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          Ten Years Ago

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      Mom always says a watched pot never boils. From my stepstool in the kitchen, I look down into the pot of water as tiny bubbles float to the top. Another lie. Mom has lots of them.

      I haven’t eaten much since school lunch on Friday. The calendar hanging crooked on the kitchen wall says today is Sunday. With Mom gone on weekends, I only have the little bit of food left in the cupboards. My tummy has been making noises all day. I saved my last box of macaroni and cheese because Mom always comes home on Sunday nights.

      Part of me wishes she wouldn’t come home so I could have the entire box to myself, but Mom wouldn’t like that. She’d call me selfish. I can hear her yelling at me even when she’s not here.

      “You don’t appreciate what I go through to put food on the table!”

      Macaroni noodles sink to the bottom of the pot and I stir them with a wooden spoon. The clock on the microwave says it’s eight thirty at night. Mom should’ve been home by now.

      Maybe I’ll get the whole box to myself after all.

      The door explodes open just as I’m scooping my dinner onto a plate.

      “Taylor!” Mom rushes in with her purse in one hand and a plastic bag in the other. “Taylor, get in here—” Her words come to a stop when she sees me on my knees on a chair at the table.

      The buttons of her shirt are open at the top and it’s falling off her shoulder to show part of a black bra. She drops everything on the table. The scents of hot food and spices waft out of the bag and I lean in to look inside.

      “Hurry, we don’t have much time.” She pulls bowls out of the cabinets and the scrunchie in her ponytail falls farther down her back with each jerky movement.

      She frantically fills bowls with mashed potatoes, coleslaw, and finally she dumps a bucket of fried chicken onto a big plate. I reach for a drumstick. She smacks my hand. My gaze snaps to hers and I tuck my hand into my belly.

      “Not yet.” Her words are rushed as she scurries to stuff all the food containers into the already full garbage. “Hurry. Get yourself cleaned up. He’ll be here any minute.”

      I know she’s talking to me even though she’s not looking at me. I climb down from the chair and place the empty macaroni pot into the sink. What does she mean by “cleaned up”? Walking away from a table of hot food just to take a shower seems stupid. My stomach makes another rumbling sound. I’m about to ask if I can take a shower after I eat when she freezes and stares at the front door. Heavy footsteps get louder as they come up to our second-floor apartment.

      “Shit,” she mumbles. Her hands shake as she gathers her blond hair into a tighter ponytail.

      Mom looks like a Hollywood actress with tan skin, blue eyes, and long legs. She says all women have to use what God gave them to get by in life. But God gave her brown hair and freckles she’s always covering with makeup. She says God sometimes makes mistakes. I don’t understand, but Mom swears it’ll make sense when I grow up.

      She fumbles with her shirt buttons as the door opens. I watch her expression change into something calmer. “Elijah! What on earth are you doing here?”

      My dad’s shoulders are as wide as the doorway and he’s just as tall. He drops a duffle bag inside, and even though the lower half of his face is covered in a thick beard and mustache, I can see in his eyes he’s not smiling.

      “Left you a message sayin’ I’d be here in thirty minutes,” he says calmly enough, though his deep voice makes the hairs on my arms stand up. He closes the door and heads toward me. I see his mustache lift at the corner. “Well look at you. You’re growing like a weed, Tommy—”

      “You haven’t seen her in eight months, of course she’s grown. And would you please stop calling her that?” My mom smooths the front of her shirt, but my dad doesn’t take his eyes off mine.

      He steps closer to me and squats down to my level. His eyes sparkle as they move around my face, but he frowns when he looks at my hair and my shirt. I try to cover the stains, and he stares at my hands. My nails are dirty and need to be cut. I feel hot while he studies me.

      Finally his mustache twitches a little and he goes back to looking at my eyes. “Eight years old. Did you get the birthday card I sent you? I picked it up when we went through Memphis. I know how much you like Elvis.”

      I look up at my mom because I never got a birthday card and I don’t know how to answer.

      She rushes to us and places a hand on my dad’s muscled shoulder. “We never got a card. Must’ve been lost in the mail.”

      He stares at her hand on his T-shirt through squinted eyes. I step back, worried that the yelling is about to start. When my dad comes back to town from work, there’s always a lot of yelling.

      He looks at me, frowns, and with a tiny nod, stands back to his full height. “Smells great in here.”

      “Yes, well, we’ve been cooking all afternoon, haven’t we, Taylor?” Her eyes are big as though she’s begging me to agree.

      Mom always makes me a liar too. Like when she makes me pretend to slip and fall at restaurants so we can get free food.

      I nod.

      “All afternoon, huh?” My dad pulls out a chair, then holds his hand out to me.

      I don’t take his and ball my own at my belly, but I do sit in the seat. He scoots me closer to the table. As he moves behind me, his big fingers squeeze my neck and it feels like a hug.

      “Yes, pretty much all afternoon.” Mom takes her seat, puts a napkin on her lap, and dishes up my plate with mashed potatoes and chicken.

      Dad sits at the other end of the table. His weight makes the tiny chair squeak. He puts his elbows on the table and stares over the food at Mom. “When I walked passed your car, the engine was hot.”

      I take my plate from her and my fork doesn’t move fast enough as I shovel bite after bite into my mouth. Potatoes mix with slaw, mac and cheese too, but I’m too hungry to care.

      “Jesus, Tori.” He curses under his breath. “When was the last time Tom ate?”

      “Would you stop calling her that! She’s a girl. Look!” She yanks my arm away from my plate, scratching me with her long nails. “She’s getting boobs.”

      Mortified, I rip my arm away from her and cover my chest. My face flames and I can’t make myself swallow the food stuffed in my cheeks.

      My dad curses, five or six in a row. He stands, forks an extra piece of chicken onto my plate, and hands the plate to me. “Sweetheart, why don’t you finish dinner in your room? Your mom and I need to talk.”

      I take the plate and race from the kitchen with my head down.

      This is when the yelling starts. They think I won’t be able to hear, but our apartment is small. I can even hear Mrs. Evans next door, talking on the phone, through the wall. With the taste of food fresh on my tongue and my stomach still empty, I sit on the floor in my bedroom to finish my dinner.

      “You’re not taking my daughter out of the country.” That came from my dad. He didn’t yell, but the words sounded even scarier the way he spoke them.

      “Oh, come on. This is Mitchell Van Buren we’re talking about. We’ll be living at his villa. He has more money than God—”

      “Doesn’t matter how much money he has. You’ll leave her alone in a fucking villa just like you do here in LA.”

      I don’t know what a villa is and grab my drumstick, eating every bit of meat off the bone.

      “Mitchell loves her like she’s his own—”

      “Do not bullshit me! He’s just another one of your Hollywood dicks, he doesn’t give a shit about Tom!” He’s yelling now.

      “This is one of the reasons why we never got married! You’re the most inflexible person I’ve ever met.”

      “No, we never got married because we weren’t in love. The only reason you had sex with me—”

      “You want to bring this shit up again?”

      I know how this fight ends, so I crawl into bed and put a pillow over my head so I don’t have to listen to what comes next.

      He’ll say she’s a “shitty mom.”

      She’ll yell about being “left behind while he’s off touring the world and fucking anyone who’s willing.”

      He’ll get really angry then and say if he didn’t work, she wouldn’t “have a roof over her head” and how maybe she should “consider getting a job rather than being LA’s most undesirable gold digger.”

      Then things will get quiet. The front door will slam and I’ll finally be able to fall asleep.

      That’s how it always is on the nights he’s here. I’m thankful it only happens once or twice a year.

      My stomach is so full it hurts. I finally fall asleep, but not for long. I wake up to big, strong hands pulling me upright.

      “Tommy, honey, wake up.”

      My dad’s big body is a dark shadow at the edge of my bed. “What’s wrong? Where’s Mom?”

      “Your mom is fine. Get up and pack what you need. As much as you can fit, but not more than you can carry.”

      I slide off the bed and take the garbage bag he hands me. “Where are we going?”

      “I’m getting you out of here.” His deep voice rumbles as if he’s still angry from his fight with Mom. “Shoulda done it years ago.”

      “But Mom, she’ll be worried and—”

      He shakes his head. “How long you been living on your own here?”

      I lick my dry lips. “I…”

      “Don’t lie to me.” I feel his eyes boring into me even though I can’t see them.

      “I don’t know.” My hands shake and my stomach feels uneasy. The last thing I want to do is have my dad angry with me. “Mom says no one can know she sleeps at Mitchell’s—”

      “Fuck.”

      I flinch at his scary curse.

      “I’m sorry, I’m not mad at you.” The words come fast as if he’s afraid if he doesn’t hurry and say them, I might run away. His hand moves toward my shoulder as if he’s going to touch me, but he drops it to his side and growls. “Eight years old and you’re raising yourself.” He turns his bearded face toward me. “Things are going to be different from now on. You’re going to live with me now.”

      “Live with you where?”

      Mom always says Dad lives on the road. When I asked if I could go visit him, she’d say, “The road is no place for a kid.”

      He motions for me to follow as he shoves whatever clothes he can find in the trash bag.

      “We’ll go to a hotel for now. I need to make some calls, line some things up. We hit the road in five days.”

      I picture myself sleeping on the side of the road like the people I see downtown when Mom makes me come with her to run errands. I don’t want to cry in front of my dad, but tears burn my eyes.

      “On the road?” I’m happy my voice doesn’t crack.

      “’Fraid it’s the only option. Much better than leaving you here.”

      “What about school?”

      “School of life, kiddo.” He ties up the bag and throws it over his shoulder like a dark Santa Claus. “Last chance to grab anything else you want.”

      I pull my pillow off the bed and slip my bare feet into my sneakers.

      “You ready?”

      I nod, worried if I speak, my voice will shake. I don’t see my mom often, but I see my dad less. I hardly even know him, and now I’m supposed to live with him on the side of the road.

      What if he’s mean? What if he gets to know me and doesn’t like me? What if he tries to give me back, but my mom moves and I can’t find her?

      I follow my dad through the apartment. Mom isn’t there to say goodbye, or to grab me and refuse to let me go. Her purse and keys are gone.

      Outside, the air feels heavy and makes it hard to breathe. The spot where my mom parks her car is empty.

      “Come on, Tommy.” His voice is quieter. Maybe he’s sad too. He squeezes the back of my neck. “Don’t give her another thought.”

      My lips quiver and the tears in my eyes get too heavy to hold. Dad leads me to a shiny blue pickup truck. He tosses my bag in the back and opens the door for me to climb inside. The seats are soft and smell like perfume.

      We pull away from my apartment building and I ask, “Where’s Mom?”

      His forearms swell as his hands hold on tighter to the steering wheel. “She made her choice.”

      What he’s really saying is she didn’t choose me.
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      Ethan

      Story of my life.

      I’m sitting at a table in the basement of the Xcel Energy Center in Saint Paul, minding my own fucking business. The entire touring team for Jesse Lee—everyone from the tour manager to the backline crew, opening band, and assistants—is gathered in one place to eat dinner. I’d been looking forward to a club sandwich all day.

      “Your attitude sucks.”

      Those three words are the only warning I get before I’m smacked in the back of the head, sending my three-layered sandwich to my plate in pieces.

      “What the fuck!” I’m not even upset about the hit. I’m upset because I dropped my fucking sandwich and I’ll now have to figure out how to stack it up again. And let’s be honest, you can never restack a perfectly stacked club.

      Jesse drops into the seat next to me, places his forearm on the table, and leans in close. “Our first week on tour and you’re acting like a petulant pussy bitch.”

      Bread, turkey, bacon, bread, lettuce… shit, that’s not right. Bread, turkey, lettuce, bacon, bread… dammit! I push away the ruined food and cross my arms like a… well, like a petulant pussy bitch. “Can’t a guy have a meal alone?”

      He frowns, glares, tilts his head. Feeling as if I’m being judged by my dad, I look away.

      “It’s Ben,” Jesse says. “You’re pissed Ben is here instead of Chris.”

      Now it’s my turn to glare. “No, dickhead. Your brother is ten times the musician Chris was, and I’m glad the dude is home, healing and trying to stay married. It’s just…” I shake my head. “I don’t fit in over there anymore.” I jerk my chin toward the table where Jesse’s wife, Bethany, sits along with Ryder, our drummer, and his wife, Jade. And Jesse’s brother, Ben, our new guitarist, and his wife, Ashleigh.

      “I’ll be damned,” Jesse says with a smile. “You really are a little pussy bitch. Get your ass up and go eat with your band.” He stands and smacks me on the head again.

      I clench my jaw and resist the urge to throw my bottled water at the back of his head. If we were alone, I would’ve done it, but in a crowd this size, someone is bound to share the story online. We don’t need to be brought down by rumors that the band is breaking up on week one of our tour.

      I grip my water bottle tighter and reluctantly stand. I bring my ruined sandwich to their table. Jade sees me coming and pulls over a chair for me.

      “You done with your pouting sesh?” Jade says through a smirk as I take the offered seat.

      “How long are you riding with us again?” I ask.

      She pinches my cheek. “Two weeks.” She puts up her hands in prayer position. “Or as long as our tour nanny holds.”

      Ryder smiles adoringly at his wife. I wonder if he knows how pussy-whipped he looks? “Katie’s in good hands. Tammy is the best in the business.”

      “Tammy the nanny?” I snort. “How adorable,” I say sarcastically and then ask, “She hot?”

      Jade smirks. “She’s in her fifties.”

      “And hot?”

      “Ethan!” Bethany throws a wadded up napkin at my face.

      A small, travel-sized bottle of tequila is set in front of me. I follow the hand that placed it there to see Ben’s wife, Ashleigh, giving me a knowing look. “It’ll make it more tolerable.”

      “Wait, do you mean us? Make us more tolerable?” Bethany says—seconds before Jesse kisses her. With tongue. God, they’re disgusting. They take PDA to a whole new level.

      “Ethan’s not used to having all the wives on tour.” Ashleigh tilts her head while Ben nuzzles her throat.

      “Get a room already, shit.” I pop the top on the tequila and down it in one gulp.

      As a recovering addict, Jesse’s not big on us having booze on tour, but he’s flexible as long as I don’t overindulge. And I don’t. Mostly. At least, not around him.

      “You know, Ethan, nothing is stopping you from settling down with the right woman,” Ryder says, pulling Jade closer to his side. “Maybe it’s time to give up the groupies and start—”

      I hold my hand up to silence him. “Let’s not get carried away.”

      “Ryder has a point,” Ben says, pulling Ashleigh’s knuckles to his lips. “Jumping from bed to bed with any willing woman might be fun, but the thrill is temporary.”

      “Okay, Pastor.” I laugh. “Because you have so much experience with groupie love.” I roll my eyes while at the same time hoping I don’t get struck by lightning for sassing one of God’s homies.

      Ben chuckles. “If I’m wrong, please, set me straight.”

      Motherfucker. He’s not wrong.

      Groupie love is fun. Thrilling. And also temporary.

      I look the good pastor in the eyes. “I know you are, but what am I?”

      His brows pinch together. “What?”

      “You heard me.” I push my chair back hard enough to make a screeching sound on the concrete, drawing attention from the room. “I’m going to… do… something.”

      I gear up for a dramatic exit with all eyes on me when an explosion of commotion roars behind me. At least twenty tour members, all of them in their uniform black with the word Crew on their backs in yellow, cheer and yell “Tommy!” while they give a dude I’m assuming is Tommy slaps on the back and tugs on his ball cap.

      Thanks for stealing my thunder, asshole. I stomp away from the table to go pout in private like the grown-ass man I am.

      Taylor

      “Tommy!”

      I’m enveloped in a sea of bodies, my family, greeting me as if they hadn’t seen me only two weeks ago.

      Bear, Squeaks, Judge, Medicine Man, Creeper… none of them called by their real names. Not that I don’t know their real names, but living on tour in close quarters with people for months at a time, nicknames become a way of life, all terms of endearment.

      “You came back.” Dixie—real name Debra—wraps me in a motherly hug that she earned when I started my first period while on tour at eleven years old.

      My dad’s expertise is on the heavy lifting side of the tour business, where women are few and far between. Dixie is built like a linebacker and benches more weight than most of the guys, proving her place in the pack of tour pushers. She also practically raised me. She taught me how to shave my legs, made sure I was on top of my online classes, and she cuts my hair to this day.

      I hug her hard. “Where did you think I’d go?”

      My dad steps up beside me, puts his big hand on the back of my neck, and squeezes. He’s never been a hugger or a talker. His squeezes say it all—I’m here for you, watching you, got you, even I love you. “Tom’s a hired pusher now.”

      The family erupts in more cheers.

      “You’re late,” Bookie says through his overgrown gray beard and ‘stache.

      During the time off between tours, I turned eighteen. My dad, the great Elijah “Prophet” Marsten, gave me the choice to stay at our condo in Los Angeles, get a job, and make my own way in life, or I could join the Elite Tour team as an official employee. I didn’t need much thought to decide. I don’t fit in among the rich and beautiful of LA, and staying in one place too long makes me anxious. I’ve lived the last ten years of my life in a state of forward motion, and the highway calls to me. Besides, Elite pays great, and I get to see the world with all my favorite people.

      “Background check, new hire paperwork, drug test—I passed, so they flew me in to meet up with you guys.” I mock-punch Bookie in the gut. “I’m an official employee now. Which means—”

      Creeper wraps an arm around my shoulder. “We don’t need to babysit you anymore.”

      “You can buy your own cigarettes and stop stealing mine!” Bear calls.

      “No more sneaking off with boys,” Dixie says only to me.

      I roll my eyes. “Both of those things only happened one time.”

      I throw my arm over Creeper, a pudgy middle-aged man with a smoker's rasp. “I get dibs on the top bunk.”

      Squeaks grips the top of my ball-capped head in one palm and shakes me playfully. “You’re a newbie, ballyhoo. You’ll sleep where you’re told.”

      “We’ll see, old man.” I shove his shoulder and smile at the fatherly love that shines back in his eyes.

      Paul Foster pushes through the crowd, his blue eyes sparkling. At twenty-three years old, he’s the only one on the crew who’s close to me in age. He runs a hand over his buzzed haircut. “I’m happy you decided to join us.”

      Paul smiles at me and my stomach flutters a little, which I find to be highly annoying.

      “No.” My dad comes up behind Paul, picks him up by his shoulders, and moves him aside—to the delight of everyone watching.

      Paul laughs, looks back at me one last time, and winks before disappearing through the crowd.

      I often wonder if I would’ve noticed Paul had I been a normal teenage girl out in the world, playing high school sports and shooting hoops with the guys on the weekends. Would a guy like Paul have caught my eye had I been given hundreds to pick from? Probably not.

      But on the road, the pool of possible romantic partners is slim. The crew is twice my age, and the talent… well, as tempting as most women might think falling in love with a rock star would be, to them, a woman’s heart is as disposable as yesterday’s boxer shorts. Paul might not be ideal, but the only other option is being some rock star’s shit-stain. No thanks.

      “Tommy, get a plate.” My dad’s deep voice snaps me from my thoughts. “Eat.”

      After a few final congratulations, I grab a plate and pile it high with a sandwich, chips, an apple, and a Coke. I sit at the crew table while looking around the room.

      The talent is easy to spot. No matter how hard they try to look like everyday citizens, their jeans are designer cut and their sneakers are fresh out of the box. Even their hair has a pretentious too-cool-to-care look that probably cost five hundred dollars to achieve.

      I sift my fingers through my shoulder-length hair. I might be due for a haircut myself.

      I lift a chin toward the headliner of this tour, Jesse Lee. “He still sober?”

      My dad grunts an affirmative while wiping mayo off his mustache.

      The third tour I ever went on was a Jesse Lee tour. I was eleven. Jesse was drunk and drug-addicted and his lifestyle followed him on the road. Up until I was sixteen I wasn’t allowed out of the sleeper cab of my dad’s big rig once the sun went down. But I saw plenty from the window.

      Most of Jesse’s band is at one table, each of them seated close to a woman.

      “Those don’t look like groupies.” I take a big bite of my roast beef sandwich.

      “Wives.”

      “Risky,” I say with a cheek full of food.

      Another grunt from my dad.

      I’ve been on enough tours to know that wives and groupies do not mix. Not that I’d ever speak of the things I’ve seen.

      Roadie 101: Whatever happens on the road, stays on the road.

      I fold my paper plate, turning it into a funnel so I can get every last chip crumb into my mouth, then gather my trash. “You gonna put me to work?”

      My dad hands his trash to me.

      “Seriously?”

      He stares blankly through dark gray eyes and no smile.

      I grab his garbage and glare. “I don’t remember seeing ‘Prophet’s Bitch’ on the job description.”

      “That mouth is going to get you in trouble someday,” he says, but his semi-grin screams of fatherly pride.

      Dad always taught me to stand up for myself, never take shit from anyone, and be the hardest working person in the room.

      “Go check mic wires.” He pushes his chair back and stands to his full six-foot-five height. “Then go back to the bus and crash until—”

      “What? I just got here, I don’t need a nap—”

      “You see who’s listed as your supervisor on your job description, yeah?”

      He goes silent, letting me sit for a bit in a puddle of humility.

      “That’s what I thought.” He walks away, still talking. “Get some sleep. We’ll be working all night to get to St. Louis for setup by sound check tomorrow.”

      I salute my dad’s back using my middle finger to my forehead.

      I’ll follow orders, but as soon as the band finishes their last set and the house lights go up, I’ll crush a Red Bull and prove to my dad that I deserve to be here.
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      Ethan

      “Saint Paul, you’ve been amazing!” Jesse calls through the mic as the last chord of our encore rings out over a packed arena of thirteen thousand fans.

      My heart is pounding, I’m drenched in sweat, and adrenaline mixes with endorphins pumping furiously through my veins.

      The stage lights go dark to the roar of the crowd as I hand my bass to Creeper, the guitar tech, and grab an offered towel from a crewmember. Ben comes off stage behind me, looking just as worked over and equally energized.

      “Great show, man!” I clap Ben on the shoulder. “Loved the chord progression you added at the end of ‘Dark Shadow.’”

      He wipes his face with a towel. “Did it sound okay?”

      “Fuck yeah—”

      Ashleigh barrels into his arms and he lifts her off the floor, her legs wrapping around his waist. “Take me to bed. Now.”

      I scowl at the newlyweds and turn to talk to Ryder, but he’s all wrapped up in his wife while holding his daughter, Katie, who has a bright orange pair of noise-canceling headphones on her fluffy little head. Jesse has his tongue down Bethany’s throat and two fists full of her ass.

      “So this is how it is from now on, huh?” I say to myself because everyone else is occupied. “Fuck you guys, I’ll go find my own entertainment.”

      The house lights go up, sending a blinding light over the stage. A wave of crewmembers jogs by me, scurrying to strike the stage for the move to the next city.

      I snag one of them by the arm. “Find me three groupies. Preferably blond with big tits.” I feel his scrawny arm stiffen under his sweatshirt. “Have them waiting in my dressing room when I get out of the shower.”

      He doesn’t say anything. With his baseball cap on over his too-long hair and his chin down, I can’t see his face to see if my request even registered.

      “We’re back on the road in an hour, so bonus points if they're willing to travel,” I add. “I’ll pay for their trip home.”

      He lifts his chin, his spine straight, and I realize this guy can’t be more than a kid. About five foot six, he probably weighs a buck twenty even with all the baggy clothes. I can only make out the firm line of his mouth under his cap.

      “Check IDs. I don’t want any fucking jailbait in my bed. You hear me, bro?”

      He pulls his arm free of my hold.

      “Fifteen minutes,” I say and walk away because I’m running out of time and he’s got a job to do.

      I push into the dressing room, grateful none of my bandmates are here yet. I get first dibs on the shower. Our assistants already have fresh clothes and towels in the bathroom, so I make short work of washing off tonight’s sweat, and with plans later, I pay extra attention to my dick and balls.

      What can I say, I’m a gentleman.

      Once I’m clean, I take a few extra minutes to let the hot spray relax my sore muscles. I’m not twenty-one and full of cum anymore. I’m twenty-seven and, well, still full of—

      “Ethan!” My name is followed by a series of urgent knocks on the bathroom door.

      I turn off the water, begrudging the interruption. “What?”

      “You, uh…” Ryder’s voice lowers. “Have company.”

      “Shit.” My five-minute shower ended up being more like twenty. Oh well, sexual anticipation makes the experience more intense. And it’s not like groupies care. I had one waiting for me in a hotel lobby for three days because I got the show dates screwed up. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      There are muffled voices coming from the dressing room. Both male and female. I take my time slipping on a T-shirt and a pair of jeans, forgoing boxers for easier access. I run my hands through my hair, shake my head, and rinse my mouth with Listerine. Shoes on, phone in my back pocket. Good enough.

      I walk into the dressing room with a smile and a semi—only to find Ryder, Ashleigh, and Ben, and they’re not alone. Two groupies are with them. I know they’re groupies because they’re wearing matching T-shirts that read We’ll hit our knees for Ethan, please! They have glitter on their eyelids, lips painted in porno gloss, and they’re wearing skintight jeans and heels. The groupie uniform.

      Their eyes are wide, lips parted, clearly starstruck.

      Ashleigh clears her throat, starts to say something, but her voice cracks with laughter, so she coughs and tries again. “These adorable gentlemen were told you were looking for…” She clears her throat again.

      I glare at her while she tries hard not to laugh.

      “They were told you were, uh…” She’s smiling now, her face turning redder by the second as she holds on to her control.

      “Looking for some overnight travel companions is how I believe it was put,” Ryder says. He too is covering his mouth to hide his smile.

      “Ah, right. Um…”

      They both have blond hair, but that’s about the only thing that crew guy got right. No doubt either of these men would do just about anything I asked. Flattering, but unfortunately, wrong gender.

      I say, “Listen, guys, I, uh…”

      One of them steps forward. “We’re both in our twenties, totally legal.”

      “Great, that’s, uh…” I run a hand through my hair. “Great. But…”

      I look at Ryder, Ben, and Ash, hoping for help, but they all stand there with eyes bulging from their heads with hilarity. Fuckers.

      “We’re such big fans.” The other one steps closer, moving more fluidly in high heels than most women. “And we can get a ride back to Saint Paul—”

      “I’m really sorry, guys. But I’m not gay.”

      The first one leans in, away from the three assholes in the corner of the room. “It’s okay if you’re not ready to go public. We’ll sign an NDA—”

      “No. That’s not necessary.” When I get my hands on that fucking crew guy, I’m going to strangle him. “There’s a swag table over there. Feel free to take as much as you want. This was a… misunderstanding.”

      The second one pouts. “Boo.”

      “I’m sorry, but really, take as much free stuff as you want. I’ll even…” I snag a black Sharpie from the table. “I’ll sign your T-shirts.”

      They stuff their arms full of free shirts, cups, stickers, and Jesse Lee G-string panties. We take a thousand selfies. Then Ryder saves the day by insisting we have to go and offering to walk them out.

      With a big-ass grin, Ashleigh sits on the arm of the couch. “I knew going on tour with you guys was going to be epic.”

      “Where’s the crew guy who brought them here?” My jaw hurts from grinding my teeth and I’m breathing through a frustrating case of blue balls. “The little guy.”

      She and Ben shake their heads and mumble some version of I don’t know while avoiding my eyes. Liars.

      I’ll find him myself, then I’ll make the rest of this tour a living hell for the little shit.

      Taylor

      We broke down the stage in St. Paul until three o’clock in the morning, loaded up the bus and trailers, and drove over eight hours to St. Louis. I squeezed into my tiny bunk on the bus, where I attempted to sleep. But the Red Bulls combined with seven other crewmembers snoring their asses off pushed sleep far from reach. When we pulled up to the next venue, we did the whole thing over again in reverse, getting the stage and equipment up and running in time for sound check.

      At three o’clock in the afternoon I’m dead on my feet—or ass as it is, because I’m backstage planted against a wall during a brief break.

      “Thirsty?” Paul offers me a Coke. Already opened, so it must be his.

      “I’m tired as hell, but my heart’s racing. I think I’ve tapped out my caffeine intake for the next three weeks.”

      He chuckles and sits next to me, hip to hip. With ten feet of wall behind us, his choice to sit so close feels intimate and I check to make sure my dad isn’t nearby.

      He rocks his thigh into mine. “You’re eighteen. We don’t have to hide from your dad.”

      “Ha!” I pull the bill of my cap farther down my forehead until it’s resting on my brows. “You know my dad better than that.”

      It’s not so much my dad I’m worried about. Paul and I have kissed a few times, mostly because I was seventeen years old and had never been kissed. I’m not even sure if I like Paul that much, and I don’t want to give anyone the wrong idea about us. Most specifically, him.

      I lean my head back against the wall and close my eyes.

      “First day’s the hardest. Takes a while for your body to adjust.”

      I roll my head to look at him. There’s a tenderness in his voice that I don’t like. A tenderness I bet he uses only with me. I’m not a fragile flower who needs to be coddled.

      “I’ll be fine. I should probably get back to work.” I turn away and make a weak attempt to stand but can’t will my sore legs to move.

      “Yeah.” I can tell by the proximity of his voice and tickle of his breath on my neck that he’s looking at me.

      “Paul, I—”

      “Meet me later.”

      Fuck. “I don’t think that’s a good—”

      “Once Jesse goes on, half the crew will be either eating or sleeping. Meet me behind the amp crates.”

      Is that how this thing between us is supposed to go? Hiding behind crates and in back alleys to hook up? I frown. “This is my job now. I can’t risk it—”

      “You won’t, I swear. Tour managers don’t give a shit what we do as long as we keep it low-key and still get our job done. You know how many guys in my bus hook up with groupies every night?”

      I wrinkle my nose. “Are you comparing me to a groupie?”

      Last night, after the great Ethan Crow sent me out to fish for eager pussy, I wondered what would make a woman so desperate that she’d sleep with a man she hardly knew. I’d rather get fired than be party to setting up a woman to be used by a man she looked up to and respected (at least talent wise), only to be discarded directly after.

      I know exactly what it feels like to be thrown away and forgotten by someone I love, and I have zero respect for anyone who would do that to another human being.

      So yeah, I may have been angry and spiteful when I saw the two beautiful gay men waiting with the groupies at the backstage door. I know Ethan isn’t gay—his reputation certainly precedes him—so I knew the men would be safe, and I also knew Ethan couldn’t complain about me not doing my job. Hopefully I proved my point that he shouldn’t fuck with me and I won’t have to deal with his annoyingly handsome ass for the rest of the tour.

      “I just don’t see why we can’t have some fun while we’re working,” Paul says.

      “I thought I was clear before we kissed the first time that I don’t do casual hookups.”

      “You did. But the kissing was fun, wasn’t it?”

      The kisses were my first, so I have little to compare them to. “I guess so.”

      “Ouch.”

      “I’m sorry, it was great. Really.” I push up from the wall to stand. “I really need to go. If my dad sees me slacking, he’ll kill me.”

      “We’ll talk later!” Paul says to my back as I walk away.

      I’m heading to the trough—the room where food and drinks are set up for the duration of the band’s stay—hoping to find the rest of the crew. I pass stacks of gearboxes and crates, thinking about Paul asking me to make out with him behind them. Nothing makes me feel more like a piece of ass than a proposed hookup backstage at a concert. I turn down the hallway and see Creeper. I’m about to call out to him when he steps aside to reveal the person he’s talking to.

      Ethan.

      I scowl from under my hat even while a smirk lifts my lips. “Hope you were satisfied with the groupies last night,” I say to myself, still too far away for him to hear me.

      Creeper turns toward me and I panic, wondering if maybe I’d spoken too loudly and they heard me. They’re at least five yards away. No way my voice would carry that far.

      I’m questioning the acoustics of concrete and brick when Creeper calls to me. “Tommy! Got a minute?”

      “Shit, shit, shit,” I mumble and force my feet forward.

      Ethan’s a tall guy, just over six feet I’d guess. Creeper’s short, my height, which is how he earned his nickname. He’s in his late fifties and is one of the best guitar techs in the business. If I keep my eyes on Creeper, I can’t see anything above Ethan’s chest, which means Ethan can’t see my face either. Great, because I can feel my cheeks heating at his nearness.

      He’s famous for God’s sake, and I kind of ruined his sex plans last night. Am I here to get an ass chewing?

      “Can you tell Squeaks I need to see him ASAP before sound check? He’s not answering on the walkie.”

      I nod once and head back in the direction I came, knowing Squeaks is on the soundboard.

      “Tommy.”

      My feet freeze at the rough way Ethan says my name. I turn slowly, my chin slightly lowered so I don’t have to look at his face.

      “Come find me after sound check.” Oh God, he sounds angry. “We need to talk.”

      I nod again and race away, having dodged a bullet.

      I’ve heard of bands firing crewmembers. When I was fifteen, I toured with Tawney Gray and she fired one of our riggers because he told her she had beautiful eyes.

      “I’m so fucked.”

      Fired on my second day of work? Way to go, Tom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      After sound check, I hand my bass off to Creeper. I give the area a quick once-over, expecting to see Tommy waiting for me, but the little asshole is nowhere to be found.

      “Hey,” I say to Creeper as he’s placing my guitar on the rack. “Where’s that kid, Tommy? I said come find me after sound check.”

      The man turns toward me, one brow lifted, looking less than pleased. “What do you need with Tom?”

      I recoil slightly. What the fuck business is it of his? “It’s personal.”

      The man chuckles and shakes his head. “You tell me what you need and I’ll take care of it.”

      “What I need is to talk to Tommy. Now.” Who the fuck works for who here? I’ve never had to ask for something more than once while on tour.

      “Prophet ain’t gonna like that,” he murmurs.

      “Why the fuck does he care? Why are you protecting this kid?”

      Creeper holds up his hands in a placating way. “Tommy’s new. If you’re not happy with something, you can take it up with me—”

      “That little shit was supposed to screen some grou—fans after last night’s show and have them delivered to my dressing room. I walked in to find two very eager men hoping to get in my pants—it’s not funny!”

      Creeper’s howling in laughter.

      I cross my arms and watch him try to rein his shit in and fail miserably. “You ‘bout finished?”

      He nods, holds up a hand, and barks out a laugh. “I’m sorry, but that’s Tommy for ya.”

      “Now you know why I need to have words with the kid. This kind of shit can’t continue all tour. Now find him and bring him to my dressing room so I—”

      “Him?”

      I roll my eyes toward the sky and pray for patience. How much weed does this fucker smoke? “Yes,” I groan. “Tommy, the guy we’ve been talking about.”

      When I take my eyes off the ceiling, I find Creeper pinching the bridge of his nose, his shoulders jumping in silent laughter.

      “If Tommy isn’t in my dressing room in five minutes, he’s off the tour.”

      I don’t wait to hear what Creeper has to say. I storm off down a series of corridors to the Jesse Lee dressing room. Jesse and Ben are inside, their wives probably out to dinner, sight-seeing, or shopping—whatever it is women do when they’re not sucking face with their men.

      “You all right?” Ben, ever the caregiver, studies me. “You look upset.”

      “I am.”

      Jesse leans in. “What’s up?”

      I tell Jes the story, ignoring Ben because he was there laughing and enjoying the awkward moment. Jesse smiles when I finish telling him what happened.

      Ben pipes up. “It was just a prank. When did you start taking life so seriously? Do you have a good relationship with your dad?”

      I point at the man. “Stop trying to get in my head!”

      “Chill out, Ethan.” Jesse’s laid-back response is laced with humor. Dickhead. “Pranks happen on tour. Remember when our crew glued all the water bottles together? Or when we were hammered and pranked our security by sneaking out and walking around downtown Denver after a show?”

      “This is not that.” I prop my hands on my hips. “What if word gets out that I’m having male groupies brought to me backstage?”

      Ben shrugs. “Is that really any different than your reputation of having female groupies brought to you backstage?”

      “No one asked you.”

      “But you did,” he says, grinning. “You just asked me.”

      There’s a timid knock on the door.

      “That’s him,” I whisper-hiss. I fling the door open wide. “Tommy, you were supposed to find me after sound check.”

      I step aside, and he eyes Jesse and Ben before coming into the room.

      “I’m sorry.” He nods and looks at me, his eyes shadowed by his baseball cap so I can’t tell if he’s genuinely sorry or not. “I was busy helping one of the riggers—”

      “How old are you? You sound like your balls haven’t dropped yet.”

      He tilts his head, and in a very un-masculine way, he props one hand on his hip. “My balls?”

      I feel my eyes widen as understanding hits me like a slug to the chest. “You’re a… a…”

      Jesse’s hand clamps down on my shoulder. “I believe the word you’re looking for is woman.” The guy smiles at her and holds out his free hand. “Jesse.”

      She smiles. It’s small but enough to see the tips of her straight, white teeth. “I know who you are.” She shakes Jesse’s hand. “Tommy.”

      “Tommy. What kind of a fucking name is Tommy?”

      She drops Jesse’s hand and I expect her to shrink away from the irritation in my voice, but she shoves out her chin and hardens her feminine jaw. How did I not see she was a… she? “You’ll have to ask my dad. He’s the one who started calling me Tom.”

      “But you’re a girl,” I say, as if no one else in the room can see it but me.

      “And you’re an asshole.”

      My jaw hits the floor and I stumble back a step, damn near stuttering. “I—I—”

      No one talks to me like that. No one but Jesse, who is chuckling loudly next to me.

      “Nice to meet you, Tommy,” Ben greets the kid… woman… I check out her chest. Not much there, probably all nipple. Is she even wearing a bra? “My daughter’s name is Elliot, so I get it. Names should really be genderless.”

      She gives Ben a genuine smile that makes me want to elbow the guy in the throat. She then goes on about unisex names and how no one questioned Billie Jean King, Chris Evert, or some chick named Blake something and blah blah fucking blah…

      I close my eyes. “Hold on one fucking second.” When I open my eyes, her face is tilted up at me enough that light makes its way under her cap and, oh fuck, she’s glaring. Hard. “We need to discuss what you did to me last night.”

      She shrugs. “You asked for groupies. Blond ones of legal age. I did exactly what you asked.”

      “Except those guys didn’t have tits!”

      She shrugs. “One of them did—”

      “Listen, you know I was requesting female groupies. I don’t know what your problem is, jealousy or whatever, but—”

      She burst out laughing. “God, you’re a pig.”

      Jesse laughs.

      I scowl at the asshole. “You mind giving us some privacy?”

      He settles into the nearest chair. “I wouldn’t miss this for anything.” He rolls his hand. “Continue.”

      I ignore him and go back to the little punk in front of me. “I’m in the band, which technically makes me your boss—”

      “Elijah Marsten of the Elite Touring Company is my boss.”

      “She’s right,” Ben says softly.

      I grind my teeth. “You were hired by my band—”

      “Actually,” Jesse interjects, “Elite is hired by Arenfield Records.”

      “My point,” I say, trying as hard as I possibly can not to throw a fucking chair across the room, “I could have you fired.”

      She grins. “You could try.”

      I step closer, hoping to intimidate her with my size, which doesn’t seem to work at all. “This is how you want to play it, huh? You want to go to war with me?”

      “Not particularly, no. What I want is for you to do what your fans pay you to do which is play music, not play with their feelings to get into their panties—”

      “They are willing and consenting adults!”

      “I want to do my job and not be used like a claw crane to help fill your bed. Because when I look in the mirror everyday, I don’t want to live with the guilt of seeing every woman you fucked over reflected in my eyes.”

      Jesse sucks in air through his teeth with a muttered, “Damn.”

      I can’t find words as I stare at the woman who suddenly looks older than I first thought. My mouth gapes.

      Say something, Ethan! Don’t let her get the best of you!

      “Well, Tommy…” I clear my throat and fold my hands under my biceps. “You’d be lucky to see those women in the mirror because you look like a dude.”

      “Jesus, Ethan,” Jesse grumbles.

      Ben steps forward as if gearing up to comfort her but stops short when she laughs. Genuinely laughs. The gentle, melodious sound eventually turns guttural and maniacal. I take a step back, anticipating her swinging at me.

      She doesn’t. Instead, she shakes her head and swipes tears from her eyes. “Oh man, that was awesome.” She lets out a long sigh. “If we’re done here, I really do have some work to do to ensure tonight’s show goes off without a hitch. Unless of course you’d rather continue to rip on the way I look, you know, for shits and giggles?”

      Jes and Ben both have their judging eyes on me.

      I shift on my feet and nod. “So long as we understand each other, you’re free to go.”

      She licks her lips. They’re not too big, not small, just typical, boring lips. I wonder what color her eyes are? “Oh, I understand you all right.”

      “Good.” I don’t think she means that she heard me and is going to respect my demands from here on out, but I’ve done enough damage for one conversation. “You can go.”

      “Thank you…” She plucks the hem of her oversized T-shirt with dainty fingers and gives me a dramatic curtsy. “My lord.”

      Ben covers his mouth to keep from laughing.

      When Tommy leaves the room, Jesse sighs. “I dig that chick.”

      “Me too,” Ben says.

      “Are you guys insane? She’s a disrespectful little pain in the ass.”

      Jesse looks me up and down with clinical precision. “How long has it been since you’ve been laid?”

      “Too long.”

      Five days. I’m strung tight and so frustrated that lifting weights or booze don’t even help. What the fuck is wrong with me? And why does this Tommy chick add fuel to my already flaming insides?

      Taylor

      By the time Jesse Lee and his band hit the stage, I’m ready to crawl back to the bus for a power nap. I’m going to need all the energy I can muster once the show is over around midnight. I tell myself to take advantage of the couple free hours to go rest, but curiosity about Ethan after our confrontation in his dressing room finds me sitting side-stage.

      He’s the stereotypical rock star—arrogant, rude, and entitled as fuck. So why am I spending my precious off hours watching him perform? Call it snooping. Or a wicked desire to see him fail. I suppose the Jesse Lee name wouldn’t be a world-renowned phenomenon with sub-par musicians, but a secret part of me hopes Ethan is the weak link in the band and that his bass guitar skills suck balls.

      Turns out, as much as I despise Ethan, I have to give him credit for being a masterful performer. I hide out in a dark corner between two stacks of crates where he can’t see me. The stage lights leave little to the imagination. Dammit. His shaggy brown hair is wet with sweat, and his T-shirt clings to his body. He makes playing bass guitar look effortless, as if his instrument is an extension of his body. It all just makes me hate him more.

      I down a Red Bull before the last song ends. I’m going to have to tap into all my reserve energy to pull off striking the stage and loading up the trailers.

      I find Dixie and my dad and squeeze between them as the house lights drop. When Ethan comes off stage, I don’t want to be caught alone. I’m not afraid of him—I’m afraid of what I might say to him that could get me fired. I lucked out today with the brothers, Jesse and Ben, there to have my back. I won’t try my luck again.

      The house lights come up, which is our signal to get to work. The band accepts hugs and kisses from their significant others and I purposely avoid looking at Ethan, fearing he might misinterpret my glance. His arrogant ass would assume I was checking him out rather than keeping an eye on my enemy.

      “Start with the bass amps,” my dad’s deep, grumbling voice demands over the noise of the crowd.

      I look at him, hoping he’s talking to Dixie, but his no-bullshit stare is aimed at me. “Why? You usually ask me to work on the drum mics first.”

      In the glare of the bright lights, my dad gives me a look that says do what you’re told and walks off.

      I head to the stage, to the spot where Ethan spent most of the night—when he wasn’t jumping around or hanging ten off the front of the stage while playing to his screaming fans.

      “If they only knew what he’s really like,” I grumble to myself as I pull and wrap cords.

      Grateful Ethan never showed his face again on stage, I relax a little and go through the process of breaking down things. The loading dock of the arena comes to life with hundreds of crewmembers as we work together like a well-oiled machine.

      I’m pushing a crate of gear to the trucks when Paul passes by me on his way back inside.

      “I’ll take that,” he says and attempts to push my crate for me.

      “I got it.”

      “Let me get it for you.” He nearly shoves me aside to take my spot.

      “What the fuck? I said I got it.”

      Paul’s eyebrows drop low and he holds up his hands. “Damn. I’m just trying to help.”

      “I don’t see you trying to help Squeaks or Captain.” Because they’re not weak little girls, are they, Paul?

      His smile is quick and controlled. “My bad.”

      I bite my tongue against a “Thank you” because really, what should I be thanking him for? For respecting my wishes? I don’t see anyone else thanking each other for no reason at all.

      Shoving the crate down the corridor toward the shipping container, I weave through the organized chaos. Exhaust from the tour buses idling nearby creates coils of eerie smoke in the air.

      Two people emerge from the talent bus area, headed toward me. I blink to focus through the blur and see Ethan with a gorgeous blond under his arm. He looks as good as ever, wearing a black hoodie that’s probably designer and super soft. His jeans aren’t too loose or too tight, and a black baseball cap tops his wet hair that curls around his ears and jawline.

      He’s smiling at me.

      Bastard.

      “Yo, Tommy!”

      Fuck. He can’t see my eyes with my hat covering the top of my face, so I take the opportunity to scowl. He stops a foot away, and the scent of men’s bodywash hits me before his date’s too-sweet perfume. He’s looking at me, but she’s looking at him, gearing up to hang on his every word. Or maybe fantasize about his mouth. He does have a nice mouth. Motherfucker.

      “What can I do for you?” I say. “Restock your condoms? New pair of rubber sheets perhaps?”

      “How’d you like the show tonight?” he says with a cocky smirk.

      Did he see me watching? How the hell did he see me watching? I shrug as though I don’t give a flying shit. “It was all right I guess.”

      His smile widens.

      I put my hands on my crate. “I need to get back to work.”

      “Wait, I want you to meet my friend, Erica.”

      “Monica,” the woman corrects him.

      “Monica,” he repeats without the slightest hint of remorse. “This is Tom.”

      I open my mouth to say hello so I can be done and get the hell out of here, but Monica beats me to it by squealing, “Your name is Tom?”

      Fucking sigh. “It is.” I brace my weight and push the crate forward only to hit a sudden stop. What the hell? I shove it again. Must be stuck in a crack.

      “I got it,” Ethan says and disappears to the far side of the crate. He lifts one end, proving those muscles aren’t just for aesthetics. “There, that should do it.” He circles back around to me and picks up my hand. “Here ya go.” He drops the front wheel of the crate into my palm.

      “Son of a bitch,” I whisper.

      He chuckles and loops his arm over Monica. “Have a great night, Tom.”

      “Bye-eee!” Monica says as he drags her back toward his bus.

      I’m grateful he doesn’t turn around or he’d see the steam billowing out of my ears. “That son of a bitch lollipop fucking cock—”

      “Lose a wheel?” Bear says while pushing a crate twice as big by me.

      “Something like that.” I circle to the front and try to figure out how the hell he popped the wheel off so quickly.

      “I got it.”

      “No! I can do it myself.” I struggle to get the weight of the crate up enough to slip the wheel under.

      Without a word, Bear picks up the crate, and I’m able to return the wheel to its place.

      “Thanks,” I mumble, hating that I needed the help.

      I look back to search out Ethan, hoping like hell he’s watching while I push away the repaired crate. I want to smirk at him and say, “Nice try, asshole.”

      I find him leaning against his tour bus, his hands tangled in Monica’s hair, and his tongue down her throat.

      “Classless prick.”

      I shove the crate forward and devise my retaliation.
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      Ethan

      The blackout curtains on the tour bus bunks make sleeping in easy. I never know what time it is when I wake up until I peel back those things and see how much of the sun is up.

      This morning, I wake up to the feeling of something on my face. I open my eyes and—

      “Jesus H. Poltergeist!” My heart goes from sleep to quarter-mile sprint when I see two wide eyeballs and an expressionless face staring at me.

      “You’re awake.”

      “I am now, you little psycho.” I put my palm on my chest. “How long have you been staring at me and where are your parents?”

      With the wives and kids riding along on our tour, we’ve switched up the tour bus assignments. Bethany and Jesse have their own bus. Ryder, Jade, Katie, and the nanny share a bus. I bunk up with Ben, Ashleigh, and Elliot, which makes having sleepovers a little complicated. Not that I’ve been forbidden. Ben and his family have the entire back end of the bus with a door that locks; I have the front.

      Last night, I could’ve invited Monica to ride with us to Kansas City. I’m sure we would’ve found a million different positions to pass the time, but she told me she was in love with me when we’d barely hit second base, so I never extended the invite. Love, or even the illusion of it, is something I want nothing to do with. I had security get her a cab home. I was happy enough to know she served a purpose, and replaying the look of irritation on Tom’s face had me grinning until I fell asleep.

      “Ashleigh’s in the shower and Dad went to get food.” Elliot, the tiny human, hasn’t left her position at the head of my bunk. “What’s S and M?”

      I groan and rub my eyes. “Too early for questions. Google it.”

      “Okay,” she says with way too much perk for—I check my phone—eight o’clock in the morning.

      I crawl from my bunk and stretch my sore muscles. “Coffee.”

      Without taking her eyes off the laptop, Elliot points toward the kitchenette. “It’s still hot.”

      I stumble over, pour myself a cup, and take the seat across from her at the table. From out the window, I can see we’re at the venue in Kansas City. Buses and semi-trucks with shipping containers are lined up and already unloading equipment. I squint and search for Tommy. How long did it take her to fix the wheel on that crate last night?

      “Who cares,” I mumble. However, I can’t seem to pull my gaze from the window.

      “Saay-doh-mass-a-kiz-em…”

      And now I’m awake. I press the laptop closed with a shake of my head. “I wasn’t aware you could read.”

      She tilts her head, brown curls falling over one eye. “I’m seven.” Her little eyes squint. “What does fetish mean?”

      “Ash! You almost done in there?”

      The tiny human girl continues to stare at me, waiting for an answer.

      I say, “Hurry. Please.”

      Seconds later, Ben opens the door with a paper bag in his arms.

      I drop my head back in relief. “There is a god.”

      “You thought there wasn’t?” the good pastor says as he unloads and pops open Styrofoam boxes filled with eggs, bacon, fruit, and muffins. “If you have faith-related questions, Ethan, you can always ask me.” He moves Elliot’s laptop and places breakfast down in front of her.

      “Your daughter here wants to know what fetish means.” I sip my coffee, waiting to see Ben’s head explode.

      He blinks at his daughter one, two, three times, then turns toward the back of the bus. “Ash! I could use your help out here!”

      I chuckle as his wife steps into the kitchen. She’s dressed more conservatively than usual in a pair of hot pink ass-hugging leggings and a white cut-off sweatshirt. She kisses Ben, biting his lip as she pulls away, which makes him grab a handful of her ass, growl, and kiss her again.

      They’re so fucking gross.

      “What’s up?” she says when Ben finally releases her mouth. She kisses Elliot’s fluffy hair then goes about making herself a plate of food.

      “Elliot asked Ethan what fetish means.” Ben’s eyes are huge.

      Ash doesn’t even flinch. “Oh, that’s easy.” She crunches down on a piece of bacon. “I love it when your dad wears sweatpants, right?”

      Elliot nods.

      “It could be said that your dad wearing sweatpants is my fetish. For other people, they may like their partner’s feet. That’s called a foot fetish. Some fetishes seem really weird and hard for us to understand since we don’t have them. It’s like someone’s personal thing that gets them… excited.”

      Impressive. And right off the cuff. I would’ve fucked that up royally had I given it a shot. I share a look with Ben, who seems satisfied with his wife’s explanation.

      There’s a knock on our bus door.

      “Come in!” I call.

      Bethany comes up the steps. “Who's ready for school?”

      Jesse’s wife has a teaching degree, so Bethany homeschools Elliot when she’s on the road with us.

      Elliot jumps out of her seat.

      Ashleigh fills her spot. “Never seen a kid so excited for school.”

      I sip my coffee. “No shit.”

      School was never my thing. The day after I graduated high school, I moved to LA with a few guys I was in a band with. We had platinum record dreams that, for most of us, died in a haze of white powder and Hollywood parties. I was lucky enough to meet Jesse’s manager, Dave, or I’d probably be dead right now.

      “Come on, there’s a room in the arena that has a big white board. We can work on our math in there.” Bethany takes the kid’s hand. “Did you have a good morning?”

      “Yeah, I woke Ethan up and we talked.”

      “Fun.” She leads Elliot down the stairs to the door of the bus. “Ethan must really like you to get out of bed this early.”

      The door opens, and just before it closes, Elliot says, “Ethan has a kid fetish.”

      “What! No!”

      Ashleigh and Ben snort-laugh their ways into hysteria.

      “Maybe”—Ash says between breaths—“I should’ve… clarified.”

      “Oh, that’s just great.” I down the rest of my coffee and drop the cup in the sink. “Real funny, guys. Real fucking funny.”

      I lock myself in the bathroom, wondering if this tour will continue to be pure hell or if my luck will finally change.

      Taylor

      My retaliation plan came easily last night as I went through the pick bin.

      At every show, fans throw all kinds of things on stage—most of it useless, unless someone is in need of thirty-seven pairs of thong and crotchless underwear. As part of my job, I go through the bin to pick out fan letters for the talent. My dad had me do it as a kid, probably to keep me busy, I don’t think the items I picked out ever made it to any of the band members—but the idea that someone took the time to write down their feelings to share with a total stranger who made music that impacted that person’s life? How could anyone just throw those away?

      And so, as I sifted through the pick bin, I saw what I needed lying there like a medieval sword of retribution. The item called to me. Inspired me.

      As I stand side-stage in the dark as Jesse Lee and his band have just been called to take the stage, my stomach is a knot of nerves and giddy excitement. My timing has to be perfect. I have my payback currently tucked beneath my oversized sweatshirt, and if it weren’t so dark, someone might notice because of the sheer size of it.

      I swivel my head to see if I can spot the band yet. They’ll be here any minute. Now is my chance.

      I dart to Ethan’s mic stand on stage, slip the object from my sweatshirt, and pull out a heavy-duty wire tie to fix it into place. I’m gone maybe ten seconds before I race back to side-stage as Ethan and Ryder walk around the corner.

      “What the fuck, Tommy?” My dad’s disapproving voice rumbles in my ear as I sidle up beside him.

      “Had to double-check the mic wire. Gut feeling.”

      “And?”

      “It was fine, but better safe than sorry.”

      He gives me a quick squeeze on the back of the neck. I only pray once the stage lights come up, my dad doesn’t put two and two together and fire my ass.

      The walkie at his hip goes off and he turns without excuse to answer the call, leaving me all alone when Ethan walks by. Creeper hands him his bass, and he loops the strap over his head, then spots me. Shit. And now he’s coming my way.

      “What’s up, Tom? You back to have your world rocked?”

      “Quite the opposite. I’m hyped on caffeine and your music always manages to put me to sleep.”

      A wickedly evil grin spreads across his face, as if something I said triggered images he enjoys.

      “Ethan, go!” the stage manager calls.

      I give the motherfucker a little finger wave. “Don’t choke on it!”

      Confusion twists his features, but he doesn’t ask for clarification before he heads out to the stage. It’ll all make sense soon enough.

      I slip backward, sinking deeper into the dark so I can run like hell at the drop of a dime. Ryder plays a quick intro, and soon the stage lights blare to life and the band hits the first note in unison. Jesse’s smooth voice comes through the speakers—just a line or two before he laughs. Hard.

