruff, wearing jeans and a gray dress shirt with the
sleeves rolled up. He walked over and gave Lisa a hug. “Thanks for
watching the boys so Alex and I can go out.”

Alex was still worried about keeping Tyler’s
face out of the pages that detailed many of Glenn’s dalliances over
the years, along with direct quotes from two jilted mistresses.
“The magazine?” She bugged her eyes at Lisa. “Hand it over. As much
as I’m glad that Glenn was outed as the cheating liar that he is, I
really don’t want that around the house. Some of it is a bit
sensationalized.”

“So he’s not really thinking about doing a
rock opera about his life?” Lisa folded the magazine and tucked it
under her arm.

David snickered. “Oh, no. That part is true.
He’s been talking about that for years.”

“I wonder if this will mess up the Double
Damage tour.” Lisa plucked a grape from a bowl of fruit on the
kitchen island.

“I doubt it. Those guys are going
gangbusters.” David nodded. “Good for them. The other guys in the
band are very happy. Of course, Glenn knows that they’re reporting
to me on his behavior. That might be part of what’s keeping him in
line.”

Lisa shook her head and stepped closer to
David, smoothing her hand across his shoulder. “Stupid, stupid
Glenn.” Her voice came out as a deep purr. “Alex, darling. You
clearly upgraded. I’m happy for you.” She winked at David, cocking
her eyebrow.

“You’re always flirting. Even with an
engagement ring on your finger.” Alex slipped a black cardigan over
her bare shoulders, covering the open back of her halter dress.

Lisa wagged her titanic, sparkly ring in the
air. “Once a flirt, always a flirt. But it’s all in fun. I’m head
over heels with JT.”

“As you should be. He’s wonderful.” Alex
admired the look on Lisa’s face—the unforced smile, the now
ever-present glint in her eye. It was such a welcome sight, even if
Alex was a bit jealous.

At least Lisa knew where she stood with her
guy. In the month since David had had his showdown with Glenn, he
still hadn’t said anything about their future together. As near as
Alex could tell, they were dating, which was nice, but she
could admit she wanted more.

“Did I mention he wants to take me to Fiji
for the honeymoon?” Lisa asked. “Hello tropical drinks and massages
on the beach. I can’t wait.”

David placed his arm around Alex’s shoulder,
tugging her close. “Sounds amazing.”

Alex stifled a sigh. Getting away with David
like that would be a dream come true. “I’m sure you guys will have
an amazing time.”

“I’d love to take you on a trip like that
some day.” David squeezed her closer.

“You would?” A shiver of delight ran up
Alex’s spine.

“Of course I would.” His deep soulful brown
eyes found hers, making her forget lots of things—time, place, that
Lisa was still in the room. Their lips connected in a soft
kiss.

“Hey. You two. Keep it in your pants. There
are kids upstairs.”

Alex shook her head to clear it. “Sorry.”
Why do I ever question the way he feels about me? Do I really
need some grand demonstration? A kiss is more than enough. “The
boys are in the bonus room. I already said my goodbyes. We won’t be
late.” She glanced at David. The devilish twinkle in his eyes sent
another wave of warmth over her. “Midnight?”

“Don’t worry about me.” Lisa headed for the
staircase to the second floor. “Stay out as late as you two
lovebirds need to.”

David grabbed Alex’s hand. “Let’s blow this
popsicle stand.”

A light breeze filtered through the night
air when Alex and David stepped outside. He opened the car door for
her and she climbed into his SUV. “Did you end up making a
reservation for dinner?”

David popped the car into gear and headed
down the steep driveway. “Not exactly.”

“What does that mean? Did you forget we were
going out tonight?”

“I most certainly did not forget. Trust me.
I promise you’ll be very happy with everything.”

Alex studied his profile, noticing how he
refused to make eye contact. “David Callahan, are you up to
something?”

“Maybe.” He smiled wide, still not looking
at her. “You’ll have to wait and see.”

She settled back in her seat, not wanting to
ask another question when he might have a surprise in the works.
He’s probably taking me to that new place in West Hollywood, the
place you can never get a reservation. She reached for his
hand, staying quiet. Better to wait and see what the night held,
even if patience was not her strong suit.

After fifteen minutes, it was apparent he
wasn’t taking her to West Hollywood. She changed her guess about
the evening’s plans. I bet he’s taking me to Henry’s Bistro over
in his neighborhood. He loves their steak frites. Rather than
pry for details, she simply turned up the music, her favorite
George Harrison song, I’d Have You Anytime. “I love this
song so much.” In fact, she’d had fantasies of undressing David to
this very song.

David glanced over at her. “It’s a good
one.” He took the right onto his street rather than continuing on
to the restaurant.

“Did you forget something at home?”

“Not exactly.”

“You’re being weird, you know.”