      The music stops.

      The crowd goes nuts.

      Panic floods my veins. My prank is too much. I went too big. I’ll be on the first flight back to Los Angeles as soon as Ethan rats me out to Brent, the tour manager.

      If that’s the case, I may as well enjoy the fallout.

      “Ethan, bro…” Jesse’s laughing so hard he can hardly speak. “I can’t hear you, dude. Speak into the mic.”

      Ethan moves close to the gigantic dildo wire-tied to his mic, but when he opens his mouth to talk, he shakes his head, laughing, and says, “I can’t do it.”

      I take a relieved breath when I hear humor in his voice.

      “Oh, come on…” Jesse’s still laughing hysterically. “Put your mouth on it, the crowd can’t hear you.”

      Ethan points at the gigantic rubber dildo in front of him. The crowd roars. He grips it and tries to pull it off his microphone, making it look as if he’s jacking the thing off. He finally puts his mouth close to it, laughing. “It won’t come off.”

      Ryder throws his head back laughing.

      “It’ll take more than tickling it to get it off, man, you should know that,” Jesse says, still grinning.

      “That thing is like a fucking rocket,” Ethan says into his dildo-mic. “I don’t want it anywhere near my mouth.”

      “That’s what she said,” Jesse quips.

      They go back and forth until Bear comes out with a pair of wire cutters. Ethan grips the freed sex toy, acts out lewd gestures with it, and tosses it into the crowd.

      They eventually stop laughing and Jesse says, “Let’s try this again.” They hit the first note and play as if nothing happened.

      Feeling a little vindicated and also thinking I should disappear before my dad asks questions, I decide I’d much rather sleep than watch Ethan—I mean, Jesse’s band—play.

      I don’t need another reason to hate Ethan less. And watching him play makes me forget what a piece of donkey shit he really is.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to catch a quick nap, but I was asleep the moment my head hit the pillow. I set my alarm for thirty minutes before the band would be finished, which gives me enough time to hit the restroom, wash my face, and down a Red Bull. Tonight we drive to Indianapolis, where we’ll get twenty-four hours off in a hotel room with a big bed, hot water, and nowhere to be.

      “Hey, Rodger, they wrapping up?” I say as I come to the back door of the venue.

      Rodger is part of Jesse’s security and he’s been in the business as long as my dad. The two are always talking about the old days and covering my ears for most of the stories they tell.

      He opens the door for me. “Sounds like it.”

      I pull my ball cap farther down on my eyes and head through the corridor to backstage, where most of the crew is waiting idly for the music to end and the house lights to go up.

      Paul creeps up to my side and leans in so close I feel his breath on my neck. “Did you get a nap?”

      “I did.”

      “Did you hear about the mic prank?”

      I frown and shake my head.

      “Someone put a dildo on Ethan’s mic,” he says, laughing.

      “Do they know who?” I knot my hands together in front of me.

      He shrugs. “Probably one of the guys in the band.”

      “Totally.” Phew.

      “Hey, once we get to Indianapolis, you want to go out and grab a drink?”

      I turn toward him. “I’m eighteen.” He knows this, but I often feel like he needs the reminder.

      He shrugs. “We’ll drop Jesse’s name. Someone is bound to serve you.”

      “I don’t think so. If I got caught, that would be really bad for Elite. And Jesse and his band.”

      “Who gives a fuck about these guys? They’ve got more money than they know what to do with and lawyers who make shit disappear.”

      I roll my eyes even though he can’t see them. It’s more for me than him anyway. “No thanks to the drink.”

      The band walks off stage.

      “Dinner?” Paul’s voice is barely audible over the roar of the crowd so I ignore him.

      The house lights come up and every crewmember around us takes off to break down the stage.

      Saved by work.

      “We’ll chat about it later.” I take off at a jog to pull cords and load crates.

      A hand snags my arm. I expect to find Ethan or Paul with a hold of my elbow, so I glare when I whirl around—only to frown when I see Jesse Lee’s hazel eyes dancing with humor. “That was fucking hilarious.”

      “What was?”

      “Don’t bullshit me, Tom.” He’s still smiling, so the semi-shitty phrasing sounded more playful than asshole-ish. “I know you planted the dildo.”

      I don’t deny it. I knew it was a risk.

      He releases my arm and jerks his head for me to follow him to a more secluded area on stage. “First the gay groupies, now this. I hope you keep that shit up for the rest of the tour.”

      “You’re kidding.” He’s kidding, right?

      “Ethan hasn’t been himself, and it’s upsetting my wife.” He rolls his eyes. “Frankly, I couldn’t give a shit as long as he’s playing kick-ass shows, ya know?”

      I feel my eyes tighten. Of course. Who cares about a person’s mental health when you’ve got an entire show revolving around you to play?

      “But Bethany has a tender heart and she worries about that asshole.”

      “I don’t think I follow.”

      “Keep fucking with Ethan.”

      A free ticket to fuck with Ethan? Yes, please. Except…

      “What about Brent?”

      “I’ll take care of Brent. Your job is safe. You just keep up the good work.” He gives me a quick once-over. Not in a skeevy way, but more like he’s seeing me for the first time.

      And with that, he’s gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      After the show, I went straight to my dressing room so Tommy would think her dick prank didn’t bother me. Truth is, she got me good. And publicly.

      Tommy wants to play?

      I’ll play.

      But how do I top a gigantic rubber dick in front of thousands of fans?

      My thoughts are consumed by that question for most of the night as we drive from Kansas City to Indianapolis. Rather than pull up to the next venue, we’re dropped off at the Omni hotel.

      We have the top two floors—the penthouse and suites—while our crew takes up the bottom few floors, two to a room. I wonder who Tom bunks with? Are there any other women on the crew? No way they’d have her shacking up with a guy… would they?

      One thing is clear when looking at Tom—she doesn’t have a single feminine influence in her life. Everything about her—the way she dresses, her mannerisms, even the way she speaks—it all screams dude. And yet, there’s a softness in her face, her lips, her delicate hands that give away the female hiding underneath.

      A female I enjoy pissing off.

      After two hours at the local radio station doing interviews, I’m finally back in my hotel room. I stare at the television screen, watching an Adam Sandler movie and hoping the cinematic brilliance of it will make me feel less… lonely.

      Bored, anxious, and itching for something to do, I pick up my phone and send a text to the boys, asking what everyone’s up to tonight. They’re all staying in with their wives. Losers.

      I send a text to my assistant.

      

      I’m bored. What’s the crew doing tonight?

      

      Her response comes immediately.

      

      I’ll find out.

      

      I’m in the middle of wondering why Sandler has never won an Academy Award when my phone pings.

      

      Some are staying in. Most went to a place called Indy Pie to eat and drink.

      

      Which ones? I go over the little I know about Tommy and wonder if she’d be the type to stay in or go out.

      

      I’ll need a car. I’m going out.

      

      Text bubbles quickly turn to words.

      

      Security will be at your room in thirty.
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        * * *

      

      Right on time, Rodger knocks on my door.

      “I hope you’re hungry.” I close my door behind me and we make our way to the elevator.

      “Starving.” He takes his place at my side, his eyes scanning the elevator carriage even though we’re the only people inside it.

      The door opens to a staff hallway that leads us out the back of the hotel, where a black town car waits. Rodger opens the back door and I slide in. He takes the front seat with the driver.

      After a five-minute drive, we pull up outside a dump of a place with a flickering neon sign that reads INDY PIE. Through the front windows are multiple big screen televisions playing different sports events.

      Perfect. I have less of a chance of being noticed in a place like this. Not a lot of the Jesse Lee demographic—eighteen- to forty-year-old women—will be hanging out in a dingy sports bar.

      I climb from the car, flanked by Rodger, and pull open the door and head into the place. A large majority of our crew is here, taking up two long picnic-style tables littered with pizzas, hot wings, and pitchers upon pitchers of beer. As expected, no one turns my way. Not a single female squeal or gasp. I step up to the closest table and recognize a few familiar faces.

      Creeper notices me right away. His gray ‘stache is tinged orange with wing sauce. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Pour me a beer, old man.” I sit on the bench seat beside him and scan the surrounding area. At first glance, it looks like nothing but guys here. Knowing Tom, I’ll have to look a little deeper to find her mixed into the crowd.

      I accept the pint glass from Creeper, grateful they’re drinking quality IPA rather than some watered-down lager.

      Rodger passes on the beer but gratefully accepts a plate with pizza and jalapeno poppers. Still no sign of Tommy. I get a sinking feeling in my gut that I should’ve stayed at the hotel and done a little digging to find out what room she was in—maybe send her room service with a thousand-dollar tab.

      “You cheated, you piece of shit!”

      I whirl toward the familiar voice and a big-ass, stupid grin pulls at my face. She’s here. Wearing a flannel shirt and jeans rather than her crew-issued black on black, she’s still wearing a baseball cap, but she has it on backward, which means when I get close enough, I’ll finally be able to see her face. And why does that shit make me giddy?

      “I didn’t cheat, you just suck.” The guy standing next to her at the video game rocks into her side.

      I frown. “I’ll be right back.” I set down my beer and rise to my feet, feeling Rodger at my back. “I think I’ll be okay crossing the room without you.”

      He scowls but nods with a silent promise that he’ll keep his eyes on me.

      “I have more quarters,” Tommy says as I come up behind her, unnoticed. “Last game determines the champion.”

      The guy dips toward her ear and whispers, “You’re going down.”

      I’ll be the first to admit in my long and busy history with women, I’ve used the good ol’ innuendo to get a desired response. Judging by Tom’s tense shoulders as she leans away from the guy, she’s not giving him the response he was hoping for.

      This dumbass doesn’t get the message and leans into her again.

      “Stop it, you're drunk,” she says.

      I close the final few feet between us and tuck in between her and the wall, possessively propping my arm on the video game at her side.

      “Ethan?” Her cheeks flush pink. “What… why…?” Her eyes are gray, the color of a Southern California storm cloud.

      “What’s up, Tom?” I study the freckles on her nose and cheeks. “Who’s your friend?” My gaze lingers on her lips.

      “Oh, uh…” She blinks, and I love how easily I rattle her. Not so tough when you’re caught off guard, are you, Tommy? “This is Paul. He’s one of your riggers.”

      “How long has he been trying to get you in bed?”

      “Dude!” Paul chuckles. “I never said—”

      “You didn’t have to.” I pull my eyes away from her and stare at Paul. The fact that I had to stop looking at Tom to eye the fucker only intensifies my anger toward the prick.

      Tommy lowers her voice. “What are you doing here?”

      Paul, that shithead, grins. “Isn’t there a groupie orgy in your penthouse you’re missing out on?”

      If I didn’t know better, I’d think this dick is trying to make me look like a pig in front of Tommy. Joke’s on him—I manage to make myself look like a pig all by myself.

      I tilt my head and shrug. “Probably, yeah.”

      My eyes go back to Tommy, whose mouth is in a tight line. Fuck if that doesn’t fill my chest with all sorts of warm and twisty comfort. I so enjoy getting under this chick’s skin.

      I tug at Tom’s flannel. “Can I steal you away for a minute?”

      “Um…” She looks at a frowning Paul, then at the group of crewmembers and Rodger, who’s watching me like a hawk while sucking wing sauce off his fingers. “I guess so—”

      I grab her hand and tug her away.

      “Dude, I can walk on my own. You don’t have to pull me.”

      I release her once we’re at an empty two-seater table on the far side of the restaurant. I pull out her chair and she sits. I pull the other chair over to sit closer to her and, if I’m being honest, to keep her from running off. “What’s the story with the guy?”

      Her pretty chin tucks in. “That’s none of your business.”

      “You like him?”

      She crosses her arms and shrugs. “Maybe.” Her eyes flare just a little, enough to give away her lie.

      I bite my lip to keep from smiling. “You two have history.” That much is obvious, and I wonder if I could use the dumbass against her.

      Her eyes narrow. “Why do you care?”

      “He’s an ex then.”

      She eyes something over my shoulder. “No. I mean… not really—come on, ref!” She throws her arm toward the television and the bar patrons erupt in kind.

      I turn around to see an MMA fight on the screen, the ref standing between two fighters with his arms outstretched. “You’re into MMA?”

      “I like sports,” she says absently, chewing the edge of her thumb while watching the fight.

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      Her narrowed gaze returns to me.

      “Back to you and that guy. You dated?”

      She eyes the television again, her attention divided. “Something like that.” She winces like whatever happened on the screen was painful, then gives me her eyes. “How can you tell?”

      “I know women.”

      “You don’t know me.”

      I’ll admit the tomboy thing kind of threw me, but… “All women are basically the same.”

      Her mouth drops open and she laughs. “There is no way I’m anything like the women you ‘date.’” She says the last word using air quotes.

      “You definitely don’t look like the women I ‘date.’” I use air quotes on the same word. “But underneath all that, you’re all the same.”

      Her nose wrinkles in the cutest way. “How does a sexist pig like yourself manage to get a woman in bed?”

      “I’m good with my fingers.”

      “Ew.”

      “God, you have a dirty mind. I play bass, sweetheart.” I play a little air bass to show my meaning.

      Her stormy eyes narrow. “Do not call me sweetheart.”

      “But you’ll let everyone call you Tom. Why? Because you’re a tomboy?”

      “You got me all figured out.”

      I examine the way her dark hair brushes against her suntanned cheeks. “Am I wrong?”

      She licks her lips. “Why do you care?”

      “Call me intrigued.”

      She props an elbow on the table and leans in. “You’re wasting your time. I will never have sex with you.”

      Now we’re getting somewhere. “Never say never.”

      “Is that what this is? I’m the only woman who hasn’t fallen to my knees, tugging at your zipper, so now I’m a conquest?”

      “As appealing as the visual is, I have not the slightest desire to have you on your knees.” My first choice would be missionary so I could kiss the fuck out of that sassy mouth of hers. Second choice would be her on top so I could—I groan as my blood makes a quick trip south. What the fuck is wrong with me?

      “On that we agree.”

      “The visual appeals to you too then?”

      “No, that’s not… ugh.” Her cheeks flush. “You’re infuriating.” Her gaze darts toward the rest of the crew, as if she’s planning her escape.

      I follow her gaze and see more than one set of eyes on us: Rodger, Paul, Creeper, and Prophet with his laser beams directed at my head.

      “I gotta go.”

      I scoot my chair back so she can get up and leave. “Word of advice? Stay away from Paul.” When she doesn’t respond right away, I continue. “I know the type. He won’t take no for an answer forever.”

      She looks down at me. “And why should I listen to you?”

      I stand, towering over her. “How old are you?”

      “How old do I look?” She seems awfully proud of her back talk.

      “Twelve.” I’m lying, but I know it’ll light a fire behind those pretty eyes. She can’t be a day over twenty-two.

      She doesn’t disappoint. Her mouth gets hard when she says, “I’m eighteen.”

      I flinch, hard. Eighteen? Fuck, she’s a baby. That should make me see her differently, shouldn’t it? And yet, I still want to kiss her just to piss her off. Does that make me any different from Paul?

      A satisfied smile stretches across her face. “Ethan Crow scared away by a girl?”

      “I’m not scared,” I say a little too defensively.

      She sticks out her bottom lip. “Aw, big bad rock star gets nervous around jailbait.”

      I step close. “Eighteen isn’t jailbait, sweetheart.”

      Her smile fades and her jaw hardens. “I told you not to call me that—”

      “Everything okay over here, Tommy?”

      I turn to see Prophet, a bear of a man with a beard and shoulders like a linebacker.

      “Yep,” she says a little too cheerfully. “Prophet, this is Ethan.”

      He crosses his massive arms and glares. “I know.”

      “Ethan, this is Prophet. He’s the production manager for Elite touring. My boss and—”

      “Her dad,” he finishes.

      “Dad?” I look between them, same stormy gray eyes, same thick brown hair.

      “Tom, go grab some to-go boxes for the food. We’re getting ready to take off.”

      “Because all thirty-five people over there are too busy keeping their seats warm to grab boxes?” she says, giving me the impression that because she’s young and female, she gets thrown the grunt work.

      Prophet’s eyes smile at his daughter even though the rest of his face remains stone. “I ordered your cannoli to go. How long you think it’ll last at that table if you don’t get to it?”

      The way her eyes light up, I see the girl has a thing for the Italian dessert.

      Her dad only has to give her a look and she finally rolls her eyes and stomps off in a huff. We both watch her go.

      Once she’s out of earshot, Prophet steps close. “No disrespect, but stay away from my daughter.” He doesn’t just give off the protective dad vibe; he practically vibrates with it.

      I like that she has someone looking after her. A young naïve girl like Tommy could get eaten alive in the world I live in. “You got nothing to worry about from me, but I’d keep an eye on Paul.”

      His dark brows drop low.

      “He’s got eyes on Tom and doesn’t seem to respond to boundaries. I don’t know the guy, but I’m guessing it’s worse when he’s drunk.”

      He turns around and finds Paul leaning over Tom, her shoulders rolled forward uncomfortably as she packs up leftover pizza. “Prick.”

      “Yeah.” I’m no one's white knight, but that guy is a college town headline waiting to happen.

      Rodger steps up to my side. “Prophet.” He greets Tom’s dad with a handshake, the two clearly friends. Rodger jerks his chin toward the door. “You ready?”

      I take one more look at Tommy and her group as they all rise to head out. “Yeah.”

      “Car’s waiting.”

      I hesitate and consider asking Tom to ride with us. Frustrated with my own thoughts, I follow Rodger out the door, refusing to look back.

      Once we’re in the car and on the way back to the hotel, I ask, “You know Prophet?”

      “We used to do security together.”

      I try to act casual, clicking around on my phone, hoping my questions come across as small talk rather than genuine interest. “He doesn’t do security anymore?”

      “Nope. He was the best in the business, had to be pulling in a half-million dollars a year. Then he just quit, started working as a roadie.”

      “I wonder why.”

      He chuckles. “No clue. There were rumors, everything from stealing from clients to screwing his client’s wife, but none of that sounds like him.” He shrugs. “No one knows what happened, and he never talks about it.”

      “How long ago?”

      “Hmm…” Rodger seems to do some mental calculations. “Twenty years, maybe less. I was a kid, just getting into the business a year or two before he quit. I’ve toured with him a bunch of times. He’s a hardass. Scares the shit out of everyone except his kid. I remember when she was maybe thirteen, she snuck out of the bus after a show. Prophet pulled her out of a Wicked Wren after party. She got in his face and called him a boring old fart, saying he couldn’t tell her what to do.”

      “She’s toured with him before?”

      “Before? She was raised on the road.”

      “What about her mom?”

      He shakes his head. “No clue. Prophet’s not much of a ‘sit around and share life stories’ kind of guy.” He angles his head toward me. “You don’t remember seeing Tommy running around backstage as a teenager?”

      “She’s still a teenager.” I frown. “But no, I don’t. Guess I didn’t pay much attention.” Or I saw her and assumed she was a man.

      “Prophet kept her pretty locked up and away from all the shit.”

      The driver pulls up to the back of the hotel and we climb out and head inside.

      “Her name, it’s not really Tom, is it?”

      Rodger shrugs. “Roadies go by nicknames. I assume Tom is no different. Probably also helps Prophet keep the dicks away if they think Tommy’s a boy.”

      Maybe most of the dicks, yeah. But not this one.

      Wait, what?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      I’m in a deep, dreamless sleep, sprawled out on a queen-sized bed in my hotel room, when I wake to the sound of knocking on my door. At first I think it might be Dixie—she stayed in the hotel bar after the pizza place to throw back a few drinks with the guys. Paul continued to invade my personal space with every drink he had, so I ended my night with a hot shower and crappy TV.

      The knock comes again. Dixie’s snore cuts through the room, her big body a shadow on the bed.

      Who the hell is knocking on my door at two o’clock in the morning?

      Another knock sounds, this one more frantic.

      I drag my feet to the door and peer through the peephole. A man in a hotel uniform anxiously shifts on his feet.

      “Can I help you?” I say as I open the door and blink into the bright hallway light.

      The door across the hall opens and Medicine Man peers out. “What the fuck is going on out here?”

      “I was just about to ask the same thing,” Paul says as he emerges from the door one down.

      Both men are yawning and rubbing their eyes as they step out into the hallway, wearing their version of pajamas.

      The nervous man looks as if he might be concierge or a front desk clerk. “Are you Tommy?”

      “Yeah, that’s me.”

      “Ma’am, I’m so sorry I’m late.” He holds out a drugstore bag. “I have the items you requested.”

      Another door opens and a few crewmembers poke their heads into the hallway.

      My sleep-deprived mind takes a few seconds to come to and I stare blankly at the bag in my hand. “Items?”

      “What the hell you ordering shit for at two a.m., Tom?” Medicine Man comes out into the hallway, followed by Paul and Squeaks. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine.” I pull a box from the bag. “Monistat.” What the fuck is Monistat? I read the box. “Yeast infection?”

      “Oh shit. Good night.” Medicine Man disappears back into his room and Squeaks follows suit.

      Paul steps closer.

      The hotel employee points at the bag. “I couldn’t find anything for the anal bleeding, but I did get the Vagisil extra strength itch—”

      “I didn’t ask for this stuff.” I shove the bag back at him.

      He looks at the number next to the door. “Room 352. Tommy, that’s you, right?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “I had to drive ten miles out of town to find the twenty-four-hour pharmacy to ask if you could use the wart remover on your genitals—”

      “I never asked that!” My face heats as we draw a small crowd of crewmembers.

      His eyes narrow. “But I spoke to your assistant. He said you were with the band and needed lubrication and extra small condoms for Paul?”

      “Fuckin’ hell, Tom.” Paul’s face reddens either with anger or embarrassment.

      “I never ordered this stuff! There’s got to be a mistake or—” My furious pulse sends blood to my brain, helping me to think, and I gasp when I realize what’s happening. Ethan, that motherfucker. “I’m sorry, this was all a misunderstanding.”

      He takes the bag, his expression marked with rejection. “I paid for these from my own pocket. Now I’m out eighty-five dollars and—”

      “Hold on.” I groan as I turn in search of my wallet. I dig out a hundred bucks and hand him the cash. He hands me the bag, and I snatch it angrily. “Thanks.”

      “What the fuck is going on?” Paul asks, looking more awake than he did before his penis size came into question.

      “It’s a prank. I just want to go back to sleep.”

      He doesn’t move away from my door. “A prank by who?”

      “Don’t worry about it! Good night, Paul.”

      I close the door, throw the bag of shit onto the dresser, and lull myself back to sleep with visions of my hands wrapped around Ethan’s neck.
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        * * *

      

      At eight o’clock in the morning, the entire crew shuffles up to the loading dock at the venue, looking like a scene from The Walking Dead. Times like these make me grateful I’m not old enough to drink. Even with the annoying interruption at two o’clock in the morning and the shit load of jokes I endured at breakfast from those who witnessed the middle-of-the-night prank, I still feel rested and ready to work.

      Word spreads fast in the family, so Paul has been avoiding me all morning. Guess he doesn’t like his newest nickname. Tiny.

      I keep my head down and my hands busy, and by three o’clock, I can’t even muster up a fake laugh for all the itch jokes. What I have managed to muster up is a fuckton of vengeful thoughts all aimed at Ethan.

      When I see his tall body, all business and professionalism during sound check, I want to trip him and call him a fake. I bite my tongue and glare from under the safety of my ball cap.

      He walks right by me, and just when I think I’m in the clear, he stops and turns around. “You sleep all right last night, Tommy?”

      “Fantastically, thank you.”

      The corner of his mouth ticks up. “You didn’t think I’d let you off the hook for that whole dildo thing, did you?”

      “A mature man of your age?” I smirk when his half-smile slips a little. He doesn’t seem to like being reminded of our age difference, so I run with it. “I figured you’d have more important things to do than play childish games with a teenage girl.”

      He steps close and growls. “Legal adult.”

      “You say that as if you’re the one who needs reminding. Why is that?”

      He blinks and shakes himself out of whatever he was thinking. That cocky grin returns to his face and his eyes flare. “I need the reminder to go easy on you.”

      Now it’s my turn to step closer. “If I’ve given you the impression that I’m fragile, let me make myself clear. I can take whatever you dish out.”

      He licks his lips and my stomach tumbles as if I’m on a rollercoaster. “Fragile or not, I will break you.”

      “I’d love to see you try.”

      We’re so close our toes are practically touching. I’m breathing hard as his eyes bore into mine.

      What the hell is happening here?

      “Go.” His one word breaks the awkward spell between us.

      “What?” I blink, feeling a little dizzy and out of breath, which makes no sense with as hard as I was breathing seconds ago.

      A softness touches his face and he smiles. “Your dad’s called your name three times.”

      I whirl around and see my dad on the drum risers. “He has—”

      “Will someone please get Tommy over here now!” he says to a nearby crewmember.

      “Shit, I gotta go.”

      Without a backward glance, I race off to help my dad. I tell myself it’s because I don’t give a shit about Ethan Crow, but the truth is, I can’t bear to see that kindness in his eyes again.

      Ethan

      Tommy didn’t watch our show tonight.

      I looked for her at the side-stage where she normally hides, probably thinking I can’t see her. I searched for her on the other side and down front where security mans the moat between the fans and stage. I didn’t find her anywhere.

      As we play the last song in our set, I feel restless to see her again. She’s a pain in the ass, but she’s a predictable hard worker, always one of the first on stage after a show.

      “You’ve been great, Indianapolis!” Jesse hollers into the mic and we play the final chords to end the night.

      The house lights drop and I head off stage, handing my bass to Creeper while I search for Tommy. She’s standing in a huddle of her coworkers, eyes fixed on stage and ready to pounce. Her head turns slightly as if she can feel me watching her.

      A white towel is tossed in my face, ruining my view.

      “Whatcha lookin’ at?” Ashleigh says playfully at my side.

      The house lights come up and Tommy is gone.

      “Nothing,” I say and prove my point by forcing my feet to walk away even though doing so makes me feel as if I’ve left something important, something vital to my happiness, behind.

      “Didn’t look like nothing.” Ashleigh keeps up with me as we head back to the dressing room. “I think someone has a crush.”

      I laugh, and the sound is wholly unnatural. I only hope Ashleigh can’t tell. “It’s no secret I like women. Doesn’t mean I have a crush on anyone. And what is this, second grade? Grown-ups don’t have crushes.”

      We turn down a long hallway lined with gear boxes and crates.

      “Not true. I had a major crush on Ben.” The dressing room is up ahead and there’s a small crowd hanging out at the door. Not uncommon after shows. She sighs when she sees her husband. “Still do.”

      “Females have crushes. Guys don’t.”

      “Is that true?” Ashleigh asks as we step close to the group. “Are men incapable of having crushes?”

      “No,” Jesse says as he pulls Bethany closer to his side. She doesn’t seem to mind that he’s soaked in sweat as she snuggles up against him. “We don’t call it a crush. We call it wanting to fuck—”

      “Jesiah!” His wife covers his mouth, her eyes wide. “I know you were not just going to say having a crush is the same as being horny.”

      He bites at her hand until she releases his mouth, then he takes her in a forceful kiss against the wall. Okay.

      “As tantalizing as this conversation is, I need a shower.” I pull open the door with thoughts of getting the fuck away from my bandmates as quickly as possible before they see something in my eyes that I’m not ready to explain.

      I run into an invisible force field that sends me soaring backward.

      My ass hits the concrete. I stare up, wondering what the fuck just happened. Everyone within a five-foot vicinity bursts out laughing while I’m still in a daze, trying to figure out how the hell I went from upright to on my ass in seconds flat.

      That’s when I see it.

      Strung up in the doorway is some kind of heavy-duty plastic wrap.

      “I’ve never seen a man your size drop so fast,” Jade says, offering me a hand.

      I wave her off, trying to keep a good attitude but feeling like a complete dumbass. “Nice to know I could keep you fuckers entertained.” I push to stand, my tailbone aching.

      Jesse’s still laughing when he gives me a high-five. “I wasn’t convinced she’d be able to pull that one off. That was epic.”

      Tommy.

      Her whereabouts during our show are no longer a mystery. I’m only glad she wasn’t around to witness my humiliation. Unless… I turn and search my surroundings. I catch her peeking around a corner.

      “You,” I growl.

      Her laughing grin dissolves with a mouthed oh shit before she darts away.

      It is so fucking on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      The next day in Grand Rapids, I leave our backstage dressing room early to hunt for Tommy. I know once the opening band takes the stage, most of the crew either goes to their bus or to the trough to eat. I’m banking on the hope that she’s hungry.

      The smell of hot food and the murmur of voices hits me before I push through the trough door. I casually scan the room, trying not to look as if I’m searching for anyone in particular, and grab a bottled water. One of the arena staff, a guy named Dean, lifts his chin.

      I turn around and what do you know? Tommy is leaning over a plate of food with a half-eaten burger in one hand and ketchup-covered fries in the other. The bill of her baseball cap lifts as I approach.

      “Tommy boy.” I drop into the seat across from her and try not to feel satisfied by her answering scowl.

      “How’s your ass? As bruised as your ego?” She takes a man-sized bite of her burger, stuffing her cheeks as she chews.

      I’m used to being around women who eat as if they don’t have a stomach, and for a moment, I’m mesmerized by watching Tommy enjoy her food. “If you’re fishing for an excuse for me to drop my pants for you, Tom, you’re out of luck. I’m not attracted to children.”

      Her chewing freezes. She drops her burger and fries and wipes her greasy fingers on her shirt. “What do you want?” she says before swallowing her food.

      “I’m here to give you the opportunity to apologize.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “Because you’re in too deep and I can’t be held responsible if this whole thing between us ends up making you cry.”

      Her jaw tics, and her mouth is in a tight line when she says, “I don’t cry.”

      “Huh.” I tilt my head and study the mop of unruly brown hair that collars her neck. I notice the lack of anything on her face, even Chapstick. “I actually believe you.”

      She sits back with a satisfied smirk and crosses her arms.

      “Just because you don’t cry doesn’t mean you won’t.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      I tap my temple. “Or does it?”

      She chuckles, and I have to admit, I like the sound. “You’re an idiot.”

      Her eyes are drawn just over my shoulder. I don’t have to look to know what’s coming, but I do have to school my expression.

      “Excuse me,” Dean says as he approaches our table. “These were just brought in from a local bakery if you’re interested?” He sets down a plate of fresh cannoli.

      “Oh wow.” Tommy eyes the dessert as if she hadn’t just eaten half a cow. She’s probably forgotten that I’m sitting here or that we were in the middle of a conversation. “These look amazing.”

      She picks up one and licks her lips as she brings it in. For a moment, I forget where I am and what I’m doing as I stare intently at her mouth, hoping her pretty pink tongue will make another appearance. She doesn’t disappoint. I nearly groan when she closes her eyes, moans, and slips half of the decadent dessert between her lips as if she’s sucking a d—

      “Woflavoiththith?” Her nose wrinkles and she chews slowly. She waits for Dean to answer, but he steps away leaving the fallout to me.

      I lean forward, elbows on the table. “What was that? I can’t understand you with half a cannoli in your mouth.”

      She chews a little more, but the action looks painful as her face scrunches up on one side.

      “Good, huh?”

      She shivers when she finally swallows, but gags a little and I fear she’s going to throw it all back up. Thank God, she manages to get it down. “Was that… toothpaste?”

      “Yes, it was. Delicious, right?”

      She sucks down a dozen healthy gulps of her Coke and cringes again. Toothpaste and soda, not a good combination. “That was…”

      “Disgusting? Nauseating? You need to go throw up?”

      Even from beneath her hat, her steely gray eyes are unwavering as she stares right at me. “Weak.”

      “Weak? Are you kidding? I just had you eat toothpaste! That’s fucking hilarious!” I’m almost laughing—except she pops the second half of the cannoli in her mouth and chews it. “What are you—you’re insane.”

      She shrugs. “It’s not that bad.” She picks another one up off the plate and hands it to me. “I’m not kidding. They must’ve added custard or something to it.”

      I flinch away from the dessert. “I’m not fucking eating that.”

      “Suit yourself.” She takes another bite and eats it as if it’s some award-winning shit that promises taste bud orgasms. “It’s pretty good.”

      “Give me that.” I snag the thing from her hand.

      I take a bite, my teeth breaking through the crispy outside to the creamy center and—I gag. Hard. So hard that I have to lean over and half-puke under the table. I spit, cough, and hack, my mouth tingling with minty-freshness, and when I sit back up, I find Tommy laughing so hard, her face is bright red and no sound is coming out.

      “You’re fucking hilarious.” My mouth floods with more saliva and I spit it onto the floor. “I can’t believe you ate that.”

      She slams her palms on the table. “Weak!”

      I’m stunned speechless, which is a first for me. How the hell did she get me to prank myself with my own motherfucking prank?

      She grabs her plate, tosses it in the garbage, and walks away yelling, “We need cleanup back there! Ethan’s sick. He thinks it might be throat chlamydia, so masks and gloves, people! Masks and gloves!”

      That little shit.

      Taylor

      “Tom, you okay in there?”

      The thin door to the bathroom on the tour bus makes it feel as if my dad is standing right behind me as he bangs again, nearly splitting the wood. I flush the toilet and push myself up off the floor. My stomach muscles ache, all the blood was pushed to my head, and I’ll never be able to brush my teeth again without wanting to throw up.

      “Tommy!”

      I click the lock and slide open the pocket door. “I’m fine.”

      “Medicine Man said he heard you in here, barfing your guts out.”

      I prop my shoulder against the doorframe, feeling a little lightheaded. Unfortunately, when I purged the entire tube of toothpaste from my stomach, I also gave up everything I’d eaten in the last eight hours.

      “I did and I feel much better.” Except for the taste in my mouth. “I need some water.”

      “I got it. You sit.”

      I sit on the couch in the front of the bus.

      My dad cracks the top off a bottle of water and hands the bottle to me. “Something you ate?”

      “Yeah.” I sip, gargle, and drink the water, hoping it’ll wash away the flavor of mint overload.

      “Rest for the night. We got—”

      “I’m good. I just had to get rid of it, but I feel better.”

      He levels me with his no-bullshit stare. “Rest. You’ll be the early shift in the morning.”

      “No, I can work—”

      “I said rest, so you’ll rest. If you don’t, I’ll write you up.”

      “Dad!”

      “Don’t Dad me! Do as you’re fucking told.”

      I want to scream at him to stop babying me! I can take care of myself, I can speak for my own well-being, and I’m sick of being treated like some breakable little girl.

      “Do not”—he points in my face—“say whatever it is you’re thinking about saying.”

      “Fine,” I spit through clenched teeth.

      I can’t work, so I’ll spend the hours devising my revenge for Ethan. Not that I didn’t get him back for the toothpaste cannoli—I did, kind of—but he lobbed the ball into my court. What kind of person would I be if I didn’t deliver payback tenfold?

      My dad blinks, clearly surprised I didn’t fight him. “Good. Now get some sleep.”

      No sleep for me. I have a pretty big fish to fry and my next move will take some strategic planning.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up the next morning in Louisville, feeling rested. The taste of toothpaste is mostly gone, except the lingering flavor in my throat. After unloading gear and doing my part to set up the stage for tonight’s show, I check the clock. I need at least thirty minutes to run out and grab supplies for the diabolical scheme I came up with last night. I arrange for a car to meet me in front of the venue at one o’clock.

      “You sure you’re feeling better?” my dad says, motioning to my mostly untouched meatball sub.

      “One hundred percent better.” Nerves and maybe a little wicked excitement have claimed my appetite. “I’m not super hungry.”

      Why does fucking with Ethan give me such a thrill? I chalk it up to breaking up the monotony of tour life. There’s also a healthy part of me that finds joy in the humiliation of a man who is worshipped by women everywhere. He may be gorgeous, talented, and famous, but he’s not untouchable.

      With a dissatisfied grunt, Dad wipes his mouth with a balled-up paper napkin. “You’re always hungry.”

      “I need to run out for a bit.” I grab my plate to toss in the garbage.

      “Where you going?” My dad’s gruff question calls the eyes of Paul and Creeper.

      “Personal errand.”

      All three men drop their gazes to their plates and I inwardly grin. Benefit of being one of the only women on the crew? Alluding to anything personal makes them all think period and a woman’s menstrual cycle is man-repellant.

      I jog out the back of the arena and around to the front where my Uber sits, idling. I dip into the back seat, unseen.

      “Where to?” the driver says.

      “Craftworld on 31st Street. My phone says it's ten miles from here.” I show him the map on my phone, and he takes off.

      I’m there and back in under thirty minutes. I have the driver drop me off in the back by my bus so I can smuggle in the contraband and hide it in my bunk.

      I’m going to need some help with this next part, so I hunt down Paul and find him on his bus, sprawled out on the couch and playing a video game with Rooney.

      “Paul, can I talk to you for a second?”

      He pulls his eyes from the television and a slow grin pulls at his lips. “Sure, what’s up?” The way his gaze slides up my body makes me feel as though I need a shower.

      “I have special instructions from Jesse for tonight’s show, but it’s a surprise and I can’t tell you exactly what it is. But I need access to a box truss.”

      “You’re not licensed to be up there.” His eyes narrow. “Why would Jesse go to you for this special request? Why not go to one of the riggers?”

      I act as casually as I possibly can and shrug. “I’m always thrown the grunt work. You know that.”

      Eventually he sets down his controller and stands. “Show me what you need done. I’ll do it.”

      “Thank you so—”

      “On one condition.” He holds me at the hip and I struggle not to smack his hand away. “I miss you.”

      I lean around him to see Rooney engrossed in the game. “You miss me? You see me every day.”

      I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but Paul gets closer. I shift on my feet a little to put space between us without making it obvious.

      “Kiss me.”

      This fucking guy. “Or what? You won’t help me out?”

      “Kiss me and find out.”

      My mom didn’t intentionally teach me a lot, but I learned a ton from watching her. Mostly I learned the things I will never do. Number one, I’ll never use my body or my sexuality to get things from men.

      I shove him away. “Forget it. I’ll do it myself.”

      “You could try.” He chuckles.

      “You’re not the only rigger on the crew, dickhead.” I stomp out of his bus, wishing I’d slapped his smug-fucking-face.

      “Tommy, wait up!” he says from behind me.

      Fuck that guy.

      “Don’t be mad.” He’s smiling, I can hear it. “Hey.” He grabs my elbow. “Chill out, it was a joke.”

      I pull my arm from his hold. “I’m not laughing.”

      “Everything okay over here?”

      I whirl around to see Ethan’s long legs eating up the blacktop between his bus and Paul and me.

      “Everything’s fine,” Paul says then mumbles, “Prick.”

      Ethan’s wearing a pair of black joggers and a white T-shirt that hugs his broad chest. His hair is damp around his face as if he just got back from a run. “Tom?” His honey-colored eyes are warm on me. “You okay?”

      “Yes. Paul was just apologizing for being a complete cocksucker.” I glare at Paul.

      Ethan crosses his arms, a tiny smirk on his lips as he eyes Paul. “Oh yeah? Do tell.”

      “Dude.” Paul mirrors Ethan’s stance, making me feel like a cat in the middle of a dogfight. “Who are you, her bodyguard?”

      “If she needs one.” Ethan tilts his head and manages to make the move look threatening. “Does she need one, Peter?”

      “It’s Paul,” he corrects.

      Ethan shrugs. “You look more like a Peter to me. Or a Dick.”

      “Fuck you—”

      I make a choking sound and grab my throat, coughing and hacking and struggling to breathe. “Choking… on… testosterone.” The tension between them ebbs and I look between the men. “If you two are finished, I have some work to get back to.”

      “Right,” Paul says. “I’ll help you out.”

      Ethan holds up his hand. “Easy there, Joe Goldberg.”

      “Who?” Paul says.

      “Forget it. I need a word with Tommy.”

      “Pretty sure she just said she has work to—”

      “Ugh.” I slump over dramatically. “Stop already. Paul, I’ll meet you inside.”

      He eyes me with suspicion. “Are you sure—”

      “Go.”

      He casts Ethan one more glance before walking toward the loading dock.

      “Were you spying on me?”

      Ethan’s eyes snap to mine with a tiny flicker of panic. “What? No!”

      “So you’re telling me in the ten seconds between me leaving Paul’s bus and him chasing me, you just happened to be walking by?”

      His stare is firm and unrelenting as if he’s trying to see inside my head. “Fine. I saw you go into his bus. I was timing it to see if you were… if you and Dick were—”

      “Fucking.”

      “Good God, woman. Anyone ever tell you you’ve got a mouth like a truck driver?”

      “I was raised by truck drivers.” I motion toward the buses, trucks, and the people milling around them.

      “Good point.”

      I mock bow before him. “Pardon me if my frank speech offends your delicate sensitivities.”

      “On the contrary.” His expression softens. “You confound me.”

      “Contrary? Confound? How old are you, eighty?”

      He chuckles and the sound makes me smile. “Too old for you, so don’t get your hopes up.”

      “Life is so unfair,” I say dryly. “Now, if we’re all done here, there really is something I need to do.”

      “As long as you’re sure you’re all right.” He dips his chin, giving him an almost menacing look. “I don’t like Peter touching you.”

      “I’m not a fan either, trust me.”

      “Next time, I won’t be so polite.”

      “No offense, but I can take care of myself.”

      He nods. “If you say so.”

      A string of tension pulls tight between us and not only can I not pull away, I don’t want to. What is this tangible thing swirling between us? Ethan is a master of seduction. Is he using his sexual mojo on me right now?

      I blink out of the haze and throw my feet into action. “Gotta go!”

      “See you around, Tommy,” he says low and slow and how the fuck can his voice alone make my stomach jump and tumble?

      I throw up a middle-finger salute and mouth, “What is wrong with me?” as I pick up my pace to a jog.
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      Ethan

      “Did you have a princess in your bed?”

      My eyes dart open to find Elliot, once again, staring at me in that creepy-redrum-kid kind of way at the edge of my bunk. “What?”

      “Tinkerbell?” She swipes her hand along my pillow and holds up her palm that’s covered in gold glitter. “Pixie dust. Do you sleep with fairies?”

      I groan and roll to my back, feeling the gold glitter cut into my skin.

      “Elliot,” Ben whispers, “leave Ethan alone. He had a rough night.”

      “It’s all right. I’m up.” I throw back my comforter, tossing a cloud of glitter into the air. “How the hell is this even possible? I took two showers last night and this shit is still everywhere.”

      Ben sucks air through his teeth. “Glitter is the gift that keeps on giving. You’ll never be rid of it.”

      “That’s fucking great.” I slip out of my bunk and glitter rains down around my feet.

      “Good morning, Edward Cullen,” Ashleigh says from the kitchen.

      “Who’s Edward Cullen?” Ben ushers Elliot to the table for breakfast.

      “He’s a vampire from Twilight.” I knock glitter from my arms and stomach, then shake a ton from my hair. “Great film. I’m surprised it never won any awards.”

      Ash pours milk into a glass for Elliot and shakes her head. “You have the worst taste in movies.”

      “Can you believe this crap?” I motion to my still-glistening body. “How much glitter did she dump on me?”

      Ben rubs his upper lip, trying hard to hide his laughter. “At least twenty gallons.”

      “Twenty gallons?” Fucking Tommy.

      Halfway through our show last night, out of nowhere, I was hit from the sky with wave after wave of gold glitter. The shower was so unexpected that by the time I figured out where it was coming from so I could escape the onslaught, it was too late and I was coated, head to toe, and standing in a pile of the shit. It was in my nose, my ears, down my shirt, and somehow even my pants. The crowd went wild, thought it was fucking hilarious, and Jesse laughed so hard, he couldn’t catch a breath long enough to sing.

      I looked for her scheming ass after the show, but Brent pulled us in for an after party we were required to attend for a friend of a friend of Arenfield. So there I was looking like a goddamn Christmas tree ornament while I signed autographs and took a million photos with fans. I became a viral hashtag on Insta. #BedazzledBassist

      She’s going to pay for this.

      I drop into a chair by the window and peek outside to see the crew unloading equipment for tonight’s show. “We have tomorrow off, right?”

      “Yep, in New York.”

      Good. That’ll give me a decent hotel shower to try to rid myself of all this fucking glitter—hold on… is that? I lean closer to the window and watch as a small roadie emerges from the back of a shipping container.

      “I’ll be right back.” I dart to the door and out into the humid Cleveland air.

      “Ethan, you’re—” The door closes behind me, cutting off Ashleigh's words.

      Tommy sees me right away and I prepare to chase her if she runs, but she shocks me by dropping what she’s doing and walking quickly toward me.

      “What are you doin—”

      I wrap her in my arms, her cheek pressed to my chest and cutting off her words. “I’m hugging you.” I rub my torso against hers, shaking my head with a satisfied grin as gold glitter rains onto her black hat and shirt. “Don’t you like hugs?”

      I continue to wiggle around, transferring as much glitter as I can from my body to hers. Speaking of her body, she does have boobs under those big shirts. I can feel them pressed against my abdomen, the tips hardening as I create friction between us.

      “Ethan?” Her voice is tense and shaky. I pull back enough to look at her. Her arms are stiff at her sides and her eyes are wide when she looks at me. “You’re in your boxers.”

      I freeze, taking a mental inventory of my body. Pale blue boxers. A woman in my arms, pressed against me as I rub myself on her, and my dick is hardening. Quickly. The thin material of my shorts gives zero resistance.

      “I’m so sorry.” I close my eyes and think about my grandmother. Tom tries to slip from my arms. “Hold on, don’t move.”

      “What?” She tries to wiggle out of my arms. “Someone might see us.”

      “Which is exactly why you can’t move or they’ll see.”

      “See what—oh my God! Are you… is that…”

      “A boner? Yeah. Shhh… stop talking and sounding all happy-surprised. It’s not helping.”

      “Happy-surprised? I’m not happy-surprised, I’m mortified!”

      I grit my teeth. “But you’re talking in a high voice my dick interprets as giddy appreciation. Say something else. Sound disappointed, hurry.”

      “I swear I will cut your shit off.”

      I groan as even her anger turns me on. “Dammit, that’s making it worse.”

      “Ethan!”

      The passion she wraps around my name… “Woman, are you trying to make me come? Just stop talking!”

      She growls and puts as much distance between us as possible with my arms still wrapped around her shoulders.

      I chant, “Grandma. Baseball. Stomach flu. Berets.”

      “Berets?”

      “They’re so ugly.” I’m breaking a sweat trying to fight back the rush of blood headed south. “You should wear one. It would make you easier to be around.”

      “Let me go.”

      I blow out a few deep breaths, feeling the blood return to my brain, and step back from her, making sure to cup my still-firm junk so I don’t scare her. “I only wanted to get you back for the glitter thing.”

      My face is getting hot, which is ridiculous. I’ve been more naked than this in front of more people and felt zero shame.

      She holds out her arms, displaying the gold flecks on her black sweatshirt. “You got me. Now maybe you can go back to your bus instead of flashing the world your assets.”

      “Good idea. I’ll, uh… I’ll see you around.” I turn and scurry back to my bus with my junk in both hands. “That was fu—friggin’ humiliating.”

      Ashleigh’s grinning wide. “I tried to tell you to put some pants on, but you took off like a rocket.”

      Speaking of rockets… I snag a pair of jeans and slide them on.

      “You like her.” Those three little words come from Elliot, even as she doesn’t take her eyes off her coloring book.

      “Do not.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “No, I do not.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Nuh uh!”

      “As thrilling as this conversation is, we need to get ready to go to the Science Center.” Ben motions for Elliot to join him in the back of the bus.

      They disappear behind the closed door as Ash grabs a fresh cup of coffee and hands it to me. “I think Elliot might be right.”

      I sip the coffee and shrug. “I do not like that girl.”

      “Okay, I believe you.” She sits across from me, looking at her phone. “She’s not at all the type of woman you’d usually go for.”

      “Exactly.”

      “She’s constantly making you look like an idiot in front of people.” She slides her finger across her phone screen, paying half attention to me and the conversation.

      “Pain in my ass.”

      “Right. The pranks, covering you with glitter, she’s tossing your entire life upside down.”

      “Totally! See, you get it!”

      Her blue eyes lift, along with the corners of her mouth. “I’ve seen you watching her. And clearly your body’s interested.”

      I roll my eyes. “My body is always interested. That doesn’t mean—”

      “You’re falling for her.”

      Hot coffee goes down the wrong pipe and I sputter and cough and struggle to breathe. “No way!”

      “Whatever you say.”

      Taylor

      Sound check for tonight’s show and I’m distracted. I never get distracted.

      Vocals are getting buried. Ethan’s muscular torso.

      Kick competing with the bass. Ethan’s strong arms around me.

      Frequency interference. Ethan hardening against me.

      My face ignites with the memory. Could he sense my inexperience? My embarrassment? I tried to hide my face, tried to steady my voice, but a man with his knowledge probably could tell right away that I’m a virgin. And yet, being in his arms that way made me curious to know more. To learn what exactly makes a man like him lose control the way he did.

      “Anyone home?” A big hand waves in front of my face.

      I leave those thoughts behind and focus on Dixie, who’s staring at me with a knowing glint in her eye.

      She says, “You disappeared on me there.”

      “Sorry, I was thinking the guitar was getting buried.”

      She smirks. “Bullshit. You practically have hearts in your eyes. I think I know exactly who you were thinking about.”

      “You do?” Am I that obvious?

      “Yes, of course.” She rocks her muscular shoulder into my side. “He’s pretty to look at, isn’t he?”

      I sigh, because denying it would only give me away. Ethan is gorgeous, that handsome motherfucker. “I hate it, but yes. He’s not hard on the eyes.”

      “He likes you too, ya know.”

      I whip my head around. “He does not.”

      Her laughter is rough and smoky sounding. “Oh please, it’s so obvious!”

      Did she see me and Ethan this morning?

      “It’s not what you think—”

      “Shh. Shh. He’s coming.” Her back stiffens.

      I casually look over, expecting to see Ethan and his gloriously perfect face, only to find Paul strutting toward us. I frown. Of course she thinks I like Paul. She caught us kissing on the last tour and I made her swear she wouldn’t tell a soul. I’d rather she think I like Paul than know the truth. At least until I work these ridiculous feelings out of my system. Do whatever it takes to make it go away.

      “Ladies,” Paul says, all smarmy-like as he settles in next to us.

      Dixie nudges me with an elbow.

      I mentally roll my eyes. “Paul.”

      Jesse and his band are the next to sound check and I have an insensible urge to check my face in the mirror. That shit has to stop.

      Ryder settles in behind the drums and I keep my eyes cast forward to avoid searching Ethan out. Eventually Jesse takes the stage. Ben too. I feel my head start to turn when I’m saved by a tug at the hem of my T-shirt.

      I look down to see a little girl with shiny brown curls and big inquisitive eyes staring up at me. “Hi?”

      “Are you Tommy?” she says.

      “Yes. And you are?”

      “Elliot Langley.”

      Ah, so this is Ben’s daughter, Jesse’s niece. I hold out my hand and she takes it in a firm shake. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Ethan told me you know a lot of stuff.”

      As if moved by hearing his name, my eyes slip to the stage to find him settling his bass over his shoulder while watching us from beneath a curtain of shaggy hair. Is he smiling?

      “Do you?” she asks.

      “Um—”

      “She does,” Dixie chimes in. “Smartest person I know.”

      Elliot seems satisfied with Dixie’s recommendation and digs into her pocket. “I found this backstage and I asked Ethan what it was but he said”—she pulls out something silver inside a small Ziploc bag—“I have to ask you because you know stuff.”

      She holds up what looks like brown hair extension connected to—

      I gasp and quickly cover my mouth to school my expression so I don’t scare the little girl to death. It’s a sex toy. Specifically, a butt plug with a tail attached. I may have zero personal experience with sex and the toys that accompany the act, but I was raised on the road, surrounded by men and groupies. I’ve seen more sexually related items than a person three times my age.

      “Oh… wow, well… um…”

      Paul and Dixie are laughing under their breath—Dixie so hard she’s wheezing—while Elliot twirls the ponytail ‘round and ‘round.

      “Is it part of a toy?” she says while whirling the thing about. “I’m not supposed to touch this part.” She points at the silver plug inside the plastic bag.

      I look up to find Ethan’s face bright red and all his teeth showing while he laughs.

      “I think it’s a horse tail.” Elliot studies the long tail-like hair.

      I glare at Ethan, who salutes me with his middle finger. So this is payback for the glitter, huh? I squat down to Elliot’s level and smile at the sweet girl. “Does Ethan ride in your bus with you?”

      She whips the butt plug tail around and I lean away, narrowly dodging the hairs. “Yes. He snores loud.”

      I try to keep from smiling too big as little Elliot opens the door to my revenge plan. “Well, no wonder! He must’ve forgotten his own, um… mouth plug.” I nod toward the sex toy in her hand. “That’s what that is, see? It’s for adults only, so you can’t even try it, okay?”

      “Why not?”

      “Your mouth is too small and… it… contains a powerful no-snoring medicine that is very dangerous to children and tastes like Brussels sprouts.”

      Her brows pinch together. “Ew. I hate those.”

      “You’d be a great help to Ethan if the next time you hear him snoring, you put that in his mouth.” I point at the beveled rocket-shaped end. “This part goes between his teeth. If you can get it to rest on his tongue, all the better.”

      “What does the tail part do?”

      “It’ll tickle his face if he snores, waking him up enough to roll over.”

      “Should I just give it to him?”

      “No, you have to put it in for him when he snores. If he does it beforehand, he’ll most likely lose it in his bed and it’ll be no good to him.” I look over to see Ethan side-eyeing me. Yeah, I hope you’re watching, you son of a bitch. Prepare for the backfire. “Don’t tell him though, okay? He probably doesn’t even know he’s snoring.”

      “He doesn’t!” Her big eyes get even bigger. “He always says he doesn’t snore, but he does.”

      “Exactly. So put that back in your pocket and find a safe place for it in your bus where Ethan or any other adults won’t see it.”

      “Okay.” She shoves it back in her pocket.

      I ruffle her hair and stand back up as Ashleigh comes around the corner.

      “There you are.” Her eyes come to me. “Hey, Tommy, right?”

      “Yeah.” Why is she talking to me? And smiling.

      She looks at the band as they gear up to run through their sound check. “I saw what happened outside our bus yesterday.” When I don’t immediately respond, she continues. “I know what you probably think of him. A bad reputation is like a case of herpes—keeps resurfacing at the worst possible times.” She leans in close. “I should know.” She absently runs a hand over Elliot’s hair. “Don’t let his past cloud your opinion of him.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” I do, but I really don’t want her to know I know.

      “Yeah, he’s playing it cool too. I get it.” She grabs Elliot’s hand. “Come on, let’s go get a milkshake.”

      As soon as she walks away, Paul scoots close until our shoulders are touching. “What did she say to you?”

      “She was asking how long sound check would run for.” I stare ahead to avoid him reading the surprise in my expression.

      “What about the kid and the butt plug? You think it’s safe to have her touching that thing?” he says, still chuckling.

      “I’m hoping it was unused. Something from the pick bin maybe?”

      “Maybe,” he says. “But if it’s not?”

      A small smile curls my lips. If it’s not? Even better.
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      Taylor

      “Where is she?”

      I hear Ethan’s angry growl from my hiding spot backstage at New York’s Madison Square Garden. I wasn’t sure Elliot would be able to pull off the butt plug prank, but when I saw Ethan stomping from his bus to the back of the arena, I had a feeling he was coming after me.

      What are they even doing here? I assumed with tonight off, the talent buses would go directly to the hotel.

      I ran inside to hide, thinking he’d give up his search for me after asking around. I’ve been slipping between corridors to the staging area, to the dressing room and he’s always only seconds behind me.

      I’m crouched behind a crate in a corridor when I hear a crewmember mumble, “Naw, man, I haven’t seen her.”

      Heavy footsteps grow louder as they approach my hiding spot. My stomach swirls with butterflies and I plan to dart out and go hide in my bus as soon as he passes—when suddenly his footsteps stop. I crouch lower, ball up, and will myself invisible until the crate is violently pulled away from the wall.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Ethan towers over me while I slowly uncurl and stand to my full height. “Do you know what I woke up to this morning, Tommy?”

      “I have a pretty good idea, yeah.” I roll my lips between my teeth to keep from smiling.

      He’s dressed in jeans and a wrinkled T-shirt with his wavy hair a mess around his face, leading me to believe he’s fresh out of bed. His eyes tighten into little slits. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to wake up with a fucking pony-play butt plug in your mouth?”

      A snort rips from my throat and I burst into laughter.

      He smiles, but it’s all teeth and promises retribution. “Get a good laugh. Go on, get it all out.”

      “I’m sorry….” I try to apologize again, but from the look on his face, the absolute humiliation and disgust in his eyes, I should’ve asked Elliot to get his wake up call on video. My stomach cramps I’m laughing so hard. “Did you taste it?”

      He pushes his big body into my space. I suck in a breath. My laughter fizzles and dies as I stare at him. He takes another step and backs me up so that I’m pinned between his wide chest and the concrete wall. My pulse pounds and my legs feel wobbly.

      “You think it’s funny?” His gaze fixes on my lips, lighting with fire as my smile fades. “Not so funny now that the joke’s on you,” he says in a low voice that I feel in very intimate places.

      “What’s that supposed to—”

      His mouth comes down hard against mine. I gasp in surprise and he takes advantage, dipping his tongue between my lips and pushing beyond my teeth to lick and ravage my mouth. I press my hands to his muscled stomach and prepare to shove him off when his hands cup my jaw and tilt to deepen the kiss. My fingers flex against his abs then curl into his shirt, grip the fabric hard, and I pull myself in closer. He growls into my mouth, sucks my bottom lip, and tugs it between his teeth. The act is primal; animalistic in a way that makes me dizzy. If not for my hold on his shirt, I fear I’d drop into a pile at his feet.

      He rips his mouth from mine and I catch a flicker of surprise in his eyes before I push up on my toes and chase down his mouth. My skin zaps to life when his big hand grasps my hip. His powerful fingers inch around my lower back, holding me to him with an unbreakable strength. I hold on tight as he curls over me, my body boneless from his kiss, my back arching as he bends me backward until I’m helpless. He holds me up, controls my mouth, and owns me in this kiss.

      Now I get it.

      What all the fuss is about.

      When Paul kissed me, I walked away wiping slobber from my chin and wondering why people get so excited about something so awkward and messy. But kissing Ethan, there’s nothing awkward or messy about it. He doesn’t make me feel like a fumbling virgin. He makes me feel like a sexy, capable woman.

      The third time he pulls his mouth from mine, I let him. I expect him to let me go, set me on my feet, and walk away chuckling at how easy it was to seduce me. Instead he shocks me by wrapping his arms around me and resting his chin on the top of my baseball cap. My cheek pressed to his chest, I hear his heart beating almost as fast as mine, the organs pulsing together like a double bass kick.

      “That backfired,” he says softly, his voice heavy and rough. “I thought my mouth would make you sick, ya know, because of the whole butt plug thing.”

      There’s a question in his words, one I don’t know how to answer. Why didn’t his mouth make me sick? A wave of embarrassment and humiliation washes over me, heating my face and making me sweat.

      He meant for that kiss to be a revenge prank and I threw myself at him just like every other woman he comes into contact with. I shift and pull away to free myself from his arms.

      “I’m not sure what happened there.” That’s the most truth I’ve ever shared with Ethan. I’m clueless.

      He ducks to peek under the bill of my hat. “I can tell you exactly what happened there. We shared one hell of a kiss, Tom.” His brows pinch together. “That’s something I never thought I’d hear myself say sober.”

      I smile, his self-deprecating humor making me feel a little less stupid.

      “Hey.” He lifts my chin and swipes at my lower lip with his thumb before dropping his hand to his side. “Don’t beat yourself up for enjoying that kiss. I enjoyed the fuck out of it and I don’t feel even a little bad.”

      “Who says I enjoyed it?” My attempt at bravado falls short as Ethan smirks knowingly. I shrug, a last-ditch effort to act unaffected. “It was all right.”

      “Just all right, huh?”

      I frown and shrug again.

      “I’ve kissed a lot of women—”

      “As if I needed the reminder.”

      “I’m talking thousands of women—”

      “Am I supposed to be impressed?”

      He continues talking as if I haven’t said a single word. “Women either melt or tackle me when they’re into a kiss, and you, sweet Tommy, you did both.”

      Guffaw! “I did not tackle you!” My face warms as the lie slips easily from my lips. I melted. I for sure melted.

      He lifts the front of his T-shirt, showcasing an impressive six-pack. There, right around his belly button, just above a dusting of light brown hair that disappears beneath the fly of his sagging jeans, are four faint red marks.

      “I didn’t do that.” I know I did. I can still feel the resistance of his muscles against my fingertips.

      He drops his shirt. “You keep telling yourself that.”

      “I wi—” My walkie blares at my hip.

      “Tommy, where the fuck are you?” Paul’s voice is a wash of cold water.

      Ethan scowls at the device.

      “Prophet needs you at the loading dock. Tom, are you there—”

      I press the button and put it to my lips, avoiding Ethan’s judgmental glare. “I’m here. Tell him I’m on my way.”

      “Where have you been? You were supposed to be—”

      “Bathroom.” I push past Ethan and head toward the back of the arena.

      “Why not tell him the truth?” Ethan says from behind me.

      My feet freeze in their tracks.

      “Why not tell him you were with me?” There’s genuine curiosity in his voice, maybe even a little disappointment.

      I turn around and face the rock star. “Because I’m embarrassed.”

      He recoils as if my words were a kick to the nuts.

      “The last thing I want to be is just another chick you kissed.”

      He shoves his hands into his pockets, not taking his eyes from mine. “What do you want to be?”

      “I want to be left alone.”

      He frowns, and before he can talk me out of it, I walk away.

      Ethan

      She wants to be left alone.

      More specifically, she wants me to leave her alone.

      I may have been able to grant Tommy her one wish had she expressed it before. Before she crawled under my skin like a flesh-eating virus.

      Before that kiss.

      Ten hours have passed since we kissed and I can still taste her tongue and feel her delicate body in my arms, the sting of her short nails as they bit into my skin.

      She wants to be left alone? There is no possible way I can do that.

      I had no problem finding out which hotel room she was in. Only took one phone call to the manager of the Four Seasons, and ten minutes later, I’m in my baseball hat and sweatshirt, riding the elevator down to the third floor.

      Creeper mentioned all the crew was going out tonight, hitting the local strip clubs. Call it a wild guess, but something tells me Tommy wouldn’t be down for that kind of sightseeing.

      The elevator dings and I find her room easily enough. From inside, the faint sound of a television gives me hope that my sleuthing wasn’t all for nothing.

      I cover the peephole with my finger and knock three times. “Room service!”

      “What? I didn’t order room service!”

      I catch myself grinning at the sound of her voice, then tell myself to stop being a creepy asshole. I knock again. “Room service!”

      “Ugh… coming!” The door swings open, and there in the entryway stands a nearly naked Tommy. “What are you doing here?”

      “What are you wearing?”

      Our questions are asked in unison and we both wait for the other to answer. I’m in no fucking hurry to answer as I study the woman. I’ll wait her out all week if it means I get to look at her while I do. Elastic waistband shorts that look a few sizes too small and a white wife beater—I wonder if she knows I can see her dark nipples through the shirt. She’s not wearing that stupid baseball hat, and the top part of her hair is pulled back and up off her face. Big gray eyes framed in dark brows that taper into a thin nose, delicate jawline, and perfectly kissable lips.

      “Pajamas.” She props her hands on her hips. “It’s what most people wear at nine o’clock at night.” Her eyes narrow. “Where’s the food?”

      “What food?”

      “You said you were room service.”

      “Can I come in?”

      “Only if you tell me why you’re here?”

      I shove my hands into the pocket of my hoodie to keep from grabbing hold of her and pulling her face to my lips. “I’m bored.”

      “I’m sure there are thousands of women in the lobby who would be more than happy to keep you entertained.”

      I smirk, loving the jealous edge to her voice as she throws my words from earlier today back in my face. “I don’t want them. I want you.”

      Her cheeks flush pink, making my pulse throb. “I thought we covered this. I asked you to leave me alone.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      She drops her head back with a groan. “You’re impossible.”

      I stare at her neck, thinking one day I’m going to lick up that smooth skin and feel her shudder in my arms.

      “Fine, come in, but you’re friend-zoned, understand? No funny business.”

      I hold up a hand and swear an oath. “No funny business. I promise.”

      As I walk by her, I pick up the scent of the hotel's Bvlgari soap mixed with a smoky fragrance that’s uniquely Tommy. Not smoke, but woody, earthy, warm and dry.

      “Dixie went out with the guys,” she says, motioning to the other queen-sized bed in the room. “I take every opportunity I can to get a break from the crew.”

      I sit at the foot of her bed, in front of the television. “This is a great movie.”

      She takes the chair by the window and folds her bare legs up, exposing a healthy slice of side ass for my viewing pleasure. “It just started. I like it so far.”

      “Stupid how everyone dies at the end though.”

      “Dude! Spoiler!”

      I shrug. “You’re welcome. Now you don’t have to watch it.”

      She snags the remote off the table and tosses it to me. “You might as well find something else to put on then. And now that you mentioned food, I really am hungry.” She reaches for the phone. “I’m going to order some food.”

      “I have a better idea.” I hit the power button on the remote, turning off the TV. “Do you have a bathing suit?”

      Tommy doesn’t strike me as the kind of woman who travels with bikinis.

      “Never mind.” I pull out my cell and fire off a text to my assistant. I stand and head for the door. “Slip on some shoes. Let’s go.”

      “No, I’m already in my pajamas for the night. I don’t want to go out.”

      “We’re not going out. Come on, trust me. It’ll be fun.”

      “I don’t want to have fun.”

      This fucking woman! I cross to her, pick her ass up off the chair, and cradle her in my arms like a child as I head for the door. She kicks and wiggles and slips from my grip.

      I set her on her feet. “Shoes. Let’s go.”

      She slips on a pair of black Vans, grabs her key card, and reaches for her sweatshirt. I snag her wrist. On one hand, I don’t want anyone else seeing her perky little tits through her top. On the other hand, if she covers up, I’ll miss the view.

      “You don’t need that.” I decide not to deprive myself of her innocent, accidental sexiness, and pull her out the door.

      “Where are we going?”

      I hit the elevator button, wondering if she’s aware that I’m still holding her hand. “You’ll see.”

      We step into the carriage and I punch the button for the fifty-first floor. I was hoping for a straight shot, but we end up stopping on the ninth floor, where two couples climb in with us. One of the guys does a quick double-take.

      I usually prefer to go unnoticed in public, but if he recognizes me, it’ll keep his eyes off Tommy’s chest. He mouths something to the woman he’s with and she looks back at me with the same knowing expression. I smile politely.

      The whispers start, and one of the women looks at my and Tommy’s clasped hands. Tom tenses at my side and tries to pull her hand free. I let her go only to throw my arm over her shoulders and bring her to my side, her boobs to my ribcage. The elevator dings and the doors open on the thirtieth floor.

      The couples shuffle through the doors. One of the guys lingers and turns toward me. “Are you Ethan Crow?”

      “No, but I get that all the time. You guys have a good night.”

      The elevator doors close on the dejected foursome.

      “Why did you deny who you are?”

      I lean back against the wall, wishing I could pull her between my legs and feel her warm body against me from hips to chest. “I love my fans, I really do, but there’s a time and a place.”

      “Or maybe,” she says, untangling herself from my arm. “You didn’t want them to see you with me and start rumors about you.”

      “Ah yes, those horrific rumors about me with my arm around a beautiful woman can be so inconvenient.”

      Her good humor fades along with her smile, and awareness fills the small elevator space. “Beautiful?”

      “Do you have a vision problem I’m not aware of?”

      She shifts uncomfortably on her feet and crosses her arms. “You said I look like a boy.”

      The elevator stops on our floor.

      I grimace at the memory. “Yeah, but a pretty boy.”

      “Whatever.” She attempts to act casual, blow me off, but she has no hat to hide under now, no big T-shirt or sweatshirt to mask the flush of her skin.

      She lets me take her hand to lead her to my suite. “So your idea of doing something fun was to bring me to your room—oh my God…” She steps inside the presidential suite and walks straight to the window. “You can see the whole city from here.” She whips her head around to look at me. “Is that a patio?”

      “Go ahead and take a peek. I need to grab something.”

      I leave her to explore and hear her talking to herself. I can’t make out sentences, only words like lucky and money. I grab my swim trunks from my bag and stuff them into my sweatshirt. A text comes in from my assistant.

      

      You’re all set. The manager will meet you at the entrance.

      

      You’re a lifesaver.

      

      “I can see Central Park from here! And the Empire State Building!”

      I walk out of the bedroom as Tommy’s coming in from the terrace.

      “Is that a piano?” She acts as if everything in the room is something she’s seeing for the first time. Her excited smile is contagious.

      “No, it’s a xylophone, Tom. Of course it’s a piano.”

      She sits on the bench and lifts the fallboard. “A Steinway.” Her eyes dart to mine. “Do you play?”

      “What kind of a question is that?” I sit beside her on the bench. “Scoot over.” I plunk my fingers on the keys, hammering out an aggressive “Chopsticks.”

      A burst of laughter from her lips catches me off guard and I find myself in awe as she loses herself to it.

      “Okay, Mr. Billionaire Musician. Please tell me you didn’t get your start playing ‘Chopsticks’ on street corners.”

      I look down at the keys, put my right foot on the pedal, and play the first verse of a song Jesse wrote for Bethany a while back.

      Her eyes brighten. “You can play.”

      “Did you think I was a one-instrument chump?” I say, still playing the song. “Fun fact? Bass wasn’t my first choice, but it was what Jesse needed when I was offered the gig, so I jumped on it.”

      “What was your first choice?”

      “Lead guitar, obviously.”

      “Why obviously?”

      I wink at her. “They get the most pussy.”

      She lifts one brow and I notice the shape is natural, not drawn-on or manicured with wax and tweezers. Tommy is a beautiful woman in the most natural state of femininity and without even trying. Makes me think if she put forth an effort, she’d be a force that would leave men begging.

      “Just what you need,” she says dryly. “More pussy.”

      “Your constant compliments are really tiring.” I drop my hands on the keys, making an awful sound reverberate through the room. “Let’s go.”

      We head back to the elevator, this time finding it blissfully empty. I hit the button for the second floor.

      The elevator pings. As the doors open, the manager from the hotel is waiting in his black suit and sharp haircut. “Mr. Crow.” He shakes my hand. “I’ve opened the spa for you. Pease feel free to make yourselves at home.” He opens the glass doors that lead to a large gift-shop-type store that is dark because of the late hour. “The locker rooms are to the left, both women’s and men’s. Pool, spa, saunas to the right. I will ensure you don’t have any unwanted interruptions.”

      “Thank you, Mr.…?”

      “Calvin Thomas, sir.” He smiles politely at Tommy, then just as he said, he leaves us without interruption.

      “He opened the entire spa just for us?” Tommy whispers as if she might be overheard even though we’re completely alone.

      “Perks of my job. Now, first things first.” I pick a tiny pink string bikini from a rack. “You need a swimsuit.”

      “Pink?” Her nose wrinkles. “No way I’m wearing that thing.”

      I exchange the pink for the same suit in black and hand it to her. “What’s wrong with pink?”

      “Black, gray and denim. Those are my colors. And I’d prefer something with a little more coverage.” She pulls a gigantic blue one-piece bathing suit from the rack, complete with a built-in skirt.

      “No.” I put back both suits. “You’d look good in pink. Compromise?”

      I pull out a tasteful, coral-colored one-piece that’s cut high on the hips and low in the back. Classy, but sexy in a Pamela-Anderson-circa Baywatch kind of way.

      She plucks the price tag and her jaw falls open. “One hundred ninety-eight dollars?”

      “Take the bathing suit, Tom. Go put it on. Tonight is on me.”

      “I can’t let you do that.”

      “Fine, then just wear what you have on. I’m sure your beater will look great wet.”

      She glares, snatches the bathing suit from my hand, and huffs, “Fine” before stomping off to the ladies’ locker room.

      I watch her go, saying to myself, “I win.”
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      Taylor

      “Would you just take it off already?” Ethan pleads from his position on the first step of the hot tub.

      I have a death grip on the towel at my chest. “I’m not ready.”

      “Not ready? How could you be more ready? You’re in a suit, standing at the edge of warm, bubbling water.”

      He is the picture of male perfection under his clothes, just as I knew he would be. I’d gotten a small glimpse the day he rubbed me with glitter, but he’d held me so close, I felt more than I saw. Way more. I’d spotted the black abstract tattoo on his rib cage but didn’t get a good enough look to tell what exactly it was.

      I remind myself to ask him about that later, when I’m not seconds away from a full-blown nervous breakdown.

      “What more do you need?” he asked. “A string orchestra to serenade your stubborn ass into the water?”

      I’ve rubbed my bottom lip raw with my teeth. What Ethan doesn’t know is I haven’t worn a swimsuit since I was nine years old. It was always easier to wear swim trunks and a baggy T-shirt the few times I went swimming. The one time I decided to buy a suit, I couldn’t believe how much they cost and refused to support the absurd gender-based pink tax. What I’ve learned tonight is that not all one-piece bathing suits are the same—meaning, they don’t provide the same amount of coverage. If anything, I think that string bikini he first suggested would’ve left more to the imagination than the suit I’m currently wearing. Thank goodness there were razors in the locker room or I could’ve really embarrassed myself.

      “That’s it.” Ethan climbs from the tub and closes in on me.

      My grip tightens. “Stop! Wait, okay, I’ll do it.”

      “Nope, you had your chance.” He levels me with a glare. “Give me the towel and get your ass in the hot tub.”

      “I said I would, okay?” I close my eyes, take a steadying breath, and drop the towel. Before Ethan gets too good a look at me, I scamper into the water and hide beneath the bubbles.

      “That wasn’t so hard, now was it?” He sounds casual and unaffected as he takes the steps into the tub and sits at the opposite end.

      Of course he’s unaffected. He’s probably seen every variety of the female body, all shapes, sizes, and colors. Mine is certainly unexceptional, something Ethan pointed out early on. I do look like a guy—narrow hips, small boobs, unimpressive curves.

      I feel myself relaxing a little. Whether it’s the warm water gently rolling over my muscles or the thought that Ethan doesn’t see me as anything more than “one of the guys,” I’m not sure.

      “This is nice.” I lean my head back and close my eyes.

      “You get sore after a streak of shows?”

      “Yes.” I peek at him and see he’s in a similar position, head back, water to his chest. “How about you?”

      “A little, yeah. We try to keep up the high-energy stage performance, which means a lot of jumping around. I don’t bounce back like I used to.”

      Silence stretches between us, and the intimacy of it has me scrambling for conversation. “What does your tattoo mean?”

      He grins, even with his eyes still closed. “Have you been checking me out, Tommy?”

      Yes. Maybe. “No, just making conversation.”

      “It’s not obvious?”

      The tattoo reminds me of one of those inkblot tests, and it spans the space between his armpit and hip at his ribs. “Is it a phoenix bird?”

      He blinks open his eyes. “Crow.”

      Right. I probably should’ve figured that out on my own.

      “Do you have any tattoos?” He eyes the water at my shoulders as if he’s trying to see through the thick bubbles to my body beneath.

      “No.” I cross my arms at my belly. “Nothing is important enough to me to have it inked on my body permanently yet.”

      “Smart.” He drops his head back again and closes his eyes. “If I would’ve gotten a tat at eighteen, I’d be sitting here with the words your name tatted on my dick so I could use it to pick up chicks.”

      “I’m not convinced you don’t have that on your dick.”

      He peers at me over the steamy water. “I’d be happy to show you.”

      “Hard pass.”

      “Your loss.” He relaxes his head back against the tub’s edge.

      There’s a knock on the wall behind him. “Mr. Crow?”

      “Come on in,” he says, eyes still closed.

      Three men carrying trays of room service food step up to the hot tub.

      “Set it down. We’ll take care of the rest.”

      They do as he instructed, and I stare in awe at the variety of different dishes—pizza, pasta, fresh fruit, even pancakes and—“Cannoli?”

      “Every flavor available.”

      I grab one drizzled in chocolate. “Including toothpaste?”

      He chuckles. “No, these are without toothpaste.”

      I stare at the dessert but hesitate.

      “They’re not toothpaste.” He narrows his eyes. “You don’t trust me.”

      “I had a butt plug put into your mouth. Forgive me for being overly cautious about your retaliation.”

      He throws his head back and laughs, the sound washing over me and giving me chills despite the hot water. “I’ve had much worse in my mouth.” He pushes to my side of the tub, so close his leg brushes against mine as he reaches for the dessert.

      “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “You should be.” He winks and takes a bite of the cannoli. “See?” he says through a mouthful of dessert. “Not toothpaste. Damn, that’s good.”

      I wait for him to swallow before I brave a bite. The creamy center is a burst of sweet on my tongue that ignites my hunger. I push out of the hot tub to grab a slice of pineapple and mango… or is it papaya? The cold fruit combined with the warm steam is refreshing, and I sit at the edge of the tub and pick at more food.

      “There’s so much food here,” I say through a mouthful of blueberry pancake.

      “I wasn’t sure what you were in the mood for.” His voice is gravelly and I wonder if he’s getting tired.

      Better eat what I can before he calls it a night and I lose my chance. I wonder if I can get a to-go box. I moan. “This is the best pineapple I’ve ever tasted.”

      “Oh yeah?” He slides closer to me. “Save some for me?”

      I grab a slice and hand it to him, but he pushes his big body past my offering until his ribs are against my knees. His eyes linger on my lips.

      “What are you doing?”

      Those pale brown eyes darken with a carnal hunger. “I want a taste.”

      Even a woman with as little sexual experience as I have can’t misinterpret his unspoken request. I shouldn’t let him kiss me. I know better than to get tangled up with a rock star. I’ve had a front row seat to the kind of damage they can do.

      And yet…

      The memory of our first kiss haunts me. Tempts and teases.

      We’ve already kissed once. Would one more kiss really be so bad? Besides, to Ethan, a kiss is as informal as a handshake. He doesn’t need to know that a kiss is the extent of my sexual experience.

      But… “I said no funny business.” I can hardly hear my own timid voice over the sound of the Jacuzzi bubbles.

      His gaze darkens as he holds mine. “Do you see me laughing?”

      He’s definitely not laughing. He’s not even smiling. He’s doing that sexual mojo thing where reason and common sense dissolve like ash to be replaced by fantasies of his lips on mine.

      I lick my lips and lean in, giving him permission to take what he wants. I expect him to come in hard, like he did the first time, but instead he slips a hand up the back of my neck, cupping my head and bringing our mouths close. He brushes the tip of his nose against mine, a tender move I wouldn’t expect from a man like him. His other hand cups my jaw. The pad of his thumb runs along my lips in a worshipful way, as if testing them to see if they’re real. I lean into his touch, craving more of the feeling only his hands can bring. He presses his torso against my knees and they spread for him to move closer until he’s settled between my thighs at the hot tub’s edge.

      He brings his mouth to mine in a slow, closed-mouth kiss so soft it’s like the flutter of butterfly wings. He kisses each corner, my upper lip then my lower, and finally takes my mouth. His tongue slides against mine, a slow caress, a gentle coaxing, savoring the moment as if this kiss had been recorded and someone hit slow motion—deep, heavy, and deliberate.

      Ethan was right—I feel myself liquefy under the control of his mouth. My muscles turn to putty, my legs lose all feeling. I have an irrational desire to fall back, to feel him crawl over me, and to cradle his weight between my thighs. Every nerve ending comes to life, making my skin hypersensitive to his touch—the press of his thumb at my neck, the tug on my hair between his fingers.

      All too soon, he breaks the kiss, rests his forehead on mine, and breathes.

      “Good, right?” I say, referring to the pineapple and hoping to break some of the weirdness I fear will grow between us.

      He blinks open his eyes and stares at me. “Best I’ve ever had.”

      I think he’s talking about the pineapple, but a stupid, irrational part of me holds out hope that maybe he’s talking about the kiss. Maybe he’s talking about me.

      Or maybe he’s just dishing out the same old tired lines he uses on all the women he’s been with. The thought sours my stomach.

      “I like watching you eat.” He hands me a bottle of water, grabs himself one, and settles back on his side of the hot tub.

      How can he have such self-control while I feel faint and kiss-drunk? Thousands of women’s worth of practice.

      I clear that thought from my mind and force myself to move away from the food and back into the water.

      He studies me with rapt admiration. “I’ve never been around a woman who enjoys food like you do.”

      Embarrassment flushes my cheeks and I hope he thinks it’s the hot water. “When I was young, there was never a lot of food in the house.” I laugh uncomfortably. “I eat like it might be my last chance. Old habits.”

      “I like it.”

      Why won’t he stop looking at me like that? As if I’m on the menu and he wants to eat me in case he never gets another chance.

      If I were brave and sexually liberated, I’d cross the tub, straddle his hips, and demand he finish what he started. But I’m not, so I drop my head back, close my eyes, and curse my weakness.

      Ethan

      Is pineapple an aphrodisiac?

      I remind myself to look that up when I get back to my room. Either the tropical fruit has some dick-hardening enzymes or I am insanely turned on by Tom.

      From across the hot tub and through a veil of steam, I watch her fidget with her bottle of water and look everywhere except at me. She lacks sexual experience, confidence, she’s uncomfortable voicing her desires—all qualities I find off-putting. Women who know exactly what they want and ask for it turn me on while making my job a whole hell of a lot easier. Less guessing, zero fear of rejection, low risk of going too far too soon.

      With Tommy, I have to try to read her mind, listen closely to the cues her body sends, and hope like hell I’m not misinterpreting. When I kissed the taste of pineapple from her lips, her thighs trembled against my ribcage. Could be desire. Could be fear. I took the safe route and backed off even though it was nearly impossible to do so.

      She wraps her lips around the water bottle and I watch her throat as she swallows. My fantasies take me to the most depraved places in my head, places I’ll never get to with Tommy. I have to wonder, why am I wasting my time? She was right when she said there are other women who could give me exactly what I want. And yet here I am, captivated by the inexperienced Tomboy.

      “Would you please stop looking at me like that? It makes me uncomfortable.” She has her legs folded in front of her, arms wrapped around her shins, and her chin resting on her knees.

      “I like looking at you.” I spread my arms out behind me, resting them on the tiled lip of the tub. “You’ve never had a boyfriend?”

      Her face, already red from the warm water, turns even redder. “Does that really surprise you?”

      “Yes.” Fuck yes. I mean, sure, she doesn’t stand out in a crowd like most women I’m used to, but any schmuck who takes a minute to look beyond her guy clothes and under her hat would see how hot she is. Not to mention her other qualities, like how she eats what she wants, laughs at herself, doesn’t break down and cry whenever she gets offended or something hurts her feelings. She doesn’t apologize for being different and isn’t afraid to tell someone like me to go fuck myself.

      “I’ve never been around people my age.” She runs her hand over the bubbles, watching them pop against her palm. “Every now and then some guy would hit on me, but growing up with Elite was like having sixty older brothers. They’d always shut down quick whoever was trying.”

      “Except Peter.” I flex my hand to keep from making a fist.

      “He was my first kiss,” she says, staring at the water two feet in front of her. “That’s all.”

      “When?”

      “Um…” She laughs awkwardly. “A few months ago?”

      “Damn,” I say, grinning. “From novice to expert in just a few months.”

      “Ha! I’m far from an expert.”

      “I’m a pretty good judge when it comes to kissing and you’re—”

      “Okay. That’s enough.” She drops under the water, her head disappearing beneath the surface. She pops up seconds later, hair slicked away from her very red face and wiping water from her eyes. “Can we please change the subject?”

      With flushed, wet skin and nothing to hide behind, she finally looks her age. Eighteen and dangerously attractive.

      “What’s your real name?”

      “It doesn’t matter. No one calls me by my name except my mom and I haven’t lived with her since I was eight, haven’t seen her in years.” She chews her lip.

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing, it’s just…” She shakes her head and grabs a slice of pizza, tilting her head back to take a full bite. “It’s stupid,” she says with a mouthful of pepperoni.

      “Tell me.” I’m surprised when I realize I want to know what she’s about to say. Again, something fairly uncommon when I talk to women.

      She swallows and eyes her slice for the next perfect bite. “I sometimes wonder if I’d been raised by her, maybe I’d be more… normal.”

      “Normal is boring.” I grab a slice of pizza too. “You’re different though, that’s true.” I take a full-mouthed bite of pizza and chew.

      “You know the day you caught me between buses to rub glitter on me?”

      “How could I forget?” I wink at her, remembering her body pressed to mine and how much my dick approved.

      “No one asked me about what we were doing.”

      “That’s good, right? No fun explaining how the talent popped a hard-on in his boxer shorts while rubbing all up on you.”

      “Do you have to be so graphic?”

      I pretend to think that through. “Yes. Maybe no one asked because no one saw us.” Besides Ashleigh, I add in my head.

      She shakes her head. “Everyone treats me like one of the guys. Paul’s the only one who has ever looked at me like I’m a woman.”

      “Not the only one,” I say.

      She snorts adorably and tosses her uneaten crust onto the tray.
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        * * *

      

      Around midnight, once we’re thoroughly pruned and full, we call it a night. I walk Tommy back to her hotel room without even a hug good night.

      A night with a wet and chatty Tommy cost me fifteen minutes in the shower, fantasizing about her thighs around my waist in the hot tub. I woke up this morning hard as a rock and had to relieve myself again before going to a local radio station for interviews.

      We’re in the SUV on the way to the venue for tonight’s sound check and I’m glaring at Ryder as he talks in an embarrassingly high voice and wiggles a stuffed animal in the face of his infant daughter.

      “Tell Daddy what you want. You can do it. Bear. Bear. Say it, Katie. Say bear.”

      “Bro, since we’ve been in the car, she’s vomited breast milk and made sounds in her diaper that rival my uncle Sigmond. I think it’s safe to assume that’s the extent of her ability right now.”

      His wife, Jade, clearly the smartest of the three, nods in agreement.

      “Last night I swear I heard Katie say ‘bear.’” He folds back over the baby in her car seat. “Talk to Daddy. What do you want?”

      “She burped, Ry.” Jade rubs his back soothingly. “That’s what you heard.”

      “Now that I believe.” I scroll through my IG feed, bored and killing time until we get to the venue.

      “So nice to know we have a child development expert with us,” Ryder says sarcastically to me over his shoulder. “What do you know?”

      I know pineapple will never taste the same if not sampled from Tommy’s lips.

      That’s what I know.

      I also know that I’ve got to stop thinking about the woman. She’s distracting in the best possible way. I just wish I could figure out why.

      The SUV drops Ryder, Jade, baby Katie, and me at the back of Madison Square Garden, and I can’t wait to get the fuck out of the vehicle. Between Ryder’s embarrassing baby-talk and equally ball-shriveling sweet-talk to his wife, I’m the ultimate third wheel. The wives and kids fly back to LA tomorrow, and I don’t know what I hate more: my friends being the ultimate buzzkills by locking themselves away in the world of wedded bliss with their women and kids, or them pouting and depressed when they leave.

      Security props open the door and I’m met by one of our assistants, Helen, who shows me to the dressing room where Jesse, Bethany, Ben, Ash, and Elliot are waiting.

      Helen scrolls through the itinerary for the night. “Sound check at four, then you can grab dinner. We’ll bring you guys to the VIP meet and greet at six o’clock sharp.”

      “Got it.” I take a seat on the couch next to Bethany and Elliot.

      “Did everything turn out okay last night?” Helen asks with her nose to her phone.

      I feel eyes on me, specifically female eyes. “Yeah. Thanks.”

      “Cool.” Helen barely spares me a glance before rushing out of the room, probably to do the next thing on her to-do list.

      “What did you do last night?” Bethany says, one brow a little higher than the other.

      I pretend we’re discussing the weather. “Nothing really.”

      “Nothing?” Ashleigh pipes in. “But Helen just said—”

      “I hung out with a friend.” There. No big deal. I don’t have to tell them I hung out with a friend I like to kiss.

      “Oh yeah? Someone in the city?” Jesse says absently while texting.

      “Yeah.” We hung out in the city.

      “What did you guys do?” Ben asks.

      I stare at Ben, feeling my eyes widen. I can’t lie to him. God gifted His boy with some soul powers or something because he can always tell when I’m lying. “Grabbed some food.”

      “New York has the best food.” Ashleigh props her elbows on her thighs, leaning in. “Where did you guys go?”

      “You guys CIA?” Am I sweating? I run a hand through my hair.

      “Dad and Ashleigh took me to Rainforest Café!” Elliot chimes in from her position on the floor with a coloring book. Her inquisitive brown eyes come to mine. “Did you go there?”

      Great. Now they got the kid involved too. She asks more questions in a day than she takes breath. “No.”

      “Oh, did you go to Chelsea?” Bethany says.

      “No—”

      Jade pops her head up from Katie’s diaper change. “I love the food in Chelsea!”

      “I didn’t go to—”

      “Have you been to Sunset Park?” Ashleigh asks. “We had the best dumplings—”

      “I was with a girl, all right!”

      The entire room goes silent, and all eyes are on me—except for Elliot, who’s scribbling away in her coloring book.

      I say, “Helen hooked up a little private dinner type situation for me last night, that’s all. Shit. Nosey motherfuck—”

      “That’s a bad word,” Elliot says without taking her eyes off the page.

      “Why did you lie?” Bethany says, grinning.

      “I didn’t lie. I mean, I did but I—is it hot in here?”

      Ashleigh falls back in her chair with a big shit-eating grin.

      Where the hell did the term shit-eating grin come from anyway? I can’t imagine anyone would smile after eating shit. I had a butt plug in my mouth. I would know.

      “You had a date with Tommy.” Ashleigh seems real fucking proud of herself.

      “No, first of all, it wasn’t a date. It was hot tubbing and some food.”

      “Hot tubbing and food.” Jesse chuckles. “He’s right, that’s not a date, that’s the opening scene of a porno.”

      “Fuck off—”

      “That’s a bad word too,” Elliot says, her crayon still scribbling on the page.

      “Create your own story if you want. The truth is I was bored, Tommy was available, so we ate and sat in the hot tub. That’s it. Nothing happened.” Almost nothing.

      Jesse’s checking his hair out in the mirror. “The great Ethan Crow finally falls.”

      “I did not!”

      Jesse acts as if he can’t hear me and continues to talk to his reflection. “Wings. Clipped.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “Caged.”

      “That’s a lie! You’re all just pissed because you’re stuck with the same…” I spot Elliot on the floor. She doesn’t seem to be listening, but I know better. “Cut of steak for the rest of your lives. I still get to pick off the menu.”

      “But you’re not all that interested in seeing the menu anymore are you, Ethan?” Ashleigh’s knowing smirk is aimed at me. “You already have it memorized, you’ve tried everything a dozen times, but you come back time and time again, craving that same piece of meat, am I right?”

      I glare at the mind-reading blonde. “Sorry, I missed that. I don’t speak bullshit.”

      “Ha!” She points at my face. “So predictable.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re ugly.”

      She winks.

      “Are you sure you two aren’t brother and sister?” Jade says, handing a sleeping Katie to Bethany.

      Ashleigh stands, her perfect body wrapped in tight leather. “If we are, he’s the afterbirth.”

      “So funny I forgot to laugh,” I mumble because my comeback sucks, but dammit to shit, the woman is frustratingly accurate.

      I am sick of the menu.

      I do have it memorized, and I have tried everything a dozen times.

      I want Tommy.

      But Tom isn’t the type of woman I can play with.

      I don’t think I’m capable of anything else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      The meet and greet is a snazzy affair in a private room just off of the VIP entrance. The space is filled with dark purple velvet couches and blood-red upholstered walls, crystal chandeliers and staff wearing shirts and ties. One hundred lucky fans are led up to the band for a chat and a photo against a Jesse Lee tour backdrop.

      “Ladies.” I greet identical twins wearing the same fluorescent pink mini dresses and heels that stilt their legs. They both smile wide through thick, glossed lips. “Well aren’t you two a walking fantasy.”

      They giggle and come in for a hug, one under each arm. “We love your music.”

      They mean Jesse. No one ever compliments the sick-ass bass lines I write. But it’s all the same to me.

      “Can we get a picture?”

      “Of course.” I help maneuver the women around to face the camera. “You ready—whoa!” I jump when one of the twins grabs a healthy handful of my ass. “Firm grip.”

      The other twin puts her hand dangerously close to my dick, both pressing their boobs into my ribs. The camera flashes.

      I release them both and pull out my Sharpie. “You want me to sign anything?”

      They both stick their tits in my direction. I sign my name just above Jesse’s and Ryder’s. Ben only signs backs and forearms.

      “Enjoy the show.”

      They stand there, lingering. “What are you doing after the show?”

      “We’re packing up and heading straight for Pittsburgh.”

      “We could ride to Pittsburgh,” one twin says, her eyes flashing with a promise of pleasure.

      Yes, please. The two words balance on the tip of my tongue as I imagine a wild night with the twins. They smell like self-tanner and hairspray, not natural like a forest after it rains. I doubt they're wearing anything under those dresses. There’d be nothing to unwrap, no tentative kissing or hesitant hands. They’d be drunk on the excitement of hooking up with a rock star rather than intoxicated by my kiss. They would require zero work on my part, their only goal to pleasure me until I passed out, nearly sexed to death. And these aren’t the kind of girls I could grab a pizza and a beer with. They’d gag at the thought of ingesting calories.

      I step in close. “As much as I appreciate the offer, I’m afraid that won’t work out, not tonight.”

      They pout in unison.

      “If you change your mind.” Twin one shoves something in my pocket, most likely her phone number.

      “You’ll be the first to know.”

      They walk away arm in arm, asses swinging.

      I kick myself, feeling like I’ve missed out on an opportunity, but like Ashleigh said, I’ve grown tired of the menu. Fuck, that’s depressing.

      Another few dozen fans move through the line, some who love music, others who just seem thirsty.

      “If you’re looking for some company after the sho—”

      “That’s sweet of you to offer,” I say to the beautiful brunette in fishnets and combat boots. “But we’re back on the road right after the show.”

      After she walks away, Ryder leans in. “How many propositions have you gotten tonight?”

      “Too many.” I sigh. And none of them are the one I’m most interested in. Why do I even have a dick? I’m a disgrace. I should have it removed. I don’t deserve to wield it.

      The room eventually thins as we get closer to show time. Helen announces ten more minutes and we do our best to meet every fan still waiting in line.

      “Enjoy the show,” I say to a sweet girl who can’t be older than fourteen. She was shaking so hard when I signed the back of her T-shirt I could hardly keep the marker steady.

      “My turn, boys!” A gorgeous older woman struts up the red carpet laid out for fans. When I say “older,” I mean she’s not the usual tween to twenty-five we see at these types of things. “I’m honored to finally meet the great Jesse Lee.”

      She offers her hand knuckles up like the queen. Her snakeskin pants hug her long legs and round ass. A black leather corset and fuck-me heels complete her sex kitten look. Her hair is bright blond and big as fuck. She’s going for late twenties, but having made an investment with her neighborhood plastic surgeon, her puffed up lips and smooth forehead give away her forty-something age.

      Jesse grins, clearly loving the attention, and pulls the woman in for a hug. She slides up against him, and by the way she moves, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s purring.

      “Can I get a photo?” How she manages to make the question sound like a sexual proposition, I don’t know. She looks at Ryder, Ben, and me. “With the whole band?”

      We squeeze in close. She holds two fingers to her mouth and sticks her tongue between them before the flash clicks. This chick wants to party. I look her up and down, lingering a moment on her full DD-sized tits. Yeah, I’d do her.

      “I’m so glad I was able to catch you guys in New York,” she says. “Scored a VIP pass from my daughter.”

      “Is your daughter with you?” Ben says, looking around. “Would she like a photo?”

      The woman waves off Ben. “No, she’s not a fan of your music.” She gazes around the room. “She was supposed to meet me—oh! There she is!” She waves her arm above her head, making her billion tiny bracelets jingle. “Taylor! Over here!”

      I turn, expecting to see an eager young fan making her way toward us. My jaw hits the floor when I see a familiar baseball hat moving through the dwindling crowd.

      “Look, Tay!” She wraps her arms around Jesse’s middle and rubs her tits on his bicep. “I got to meet Jesse.”

      Tommy looks at me, a quick glance that communicates some kind of apology as well as humiliation. “I told you to wait for me at the door.”

      “I did, but you were taking forever and I didn’t want to miss my opportunity to meet the band.” She releases Jesse, who looks about as surprised as I am. “We should party after the show!” Her eyes devour us one after the other. “I’ll bring the powdered goods.”

      “Mom!” Tommy gives a discreet shake of her head. “Jesse’s sober.”

      She waves off her daughter. “Oh please, that’s what they all say.” She leans in and whispers, “This isn’t my first rodeo. Are you familiar with the song ‘Backstage Blind Date’ by Taylor Oakley?” She winks and points at herself. “He wrote that about me. I was his muse.”

      “All right, Mom.” There’s an inflection in Tommy’s voice that reminds me of the way Ben and Ash speak to Elliot when they’re trying to convince her to eat her vegetables. “Jesse and the guys need to get going.”

      “We do,” I butt in. “But if your mom wants to come hang out backstage with us…”

      Tommy glares at me. “That’s not necessary, she has a great seat—”

      “I’d love to,” Tom’s mom squeals and hooks her arms around mine.

      She smells like expensive perfume—fake, formulated, nothing like her daughter. As a matter of fact, I see very little of Tommy in this woman.

      “Ethan,” Tommy says with feeling, “can I talk to you for a second?”

      Ben steps forward. “I’ll show Ms.…?”

      “Call me Tori.” Okay, that was definitely a purr.

      Ben’s cheeks turn a little pink. “Okay, Tori. Let me show you around.”

      As they pass us, Tori snags my arm. “Don’t listen to a word she says. She can be such a Debbie Downer.”

      What the fuck? She’s talking shit about her daughter right in front of her?

      When Tori is safely out of earshot, Tommy mumbles, “So great to see you too, Mom.”

      I look at Tommy, feeling a lot of weird shit. None of it good. “What exactly did you need to talk to me about, Taylor?”

      Her shoulders tense. “Don’t call me that.”

      “Why not? It’s your name, right?” I lower my voice. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She licks her lips, and fuck, I wish she wouldn’t do that. I’m frustrated with her, annoyed by her mom, and the last thing I need is to be thinking about her perfect mouth. “I told you, no one calls me Taylor except her.”

      “Why not? It’s better than Tom.”

      “Why did you invite her backstage? Wherever the woman goes, drama manages to find her. She offered Jesse coke! Not to mention the shitstorm that’s going to go down if Prophet sees her. Oh God.” She laces her fingers on top of her ball-capped head like a jogger does to catch their breath. “You have to tell her to leave, Ethan. I’m serious.”

      “If she’s so much trouble, why did you invite her?”

      She pulls her baseball cap down farther on her head as if she could hide whatever shame or guilt she’s carrying beneath it. “She’s my mom, I don’t know. She’s living in New York with her boyfriend, and I guess I thought…” She huffs out a breath.

      “You thought maybe she’d changed?”

      “I guess I just keep thinking the next time I see her, she’ll actually act like a mom.”

      “I’ll admit,” I say, scowling in the direction Tori left, “it’s hard to envision her raising a young Tommy.”

      “In the short time I lived with her, she did very little raising. She’d have to be home long enough to do that.”

      Is Tori the reason Tommy went without food as a kid? And after that, Tom still wants the woman to love her.

      I have an overwhelming sense that Tommy needs a hug, but when I look around the room, see the few lingering fans and staff, I know this isn’t the place.

      “Come on.” I jerk my head toward the exit. I’m grateful when Tom follows me into an empty hallway. I pull her into my arms, warming to the feel of her pressed against me. “Hey.”

      She tries to push out of my arms. “I’m fine.”

      “I know you are.” I roll my eyes at her obnoxious need to appear strong. “Just let me hug you anyway.”

      A growl rumbles in her chest and I nearly sigh in relief when I feel her lean in and grip my T-shirt at my back.

      “Families are fucked up.”

      She grunts. “Some more than others.”

      I rest my chin on her head. “Don’t worry about tonight. I’ll keep an eye on your mom.”

      “I saw you keeping an eye on her earlier. You know boobs are just fat, right?”

      I grin, grateful she can’t see. “Your mom’s got a killer rack. Guess the big boob gene skipped a generation—ahh!”

      Her fist is locked on the elastic of my underwear, which she has yanked halfway up my back in an atomic wedgie. I try to push her away, but she only pulls up harder.

      “What did you say about my boobs?” She uses both hands and yanks so hard I hear seams snap.

      “Your boobs are great! They’re—ouch! You’re killing my balls.”

      Another yank.

      “Your boobs are sexy! Especially your nipples! I want to suck them—”

      She releases me and backs away, eyes wide, mouth slack.

      I tug at the fabric sling around my dick and nuts and exhale as circulation is restored. “You’re a lot stronger than you look.”

      She still looks in shock as she stares at me.

      “Did I go too far?”

      She blinks.

      “I went too far.” Everything with this girl is a challenge. I need to remember she’s inexperienced and spooks easily. “I won’t apologize for being honest.”

      “We’re just friends,” she says in a barely audible voice.

      I squint one eye and step closer. “You sure about that?”

      Her breath comes faster, her eyes dropping to my lips.

      I smirk. “I bet I know what you’re thinking right now.” I back her up until she’s against the concrete wall. “You’re dying for me to kiss you.” I pop her ball cap from her head and toss it aside. “I hate it when I can’t see your eyes.”

      She’s frozen, staring at me—whether in fear or desire I don’t know, but I’m hoping it’s the latter.

      “Tell me the truth, Taylor.”

      Her eyes flare.

      “You’re desperate for me to kiss you again.” Her palm presses against my stomach. I look down, watching her, daring her to push me away. “Just as I’m desperate to kiss you.”

      She grips the fabric in both fists. I grin and dip down, pull her up on her toes, and kiss her. Slowly at first. She doesn’t open up to me. I lick her bottom lip, kiss at the corners of her mouth, and she finally lets me in. I groan at the first taste of her warm, wet mouth. So clean, pure, sweet.

      I wrap an arm around her back and tug her closer, feeling the length of her body hot against mine. My free hand roams up her arm to her neck where her pulse throbs wildly. Our bodies fit together as if we were designed to fit against the other—her frame fixing to mine like a last puzzle piece. Her soft to my hard, her gentle to my aggressive, her trembling to my strength—the ultimate yin and yang. I tilt my head, deepen the kiss, pin her to the wall as I lick into her mouth. I let my hand drop to the front of her sweatshirt, and feel her tight nipple punching the fabric. No padding, wire, push up, or lace. What I see is what I get with her. Natural, real, nothing between us but a layer of cotton. I run my thumb over the firm tip. She gasps into the kiss and shudders in my arms.

      “You’re so reactive,” I whisper as I continue to torture the sensitive tip. “You respond to the most innocent touch.” I prove my point by adding a gentle pressure that makes her lips part and her breath quicken. “Fucking beautiful.”

      I kiss down her jaw to her neck, rest my lips at her pulse point, and pinch her nipple through her sweatshirt. The vibration of her answering moan shoots straight from her throat to my dick. I need to feel her, skin on skin. If we were alone, somewhere private, I’d pull off our shirts just so I could feel her soft body against me. Feel her heart pound wildly against my chest. I do the next best thing and slide my hand under her shirt. I rest my palm on her flat stomach, giving her a chance to say no. She arches her back, offering herself to me in a silent plea.

      I inch my fingers higher, over her ribcage until I feel the gentle swell of her breast. Just as I thought, they’re not big, but as I cup the round flesh, only one word comes to mind. “Perfect.”

      I take her mouth again while squeezing her entire boob. Her tight nipple slips between my fingers and I pinch, rub, and coax it tighter. She grinds her hips against mine and I wonder if she’s experienced enough to even understand what she’s searching for. Her body asks for contact, longs for the delicious friction that will temper the ache in her belly. I want my mouth on her. I bet I’d hardly have to touch her and she’d fall apart in my arms.

      “Open your legs.” I slip my knee between her thighs and feel her weight drop onto it.

      Her breath hitches.

      I smile against her mouth and kiss her again, this time applying pressure with my thigh while rubbing her nipple in circles. I pick up a slow, firm rhythm, showing her how easy it would be to put out that fire that grows needier by the second. I grip her hips and show her how to move them in waves, teaching her how to go after her own pleasure.

      She bites her lip, her eyes closed, and she tosses her head to the side. “Something is…” She moans and shakes her head. “It’s too much, I don’t—”

      I quiet her with a kiss, this one more aggressive as I nip and suck at her lips. She pulls her mouth from mine, gasps for air, and those stormy gray eyes fix on mine.

      “I feel too much—” She gasps and fists my shirt.

      I’ve seen more women orgasm than I can even remember, and not one of them was memorable. But when Tommy’s thighs tremble, her lips part in a silent scream, and her body stiffens as her orgasm slams through her, the visual is burned into my memory.

      “Gorgeous.” I whisper words of encouragement as she rides out the final waves of her orgasm. “That was sexy as hell.”

      Her body falls limp in my arms. “What just happened?”

      I brush her hair off her face and cup her jaw. My cheeks hurt from grinning. “Have you never had an orgasm before?”

      She drops her chin, and I feel the heat on her skin as she flushes. “I…” She shakes her head.

      I’ve seen Tommy mouthy, confident, cocky. I’ve rarely seen her bashful. As refreshing of a change as it is, I don’t want her bashful around me, especially not about something we do sexually.

      I lift her chin until I get her eyes. “You coming undone was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen a lot of—”

      “Okay, I get it!” She smiles, looking sated and beautiful.

      I wrap her in my arms, bury my face in her neck, and breathe her in. “Thank you, baby.”

      A few silent seconds tip by before she clears her throat and says, “I’m not an expert…” Her voice is soft and shaky—from nerves or her release, I’m not sure. “But shouldn’t I be the one thanking you?”

      A relieved chuckle crawls up my throat. “As good as that was for you, I can assure you it was a million times better for me.” I pull back and look down at her, surprised and grateful when she holds eye contact. I search her eyes and find only a flicker of embarrassment in her gaze, not regret.

      “You’re, ah…” She tucks her hair behind her ears self-consciously. “Really good at that.”

      Usually I’d say something about my skill with women coming from over a decade of hands-on experience, but I bite my tongue. My usual response would dirty the moment, cheapen it. It would be like pissing on holy ground. “Why did you avoid me at sound check tonight?”

      She frowns, her gaze dropping to my neck. “I didn’t.”

      Liar. “You were three feet away from me and I said, ‘Hey, Tom,’ and you muttered something and ran off.”

      Her shoulders deflate on an exhale. “I don’t have a lot of experience in this area. After we kissed, I don’t know how to act around you.” She studies my face with such intensity, I have to fight not to look away.

      She has a good point. She’s not some groupie I can kiss senseless then send packing. She’s someone I’ll see every day for the rest of the tour. I’ve never been in a relationship before. Romantic attachments always seemed more troublesome than anything. I can’t commit to more than the occasional stolen kiss in a hallway, and even that is more than I’m used to.

      “You’re totally freaking out,” she says.

      “I am not.” And yet, maybe I am. Having to define whatever this is between us seems impossible.

      She smiles, but it somehow looks sad, and something in my chest pinches painfully at the sight. She pats my chest—never a positive place to be patted by a woman. The gesture is equal to a pat on the head. Good boy, now run along.

      She says, “I should go check on my mom.”

      I back up, scoop her hat off the floor, and hand it to her. I feel as though this is the perfect moment to say something profound, to make some kind of grand declaration or claim, but not a single word comes from my stupid mouth.

      “So I guess I’ll see you around.” She settles her hat back on her head, hiding once again behind the familiar veil.

      “Are you going to keep ignoring me?”

      A soft laugh escapes her. “If you thought it was hard for me to talk to you after we kissed,” she says, walking backward and away from me, “it’ll be doubly hard to talk to you now.”

      Maybe it’s for the best that she avoids me. In a perfect world, Tommy would allow me to show her all the ways a man can please a woman physically. She’d give me permission to touch her in ways no other man has touched her. I’d spend hours. Days. Fucking weeks pulling every kind of pleasure from her body…

      I blink, rake my hands through my hair, and pull. What the fuck am I thinking? A woman like Tommy deserves to be with someone who will commit to being hers and only hers for as long as she’d have him.

      I could never be that guy.
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      Taylor

      I watch my mom’s reflection in the bathroom mirror as she leans over and snorts a line of white powder off the countertop. “This is so much fun.” She flips her head up, checks her nose, and fluffs her hair. “Reminds me of the old days. You sure you don’t want a nip?” she asks my reflection while touching up her lip gloss.

      “I’ll pass. Why don’t I take you to your seat? I got you front row center.” The opening band took the stage nearly forty-five minutes ago. “You’ll get a much better experience in the audience.”

      “Better than watching from side-stage?” She packs up her tiny purse and turns to me, her expression dripping in condescension. “I’d have expected your father to teach you better. Where is he anyway?” She grabs her boobs and fluffs them at the top.

      “Working.” Something you’d know nothing about.

      “God, he was always such a bore.” She rolls her eyes and walks past me out of the bathroom. “Now, tell me about Jesse’s band.”

      I’m great, Mom. Thanks for asking. We haven’t seen each other in years and she’s yet to ask a single question about me.

      “I’ve always had a thing for drummers—”

      “Ryder’s married,” I say through clenched teeth.

      She winks. “What happens on the road…”

      I’ve always had compassion for the groupies who fall for rock stars—the men and women who would do anything for their chance to hook up with a famous musician. My mom is a stark reminder of why groupies have a horrible reputation.

      “He’s also too young for you.”

      She sniffs and brushes her nose with her fingertip. “No such thing.”

      “Don’t you have a boyfriend?”