He laughed and turned into his driveway,
pulling into the garage, which also surprised her. If they were
just running by the house, he’d park by the side entrance into the
kitchen. He snatched his keys up in his hand. “Let me open your
door for you.”

She watched as he rounded the front of the
car. So damn handsome. And confusing. “Do you want to
tell me what’s going on?”

“We’re spending our evening here. Alone.
Where no one can bother us.” He held his hand out for her when she
hopped out of the car.

“Why didn’t you just say that?”

“Do I have to tell you everything?” David
keyed his way into the kitchen and disarmed the house alarm.

“Sometimes it’s nice when you tell me what
your plans are.” Maybe he’ll take that hint. Alex stepped
inside and saw a bouquet of white roses with a wide satin bow
around the vase on the kitchen island. A smile crept across her
face. “Aww. Roses. For me?”

He snaked his arms around her waist and
placed a soft and gentle kiss on her lips. “White symbolizes new
love.”

It also symbolizes secrecy.
Goosebumps spread across her back when his hand slid underneath her
cardigan to the bare skin of her back. “There’s nothing better than
a man who puts some thought into what he’s trying to say with a
gift.” She kissed him back with a new intensity as his other hand
skimmed her thigh. “Maybe we should just skip dinner tonight. Spend
our time in your room.”

“I like where you’re going with this, but I
did plan dinner. It’s kind of a surprise.”

“Chinese food? I definitely didn’t see the
caterer’s van outside.”

He grasped her hand and led her to the
refrigerator, which held a large, flat cardboard box. “I ordered
pizza from Tinucci’s. They sent it overnight.”

Alex clasped her hand over her mouth. The
familiar logo of one of their favorite haunts in school decorated
the top of the box. “Oh my God. I haven’t been there since high
school. What a fun idea.” Her stomach grumbled. “I’m really hungry
too.”

With a quick sidestep, David slid the box
onto the island and turned on the oven. “We still have to bake it,
so it’ll be a little while until we eat. Until then, I thought we
could have a beer.” He turned and pulled a six-pack from the
fridge.

“PBR? Again, something I haven’t had since
high school.” She smiled, but then realized what he was trying to
do. “David, honey, we can’t keep doing this. We can’t keep reliving
the past.” She looked into his eyes expecting hurt, but he seemed
just as happy as he had a minute before.

“I’m not. I’m really not.” He took her hand.
“I’ve thought about this a lot over the last month, ever since you
sent me that email. You were right. We can’t wish the past was
different, and I don’t. I truly don’t.”

“Are you sure? Because when you do this
stuff, it makes me wonder if you do.”

His hair flopped into his eyes when he shook
his head. “I’m thankful for the past because it brought us into
each other’s lives. It brought us to this moment. And I don’t need
anything more than what is here, right now. You and me.”

Tears misted Alex’s eyes. “That’s very
sweet.” She wanted to say more, finally ask him about what he saw
in their future, but was hesitant to push when it seemed like he’d
finally started to make peace with all of this. She’d been through
a lot of changes, but he had too.

“I’m the luckiest guy on the planet to have
you in my life, Alex. I was then and I am now. There is no
difference. Even when you were only my friend, even when I wanted
you for more than that, I was still lucky.”

“You mean that? Because I think our
friendship is one of the best parts of our relationship.”

“I couldn’t agree more. You make me happy.
You make it seem like a good idea to get out of bed in the
morning.” He cocked his head and arched his eyebrows. His white-hot
smile electrified her from head to toe. “I mean, unless I have the
opportunity to be naked with you in that bed. Then it seems like a
better idea to stay there.”

Alex laughed quietly. I need to
relax. Putting labels on things and defining a future meant
very little when he was willing to put his feelings into
words. “I love you so much.”

“I love you too. That’s why I want to ask
you something.” He opened a drawer and pulled out a small white box
with a silver satin bow tied around it. “Here. This is for
you.”

Holy shit. Alex’s hand trembled as
she took the box from him and held it in the palm of her hand.
Is he proposing? Is this why he waited to talk about our
future?

“Are you going to stare at it or open it?”
David’s eyes were wide and eager.

“Oh. Sorry.” Her head filled with thoughts
of everything she wanted—to know David was hers, forever. She
tugged on the ribbon and lifted the lid. Disappointment rushed from
her lungs when she saw what lay nestled inside—a key. Not
proposing.

“Now that things fell through with buying
your neighbor Peter’s house, I don’t want you to look for something
else. I want you and the boys to live with me. So we can start
building a life together.”

Alex’s heart took residence in her throat.
“Live together. Oh, okay.” Don’t be disappointed. This is a huge
step forward.

“We already know that the four of us do
great under one roof together.”

The oven beeped behind them. “We should put
the pizza in.” Her stomach may have been growling, but she wasn’t
hungry. She was merely reacting so her brain could adjust
expectations. He’d taken his time getting around to the topic of
the future, but at least he’d arrived, even if it wasn’t quite
everything.