      She shrugs. “We have an open relationship. Besides, he just lost his filming contract with Paramount, so he’s currently unemployed.” She says the last word as if it’s a genital disease. “Tell me about the bass player.”

      My breath freezes in my lungs and I feel a little sick.

      “They aren’t typically my first choice, but he is gorgeous. Tall, strong, and all that hair. I bet he’s great with his tongue.”

      Yeah, I’m definitely sick.

      “What’s his name again?”

      I drop my chin, hoping I don’t get recognized as we pass a group of crewmembers. “Ethan.”

      “Mmmm, Ethan. I like it.” We round the corner toward the dressing room. “He’s single, right?”

      I can still feel his mouth on mine, his phantom hands on my breasts, still taste his moans. “Yep.”

      And look at me doing the one thing my dad always told me never to do—I’m falling for a rock star. Idiot.

      The dressing room is chaotic. Assistants, tour manager, stage manager, and the band radiating with pre-show excitement. I feel Ethan’s eyes on me as I stick close to my mom.

      “Don’t look now, but Ethan is totally checking me out.”

      That’s my cue to go. “You’ll find your way around, right?” I back away toward the door. “I need to go, but I’ll find you after the show.” I won’t, but if she asks, I’ll say I tried.

      Who am I kidding? She won’t ask.

      I whirl around and storm into the hallway and get a few feet away before Ethan jogs around me and steps into my space.

      “Move.”

      “What happened?” He dips to look under my hat, his eyes skating frantically over my face. “You look like you’re going to throw up.”

      “I just sat in the bathroom and watched my mom snort coke off a dirty sink before asking me if you were single.”

      He recoils. “What did you tell her?”

      “The truth. Yes, he’s single and he loves to fuck groupies.”

      “Damn, Tommy.”

      I clench my fists at my sides. “How dare you act disgusted.”

      He blinks at me. His jaw tics, but he has no defense.

      “So there you go. A ready and willing groupie—blond, big boobs, and ready to hit her knees, just how you like them. Now get the fuck out of my way.”

      “You think she’s what I want?”

      “I know she is. You said as much the first night we met, when you ordered me to have women delivered to your dressing room, bonus if they’re willing to travel.”

      He runs a hand through his unruly hair. “Impossible,” he says as if he’s talking to himself. “This is why I don’t do rela—”

      “Tom.” My dad lumbers toward us. “Why aren’t you answering your walkie?” He glares at Ethan before addressing me again. “You weren’t at dinner.”

      “I was just coming to find you.”

      The door of the dressing room swings open and the sound of high heels clicking on concrete grows louder behind me.

      “No fucking way…” my dad mutters.

      “Hello, Elijah,” my mom says, sounding like the villain in a Disney movie. “Long time.”

      My dad eyes me. “You do this?”

      I shrug. He knows I did.

      My mom walks right past me and curls up next to Ethan.

      “Tori.” My dad glances at my mom’s tits pressed against Ethan’s bicep. “I see you’re up to the same ol’ same.”

      She sneers at him and loops her hand around Ethan’s elbow. “Jealous?”

      I peek up to see Ethan watching me, his brows drawn together. Does he even notice my mother practically humping his leg?

      “Not even a little.” My dad grips the back of my neck and squeezes. “Tom and I got work to do.”

      She rolls her eyes and makes a sound of disgust.

      “Enjoy the show,” he says as he pulls me away.

      I put up zero resistance, thankful to put distance between myself and the Tori and Ethan show.

      Dad squeezes my neck again. “You all right?”

      “Yep.”

      I’m sick. I’m afraid of what might happen between Ethan and my mom… my fucking mom! But most of all, I’m afraid of what seeing him with someone else makes me feel.

      Ethan

      Finding Tommy’s bus after the show took little effort. I knew when I climbed aboard she wouldn’t be on it because she and the crew were busy striking the stage and loading up. I told Ash to go ahead and take off without me, that I’d be riding to Philly with the crew—to which she smiled, gave me a titty-twister, and yelled, “I knew it!”

      She probably thinks Tom and I are hooking up. Wishful thinking. I haven’t been able to get the visual of Tom falling apart in my arms out of my mind though.

      But Tom was noticeably absent during our show, her mom taking her place side-stage, dancing like a stripper during the entire performance. I managed to sneak by her when she got caught up talking to Yuli, the lead singer of the opening band. Yuli’s going to have his world rocked tonight.

      I took a shower on my bus, then ducked into Tommy’s. I’m sprawled out on the couch with only the light from the television as it plays a Sandra Bullock comedy. Such a brilliant film, but I’m not able to focus on the excellent cinematography. Not after the way Tommy and I left things before the show.

      The clock ticks by, minutes, hours, and finally at three o’clock in the morning, I hear the big rig engines fire to life. The door of the bus opens and two crewmembers come inside, looking dead on their feet. They see me when they flip on the light and both look at each other, probably assuming I drunkenly stumbled onto the wrong bus.

      “Sorry, I needed somewhere to crash tonight. All the happy couples are spending one last night together. I wanted to give them privacy.”

      “Sure, man. We don’t have any extra beds, but you’re welcome to the couch.” He rubs his face and tosses his hat into one of the bunks that line the walls, making this place look more like a vampire crypt than a bus.

      How many people do they have in here? Our bus has four and it feels cramped.

      The guys take turns using the bathroom and disappear into their bunks. One by one, the bus fills with people. I’ve counted seven so far and none of them Tommy.

      “Who else are we waiting for?” I hope they assume my question is because I’m getting antsy to hit the road.

      “Just one more,” one of the guys says. “Tom’s always the last one.”

      “The kid insists on making the rest of us look like lazy fucks,” one dude says before sliding the privacy curtain on his bunk closed.

      I smile, knowing from our prank wars that Tom has a competitive streak. Makes sense she’d insist on being the last to walk away from her work. I dig that about her.

      The trucks pull away, crew buses follow, and eventually the door opens and Tommy jogs up the steps with her baseball hat on backward. Before she spots me and puts her guard up, I get a glimpse of the real girl, without any pretenses. Her expression relaxed, her eyes tired. Her gaze snaps to mine, and she freezes.

      Steel walls fall to shutter her eyes and she glares. “What are you doing here?”

      I look behind me toward the bunks. We’re mostly alone, save for the few guys still wandering about and getting ready to bunk up. I pat the couch next to me. “I want to talk to you.”

      Her shoulders drop and she shakes her head. “Not tonight. It’s been a long day.”

      “I’m stuck on your bus for the next eight hours—”

      “That’s not my problem. I hope you enjoy watching me sleep.”

      I actually would enjoy watching her sleep, and how fucked is that? “It’s about your mom.”

      She laughs, but the sound lacks genuine humor. “Spare me the details. My imagination is bad enough, trust me.”

      “Taylor.” I use her real name with gentle determination.

      Her eyes light with fire and her lips thin. “Don’t expect me to start calling you my stepdad.”

      “Enough.” I stand so quickly, she has little time to react before I pull her hard into my arms. Her body stiffens and she doesn’t hug me back. “I didn’t hook up with your mom.”

      “How big of you.”

      I put my lips to the top of her ball cap. “Why are you so fucking stubborn?”

      “Why are you so fucking annoying?”

      I roll my eyes to the sky. “Your mom made it really clear that she wanted to work me over in every possible way—”

      “This is a great story. What chapter do you shut the fuck up?”

      I sigh, breathe, and squeeze her tighter. “All we did was talk about you.”

      “Before or after she dropped to her knees and begged for your cock?”

      A growl rumbles in my chest. “That mouth.”

      She wiggles, a weak attempt to get away, but gives into my arms after a few seconds.

      “You’re exhausted. Why don’t you go do whatever it is you need to do to get comfortable and we’ll talk on the couch for a bit?”

      She backs up, and I release her only to have her look at me with a skeptical eye. “Why are you doing this?”

      If that isn’t the million-dollar question. “Go get comfortable.” I reclaim my spot on the couch.

      She doesn’t move.

      What happens next can only be attributed to instinct.

      I smack her ass. “Go.”

      She stumbles forward and growls at me. “I can’t believe you did that!”

      Holy shit. I can’t either. But I play it cool, keeping my eyes on the television. “Believe it.”

      “God, you’re a dickhead,” she mumbles before disappearing inside the bus bathroom.

      I lie back, the cabin lights go off, and the bus lurches forward. A yawn crawls up my throat and my eyelids grow heavy. Tommy’s in the bathroom with the water running. Is she taking a shower?

      Whatever. She has to come out of the bathroom eventually, and when she does, I’ll be here waiting.
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      Taylor

      I feel the bus come to a stop, and the sound of the air brakes pulls me from sleep. I stretch as much as I can in my tiny bunk, then remember last night. Ethan’s asleep on the couch.

      I took my sweet time getting ready for bed last night. Turned the faucet on low and played a few games on my phone. My intention was to teach that asshole a lesson about ordering me around. I’d make him wait until I was good and damn ready to talk. Eventually I got sick of being stuck in the four-by-four-foot space and came out to find Ethan sound asleep on the couch.

      He looked so peaceful. Brown hair tossed over his strong forehead and cheekbones. Black eyelashes fanned out over olive skin. Why does he have to be so pretty?

      I listen hard and hear the snores of my crewmates, but no movement. I slip from my bunk and find Ethan is still sound asleep on the couch, the blanket I covered him with still right where I left it.

      Figuring the advance person is already in the venue and hard at work, I head to the bathroom and put on my crew uniform. I brush my teeth, wash my face, and tiptoe past a sleeping rock star—when inspiration strikes.

      I grab a black Sharpie marker, create a masterpiece, then run like hell.
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        * * *

      

      “You almost got oil-spotted last night,” Beeker, one of my bus mates and a fellow pusher, says to me over breakfast in the trough. He sets down his plate piled high with eggs, sausage, and mini muffins.

      “Am I supposed to apologize for being better at the job than you?” I take a bite of salty bacon and wash it down with a gulp of lukewarm coffee. At noon, we’re only just eating breakfast, having rolled into the Philly venue at ten.

      Prophet, Creeper, Medicine Man, Dixie, even Paul all come to the table with food, all of them looking like they need twelve more hours of sleep. Paul sits down next to me.

      “Don’t forget the tube blew on the guitar amp last night.”

      Bookie forks eggs into his mouth. “We replaced it.”

      “I’ll check the others.”

      Prophet grunts.

      “We need to do a final once-over on the mics before sound check.”

      “The frequency gets jammed up here.”

      The “shop talk” continues around the table—some with valuable information to convey, others just thinking out loud. I remember as a kid, I listened and tried to imagine what all the words that sounded like a different language in my young ears meant.

      “Ask a cable rat to do—”

      The double doors of the room fly open with such force, they slam against the brick walls like gunfire. All eyes dart to the man seething in the doorway.

      Ethan.

      He looks bigger than usual, his chest puffed out, shoulders moving with every breath. He spots me immediately as if I called his name. I shrink a little as he stomps over to me, nostrils flared. I cover my mouth to keep him from seeing me smile.

      “You.” His usual humor-filled, tan-colored eyes are now tight slits of fire. “Really?”

      The table gets suspiciously quiet, save for the few muffled laughs and mumbled oh shits.

      “Good morning, Ethan.” My lips twitch with barely controlled laughter. “How did you sleep?” A snort rips from my nose.

      He smirks, but the look is hardly playful. “You think this is funny.”

      I shrug.

      Ethan looks at my dad, then glares at Paul—specifically, where Paul’s elbow on the table is close to mine. “Payback’s a bitch.”

      I chew my lip. “Hmmm… I think you mean payback’s a dick.”

      Creeper loses it first, his laughter coming fast and wheezing. One by one, the table dissolves into a fit of un-manly giggles. I do my very best to stay composed, but eventually I lose it too and join in laughing with the rest of them.

      Ethan runs a hand through his hair as if trying to control his temper. I stare at the giant black dick and balls I Sharpied on his cheek hours ago, admiring my work. What is he so mad about? It’ll come off with a good scrub. Maybe a few good scrubs.

      He looks at me, opens his mouth to say something, but decides instead to walk away. When he gets to the double doors, he yells, “You’re all fired,” over his shoulder.

      We burst into laughter. No way we’re fired. Jesse would never let that happen.

      “Don’t worry, no one is fired,” I assure the crew. “He just needs some time to cool off.”

      “I can’t believe you did that,” Paul says next to me, still snickering. “I’d sleep with one eye open if I were you.”

      I glare at the door where Ethan disappeared and mentally challenge him to bring it on. The pranking, the verbal sparring, this is where I’m comfortable with Ethan. No flirting, kissing, or orgasms to confuse his intentions. No butterflies and warm feelings and awkward interactions. We’re back to the comfort zone.
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      Taylor

      Two weeks and no retribution.

      For fourteen days, I’ve walked cautiously around corners, sniffed everything before I ate it, and feared the moment something would fall from the sky. With every day that passes without retaliation, I grow more and more paranoid.

      Two weeks, and I’m beginning to think he’s forgotten to seek revenge and forgotten about me completely. I would’ve thought a giant dick and balls Sharpied on his face was less forgettable than me, yet he acts as if I no longer exist. On the rare occasion we find each other in the same vicinity, he gives me his back, sits at the farthest side of the room. On our nights off, he hasn’t shown up at my door or made surprise visits to the restaurant I’ve been at.

      I chalk it up to the fact that the wives and kids have left the tour and Ethan is once again keeping himself entertained with his bandmates. He no longer requires me for entertainment purposes.

      Is he also dipping into the groupie pool to meet his carnal needs?

      Probably. I refuse to pay attention.

      I have no right to be jealous. I have no claim on him.

      He seemed genuine the night he showed up on my bus, but I was too raw, too hurt by the fact that after all these years, Tori hasn’t changed. No matter how many times I give her the opportunity to actually act like a mom, she constantly disappoints.

      And I’m sickened that she’s the type of woman Ethan would be sexually attracted to. The way he never pushed her away made me feel like a placeholder while he waits for a woman like Tori to come along.

      Halfway through tonight’s show in Atlanta, Ethan acts as happy and energetic as always. He doesn’t seem to feel the aching loss I do, as if the few kisses we shared, the back and forth pranks never existed. Did I break whatever friendship we had?

      “We’re going out tomorrow night,” Paul yells to be heard over the music. “You should come.”

      “You know I can’t get into clubs or bars.”

      “Dive bar. Copper’s uncle owns it. You won’t be able to drink, but you can go.”

      “Tomorrow night?”

      “Yeah.”

      I suppose it’s time I stop waiting for Ethan’s next prank. I should also stop waiting for him to crash in on my alone time at the hotel. I need to face reality and accept that whatever Ethan and I had is over. I suppose the best and quickest way to get over him is to go out and get back to life without Ethan. “Okay, I’ll go.”

      “Sweet.”

      The show eventually ends and, like always, Ethan walks right past me as if I’m nothing but an empty crate. I pushed him away and got what I wanted, so I have no room to complain.

      This is what I wanted… right?

      Ethan

      Taylor Marsten has infected me.

      It’s the only explanation for why I’m able to feel her presence without even seeing her. On a cellular level, my blood hums when she’s within a ten-foot radius. Even now, she thinks she’s hiding in the shadows side-stage while I perform, but I can feel her eyes on me like a physical touch. I don’t hate that I feel her around me. Knowing where she is makes her easier to ignore.

      The crowd cheers after our final encore song, and I hand my bass to Creeper. I accept a towel from one of the crewmembers then head straight back to the dressing room for a shower. Ty, one of our security team, escorts me back.

      “Did you talk to her?” I wipe sweat from my face and the back of my neck.

      “Yeah,” he says, walking alongside me. “I had a guy pull her aside after the show.”

      “Perfect.” I push into the dressing room and go straight to the shower. “I’ll meet you out back in ten.”

      I have to do something to try to get the old Ethan back. Because living with a sore spot in my chest makes me feel like a pathetic chump. I’ve had just about enough of that shit. I’d laugh if I weren’t so pathetic.

      Taylor pulled off the ultimate prank and it had nothing to do with the dick she drew on my face.

      She actually got me to care. To think beyond the lust-filled kisses and physical gratification. She got me to hurt for her. Tricked me into thinking I could comfort her, make her feel better in ways that had nothing to do with orgasms.

      Something I know good and fucking well not to do.

      A quick shower, change, and I step into the dressing room to find Jesse, Ben, and Ryder sitting around with frowns on their faces.

      I ask, “Who died?”

      Jesse stands. “You tell me.”

      I shrug, feigning ignorance.

      “What the hell happened to you?” He cocks his head. “One minute you’re covered in glitter and popping a boner in your boxers—”

      “Is nothing sacred?” I glare at Ben, who frowns and shakes his head.

      “Now you lock yourself up in the bus or hotel room when you’re not playing shows.” Jesse jerks his chin toward Ryder. “You’re not even having beers and fighting over movies with Ryder anymore. The wives are gone, so you can’t use them as an excuse, so what the fuck is up with you?”

      I scratch my jaw and avoid their eyes. “You know how it is on the road. Sometimes it’s just nice to take a break from the people you have to see every damn day.”

      Ryder crosses his arms. “You sure this has nothing to do with a certain roadie?”

      I school my expression.

      Ben clears his throat. “I noticed the pranks between you two stopped after the whole…” He motions to my cheek. “Penis thing.”

      I type out a text to Ty, letting him know I’m on my way. “I gotta go. I have a date waiting.”

      Thankfully, none of them try to stop me as I walk out the door. The hallways and corridors are alive with activity as the crew strikes the stage and loads equipment. Many of them pass by, but I keep my eyes forward, refusing to see any of them. Ignoring her for two weeks took discipline and hard work. One look and I’d fuck all that up.

      Rodger sees me coming and pops open the back door of an idling, blacked out SUV. A crowd of fans is lined up on the opposite side of concrete blockades more than fifty yards away, and they scream when they see me. I throw up my hand and give a quick wave before jogging to the SUV.

      “Ethan!” Ty calls my name.

      I turn around to find him walking with the brunette I spotted in the front row tonight. She smiles bashfully, her gaze settling somewhere on my shoulder rather than my eyes. Her long brown hair is straight and falls to her elbows, and her feminine curves are displayed beautifully in her skinny jeans and sheer white top.

      “This is Amy.”

      I put on my best “old Ethan” smile and give her a hug. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you,” she says, knotting her hands in front of her. “Great show tonight. I’m a big fan.”

      Yeah, I figured. “Thank you. You’re up for hanging out tonight?”

      Her big brown eyes finally touch on mine. “Are you kidding? Yes!”

      “Great! Let’s get out of here.” I take her hand, noticing her grip isn’t as strong as Taylor’s. Amy doesn’t hold on, so it’s more like holding a dead fish. Why the fuck am I even thinking about this shit? I lead her to the SUV and slide in after her. Ty closes the door behind me. “I hope it’s all right if we go to my hotel room. There aren’t a lot of places I can go publicly.”

      “That’s fine.” She shifts nervously.

      I lean in. “You’re safe with me. Whenever you want to go home, just say the word.”

      “Thank you,” she says to her lap.

      I study her profile. She’s a beautiful woman, mid twenties and less aggressive than I’m used to, but I find her sexually reserved nature a turn-on. If my fingers brushed her thigh, would she blush like Taylor—no. Fuck no! I refuse to think about her! I clear my thoughts and my throat. “What do you do for a living?”

      I internally smack myself upside the head. Why aren’t I flirting? Using my charm? Holy fuck, have I lost my touch?

      “I’m studying to get my master’s in psychology.”

      I lift my brows. “A psychologist?”

      “A counselor, family therapist, or work with troubled teens.”

      “Huh…” I look out the side window and consider her education, consider her insight. I turn back to her. “Can I ask you something?”
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      Ethan

      I wake up the next morning and eye the female in my bed. Her form is a lump under the comforter, a silken mass of long, dark hair splayed over the pillows. I stretch as much as I can on the cramped hotel room couch, and my muscles cry for a massage and some heat therapy.

      Amy and I stayed up most the night, doing something that exhausted me both emotionally and mentally.

      We talked.

      We only took a break to order room service and eat, then we dove right back into my issues—pride, fear of abandonment, and commitment.

      Last night, when the SUV pulled up to the hotel, I realized there was no way I could kiss Amy, much less have sex with her. I offered her a T-shirt and sweatpants, dinner, and a comfortable king-sized bed if she’d be willing to hang with me for the night. As friends.

      Thankfully, she agreed.

      I snag my phone off the coffee table. It’s just after ten o’clock in the morning. We have a radio station interview at one, which gives me plenty of time to go for a run, eat, and shower.

      I yawn, go take a leak, wash my face, and brush my teeth. When I head back out into the room, Amy is sitting cross-legged on the bed, texting.

      “You’re not selling my story to TMZ, are you?” I’m only half-kidding.

      “Of course not.” She smiles at me, her face puffy from little sleep. “I’m requesting an Uber.”

      “I’ll have security take you home.”

      “Are you sure?” She scoots off the bed and reaches for her clothes from last night neatly folded on a chair.

      “It’s the least I can do for the five hours of free therapy.” I pull her in for a hug. “Thank you.”

      She hugs me back, quick and chaste, not a spark of electricity between us. How could there be? I told her I have feelings for Taylor. Feelings that go well beyond the sexual kind.

      “You’re welcome.” She steps back and gathers her clothes. “I’ll just get changed—”

      “Don’t worry about it. Keep the clothes. You could sell them on eBay, payment for your time.” I wink.

      “Thank you. I was dreading having to squeeze back into these jeans after the double cheeseburger and hot fudge sundae I ate last night.”

      “Don’t forget about the cheesecake.”

      She rubs her stomach. “Ugh… that’s right. And the cheesecake.”

      “I was going to offer to take you to breakfast…”

      She spots the clock on the bedside table. “I could use a coffee, but I’ll pass on breakfast.”

      “I’ll have Ty swing you through a Starbucks.” I send a text to the man, explaining what I need and adding an ASAP.

      A few minutes later, Ty knocks on my door. Ever the professional, he smiles politely at Amy. She’s leaving in my clothes; he has to assume we spent all night fucking like animals.

      Amy must sense his assumption because she blushes when he offers to carry the hotel dry cleaning bag filled with her clothes. “I’m good, thanks.”

      I give her one last hug and close the door, then I grab my hat, sunglasses, and AirPods. I head out the door and see Amy and Ty still in the hallway. Amy’s squatted down, digging in her purse.

      “Did you forget something?”

      “My keys.” She takes the small bag and turns it upside down onto the carpet. “I can’t find them.”

      I squat alongside her to help her look. I don’t see any keys. “Did you check the pocket of your jeans?”

      She shakes out her folded jeans, and sure enough, her keys are in her back pocket. “Ugh, thank you.”

      I help her put her purse back together and gather her things back into the bag. “I’m headed down too.”

      The three of us go to the elevator, and we stop on the fifteenth floor, where Jonny, a member of our security team, joins us, wearing workout gear. Brent insists we never go out alone, which is annoying. At least when I run, I can pretend I’m not being followed by a two-hundred-pound man.

      Jonny smiles at Amy and me. “Good morning.”

      I grin wider and bigger than I have in days. “It really is, isn’t it?”

      Amy giggles.

      The elevator door pings open and we exit into the lobby. Ty and Jonny flank Amy and me.

      The SUV waits by the double doors and I hug Amy one last time. “You’re an angel, you know that?”

      “Remember what I said?” She lifts a brow.

      “Ask myself what I want most and settle for nothing less.” I smile at her. “I’ll never forget it.”

      “Good.” She blushes a little before sliding into the SUV.

      I watch the car pull away until the taillights fade from view, then I sense a tension in the air. Figuring I’ve been spotted by a fan, I pull my hat lower on my eyes and take off at a jog with Jonny on my tail. As the distance between the hotel and me grows, the feeling fades, and I lose myself in pounding the pavement.

      Taylor

      I will not cry. I will not cry. I refuse to cry!

      And yet, while I stand in the lobby of the Ritz with a hot coffee in hand, my eyes ignore the command and fill with tears.

      Ethan’s arms are wrapped around a tall, slender brunette with Pantene-commercial hair. He speaks softly close to her ear and the way he smiles at her steals my breath.

      I spotted them when they came off the elevators. I had just received my coffee from the barista when I heard a woman gasp. I turned around to see what she was seeing and I gasped too. Although not for the same reason I’m sure.

      I tried to convince myself that the woman with Ethan was someone on his staff, maybe a hotel guest who’d had the honor of riding in the elevator with a famous rock star, but then I got a good look at her oversized sweatshirt. The same one I’ve seen Ethan wear. And although I had never seen Ethan wear the red sweatpants the woman had on, I have to assume, because of how she was drowning in them, that she was leaving in Ethan’s clothes.

      Bookended by two security guards, the couple smiled at each other as he walked her out to be taken home in a company SUV by one of his own security team.

      This woman isn’t some groupie he used and cast aside. This woman is special to him. And fuck if that doesn’t make the hurt even worse.

      I suck back my silly, girly emotions and scurry to the elevator. I had planned to go for a walk, see a little of the city before I had to be back for a crew meeting/dinner and then head out to the dive bar. Instead, I lock myself in the hotel room, curl up under my comforter, and go back to sleep.
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      Taylor

      I don’t have a lot of experience with dive bars, or bars in general, but Copper’s uncle’s bar is the epitome of what I imagined a dive bar to be. Dark, exposed brick walls decorated in beer signs, old baseball hats, dartboards, and not a single window to speak of. The bar is small, so our group of forty-plus fills the space to the walls. Copper’s uncle is behind the bar, pouring draft beers and sending out shots like candy on Halloween.

      I’m at the far end of the room, tucked in a corner table, out of Prophet’s view. Paul heads my way, a beer in one hand and a shot of something amber in the other. He looks around before discreetly using his body as a shield as he dumps the booze into my Coke.

      I stir it around while he slides into the seat next to me and says, “If Prophet knew I was filling your drink with rum, he’d cut my nuts off.”

      I shrug and sip the potent concoction while trying not to cringe at the horrific taste. I’ve had alcohol in the past—mostly sips from Dad’s beer. This shit is disgusting. But no one drinks because they like the taste; they drink because of the way it makes them feel. Three shots in, I’m finally feeling like something other than the trash Ethan cast aside and replaced with an upgrade. Sexier. Prettier. Everything I’m not.

      “You feeling it yet?” Paul says, leaning in and watching my lips.

      I suck down a healthy gulp. “I’m gonna put something on the jukebox.”

      I stand too fast and sway on my feet, using the table to keep me upright. Once steady, I push off and scurry to the music machine before a stiff breeze blows me over. I shove a five-dollar bill into the box and sift through my music choices, lingering on the music my dad raised me listening to.

      E9: “All Out of Love” by Air Supply

      G2: “Every Rose Has its Thorn” by Poison

      “I love this song,” I say to myself and punch in J6: “Love Stinks” by The J. Geils Band. D12: “Pictures of You” by The Cure, F3: “I Hate Myself for Loving You” by Joan Jett & The Blackhearts, E5: “Don’t Go Away Mad” by Mötley Crüe.

      “Three to go,” Paul says way too close to my ear. “Let me pick.” He reaches around me, pressing the front of his body to my back.

      I slip out from between him and the jukebox. I’m a little drunk and in no mood for men right now. No mood at all. I reclaim my drink, and when my first song selection plays through the speakers, a few people boo from the bar. So maybe the selections do have a depressing theme, but fuck them. They don’t live in my head, and right now, I need to listen to music that speaks to my soul.

      I drink the rest of my Coke. My head is light and my body feels as if it’s floating. I sway to Bret Michaels as he croons about cowboys and sad songs.

      “Wanna dance?” Paul says.

      I squint my eyes to focus. “Why do you keep popping up wherever I am?”

      He seems a little offended, but I don’t care. I’m well beyond my filter tonight. “Why do you keep running away?”

      I bust out the chorus of the song, singing into the straw of my empty drink.

      “You need to tone it down.” His hot breath is at my ear. “Your dad’s going to know you’re hammered.”

      I jerk away. “I can take care of myself, thank you.” I give him my back just as “Love Stinks” comes on.

      The bar patrons seem to approve of this song as they all drunkenly sing along. I catch my dad eyeing me from the bar and I give him a convincing wave while singing along. He seems to buy it and goes back to his conversation. Figuring I’ve bought myself a little free time, I really start dancing. Not on any dance floor—this is a dive bar after all—but in a spot near the pool tables.

      By the time Joan Jett comes on, Paul hands me a fresh Coke. I drink it, not tasting any alcohol and grateful for the refreshment, because all this singing and dancing got me sweating.

      Dixie shakes her ass, singing along while kicking Medicine Man’s ass at pool, and even Bear and Beeker are belting out the lyrics at the top of their lungs.

      I can’t put my finger on when it happens or even what specifically happens. Maybe if I were sober, I would’ve seen it coming, but suddenly there’s a change in the air. As if my every molecule lit up with a subtle electricity. An electricity that calls to me. I look up and lock eyes with Ethan.

      “What is he doing here?” I say to myself.

      He must read lips because the corner of his mouth lifts up on one side.

      He’s looking at me.

      He hasn’t looked at me in weeks.

      His eyes may as well be the sun’s rays because as he watches me from across the room, my body warms.

      “You all right?” Paul asks, drawing my attention away from Ethan.

      “Yeah.” I look back to where Ethan was standing, but he’s gone. Did I imagine him here? I look at my Coke. Does alcohol cause hallucinations?

      As if the fates could hear my thoughts, Ethan appears in front of me. He drops his gaze to the drink in my hand, then studies my face. “Having a good time?”

      “You’re talking to me,” I breathe.

      His glare tightens. “May I?”

      He doesn’t give me a chance to respond before he takes my drink from my hand, sniffing it first then putting his lips around the straw, the same straw I was just sucking on. Something about it feels intimate, nearly erasing the two weeks we haven’t spoken.

      He wrinkles his nose and cringes. “How many of these have you had?”

      “One. That’s my second.” Why am I even answering him? “Not that it’s any of your business, but that one doesn’t even have alcohol in it.”

      His eyes pop wide. “No alcohol? Are you fucking kidding me? This pint glass is eighty percent rum.”

      “What? I couldn’t taste anything.” I hear the lazy drawl in my own voice, giving myself away. Without thinking, I turn to Paul.

      He dips his chin.

      “Peter dickface been ordering your drinks?” Ethan sets my drink on a nearby table and hands me a glass of water he had in his other hand. “You’re so fucking naïve.”

      “I can take care of myself!” I realize I said the same thing to Paul, yet here I am, stumbling drunk with little knowledge of how I got here. I suck back a few gulps of water. It tastes no different from the spiked Coke Ethan just took away from me.

      “I can see that. You’re doing a stellar job.” Ethan looks behind him and lifts his chin at someone before turning back to me. “Get your shit.” He turns an angry glare at Paul. “I’m taking her back to the hotel.”

      Paul must know he’s in deep shit if he protests, because he casually shrinks back to be absorbed by the crowd.

      Rodger steps up to Ethan’s left.

      “We’re taking Taylor back to the hotel.” Being an observant male, Ethan must know I plan to put up a fight. “You’ll leave this shithole without fuss or I’ll call over your dad and explain to him how his eighteen-year-old daughter is pissface drunk.”

      “I am not that drunk.” Water sloshes over my hand and wrist and I stare at the cup, wondering how the hell that happened.

      Ethan grips my elbow. “You come willingly or I’ll have Rodger carry your stubborn ass out of here.”

      I spit fire through my eyes at Rodger. “He wouldn’t dare.”

      The big man steps forward, all but daring me to test him.

      I rip my arm from Ethan’s grip. “Fine. I’ll go, but just so we’re clear.” I lift my nose in the air. “I was going to leave anyway. I’m just using you for a free ride.” I try to infuse a hoity-toity ‘tude into my voice, but judging by the way Ethan smirks, I think I missed the mark.

      Rodger leads and Ethan trails behind me as we leave the bar. I trip on something, stop and look around to find out what the hell it was, but I see nothing on the ground.

      Ethan presses his hand to my lower back. “Invisible rock. I hate those.”

      I crank my head back to look up at him. “Are you making fun of me?”

      He’s laughing now. “Keep moving, twinkle toes.”

      “Twinkle toes,” I mouth.

      Outside, I suck in the delicious fresh air, hoping it’ll clear the fog in my head as Ethan pops the back door of the SUV. I crawl inside on my hands and knees. “Is this new? It’s higher than the others.”

      “Gravity’s a bitch after a few drinks,” Ethan mumbles, hopping in behind me.

      “Gravity I can handle. Twenty-five-foot-tall automotives I cannot.” I pull out my phone and send a quick text to my dad, telling him I’m tired and going back to the hotel.

      “Automotives?” Ethan mumbles with humor in his voice.

      Whatever. My head feels heavy and my stomach too full. I drop my head back and groan. “Why are you here?”

      “You already asked me that.”

      My head lolls to the side and I squint one eye to see him clearly. “Did you answer me?”

      He rolls down my window. “If you’re going to barf, do it out the window.”

      I turn toward the open window, and the fresh breeze on my face energizes me just a little. In the time it takes to blink, the SUV lurches to a stop at the backside of the hotel. “What is this?”

      “Back entrance.”

      The heat of anger and hurt fires in my gut. “God forbid someone see you with someone like me. I bet I’m the only girl you’ve ever taken in the backdoor.”

      “No. That’s not true.” He rolls his lips between his teeth, his face turning red with repressed laughter.

      “Admit it! You’re taking me in the back door because I look like a boy.”

      He bursts out laughing, doubling over with the force of it. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      Even Rodger is laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” I point at my chest. “Just because I don’t have the Pantene hair and four-thousand-foot-long legs doesn’t mean I like being taken in the back door, you fucker.” I try to shove past Ethan to get out, but he catches my waist.

      “What hair?” He hops out, still chuckling, and offers me his hand.

      I put my hand in his face in a speak to the hand way. “I’m not a baby, I can get out by myself.” I scoot, scoot, swing out my legs, and drop the three hundred feet from the seat to the asphalt, landing flat on my ass. I turn and look up at the towering vehicle. “What the hell, man?”

      Rodger and Ethan help me stand. I push them off, assuring them I’ve got it. I refuse to give them the satisfaction of using them as crutches. I’m not a damn invalid, for fuck’s sake.

      The pavement snakes and slithers in front of me as I do my best to make it to the door. Ethan casually slips in beside me, his strong arm at my back. I accept his help but glare at him as I do so he knows I’m not happy about it.

      He laughs. Asshole. “What room are you in? Please tell me you have a room key.”

      “I’m not stupid.” I fish the key from my back pocket. “Four twelve. Or twelve four?”

      He sighs. “We’ll figure it out.”

      We get into an elevator and Ethan props me in the corner. Rodger hits a button, and when the carriage moves, my stomach turns over. I grip my belly and groan.

      “Fuck.” Ethan lifts my chin with two strong fingers. His eyes are warm and study my face. “Dixie, your roommate, is she at the bar?”

      I nod against his fingers.

      He shares a look with Rodger, and the security guy hits the button to the forty-fifth floor. I look at Ethan questioningly and he frowns. “It’s not a good idea for you to be alone.”

      “I just want to sleep.”

      “Yeah, well, I hate to break it to you, Tom, but sleep isn’t in the cards until you’ve puked your guts up.”

      Hearing the word puke sends me doubling over. “Stop. Why is everything moving?”

      The elevator pings and Rodger hurries ahead to open a hotel room door as Ethan shuffles me down the hallway and into the fancy-shmancy suite. I’m taken directly to the bathroom, where I’m lowered to the floor by the toilet. Ethan stacks two fluffy white towels near me and instructs me to lie down.

      I do, surprised by how good the cold tile feels against my bare arms and legs. When I focus on the base of the bowl, the ceiling stops spinning. My stomach feels a little better. If I lie still enough, maybe the stomach pain will pass.

      Ethan

      “This should get you through the night.” Rodger hands me a gift shop bag filled with supplies.

      “Thanks, man.” I head into the bathroom to set up triage.

      Taylor hasn’t stopped staring at the toilet since she lay down, but her legs have been restless and my gut tells me her guts are prepping for evac.

      Rodger follows me into the bathroom. “Tommy, how are you feeling?”

      She groans and shakes her head.

      He mumbles, “Should I call her dad?”

      “No!” She slowly pushes herself to sitting and slams her palm to the floor as if doing so made the tile sit still. “Don’t. I’ll be okay. Right, Ethan?”

      I turn from the box of Alka-Seltzer and—damn, her skin is turning a sickly shade of green. “Absolutely.”

      She makes a gagging sound and grabs her belly.

      “You staying for the show?” I ask Rodger and soak a washcloth with cold water.

      “Can you stop the walls, please?” She folds over the bowl with her forearms braced on the seat.

      “I’ll get right on that.”

      “Fucking musicians.” She spits. Spits again.

      Rodger’s face pales. “Call me if you need me,” he says on his way out.

      “Wimp!”

      The only response he gives me is the closing of my hotel room door.

      I take the washcloth and squat next to Taylor looking like a hot mess with a string of drool hanging off her lower lip. “Hey, gorgeous. You ready to get that shit out of your body?”

      “Yes.” She spits again and rests her head on her forearm. “Am I gonna die?”

      I push her hair off her face and tuck it behind her ear. “No, but you’re going to wish you would.”

      She groans into the bowl. “You might want to leave.”

      “And miss the excitement?”

      “I’m serious. I’m gonna—” The first gut-wrenching wave hits her like an electric shock.

      I jump to my feet, circle behind her, and gather her shoulder-length hair behind her neck. “There ya go, get it all out.”

      As if on cue, her back arches and she barfs hard. I flush the toilet after every wave, and she gags and dry heaves into the swirling water.

      After a dozen dry-heaves, her stomach convulsions slow. I hand her the cold washcloth for her face. She uses it to wipe her mouth and looks up at me with watery, bloodshot eyes. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “Is it possible I’m not the selfish asshole you think I am?” I toss the old washcloth into a corner and grab another to dab the light sheen of sweat on her forehead. Even pale green and hurting, her stormy gray eyes, narrow nose, and heart-shaped face are a work of art.

      Like a ragdoll, she slumps back against the nearest wall. “If this is what drinking is like, why the hell would anyone get addicted to it?”

      “First time, huh?” I don’t know why, but that surprises me. Taylor’s a bit of a hard-ass. I assumed she’d sneaked booze before now.

      She nods with a head that seems to weigh 185 pounds.

      I slide up next to her and cross my ankles to settle in for what’s going to be a long night. “It’s not usually this bad when you know your limit. How many cocktails did you have tonight?”

      Her face scrunches up as if I’ve asked her how many wet dog turds she’d like to eat. “Just one, but I think there were two shots in it—oh God.” She clutches her gut. “I can’t talk about it.”

      “You had way more than two shots. The drink you had when I got there was half rum—”

      She throws her body at the toilet and barfs air. “I couldn’t…” She talks between dry heaves. “Taste it… Paul… gave them…”

      Of course that fucker Paul was feeding her booze without a single consideration to her tolerance. If I didn’t know better, I’d say that son-of-a-twat was trying to get her blackout drunk.

      “I’m so thirsty.”

      I snag the bottled water from the counter and pop off the top. “Here, but only a little sip. If you keep that down, I’ll give you more.”

      She takes a sip, then another, and tries to take another, but I pull the bottle from her lips.

      “You’re going to make yourself throw up again.”

      She leans back against the wall. “Tastes so good.”

      “Alkaline water. Great for hangovers.” I put the lid back on, check the time, and tell myself if she doesn’t throw up again, I’ll give her another sip in a few minutes. “So Paul was spiking your Coke—”

      “Can we please not talk about this?” she slurs. Her shining eyes look up at me. “Talk about anything else. Just not Paul or…” Her face pinches. “You’re not ignoring me anymore.”

      “Ah, that. Well, I met a girl—”

      “I saw her!” She turns toward me with more energy than I’d have thought possible, considering the eviction her body just issued her stomach. Her eyes turn to little slits. “You had sex with her!”

      “That’s not—”

      She gasps. “She was wearing your clothes and… oh my God, Ethan, I saw her walk of shame and you…” Her glare tightens again. “And you…”

      “Are you finished—”

      “You used her and cast her away like Tom Hanks.” She’s clearly still drunk, swinging her arms around as she works herself up into a tizzy. “They had a funeral!” Her eyes turn glossy. “A funeral.” Her voice cracks, her lip quivers. “But he wasn’t dead because of the wing circles.” She sniffles and turns away from me to sniffle some more. “And Wilson…”

      I wait a few seconds, trying hard not to let her see me smile. “You done?”

      She sniffs again, swipes at her nose, and composes herself before she turns toward me with her chin raised. “I forgot my point.”

      “Here.” I bring the bottled water to her lips and allow her another couple sips. “The woman you saw me with is the reason I stopped ignoring you.”

      “I knew you were ignoring me.”

      “Yes, well, I wasn’t trying to hide it, Sherlock.” I stand to grab a clean cold washcloth so that I don’t have to feel her probing eyes on my face. “I didn’t touch your mom, and I didn’t touch the woman you saw me with—”

      “Bullshit.”

      I turn around, prop my ass against the countertop, and cross my arms. “I really didn’t want to have this conversation with you when you’re shithoused, but you give me no choice. Did I bring a woman to my hotel room in hopes of fucking her brains out?”

      Her eyes light with fire. “You’re disgusting—”

      “Yes. I am. So why the fuck do you look at me like I’m not?”

      “That’s it! I’m leaving!” She scrambles to her feet, gravity and equilibrium working against her.

      “Fine. Go!”

      She grips her head, takes two steps, and stops with her back toward me.

      “That’s the problem, isn’t it, Taylor?” I step up behind her, wrap an arm around her middle, and accept her weight as she leans back into my chest. “You don’t want to leave.”

      Her muscles lose tension and she shakes her head once, admitting the truth. There’s some cosmic connection between us that we both wish we could fight but can’t.

      I press my lips to the top of her head. “I don’t want you to leave.”

      “I’m just… tired and I feel gross and I can’t have this conversation with you right now.”

      I kiss her head again. “Why don’t you take a shower and you can sleep here? I’ll take the couch.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea.”

      “Fuck them.” I make sure she’s steady on her feet before I walk to the shower and turn on the warm water. “Toothbrush, toothpaste, mouthwash, whatever you need should be here.” I show her the selection of items on the countertop. “Take the water with you, and if you feel dizzy at all, sit down and call me.”

      “I’m fine, honestly. I feel a lot better after…” She casts a glance at the toilet.

      “Good. Holler if you need me.”

      I leave her to get ready for bed. I usually sleep naked, but if she needs me, I don’t want to scare her with my monster-sized dick, so I ditch my jeans for a pair of workout shorts.

      After about ten minutes, I knock on the bathroom door. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine!”

      I snag an extra blanket from the closet, sprawl out on the couch, and turn on the television, keeping the volume low so I’ll hear the thump if she falls. Eventually the water shuts off, and after another ten minutes or so, she comes out wearing a fluffy white bathrobe. Her hair looks darker as water drips from the ends to slide down the vee of skin exposed at her chest. Her skin is pale and dotted with light freckles—so different from the tanned female form I’m accustomed to. Everything about Taylor is different from what I’m accustomed to. Refreshingly innocent, painfully naïve.

      “Feel a little better?”

      She nervously fingers the damp strands of her hair. “A million times better, but I’m pretty sure I’m still drunk.”

      “Take a couple Advil, finish the water, and if you can stomach some of those saltine crackers, it’ll make all the difference in the morning.”

      She nods, ducks back into the bathroom, and comes out nibbling on crackers with her water. She sits at the edge of a chair, fresh-faced, cheeks pink again. Her gaze skitters across my bare torso, but I don’t think much of it. She’s seen me shirtless before.

      “You have a lot of experience with hangovers,” she say.

      I sigh. “More than you know.” She ducks her chin and I resist the urge to go to her, lift her chin, and tell her that a woman as beautiful as she is should never hide her face. I itch to feel her wet hair slip between my fingers. My lips burn to brush against her neck. “You should get some sleep.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      I resist the urge to pull her to the couch as she shuffles on bare feet to the bedroom. I’m about to ask her to stay with me when she stops, turns, and says, “Thank you, ya know, for tonight.”

      Before I can respond, the bedroom door shuts with a soft click.

      “Always,” I say to myself.

      How the hell am I supposed to fall asleep with a hot, nearly naked woman in my hotel room bed?

      I spot the mini bar.

      Booze?

      Don’t mind if I do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      I’m dreaming I’m in hell.

      But it’s nothing like the hell I imagined. There’s no fire, no crabby red dude with horns and a pointed tail. Quite the opposite actually. There’s only Ethan, shirtless and hovering over me while he bathes my neck in the softest kisses. I feel his bare skin under my palms, but I can’t feel him pressed against my chest. I try to get closer, desire his firm torso pressed against mine, but I can’t move. His tongue is velvet against my throat, and I want more. I want him to kiss me, but I’m unable to move. I try to tell him. My mouth opens, but makes no sound.

      My skin is damp. I’m hot. So hot and there’s no escape from it.

      I gasp and my eyelids fly open. Seconds pass as I try to place myself.

      I’m in a hotel room. Ethan’s room.

      I peer down my torso and see a masculine forearm thrown over my waist from behind my back. The tie on my robe must’ve fallen loose in the night and Ethan’s hand is beneath it, his big palm flat against my belly. I rack my brain, desperately searching for an explanation to how we ended up like this. When I went to bed, I left him on the couch and closed the door.

      He shifts behind me, his fingers lightly brushing against me as if he’s trying to place himself as I did seconds ago.

      “What the fuck?” he says quietly. He slowly retreats and my pulse races in a panic.

      I act on instinct, my hand darting to cover his at my stomach. With my eyes closed, fearing his reaction, I whisper one word. “Stay.”

      His body freezes for a moment that feels like a lifetime before he groans softly and relaxes against me again. His hand slides up, stopping just under the modest swell of my breast, his enormous hand cupping my ribcage. He pulls me back inches, fitting our bodies together from ankles to hips to heads.

      He presses his lips to the back of my head and grumbles, “How the fuck did we end up like this?”

      My eyes are still closed as I absorb his heat. The strength in his touch makes me feel fragile and feminine in his hands. “Guess you couldn’t stay away.”

      He makes a tired humming sound, as if he’s drifting off to sleep. Images from my dream flicker through my mind—his mouth, his muscles, all that gorgeous hair tickling my jaw. A throbbing low in my belly has me shifting my legs as restlessness assaults me.

      I want Ethan.

      I close my eyes and try to push back the thoughts. Don’t be stupid! He’s a rock star with a string of broken hearts attached to his name. I mean nothing more to him than any of the other women he’s been with. Matter of fact, it’s probably the fact that I haven’t been with him that makes me slightly more valuable. Once I give in to this attraction between us, there will be no salvaging our friendship. And yet, my imagination has him touching me with phantom hands. What if his hand slid up just a little higher? Or even better, what if he slipped just a little lower? My skin feels flushed, my heart races. But I risk losing him.

      My back arches on its own accord.

      His fingers jump against my skin, the action pulling him from sleep, and he flexes his hips forward, meeting me with a soft groan.

      Knowing I’ve crossed the line, opened the floodgates, passed the point of no return, I risk moving his hand a little higher. He doesn’t need much coaxing.

      His palm covers my breast, cupping with gentle pressure. “Are you sure?”

      Inside I’m screaming yes, I’m sure, but I can’t get my inexperienced body to relax enough to take a full breath. I nod quickly.

      His hand freezes. “I can feel your heart racing from back here.”

      “It’s okay.” My voice is barely a shaky whisper. “I’m a little nervous.”

      He grips the robe’s lapel and pulls hard while simultaneously scooting back so he can flip me over to face him. I cover my face, knowing I must look awful after throwing up and going to bed with wet hair.

      “Nope, none of that.” He peels my hands from my face and greets me with a wide, white smile. “Good morning, gorgeous.”

      I roll my eyes. “It’s too early for insincere flattery.”

      “You think I’m being insincere?” He props his head up on his hand. “Have you seen yourself?” He pushes unruly hair off my cheek, running his thumb along my jaw. “You have beautiful skin. It’s like mud, the watery kind that doesn’t have rocks in it.”

      “Wow,” I say dryly. “I think I prefer the insincere flattery.”

      He chuckles, the sound deep and catching. “These”—he traces his fingertip across my freckled nose—“are lickable.”

      I’m surprised his ridiculous compliments are working, but I find myself relaxing into them while blushing at the same time.

      He pushes his hand into my hair, rubbing deep circles into my temple and the space around my ear. “How does your head feel?”

      “Better now.” My eyes flutter open to find him looking at me with a sense of contentment I’ve never seen on his face. In one look, he communicates his desire to stay here, in bed, all day, massaging my head.

      “I was sound asleep on the couch last night, minding my own business when you came and woke me up because you had a nightmare.” His hand continues to deliver massage heaven to my head. “You asked me to come to your bed and hold you all night.”

      “You’re such a liar.” Even drunk I wouldn’t have had the guts to ask a man to come to my bed. Especially a man as sexually potent as Ethan Crow.

      “You’re not supposed to remember what you do when you drink.”

      “I would’ve remembered that.”

      “All right, fine.” He sighs. “When I went to bed last night, my intention was to stay on the couch. I hit the mini bar to help me fall asleep, and I must’ve gotten up in the middle of the night to take a leak and, out of habit, stumbled into your bed.”

      “Tour life can make it difficult to place yourself in the middle of the night.” She moans. “That feels so good. Don’t stop.”

      “I like this side of you. Weak and needy.”

      “I am not weak.”

      “Yeah, I know that.”

      I peer up at him. “I was really messed up last night. You could’ve taken advantage and gotten me back for the whole dick and balls on your face thing—put my hand in warm water, short-sheeted the bed.”

      “How do you know you don’t have a giant pussy drawn on your forehead right now?”

      I burst out laughing. “I guess you’re right. Maybe I should go check.”

      “No need. I left you alone.” He shrugs. “I figured you’d done enough damage on your own. I’m not the type to kick a person when they’re down.”

      “Isn’t that sweet of you.” I turn my head slightly. “A little to the left?”

      He moves his hand, hitting a sore spot where my jaw hinges.

      “So I get why we ended up in the same bed, but why were we spooning?”

      “Best guess? Nature.” He palms my head like a basketball and keeps rubbing. “I’m a single man. You’re a hot, single woman. It’s elemental.”

      I hum at the pleasure of his skilled hands and wonder if he really believes what he says. Does he not feel the emotional tether growing between us? Are we only male and female, or is there something more?

      His hand slips behind my neck, rubbing the sore muscles at my nape. I close my eyes and feel the tension slip away. His lips brush mine. Rather than tense up, flinch, or shriek in surprise, I grin. He kisses me again, closed mouth and tender. Eventually his hand moves from my nape and he pulls open the robe to expose my shoulder. He kisses down my jaw, trails his tongue along my throat, and kisses along my collarbone. His warm lips and hot breath against my skin raise goose bumps on my arm. Dropping lower, he pushes aside the robe, exposing my breast to his hungry gaze.

      “You’re even more beautiful than I imagined.” He kisses the underside of my breast, the top, then licks along the outer swell, driving me to madness.

      I run my fingers through his thick, wavy hair in an attempt to get him closer so he can slake the burning need he’s stoked inside me. His kisses grow softer. A frustrated moan rips from my chest and I feel him smile against my skin.

      What do I need to do? Ask? Beg? Cry out for him to give me whatever it is my body—I gasp as he closes his lips around my nipple. My back arches off the bed in a feeble attempt to be taken deeper into his mouth. But Ethan is well-practiced in the art of seduction and holds off, flicking the tip with his tongue.

      My muscles ache with want, but I’m not experienced enough to understand what exactly I need. Pulse racing. Arms shaking. A knot low in my belly forms, grows, and tightens with an aching emptiness.

      He exposes my other breast, treating it with the same barely there touch. My legs move restlessly beneath the bed sheets, scissoring and bending until I’ve kicked them free to be kissed by the cool air in the room. I dig my heels into the bed, trying to stay grounded when his mouth makes me feel as though I might float away.

      He lifts his mouth from me, and his fingers trace over the wet spots he left behind. He leans back enough to shift his gaze down my bare torso to the open robe at my waist.

      “So this is what you’ve been hiding,” he says softly before returning his eyes to mine. “Your body is like a song.” With a feather-light touch, he skates his fingertips from the dip in my throat down between my breasts. “Intro, verse…” His touch travels south through the center of my rib cage. “Bridge.” He swirls his fingertip around my belly button. “Chorus.” He stops just above the trimmed triangle between my legs. “Hook.”

      My heart’s beating so fast, I fear it’ll burst.

      His pale brown eyes come to mine and shine with a mix of awe and appreciation. “Can I touch you?”

      I don’t trust my voice, so I nod.

      His hand slides lower, but he keeps his eyes on mine. He cups me between my legs. His big palm and long fingers cover me completely.

      “Fuck, you’re perfect.” He drops his forehead to my chest, his breath hot against my nipple where he mumbles, “You’re a virgin?”

      My breath catches. “Yes,” I say with a shaky voice. I try to relax, open my legs farther, and his fingers move in gentle exploration.

      He kisses me softly, slowly, as if coaxing me to relax as he learns the sensitive landscape between my legs. The knot in my belly warms, liquefies, and like our kiss in the hallway backstage, I wrestle to control the chaos of sensation.

      “Don’t fight it,” he says against my lips. He dips one finger inside, deep and deeper still. “You can let go. I’ve got you.”

      I fist the bed sheets, toss my head to the side, and close my eyes against the tsunami building within me. “It’s too much. I can’t—”

      “You can. Look at me.”

      I have no option but to obey. With one hand between my legs, he manages to control my entire body, my thoughts, and my desires. He holds me captive by controlling the single thing I want most in the world. Relief.

      “Please…” The word is a plea carried on a whisper.

      He kisses me hard. His tongue lashes against mine. He steals my breath and sends me soaring. The dam bursts in a billion flashes of light. My heels dig into the bed, my head digs into the pillow, and he swallows my silent cry of release. I’m floating, gasping for air, and dizzy as he tenderly brings me back to earth. He holds me between my legs with a firm pressure.

      A soft, rumbling growl vibrates against my lips as he says, “You’re mine, Taylor.”

      I run his words through my mind and confirm that he’s right. I am falling hard for Ethan Crow, and I fear nothing can save me.

      Ethan

      Taylor’s body belongs in an art museum. Natural breasts that sit high on her chest with rosy pink nipples, soft skin on her flat stomach that flares into womanly hips. And between those hips, the softest, sweetest pussy I’ve ever had the honor of touching.

      I once accused Taylor of looking like a boy.

      A blasphemous insult.

      Under the baggy clothes and baseball caps, she’s the picture of femininity and purity.

      A virgin.

      I’m equal parts terrified and consumed. If Taylor were any other woman, I would’ve seduced her before breakfast, had my fill, and left her boneless and breathless.

      But I can’t do that with Taylor. She deserves so much more than for her first time to be in some random city, on a hotel bed with a guy like me. Seeing her body for the first time, touching her in places no man has touched her before did more than simply harden my dick. She was emotionally exposed and let her guard down. Knowing she trusted me enough to get vulnerable gave me a hard-on of a different kind. She awakens me in a way that goes beyond my craving for sexual pleasure. I want more than her body. I want her mind, her smiles, her stupid pranks, and her dirty mouth. I want to hold back her hair when she pukes. Rub away her headaches. Fight with her when she needs a fight and then spend hours making up.

      My experience with women to this point has been the equivalent of a child with a new toy.

      Taylor isn’t a toy. She’s the prize.

      Rodger knocks on the hotel room door right on time to deliver Taylor’s things from her hotel room.

      “Come on in,” I say, and he follows me inside, where he places her black duffle on the couch.

      “Where is she?” Rodger looks around the living room.

      “Shower.” I point at the table filled with every breakfast item the menu had to offer. “Hungry?”

      He blinks away from the closed bedroom door and stares at me. “Please tell me you did not fuck Prophet’s daughter.”

      I grind my molars together. “Of course not. And her name is Taylor.”

      His eyebrows lift. “Taylor. Really?”

      I pop a raspberry in my mouth.

      “She was drunk, spent the night with you, and now she’s in your shower. You expect me to believe nothing happened between you two?”

      “I didn’t say that.” I don’t blame him for the incredulous tone. He knows my reputation when it comes to the fairer sex. I never minded the distinction of my character before, but I don’t like that my reputation rubs off on Taylor just because she’s in my shower.

      His eyes narrow. I wonder if he had to pick sides, Taylor’s dad or me, who would he choose? I need Rodger on my side if this thing between Taylor and me is going to work, so I’ll have to let him in. But I need to be sensitive about my delivery. I can’t have the man assuming Taylor’s just another plaything.

      “What does it feel like to be in love?” I ask the big man.

      There’s a flicker of panic in his eyes. “I don’t know.”

      I tilt my head, studying him. “Haven’t you been married for, like, twenty years?”

      “Yeah, but in love? I don’t know. It changes. In the beginning, I just remember wanting to spend every waking and sleeping second with Kira. For me? Everyone else, friends, families, coworkers, they all took a backseat to her.”

      I point at him. “That. Yes.”

      “Whoa… slow down.” He leans in and whispers, “You’re saying you’re in love with Prophet’s daughter?”

      “Taylor.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t fucking care. Are you saying you love her?”

      “Hmm…” I scratch my jaw and check my heart. “I don’t know. I’m still trying to sort it all out.”

      “Have you lost your fucking mind? She’s a kid!”

      I glare at the fucker. “She’s eighteen.”

      “You’re ten years older than her.”

      My jaw turns to granite. “Nine.” So what? Age is just a number, right?

      He runs his hands through his hair. “Out of all the women you have to choose from, you go and pick the one that’s off-limits.”

      “Off-limits to who? Everyone or just me? Because no one batted a fucking eye while that peckerface Peter spiked her drink with enough booze to put a horse in a coma.”

      He scowls. “Who the hell is Peter?”

      “Forget it.” I swipe her bag and make my way to the bedroom so she’ll have her things when she gets out of the shower.

      “You don’t love her. She’s a roadie. She’s a convenient fuck, that’s all.”

      I stop and pivot to face him. “Don’t forget who you work for.”

      So much for having Rodger on our side.

      The shower is still running when I drop Taylor’s bag on the bed. I clean up the last of my things, shoving them into my small duffle, and drop it by the door for my assistant to pick up later.

      Crewmembers leave at noon to go straight to the venue in Orlando to set up the stage for tomorrow night’s show, while once we pull into town, the band goes straight to a radio station for an interview. I won’t be able to see Taylor until after the stage is set. That means twelve-plus hours without her.

      How is it possible to have gone weeks without talking to her and now the thought of a half-day apart makes me nauseated?

      The bathroom door opens and she emerges with a wall of steam. She eyes her bag.

      “I had Rodger bring it up.”

      Her eyes widen. “You don’t think he thinks we had sex, do you?”

      The words “we had sex” from her lips yanks me from my thoughts. I study her cheeks—pink from the warm shower and sprinkled with freckles. “Would that be the worst thing?”

      “As much as I like you, I really don’t want people to think I’m one of your fuck buddies.”

      Ouch, but okay. “What if we tell them the truth?”

      She pulls her signature jeans and baggy sweatshirt from her duffle, still smiling until she meets my gaze. Her smile falls. “You’re serious.”

      “Dead.”

      With her clothes gathered to her chest as if she’s trying to protect herself, she asks, “What’s the truth?”

      I slip my hands under her wet hair and cup her jaw, using my thumbs to tilt her face toward mine. “How quickly you forget.” With a soft brush of my lips to hers, I remind her, “You’re mine.” When I pull back, I catch her eyes, little slits of skepticism.

      “What exactly does that mean?”

      “You’re my girl.” I nip at her bottom lip. “My only girl.”

      She closes her eyes, and her chin drops despite my hold. “Ethan, I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      Her words are a nut punch to the chest. “Why not? Is it my reputation? My sexual history? Because there’s nothing I can do about that.”

      She licks her lips. “It’s not that. Not entirely.”

      “Then what?”

      Her shoulders slump. “My dad, this job, the crew, your band, the girls who throw themselves at you. You’re not just a guy I met and fell for. You’re Ethan Crow.”

      I have never hated the sound of my name more. “You admit that you’ve fallen for me though.”

      She blinks at me, her cheeks turning even pinker. “My dad always warned me about men like you. Made me promise I’d never fall for a rock star, and here I am, admitting it.”

      I pull her into my arms and hold her to my chest. I hate to agree with her father, but everything she’s saying is true. My lifestyle works better without any emotional, romantic commitments. And yet, I can’t let her go. “So we’ll hide it.”

      She tilts her head to look up at me. “Hide… what we do?”

      “Yeah. We’ll sneak around. It’s no one else’s business anyway. I get that you have trust issues when it comes to me. I’ve earned that. So we’ll take our relationship on a trial run, see how it works between the two of us first.”

      “You’d do that?”

      “Sneaking around isn’t my first choice.” I kiss her forehead. “But if the alternative is not having you at all, then yes, absolutely.”

      She chews her bottom lip as if thinking it over. I pop the reddened flesh from between her teeth with my thumb. “Ethan, you know I’m new to all this. I can’t guarantee you that I’ll, that we’ll…”

      “Have sex?”

      She wiggles free from my arms and goes back to sorting through her clothes. “Yes. It’s not that I’m saving myself or anything—”

      “Nothing wrong if you were.”

      “But you’re you and I’m… me. The pressure and expectation is…” She blows out a long breath.

      “You’re nervous, I get that. Believe it or not, I’m nervous too. Not about sex. I’d strip you ten ways to Sunday and lose myself inside you every hour of every day until I die if given the chance.” I brush my thumbs across her soft skin. “I’ve never been exclusive before. We’ll just have to take things slow.”

      Her expression softens and she smiles shyly at me. “Do you even know how to do that?”

      “No. But you’ll teach me.” I drop my hands and shove them into my pockets, feeling strangely exposed. “You should know, I’m most likely going to fuck up.”

      She zips up her bag and smirks. “Well, you’re one up on me. I will absolutely fuck up.” She pushes up on her tiptoes and drops a kiss on my lips.

      Before she can walk away, I snag her around the waist and pull her flush to me. “The blind leading the blind.” I nuzzle her neck, breathing her in and cursing the hotel soap for masking her natural woodsy scent.

      She taps me on the bicep. “I need to get dressed.”

      “Great.” I fall back on the bed, prop my elbows behind me, and wait for the show.

      “You want to watch me get dressed?”

      “I don’t see what the big deal is. We already agreed we’re not having sex and I’ve seen you naked, so…” I twirl my finger in the air, signaling her to get moving.

      She tenses and smiles nervously.

      I watch in rapt attention as she drops her robe to the floor. Her perky tits, round ass, and toned arms and legs are a feminine masterpiece. She bends over to slip a pair of black cotton panties up her legs. Blood rushes from my head, blurring my vision as my jeans tighten with each passing second. A matching black sports bra is next, the thin cotton giving her gorgeous breasts no shape or support. I wonder what she’d look like in silk and lace.

      She eyes my quickly hardening dick as it tests the strength of my zipper. I make no attempt to hide my body’s response to her.

      “See something you like?”

      “You, uh…” She’s buttoning the front of her jeans. “Have a little issue there.”

      I grip my hard-on and hiss at its sensitivity. “Little?”

      Even her chest flushes red as she stands there in jeans and a sports bra. “Again, not something I have a lot of experience with.” She reaches to the bed for her sweatshirt.

      “Here’s your first lesson.” I snag her hand and pull her to me to straddle my hips.

      She stays up on her knees, a good six inches of air between us.

      I rub her thighs gently, coaxing her to relax. “Sit. You can’t hurt it.” My voice sounds as if I’ve been smoking for the last ten years.

      She lowers, seating herself on the length of my dick. I grip her hip, hold her still, and roll my hips once, twice… she sucks her bottom lip into her mouth.

      “Put your hands on my chest. There ya go.” I continue to move beneath her, getting myself off while watching her breath quicken. “Talk to me. Tell me how it feels.”

      “It’s like…” Her eyelids fall to half-mast, her lips parting to accommodate her breathing. “When we were backstage and you put your knee between my legs.”

      “Yeah, it’s like that.”

      “But not as good as this morning.” She wiggles a little on top of me, grinding against me with bolder and bolder strokes. A low hum crawls up her throat.

      “More fabric between us this time. You’ll have to work harder to get yourself there.” I suck air through my teeth as she grinds down on the sensitive tip. “Don’t be afraid you’ll hurt me. The harder, the better.”

      She really gets into it now, her arms straight and pressing into my pecs as she works herself against me.

      I stop moving, sit back, and it’s like seeing the sun come up for the first time as Taylor uses me to get herself off. The last time I came with my jeans on, I was in high school. But there’s no doubt, a few more minutes of this and I’m going to blow the zipper off my jeans.

      I cup the back of her neck and bring her lips to mine. “You’re so fucking hot.”

      My words dissolve in a kiss that’s all tongue and eager lips, sucking and biting, and I freeze when I feel her thighs tremble. I pull back, stare into her eyes, and watch as her breath hitches and she falls apart in my arms for the third time. Lips parted, hips thrusting, she tosses her head back and grinds down hard.

      I’m done. My orgasm slams into me, bowing my back off the bed as wave after wave of pleasure spills against my skin. I suck her cotton-covered nipple, muffling my groan. My body is useless. Every nerve zaps with aftershocks, my mind foggy, fuck… I can’t even see. Is it possible to come so hard you go blind?

      Her hands slide through my hair, holding me up and to her breasts while I catch my breath.

      “That… was awesome.” I fall back to the bed.

      She collapses against my chest. “I’m afraid now that I know what an orgasm feels like, I’m going to want to have them all the time.”

      “I’ll be more than happy to be of service.”

      She laughs, the sound lazy and relaxed.

      I run my hands up and down her back. “I can’t wait to show you all the ways I can make you feel good.”

      A shiver slides up her body, and I hold her tighter.

      “We should probably get going,” she says.

      “I can’t move.”

      “Oh, sorry.” She attempts to roll off of me, but I hold her in place.

      “Stay. If I have to go twelve hours without you, let me hold you for a little longer.”

      She nuzzles into my chest. “Longer than twelve hours. I probably won’t see you until the show tomorrow.”

      I make a half-hearted grunt. Translation: Over my dead body.

      Taylor will be in my bed every night for as many nights as I can get my hands on her.

      My eyes pop open as one thought assaults me. If this is what dry fucking Taylor feels like… sex with her might actually kill me.

      Taylor

      Leaving Ethan’s hotel room feels like walking into a different universe. Somewhere between the rum-soaked Cokes and waking up in his arms, he’s become someone different to me. No longer the cocky, conceited rock legend draped in women I’ve come to know, he’s gentle, considerate, and tender.

      With my duffle bag on one shoulder, he holds my hand as we walk down the hallway to the elevator and I enjoy the last few minutes in the bubble we’ve created. I question whether or not we’ll be able to maintain our connection once we’re back in the world where no one can know we’re together.

      His phone pings and he checks the screen as we approach the elevator doors. “Rodger will be here any second.”

      He presses his lips to mine—not with force, but a gentle molding of his decadent mouth to mine. Nervous that we might be seen, I should end the kiss a second after it started, but I’m helpless to resist him. Soft, closed-mouth kisses that linger a little too long make me want to crawl up his body and wrap my legs around his hips. I find myself moving closer. I tilt my head, part my lips, and he grins against me before slipping his tongue against mine. Good heavens, the man can kiss. I push up on my toes, urge him closer, and he chuckles, quietly at my eagerness.

      Feeling hot and a little embarrassed, I break the kiss and press my cheek to his chest.

      “How am I going to last twelve hours without that mouth?” he says, his arms squeezing as if he might refuse to let me go. “You have my number, so text me when you’re done tonight.”

      “It’ll be late—”

      The elevator pings and I jump back from Ethan as the doors open. Rodger’s expression is tight and unfriendly.

      “You’re late.” Ethan’s voice doesn’t carry his usual sarcastic tone.

      Rodger moves aside so we can enter the elevator, and he hits the button for the ground level. “Your call isn’t for another hour.”

      “I know, we’re just walking Taylor to her bus.” Ethan flashes me a secret smile, as if calling me by my name is scandalous.

      Rodger gives me a quick side-eye.

      I duck my chin, feeling as though I should be sporting a big red A on my chest.

      Ethan must sense my discomfort because he tugs on my sweatshirt sleeve and mouths, “Relax.”

      Easy for him to say. He’s not the one who made an ass out of herself last night and is forced to do the walk of shame with an audience.

      I clear my throat. “I, uh… want to thank you both for helping me out last night. And um, if it’s all the same to you, it would be great if Prophet didn’t find out about it. For the record, I’m never drinking again.”

      Rodger gives me a polite smile. “Everyone makes mistakes. Your secret’s safe with me.”

      I don’t miss the quick glance he gives Ethan, who only glares at the man before turning toward me.

      “Yeah, no problemo. I won’t tell a soul.” Ethan zips his lips, throws away the imaginary key, and winks all behind Rodger’s back.

      The double doors open and we hang a left toward the employee entrance that leads us behind the restaurant and out the back to the loading dock. The crew tour buses are lined up, and most of the crew is slowly climbing on board. I spot my bus and a few people around it but refuse to make eye contact with any of them.

      Having already said my official goodbye at the elevator doors, I mumble a quick, “See ya around” and make a beeline to my bus. I don’t look back to see whether or not Ethan is watching me. Not until I’m safe behind the bus’s tinted windows do I risk a look.

      Ethan’s talking to Creeper. Probably made up some bullshit request as an excuse for being seen out here with the common folk. I toss my duffle at the foot of my bunk.

      “Where the hell did you go last night?”

      I turn around to find Dixie on the couch, cup of coffee in hand and a bottle of pain reliever in her lap. I sit down next to her with a pained moan, putting on my best hangover act. “I came back to the hotel and only made it to the bathroom in the lobby before I started throwing up.”

      She gazes at me through heavy-lidded eyes. “You were drinkin’?”

      I nod. “So stupid. I didn’t think a little would hurt, but ugh…” I grip my stomach, not feeling sick but sore from dry heaving. “I’m never drinking again.”

      “When Rodger came and picked up your stuff, he said you’d gone back with your dad and crashed in his room.”

      I blink and stare forward, thinking that sounds like a more plausible excuse. “Oh, I did. I didn’t want to wake you, so after I felt a little better, I crashed on the couch in my dad’s room. He’s not happy about my drinking, so it’s best if you don’t talk about it.”

      She nods, pushes to stand, and heads back to her bunk. “I’m going to try to sleep so I can rally when we get to Orlando.”

      My phone vibrates in my pocket. I pull it out to see I have a new text message from EC.

      

      Six minutes, fourteen seconds and I miss you already.

      

      The bus quickly fills with crew, so I climb into my bunk and slide the curtain closed for privacy before I respond. I type out a response, but before I can hit Send a new text comes through.

      

      Eight minutes and fifty-eight seconds… Nine minutes. If your bus doesn’t hit the road soon I’ll be forced to climb aboard and kiss the fuck out of you in front of everyone.

      

      You’re counting the minutes? Don’t you have something more important to do? Like lift weights or exfoliate?

      

      Exfoliate? What do you take me for? Some pretentious Hollywood asshole?

      

      Another text quickly follows.

      

      Don’t answer that.

      

      I cover my mouth to keep my bus mates from hearing me laugh. The bus lurches forward. I hit Send.

      

      We’re leaving. Happy now?

      

      Happy? No. I’d be happy if you’d come off that bus and kiss me again like you did at the elevator. Oh fuck… grandma. Berets…. Stomach flu.

      

      I type out a response telling him I wish I was off this bus too and back in his arms, but I worry about exposing too much and delete it. Before I can hit Send on a less revealing response, a new text comes in.

      

      I gotta go. I’ll see you in eleven hours and thirty-four minutes. And twenty-seven seconds.

      

      Good. Better for him to end the communication before I say something I might regret. This can’t possibly be real, can it? Am I dating Ethan Crow?

      With a stupid grin, I stuff my phone under my pillow and try to get some sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      We went to an Orlando radio station for interviews, a live jam session, and a meet and greet with fans. Eager to get back to the hotel, I check my phone for the millionth time. It’s nearly seven o’clock at night. I wonder what Taylor’s doing. Finishing up stage prep? Dinner? Is she laughing and having fun with her crewmates? Has she thought of me at all?

      “Ethan, can you sign my shirt?” The bouncy blonde in front of me holds out a fistful of Sharpies in a variety of colors.

      “Of course.” I snag the blue marker and search for a place to sign. I see Jesse and Ryder’s signatures on the front of the white Jesse Lee tee, Ben’s on the back. I reach for the shirtsleeve.

      “There’s a spot right here.” She pushes out her chest and points at her left breast.

      Usually I would have zero problem with a woman wanting me to sign her tits, over or under her shirt, and for the first time, I feel a whisper of hesitation. Would Taylor care? Probably not. She’s been around the business. She understands if the fans aren’t happy, we don’t sell albums. I squash the internal debate and scribble my name on her C-sized breast.

      “Can we get a picture?”

      I hand her back her Sharpie. “Sure thing.”

      She flips her phone around and snuggles against my side to snap a quick selfie.

      “Are you excited for the show tomorrow night?” I’m making small talk, acting more interested than I really am. What I’m really interested in is getting this over with so I can hunt down Taylor and kiss her lips off.

      The woman explains that she’ll be at the show, nervously chattering on about her cousin’s sister’s friend or some shit. I nod, smile, and wish time would speed up.

      It isn’t until three fans later that our tour manager, Brent, slaps me on the shoulder. “Wrap it up.”

      He makes an announcement to the room that fans can take a few more photos before we go. Jesse, Ryder, Ben and I huddle together and the room erupts in flashes as everyone holds up a phone, taking photos and videos.

      We wave as we’re led outside and into a waiting SUV. Ben takes the front seat and Ryder, Jes, and I take the back.

      “What’s everyone doing tonight?” Ryder asks, yawning.

      “Ordering room service and Facetiming Bethany.” Jesse’s slouched in his seat, texting his wife I assume.

      “I’m starving.” Ryder pulls out his phone to read unread text messages and smiles stupidly at photos of Katie in a baby bikini and covered in sand on the beach.

      “Ben, why do you always sign fans' shirts on the back?” I ask. “Is it because Ash would kick your ass? Like, did you guys talk about it and she said here’s what you can and can’t do or…”

      He chuckles. “You know Ash, she’s pretty laid-back about that stuff. I sign the back out of respect for my wife and the woman wearing the shirt.”

      “So it’s disrespectful to sign a chick's tits, even if she’s begging you for it?”

      He turns as much as he can to look at me. “If a woman begged you to punch her in the face, would you?”

      “Fuck no. I don’t hit women.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s fucking wrong.”

      He shrugs. “Even if she begs for it?”

      I open my mouth to say yes, even if she begs for it, but then I squint. “Wait, is it the same if she’s begging you to spank her ass when you’re fucking?”

      Ryder chokes on a laugh.

      “What? I’m serious.”

      Ben shakes his head and turns back to facing forward. “We all have our convictions, Ethan. I follow my gut. If it feels wrong, I don’t do it, and touching another woman’s breasts in any capacity feels wrong to me.”

      “Huh…” Did it feel wrong to sign over that woman’s boob tonight? I got hung up momentarily thinking about Taylor and what she would think. Does that mean something? Am I overthinking this?

      I decide I need to talk to Taylor and get her opinion.

      We pull up to the back entrance of the hotel and take the service elevator to the top two floors, where our rooms are located.

      “See you assholes at sound check tomorrow,” Jesse says, followed by the slam of his door.

      Ben says good night and heads to his room.

      Ryder stops at his door and looks at me. “You want to grab a beer or something?”

      “Yeah, sure—”

      “Oh, hold on.” He pulls his vibrating phone from his pocket and holds his finger in my face. “Hey, babe. I wasn’t expecting to hear from you until—awww, was that Katie? What did she say? I know she can’t talk yet, but tell me what she said in baby talk.”

      I recoil and leave the pathetic sap to goo-goo-gah-gah his wife and kid.

      My suite is big—two bedrooms joined by a living room, dining room, kitchen, and floor-to-ceiling windows that overlook the skyline. In the distance, I can see the arena where we’ll be playing tomorrow, and I wonder if Taylor is finishing up there or if she’s somewhere in the city, having dinner.

      I pull out my phone and send her a text.

      

      Where you at? Room #4020

      

      I stare at the screen, pathetically waiting for the Delivered prompt to turn to Read and expecting three dots to follow. Minutes pass and I’m still sitting at Delivered.

      With a couple travel bottles of whiskey in my hand, I flop on the bed and channel surf while keeping my phone close in case she texts or calls. I check to make sure the device isn’t on silent. I find a movie on TV, but I’m not paying attention to the screen. My eyes keep darting to my phone. I grab it and punch out a quick text.

      

      Hello… is anybody in there? Just nod if you can hear me. Is there anyone home?

      

      I hit Send then watch that godforsaken Delivered prompt as it mocks me. Is she purposefully not answering my texts because she’s with her dad? Or worse, Peter-Peter ballsack-eater? What if she changed her mind about us? What if someone talked to her and told her about all the shitty things I’ve done on the road? She knows my reputation, but she doesn’t know the worst of it. If she did, would she end this thing between us?

      I rub the tightness in my chest and down a second bottle of JD. What the hell is this feeling?

      My phone pings and I scramble to grab it.

      

      Using Pink Floyd to get my attention?

      

      I swing my feet off the bed and lean over my phone, texting her back.

      

      It worked didn’t it? Where are you? Come to the hotel. I miss you.

      

      I hover my thumb over the send button, wondering if I sound a little too desperate. You are desperate, asshole. Yeah, but I don’t want to show my ass so early in our… relationship? That sounds so fuckin’ weird. I delete the last three words and hit Send.

      She texts back seconds later.

      

      Horror hotel, horror hotel, horror hotel.

      

      I throw my head back laughing and text her back.

      

      Did you just call my Pink Floyd with the Misfits?

      

      Maaaaaybe.

      

      I’m glad she’s not here to see my stupid smile as I text her back.

      

      You’re like no one I’ve ever known. Kiss me, make me yours. Don’t let me go.

      

      I chew my lip, say, “Fuck it,” and hit Send. My pulse doubles as I watch the Delivered prompt jump to Read. The three bubbles come and go. Seconds turn into minutes and I’m beating myself up for taking our little game one step too far, plunging us into the emotionally awkward category. I punch out a text.

      

      Stumped. I win.

      

      I’m about to hit Send when there’s a knock on my hotel room door. I jump up, head to the door, and swing it open, half expecting to find Ryder with an offer to grab a beer but hoping it’s Taylor. My mouth pulls into an impossibly wide grin when I look down to see two big, beautiful gray eyes peering up at me from under her dirty ball cap.

      Her face screws up adorably. “Did you use Jesse Lee lyrics on me?”

      I grab her by the front of her sweatshirt and pull her inside, slamming the door behind her before pressing her petite body to the wall. “I did. But would it make you feel better to know I wrote those lyrics?” I nuzzle the side of her neck, breathing in her intoxicating scent.

      “Stop, I’m gross from working all night.” Her hands rest at my abdomen but rather than pushing me away, she grips the fabric and pulls me closer.

      I smile against her skin. “You smell great to me.”

      “Why do you smell like cotton candy and vanilla?”

      I shrug, unable to give up the deliciousness of her neck. “Dunno.”

      She puts pressure to my chest, backing me up a few inches. The bill of her baseball cap dips a little as if she’s studying me from dick to neck. “Is that…” She swipes two fingers along my bicep. “Body glitter?”

      I look down, and sure enough, the inner parts of my arms are dusted in a light glitter shine. “Probably. We had a meet and greet thing.” I dive back toward her neck only to get clotheslined by her forearm.

      “How close were you getting to these women that you reek of them and picked up their body glitter?”

      “Hugs mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      “It’s what I do—wait, are you upset?”

      She crosses her arms and lifts her chin just enough to make it hard to see her eyes. “Of course not. Don’t be stupid.”

      “Great.” I knew she’d be cool. I grab her hand and pull her stiff body to the couch, lower her to it, and drop in beside her. I angle my body toward her, but she stays still, staring ahead. My spidey senses tell me something isn’t right. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” She sits back a little and I get the feeling she’s trying to act more relaxed than she is. “I’m fine.”

      “Cool.” I pull her to my chest only to feel her fall against me like a solid rock, her hands balled up in her lap. “Are you hungry?”

      “No. But I am gross.” She sits up and out of my arms. “I need to go back to my room and shower and honestly”—she stands and avoids my eyes—“I’m really tired.”

      “Shower here. I’ll order you some food and you can sleep here—”

      “How are we going to keep this a secret if I sleep here?” She shakes her head and moves toward the door.

      “You’re leaving? You just got here.”

      She stops.

      I come up behind her and wrap my arms around her shoulders. “I don’t want you to go.”

      “It’s been a long day—”

      “Then sleep.”

      “I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “This?” I back away so she can turn to face me.

      “This. Us.” She jerks her hand back and forth between us. “Hiding and sneaking around. I lied to Dixie and told her I was going to explore the hotel and she looked at me like I was crazy.”

      “So we brainstorm a few lies beforehand. Or I’ll rent you your own room. Just tell her you sleep better alone. It’s been a day. Give us a little more time to figure things out.”

      She pulls off her hat and rubs her forehead before popping it back on. “This is impossible.”

      After a day, she’s giving up? “I’m not the one who wanted to keep this a secret. If my choices are us out in the open or no us at all, I choose the first.”

      “No.” She shakes her head quickly. “That can’t happen. My dad will flip.”

      I tilt my head and notice how she avoids my eyes. My fists clench at my sides. “You’re eighteen, Taylor. Why the fuck do you care what your dad thinks?”

      “He’s protective and he has opinions about guys like you.”

      I prop my hands on my hips to keep from ripping them through my hair. “Guys like me. You’re embarrassed to be with me?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      I’m not an idiot. I know why a man like Prophet wouldn’t want his only daughter dating a guy like me. My reputation. My occupation. The only way I’ll be able to keep seeing Taylor is when she finally comes around to trusting me completely, regardless of what anyone else says or thinks.

      “Maybe your dad would start treating you more like an adult if you started acting like one.”

      Her gaze darts to mine. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “Was I vague?” The heat of her rejection stirs in my gut. “Let me clarify. Every time I try to get close to you, you throw a toddler fit and push me away.”

      “That’s not true!”

      “I came to your bus, you drew a dick on my face. We decide to make a go of it, now you’re picking a fight. The only time you let me in is when you’re drunk or hungover. You’re a child.”

      “Fuck you!”

      I laugh in a weak attempt to cover up whatever this shit is in my chest. “You willingly take drinks from a guy who’s trying to get you drunk so he can get in your pants, but you push me away because you’re afraid your daddy won’t approve? How about you tell—”

      “You smell like women and you’re covered in body glitter!”

      What the hell? “It’s my job!” I hold out my arms. “This is me, this is what you get. You expect me to be someone else just for you? Grow up!”

      She recoils. “I’m leaving.” She whirls around and lunges for the door.

      “Fuck.” I catch her before she opens it, press her against the unforgiving wood, and bury my face in her neck. “Don’t leave. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean what I said.”

      “Yes, you did.”

      “I told you I’d fuck up. I’m in foreign territory here.” I let out a sigh, close my eyes and speak softly into her hair. “I’m not used to not getting what I want.”

      Her muscles soften a little—so little that I wouldn’t notice if I weren’t pressed against her. “Who’s the child now?”

      “You’re right. I’m an asshole.”

      She doesn’t struggle to get free of my hold, but eventually relaxes against my chest. “I’m an asshole too. I know the groupies are part of your job. I’m just tired and I hate that I can smell them on you.”

      Fuck if her jealousy doesn’t make my dick hard and everything behind my ribs gets warm. “I get it. Smelling another man’s cologne on you would make me homicidal.”

      A small hum vibrates in her throat.

      “I’ve been thinking about you all day. Now you’re here and I can’t say the right thing.” I push her hair off her neck and kiss her throat. She tilts her head, relaxing a little more, and I trail my lips to her ear. “You’re always so receptive when I’m behind you like this.” I nip at her earlobe. “Why?”

      “Because I can’t see you,” she whispers.

      “You don’t like the way I look?” I nuzzle her neck, wrap an arm around her waist, and kiss down to the base of her throat.

      She sucks in a breath when I swirl my tongue along her collarbone. “I do. That’s the problem.”

      Finally we’re getting honest. “I like the way you look too. I also like the way you feel, the way you sound. Just being in the same room with you makes me happy. Please stay. Just for an hour.” I back away so she can turn around, and I pull her into my arms. “Tell me about your day.”

      We end up back on the couch, turned toward each other with only our legs touching. She tells me about the venue and the problems they ran into setting up. I understand now why she’s exhausted. She assures me she’s been fed and asks me about the radio station interview and meet and greet. I decide now isn’t the right time to ask about me signing a woman’s boob.

      When we run out of things to talk about, I scoot closer and flip her hat around backward so I can pull her in for a kiss. As much as I want to take things a little further, she’s pushed me away twice saying she’s “gross,” so I assume anything more than kissing is off the table.

      She’s the first to pull away, breathing heavily with swollen lips and flushed cheeks. She smiles shyly and peers up at me through her eyelashes as if she’s embarrassed of her body’s reaction. “I should probably go.”

      I lick my lips, savoring the taste she’s left behind. “I’m going to figure out a way for us to spend more time together.” I pinch the soft ends of her hair at her shoulder and rub the silken locks between my fingers. “I told Rodger about us.”

      “What!”

      I cup her jaw so she can’t look away. “I had to.”

      “He knows my dad, he’ll tell him—”

      “Not if he wants to keep his job he won’t.”

      “Ethan, you can’t threaten his job—”

      “I can. And I will. You want to stay off the radar, then I’ll need some help. If things go well—and by that I mean if I don’t keep fucking everything up—we can eventually go public and all this sneaking around will be nothing more than a funny story we tell over drinks.”

      She leans forward with her head in her hands. “I can’t think that far ahead.”

      I rub her back until she looks at me. “These next few days are going to be crazy. Back-to-back shows, overnight bus rides, we’ll need his help if we plan on seeing each other more than in passing backstage.”

      “You’re sure he won’t tell?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      Her gaze drops to my lips then slips back to my eyes. “Fine.”

      “I wasn’t asking for your permission.”

      “You’re a pain in the ass,” she says with a smile that contradicts her words.

      “But I’m your pain in the ass.” I stand and offer her my hand to pull her to her feet. “I hate it that I can’t walk you to your room like a…”

      “Normal guy?”

      I grip the sides of her head and bring her forehead to my lips. “If I were a normal guy, we wouldn’t be hiding, would we?”

      “No.”

      I’m not normal, I’m Ethan fucking Crow, and if Taylor knew the things I’ve done, if she knew the mistakes I’ve made, she wouldn’t want to be alone in a room with me, much less kissing me.

      I’ve never taken my fame for granted. I’ve loved the lifestyle, money, attention, women… I’ve never even thought much about the way I’ve lived my life. But now everything is different, and for the first time in my career, I feel the stirrings of resentment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      “Laundry day?” my dad says in the dark next to me while we’re waiting for Jesse and his band to take the stage.

      “What are you talking about?”

      He eyes my bare arms and shoulders as if I’m wearing a bikini rather than a black tank top.

      “I got hot.” I shrug. “The humidity here is a killer.”

      He shakes his head and mumbles something I don’t pick up on because I’m distracted by the change in the air.

      Is it possible to have a sixth sense about someone’s presence? Because I swear I feel Ethan nearby before I see him. Maybe it’s the anticipation of knowing he’s on his way to the stage. The energy in the crowd radiates excitement for what’s to come and my heart races with the same intensity.

      Ryder climbs the risers to his drum kit, and Ben takes his spot on the dark stage while Medicine Man hands him his guitar. My pulse stutters when Jesse struts around the corner—because he’s not alone. Walking next to him is the six-foot, caramel-eyed star of my most recent dreams.

      Even in the dim light, Ethan spots me right away. I wonder if he senses me the way I do him. His gaze roams over my bare shoulders and my skin heats. Creeper hands him his bass guitar and he takes it without removing his eyes from mine.

      “Whoa, Tom.” Paul’s voice breaks the connection as he steps in front of me. “You lose your shirt or something?”

      “What is it with you two? A tank top is an appropriate form of clothing.”

      The band plays the first note of the night and the arena bursts to life with light and energy. Ethan tosses his hair out of his face, presses his lips to the mic, and sings backup. I wonder if he’d ever sing for me. Maybe when he’s behind the piano like he was in the hotel.

      Angular jaw, full lips, and thick eyelashes that women envy, but he’s so much more than a pretty face. Musically gifted, funny, and possessing a kindness I never expected from someone like him. If my dad could look past the rock star exterior, he’d learn to see Ethan as I do and we wouldn’t have to hide.

      “You going back to the bus?” Paul says close to my ear once my dad is out of sight.

      I shake my head and point at the stage, indicating I’m going to stay for the show.

      “You promised me a Call of Duty rematch.”

      I lean away from his hot breath at my neck. “Not tonight.”

      He frowns, and when I turn back to the stage, I catch Ethan’s angry eyes on us. I try to smile without being too obvious, hoping he picks up on my unspoken message. I’m okay.

      Paul eventually gets the hint and leaves. I find a comfortable place to sit and watch Jesse Lee pull off another flawless set that has the crowd screaming for an encore.

      I stand and stretch as Ethan jogs off stage with Jesse and Ben. Ethan grabs a towel and stands close to me while wiping sweat off his face and neck. It’s common for the band to take a few minutes off the dark stage while the crowd screams for more; it’s not common for Ethan to do it standing so close to me I feel his sweat-dampened forearm against mine. My breath hitches at the contact and goose bumps race up my arm.

      Without looking at him, I’m aware of his every move. Not being able to look at him, talk to him, or touch him only amplifies the electricity between us.

      He drops his towel and I squat to pick it up at the same time he does. Our eyes meet and he grabs my hand along with the towel. His thumb brushes over my knuckles, and he smiles in the dark. His touch sends a jolt through me and I stand up so quickly, my head gets light. He stands slowly, running his hand up the back of my leg as he does. I suck in a breath when his hand moves over my butt and he gives me a quick squeeze.

      I glare at him—only to find him barely holding back laughter. He hands me his sweaty towel then heads back on stage to play one last song for the night. I should be disgusted by holding his sweat-soaked towel, but instead I grip the fabric a little tighter and hold it close to my stomach.

      I’ve become a groupie.

      I frown.

      Fucking great.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After the show, Ethan was loaded on his bus and made the nearly four-hour drive to Miami while the crew broke down the stage and loaded up. At three o’clock in the morning, we stumble like zombies onto the bus, looking forward to the drive so we can catch some shut-eye before we have to be up to catch cases.

      I drag my feet to my bunk, pull back the blankets, and shriek in horror. I jump back, my shoulder blade slamming against the opposite wall. “What the fuck!”

      There are at least a hundred cockroaches in my bed. I expect them to come flying at my face, my sleep-deprived, overworked brain taking longer than it should to finally realize they’re fake.

      “That motherfucking shithead!”

      Dixie comes alongside me, her gravelly laughter sounding in my ear. “I’ve had worse in my bed.” She eyes the bug-infested mattress. “Who did it?”

      I pull my phone from my back pocket and punch the call button.

      He picks up after a couple rings. “Can’t sleep?” he says in a groggy whisper.

      I woke him. Good! “How did you get in my bus?”

      “I have my ways. Payback’s a bitch, baby.”

      The creepy rubber bugs seem to wriggle and writhe. “I hate bugs.”

      “They’re not real.”

      I shiver as if I feel their legs on the back of my neck. “I know that!”

      He chuckles softly. “I’m actually jealous they get to share your bed, how fucked up is that.”

      “You keep this up, we’ll never share a…” Dixie eyes me suspiciously, so I press my lips together.

      He must know I’m on the bus, surrounded by listening ears, and fills in the rest of my sentence for me. “Bed? Are you saying you want a truce?”

      “Never,” I whisper and wonder why I feel as if I’ve made a confession about more than our stupid prank wars.

      “Bring it on, Taylor. I’ll be waiting. By the way, you looked beautiful tonight.”

      I blink and try to imagine what the hell he saw in me that he considered beautiful.

      “You have no idea how badly I wanted to kiss you.”

      I suck in a shaky breath and whisper, “Same.”

      A soft sigh falls from his lips to warm my ear. “I’m going to figure out a way for us to get some alone time here soon.”

      Silent seconds stretch between us. My face feels hot and my pulse throbs in my neck.

      “Taylor?”

      “Yeah?” Why am I whispering?

      “What do you want most?”

      “Right now? A good night's sleep.”

      “Then go to sleep. Dream of me.”

      “You wish.” I’d hoped my response would be firm or playful, but the words come out on a breath, making me sound wistful and a little sexy. Who knew I was capable of sounding sexy? He’s working his magic on me!

      “I do.” He sounds so serious. “Good night.”

      “Night.” I tuck my phone in my back pocket.

      It takes me fifteen cringing minutes to dispose of every last rubber bug. Before I can think of an appropriate retaliation prank, I fall fast asleep.

      I dream of Ethan.

      Ethan

      “Bethany, I swear to God, if you—” Jesse drops his head and rubs his eyes with his phone pressed to his ear. “I wouldn’t have to swear to G-O-D again if you’d just fucking pick a place already! I’m not yelling!”

      I eye Ben, who’s laughing under his breath next to me. We’re on Jesse’s bus, working on some new music. When Jes has a musical brainstorm, he calls us to his bus for an impromptu jam session. Bethany called him five minutes ago and they’ve been in a heated discussion ever since.

      Ben leans in. “Jesiah wants to take her on a trip, just the two of them, after the tour’s over. He gave her a list of a dozen different places—Italy, France, Morocco. She won’t pick. She wants him to surprise her. He doesn’t want to surprise her. He wants her to pick.”

      “What a stupid fucking thing to argue about,” I say, strumming the guitar.

      “At least give me your top five!” Jesse falls back to the couch with a groan. “Fine. All right. I’ll talk to you later. You’re a pain in my ass, but I fucking love you to death, you know that?” He smiles. “Yeah. I’ll call you after the show. Bye.” He hits the end button and tosses his phone onto the table. “She’s going to be the death of me.”

      “Why don’t you just pick and be done with it?”

      Jesse looks at me as if I told him to stick cat turds up his nostrils while Ryder snorts and Ben just shakes his head.

      “What?” I ask.

      “When was the last time you spent any real time around a woman?” Ryder lifts his brows.

      Two days ago, and it’s been two days too long. This hiding out thing is harder than I thought. Whenever I have free time, Taylor’s working, and when I’m working, she’s off. We’ve resorted to the casual brushes of our shoulders in the hallway or sneaky touches in the dark side-stage. It was easier to see her when we weren’t trying to hide. Now that we have something to protect, we ignore each other completely in public. I hate it.

      I hold up a hand to Ryder and smirk. “I know women, dude.”

      “Naw, bro.” He shakes his head. “I mean beyond a twenty-four hour sexual tryst.”

      “Who the fuck says tryst?”

      “What Ryder means,” Ben says, “is that women in relationships become complicated in that they don’t always say what they mean, ya know?”

      I look between the three guys. “No.”

      Jesse scratches his jaw. “Chicks say one thing, but they mean the opposite. So I know if I pick the place, she’ll be disappointed we’re not going where she really wanted to go.”

      “But she said she doesn’t care.”

      “She does.”

      I rub my temples and wonder why men are even attracted to such complex creatures. We have some kind of death wish or something. Wait… I pop my head up. “Hypothetically speaking…”

      They all nod.

      “When you ask a woman who is clearly upset ‘what’s wrong’ and they say ‘nothing, I’m fine’—”

      They all groan and shake their heads.

      “So not fine.”

      “They’re pissed.”

      “Fine is the atom-bomb of female emotions.” Jesse cringes. “That’s a word you never want to hear when you ask if everything’s okay.”

      I blink dumbly at nothing, thinking back to the night when Taylor came to my room and she was clearly upset but swore she wasn’t. “How is a man supposed to respond to this kind of shit?”

      “You have to read her mind,” Ryder says confidently.

      “That’s impossible!”

      “Not impossible,” Jesse says, looking at me. “But almost impossible. Which is why I need your help. I need you to talk to Bethany and find out where she wants to go.”

      “What makes you think if I ask her, she’ll tell me?”

      Ryder pinches his nose as if he’s frustrated at my slow learning. “Dude, you can’t ask her. You have to be a ninja about it.”

      “If you know how to do it, why don’t you just do it?”

      “I tried, but Jade picked up on what I was doing and outed me.”

      “Ash outed me too,” Ben says. “You’re his last hope.”

      “Let me get this straight,” I say. “You want me to pick your woman’s brain, ninja style, so that I can get the information you need to make her believe you’re reading her mind?”

      Jesse claps. “Exactly.”

      “You need a PhD to communicate with women.” I was afraid I would fuck things up with Taylor, but now I’m sure I will. Mind reading? Ninja skills? I’m screwed.

      “When we get back to LA for the music awards, you give it a shot. Cool?”

      “I’ll try, but I can’t guarantee—”

      “Good enough.” Jesse grabs his notebook and pen. “Let’s get back to work.”
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        * * *

      

      Walking into the back of the arena for tonight’s sound check and I have a shaky feeling in my stomach that’s similar to hunger pangs but has nothing to do with food. I’m starving to see Taylor. I wonder if I’ll get the pleasure of seeing her bare arms and shoulders again or if she’ll be back in her signature sweatshirt or oversized T-shirt that makes my imagination go wild with thoughts of peeling those layers off her sweet body.

      That hungry feeling drops lower and I adjust myself in my jeans to keep anyone from seeing how pathetic I am. A twenty-seven-year-old man shouldn’t pop a boner at the mere thought of his woman’s sweatshirt.

      My eyes roam the corridor while my insides hum with anticipation. I spot Taylor on stage, squatting at the back of an amp, her ball cap angled down and her ass looking perfectly biteable.

      “Everything okay?” I ask her, making her jump.

      She looks at me over her shoulder, a smile lifting the corners of her pretty mouth. “Just checking the connection.”

      I tuck my hands into my armpits to keep from grabbing her and attacking her mouth. I dip my eyes to her ass. “Everything looks great from where I’m standing.”

      She stands to her full height and tucks her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. I wonder if she’s holding back from touching me as well. She licks her lips.

      “Don’t do that,” I mumble.

      She chuckles and dips her chin to hide her face.

      That motherfucking hat. I pop the son of a bitch from her head and Frisbee it into the empty arena. “That’s better.”

      Her eyes narrow, but her cheeks flush. “I can’t believe you just did that.”

      Creeper joins us, his suspicious eyes bouncing between us as he hands me my bass. “What happened?”

      I loop my guitar strap over my head and smirk at the gorgeous girl. “Yeah. What happened?”

      “Nothing.” She looks panicked, as if telling the truth might give us away, and scurries off to side-stage.

      Creeper watches her go and shakes his head. “She’s been acting strange lately.”

      “Oh yeah?” I grin internally, proud that I’ve had an effect on her because she sure as shit has an effect on me.

      He doesn’t give me anything, just shrugs and walks away.

      I move to take my position at the mic. My feet slip out from under me. I land hard on my ass and look around, trying to figure out how the hell I ended up on the floor.

      Jesse’s hand is on his gut, his tall body doubled over as he laughs. Ben’s smiling huge and headed toward me with his hand extended to help me up.

      “What the fuck just happened?” I put my hand behind me to help myself stand, but it slips and I drop to my side. “What the…” I look at my hand and it’s coated in a shimmering viscous fluid that smells like a diaper. “Baby oil?”

      I scramble, scoot, and flop like a fish on the five-by-five-foot oil spill and get no closer to upright. Ben loses his cool and bursts out laughing.

      “Aren’t you going to help me up?”

      He shakes his head. “If I try, we’ll both end up on our butts.”

      “Scoot, man!” Ryder says through his mic, his voice high with laughter.

      Jesse stands at the edge of the spill next to his brother, his eyes full of tears from laughing. “Bro, stop fighting it, you’ll pull a muscle.”

      I look around and see the opening band and crewmembers laughing so hard they’re crying. I bite back my own laughter because I can feel how ridiculous I look and know if it were anyone else, I’d die laughing too. I wiggle, scoot, and finally get close enough to the edge of the oil slick that I can get my hand on dry ground and pull myself to safety.

      My eyes find Taylor, who’s standing half shadowed, with her hand over her face and laughter in her eyes. I hold her gaze for way longer than I should.

      “You!” I point at her.

      Her laughter dies and her eyes grow wide. She turns to look behind her.

      “Yep, you. Come here.”

      Creeper’s protective instincts must kick in because he comes jogging toward me in her place.

      “It’s cool, man,” I say to him, smiling. “I was just going to ask her if she could clean up this mess.”

      He turns back to her as she walks up.

      “Creep, can you do sound check for me? I need to go change.” I hand him my bass, trying to keep from getting oil on the fret.

      He takes the instrument with suppressed laughter.

      “Come on,” I say to Taylor. “I’ll show you where the cleaning supplies are.”

      She snaps to attention, radiating nervous energy as she follows me around the stage and down the corridor. The hallways are filled with crew, so I don’t talk to her but smile at the sound of her tennis shoes rapidly slapping the concrete as she keeps up with me. I get to our dressing room, open the door for her, then close it and lock it behind her.

      She whirls around at the sound of the lock, eyes big. “Are you mad?”

      I prowl toward her and she steps back. “Mad?”

      “I mean, did you get hurt or…” She swallows hard.

      I continue to stalk toward her. For every step forward, she takes one back until her ass hits a table covered in drinks and food. With nowhere else to go, her eyes dart from side to side as she searches for an escape.

      “Hurt, yeah.” I grab her hips and lift her to sit on the table, knocking over some Voss water bottles. Her knees part as I slip between them. “Two days without being able to kiss you, surviving on brushing elbows and quick touches in the dark. This crockpot foreplay is painful.” I push her hair off her neck and run my lips along her throat.

      Her hands move around my back to pull me in closer. “Your shirt is drenched in baby oil.”

      I take the hem and tug it over my head, tossing the soiled shirt to the floor. She studies my bare torso and her eyes flare with hunger.

      “Where were we?” Instead of kissing her neck, I go straight for her lips.

      She opens to me and our tongues slide together in an erotic dance. Her hands resume their position at my back, but eventually move around to my abdomen, sliding up to my pecs. I hiss when her thumbs brush my nipples and wonder when I became so sensitive to a woman’s touch.

      Needing to feel her skin against mine, I tug off her T-shirt and marvel at her bare skin covered only by a gray sports bra. I kiss her again, pulling her as close as possible to feel her against me.

      “Not enough.” I slide my finger under the elastic of her bra. “I want this off.”

      She leans back, hooks the elastic, and pulls it off over her head. The cool air in the room hits her boobs and her nipples tighten beautifully. Rather than pull her back into my arms, I step back to study the vision of her on a table in nothing but a pair of blue jeans, legs open, chest heaving, and lips parted.

      “You’re the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.”

      She rolls her eyes as if I’m throwing her a line, and I wish she could crawl inside my head and see her the way I see her, feel the quickening of my pulse and the tightening in my pants. I wish there were words powerful enough to convey what she does to me, but even if any came to mind, she wouldn’t believe them.

      “We’re running out of time.” She holds her arms out to me and I gladly fall into her embrace.

      Our mouths fuse together. I moan at the feel of her breasts against my skin, her warm, soft body against my rough, hard chest. I gasp in surprise when she slips her fingers into the waistband of my pants. Her dainty fingers slip behind the button, nearly brushing the tip of my hard-on.

      “I want you to touch me.”

      “Will you show me?” Her voice shakes.

      I free myself from my pants, letting them fall to my knees, but leave my boxers on. I kiss her again and bring her hand to my dick, press her palm to the length while wrapping her fingers around the shaft. With my hand over hers, I show her through the thin cotton how I like to be touched. Together we stroke up and down as best we can. Her fist grows even tighter and I hiss as pleasure shoots down my dick to coil at the base of my spine. Confident she no longer needs my guidance, I play, pluck, and squeeze her breasts, licking into her mouth and wishing we were alone and had more time.

      She surprises the shit out of me by pulling me from my boxer shorts and gripping me bare. “Is this okay?”

      I suck on her lower lip and smile. “More than okay. You’re a fucking natural.”

      I bring my hands to her jeans and wait for her to tell me no, but she doesn’t. She scoots to the edge of the table and drops a leg, giving me room to shove my hand down her pants. Already slick and needy, my finger slips easily inside her.

      I say, “You feel so good.”

      Her grip tightens and she strokes me faster. Everything around us disappears, and the only sound in the room is our heavy breathing. The kissing gets sloppy as we push each other closer to the edge. Her wet heat grips my finger, and I nearly blow at the thought of replacing my finger with my tongue.

      She gasps into my mouth and clenches around me with the force of her release. Her chest flushes red and I suck her nipple while the rush of wetness in my palm sends me following into orgasm. I hold her nipple between my teeth to keep from making noise as the wave of ecstasy knocks the wind from my lungs. Her fist pumps, milking my release until I’m spent and boneless. When my breath comes back to me, I rest my forehead on her shoulder and kiss along her collarbone.

      Slipping my hand from her jeans, I bring my finger to my mouth to get the taste of her I’ve been desperate for. Her storm-cloud eyes flicker with heat like lightning as she watches me taste her off my hand. She looks at her own hand. A river of white coats her knuckles.

      She brings it to her mouth and I grip her wrist. “You don’t have to do that.”

      She’s new to all this and I’d hate for her to think she’s obligated to taste me only because I was desperate to taste her.

      She smiles shyly. “I want to.”

      I feel my eyes widen as she brings her knuckles closer to her lips, but still I grip her wrist. “I’m clean.”

      “What?”

      “You should know, before you do that, that I don’t have any diseases or—”

      “Oh.” She stares at her hand.

      “Am I ruining this sexy moment with talk of STDs?”

      She laughs uncomfortably and her cheeks flush. “Um… no, I’m a little embarrassed I didn’t think of that myself.”

      I tuck myself back into my jeans and snag my baby-oil-soaked shirt from the floor. “Here, clean up with this.”

      She takes the offered shirt and wipes her hand clean while worrying her lower lip with her teeth.

      “I’m sorry if I embarrassed you.” I pick her bra and T-shirt off the floor, but before she dresses, I need to feel her one more time, so I hug her, her heart thumping against my ribs. “You’re not just a hookup to me. I know you’re inexperienced, and I need you to trust that I’m looking after you. That I’m not in this only for me. My timing sucks, I should’ve told you I was clean before now, but I hadn’t expected you to be so… ambitious.”

      “It’s okay, I just feel dumb.” She puts on her bra and T-shirt and I’m sorry to see her covered. I’ve never wanted to ditch out on a show as badly as I do right now. “How do you know you’re clean?”

      I toss my now-soiled T-shirt into the closest garbage and grab a pair of black pants and a faded Black Flag T-shirt from my clothes trunk. “I’m always safe. I use condoms for everything.” I don’t go into details because the thought of talking to Taylor about using condoms for blow jobs with groupies makes me nauseated. I also don’t tell her that the occasional condom has failed. “And I get tested once a year.”

      She slides off the table and buttons her jeans. “How many women have you slept with?”

      I’m doing up my pants and wish I could avoid the question or flat-out lie, but doing either of those things would be a cop-out. She’s been forthcoming with me about her inexperience; I owe her the same honesty. “More than I can count.”

      She recoils slightly but recovers. “I figured.”

      I feel like I need to apologize, which makes no sense. I didn’t even know her when I was sleeping around. Was? Is Taylor it for me? Is she the one?

      “Are you okay? You look pale.”

      “I’m fine, I just…” I feel for the couch behind me and lower myself to it. “Got dizzy for a second.”

      She brings me water, takes a seat next to me, and puts her hand on my thigh. “Did you eat? Get enough sleep last night?”

      I note her furrowed brow and downturned lips. “You worried about me?” A slow smile spreads across my lips as I dare her to try to lie.

      She rolls her eyes. “Don’t sound so surprised.”

      I can’t resist—I lean in and press a slow, soft kiss to her lips. “I like you too.”

      She shoves me away with a laugh and stands. “I should go before people start to talk.”

      “Would that be the worst thing?”

      “Yes.”

      Ouch. Why the fuck does her wanting to hide me hurt so damn bad? I didn’t realize I had an ego of this size until Taylor came along and challenged me.

      I frown as she makes her way to the door, unlocks it, and she turns back one last time before leaving me to wallow in my insecurities.
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      Taylor

      Three days have passed and I haven’t seen Ethan for more than a few stolen seconds in a dark closet and brushes of his hand in the dark. We text every night, telling each other about our day. Mine consist of the same old routine while he tells the latest stories about crazy fans. Jealousy rears its ugly green head when he tells me about the women. I don’t have to see them to know they’re gorgeous. Unlike me, they draw the attention of every room they walk into. Holding on to Ethan is a losing battle when he’s constantly surrounded by so much temptation.

      I hate it. And I hate what it’s done to me.

      Since our first kiss, I’ve been comparing myself to other women and finding myself lacking. But then he’ll call me beautiful or tell me I take his breath away and I believe when he looks at me he likes what he sees.

      “Who are you texting?”

      My eyes snap up to my dad’s and I shove my phone in my back pocket. “No one. I was setting my alarm for tomorrow.”

      His eyes narrow. “What’s going on with you? I’ve never seen you on your phone as much as you have been this last week.” He steps close and lowers his voice. “A few of the guys told me you’ve been getting close to Ethan. Then the baby oil, and you disappearing—”

      “I was looking for cleaning supplies.” I hate how easily I can lie to him. Although lying is the first thing my mom taught me. “Ethan and I are friends.”

      “Don’t be stupid, Tommy. Men like him, they’re only after—”

      “One thing, I know. Do you honestly think a man like Ethan, with the number of available women he has at his fingertips, would waste his time on someone like me?”