He laughed and tugged her closer. “We’ll
worry about dinner in a minute. I believe we have a question on the
table.”

“Of course I want to live with you. I love
you. But, I need to know that you’re in this for the long haul,”
she blurted. “I can’t handle another heartache.”

A hint of a smile played at the corners of
his mouth. “Well, you should know that it’s not nearly as big as
the step I was prepared to take tonight. But I figured you needed
to go slowly.”

“The step you were prepared to take?”

“Come here. Let me show you.” He took her
hand and guided her through the living room and opened the French
doors that led outside.

Alex gasped when he flipped on the pool
lights and she saw the setting—the dark of early evening, dotted
with hundreds of white roses in containers surrounding the pool.
She wandered out onto the patio, and David followed her, the night
air sweeping against her skin. Beyond it, the stage was set for one
of their outdoor sleepovers by the fire. “David. It’s
stunning.”

“Lisa is watching the boys for the entire
night. I made plans with her. I thought I would recreate that first
night we spent together. It meant so much to me.”

He’s incredible. Hold on to him.
Tight. “I would love to live with you. I’m sure the boys will
be ecstatic. They miss their nightly swims with you.” She turned
and her breath caught when she saw the look in his eyes.

“I haven’t had better news in, well,
forever.” His thumb caressed the back of her hand. “I had
originally planned to ask you to marry me tonight.”

Another gasp left Alex’s mouth. “You did?”
Wait a minute. He did? “What changed your mind?”

“I didn’t change my mind. I still want you
to marry me.” Aside from her hand in his, Alex was otherwise aware
of only the tenor of his voice and the warmth of his gaze. “But I
want to wait until you’re ready. Truly ready.” He smiled and his
warm fingers raised her chin, his eyes reminding her of the many
ways in which he left her breathless. “What would you have said if
I’d asked?”

She fought a smile. “I would have said yes.
I would have said a million times yes.”

“I sense a but coming.”

David wore a look of complete assurance,
something she hadn’t seen on his face since the day he’d had it out
with Glenn. He was right. There was a but.

“But I probably would’ve said that it was
too soon. That I needed some time.”

“Well, good, because timing was my only
concern. When I said that I wanted the time to do this the right
way, I meant that. And even though we’ll be living under the same
roof, I still want the time to romance you. To help you see how
you’re the only thing I want in life. When someone has been taken
for granted, they need to see how much they are appreciated. That’s
you. I cherish you, Al. I want you to know that, no questions
asked.”

A tiny tear rolled down Alex’s cheek, but
she didn’t have words that came close to matching the generosity in
David’s heart. “You won’t feel like you’re putting your life on
hold?”

“I want you to have the space and time to
figure out everything you want out of life. Let’s face it, I’ve got
career stuff to figure out too. Personally, I’m hoping I can
convince you to open a book store.”

“Are you sure? Everybody knows there’s no
money in books.”

He laughed. “Do you have a better idea?”

I do. “I want to go back to school,
finally get my degree. Maybe library science.”

“Perfect. You’ll make the sexiest librarian
ever.”

The tears started for real, each drop of
moisture another weight lifted. Feeling cherished and supported
made her new life with David a fresh start. “I love you so much.
You’re being so patient.” Her finger traced the collar of his gray
shirt and she slowly shook her head, holding on to every sweet word
and gesture.

“I love you too, but you should know that
this is purely selfish. Being with you is the greatest reward.” He
kissed a tear away from her cheek. “I feel like I’ve finally given
myself permission to be happy.”

She swallowed back the unrelenting flood of
emotion, soaking up the adoration on his face. “I think I finally
figured out how to do the same thing.” She pressed her lips against
his and dug her fingers into his hair, breathing in his
unforgettable smell as electricity spread like wildfire over the
surface of her skin. “So, how do you want this to work?

His arm tightened around her waist. “Well,
first you take off my pants.” He rooted around in her neck, leaving
a trail of warm kisses. “Then we move over there to the bed.”

She giggled, feeling lightheaded. Perhaps it
was because her heart could only swell. “I was asking about moving
in together, but we can talk about the more immediate future if you
prefer.”

“We’ll do this however you like, as long as
we make it happen as soon as possible. This house is dreadful when
it’s empty.” His finger grazed the skin at the base of her throat,
over the strap of her dress, teasing the cardigan from her
shoulder. “We can talk about that tomorrow. I do have a fridge full
of beer and a pizza we need to do something about.”

One by one, she began to dispatch his shirt
buttons. “Right now, I don’t want anything but you.”

“I thought you were hungry.” His stubble
prickled against her skin as he kissed her bare shoulder and pulled
on the tie of her dress, telling her his very last concern was
pizza or beer.

She knocked her head to the side, with a
smile too strong to contain. “I’m insanely hungry, but you’re all I
need.”

 


THE END
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