      He grumbles something inaudible then mutters, “I guess not.”

      “See.” I clear the pain from my throat. “Nothing to worry about.”

      “Be careful.”

      “‘Don’t fall for a rock star.’” I give him a military salute. “I know, you taught me well.”

      “We’re headed out for dinner.” He jerks his head toward the buses idling at the loading dock. We pulled into Charlotte this afternoon and just finished getting the stage set for tomorrow night. But for tonight, we have the next twelve hours to ourselves.

      “I think I’ll go back to the hotel and get some sleep.” I fake yawn.

      “Be safe.”

      “Will do.”

      I hop on the bus taking some of the crew to the hotel. Dragging myself to the front desk to check in, I give the lady my name.

      She hands me a room key. “You’re on the thirty-ninth floor.”

      I scoop up my duffle bag and head to the elevator. Inside, I hit the thirty-nine on the lighted buttons and the carriage jerks into motion. I watch the number lights tick by until they stop and the doors ping open. I find room 3910, wave the key card, and shove inside. My feet freeze when I find myself in a decadent entryway with fresh flowers and a chandelier overhead.

      “Honey, you’re home!” Ethan comes around the corner with bare feet and a beer in hand.

      I look back at the door then at the key in my hand, wondering how I ended up in Ethan’s room.

      “You’re in the right place.” He saunters closer.

      “We’re in the same room?”

      “Technically no.” He grabs my duffle bag and pulls me in for a hug. His lips drop to my neck, where he brushes a spine-tingling kiss below my earlobe. “I missed you.” He chuckles at my answering shiver. “Come on.”

      I follow him into a large living room.

      “Adjoining rooms.” He points at a closed door on the left, then at the door on the right that’s propped open. A television can be heard from the other side.

      “How did you pull this off?”

      He smirks at me, his eyes growing soft as he studies my face. “Had a talk with the hotel manager.”

      “Dixie’s going to wonder—”

      “Text her that there was a booking mistake and to enjoy her own room for the night.” He shrugs as if it’s that easy. “I want to take you out.”

      “On a date?”

      His eyes narrow, but his grin widens.

      “We can’t. Everyone in the city knows you guys are in town. Someone will see us.”

      He gathers me into his arms. “You’re going to have to trust me.”

      I chew my lip. Trusting Ethan is risky, yet I want to. “I don’t have date clothes.”

      “What you have on is fine.”

      “You don’t think wearing a shirt with CREW written on the back will give us away?” I lift a brow. He can’t be that dumb to take me out looking like this.

      “You can wear one of my shirts.” He winks.

      I roll my eyes. “’Cause that’ll be sexy.”

      His expression grows serious then heated as he holds my gaze. “It will be.”

      My pulse speeds and I suck in a shaky breath. “Okay, I should go shower then.”

      He grips my hand and drags me to the open door on his side of the room.

      “I thought my room was over there,” I say, looking over my shoulder at the other room.

      “Nope, that room’s just for show.” He places my bag inside a bathroom that’s twice as big as any hotel room I’ve ever stayed in, then gives me a little push in the direction of the shower. “I’ll find you a shirt.”

      He turns and leaves me in the bathroom, keeping the door open. I move to close it but, feeling a little daring, change my mind and keep it open.

      Ethan

      I head straight for the closet. My assistant always packs me a dressier look in case I find myself at a swanky local nightclub. Sure enough, I find a Robert Graham dress shirt hanging next to a charcoal gray suit. Black with multi-colored flowers, the designer's style is busy and loud. Just like me. I chuckle when I think of Taylor’s reaction to wearing flowers, even on a man’s shirt.

      The shower is running and there’s steam coming from the open door. I don’t hesitate to walk in and—God bless the glass shower door. Through the haze of steam, I make out Taylor’s arched back and raised arms as she washes her hair. I’ve always appreciated a woman who dresses to showcase her assets, but for the first time, I’m grateful Taylor keeps hers hidden from everyone but me. If that makes me a possessive asshole, then so be it. The idea that she’s kept her sexy ass a secret from everyone but me is the greatest turn-on.

      I hang the shirt on a hook at the back of the door and cross to the shower, where I knock twice before opening the glass door. She startles with a squeak and crosses her arms to cover her boobs.

      “I left you a shirt on the door.” I make no attempt to move. Instead I prop my shoulder on the tile.

      “Thanks.” She stares at me then lifts her brows. “Are you just going to stand there and watch me shower?”

      I chew on that for a second, then pull off my T-shirt and step into the shower with her.

      “You’re insane!” she says, laughing and backing into the far corner of the space.

      The hot water soaks my jeans as I cage her against the wall. She peers up at me with wild eyes.

      I push strands of wet hair away from her neck and drag my fingers to her collarbone. “You’re shaking.”

      “I’m cold.”

      I pull her to my chest and turn around so the water hits her back and warms her. “Better?”

      Her muscles relax under my touch and she puts her cheek to my chest. “Yes.”

      My lungs expand with an unfamiliar feeling. A feeling better than being on stage, better than thousands of orgasms, better than my pride and fame combined. A shiver races down my spine when I consider what the fuck it is I’m feeling. Is this all-consuming emotion nothing more than gratification at having met one of her needs? Or is it more? A lot more…

      “You realize you still have your jeans on, right?”

      I blink away my thoughts and focus on the tiny woman in my arms. “Figured you’d freak out if I walked in here naked.”

      Her shoulders give a little shrug.

      I smile. “Are you saying you wouldn’t freak out if I was standing here naked?”

      She curls further into my chest. “I don’t know. I’ve never been naked in the shower with a man before.”

      I remain quiet, trying to decide what it is she’s trying to say.

      Her hands come to the top button of my jeans, wordlessly answering my question. My stomach muscles clench at the feel of her fingers slipping beneath the elastic of my boxers, pushing them and my jeans off my hips. My hard-on springs free between us and she stills, staring at it as water cascades around us. Her gaze is a physical stroke that swells me until I’m painfully hard.

      She touches me with a cautious grip. “What do I do?”

      “What?” Fuck, my head feels light and I brace my weight against the tile wall to keep upright.

      Her thick eyelashes drip with water as she looks at me. “Show me what you like?”

      A nervous chuckle bubbles up from my chest. “You touching me, that’s what I like.”

      Her cheeks flush. “I’m serious. I want to try.”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific if you—”

      She lowers herself to her knees.

      “Oh shit…” I put all my weight to the wall. “I’m gonna black out.”

      “Stop teasing me.”

      “I’m not! I’m dead fucking serious.” I cup her jaw and run my thumb along her cheek, collecting the water from her skin with an unreasonable urge to drink it. “Your mouth on me is almost more than I can handle.”

      “Almost?”

      I groan as she brings herself closer, her lips so close I can feel her breath against the sensitive tip. “Put me in your mouth. Please—oh fuck…”

      Her tongue brushes the underside, robbing me of rational thought and speech, and my head falls back against the wall. Having always worn a condom for oral, I never knew what I was missing, but Taylor and her innocent tongue sending lightning bolts of ecstasy zapping up my spine, she’s changed blow jobs for me forever. Her slick mouth and swirling tongue have me seeing stars and I’m shaking with the energy it takes to keep my hips locked in place when all I want to do is slam forward and sink into her throat.

      My orgasm coils with unyielding tension between my legs. Has it even been one minute? Two? I’ve never reached orgasm this quickly, yet I can’t deny the mounting wave ready to burst free—

      “Am I doing this right?”

      I gasp so hard I see black spots. With the loss of her mouth so close to release, I grip my dick and stroke twice before the orgasm slams into me. My legs give, my muscles useless, and I drop to the shower floor panting, quaking in a heap, my stomach covered in my own release.

      “Oh my gosh, are you okay?”

      With my dick still in my hand, I slump forward. “What the fuck was that?”

      Her eyes grow wide. “I’m sorry—”

      “No way you’ve never done that before.”

      “I haven’t. Did I hurt you?”

      What starts as a slow chuckle grows into hysterical laughter.

      “Okay, so you’re not hurt.” Her shoulders release tension and she smacks my thigh. “You scared the shit out of me!”

      “I’m sorry, it’s just…” I blow out a breath. “That was…” Are there even words for what I’m feeling? “Nothing I’ve ever done sexually has felt as good as your mouth on me.”

      A slow smile spreads her lips. “Really?”

      “Look at me! Two minutes of your mouth and you’ve turned me into a pathetic slab of meat.” I glare at her playfully. “You sure you haven’t done that before?”

      I know she hasn’t, but the alternative is to accept that Taylor’s rookie moves felt better than any oral-pro-job because of what she means to me.

      “Ha-ha. Real funny.” She stands, putting her very naked hips and everything in between them at eye level.

      I surge forward and hook her thigh over my shoulder.

      “Ethan! What are you doing?”

      “Shhh…” I kiss up her inner thigh. “Returning the favor.”
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      Taylor

      Is it possible for one shower to make me feel older?

      Checking my reflection in the mirror one last time—my hair blow-dried, mascara and lip gloss on thanks to Dixie who gifted me the items on my sixteenth birthday, and Ethan’s dress shirt—I no longer see the tomboy but instead a sexually liberated woman.

      I giggle quietly as I relive the experience of showering with Ethan. Of course a man as sexually virile as him would give me an orgasm so intense, it knocked me into a different age bracket.

      There’s a tap at the door. “You ready? Our ride is here.”

      “Coming!” I search for a pocket to shove my phone into but come up empty. Guess I’ll have to carry it.

      I step out of the bathroom to find Ethan looking like some kind of skate shop model with a green baseball hat on his mop of thick hair, green sweatshirt, perfectly fitted dark jeans, and white Adidas that look fresh from the box. Come to think of it, everything he wears looks as though it should still have tags hanging from the label.

      Even under the bill of his ball cap, I can see his shocked expression.

      “What?” I fidget in my Vans and push up the rolled sleeves of the borrowed shirt.

      “Where are your pants?” he says with a wispy breath.

      “The shirt’s so long, I figured I’d wear it like a dress.” Heat flashes along my cheeks and I wonder if I should’ve worn my jeans.

      He continues to stare at me, his gaze a slow dance from my face to my feet.

      “I don’t wear dresses.” I attempt to fill the awkward silence. “But it’s a date, and I guess—”

      He lunges, his lips landing on mine so fast, I barely have time to react. I gasp into his mouth and melt into his arms as his kiss robs me of breath.

      His phone buzzes in his pocket and he rips his lips from mine. “That’s Rodger. He’s waiting.”

      “We should go.” My fists tighten on his sweatshirt, the smell of his expensive cologne making me want to crawl under the fabric.

      He licks his bottom lip. “You’re addicting.”

      Neither of us move.

      “Fuck, I really want to take you out, but…” He pushes my hair away from my neck and kisses me there. “Seeing you in nothing by my shirt is making me rethink things.”

      I shove him back and put space between us, laughing at his pout. “If we don’t leave now, I won’t make it out of here with my virginity intact.”

      He throws his head back and his laughter fills the room—and oddly, my chest as well. “I don’t want to have sex with you.” He holds a straight face for five seconds before he grins and shakes his head. “That’s a lie. I do want to have sex with you. But not until you’re ready.”

      His confession makes me feel powerful. I haven’t once felt pressured by Ethan to take things further sexually. He’s always letting me take the lead. “I never would’ve expected the great Ethan Crow to be so patient.”

      He frowns. “Huh… me either.”

      Now it’s my turn to laugh.

      We eventually get out of the hotel room and into the elevator. I stay on the opposite side of the small space just in case we get spotted by anyone. We make it out the employee entrance unseen and climb into the back of a waiting SUV.

      I stick to the far door. Ethan eyes the space between us then hooks my waist and pulls me closer so that our thighs are touching. Rodger eyes us from the rearview mirror, not saying a word, but he seems unhappy.

      “Don’t worry,” Ethan says in my ear. “He’ll keep our secret.”

      I hope he’s right. I couldn’t bear to see the disappointment on my dad’s face if he found out I took a very dirty shower with a rock star.

      The ride out of town is mostly silent. I don’t want to talk in front of Rodger and risk him hearing us flirt. Ethan’s fingers make circles against my bare thigh, stoking embers into flames until I’m shifting restlessly in my seat. He smirks at me, clearly aware of what his touch is doing, and his hand slips further between my legs. So close, but not nearly close enough.

      The streets grow less populated and the streetlights are spaced farther apart. By the time the SUV pulls into a dark parking lot, I’m a puddle of lust, wishing I could fast forward our date and get back to our room.

      “We’re here,” Ethan says, removing his warm palm from my leg. With its absence comes clarity.

      “What is this?” I lean over him to look out the window. There’s a big building, but it’s dark and there’s only one other car in the lot. “I don’t think it’s open.”

      Rodger stops the vehicle, and I squint to read the sign on the glass double doors.

      “No cheating.” Ethan covers my eyes with his other hand. “It’s a surprise.”

      He guides me from the back of the car, and I hold him around his waist to keep from falling over as we maneuver through a door and into a room that smells like popcorn and feet.

      “Are you ready?” At my nod, he removes his hand.

      Disco lights and a gigantic space explain the feet smell. “A skating rink!”

      “We have the place to ourselves, and that includes whatever we want from the concession stand, so I hope you brought your appetite.”

      I throw my arms over him, overwhelmed by his thoughtfulness. “Of all the places you could’ve taken me…”

      He kisses me sweetly. “I figured dragging you to some stuffy five-star shit-show wouldn’t impress you.”

      “You’re right.” I would’ve hated feeling like the ugly duckling in the room, the poser, or worse, the gold-digging whore.

      “You’re impressed?”

      His insecurity surprises me, but then, how often has the great Ethan Crow had to plan a date for a girl who isn’t dazzled by his money?

      Our kiss quickly becomes heated as he lifts me off my feet and licks his way into my mouth. His hand sneaks down to cup my ass and his fingers sneak up under the hem to brush against my panties. I hum into his mouth—a throat clears to our left. Ethan tugs his shirt over my backside, and we turn, faces hot, to see a man in a Skatopia polo shirt, holding two pairs of worn-out roller skates.

      Ethan doesn’t let me go, my feet dangling inches off the floor, as he addresses the man. “Those for us?”

      “Yes, sir.” He sets down the skates.

      I wiggle out of Ethan’s arms, and he lets me go with a reluctant frown. I thank the man and take the bench close by, toeing off my shoes and slipping on the smaller of the two pairs. Ethan exchanges a few words with the manager then sits beside me to put on his skates.

      “How did you know my size?”

      “I looked at your shoe while you were in the shower.” He laces his skates and we stand at the same time. “You have any requests?”

      “Music?” I think that over. “Whitesnake? Skid Row? Anything from the eighties.”

      He grins. “I like where your head’s at, Tom.”

      Something about him calling me my nickname makes me blush. What is up with these stupid girl hormones?

      He punches something in on his phone and the speakers come to life with “Here I Go Again” by Whitesnake.

      We walk clumsily to the rink, and he takes my hand as we step out onto the slick surface.

      “I can do it.” I haven’t skated in years, but I do have roller-skating experience. It’s one of the only things from my childhood that I remember fondly.

      He doesn’t let me shake off his hand. “I know. I just like touching you.”

      I’m surprised to see Ethan can skate as he keeps pace right next to me. “You know how to roller-skate?”

      “I’m from Michigan. Grew up on ice skates.”

      “Hockey or figure?”

      “Funny. Although I’d make a glorious figure skater.” He attempts some fancy footwork and fails, nearly falling. “Maybe not.”

      “You’d look great in the tights though,” I say through my smile.

      He comes around me so that he’s skating backward, holding my hands.

      “Now you’re just showing off!”

      “Is it working?” He winks.

      It is. It so is. “Maybe. Why did you decide to become a musician rather than go into the NHL?”

      He turns around and skates alongside me. “I was a better musician than I was a hockey player. My older brother could’ve gone pro, but he joined the Air Force as soon as he turned eighteen.”

      “You have a brother?”

      “James. He’s the polar opposite of me. The only thing we have in common is that we both couldn’t wait to get the fuck out of our house. I moved to Los Angeles right out of high school.”

      “Bad home life?”

      “My parents hated each other. They got divorced after I moved out.” He chuckles. “Said they only stayed together for me. How fucked up is that? My dad was a dick to my mom. He remarried, but we don’t really have a relationship. He talks to my brother and I get updates from him.” He skates in a circle around me and rejoins me at my side, belting the lyrics to the song.

      “And he can sing…” I speed up and he chases me. “Is there anything you’re not good at?”

      He takes a minute to think that over then shakes his head. “No.”

      “Arrogant!” I laugh.

      “Okay, fine.” He groans. “I’m not good at this.” He waves a hand between us. “I don’t usually date women.”

      I grab his hand and smile at his adoring face. “You’re better than you think.”

      We skate around and around to every hair band from the eighties and race twice. I lose once, and the second race, I’d bet money he lets me win.

      “You hungry?” He’s breathing heavily but not nearly as heavily as I am.

      I brace my hands on my thighs. “I’d kill…for a hot dog.”

      “How the hell do you make that sound hot?”

      “Do you think about sex twenty-four hours a day?” I stand up, finally feeling as if I won’t pass out.

      “No, not twenty-four hours a day.”

      “How many hours a day?”

      He studies me for a minute. “However many hours we’re together.” He snags my hand, and we head to the concession stand. “Come on, let me feed you.”

      I follow him behind the counter, where we plate up four hot dogs, a huge plate of nachos, a box of peanut M&M’s, two cherry slushies, and bottled water. We manage to get all the food to a table, where we sit down for our meal.

      “You can tell a lot about a person by what they eat,” he says, uncapping the lid from the water.

      “Oh yeah?” I shove a chip covered in melted Velveeta into my mouth. “And what does this food say about me?”

      “You’re adventurous. You’re always down for a good time.”

      “Or… I’m childish and irresponsible, possibly headed for a heart attack.”

      “You don’t strike me as the irresponsible type.” He throws back a few M&M’s. “Childish, maybe, but not—” He dodges the incoming wiener. “You just threw a hot dog at me!”

      “You called me childish!” I grin, not really upset. I guess I am a little immature.

      “Nothing says I’m not childish like a food fight.” He chucks a handful of M&M’s at my face. “There, we’re even. “

      “Oh, I love this song!” “More than Words” by Extreme comes through the speakers, and I use my hot dog as a microphone, singing along.

      Ethan props his elbows on the table and watches me with a content smile.

      His scrutiny makes me self-conscious. “Stop staring at me.”

      “You have a good voice too.”

      I slurp my cherry Icee with the hope that it’ll cool my insides now hot with embarrassment.

      “This is a makeout song.” He stands and offers me his hand. “We need to get on the rink so I can skate with my hands on your ass.” He pulls me laughing to my feet and takes me to the rink.

      With his hands on my ass, skating backward, we move around the rink while Ethan sings softly in my ear. His voice is deep and smooth like velvet and with every brush of his lips against the shell of my ear, I fall deeper under his spell.

      God, I’m pathetic when I’m around him. Completely gone. If he tried to have sex with me right now, I’d gladly give up my virginity right here on the dirty skate rink floor.

      “I wish we weren’t alone.” His hot breath against my skin makes me shiver and melt at the same time. But did I hear him wrong? He wishes we weren’t alone? “I wish this place was packed with people so that I could show you off.”

      His words send a thrill through me. What would people say if they saw us together? They’d wonder why Ethan was with someone as ordinary as me when he could have any actress or supermodel he desired. Would I constantly have to fight to keep him from wandering away?

      He stops skating and cups my jaw, his eyes warm on me. “What do you want more than anything?”

      “I keep thinking that this thing between us feels a little too good to be true.”

      His eyebrows pinch together as he gazes at me.

      “Like, one day I’m going to wake up and realize it was all a dream or the world’s cruelest prank.”

      He sighs. “Life would be much easier without the complication of what we have.”

      He’s right. For both of us. And yet… “But the complications feel so worth it when we’re together.”

      He kisses the tip of my nose. “No more talk of complications.”

      “You should know, this is the best date I’ve ever been on.”

      He squints. “Isn’t this the only date you’ve ever been on?”

      “Yes.” I take off skating. “Last one around is a big fat loser!”

      As expected, he takes off after me and I end up pressed against a wall with his hands all over me and my mouth all over him.

      I don’t know what time it is when we eventually crawl back into the SUV. No longer caring about Rodger, I rest my head on Ethan’s pec, his arm wrapped around me and his lips pressed to my hair, where he sings along with Panic! at the Disco on the radio. His heartbeat is steady, his body warm, and I close my eyes and sink into his comfort. We pull up to the back loading dock of the hotel and Rodger cusses.

      Ethan’s muscles grow tense. “Shit.”

      I lift my head and squint out the front window. There’s a group of people with cameras hanging around their necks. “Fans?”

      “Paps,” Rodger says, pulling up his cell phone and hitting a button. “Jonny, we need hotel security at the loading dock. We’ve got five paps in the lot.” He hangs up, throws the car into drive, and takes us away from the hotel. “Hang tight, we’ll come back once they’ve been cleared.”

      Ethan smiles sheepishly at me. “Sorry about that.”

      I curl back into his side. “Don’t be. I’m perfectly happy where I am.”

      Ethan

      A twenty-five minute drive around Charlotte and we end up back at the employee entrance of the hotel. Rodger got a call from Jonny that the paps were gone, and the security team walked the perimeter to ensure there weren’t any left hiding.

      I wouldn’t usually take this kind of precaution, but Taylor seems determined to keep our spending time together a secret and I want to honor that. No matter how much I want the world to see us together so that we don’t have to sneak around, I get the feeling she’d run if we were exposed. I want to keep her.

      It kills me not to hold her hand or walk at her side on our way from the SUV to the door, but I force the distance just in case there’s a lingering pap. Once we’re in the safety of the hotel laundry facilities, I grab her hand and pull her close. I haven’t had my hands off her for the last three hours. Doing it now feels like chopping off a leg.

      We follow Rodger down a hallway, then through catering and the room service kitchen to the staff elevator. I whirl her around and into my chest, wrapping her tightly in my arms before lifting her chin to kiss her. With Rodger’s back to us, she doesn’t put up a fight and the kiss quickly turns into making out with her leading the charge. Her hands fist in my shirt, her head tilts, and she deepens the kiss. I cup her backside and squeeze, making her moan softly into my mouth. The room around us dissolves as we get lost in each other.

      Rodger clears his throat, breaking our connection. “Elevator’s here.”

      I keep Taylor in my arms, my pulse pounding, breath bursting from my lips. “Right.”

      She laughs quietly and pulls me by the arm into the elevator. I shove my hands in my pockets to keep them from roaming her body as she stands at my side. Thank goodness the ride to our floor is a short one. We wave a quick goodbye to Rodger and dart into the privacy of our room.

      We don’t make it past the entryway before we’re on each other again. Lips, tongues, hands, and finally bodies collide against the wall. I rip at her shirt, popping the buttons and hearing them spill onto the floor. She wrestles to remove my sweatshirt, and I break our kiss only long enough to pull off my hoodie. Her sports bra goes next until she’s in nothing but white cotton underwear. We crash back together, her breasts warm and enticing as they mold against me.

      I want her. I’m ravenous for her. The pounding need inside is something I’ve never felt for another woman. All this slow seduction stuff has been a brutal tease, which must explain why my hands shake as I cup her jaw, tilting her head to deepen the kiss. A voice in my head whispers that my unbridled desire is so much more than unquenched lust. She makes a soft, needy sound and I pull away, breathing hard, to peer down at her. Her eyelids are heavy, her lips parted.

      “You okay?”

      “I think so.”

      I kiss the shaky smile from her lips. “I want to take you to bed.”

      She nods. I scoop her into my arms and carry her across the living space to the bedroom. I lay her on the king-sized bed and stand back to admire her pale chest and dark nipples in the moonlight.

      I toe off my shoes and hesitate. “We don’t have to—”

      “I know.”

      “I’ve never been in bed with a woman without having sex.”

      She pushes up to her elbows. “That’s not true. We’ve slept together and didn’t have sex.” When I don’t make a move, she kicks off her own shoes and reaches for me. “I trust you.”

      I fall into her arms and she takes my weight eagerly. “I don’t know if I trust myself.”

      Her hands slide through my hair to my nape, where she puts pressure to pull my mouth to hers. “I want you, Ethan,” she whispers into our kiss. “I was ready to give you everything at the skating rink.”

      I close my eyes, press my forehead against hers, and try to slow my racing heart. “I won’t take your virginity unless…” I swallow the lump in my throat, my nerves making my voice shake. “Unless you’re my girlfriend. Officially.”

      I hold her gaze, grateful when I don’t see panic or fear in her eyes, but rather, relief.

      “Officially as in…”

      I run my thumbs along her cheekbones and pass them over her lower lip still wet and swollen from my mouth. “No more hiding.”

      “From anyone?”

      “We don’t have to put out a press release or anything, but I can’t make love to you and then pretend I hardly know you when people are around.”

      Her breath hitches, eyes widen.

      “What?”

      “Make love?”

      The words slipped effortlessly from my lips and felt as natural as breathing. And yet, those two words come with a lot of implications I’m not sure we’re ready to discuss.

      At my silence, her eyes narrow. “Have you ever made love to a woman before?”

      “No.” I take her mouth in a slow, gentle kiss. “But I’ll be making love to you.”

      Our kiss goes from tentative to frantic as we roll to our sides in a tangle of arms and legs. I nip along her collarbone to her chest, where I kiss her breasts, swirling my tongue around the tender tips. I kick off my jeans and boxers then slip her panties down her legs, allowing my fingers to trail against her silky smooth skin. Her hands roam over my chest, down my ribs to grip my hard-on. I slip my hand between her legs, coaxing her to relax until her thighs fall open and she rolls her hips to meet my fingers. I pull back and watch her arch off the bed, her spine bowing as I bring her close to orgasm. The visual of her on the verge of coming apart sends a jolt of pleasure through me. I grip my dick, my hand over hers, squeezing hard and trying to keep from blowing too soon.

      “What’s wrong?” she says in a breathy whisper.

      “I’m close. I could come just from watching you.” I chuckle uncomfortably, totally fucking thrown by the fact that in mere minutes, I almost blew my load from bringing a woman pleasure.

      Not just any woman.

      No shit.

      Taylor is my weakness. And I don’t have weaknesses.

      She kisses me softly but briefly before she pushes me to my back and straddles my hips.

      “Yeah, this isn’t helping.”

      “Then I guess we’d better get to it.”

      She’s offering me the honor of taking her virginity. Maybe I’m her weakness too. Why the hell does that make me feel like the most powerful man in the world?

      I sit up, meeting her torso with mine, and holding two handfuls of her perfectly round ass. “I need to grab a condom.”

      She nods and attempts to climb off me, but I hold her in place and get her eyes.

      “Are you sure, Taylor? Are you positive you want to give yourself to me? Because once we do this, there’s no going back.” In so many ways, there’s no going back.

      “I’ve never wanted anything more.” She bites her lip, her eyes darting to the side as she seems to gather strength. “I just…”

      I rub her back with long strokes. “Hey, whatever it is, let’s talk about it.”

      Her eyes fix on mine. “Are you going to break my heart?”

      I could almost laugh, but I don’t. The fact that this woman, who has all the control over me without even trying, is worried I’ll break her heart? “I’m incapable of doing anything but pleasing you.”

      “I doubt that’s true.”

      “Try me.”

      Her expression sobers and she slips off my lap to free me to stand. I grab a condom from my duffle bag and slide it on. Her gaze fixes on my erection, eyes wide with terror. With a knee to the bed, I crawl up beside her and kiss her until she’s on her back, her thighs open to accept me.

      “Don’t be scared.” I lick down her throat to her neck. “I’m going to take care of you.”

      I nestle my shoulders between her knees and lick up her thigh to sink my tongue inside her. Her answering sigh fills the room and ignites my blood. She’s slick and so soft and tastes like mine. I spend my time alternating between making her moan and making her relax. She grips my hair in an attempt to get me to finish her off, but I hold off. I want to feel her orgasm grip me when I’m deep inside her.

      I crawl up her body and position myself between her legs. In her near-orgasm fog, she lifts her hips to invite me to thrust deeply inside. I hold myself in a fist, teasing her entrance.

      Her hair is a dark halo against the white pillow as she tosses her head to the side. “Please, I need you.”

      “Take a deep breath, baby.” I line myself up and press forward an inch.

      I watch her expression to make sure I’m not pushing too much too soon, but she reflects nothing but eager desire. I push forward another inch. Her muscles put up little resistance and accept mine.

      “That’s it, just keep breathing. Relax.” I inch forward again, another inch, and another. I clench my teeth as my dick is squeezed in a vise grip.

      Her brow furrows.

      “Talk to me.”

      “I’m okay.” She nods. “Keep going.”

      I push deeper. “Give yourself a second to get used to me.”

      I kiss her softly, reverently, the way a woman like her deserves to be kissed, and I feel her inner muscles relax around me. Without breaking the kiss, I push in until I’m fully seated inside her.

      “I’m okay,” she whispers between kisses. “You can move.”

      I start slow, long deliberate pulls with shallow thrusts forward. Our tongues lick together, teeth nip at each other’s lips, and I roll my hips to rub against her most sensitive spot to bring her body the kind of pleasure that makes me go wild.

      This is making love. Being more concerned with what will give her a soul-splitting orgasm than I am with chasing down my own. And the kicker is my own orgasm is chasing me down.

      I pick up my pace, the sound of her moans shooting straight to my balls as they tighten in preparation. I plant my elbows on the bed, climb inches higher to change the angle, and her mouth drops open when I hit her g-spot. All at once, her muscles squeeze around me.

      “Fuck,” I groan as I thrust one more time, only to feel her fall apart around me.

      The rush of heat and an unrelenting fist grips my dick and sends my own release like a rocket up my spine. I bury my face in her neck, bite her throat, and see stars behind my eyes as I come harder than ever. My orgasm lasts for a full minute as I move inside her without abandon. It isn’t until I hear her soft giggle that I return to my body and to full consciousness.

      “Are you laughing?” I say through a lazy smile. “Not exactly the response men hope for after making love to their woman.”

      Regardless of the heavy implications of the words I just said, I can’t deny their truth.

      “I want to do that again.”

      I groan and roll off of her. The feeling in my legs slowly returns as I look into her adoring eyes. “You rocked my world.”

      “That sounds like a line.” Her satiated grin and flushed cheeks are so sexy.

      “I’ve never said it to anyone but you. I can’t feel my feet or my lips and I came so hard it made my ears ring.” I pull her laughing into my arms, her cheek to my chest. Three intense words hang loosely on the tip of my tongue.

      I love you.
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      Taylor

      I wake from a nightmare where I’m being chased by a swarm of Africanized bees only to find myself wrapped safely in Ethan’s arms. There are no bees threatening to destroy me, but there is a buzzing coming from the bedside table. Ethan’s phone stops vibrating, the screen goes to black, and as I begin to doze off, it rings again. The screen lights and the vibrations don’t stop.

      The sky is barely lit, I’d guess it’s somewhere around five o’clock in the morning, and on the third round of vibrations, I reach for the device.

      His arms tighten around me from behind. “Ignore it.” His voice is raspy and slurred with exhaustion.

      After we made love last night, we ended up in the shower, where we kissed and touched until we were both ready to do it again. I thought shower sex would be fun, but Ethan refused, saying we could try eventually, but for the second time we make love, we should stick to the bed. I tried to fight him, seduce him under the warm spray of the shower, but he kept saying it would be best for me.

      As I press my thighs together now and feel the tender ache between my legs, I think he may have been right.

      His phone vibrates again.

      “I can’t ignore it.” I groan and cover my ears. “Why don’t you just answer it?”

      His big arm comes over me and he answers with a growled, “What the fuck?” After a series of yeses and nos, he finally says fine and hangs up. He buries his face in the back of my neck, breathes me in, then releases me to slip out of bed.

      I gather the sheets to my chest. “Is everything all right?”

      He slides on a pair of clean sweatpants and I try not to stare at his dick semi-hard behind the fabric. “I don’t know.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      He pulls a T-shirt over his head and his warm eyes settle on me. I watch frustration melt from his expression. “I could get used to this. Waking up every morning with you in my bed.”

      I’m embarrassed to agree out loud, because doing so would expose the power he has to hurt me.

      “Rodger’s on his way up.” He eyes me for a few drawn-out seconds. “Stay here. I won’t be long.”

      He leaves me behind the closed bedroom door as he meets Rodger in the living room. I use the bathroom, wash my face, brush my teeth, and on the way back to bed, I overhear my name. Their voices are heated as I throw on the closest shirt and my jeans before bursting into the living room.

      Rodger’s eyes come to me. “Oh, that’s fucking great.”

      Ethan’s on the couch and looks up at me from his phone. He grins, stands, and crosses to me. “I thought I told you to stay in bed.”

      “What’s going on?”

      He sighs. “I was hoping to avoid this.”

      I study Rodger as he rubs his temples, then I bring my gaze back to Ethan. “Avoid what?”

      He dips forward and presses a kiss to my forehead. “Avoid you putting on clothes. I should’ve known you wouldn’t stay put.”

      Why does Rodger look like his dog just died and Ethan looks smug about it?

      “I heard my name.”

      “Yeah, well, so did the rest of the world,” Rodger says.

      “What does that mean?”

      Ethan hands me his phone. “Scroll away.”

      I feel his eyes on mine as I read several headlines on celebrity gossip sites about Ethan kissing a woman. There are even photos of us kissing outside the elevators inside the hotel.

      “Looks like someone on staff here sold their photos to the press,” Ethan says in a way that sounds like an apology.

      “Okay.” I shrug. “No offense, but it’s not like you kissing a woman is newsworthy.”

      He nods toward the phone. “Keep reading.”

      I skim the text, all of it sounding pretty ridiculous. At least they’re assuming I’m his girlfriend and not some one-night stand. I freeze when I get to my name.

      My full name.

      “They’re calling us Ethlor. How did they get my name?” I say, my head getting light.

      “It’s probably on the reservation. It’ll be okay.” Ethan pulls me into his chest, and I allow him to hold me close as I process. “We planned to go public. Not this public, but maybe it’s best to rip it off like a Band-Aid. The sooner people get used to us being together, the better.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready for this.” I realize only after the words leave my mouth that I shouldn’t have said them out loud.

      His muscles tense beneath me. “Too fucking late for that, Tommy.”

      He called me Tommy. I close my eyes and breathe. “What I meant is, I don’t want my dad finding out like this.”

      He seems to relax a bit.

      “I need to tell him before he finds out from someone else.”

      “Agreed.” He squeezes me. “I’ll go with you—”

      “No.” I pull back to catch his eyes. “I need to do this alone.”

      He scowls. “No fucking way. I won’t let him shame you. Or talk you out of being with me.”

      “We could always deny it,” Rodger says from across the room. “Say it was a one-night stand—

      “Not a fucking chance,” Ethan says.

      Rodger shakes his head. “Ethan—”

      “No. No way.” Ethan focuses back on me. “We tell your dad together.”

      I chew my lip, my stomach turning over. My dad has never been an articulate man and he reacts more than he responds. This could end up with bloody lips and black eyes and I can’t bear to see either of the two men I lo—um… care for get hurt.

      “I’m serious, babe.” He kisses me gently. “You’re not alone in this. We’re in this together.”

      I nod. He’s right, and if it were him confronting another person about us, I’d be fighting to stand at his side. I let out a long sigh of defeat. “On one condition.”

      “Anything.”

      I catch the eyes of a clearly irritated Rodger. “You come along and make sure no one gets hurt.”

      The security guard frowns. “I can try but—”

      “Your job is to protect the talent.”

      Ethan chuckles. “Who says I need protection?” Rodger and I both give him a look and he rolls his eyes. “Fine. Whatever. But it won’t come to that. I promise.”

      Clearly, he doesn’t know my dad.

      Ethan

      Between sound check and our stage call, we have time to join the crew in the trough for dinner. Taylor and I decided after her dad eats a meal would be the best time to share the news with him.

      I’m in our dressing room, waiting for Taylor to text and let me know her dad is there. My leg bounces eagerly to get this shit over with.

      Ben takes the chair across from me, leans his elbows on his thighs, and studies me. “What’s going on?”

      “What makes you think something’s going on?” My leg picks up its furious beat while I flip my phone in my hand over and over… okay, maybe I look a little anxious. “Me and Taylor made things official last night—”

      “Whoa, hold up.” Ryder’s eyes are wide as he looks at Jesse, who seems just as surprised. “Did I hear that right?”

      Jesse’s known me longer than any of these guys and he looks too stunned to speak.

      “You and Tommy?” Ben says.

      “Yeah. Some fucker from the hotel sold photos of us coming in from a date last night to the gossip sites.”

      “Date.” Jesse coughs on a chuckle, but doesn’t look any less surprised.

      “So you and Tom, you guys are an official couple?” A smile spreads wide on Ryder’s face.

      “Yes—why are you laughing?” I ask Jesse, whose shoulders are bouncing. “Is it so hard to believe I found someone special?”

      “Yes.” Jesse answers matter-of-factly. “You can’t possibly have real feelings for this chick.”

      “Excuse the fuck out of me, asshole, but I could’ve said the same of you when you showed up with a fucking fiancée!”

      He scowls. “That was different.”

      “How?”

      Ben holds up his hand to silence his little brother. “We’re happy for you. But why do you look like you’re about to crawl out of your skin?”

      “We’re talking to her dad, you know, Prophet?” I check my phone again. No text yet. “He’s got some hang-ups with musicians. She wants to tell him before he finds out from someone else and she’s worried he’ll have a violent reaction.”

      “You know,” Ben says, “back in the day, a man would have to get permission from a woman’s father just to ask her on a date.”

      I glare at the man. “This isn’t 103 BC.”

      “Something tells me it’s too late for you to ask permission anyway.” Ben lifts a brow, and whatever he sees in my expression makes disappointment darken his eyes. “Well, you could at least let him know your intentions, and while you’re at it, ask him directly why he doesn’t like musicians.”

      “He doesn’t like musicians dating his daughter, and I think we all know why.” We have a well-earned reputation with women. How do I convince this man that my feelings for Taylor are different and go way beyond fucking?

      “Everyone has a past. It’s up to Taylor to decide the relevance of yours.”

      “If she knew…” I shake my head, unable to say what I’m thinking. The drugs, the women, the waking up with no clue who or how many… thinking about it now makes me nauseated.

      “Tell her,” Ben says. “She might surprise you.”

      “And if she doesn’t? If she can’t get past what I’ve done, then what?”

      He frowns. “Then you have your answer.”

      “Maybe I don’t want my answer.” I put my head in my hands and pull at my hair.

      Ben squeezes my shoulder. “If you haven’t forgiven yourself, you can’t expect her to.”

      “Forgive myself for what?” I glare at him. “Being young, rich, and horny as fuck?”

      “For giving yourself away to anyone who’d have you rather than considering the one person waiting for you who deserves you.”

      Taylor doesn’t deserve me. She deserves much better. And I hope like hell she never figures that out.

      Jesse clears his throat. “Bottom line, bro? What’s done is done. It’ll either work out with you two or it won’t. Can’t rewrite history.”

      He’s right. But for once, I wish I could go back in time and change everything.

      My phone vibrates in my palm—a text from Taylor.

      “I gotta go.” I stand and head for the door only to see Ryder, Ben, and Jes following me. “You guys don’t have to—”

      “Of course we do,” Ben says.

      “I wouldn’t miss this for anything,” Ryder says through a too-big smile.

      Jesse remains silent but smirks as if to echo Ryder’s thoughts.

      When we get to the trough, Rodger is there, his expression grim. He lifts his chin and sidles up next to me. I spot Taylor and her dad at a table on the far end of the room. They’re alone except for one other crewmember—the chick, Dixie. I grab a bottle of water and make my way to the table. Jesse, Ryder, and Ben hang back, taking seats at a table close enough to watch.

      Taylor’s wearing her baseball cap backward, and when her eyes settle on mine, I see a flicker of panic in their depths. I wink, hoping to relax her, then turn my attention to her dad, who’s eyeing me cautiously. I pull out a chair and sit across from him while Rodger hangs back.

      “Prophet,” I say.

      He glares at me. “Something I can help you with?”

      I smile at Taylor then lean my forearms on the table. “No, but I was hoping I could talk to you about Taylor.”

      She gives her dad a shaky smile. “Dad, Ethan and I are dating.”

      His jaw clenches and he tilts his head, glaring daggers. “Is that so.”

      “I’ve heard you have a problem with your daughter dating musicians—”

      “She doesn’t date. And she doesn’t do anything with musicians.”

      I beg to differ, sir. I bite my lip to keep from smiling, knowing the smartass comment bubbling up my throat would only escalate the situation.

      Taylor puts her hand on her dad’s forearm. “Ethan isn’t like that. He’s been nothing but respectful and sweet and I…” Her eyes shift between her dad and me while I’m left hanging for her next words. “I really like him.”

      For the first time since I sat down, Prophet’s eyes grow big as he stares at his daughter.

      “I know, never fall for a rock star, but Ethan is different.” Her words are rushed as if Prophet’s a bomb about to go off and the more words she can speak, the less likely he is to blow.

      “They’re all different, Tom! That’s how they get you. You know this! He’ll tire of you by the time we get to the next city, where he’ll seduce another naïve girl into his bed!”

      I hold up my hand. “I’m sitting right here—”

      “What is wrong with you?” he asks her. “Did you not see enough of this shit growing up? Your mother’s mistakes should’ve been all the lesson you needed.”

      Her glare hardens as tight as her father’s. The family resemblance is shocking. “I have seen it all, so of course I know better, which should just go to prove that what Ethan and I have is different. It’s special—”

      “Special, my ass!” The man slams his palms on the table and stands to his full height, his eyes on me.

      Rodger closes in, and I feel the presence of my band at my back.

      “I warned you to stay the fuck away from my daughter.” Prophet’s voice is low and trembles with fury.

      I sigh and stand, facing off with him. “I can’t do that.”

      His hands fist at his sides.

      “I care about your daughter. More than I thought possible. I won’t walk away from her unless she tells me to go.”

      He turns wild eyes on Taylor, who is now standing as well. “You’ll never speak to this piece of shit again.”

      “You can’t tell me who I can date!”

      “Then choose.”

      Her brows pinch together. “What?”

      “I will not stand by and watch this prick chew you up and spit you out. Him or me. Your choice.”

      Her jaw falls open and fire burns in her cheeks. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Elijah,” Dixie whispers, “don’t do this.”

      “Pick!”

      Taylor’s lips thin into an angry line. “You’re my only family.”

      “That’s right. So you pick, family or him.” He points a meaty finger in my direction.

      “Babe, you don’t have to choose,” I say, hoping her dad just needs some time to get used to the idea of us and he’ll be more accepting later. “We’ll figure something out—”

      “Him!” She circles around the table, throws her arms around my neck, and plants a firm kiss on my lips. “I choose him!”

      There are a few gasps heard around the room, but they all disappear when I hold my woman in my arms. I wrap my hands around her waist and pull her flush against me.

      “Don’t come crying to me when he breaks your fucking heart!” Prophet stomps off, throwing open the door that crashes closed so hard the walls practically shake.

      She puts her forehead to my chest, her breath shaky as she seems to get hold of her emotions. “He’s a fucking Neanderthal.”

      I hug her and rub her back. “He’ll come around. Give him some time to cool off.”

      “You don’t know my dad.”

      “I know you.” I lift her chin to get her eyes. “Not a single man in his right mind could walk away from you forever.”

      The corner of her mouth tilts up.

      I swing my gaze around the room, noting the dozens of eyes watching us. Some with shock, others with contempt, Paul’s with seething jealousy. I raise a brow in his direction.

      “What now?” she says.

      “I guess I’m your family now, baby.” I kiss her softly, my body hardening at her closeness and vulnerability. I’ve never been responsible for another human being before. My life has always been about one person—me. But taking care of Taylor feels right, fills me with purpose outside of my music. “Stay with me?”

      She checks her watch. “I can hang out for a little bit I guess—”

      “Not now. Tonight, and every night after. I told you once I had you I’d never be able to let you go. I meant it.”

      “I guess when I can, I will.”

      “You guess?” I nuzzle her neck, suck on the soft skin of her throat, and kiss her again. “I hope you’re ready, Taylor Marsten, because I’m going to be the best fucking boyfriend you’ve ever had.”

      “Not hard.” She smiles. “You’re the only fucking boyfriend I’ve ever had.”

      “But you admit I am your boyfriend.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yes. Are you always going to need this much validation?”

      “I’m a little insecure when it comes to you.”

      “Why?” She leans away from me. “You’re the most arrogant—”

      “Hey!”

      “Confident.”

      “That’s better.”

      “Person I know.”

      I shrug. “When it comes to you, I’m in unfamiliar territory.”

      “We’re in this together.”

      I kiss her long and deep until my palms itch to get her naked. A throat clears and a big palm squeezes my shoulder. I pull back to see Jesse smiling between us.

      “Those pranks weren’t pranks at all. They were foreplay.” He gives me a playful shove. “Happy for you.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      And just like that, Ethlor is a thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      Days and nights have blurred together since our big coming out in Charlotte. Back-to-back shows—Nashville, Birmingham, New Orleans, Houston, San Antonio. I wake up every morning on the bus, not knowing what city I’m in.

      Ethan and I haven’t been able to spend much time together. Sure, it’s easier now that we’re out as a couple. We’ve managed a few hours here and there in his dressing room and become very familiar with some of the arena bathrooms, but we haven’t made love again since the first time. I’ve begged, but Ethan refuses to “fuck me like some groupie against a bathroom wall.”

      The sting of his rejection dissolves when he kisses me, touches me, and tells me how much I mean to him. Then I’ll stumble to my bunk at three o’clock in the morning, dead on my feet, and find a dozen roses, an extra blanket because the weather shifts, or a giant stuffed animal waiting for me. We text as much as we can when I’m not trying to snag a few hours’ sleep, and it’s then I start to believe he’s really given up his player lifestyle for me.

      “Where are we?” I’m settling my ball cap over my bed head while getting ready to catch cases before the sun comes up.

      Dixie pulls a long drag from her cigarette, her eyes puffy. “Seattle. I think.”

      I look around the loading dock, pretending something I see might confirm her guess when really I’m searching for Ethan’s bus.

      The talent always arrives well before the crew. I spot Ethan’s blacked-out bus and think of Ethan asleep in his bunk, and my heart warms knowing he’s close. I’m jerked out of my thoughts when Prophet walks by without a single glance my way.

      “He’s still giving you the silent treatment, huh?” Dixie says through a cloud of smoke.

      “No, he barks at me through the walkie all day.”

      She shakes her head. “Stubborn ol’ fart.”

      “Paul’s not talking to me either.” I warm my hands on my cup of coffee. “The other day, I asked him a question about the rigging and he refused to even look at me, much less answer me.”

      “I understand Prophet's position.” She takes a long drag of her cigarette, then blows smoke as she talks. “Been in the business a long time. Ain’t never seen a musician fall for someone on the road and them last longer than a tour.”

      My stomach sours at her words.

      “Still. Your dad is stubborn as hell and he raised you to be just as stubborn. He shoulda known better than to think you’d up and walk away from a man like Ethan.”

      I chew my lip, trying not to let her words plant doubt inside me. If Ethan and I only last as long as the tour, would that be the worst thing? We’re together, but neither of us has made any promises. How is my being with Ethan any different than me dating a regular guy, besides the fact that Ethan has his pick of any woman he wants? But he wants me. He picked me.

      At least for now.

      “Maybe Ethan will surprise you,” I say. “Maybe he’ll be the exception.”

      She smiles, but the expression drips with pity. “I’m happy to see you enjoying yourself, honey.” She stomps out her cigarette butt and squeezes my shoulder as she walks by me. “Guard your heart.”

      “Of course.” Left alone with that parting thought, I stare blankly at the asphalt.

      How do I guard my heart when I’ve already given it away? I remember having defenses in place, but where are they now?

      Like a swarm of bees, the crew comes to life all around me. Word has spread about our relationship, and my coworkers now look at me differently. As if I’m just another dumb girl who fell into Ethan’s bed.

      I’m not.

      Am I?

      In the corridor of New Arena, I line the walls with empty crates. Strong arms come around my waist from behind.

      Ethan buries his face in my neck and inhales. “Mmm… you smell good.”

      With his presence comes our bubble, and inside it, my doubts disappear. I hold his forearms and lean back into his torso, loving the way his firm chest and long body make me feel small and safe. “I’ve missed you.”

      He spins me around, tilts my chin to get my lips, and kisses me. His mouth tastes of peppermint, and the ends of his wet hair tickle my cheeks. We hold onto each other as if any minute we could be ripped apart. I swallow his soft groan and my blood heats at the sound.

      “I need you,” he says against my lips.

      “Let’s find a bathroom—”

      “I’m sick of hooking up in a bathroom.” He flips my hat around backward to get better access to my mouth, kissing me until I’m dizzy. “Ben is riding with Jesse for the next couple runs.” He cups my jaw and watches his thumb as it brushes my lower lip, still wet from his tongue. “Ride with me.”

      “What? How? I’ll be working until the early morning and—”

      “I’ll wait for you.”

      I cover his hand with mine, his big, warm fingers gentle against my skin. “You’ll do that? Just for a few hours together until I have to get back up and go back to work?”

      He tucks his chin as if my words offended him. “Are you kidding? Fuck yes, I will.”

      “But I’ll need to sleep as much as I can. Working for days on no sleep is dangerous, and if I get hurt, they’ll fly me home.”

      He rolls his eyes. “You think I’m going to make you my personal sex slave?” He kisses me sweetly. “Not that the idea isn’t appealing, but what I have planned includes sleep.”

      A few crewmembers walk by us and I feel their judging eyes on us. Ethan doesn’t seem to notice them at all.

      “If I ride with you, people will talk,” I say.

      “They’re already talkin’.”

      My walkie beeps and Prophet’s voice barks through the speaker. “Tom! They need you on stage. Now!”

      I sigh and bring the device to my mouth. “On my way.”

      “He still freezing you out?” Ethan grabs my hand and walks with me in the direction of the stage.

      “Yes. And what are the odds that some of the crew saw us together and seconds later he needs me on stage? He treats me like I’m ten years old.”

      He brings my knuckles to his lips and kisses them. “He’s trying to protect you. It’ll take some time for him to realize he doesn’t need to protect you from me.”

      “Are you sure?” The words slipped from my lips and it’s too late to take them back.

      He stops walking and peers down at me through narrowed eyes. “You serious with this shit?”

      “No.” I press myself into his torso, wrapping my arms around him and hoping he feels my apology in the embrace. “My head is all over the place.”

      He presses his lips to the top of my head, his arms tight around my shoulders. “I guess it’ll take some time for you to trust me too.”

      “I hate how insecure I feel.”

      He hums in acknowledgement but says nothing more. With his arm around me, we continue our walk toward the stage. “Let’s have dinner together, then after you’re finished breaking down the stage, find Rodger so he can bring you to me.”

      “What do I tell my bus mates?”

      “Tell them you’re riding with your boyfriend.” His voice is laced with frustration. “We told your dad about us so we wouldn’t have to lie and sneak around.”

      Ranger, one of the lighting guys, comes around the corner. “Tom, Prophet needs you ASAP.”

      “I’m coming!” I snap. “What does he want me to do, fucking sprint? Shit!”

      Ethan chuckles and plants a sweet but too-quick kiss on my lips. “Go. I’ll see you later, beautiful.” He winks, and when I turn to walk away, he smacks my ass.

      “Ouch!” I call to his retreating form in all his swagger as he laughs down the corridor.

      I sigh at the sight of his tall body, broad shoulders, narrow hips, and everything I know that lies underneath his clothes. How can I guard my heart against that?

      A small voice whispers… I can’t.

      Please don’t break my heart.
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        * * *

      

      I’m dead by the end of the night.

      Because of a technical nightmare that kept me running supplies from the rigs to stage until it was fixed, I wasn’t able to see Ethan before he took the stage. The only time I was able to sit long enough to grab food and down as much caffeine as possible was when Ethan was on stage. And as soon as those house lights came up, it was time to get back to work.

      Just after two o’clock in the morning, I let Dixie know to have the bus leave without me, and I drag my tired ass to Rodger, who’s waiting for me on the loading dock.

      “Long night?” he says with a sympathetic grin.

      I take off my ball cap and run a hand through my sweaty hair. “That’s putting it mildly.” I need a shower, and although I’m tired, my blood is still buzzing from the energy drinks I mainlined all night.

      We walk together across the blacktop toward Ethan’s massive tour bus.

      “Tom!”

      I startle at the sound of my dad’s voice in person rather than barking at me through the walkie.

      He steps up to us with all the grace of a bull, his eyes tight and his jaw even tighter. “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?” He focuses his laser beams on Ethan’s bus.

      “I’m riding with Ethan.”

      “Like hell you are.”

      The sound of the bus door opening behind me has me turning to see Ethan hopping down the steps, wearing nothing but sweatpants. He comes up beside me, and for the first time ever, I really wish he’d put on a shirt. “There a problem?”

      My dad takes a threatening step forward, but the move doesn’t faze Ethan at all. “Get back on the bus, boy. This don’t concern you.”

      “Dad, calm down.” I hold up my hands as his big body looks coiled to lunge. “I’m an adult, so technically it’s you that this doesn’t concern.”

      Rodger moves in beside me. “Prophet, I’m gonna have to ask you to take a step back.”

      “A step back?” My dad shoves an accusing finger at Ethan. “This motherfucker needs to back off my kid!”

      I raise my hand and peek over Rodger’s shoulder. “Not a kid.”

      Ethan chuckles and mumbles a string of curse words before he says, “Taylor and I are—”

      “What the fuck did you just say?” My dad’s eyes grow wide.

      “I was saying, Taylor and—”

      “Don’t you fucking call her that!”

      “It’s her name,” Ethan says with surprising patience considering my dad’s outrage.

      My dad’s cheek clenches, his lips so tight they form a thin line under his beard and mustache. “Tommy. Get in my rig right fucking now.”

      “No.” I dig my feet into the asphalt, grounding myself for strength. “I’m going with Ethan.”

      Fire lights my dad’s eyes. “Do you know how many women he’s probably fucked—”

      “Of course I do.”

      “Probably never even got their names?”

      I square my shoulders. “He knows my name. He doesn’t call me by some nickname because he can’t stand the thought of the name I was given.”

      “That’s enough!” he roars.

      “Yeah, Dad. That is enough.” I grab Ethan’s hand, grateful when I feel his strong fingers wrap around mine. “Good night.”

      “He’s grooming you!” he yells at our backs as we rush to the bus door. “He’s just like the rest of them—”

      The door closes on his next words.

      Ethan pulls me in for a hug. “Don’t let him put ideas about me into your head.”

      I pull out of his arms, hating that I’ve finally found someone I want to spend time with and that I have to hurt my dad to do it. “It’s not like he’s saying anything I haven’t already thought about.”

      He flinches. “I guess I deserve that.”

      I grip my head, feeling a migraine coming on. “No, you don’t.”

      “I’m not hiding my past from you, you know that, right? I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, but just keep in mind…” His grin is boyish and almost bashful. “I’m still trying to get you to like me.”

      I throw myself into his arms. “I do like you.” Probably too much.

      Only then do I look around at the luxurious interior of his bus. “You’ve got to be kidding. This place is nicer than the Ritz.”

      Cream-colored leather interior, recessed lighting, modern cabinetry, and a gas fireplace. There’s even a bar complete with swivel stools.

      He scratches his cheek, blushing slightly. It’s a nice change from his usual confidence. “Yeah, well, Arenfield likes to keep his musicians happy.” He points at my duffle bag on the floor. “Rodger delivered your things. You want to take a shower or maybe you want something to eat?”

      “A shower would be great.” I grab my bag.

      He points me toward the bathroom that I’m sure will be six times the size of the bathroom on my bus. “Taylor.”

      I turn to Ethan, who shifts nervously on his feet.

      “Thanks for sticking up for me to your dad. I’m, uh…” He rubs his bare stomach, subconsciously drawing my attention to his six-pack abs and tattoo. “I’m really glad you’re here.”

      “Me too.” I scurry off to the bathroom, and after I close the door, I whisper, “Don’t make me regret it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      My bus left the arena fifteen minutes ago, putting us on the darkened highway that takes us to Portland. I’m sitting in the dark except for the light from the TV as The Last Airbender, a movie classic, plays silently on the screen.

      I wasn’t expecting Prophet to confront us tonight the way he did. He’s been ghosting Taylor all week and I’d assumed he’d quietly accepted our relationship. I was wrong.

      I’m not bothered by his disapproval. I learned long ago to ignore my biggest critics and become used to people talking shit about me. I didn’t expect the look on Taylor’s face when her father rejected her to hurt me as much as it did.

      The bathroom door opens and Taylor steps out, barefoot in flannel pajama pants ten sizes too big and a black tank top. She comes to me, shaking her wet hair. “That bathroom is stupid.”

      I open my arms for her to fall into them and cradle her on my lap. “You don’t approve?”

      “You could fit five people in there.” Her skin is still warm from the shower and she smells of my body wash and shampoo.

      I dig that she uses my shit rather than insist on some fruity smelling crap that would only mask her natural earthy scent. I also love the idea of her smelling a little like me. I run my nose along her hair, breathing her in. “I have—”

      She presses two fingers to my lips. “Don’t. I can imagine you in there with five women and don’t need the added help of your given details.”

      I kiss her fingers and drag them from my lips to my chest, where I hold her hand to my heart. “You assume the worst. For your information, it was Ben, Ash, Elliot, me, and Mick our driver.”

      She lifts a brow. “Do I even want to know?”

      I press my lips to her wet hair. “We were trying to kill a spider.”

      “And that takes five people?”

      “It was a big fucking spider.”

      She laughs and the sound reaches inside me. “Who ended up being the brave one to kill it?”

      I groan and shake my head. “Elliot. And she didn’t kill it. She got it into a cup and released it.”

      “Wow, that’s embarrassing.” She has a smile in her voice.

      I hate to bring her down, but I need to make sure she’s okay. “Do you want to talk about what happened out there with your dad?”

      She’s quiet for a moment, contemplative.

      “That shit about your name…” I swallow hard.

      Her finger draws circles on my chest. “Do you know who Taylor Oakley is?”

      “Who doesn’t?”

      He’s only the greatest singer-songwriter of all time. The guy has enough awards and platinum records to rival Stevie Wonder.

      She says, “Prophet used to be Taylor’s personal security guard. From what I hear, my dad had no problem taking advantage of all the perks that came along with his position, and that included one die-hard Taylor Oakley groupie named Tori Alexander.”

      “No shit?” I’ve been in this business long enough to guess what happens next, but this is her story to tell and I get the feeling she needs to tell it.

      “My mom hooked up with my dad to get access to Taylor. When she found out she was pregnant, she thought it was Taylor’s.” Her shoulders curl in, making her feel smaller in my arms. “I guess there’s a chance it could’ve been. Taylor was married and put a million lawyers on her, and after a paternity test proved he wasn’t my father, Prophet stepped up and claimed I could be his.” She picks at her short nails. “He didn’t have to do that. Prophet could have slipped away and my mom could’ve had an abortion or something, but he knew there was a chance I was his and he went after her for me. They were never in love and I don’t remember them ever acting like a real couple. My dad quit the security job and started catching cases. Bad blood between him and Taylor after Tori got in there and fucked everything up.”

      I rub her back, hoping to coax the rest of the story from her and wondering how painful it is to say these truths out loud.

      “My dad lived most of his life on the road. He wasn’t there when my mom gave birth to me, and she named me Taylor Oakley Marsten as a big fuck you to my dad. What’s worse than having your daughter’s name as a reminder of who my mom was really after? My dad never called me Taylor. He’s only ever called me by my initials.”

      “T.O.M.” Taylor Oakley Marsten. Not Tom for tomboy.

      “I still don’t know why he hates Taylor Oakley so much. But you can see now why he doesn’t want his only daughter to have the same fate as Tori. Falling for unattainable men.”

      I squeeze her hard enough for her to feel me, really feel me. “I’m right here, baby. Ain’t nothing unattainable about that.”

      She settles deeper into my arms. “I just wish my dad could see that too.”

      “Give it time. He will.”

      “How much time?”

      Thrown by her question, I don’t answer.

      She pulls out of my arms to look at me with eyes shuttered in concern. “Ethan?”

      “What?”

      Her eyes narrow. “What happens after the tour?”

      I run a hand through my hair, feeling the heat of her gaze like a spotlight. “I don’t know. You live in LA, right? I guess we’ll hang out.”

      “You guess.” Her face pales.

      “No, I don’t guess. We will, we’ll definitely hang out.”

      She blinks and stares past me at the wall. “Until I leave again. Or you leave again. I only saw my dad a couple times a year and for only days at a time. My life is on the road.”

      “We’ll figure it out.” I reach for her, but she slips away to the far end of the couch. “Taylor—”

      “I can’t believe we didn’t think of this before,” she says as if speaking to herself. “How is this possibly going to work out?”

      My pulse throbs in my ears and I feel as if I’m losing something I only barely had a grasp of. “What are you saying?”

      Her stormy eyes come to mine and I flinch at the determination in her gaze. “Prophet was right. This will end badly.”

      I scoot to her end of the couch, crowding her, caging her in place. “Don’t say that.”

      “We have to be realistic. There’s no future for us after the tour.”

      “Bullshit.”

      She tries to move, but I hold her in place with my body. “Let me go.”

      “Not until you start making sense.” I only know one way to get her out of her head. I bury my face in her neck and kiss her softly. “I will not let you go. Not now.” I lick up her throat to her earlobe. “Not ever.”

      Her breath hitches when I bite gently on the shell of her ear. “I don’t know what I’m doing.” A soft moan escapes her as I kiss along her collarbone and down her chest. “I don’t want to get hurt.”

      “And you think pushing me away will protect you.” I tug at the neckline of her tank top, exposing one firm round breast. I kiss her soft skin, avoiding her tight nipple that calls for my tongue. “I won’t let you sabotage us.”

      “But—”

      “Shhh…” I blow on her nipple, watching it tighten even further. “We’ll figure it out as we go.”

      Her back arches off the couch, her exposed breast wet and glistening from my mouth. So fucking sexy. I grip my hard-on to keep from exploding.

      “I can’t promise no one will get hurt, Taylor.” I free her other breast and cup her in my hand, squeezing and thumbing her nipple. “But I can promise I will not walk away from us if it’s within my power to make things work.”

      Her breath hitches. “And if it’s not?”

      I kiss her mouth, drag my tongue between her lips, and smirk. “Twenty-seven years, I’ve gotten every single thing I’ve ever wanted. And now, I want you.”

      “But—”

      Her words die on my lips as I kiss her deeply. After her sharing her story with me, our connection feels more intense. She cut herself open and bled in front of me, and I took advantage by diving inside those vulnerable places. I don’t have all the answers for what the future will bring, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to give up before even trying.

      There’s no other woman I could imagine spending time with. No better option, no chance of me getting bored. Taylor is the only woman who has ever kept me interested by simply breathing. She’s unconventional, sure. Uniquely beautiful, atypically funny. I never expect the obstacle she’ll throw up next, and that kind of unpredictability is addicting and arousing.

      “I want you,” she says against my lips.

      I cover her breasts and pull her to her feet, leading her to the king-sized bed at the back of the bus. I had the room cleaned and sheets changed so that I wouldn’t have to squeeze us both into my bunk. Not that I mind being in a space where we’re forced to be close, but I’ve had more women in my bunk than I can count and Taylor deserves better. She deserves luxury. She deserves to be worshipped in ways that my bunk’s limited space makes impossible.

      I lock the door behind us. Her arms wrap around my neck and she kisses me hard, using her teeth to tug at my lower lip. I grip two fistfuls of her ass and squeeze until she yelps. She jumps into my arms, wraps her legs around my waist, and the heat between her thighs presses against my shaft. I hiss at the contact. I’ve never been so hypersensitive to a woman’s touch, but every place where our bodies connect—mouth, chest, hips—is strangely intensified.

      I press her back to the door, my dick trying desperately to get past the barrier of my sweats and her flannel pants. “You really thought I’d let you walk away from me tonight?” My blood heats as I consider how close I was to losing her. “Am I that easy to leave?” I grind my hips against hers, swallowing her gasp.

      “Ethan,” she says in a way that sounds like begging.

      “I’m going to make love to you.” I run my teeth up her throat to her ear. “But first, I’m gonna fuck you.”

      “Yes,” she breathes.

      I turn her around and toss her onto the mattress. In one quick move, I pull off her pants and panties and throw them behind me. She’s naked from the waist down, her chest heaving as she watches me reach for a condom and free my dick from my sweatpants. I don’t bother taking them off, but roll the condom on then grab her ankle and pull her to the edge of the bed. She hooks me around the neck, pulls my mouth to hers, and kisses me until I can’t feel my own fucking legs.

      I rip my mouth from hers. My hand slides into her hair and I make a fist. “Turn over.”

      Anticipation flickers in her eyes. She gives me her back, sitting up on her knees. I press the space between her shoulder blades, pushing her gently forward until she comes down on her hands. I run my palm down her back, over her round ass, and to the warm and wet space between her legs.

      A long hum bubbles up my throat.

      “This is turning you on.” I bend forward and bite one round, firm globe, then I lick up the middle.

      She sucks in a shuddering breath that ends on a moan.

      I step up behind her, teasing her with the feel of my length rock solid against her. She presses back, greedy and wanting. I’ve yet to see this side of her and it’s turning me the fuck on.

      I grip her hips to still them. “Chest to the bed.” She drops her chest to the bed, her ass in the air in offering as I squeeze the base of my erection. “I wish you could see how fucking gorgeous you are.”

      A sexy growl rolls from her lips. “Stop torturing me already.”

      “The way you tortured me just a bit ago?” I continue the torment.

      “I…” She moans. “Didn’t mean to.”

      “Tell me what I need to hear, Taylor, and I’ll give you what you want.”

      “What do you want to hear?” she says through her heavy breath. “I’ll tell you anything.”

      “Tell me the truth. Tell me you’re not giving up on us just because things are complicated. Tell me you’ll fight for us. Tell me you’ll do whatever it fucking takes to keep me. Tell me you can’t see yourself with another man.” I thrust forward, burying the full length of me into her hot and welcoming body. “Tell me you’re mine.”

      She presses her ass back against me, as if she could take more if I had more to give. “I’m yours.”

      “Fuck yeah, you are.” I fold over her, bite her shoulder, and suck until it leaves a mark.

      I grip her hair and hold her in place while I pound her from behind. Conflicting thoughts war in my head—I need to protect her, but to mark her. I want to leave myself behind, make her ache with my presence. I want to scar her in a way that she’ll never forget, and that is some fucked up shit.

      She pushes back with every thrust forward, meeting me in my violence, joining me in my demented desire to wound. Her hand comes over mine at her hip, her short nails digging into my wrist. A delicious sting shoots from my arm to between my legs and my pace quickens.

      Her muscles lock down hard around me, coaxing a hiss from between my teeth, and she cries out as her orgasm rocks through her. Her nails leave red marks on my skin. With her cheek to the mattress and her other hand clenching the bedding, she cries out my name. I slow my pace and slide in and out with deliberate strokes, absorbing every new sensation. She feels so fucking good, wet, tight, and hot. Grinding my teeth, I have to stop moving in order to keep from falling over the edge right after her.

      Her body relaxes, she releases her grip, and her legs give out beneath her. I pull out and tug off her tank top. I roll her to her back and scoot her limp and sated body to the middle of the bed before crawling between her thighs and sliding back inside.

      Home. The word reverberates in my head, a whisper in my own voice.

      Her hand touches my cheek. “Are you all right?”

      I blink at her. Her eyelids at half-mast, one side of her face red from being pressed into the bed. Her lips part with a lazy smile.

      “I’m so all right it scares me.”

      “Me too.” She lifts her head to kiss me. “I thought making love was as good as it gets. I was wrong.”

      I roll my hips forward, slowly, deeply, bring a sigh of pleasure from her lips. “You sure about that?”

      She bites her lip.

      “I love making you come. I love…” I swallow back the words, nuzzling her neck and slipping back and forth inside her.

      Home. This woman and all her complexities, her fire, her attitude—she’s everything I wasn’t aware I wanted. Being inside her grounds me to the earth and makes everything else disappear. Nothing matters outside of keeping her.

      The sexy sound coming from her lips calls me from my thoughts. I hitch her thigh up over my hip, changing the angle, deepening the penetration, and rolling my hips in waves. I suck on her neck, her lips, her tongue, and with every stroke inside her, my own release creeps closer to the surface.

      “You feel so good,” I groan into her mouth.

      I’m grateful we’re using a condom or I’d end up being a two-pump chump. But I long for the feel of her, skin on skin without a barrier between us. Soon.

      The closer we become, the more I despise anything and anyone who attempts to stand between us.

      Taylor

      Ethan’s big body is a powerhouse of muscle and stamina. As he moves over me, I feel every adjustment to his position as pleasurable sparks beneath my skin. I hate to think of how he learned his love-making skills and prefer to believe it’s not him, but us together that makes me feel so intensely.

      I’m close to tears. And I don’t cry!

      He fought for me tonight. In my panic-induced paranoia, I was prepared to walk away from him, but he fought for me. He held me close when I was tempted to run. And then, he punished me in the most pleasurable way, reminding me once and for all where I belong.

      I’ve fallen in love with him.

      The words are on the tip of my tongue, my mouth forming them over and over, yet my voice lacks the courage. I run my hands over his broad shoulders, his muscles tense as he holds himself over me. His hair hangs around his face. His eyes travel from my lips down to our connection, where he watches himself sink fully inside me then pull out slowly and back again. I hitch my knees higher and grip his ass, feeling it flex with every forward thrust.

      He’s the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. And he makes me feel like the most beautiful woman.

      He wraps his lips around my nipple, sucking hard, and I feel another orgasm surface. I toss my head to the side, the sensation of his tongue on my breast and deep, rhythmic thrusts between my legs too much.

      “Come with me, Taylor.”

      The sound of my name growled from this feral and sexually charged man’s lips has me sucking in a breath as he chases down my release. I close my eyes, and his tongue slides into my mouth as my orgasm crashes through me in an unforgiving wave. He rips his mouth from mine and holds my gaze, biting his lip as he explodes above me. His muscles quake and his hardness kicks inside me over and over until we’re both spent and lifeless.

      I wrap my arms and legs around him, his skin cool with a light sheen of sweat. I close my eyes, gather my strength, and give my innermost feelings a voice. “I’m falling in love with you.”

      His body stills above me, as if he’s holding his breath.

      Heat rushes to my face while my stomach plummets. My muscles tense for his rejection. I can’t take my confession back, and even if I could, I wouldn’t.

      He props his weight on his elbows and kisses me—soft, sweet, and with so much feeling, my eyes heat with unshed tears. “Good.” He kisses me again. “Because I’ve already fallen in love with you.”

      His words give life to my heart. As I stare into his pale brown eyes, I don’t question his sincerity. For the first time since I met Ethan, I see vulnerability in his gaze.

      “What now?” I say.

      “We don’t worry about what happens next.” We kiss again. I would keep going until we’re both ready for more, but Ethan stops with a defeated groan. “You need sleep.”

      He’s right, but… “I’d rather keep touching you.”

      He chuckles, the sound dark, sexy, and so arousing. “It’s official. I’ve turned you into a sex addict. Not that I’m complaining.” He kisses me again.

      “One more time, and then I’ll sleep.”

      “No.” He pushes my hand off his erection. “My dick is closed for business until you’ve had at least…” He checks the clock on the wall. “Five hours’ sleep.”

      “Doesn’t feel like he’s closed for business.” I reach for it again only to have him grab my hand and bring it to his lips.

      He pulls me to his chest, my cheek against his pec, where I hear the slow, steady beat of his heart. “Sleep, pretty girl. My dick will still be here in the morning.”

      My answering laugh dissolves on a yawn, and I feel myself doze in and out as the gentle rumble of the bus lulls me to sleep.

      Somewhere in the dark as I slip into dreamland, I hear his voice whisper, “Home.”
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      Taylor

      My heart races as I shoot upright in bed, looking around the room and wondering where the hell I am. Creamy leather, luxurious sheets, and the smell of expensive cologne remind me I’m on Ethan’s bus. I smile, stretch, and feel aches in places I’ve never felt aches before.

      The pillow beside me is empty. I check the time. It’s just after seven o’clock in the morning. I peer out the small window to see the rows and rows of big rigs and buses lined up behind the enormous arena. I find my tank top and flannel pants, slip them on, and run my fingers through my hair to try to make myself presentable.

      I find Ethan standing in the kitchenette, wearing a T-shirt, shorts, and a pair of running shoes. His shirt and hairline are damp with sweat. When he spots me, his lips tip up on the ends. “Good morning, babe.”

      Never thought I’d like being called babe, yet my cheeks flush at the endearment.

      I tuck my hair behind my ears, feeling a little insecure and wishing I had my baseball hat to hide behind. “What time did you wake up?”

      He crosses to me, getting close as if he’s going to hug me but comes up short. “Five. I lay in bed and watched you sleep, imagining all the different ways I’d love to wake you.”

      My face gets hot, and I resist the urge to fan myself with my hand. “Why didn’t you?”

      He lifts a brow and his grin widens. “I promised you five hours of sleep.” He watches me for a few heated seconds. “I really want to hold you, but I’m sweaty.”

      I rush into his arms, reminding myself of a groupie who would claw another’s eyes out for a musician’s sweat-soaked shirt. Exertion has intensified his rich, spicy scent, and like a cat, I want to rub up against it and coat myself in his smell.

      He hums, low and contentedly. “You feel good in my arms.”

      I hide a grin. “I feel good being in your arms.”

      He kisses the top of my head and mumbles, “I love you.”

      If not for his arms, I would’ve dissolved into a puddle at his feet. I hold onto him tighter. “I love you.”

      “I need to shower.” I hear the smile in his voice.

      “I need to brush my teeth.”

      He keeps his hold on me but walks me backward to the bathroom, then closes the door behind us with a wicked glint in his eye that matches the dirty thoughts in my head.

      I hook the elastic of my pants and slide them down. “I have thirty minutes before I have to be on the loading dock.”

      He stares at my naked lower half and licks his lips. “I only need ten.”

      Ethan

      “Good morning, you beautiful motherfuckers,” I greet my bandmates in the Portland arena dressing room.

      An hour ago, I kissed Taylor goodbye and sent her to work, some real Ozzy and Harriet bullshit. Unlike Ozzy and Harriet, I did this after we’d defiled every available space of the tour bus bathroom with our naked bodies. Taking Taylor’s virginity let loose her inner fiend and the woman likes it dirty just as much as she likes it sweet. Fine by me. I’ll give it to her however she wants it.

      “Someone’s in a good mood,” Ryder says with a knowing smirk.

      I ruffle his hair as I pass by. “Good mood indeed.”

      He smacks my hand from his head.

      I find the closest chair and drop into it with a wide grin plastered on my face. “What is it, Benny boy? You look consternated.”

      He’s been studying me since I bounced into the room. “I’m wondering if it was a mistake to give up the bus to you last night.”

      “Mistake? Pffffft. Mistake.” I shake my head. “Nonsense.”

      Jesse glares at me from across the room. “Why does getting laid have you talking like an eighty-year-old man?”

      Ben groans. “Please tell me you’re treating this woman with the respect and honor she deserves.”

      “Yeah, Boomer. Of course I am.” If pulling her hair and spanking her ass is considered respectful.

      “I’m not a Boomer,” Ben mumbles.

      “Whatever.” I slap the armrests of my chair. “Gentlemen, I have an announcement to make. It’s official. I’m in love.”

      Six eyeballs and three jaws pop wide open.

      “I know what you’re all thinking—that someone like me, who has an appetite for playing the field as it were, is incapable of love, but I’m here to tell you I have been changed. I’m in love with Taylor and she loves me too.”

      They remain silent.

      My smile fades. “You guys have nothing to say?”

      Ben clears his throat. “That’s great, Ethan. I’m happy for you.”

      Ryder’s brows pinch together. “I never would’ve guessed Taylor as your type.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Other than the obvious?” Ryder shrugs. “She’s not blindly obsessed with you like most of the women you… spend your time with.”

      “She is now.” I can still taste her on my tongue and hear her desperate moans in my ears. “And I’m equally obsessed with her.”

      “You’re no longer moping around like a little sissy bitch, so I’m happy about that,” Jesse says.

      “We have three more shows until we’re back in LA.” I give Ben my best pout. “Can we keep the bus until then?”

      He groans and rolls his eyes. “Fine, I’ll ride with Jesiah until LA.” He eyeballs his brother. “But you’re going to have to move your Facetime calls with your wife to your bedroom.” He shakes his head and mumbles, “So friggin’ awkward.”

      I grin at the sweet old man. “’Preciate you, bro.”

      “You gonna bring her?” Ryder asks.

      I don’t need clarification. I know what he’s asking. “Yeah.”

      Jesse laughs, his eyes on his phone while he punches out a text. The dude is always only half engaged with any conversation. “Have you asked her yet?”

      “I don’t need to. She’ll come.”

      He shrugs one shoulder, still focused on his device. “You sure? Taylor doesn’t seem like the kind of woman who gets off on the kind of attention we get. If you bring her, she’ll have to—”

      “I know, it’ll be cool.” I don’t appreciate Jesse telling me how to take care of my woman. And I also hate that he’s making me aware of shit I haven’t fully thought through yet. “I’ll talk to her about it tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m headed to the stage for sound check, hoping to get some time with Taylor before the show. Now that Ben has handed over the bus to us for the next few days, we don’t have to hide out in the dressing room bathroom or eat dinner in the trough. We can spend our free time in the privacy of the bus.

      Ryder and I are shooting the shit as we navigate the labyrinth of hallways to get to the stage, moving by crewmembers and arena staff. We come upon a cluster of crew tucked away in a designated smoking section and I hear something that makes me pause.

      “You heard he fucked her mom first, right? Bet he got a mother-daughter threesome.” The group of them chuckle before the same person says, “Lucky asshole.”

      “You think he had them at the same time?”

      “What do you think!” I recognize that voice. Peter that fucker. “He can have whoever he wants.”

      “I didn’t realize Tom was such a slut.”

      “Dude, she’s so thirsty. She sucked my cock in Atlanta.” His proud confession has me fisting my hands. “She couldn’t get enough of it.”

      “Is that right?” I say as I come around the corner. “Is that why you were trying to get her blackout drunk? Women are a lot more fun to fuck when they’re conscious, but something tells me you don’t have a lot of experience with conscious women.”

      I feel Ryder’s presence at my six. He heard what these pricks said, and being the intelligent man he is, he’s not trying to stop me.

      Paul smirks, but I don’t miss the subtle fear in his eyes. “I only gave her what she asked for.”

      I grit my teeth at his insinuation. Even if he is telling the truth—that Taylor gave him oral, that she lied to me about me being her first—I’ll still beat his ass.

      “Tom and I have history you know nothing about.” He breathes out a plume of smoke, and I actually feel sorry that Taylor’s first kiss was with this ashtray mouth.

      “Oh, I’ve heard about your history.” I step closer. “We laugh about it in bed together after our screaming orgasms.” Now it’s my turn to smirk. “Whatever you’re going to say? Don’t.”

      His jaw hardens. I look at the other three men, their pale faces proof they’re not nearly as confident as Peter.

      “Here’s what happens next.” I eye each motherfucking one of them so they know exactly who I’m talking to. “Once we get to LA, you’re all going to quit this tour.”

      “What? We didn’t say anything—”

      “I saw you!” My hands shake with the urge to knock out one of these fuckers. “Quit, or I file a sexual harassment complaint with Elite about your little conversation. Hundred percent sure Prophet will back me up.”

      None of them say a word, but that Peter-fuck chuckles. I stare at him, daring him to open his mouth.

      That dumbfuck must have some steel balls, because he says, “You can’t threaten us.”

      “Pretty sure he just did,” Ryder says, the tremor in his voice giving away his anger. “If I were you, I’d walk away now.”

      Peter Peckerface gives me a once-over. “Enjoy her while you can. When you break her, I’ll be there to put the pieces back together.”

      I give the scrawny fuck a once-over. “You’ll have to get past the restraining order to do that.”

      “Come on, let’s just go,” the smarter of the group says.

      The dickhead finally listens and moves by me and Ryder, who stands at the exit from the area. Peter takes one last drag from his smoke and flicks the butt at my chest.

      Black fills my vision. I slam my fist into his jaw. He stumbles back, his hand to his face as blood seeps between his fingers. As expected, his friends scatter.

      Ryder steadies the guy on his feet then gives him a shove. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      He finally walks away, leaving a trail of blood and a string of garbled curse words in his wake.

      Ryder turns to me, smiling. “You better not have fucked up your hand.”

      I make a fist, open and close it, and wiggle my fingers. “Nothing’s broken.”

      He laughs. “Can’t say the same for him. Did you hear that crack? I think you broke his nose.”

      “Good.”

      We head toward the stage, where Ben and Jesse are waiting with impatient frowns.

      “Where the fuck have you guys been?” Jes stares between us.

      Ryder smirks. “Ethan just fucked up some crew guy for talking shit about Taylor. It was epic.”

      Ben’s expression morphs from irritation to worry. “Are you okay?”

      “No, Ben. Hold me while I cry—of course I’m okay.” I look at Jesse. “There are four of them. I told them they’re off the tour in LA. We’ll need to have them replaced.”

      Jesse nods, quick and short. “Done. Now can we get this sound check over with already?”

      Creeper hands me my bass, his eyes dancing with laughter.

      “What the hell are you grinning about, old man?”

      “Nothin’.” He snorts, trying to hold back his laughter. “Just heard Miller is taking Paul to the ER with a broken nose.”

      “Guy wouldn’t shut the fuck up.” I adjust the strap of my bass on my shoulder. “I should’ve broke his jaw so they’d have to wire it shut.”

      “Woulda done us all a favor,” Creeper says through wheezing laughter.

      I search the side-stage, hoping to see Taylor, but she’s nowhere to be found.

      Taylor

      I’m racing from the loading dock to the stage, through the long hallways I’ve come to memorize after walking them what seems like a million times. I check my phone and see a text from Ethan that he’s headed to sound check with some good news.

      What could possibly be better than what he told me last night? He’s in love with me. As I hear the words in my head, the skeptic in me can’t help but doubt their sincerity. I blame my dad for brainwashing me to see all musicians as shallow, lying, heartless womanizers.

      Ethan is different. He has to be.

      I turn the corner that leads to another long corridor and spot a half dozen crew huddled together, their voices tense with urgency. I slow and see Paul in the middle of them, his hands on his jaw and his eyes red-rimmed. In this business, injuries are common. I don’t know what happened, but from Paul’s pain-stricken expression and his protective hold of his face, I assume something hit him.

      “Hey.” I move between Miller and Nero to get a closer look. “What happened?”

      Paul’s watery eyes narrow, and I recoil at the hate I see inside them.

      “Walk away, Tom,” one of the guys says. “You’ve done enough already.”

      “Me?” My own hostility builds just below the surface. I’m used to being ordered around and used as a scapegoat, but I’m not a rigger and I wasn’t even in the building when Paul go hurt, so what the fuck?

      Paul mumbles something, the words hardly audible, but it sounds as though he called me a “dumb bitch.” No. I must’ve heard him wrong. A hand clamps around my upper arm and roughly shoves me away.

      Miller guides Paul in the direction of the loading dock. “I’m taking him to the ER. Let Dave know.”

      I glance at Nero, who already let me go. “What hit him?”

      He glares at me, his nose wrinkled in disgust. “Your boyfriend.”

      I’m left with my mouth hanging open as they all rush Paul away to get fixed up. I can hear Jesse’s voice and the band sound checking, and I turn on numb feet to head to the main stage.

      Ethan hit Paul?

      Why would he do that?

      I find myself at side-stage, watching Ethan as the band makes last minute adjustments to the sound. Paul didn’t just have a black eye; he couldn’t even talk. Is Ethan’s punching Paul the “good news” he wanted to share? My stomach turns at the thought.

      Ethan spots me and finishes up sound check before handing his bass guitar to Creeper. He watches me intently while Creeper asks him a question and he answers quickly before he crosses to me.

      Ethan’s gaze is intense and his brows pinch together as he steps close. “You don’t look happy.”

      “I just saw Paul being taken to the ER.” I cross my arms as if I could protect my heart with an extra layer of skin and bones.

      He mimics my posture, eyes narrowed, tilted head. “You got something to ask me?”

      “Did you punch—”

      “Yes.” He lifts his brows as if to say so what? “I came up on him and his boys talking shit. I warned them to stop. They did. He didn’t.” He shrugs.

      I feel my eyes widen. “I’m pretty sure you broke his nose.”

      “I fired him too. You wanna give me some shit about that?”

      I open my mouth to speak, but he steps close so quickly, I lose my breath. His eyes glisten with barely contained anger as he scowls at me. “I do not feel bad about it, nor will I apologize for defending you.”

      “Defending me? What did he say?”

      He hooks my elbow and pulls me to a more private area. “He was bragging about you swallowing his cock.”

      “What!” I shriek in outrage. “He’s lying! I never did more than kiss him a few times—oh my God…” I take in Ethan’s hard jaw, his tense shoulders, and the fire burning behind his eyes. “You believe him.”

      He doesn’t respond.

      My blood heats to boiling. “After everything I told you last night, you think I’d lie about something as minor as a blow job?” I shove past him. “Fuck you!”

      He hooks me around the shoulders and slams me against his chest. “Stop.”

      I shove against him. “You fucking stop!”

      He squeezes me tighter. “I believe you.”

      “Oh, now you believe me?” I push him again, this time with a lot less force.

      He buries his face in my neck and growls. “You make me fucking nuts. I can’t think straight when it comes to you.” His lips brush the tender skin below my ear. “I believe you. I just… I fucking hate that guy.”

      “Jealousy is not a good look on you, Ethan Crow.”

      “No? Well, get used to it, because now that I have you, I’m sick at the idea of you with anyone else.”

      “I know the feeling.” Warmth blooms as his protective arms tighten around me. “But you can’t go around beating up my crewmates. They’re guys and they talk shit. I was raised being one of the guys.”

      He’s already shaking his head. “That changes today. I sent the message. Now, are you going to keep giving me shit or are you going to let me fucking kiss you?”

      No one has ever defended me before. As protective as my dad has been, he never sheltered me from being teased. I heard “man up” and “put on your big girl panties” more times than I can count. I was never allowed to be fragile.

      I barely lift my arms before he wraps his around my waist and lifts me off the floor. He kisses me softly. I open for him and shiver when his tongue slides against mine without a care for who might see us. He smells like expensive body wash, making my mouth water to lick his neck. I’ll save that for when we’re in private though. With a long groan, he breaks the kiss. I bury my face in his neck and he nuzzles my ear.

      “You said you had good news,” I say as he walks with me still in his arms, my feet dangling. “It wasn’t that you hit Paul, was it?”

      “Pfft. No.” He doesn’t set me down until we’re at the mouth of the hallway that leads to his dressing room. He keeps me close as we walk in that direction. “Ben’s crashing with Jesse until we get to Los Angeles.”

      “That’s… what?” I look at him. His stylish overgrown hair frames his jawline in a way that makes him look more cologne model than rock star. “Three more nights?”

      “Yep.” He lifts his chin to the security standing guard, and the man promptly opens the dressing room door for us. Ethan guides me through first, and he follows. “I want you to ride with me.”

      Three nights alone with Ethan? Yes, please. “I’d love to.”

      His expression warms on me. “I love you.”

      My cheeks flame. There’s no way it’s not obvious, so I rub the fuckers, trying to get them to calm the hell down. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to hearing you say that.” Dammit, now they’re getting even hotter.

      “There’s one more thing…” He sits on the coffee table, dwarfing the furniture with his size, and pulls me to stand between his thighs. He tilts his head back to catch my eyes, and I take the opportunity to run my hands through his thick hair. “When we get to LA, I have an event I have to attend, and I really want you to come with me.”

      “As your date?”

      His cocky grin makes my knees weak. “Yes. Will you go with me?”

      I grab his cheeks and kiss him hard. “Yes!”

      “Good. And I don’t know where things are with you and Prophet, but if you need somewhere to crash in LA until we’re back on the road for the second leg, I have a little extra space at my pad.” He winks.

      “Only a little?”

      I’m sure Ethan is the proud owner of one of the bigass houses in the Hollywood Hills. Or maybe he’s more of a penthouse in Santa Monica kind of guy. Either way, I don’t doubt he has loads of extra rooms to spare. Not that I need one. Anywhere but in the same bed with him would be too far away.

      “Thank you. I might just take you up on that.” I imagine myself sprawled out poolside with a frosty drink delivered by one of Ethan’s servants. The image is enticing until I consider… “Wait, for the event. Will I need to get a dress or—”

      “I’ve got a girl. I’ll give her your sizes and she’ll have some shit ready for you.”

      “Wow, that must be nice.” Personal stylist, shopper… “I just give you my sizes and—”

      “Nope.” He taps his temple. “I already got ‘em in here.”

      “Nu-uh.”

      He licks his lips, his eyes roaming my torso. He grips my hips, giving my ass a rub before grabbing two handfuls. “Thirty-seven.” He slides his hands up to my waist. “Twenty-five.” He slips his hands up my sweatshirt to my ribs, and then higher where my bra strap is. “Thirty-two.” He runs his thumbs under the elastic, then stands and kisses me long and deep before mumbling, “I’d guess you’re five-six, and I already know you wear a size eight and a half shoe.”

      I pull back, staring at him in shock and disbelief.

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      “I have no idea. I’ve never measured myself before. How do you know that?”

      “I’ve studied every single inch of your body, baby. Memorized you.” His hands cup my breasts, squeezing them gently. “I’d like to get reacquainted with your body right now, but I won’t risk sharing you with my band so…” He bites my lower lip and sucks hard before releasing it with a pop. “Tonight.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      Ethan

      “This is the worst movie I’ve ever seen,” Taylor mumbles from her near-sleeping state on my chest.

      After our show, I hung tight in the bus, waiting for her finish striking the stage and loading trucks. She was beat when she stumbled onto the bus, so I did what I thought a boyfriend should do—I took her to the shower and fucked her hard against the tile wall. We tumbled into bed still wet and very naked, but the orgasm-induced endorphin rush wouldn’t let us sleep.

      “How can you say that? Adam Sandler is playing Jack and Jill.” Honestly, it’s an awe-inspiring performance. “The flexibility and talent that—”

      “Puts you to sleep.” She yawns and rolls away from me, her bare back exposed to the glow of the TV, soft skin that slopes into flared hips and a round ass.

      I curl around her, the big spoon to her little spoon, wedging my hardening length in the cushion of her ass cheeks. “I’ll put you to sleep.” I kiss her shoulder and drag my lips to her neck and kiss her there until she’s squirming against me. She turns her head, giving me access to her mouth. “You taste so good.”

      She licks my lips and smiles. “So do you.”

      The kiss grows deeper, more urgent, and she attempts to roll toward me, but I hold her in place. “Stay like this.”

      She shivers against me. I reach behind me to the small drawer bedside and grab a condom, then roll it on while I lick and bite the tender spot at the base of her neck. Her breath catches when I thrust slowly between her legs.

      “I love being inside you.” I roll my hips again in a drawn-out tease. “Wish I could live inside you.”

      She arches her back, opening to me, but I redirect, continuing to taunt her until her thighs quiver.

      “I want to die inside you.” Another thrust.

      “That’s…” She digs her short nails into my ass, feeling every flex and release of my thrusts. “Kind of gross.” She scratches me hard.

      I hiss at the sting of her nails. My hips shoot forward, burying myself inside her. She cries out at the intrusion and wiggles against me, but I hold her in place, giving her a minute to relax. I kiss her until her body goes soft, then hook her behind the knee with my arm, opening her wider, sinking in deeper. She takes every inch until I’m fully seated inside her gripping heat.

      “Fuck. You were made for me, baby.”

      “You feel so good.”

      “Hang on, it’s about to feel a lot better.” I start slowly, short gentle movements until I feel her body’s grip on me loosen. I speed up, lengthen, pull her knee to her chest as I split her in two with every blinding thrust.

      She turns her head, a silent request for my lips, and who am I to deny her. There isn’t a single thing she could ask for that I wouldn’t do everything in my power to provide. Nothing I wouldn’t give up to keep her.

      Her orgasm rips through her, the sensation ripping down my shaft and demanding my own release to follow. I groan into her mouth, and she eagerly swallows the sound as her body continues to coax pleasure from mine.

      While floating back to earth and trying to catch my breath, I say, “Is it possible that every time will be like this?”

      I always felt sorry for the guys in relationships. The same girl every night, practiced, predictable, nothing new. What a dumbfuck I was. Being with Taylor, taking the time to learn her body, memorize the way she likes to be touched, study all the new ways I can make her moan… I could spend a lifetime thinking up all the millions of ways to make her feel good and never get bored.

      “You’re asking the wrong person.”

      I slip away, ditch the condom, clean up, and crawl back under the covers, wrapping myself around her from behind. This time, my eyelids feel heavy and my body sated.

      She holds my forearm at her belly. “I’m afraid that…” A yawn rips from her throat. “No one will ever compare to you after this.”

      My eyes pop wide open.

      She hums sleepily. “Unless…” Her voice is drowsy, as if she has one foot in dreamland. “There is no one after this.”

      My pulse slows a little and I squeeze her. “Your first and your last.”

      Damn if saying those words doesn’t settle my racing pulse. I kiss the back of her head, even as I feel her hand fall loose at my arm and her breathing even.

      I say against her sweet-smelling hair, “I’m never letting you go.”
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      Ethan

      The next couple days play out the same. Hurry up and get to the venue, wait while shit gets done, hurry up to sound check, wait for the VIP meet and greet, hurry up to the stage, wait for Taylor to get on the bus, hurry up and get our fill of each other, sleep, and do it all over again.

      Three days later, I wake up in an underground parking facility owned by Arenfield. The artificial lights make it impossible to know what time of day it is, but my phone tells me it’s five o’clock in the morning.

      “Taylor.” I kiss the sleeping goddess next to me. “We’re home. Wake up so we can get the fuck off this bus.”

      She rolls to her back, her lips already tilted up into a smile even with her eyes still closed. “What’s wrong with the bus?”

      She lifts her arms, stretches, and her perky boobs expose themselves. Unable to resist, I dive down, latch onto one warm nipple, and suck until it pebbles against my tongue. She squirms, her hands slip into my hair, and she holds me in place while I flick the tender tip with my tongue before moving to her neglected breast. I crawl between her thighs, forgetting the urgency of getting off the bus until I reach for a condom.

      “Shit, no more condoms.” I rest my forehead against hers, breathing hard and trying to cool my blood. Being cradled between her naked thighs isn’t helping, so I roll away from her and throw my forearm over my eyes. “Heard anything from your dad?”

      Talk of Prophet is the perfect boner-killer.

      “No.” She sighs. “I texted him that I’d be staying with you and he just texted me back the thumbs-up emoji, but ya know, it felt more like he was giving me the bird.”

      I shouldn’t be happy that her dad is ghosting her, and yet I’m smiling like a motherfucker inside because the more he rejects her, the more she wants to be with me. That too probably shouldn’t make me as happy as it does.

      Being on tour is one thing, but bringing Taylor home makes things between us feel more… more. Not that I haven’t had women in my house before, or women in my bed. But Taylor is different. And what if when I bring her into my personal space, add her into my real life, she learns something about me she doesn’t like? What if I fuck up and say the wrong thing, which I’m sure to do eventually? How many chances will she give me before she peaces-out on my ass? And once I have her in my space, in my life, will I only become that much more dependent? Will I ever be able to let her go if she chooses to walk away? The answer to that question is a resounding HELL FUCKING NO. And I treated Paul like a psychopath stalker when really the unhinged-Taylor-addict is me.

      “Are you sure you’re cool with me crashing with you until the tour picks back up?” She chews her lip, her expression worried.

      “Let me put it this way. If you chose to stay with Prophet, your bed better be big enough for two.”

      “You and my dad under the same roof in one thousand square feet of space? One of you wouldn’t come out alive.”

      I kiss her hard and fast then launch my naked body out of bed. “Get up, grab your shit. Let’s go home.”

      Taylor

      A perfect, sunny Southern California day, we pull out of the darkened underground parking into the bright light and not-so-fresh air of downtown Los Angeles. And I mean we literally have the sun on our skin, because Ethan put down the top of his 1965 blacked-out Ford Mustang convertible. The engine growls as he weaves through downtown LA, taking us to the I-10 West toward Santa Monica.

      I pull my ball cap down securely as we hit freeway speed. Ethan’s hair is a whirling dervish and I’m grateful he’s wearing dark sunglasses to protect his eyes from the sting of his whipping hair. When he shifts into fourth gear, he grabs my hand, pulls it to his thigh, and holds it there.

      A Dead Kennedys song plays on the old turn-dial radio and I wonder which station in town still plays old punk rock. The sun warms my shoulders and I sink into the comforting smells of home—eucalyptus, exhaust, and hot asphalt. As we get closer to the coast, a briny scent is added to the mix. I perk up in search of the first sight of the Pacific Ocean.

      Although I was born and mostly raised in Los Angeles, I was always in the city, only venturing to the beach when my mom had the time to take me, which was next to never. So when we hit Santa Monica, Ethan takes a right onto the Pacific Coast Highway headed north and I’m lost in the great expanse of blue water that stretches from the road to as far as I can see. The scent of the air changes again.

      As we get close to Malibu, we wind up a narrow road that gives me small town vibes, and soon all the other houses and cars are in our rearview. Feeling as if Ethan has driven us through some kind of Narnia-like closet, we head up the winding road to a modest-sized house nestled into the Malibu bluff.

      He shuts off the engine and pulls his keys. “This is home.”

      The house is not at all what I expected. It can’t be more than a few thousand square feet, and it’s not all modern lines, glass, and LED lights. The low sloping terracotta roof, dark wood beams, and buff-colored stucco walls give it an Old California flair. Spanish tile mixed with hand-painted accents give it a warm, homey feeling I wouldn’t have expected from one of LA’s most eligible bachelors.

      We meet at the hood of his car and he uses two fingers to lift my lower jaw back into place. “You like?”

      He takes my hand, leading me through a wrought-iron gate into a patio filled with tropical plants and a trickling fountain. He opens the door with a single key. I expected more locks or a keypad entry. When I step inside, I’m not hit with the smell of dust and stagnant air, but rather fresh flowers with an underlying hint of lemon cleaner. The place is spotless. Every available table is adorned with flowers in vases, and the décor is not at all what I expected.

      I lean down and inhale what I think is some kind of lily. “You are full of surprises.”

      He drops his keys on the table and chuckles. “Kenneth gets the place ready for me whenever I’m coming home.”

      I lift a brow. “Kenneth?”

      “My housekeeper.”

      “Like I said, full of surprises.”

      He fingers through a stack of mail, ignoring all of it. “You thought I’d have some hot little French maid toiling about?”

      “Kinda. Yeah.”

      He hooks me around the neck and pulls me to him, his big body warm from the sun. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”

      As I thought, the house isn’t huge. Two bedrooms, three bathrooms, all decorated in comfy, cream-colored, overstuffed furniture, wood, and hand-painted tile. But the best part is the outdoor living space. Patios wrap around the house with an indoor-outdoor feel, including an outdoor kitchen and a pool-hot-tub combo with one-hundred-eighty-degree views of the ocean.

      I’m standing beside the pool, looking out at the big blue expanse, when he comes up behind me and wraps his arms around my stomach. “Better than the bus?”

      “You could say that.” I shake my head, stunned I’m standing here with Ethan fucking Crow’s arms wrapped around me. Life is such a trip. “How did you manage to find so much privacy in Malibu?”

      “Luck. The canyon behind me is protected from development and we’re three hundred feet above the beach.” He pulls back, turns me around, and kisses me softly. “Hungry?”

      “A little. I’d love to take a bath in that gigantic tub in your bathroom.”

      He rubs my back with a sly grin pulling his lips. “You need help with that?”

      I hook my hands behind his neck. “Absolutely.”

      We kiss with the ocean breeze against our skin—

      “Shit.” He fishes his phone out of his pocket and frowns. “I have to take this.” He presses a quick kiss to my lips. “Take your bath. Raincheck?”

      “Sure.”

      He winks and presses his phone to his ear with, “Neil. What’s up?” And walks back into the house, closing the door behind him.

      I’m having an out-of-body experience, yet I’m fully aware I’m still in my own body. Will this ever feel real?

      Eventually I pull myself from the view, grab my bag from the back of Ethan’s car, and head toward the bathroom that’s bigger than my bedroom at my dad’s place. A wash of sadness comes over me when I think of my dad. I expected more fight from him, not this frustrating silence.

      Walking down the hallway toward Ethan’s room, I slow when I pass the door of his den/music room that is nothing more than a space filled with guitars, a piano, and, now I realize, pocket doors. They weren’t closed, they are now, and from behind the wood, I hear Ethan’s voice sounding less than happy.

      I tell myself it’s not my business and continue on to the bathroom, enjoying the Cinderella experience and not thinking much about tomorrow or the next day.

      I expect Ethan to finish up his call and join me, but when my fingers turn to raisins and the bath water was cold, I get out and put on my nicest pair of jeans and a white tank top. I shake out my wet hair and leave it to dry naturally, then with bare feet, I head out in search of Ethan.

      I spot him at the far end of the patio, his long legs stretched out in front of him and a beer in his hand. “Liquid breakfast?”

      His pinched forehead smooths when he sees me coming and a tiny smile tilts his lips. “Come here.”

      I drop into his open arms, curling up against him. “Everything all right?”

      He takes a long pull from his beer. “It is now.” He punctuates his response with a squeeze. “The fridge is full of food. I don’t know what you’re in the mood for.” His voice lacks its usual color. “The stylist is coming by at two to bring you some options for the Music Awards—”

      I shoot upright so quickly, I almost knock the bottle from his hand. “The Music Awards!”

      His eyes narrow. “Yeah.”

      “Ethan! You said it was an event. You said ‘I have an event to attend.’”

      “Right.”

      “The Music Awards aren’t an event, they’re the event of the year. Oh my God.” I move away, pacing, chewing the shit out of my lower lip. “I can’t go.”

      “What do you mean you can’t go?” he says, slightly laughing.

      “This isn’t funny. Every media outlet will be there, cameras everywhere…” My pulse speeds and I lose my breath. “I’m… no.” I shake my head. I thought I could do this when I thought it was some industry dinner or some fundraiser for the rich and famous, but… “What the fuck, Ethan?”

      He leans forward, his elbows to his knees. “I can see this is going to be a problem for you.”

      “Yes, it’s a problem for me.” I hold out my hand and we both watch the five digits quiver. “I’m shaking!”

      “Fine.” He shrugs, drinks from his beer, and relaxes back into his seat. “We won’t go.”

      “Thank you—wait, what? No. We?”

      “I’m not going if you’re not going.”

      “So my options are go to the Music Awards with you or become the most hated woman in the music industry for keeping you away from the award show?”

      He points at me with the long neck of his bottle. “Yes.”

      I groan and drop my head. He takes advantage and pulls me back to his lap. “I’m going to make you look bad—”

      “Impossible. Besides, I make myself look bad enough. You can only make me look better, trust me.” He kisses my temple.

      “I’ll trip or say the wrong thing or—”

      “You don’t have to say anything. Just hold my arm and I’ll take care of the rest.”

      I turn my face into his pec, where I say, “I can’t believe I’m considering this.”

      “We’ll have fun. And all the guys will be there with their women, you won’t ever be alone. Promise.”

      Whatever. The sooner we get it over with, the sooner we’ll be back on the road working sixteen-hour days and smack dab in the middle of my comfort zone.
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      Taylor

      I thought I might get restless during the couple days off before the award show. I was wrong.

      Preparing for this kind of event is so much more involved than just finding the right dress. Every day, a new person shows up at Ethan’s house to polish me—literally. Facial, full body scrub, spray tan, mani, pedi, and I got my first real haircut—by a celebrity stylist no less. Ethan’s overgrown shaggy locks always seem to fall in the right place, and now I know why. Mine does the same.

      I tried on a million dresses with million dollar price tags—slight exaggeration, but only slight. Black lace, red silk, sequins, all of it made my head spin. When the stylist pulled out a simple white silk slip dress made by someone called Alexander Wang, I knew I’d found my dress. The best part? The dress hem hits the floor, so it won’t be too obvious that I’ll be wearing what the stylist-to-the-stars called “kitten heels.”

      Ethan and I spent most of the days apart—him rehearsing at the Staples Center and me getting poked and prodded at his house. Every night we’ve spent together having dinner outside—sadly no swimming, because apparently pools and spray tans don’t mix—and tumbling into bed where we spend our nights making love.

      After tonight, the awards show will finally be behind us and reality will settle once again.

      “How’s it going in here?” Ethan says as he walks into his bedroom, beautifully shirtless with a sexy smile.

      “Good—ouch.” I hiss as my hair is pulled tightly into rollers and my face spackled with makeup by two different people. I glare at Ethan. “You’re lucky I like you. How do women do this every day?”

      He pays no mind to the woman tapping a sponge on my face, stepping close so that she stops. He kisses me gently on the lips. “I owe you. I know this is a lot.” He goes in for another kiss.

      “Please don’t mess up her—okay.” The makeup artist makes a frustrated sound as his lips land on mine. “I’ll just redo that.”

      He chuckles against my mouth before pulling away without a single apology. He flops onto his bed and looks at his phone, the epitome of calm while my stomach is in knots.

      “Can we go over the plan one more time?” I close my eyes while the woman paints what feels like a drag queen’s worth of powder on my eyelids.

      “Again?” There’s humor in his voice. “Red carpet, a few photos, a few questions, the show. You’ll stay with Bethany, Ash, and Jade while we perform. And we have to hit the Arenfield after-party, but we don’t have to stay long.”

      That all sounds reasonable, so why am I such a mess?

      I know why. I don’t fit into his world. I’m not a celebrity. I work on the backline, in the shadows, never center stage. I wasn’t made for this kind of attention. I’ve always been aware of the divide between their kind and mine. Hell, it’s taken days of preparation and God knows how much money to make me look like I belong for one night. All further reminding me of how much I do not.

      Does Ethan care about that? Does he find my inexperience and lack of confidence annoying? Does he feel like he has to babysit me?

      Feeling a surge of insecurity, I keep my mouth shut and breathe deeply through my nose while telling myself I will get through tonight for him. And after tonight, the next time will be easier, and if there’s a time after that, it’ll again be easier until I eventually get accustomed to this once-a-year production.

      Two hours later, I’m staring at myself in the mirror of Ethan’s walk-in closet, hardly recognizing the girl staring back at me. I get up close, inches from the mirror, and wonder how my face can feel covered in mud and yet not look made up. My eyes look bigger and bluer than their usual gray, and my lips have doubled in size yet still look like mine somehow. I see not a single freckle on my nose, and my eyebrows are fuller and shaped in a way that seems to open up my whole face. My shoulder-length bob was given beachy waves that match the simplicity of my gown. I feel like a motherfucking goddess.

      Ethan knocks on the door. “You ready, babe? Car’s here.”

      I stand back again, finger the loaned string of tiny diamonds on my neck, and watch how the matching diamonds on my wrist catch the light. My stomach flutters and my pulse quickens. I look like a woman who belongs on the arm of a rock god like Ethan Crow.

      I slide open the closet door and I’m met with wide eyes and a slack jaw. His gaze takes me in from the hem of my dress that kisses the floor up to my bare and very tan shoulders. His eyes linger on the shimmering jewels adorning my throat, then his eyes lift to mine.

      “Holy fuck,” he whispers, swallows hard, and blinks. “You’re a goddamn knockout.”

      “It’s a mirage.” I hold out my arms. “Under all this is… well, some very expensive underwear, but under that, it’s just me.”

      “Just you”—he prowls forward, his eyes on my mouth. His tall body is in a cranberry designer suit tailored to fit perfectly, his black shirt open at the neck. Classy with a rock star edge—“is the sexiest part about it.”

      His kiss is a whisper that doesn’t match the hunger in his eyes. I lean in for more, but he backs away quickly.

      “Don’t ruin your makeup.”

      A flush of stupidity washes over me. Of course. Makeup. “Right.”

      The words are a reminder that Ethan has plenty of experience with women who wear makeup and spend God-knows-how-much on their faces. I’ve never even used moisturizer and now I have a fifteen-step skin regimen.

      He offers me his arm, and I slip my hand in the crook of his elbow, hoping he doesn’t feel how badly my hands are shaking.

      “You ready?” he asks.

      “Yes—oh!” I snag the black silk clutch off the dresser, only big enough to hold my phone and an assortment of touch-up makeup I don’t even know how to use. “Now I am.”

      He must sense my nerves because he squeezes my hand. “You’re going to be fine. I promise.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You’re doing great.” Bethany, Jesse’s wife, stands close to me, her face slightly less made up than mine. Her black lace dress gives off a sexy lingerie vibe without looking trashy. “No one cares about us. It’s easy to disappear into the background.”

      We stand side by side off the red carpet as Jesse, Ethan, Ben, and Ryder are the focus of every camera lens in the vicinity.

      “Thank you.” I try to remain calm, but it doesn’t feel as if I’m blending into the background at all. I feel as though I’m under a microscope, all eyes on me as they search out every single flaw.

      This isn’t the first time Ethan’s brought a date to the Music Awards, but according to Jesse, it’s the first time he’s had his date walk the red carpet with him, and that caused a semi-catastrophic media frenzy when we walked up together. The flashes, the questions—I may as well be standing here naked for the entertainment world to pick apart.

      “Don’t feel like you have to answer their questions,” Jade says through a smile as if she’s a ventriloquist. “Pretend you can’t hear them.” She’s so beautiful she’s hard to look at. Her pale blue sequined bustier and flowing straight-cut slacks make her look fresh off the runway in Milan.

      “Or,” Ashleigh says with a shrug, “answer them and give them something to talk about.” She winks with an evil smirk. With her leather mini dress, tall heels, and platinum hair, she looks the epitome of a rock star's wife. “I love feeding the gossip circles with bullshit.”

      Bethany shakes her head, but she’s laughing. How does she look so calm, as if we’re all standing around at Starbucks sipping coffee and having girl talk while the inside of my stomach crawls up my throat?

      “You look hot, by the way.” That compliment came from Ashleigh, and the other two women agree.

      “I feel like I’m dressed up for a costume party.” I smooth my hands down the silky fabric. “I’d be a lot more comfortable in my sweatshirt and a hat.”

      A warm hand slips into mine and Ethan slides up beside me. I breathe a little easier when he’s close.

      “We’re done here. Ready to go get our seats?” he asks.

      “Sitting would be great.” I shift on my heels-for-beginners.

      First obstacle down and I haven’t made a fool out of myself yet.

      I’ll take that as a win.

      Ethan

      “You’re handling this like a pro,” Ryder says to Taylor as we all head to the cars that are waiting to take us to the Arenfield after-party.

      She thanks him with a smile that looks bashful, but I know better.

      I bring her knuckles to my lips. “You okay?”

      “This is exhausting,” she says, leaning in close for only me to hear. “I’ve smiled more in the last few hours than I have my entire life combined.”

      “We’re almost done.”

      For as nervous as she was, she couldn’t have been more incredible tonight. I owe Bethany, Ash, and Jade for some of that, but the rest is Taylor and her ability to adapt in a room filled with the most powerful people in the music industry. I suppose being raised on the road, surrounded by musicians and egos that are bigger than the arenas they played in prepared her well.

      We ended up winning the award for song of the year for “Face the Music,” a song Ben wrote when he was falling in love with his wife. We performed the song and I watched Taylor sing along to every word. The night was perfect, and most of that is because of the woman I now have squeezed to my side.

      “It’s all downhill from here,” I say as we climb into the blacked-out SUV. I pull Taylor close and she settles at my side as if she was designed to fit there.

      A ten-minute drive and we’re at the Arenfield after-party in the Los Angeles Arts District. We file out of the car.

      I put my lips to Taylor’s ear as we walk into a transformed warehouse. “We’ll be quick, okay?”

      “Sure.” She smiles at me, but I see the flicker of nerves behind her calm mask.

      “Do you want something to drink?” I brush my lips along the shell of her ear.

      “A glass of champagne sounds nice actually.”

      “I was thinking along the lines of a soda.” I lift a brow. “I thought you were never drinking again?”

      “One won’t hurt, right? Besides, I’m with you.” The trust in her gaze almost undoes me.

      I kiss her temple, unable to get enough of the feel of her against my mouth, and mumble, “Contributing to a minor. You’re a bad influence on me.”

      We’re taken inside and led to a VIP section where every face is an Arenfield artist or exec. Jesse gets surrounded immediately. Ben and Ryder are next. They cling to their wives as there are also opportunistic women dressed to the nines and well practiced in the art of seduction. I keep Taylor close, snag a couple glasses of champagne, and get caught up in the chaos of congratulations and back-pounding hugs.

      I keep a firm grip on Taylor as I’m passed around for photos and mostly meaningless chatter. I’m on my second glass of champagne when Neil Allen approaches me. He’s one of the lawyers on Arenfield’s staff, and after our most recent business handlings, my stomach sours with his presence.

      Ever the professional, he doesn’t openly bring up business, but that doesn’t keep the nerves at bay when he approaches Taylor and me.

      “Congratulations on the win,” he says, one hand in his pocket and the other wrapped around a short glass of top-shelf booze. Neil looks like every other old guy in the room—gray hair, receding hairline, gold watch, and designer suit. “You guys have really made a turn around since Jesse got sober.” Neil eyes my beautiful date and offers her his hand. “This must be the young woman I’ve heard so much about.”

      Taylor tenses at my side. I rub her knuckles with my thumb, hoping to soothe her.

      “Taylor,” I say, reluctant to introduce her to the bloodthirsty attorney for no good reason other than he represents the ugliest part of my life and I want none of that touching her. “This is Neil Allen, our lawyer.”

      “And friend,” he says, shaking Taylor’s hand for a few seconds longer than I’m comfortable with.

      She reaches for another glass of champagne from a passing waiter, and I bite back an overprotective response that she’s had enough. I trust after her experience with Paul, she knows not to overindulge.

      “How are you enjoying the lifestyle, Ms. Marsten?”

      She flashes him a forced smile. “How do you know my name?”

      He leans in. “It’s my job to know all aspects of Ethan’s career.”

      “I wasn’t aware I was part of Ethan’s career.” She frowns and sips her drink.

      “You’re dating a famous musician. Everything he does is all part of the business, sweetheart—”

      “Neil.” I shake my head, sending the message to cut the shit ASAP. I release Taylor’s hand to wrap my arm around her shoulder, grateful to feel her arm follow suit around my lower back. I grind my teeth, wishing like hell I could think of a good diversion from the direction of this conversation, something subtler than telling Neil to fuck off. “She knows exactly who she’s dating.”

      He sucks his teeth and nods. “Can you believe the talent in this room?”

      I appreciate his effort at a subject change and plan to make our excuse to leave. He waves at someone over my head. I turn to tell Taylor we’re out of here when a man comes up beside me.

      “There you are,” Neil says, his gaze flickering to Taylor as if to gauge her reaction. “Have you had the pleasure of meeting Taylor Oakley?”

      My entire body goes atomic when I turn and see Taylor Oakley with an appreciative grin aimed at my fucking girlfriend.

      “No, I haven’t,” my Taylor says, not even a shake in her voice. She doesn’t offer to shake the man’s hand, but gives him a smile that looks genuine to everyone but me. “It’s good to meet you.”

      The music legend looks a lot like Glenn Frey, RIP. Taylor Oakley has a reputation with women, although he’s been married for twenty-five years. Neil’s house in the Hamptons and his two-hundred-foot yacht were purchased with money he made by handling all of Taylor Oakley’s extra-marital affairs.

      “Good Lord, honey.” Oakley takes in my Taylor from head to toe. “You’re even more beautiful than your mom.”

      She looks at him with disgust and mumbles, “Gross.”

      Pride swells in my chest at her strength and character. Her boldness is the first thing I fell in love with when I confronted her about sending dudes to my dressing room. Guarantee that’s the first time Oakley’s compliments have been swatted away publicly.

      “Baby.” I kiss her on the head and speak into her hair. “Why don’t you go grab a seat at the bar, get a Coke or something? I need a minute with Neil.”

      Her worried eyes meet mine. “Are you sure?”

      Translation: Are you sure you want to make a scene in front of all these people?

      Here’s my chance to be reasonable.

      “I’ll come find you in a few minutes.”

      Her gaze swings between Taylor and Neil as they man-talk about who the fuck cares. “Thank you.”

      She hands me her champagne glass that I’m surprised to find empty. Two glasses? I guess that’s not a ton, but there’s no way she’s not feeling a buzz.

      “Stay at the bar, okay? I’ll just be a minute and then we can get out of here.”

      After a quick kiss, I watch her disappear through the crowd, an angel in white in a sea of darkness. Although I know her courage, she appears vulnerable.

      “You’ve got yourself a prize with that one,” Oakley says, his gaze on where Taylor disappeared into the crowd.

      “I’m well aware of what I have.” I lean in to speak quietly to the man. “You’d be mindful to stay away from her.”

      His eyes light with something dark, and he chuckles in a way that makes my skin crawl. “Her mother tried to convince me she was my daughter.”

      “I know all about that.”

      He runs a finger along his lower lip. “She’s not.”

      No shit, asshole. I’m about to say as much when he turns to Neil.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” Oakley says and walks away.

      I turn to the lawyer as soon as Oakley is out of earshot. “What the fuck is your problem? What the hell were you thinking? You know Taylor’s history. Why would you throw that fuck in her face?”

      “Jesus, you can’t possibly be that clueless. I spend all my time cleaning up the mess from your last girlfriend—”

      “She wasn’t my fucking girlfriend.”

      “While you’re out here making a new mess.” Neil’s eyes spark with anger. “I was hoping Taylor would spook her. You’re aware of who her mother is?”

      “Of course.”

      He laughs, but the sound is mocking. “And you’re still fucking her?”

      I ball my fists at my sides. “Watch it—”

      “She’s after your money. Just like her mom, she’ll end up pregnant and drag you through every court system in California, dirtying your name and reputation, all for a buck. If you thought Danielle was a problem—”

      “Taylor is nothing like her.”

      “Whatever you say.” He holds up his hands. “Stay with this girl if you want, have your fun. You’re keeping me in a job.”

      “I’m not listening to this shit.” I move to walk away from the prick, but he snags my arm.

      His whiskey breath is close to my face when he says, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      I remove my arm from his grasp. “We’re done here.”

      I push through people, not giving a flying fuck who they are. I’m getting Taylor out of here, and after I make sure she’s okay, I’m going to kiss her. Hard.

      To erase her experience with Neil.

      To demolish any memory of Oakley.

      To remind myself that she’s mine and nothing will change that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      I bypass the bar and find the closest bathroom. Thankfully two of the three stalls are available. I relieve myself and feel dizzy as I go from sitting to standing. Two glasses of champagne on an empty stomach wasn’t the best idea.

      I sit back down on the toilet and take a minute to regain my composure. My hand is shaking and my heart races still from the face-to-face I just had with my namesake, Taylor Oakley.

      He’s a handsome man who uses his charm to get what he wants. I’m not surprised my mom could’ve been attracted to both him and my dad. They look nothing alike. Taylor is blonde and spindly, my dad a brunette behemoth. But they both have a presence about them that sucks up all the air in a room.

      The thought of Prophet causes a tinge of sadness in my chest. I miss him. I wonder what he’d say if I told him I met Taylor. I imagine the string of expletives and I smile, the thought only making me miss him more.

      Sick of the distance between us, I resolve to call him in the morning and squash all the silence between us. He’ll just have to get used to the idea of Ethan and me, and I believe he will, in time.

      I take a deep breath, try the standing thing again, and manage it just fine. When I go to wash my hands, there’s another woman—I assume the occupant of the stall when I came in—fixing her lipstick in the mirror. I smile at her, and seemingly surprised by my kindness, she smiles back.

      “I like your dress,” I say while squirting soap on my hands.

      “Thanks.” She smacks her lips together and grins. “I like yours too.” She eyes me for a second. “You’re Ethan Crow’s date.”

      “Yeah.” I dry my hands. “Taylor Marsten.” I hold out my hand awkwardly. Do women shake hands in the bathroom? I don’t even know.

      “Hailey Arenfield.” She laughs and shakes my hand, the whole exchange a little weird.

      Whoa… Arenfield. She looks too young to be married to the music mogul, then again, this is Los Angeles.

      “My first Music Awards. Can you tell?” My cheeks heat, but I hope the layers of makeup hide my blush.

      She sighs. “I’ve been to a million and I never get used to all the suffocating egos in one room.”

      “Any advice?” I grab my clutch, ready to head out.

      “Keep a smile on your face.” She grabs the door to leave. “There will be a million photos out there tomorrow and you don’t want anyone to catch you frowning—or worse, yawning.”

      “Good point.”

      She smiles and walks out, the door closing behind her—a foot stops the door and Taylor Oakley walks into the woman’s bathroom.

      I assume he stumbled into the wrong bathroom. “You’re in the women’s room.”

      His eyes come to me, and they’re full of pity and something darker. More sinister. Is he drunk?

      “No shit?” His greedy gaze crawls up my body, making me shiver.

      Dread fills my chest and my flight instinct tells me to run. “Suit yourself, I was just leaving.”

      I try to step around him, but he moves quickly to block my path.

      “Before you go, there’s something I’d like to do.” He drags his knuckles down the outside of my bare arm.

      “Don’t touch me!” I dart away from him, but the only place to escape is farther into the bathroom. I tell myself to remain calm and straighten my shoulders. “You should leave before someone catches you in here.”

      The corner of his mouth lifts in a smile that would probably come across as endearing if it weren’t for the circumstances. “My security is outside. This bathroom is temporarily out of service. We have all the time in the world.” His gaze lingers on my breasts.

      I swallow hard, forcing back a wave of champagne and stomach acid. “Time for what?”

      “You’re nervous. I like that.”

      “Why should I be nervous?” I size him up, wondering if I could out muscle him if he tried to grab me. Probably not.

      “Your mom was never nervous.” He moves closer slowly, silently, like a snake. “She was a tenacious little thing. So eager to please.”

      “I’m not my mom.” Please, don’t look at me like I’m her.

      My phone vibrates in my clutch and I go for it only to have him smack my bag from my hands and send it spinning across the floor.

      “Oh, I know you’re not.” He’s so close now I can smell the liquor on his breath. He runs his nose along my cheek.

      My muscles tense to fight, but I can’t find the strength to move. I turn away, my opposite cheek pressed against the wall, and a cry escapes my lips. His hand grips my hip in a brutal grasp that makes me whimper.

      My eyes fill with tears. “Please, don’t.”

      “You’re so beautiful,” he breathes against my skin.

      My vision blurs and I blink to clear it, sending a tear racing down my cheek.

      He moans and licks the moisture from my face. “Your shyness turns me on.”

      “Stop.” The word is barely a whisper as fear grips my vocal chords.

      He grabs my hand and presses it to his groin. “Feel how hard you make me. Tell me you want me inside you.” His hot breath pants against my neck before his hand grips my throat and squeezes. “Beg me to fuck you.”

      Panic zaps through me. I push at his chest, but his slender form is immovable. I try to kick him, but the fitted skirt of my gown makes it impossible. The expensive silk is my own straitjacket.

      “Yes,” he says, lust heavy in his voice as he tightens his hold on my neck. “Your pulse gives you away. You want me.”

      I gasp for air, the edges of my vision going dark. I know I have to stay conscious if I want to have a chance of getting away. Against my body’s demand for escape, I force myself to go slack, my muscles to relax, and my arms to drop to my sides.

      His blue eyes light with an unholy fire and he frantically pulls at my skirt. “Yeah, you want to get fucked. I knew it.” His gluttonous hands pull the fabric up past my knees. “Open.”

      When I don’t respond, he kicks my ankle. I groan as pain slices through my foot. He kicks again, harder, and white-hot pain shoots up my leg. I list to the side only to have him hold me upright.

      He shoves his knee between my thighs. “Open the fuck up.”

      “Don’t do this—” My words are cut off with a slam of his hand on my neck.

      “You want it. Don’t be a dick tease.” He shoves his hand between my legs, his fingers ripping the delicate lace.

      I wince, and the sound that comes from my lips is that of an injured animal. How can fingers make such beauty with a guitar and yet cause so much pain? With my legs free, I try to kick at him again, but my ankle must be broken. It can't bear my weight.

      I realize with glaring clarity that if I don’t do something, he’s going to rape me. The more I fight, the tighter his hand grows on my neck. I’m close to passing out, but at least if I pass out, I won’t be awake for whatever he plans to put me through next. With nothing to lose, I scream and thrash like a trapped animal.

      He throws his body weight into my neck. My head snaps against the wall. I gasp for air as my vision goes dark and my legs give out from under me. I welcome the numbness that overcomes me, beg for the darkness to swallow me.

      The door bursts open and chaos explodes.

      His hold on me disappears, and I fall to the floor in a heap of brokenness.

      Ethan

      Where the fuck is she?

      I double- and triple-check that she’s not at the bar before I call her phone. My eyes scan the surrounding area as her voicemail kicks on. Figuring she must still have her phone on silent, I try again, and one more time.

      I call over the bartender. “Excuse me, is there another bar nearby?”

      He points me in the direction of another bar and I stare over a sea of people, wondering if Taylor could’ve misunderstood which bar I meant for her to go to. I try her phone again. Nothing.

      I wave the bartender over one more time, pull up a photo I took of Taylor earlier in the night, and show him. “Have you seen her?”

      He looks at the photo and shakes his head. “Sorry, no.”

      I shove my phone back in my pocket and figure I’ll walk around the area. Maybe she ran into one of the guys and is hanging out with them. I should call—

      “Ethan!” A frantic female voice is accompanied by a firm grasp on my forearm.

      “Hailey?”

      Fucking Hailey Arenfield, the daughter of Mark Arenfield. She single-handedly blew up our old guitar player Chris’s marriage—and almost our band. To be fair, she had no clue Chris was a married man, so it’s not really her fault.

      “How have you been—”

      “You’re here with Taylor, right?”

      The panic in her eyes has my heart racing, and a wave of fear washes over me. “Yeah, where is she?”

      She drags me away by the hand. “I met her in the bathroom. I left, and when I walked out, Taylor Oakley was standing there with his security.” She’s talking so fast, her words all string together. “You know that guy is a scumbag, right? My dad’s spent a fortune keeping his ass out of prison. I had a bad feeling and tried to go back to check on Taylor, but his security told me the bathroom was being serviced.”

      We’re practically running now, shoving people out of the way. My stomach churns with fear, and I hope to God Hailey’s instincts are wrong and my Taylor is caught up in conversation rather than—I can’t even bring myself to think it.

      “I went to go get some help, but thank God I ran into you first.” We’re side by side in a dark hallway that leads to the restroom. “I have a really bad feeling.”

      Sure enough, two guys in black suits, shoulders the size of boulders, are standing with their backs to the door of the women’s restroom.

      “What the fuck is going on here?” I bark.

      “The bathroom is being serviced—”

      “The fuck it is.” I shove between the men only to have them grab my biceps. I stare at one meaty hand. “Get your hand off me. Now.”

      “I’m calling my dad!” Hailey says with her phone pressed to her ear. “Let him go or you’ll both be removed from the property immediately.”

      One of them mumbles, “Fuck.”

      They share a moment of eye contact and I jerk out of their hold and kick the door open, surprised and grateful as hell it isn’t locked.

      All the air leaves my lungs when I see my Taylor fall to the floor. Taylor Oakley whirls around with lust-reddened cheeks and an erection tenting his slacks.

      I lunge. His aged body gives no resistance to my rage-filled muscles as I grab his lapels and slam him to the floor. The satisfying crack of his head against the tile fuels me as I deliver blow after punishing blow to his jaw. He doesn’t fight back, his head flopping to the side with every hit, but that doesn’t stop my barrage of punches. Warm blood hits my face. I continue until a vise grip wraps me up from behind and I’m thrown back even while my arms keep swinging.

      “We got ‘em. You can stop!” I register Jonny, my security guard’s voice. “Ethan, stop!”

      My Taylor is curled up in Hailey’s arms, her skin ghostly white and her panic-stricken eyes on her bloody attacker. I scurry toward her and drop to my knees. I reach to pull her into my chest, but she flinches with a cry of pure terror.

      “Taylor, baby.” My voice cracks and my eyes heat. “It’s me. Ethan.” I reach for her again only to have her curl deeper into Hailey, who shakes her head at me.

      Taylor’s neck is red and quickly turning purple in places. Her skirt is torn up to her hip, where the ripped lace of her panties hangs off one hip. I take off my jacket and cover her bare legs when my eyes catch on her ankle that is an angry red and swollen.

      “What did he do to you?” I whisper and swipe at an annoying tickle on my face. I look at my finger to see my tears mixed with Oakley’s blood.

      The bathroom is filled with security, and Mark Arenfield looks at Taylor Oakley in disgust with his phone pressed to his ear.

      Numbly, I stand, walk to the still unconscious body of Oakley, and slam my foot into his ribs. Jonny pulls me away but not before I spit on the rock legend. “You’re dead, old man. Fucking dead! I’ll kill you, you hear me! I’ll fucking kill you for this!”
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      Ethan

      “I already told you what I saw.” With my head in my hands, I repeat what I’ve already said a million times to the LAPD.

      “I’m sorry, I understand this is painful to relive.” The woman has compassion in her voice, but I don’t give a fuck about any of that right now.

      My Taylor was taken out the back door to an ambulance while the after-party still rages inside. Less than a dozen people know the horrors that took place in that bathroom, and only two know every detail—Taylor and the fucking monster who attacked her. He’s not talking because he’s still unconscious.

      “You said you don’t think there was penetration.” She clears her throat. “Because his erection was in his pants. Are you sure—”

      “I’m done.” I stand and make my way to the door. “I’m not doing this.”

      “Ethan,” Jesse says but doesn’t touch me. He knows better. His eyes are red and his expression matches the simmering fury I feel, his arms around his still-sobbing wife. “There’s a car out back, waiting to take you to the hospital. We’ll tie up loose ends here and meet you there.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief that he didn’t ask me to stay, not that I would’ve listened.

      Ryder, who sent Jade home to be with Katie, comes alongside me. “Let’s go.” He lifts his chin to Jonny, who jumps into step with us.

      Ben and Ashleigh left right away to be with Taylor at the hospital. Ben with his prayers, and Ash with her take-no-shit-from-nobody attitude as my Taylor’s advocate. And of course Hailey, who saved my woman’s life, hasn’t left her side.

      We climb into the SUV without a word. Thanks to Arenfield pulling strings, we’re met by a hospital employee outside the doors of the emergency entrance and taken to a room in a private wing, where Ben and Ashleigh are waiting.

      I look between Ben and Ash, eager for an update. “How is she?”

      Ben jerks his head, silently asking me to join him away from listening ears.

      “I’m gonna lose my shit if someone doesn’t tell me what’s going on,” I say as tears fall helplessly. I’ve stopped fighting them. It’s pointless.

      “She’s good,” Ben says quietly, calmly. “She told Ashleigh that she wasn’t raped, so that’s…” He blows out a shaky breath, his eyes glossing over as he fights tears himself. “Something.”

      “But I saw her…” My lips quake with a wave of sadness. “Her skirt… and…” I prop my hands on my hips and stare at the floor, shaking my head because I can’t bring my lips to say what I saw.

      “He touched her, Ethan.”

      “Fuck!” I pace two steps in both directions, a deranged energy whirling inside me without escape. “I’m gonna kill him.”

      “Don’t say that in front of the cops.”

      My feet freeze and I glare at my friend. “I am though. I’m going to slit his throat and laugh while he bleeds out at my feet. You think I won’t? I’ll gladly do life in prison if it means getting to look in his eyes while I drain the life from his body.”

      “No need to go to prison.” Ryder raises a hand. “I’ll bring the shovel.”

      Ashleigh raises her hand next. “I’ll bring the knife.”

      Ben looks between the three of us and sighs. “All right, but we should do it in the woods somewhere. And a second shovel wouldn’t hurt.”

      The man of God talking seriously about burying a body in support of me and my girl knocks a little of the edge off my anger. I almost smile. Almost.

      Jesse and Bethany show up an hour later, and after three cups of shitty coffee and a lot of pacing, a doctor finally comes out to speak with us.

      I jump up and meet the doctor two steps out of the door. “How is she? Can I see her?”

      Dr. Tina Baxter is embroidered on her white coat. She smiles sadly. “I’m sorry, she’s requesting no visitors at this time.”

      “What? Can you tell her Ethan is here and that I really need to see her?” I need to touch her, kiss her, see with my own eyes that she’s okay.

      “I’m sorry. She’s had a long night and she needs her sleep. I’m sure she’ll contact you when she’s ready.” Dr. Baxter looks around. “You can all go home, get some sleep. We’re going to keep her overnight.”

      I want to ask why, demand answers, but I’m not family. I’m not—oh fuck. “We need to let her dad know.”

      “Ms. Marsten is fully capable of making her own contacts,” the doctor says. “The best thing you can do for her is give her the space she needs to heal.”

      Even though I know the doctor is right, every cell in me revolts against her words. I want to help her heal, I want to be there for her, let her lean on me, cry in my arms. I’ve never wanted anything more in my entire life. “Can you tell her I’m here, if she needs me?”

      “Of course.”

      A firm hand lands on my shoulder, then another on my other shoulder. I look back to see Ben and Jesse flanking me.

      Jesse addresses the doctor. “Thanks, Doc.” He squeezes my shoulder. “Come on, dude. Take a shower, get some sleep. She’ll call you when she’s up to it.”

      “No, I’m not going home. I’m going to stay a little longer.”

      “You heard the doctor,” Ben says. “She’s not accepting visitors.”

      “I don’t care.” I shrug the guys off me and take a seat, resting my elbows on my thighs. “I’m not ready to leave.”

      They all agree to leave me with promises that I’ll at least try to get some sleep. Yeah, whatever. I tell them what they need to hear so they’ll go.

      And I settle in for as long as it takes.

      Taylor

      I watch the sunrise over the city from my hospital bed.

      After asking a million questions and doing a lot of poking and prodding, the doctor gave me meds for the pain. Thankfully, I fell into a dreamless sleep and woke just as the sun burst through the dark. There’s so much hope in a sunrise. A new day filled with possibilities. I’ve seen the sun rise over more cities than I can count, and each and every time, they’ve filled me with hope for what’s to come.

      But not today.

      As the sun illuminates the hospital room, I’m reminded of last night. Ghostly hands grip my throat and the ache in my ankle throbs with brutal clarity. My pulse spikes, my breath quickens, and a whimper bubbles up from my chest.

      “You’re awake.” A sleepy voice calls my eyes to the opposite side of the room, where Hailey stands from her chair and scurries to my bedside. “Are you in pain? Do you need me to get a doctor?”

      “You stayed?” I remember her being with me all night, but I assumed once I fell asleep, she’d go home. Her kindness melts away some of the fear.

      “Yes. I couldn’t bear the thought of you waking up alone.” She rubs her eyes and yawns, and I notice she’s no longer in her gown but in a pair of hospital scrubs. “How are you feeling?”

      I brush my fingertips along my neck and wince. “Sore.”

      She grabs my hand and sits at the edge of the bed. “I talked to my dad this morning. I told him if he allowed lawyers to bury this, I’d never speak to him again.” A frown tilts her lips. “Half the money my dad makes goes to keeping musicians out of jail or out of the headlines. They’re all pigs, every single one of them.”

      Judging by the shine in Hailey’s eyes and the passion in her voice, I get the sense she’s speaking from personal experience. I squeeze her hand.

      She swipes at a tear that escapes. “I’m sorry, I don’t know why I’m crying.”

      “Who hurt you?” My voice is scratchy and it hurts to talk.

      She groans and shakes her head. “I don’t want to make this about me, you’re hurt and—”

      “I’ve told my story more times in the last twelve hours than I’d ever want to in a lifetime.” I try to clear the ache from my bruised windpipe. “Tell me yours.”

      She releases my hand to stand and walks to the end of the bed. “I hung out with Jesse Lee and his band on their last tour.”

      My stomach churns at the haunting sound in her voice.

      “Chris used to play guitar for Jesse. He told me he was divorced.” She turns around and meets my eyes. “I’d been drinking. I wasn’t thinking clearly. Anyway, we had unprotected sex, multiple times. I found out in the morning he was still very much married and they had a baby.”

      “Oh my god…” I can’t imagine anyone being that cruel.

      “I found out I was pregnant two months later. My dad’s lawyers buried it.”

      I don’t ask what happened to the baby, sensing the question would be more traumatizing than the story itself.

      She steps close to the bed. “My dad’s lawyers have buried a lot for Arenfield musicians.” Her gaze moves around the room, everywhere but on me.

      “Including Ethan?” I swallow hard and wince at the pain that has traveled to my chest.

      “You should ask him.”

      Dread swallows my stomach. “I’m asking you.”

      Her apologetic eyes find mine. “Now’s not the time—”

      “Tell me what you know or get out.” My pulse screams between my ears.

      Her eyes widen. She seems to think something over and coming to a conclusion she reclaims her seat at the edge of my mattress. “Ethan got a girl pregnant, a groupie. I don’t know the details, but I know a wave of lawyers went after the girl and made it all disappear.”

      Unable to hold her gaze—I can’t handle the pity in her eyes—I turn to look out the window.

      “And I’m pretty sure it wasn’t the first time,” she adds.

      “How do you know this?”

      “Bits and pieces of conversations I’ve overheard.” She grabs my forearm. “Including one just a few days ago.”

      I whip my head around to face her, and my brain struggles to reconcile her words with what I know. That day at Ethan’s house, he got a call from a man named Neil. Neil, the asshole lawyer from the after party. Ethan was upset after that call.

      “I’m so sorry.” Hailey hands me a tissue.

      I realize I’m crying and blot at my cheeks. “I can’t believe he wouldn’t tell me this.”

      His history with groupies is no secret. He assured me he always used condoms. Condoms break.

      “Oh my God.” I grip my head as a pounding starts behind my temples.

      “Do you need me to grab a nurse?”

      “No, I’m okay. I just…” Can’t believe I was stupid enough to think Ethan was different.

      “The betrayal.”

      “Yeah.” I suck in a breath and blow it out, wondering why Ethan’s lies hurt worse than Taylor Oakley’s attack.

      “With every day, it’ll get a little easier.”

      We cry together, our painful experiences joining us in a way that I’ve never felt connected to another person. It makes no sense, but we start to laugh. The unfairness of life, the vulnerability that comes with being a woman, all of it manifests in maniacal laughter.

      There’s a knock at the door and we scramble to wipe our faces.

      “Come in!” I say and burst into tears again when I see Prophet’s gigantic body dwarfing the space. “Dad!”

      “I’ll leave you two alone.” Hailey scampers out of the room.

      His expression is stoic, but his face is blotchy and his eyes are red and bloodshot. “Tommy girl.” His frown quivers. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

      “Daddy…” A sob rips from my throat, and in seconds he’s at my bed, his big arms pulling me to his chest. “I’m sorry.”

      “Got nothing to be sorry for. I’m a stubborn old man. I should’ve—” His voice crackles and breaks. “Shoulda been there for you.”

      “You’ve always been there, Dad. When no one else was, it was always you.” And you were right, I confess in my head. You were right about everything.

      After the apologies and the tears, my dad takes a seat next to my bed. For a long time, no words are exchanged. The comfort of his presence is enough.

      Eventually, he clears his throat. “Heard what Ethan did.”

      I hold back a fresh wave of tears.

      He runs a hand through his overgrown hair. “Guess I pegged the man wrong.”

      No, Dad. You didn’t.

      “Saw him in the waiting room and—”

      “In the waiting room?” He stayed all night?

      My dad nods solemnly. “He was sleeping sitting up. I didn’t want to disturb him. Think I owe him my gratitude and an apology.”

      Conflict rages inside. The violent beating he gave Taylor Oakley right in front of my eyes, his blood-spattered face marked with tears… for me. The loving way he covered me with his jacket—and yet he’s lying about his past.

      “Never did tell you what happened between me and that fucker Oakley.”

      My dad’s words call me from my thoughts. “You told me enough.” About my mom and how I came to be while he was working for the man.

      He shakes his head. “No, I didn’t. If I had, you would’ve known that prick Oakley was dangerous.” His eyes turn sad. “Why do you think I quit working for him and started catching cases instead? Shortly before you were born, he asked me to guard a door for him. When I heard the struggle going on behind it, I burst in and tossed that wormy fuck across the room. I told the cops exactly what happened and told them I suspected it had happened before. I quit, and Taylor made sure I wouldn’t get another security job, twisting shit around by saying I was the fucking rapist.” His teeth grind together. “Lawyers and PR people made what he did disappear. And they’ll do it again after what he did to you unless, by the grace of the Almighty, Ethan’s beating sends that sick fuck straight to hell.”

      I blink, tears spilling down my cheeks. “That’s why you call me Tom. You can’t stand me having the same name as a rapist.”

      “Fuck.” He runs a hand through his hair, pulling on the strands. “Your mother, I tried to tell her, but she’s convinced, like the rest of the world, that he pisses sunshine and shits rainbows. No way I could look at my tiny baby girl and call her by his name. Not after all I’d seen.”

      “I didn’t know.” I try to cover my mouth against a sob, but it escapes through my fingers.

      My dad holds me close. “Shhh, it’s all right. It’ll be all right. I’m here, honey. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I love you, Daddy. I’m so sorry.” My shoulders shake with soul-deep heartbreak. For me. For my dad. For the poor woman my dad saved that night and the God-knows-how-many who no one showed up in time for.

      “You have nothing to be sorry for, do you hear me?”

      “Yes.” I hate my tears, hate the weakness. But for the first time since last night, I feel truly safe in my dad’s arms.

      Ethan

      The sound of my name rouses me from a restless sleep. “Ethan, wake up.”

      I open my eyes to see a bear of a man staring at me. My joints ache as I right my head on my neck and sit up straighter in the chair I fell asleep in. “Prophet, hey.”

      “We need to talk.” His arms are crossed and I wonder what kind of an ass-chewing I’m about to receive. The stay-away-from-my-daughter kind, the you’re-no-good-for-Taylor kind, or the if-I-see-your-face-again-I’ll-put-you-in-a-full-body-cast kind.

      “Yeah, okay.” I eye the door that leads to the room my girl is in, lying in a hospital bed, her body broken, and she still refuses to see me.

      “Let’s take a walk,” he says in a deep, demanding voice.

      “I’d rather stay close, just in case—”

      “Walk with me, son.” He moves away. “I need a cup of coffee and a shot of whiskey.”

      I groan when I stand, my muscles protesting last night’s sleeping arrangement. “How is she?” I follow him into the elevator.

      He hits the button so hard I hear it crack. “Tommy’s strong. She’ll be okay… eventually.”

      “She doesn’t want to see me.” I plead with my eyes, hoping he can help me to get in so I can hold her and be strong for her. Nothing feels right when we’re not together.

      “I know,” he says, avoiding my gaze. “She needs time.”

      “How much time?”

      The elevator pings and he walks out.

      I scurry up beside him. “How much time?”

      “You’re going to have to be patient.”

      My feet freeze on the hospital linoleum. “I’m getting real fucking sick of people telling me that. I love her.”

      Now his feet freeze, but he doesn’t turn around to look at me.

      “I’m so fucking in love—” My voice cracks with emotion. “I’m so in love with her. I need to see her, Prophet. I can’t fucking breathe, man.” Tears fill my eyes and I don’t wipe them away. She deserves them, all of them, and so much more.

      “Call me Elijah.” He starts walking again.

      I don’t say another word but follow him to the café, where we order two black coffees. I pull out my wallet, but he holds up his hand.

      “I got it.” He gives the cashier some cash. “The least I can do.”

      We take a seat at the window overlooking a parking lot. The sun is high in the sky—I’d say it’s nearly noon. Not that it matters. Nothing matters except getting Taylor home.

      “I want to thank you for what you did for my daughter—”

      “Thank me? I was too late! That piece of shit—”

      He holds up his hand, silencing me. “I can’t talk about him, knowing he’s so close to death in this fucking building. One flip of a switch could end him and—”

      “What the hell are we doing here sipping coffee like pansy bitches? Let’s end this.”

      “Ethan.”

      “He deserves to die—”

      “Son…”

      My jaw slams shut. Son.

      “Murder isn’t the answer. It’s not what Tom—” Prophet clears his throat. “Taylor would want.”

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Anything.”

      “Will she ever want to see me again?” My words are barely audible.

      “I don’t know. She’s seen the ugly side of the business. I’m not sure she’ll want anything to do with it after this.”

      “I’m not the business.” I drop my head into my hands and watch as my tears hit the crappy tabletop. Will I ever be seen as just a man? Or will the music industry forever be the ball and chain I drag with me? My chest feels as if it’s being ripped in half. I fist my hand in my hair, pull at the strands, and cry. I can’t do this. I stand so fast, my chair falls back. “I have to go.”

      “Ethan, wait!” Elijah calls, but it’s too late.

      I jog out of the café, through the hospital, and onto the street. Rather than call for a car, I run. As far as I can in hopes that if I move fast enough, I can keep from falling apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      “I think I should go in with you,” my dad says with his eyes forward and his hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel of his pickup truck.

      I look away from him and study Ethan’s house, looking for signs of life.

      Four days have passed since I was attacked in the bathroom, and although I haven’t seen or spoken to Ethan since, it isn’t for his lack of trying. After twenty-four hours of non-stop calls, I turned off my phone. Yesterday, Jesse called my dad, asking if I’d heard from Ethan. Jesse’s worried. Ethan’s locked himself inside his house, not responding to anyone.

      Ethan saved me from my attacker. I have to try to save him from himself. I owe him that much.

      “No, I’ll go alone. If he sees you, he might not answer the door.”

      “I don’t like this, Tom.”

      I grab my dad’s forearm, giving it a squeeze. “I know, but Ethan would never hurt me.”

      He grunts in agreement. His irrational overprotection has been in full swing since the attack. The nightmares that wake me up screaming don’t help my dad’s paranoia.

      “I’ll call you when I’m ready to be picked up.” I pop the door open and scoot to the edge of the seat, hoisting myself out with the help of a single crutch. The hairline fracture in my ankle hurts like a bitch when I put too much weight on it.

      “I won’t be more than a few minutes away if you need me,” my dad says once I get situated on the driveway.

      I limp toward Ethan’s front door, but I stop and turn when I don’t hear my dad’s truck leave. He gives me a final wave and pulls away from the house.

      My stomach is in knots as I get to the heavy hand-carved wooden door and lean my weight on my crutch, knocking a few times. Will he answer?

      “Ethan?” Nothing. I knock again. “Ethan, it’s me. Taylor!” I knock a third time and press my ear to the door. “Ethan, please open up.”

      I close my eyes and press my palm to the door. Seconds pass, then minutes, and when I don’t hear anything, I decide to walk around to the patio and try to see inside. I struggle to get through the side gate and around to the pool. When I do, I nearly fall back on my ass at what I see.

      At first glance, it looks like the morning after a raging party. The area is littered with garbage and the outdoor furniture has been flipped over, most of it sunken in the depths of the pool. As I get closer, I realize it’s not garbage but shreds of stuffing from the luxurious cushions. A break-in? A struggle? My pulse races and I break out into a cold sweat.

      I fumble with my phone to call my dad or 9-1-1 when I hear the back door swing open so hard, it slams against the wall. I shriek, drop my phone, and fall to the side when my crutch slips away from me.

      “Taylor!” Ethan comes rushing toward me.

      In an attempt to grab my crutch, I put weight on my bad ankle and pain slices up my leg. “Fuck.”

      He grabs me around the middle and steadies me. “Jesus, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, you just… scared me.” I laugh uncomfortably because he shouldn’t have scared me and I’m embarrassed that he did. “I’m a little jumpy.”

      His arms don’t feel like the suffocating tentacles I expected they would. They’re warm, comforting, and steady.

      He hooks my crutch with his bare foot and manages to lift it to his hand. “Here.”

      My face warms and I’m grateful for my baseball hat to hide beneath as I settle it under my arm again. “What happened out here? It looks like a break-in.”

      He puts a few feet of space between us, runs a hand through his hair that looks as if it hasn’t been washed in days, and studies the surrounding area. “I, uh, I did that.”

      I jerk my gaze to his, now noticing he’s wearing a faded pair of jeans with frayed hems around his bare feet and a shirt with stains on the front. The ocean breeze carries the scent of days-old alcohol from his skin, and he has at least four days’ of beard growth. “Why?”

      He studies his surroundings as if seeing things for the first time but doesn’t answer.

      “Can we sit down?” My ankle is killing me and resting on the crutch hurts my shoulder.

      “Yes, of course. I’m sorry, I should’ve…” He helps guide me through the mess of furniture to the back door.

      I step inside and freeze. “Ethan.” I cover my mouth as my emotions bubble up from my chest.

      His beautiful home is trashed. All the furniture is broken, flipped on its back, cushions shredded, holes in the drywall, paintings torn in two.

      “Don’t look at this.” He guides me down the hallway, past his music room that is less trashed but still has a chair flipped over and what looks like music pages scattered on the floor. “Here.”

      He opens his bedroom door. It looks the same as it did when I was here last. The bed’s even made.

      “Sit.” He helps me to the bed, and I prop my crutch up beside me while he stands a good six feet away, his thumbnail in his mouth.

      “Where have you been sleeping?” Other than the made bed, I don’t know how I know he hasn’t spent any time in his bedroom—other than a feeling in my gut.

      He scratches his jaw and shrugs his shoulders. “Wherever I pass out.”

      “How long have you been living like this?”

      He opens his mouth to answer, then closes it, clears his throat, and tries again. “Since…” His voice cracks.

      I nod in understanding as tears swell in my eyes. “I am so sorry, Ethan.”

      His gaze snaps to mine, and he drops to his knees at my feet. “Sorry? No.” He holds my calves in a gentle grip, as if he’s afraid too much pressure might break me. “You have nothing to be sorry for, do you hear me?” His bloodshot eyes implore mine, and this close, I can see the dark circles under his eyes. “You did nothing wrong.”

      “Your beautiful house—”

      “Means nothing. They’re just things, they can be replaced. But you…” His eyes drop to the open vee of my flannel button-up shirt. “Your neck.” His voice cracks. “I should’ve been there.”

      I snag the collar of his T-shirt and pull him closer. He comes willingly, buries his face in my lap, and wraps his arms around my waist. We hold each other, broken heart to broken heart, me folded over him as he grasps me as if his survival depends on it. In the silence are wordless confessions as we share in a mutual sorrow for what was done and how everything has changed. How do we fix what’s been broken? Is it even possible?

      Eventually Ethan peers up at me. “God, I’ve missed holding you like this.”

      I wipe my cheeks with my shirtsleeves, knowing I must look like a splotchy mess.

      He jumps up and comes out of the bathroom with a handful of Kleenex. “Here.”

      “Thanks.” I chuckle, embarrassed by my tears and wanting to redirect his focus from me to him. “I tried to call you.”

      He clears his throat and sniffs. “I threw my phone off the cliff.” He shrugs. “You weren’t taking my calls or texting me back and…” He reclaims the spot next to me on the bed, drops his chin, and shakes his head. “It was stupid. I haven’t been thinking clearly.”

      I place my hand on his thigh, and he sucks in a shaky breath at the contact. “I understand.”

      He puts his hand over mine and tilts his head to get my eyes. “Do you want to talk about it? What happened that night—”

      I’m already shaking my head. “No.”

      He frowns, looking rejected. “Oh. Okay.”

      “There is something I’d like to talk to you about though.”

      Hope ignites in his eyes. “Yeah, of course, anything.”

      “Who is Danielle to you?” It didn’t take much digging online to get bits and pieces of the story. I just need to know if what I read is true.

      Judging by the way his face pales, I’m afraid I have my answer. I expect him to jump into a frantic denial, to lie and fight to cover the truth.

      His Adam’s apple bobs. “She’s a fan. A groupie I hooked up with.”

      “Had sex with.”

      “Yes.”

      I’m surprised by the wave of sadness and jealousy that comes over me, and I stare at my lap, hoping he can’t see.

      “She was before you, Taylor. You know the man I was before you.”

      I clear my throat, hoping not to sound as sad as I feel. “You have a child.”

      “What? No!” He stands to his full height. “Taylor, that kid isn’t mine. Do you believe—you think I’d reject my own child?”

      I peer up at him and see his face etched in pain. “I think celebrities cover their mistakes.”

      “Celebrities?” He tilts his head. “Is that what I am to you?”

      I bury my head in my hands. “I don’t know what I think. Since that night in the bathroom, I feel like I can’t trust anyone, especially not my own judgment.”

      He kneels in front of me but doesn’t touch me. “I have never lied to you. I know there are a lot of shitty human beings in the music industry, okay? But I promise you, I am not one of them.”

      “I want to believe you.”

      “Danielle is a very sick woman. I had sex with her almost two years ago, and she’s claiming to be pregnant with my baby now. I gave a blood sample to prove I have nothing to hide. Now she’s claiming I raped her.”

      I flinch.

      “You know me, Taylor. Women have claimed to have my baby—that comes with the job. It’s happened to everyone in the band, even Ben, who has never touched anyone but his wife. Don’t listen to what you hear. Search your heart and tell me—do you think I’m capable of rape? Of abandoning my own kid?”

      I do what he asks and the answer comes immediately. “Of course not.”

      “There are corrupt, sick people on both sides of the industry, but I promise you, I am not one of them.”

      “I guess when Hailey told me—”

      “Hailey?” He laughs, but the sound is short, quick, and sad. “Is that your source? This makes so much sense now.” He places a gentle hand on my knee and frowns when my reflex makes me jump. “Hailey was trying to protect you. I can appreciate that. But you do not need protection from me. I am in love with you and I would give up everything to keep you from feeling pain. I would never lie to you.”

      I exhale a sigh of relief. How quickly I doubted Ethan—even after everything he’s done to protect me from Paul, Oakley. He took care of me when I was drunk, never took advantage of me, yet when I had the chance to doubt his love for me, I did.

      “Are we okay?” he whispers.

      “I want us to be.”

      “As long as it takes.” He gives me a small, sad smile. “I’ll be here when you’re ready.” When I don’t say anything, he sits next to me on the bed. “I bet you're looking forward to getting out of here and back on the road, huh?”

      I blow out a breath. “About that. I won’t be finishing out the tour with you guys. Doctor's orders.”

      He frowns.

      “I think…” I swallow the lump in my throat. “It’ll be good for me to have the time to figure things out.”

      “What things?” Worry tinges his words.

      “I’ve grown up in this business and never even considered that I could do anything else.” I blow out a fortifying breath. “But now… I want out, ya know?”

      “Out.”

      “I think it’s time for me to move on, away from the inflated egos and endless hours of catching cases.” I shake my head. “I don’t know if I can live in the spotlight. I’m not wired for it.”

      He nods but doesn’t say anything.

      “There’s a lawyer who has been making a case against Oakley for years. She reached out to me. I guess she has three other women who are willing to come forward. She said my testimony would help the case and that she can keep my name out of the media.”

      “That’s great, baby. I’d hoped I’d killed the bastard though.”

      My lips twitch. “Me too.” I rock into his shoulder. “I never did get a chance to thank you for what you did that night.”

      “I didn’t do enough—”

      “If you hadn’t shown up. If you were even five minutes later…”

      He pulls me into his chest and holds me tightly. Gently, he removes my baseball cap then presses his lips to my forehead. “You should know I love you. I will always love you, Taylor. I know you need to heal, and I wish like hell you’d let me help you with that.”

      I laugh with tears in my eyes. “I wish you could help me, but…” I shake my head. “I’m afraid I have to get through this alone.”

      “This isn’t over.”

      I pull back and catch his eyes.

      “We’re not over,” he says.

      I swallow the lump in my throat.

      “You need time. I get that. You have work to do that I can’t help you with, I know.” He clears his throat as if he’s pushing back the same lump. “But there will be a day when you’re ready to open your heart up to me again, and when that happens, I’ll be there waiting.”

      I push up and out of his hold. “You’ll be on tour for another four months. There will be women and I don’t want to hold you back from—”

      “I have zero interest in being with anyone else. No shit, just the thought of touching another woman makes my dick shrivel up and jump into my stomach.”

      I laugh at the visual, and the sound cracks the tension in his expression.

      He cups my jaw, his thumb making slow passes against my cheek. “I have never been in love before you. There will never be anyone else. It’s only you.”

      Hope swells in my chest. “Really?”

      He squints one eye. “You saw what I did to my house, right? Four days without knowing if you’d ever speak to me again made me fucking crazy.”

      “Your car!”

      He smiles a bit. “Didn’t touch it. My car and this room are the two places I kept seeing you in my head, and I swore I wouldn’t touch either until I had you with me.”

      I hug him hard. Worry about my future, about the obstacles ahead, about a possibility of a future with Ethan, they all weigh heavily on my heart, but with his arms around me, I have hope that there will be a day when the nightmares will be behind me and I’ll be whole again.

      “You feel like going for a ride?” he asks.

      “There’s nothing I’d rather do.”
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      Ethan

      Twenty-four hours.

      That’s all the time I have left with Taylor before I leave for the last four months of tour. I’ll suck up every single minute that she’ll give me.

      I tried to convince her to stay the night with me, but I knew she wasn’t ready for that by the way she jumps every time I touch her. Being around her without kissing her is a torture worse than death. At least in death I wouldn’t have to stare at her lips with the memory of their taste quickly fading from my tongue.

      I was able to talk her into having an early breakfast with me before I had to meet up at the tour buses for departure. Eating out isn’t an option. I refuse to share our last few hours together with the public.

      I pick her up at her apartment in Encino. She answers the door with a smile, and I feel that shit straight down to my soul.

      “Good morning, gorgeous.”

      “You’re early.”

      Guilty. “Am I?”

      I had to practically nail my ass to the floor to keep from coming before sunrise.

      She limps as best she can out the door with one crutch. I take her keys, closing up and locking the door for her before I hand back her keys. Taylor and her dad live in a modest but newer complex without a gated entry or security system, and that worries me.

      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay staying here alone while your dad is on the road?” I slow my pace to walk beside her, then open the passenger side door to help her in.

      “Yeah, I feel safe here.” She watches as I put her crutch in the back seat. “I know all my neighbors. We look out for one another.”

      “Good, that’s good.”

      I fire up the Mustang and head back towards Malibu. We talk about the tour, which cities I’m looking forward to, and she tells me stories about some of the crew, memories from her youth spent on the road. Eventually we pull up to an iron gate, and I punch a series of numbers into a keypad to open them.

      “Where are we?” She’s perched on the edge of the seat, sitting up straight to see over the hood of the car. “Whoa, is that a hotel or a house?”

      I turn off the car. “House. Justice Allen lives here.”

      Her head whips toward mine and I’m so fucking grateful she didn’t wear a hat. I get the full beauty of her face without obstruction. “Hold on, you mean the Justice Allen?”

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t get too excited. He’s in London, filming.” I circle the hood and help her out.

      “How do you have the code to get through the gate?”

      “He’s a friend of mine. We were roommates back when he was a struggling actor and I was a drugged-out musician.”

      “So we’re eating breakfast at his house?”

      “Kind of. I needed somewhere private, and his property comes with a stretch of private beach.” Less chance of paps splattering our photo on the gossip sites.

      I guide her around the modern house to the beachfront patio where there’s a table dressed in linen, china, and crystal waiting for us.

      “Ethan.” She stops and stares. “Is this for us?”

      I grip her hand and curse internally when I feel the slight jump of her muscles. “Did you think I’d take you to McDonald’s for our last meal together?”

      “I should’ve known better, huh?” She lays down her crutch.

      I pull out her seat and sit across from her. “Coffee, juice, or water?”

      “Coffee, please.” She eyes the spread. “What’s for breakfast?”

      I pop the silver dome off a platter in the middle of the table. “Tah-dah!”

      Her eyes widen and laughter bursts from her lips. “Cannoli!”

      “Every flavor the best Italian pastry chef in Los Angeles could make. Minus toothpaste.” I wink. “I realize it’s not really a breakfast item, but who says we can’t have dessert for breakfast?”

      Her laughter quickly turns to tears and my own smile falls.

      “Shit, babe. I’m sorry.” I have no idea what happened. She went from deliriously happy to tears. I come around the table, and as much as I want to hug her, I hold back, fearing I might spook her. I kneel beside her and put my hand on her good foot, over her tennis shoe. “Hey, I’m so sorry. We can go. I don’t want to upset you.”

      She shakes her head and her tears quickly turn back to laughter. “I’m sorry, it’s not you. I don’t even know why I’m crying. I’m all over the place.” She sniffs and wipes her face with her napkin. “This is really sweet. I love—” She coughs and clears her throat.

      I try not to be disappointed at her not saying the words and have to remind myself for the millionth time that she has some shit, some very serious shit, she needs to work through.

      Once she stops crying, she says, “You’re amazing. You really are an incredible man.”

      “Can’t think of anyone who would say that about me.” I pull myself away and force myself to take a seat rather than pull her into my lap and keep her there forever. “Just goes to prove that it’s you who make me a better man.”

      We enjoy our breakfast without any more tears. I spend the time talking about future plans and making promises that include a walk on the beach after her ankle is healed. I want her to know that I envision her in every minute of my future.

      Our time together is quickly coming to an end and I’m terrified that when I let her go, I may never see her again.

      Taylor

      Ten minutes of horror changes everything.

      If only I had known when I walked into that bathroom, I would leave a different person. Bruised and sore, the damage done to my body will eventually heal, but the emotional injuries feel permanent. I’m skittish, the urge to cry is always simmering close to the surface, and waves of hopelessness make me want to stay in bed and sleep all the feelings away.

      For the first time since that night, I feel… lighter. With the morning sun on my skin and the ocean breeze in my hair, Ethan looks at me, drinking me in as if he’s afraid he’ll blink and I’ll disappear.

      “I have a proposition.” He licks the sweet ricotta filling off his thumb. “Hear me out?”

      I swallow the cheekful of sweet pastry and wash it down with coffee. “I’m nervous.” I laugh, but my stomach tumbles with butterflies for no logical reason.

      His expression grows serious, his gaze locked on mine. “Come with me.”

      He can’t be serious. “I can’t work, I already told—”

      “No.” He puts his hand on the table, stretching it forward as if to grab mine, but freezes when I withdraw my own.

      I curse myself for my knee-jerk response. I want him to touch me, but every time he reaches out, I recoil.

      His eyebrows pinch together, but he continues. “Not to work. Just come with me. I’ll get us our own bus, or fuck it, I’ll buy an RV and drive it myself. Just come with me.”

      “I can’t. I have doctors’ appointments and therapy sessions—”

      “I'll fly you back for those. I’ll have a driver take you to all your appointments and bring you back to the airport.”

      I close my eyes. Just the idea of all that seems stressful and chaotic. “So I can what? Sleep in the same bed with you every night between back-to-back shows?”

      “Yes. If that’s all we can get, then I’ll take it.”

      I consider it for a minute, walk out a day in the life on the road in my mind, and terror strikes my chest. “I can’t. It’s too soon. I need a little more time to sort through…” I sigh. “Everything.”

      He pushes food around on his plate then nods. “Okay.”

      That was easy.

      He reaches behind him and pulls a long envelope from his back pocket before sliding it across the table to me.

      “What is it?” I open it while he explains.

      “One way. First class. To any city in North America.” He puts his hand on the table again and inches it forward as if I’m a wild animal he’d like to touch. I offer him my hand and he smiles softly. His big, warm palm envelops mine. “My offer stands whenever you’re ready.”

      “And if I’m not? If I decide I want nothing to do with being on the road or the industry? Then what?”

      He frowns and his hand squeezes mine. “Depends.”

      “On?”

      “Whether or not you see me as part of the industry.”

      I chew my bottom lip, considering his statement. A life at Ethan’s side would mean tours, long stretches of time apart, groupies, rumors, and more award events. A ripple of fear rolls through me and my throat constricts. Suffocating in memories, I pull my hand from his.

      “Fuck, baby.” His voice cracks with emotion. “It’s so hard not to gather you in my arms and hold you right now.”

      A shiver races up my spine. “I can hardly stand to be touched.”

      I compose myself as best I can, and when I look at him, I catch him rubbing his eyes. Just being around me hurts him.

      I gather the ticket into my lap. “Thank you for this.”

      He nods, opens his mouth, but clears his throat instead and nods again.

      “We should probably go. You’re going to be late.”

      He clears his throat, stares blindly at the table in front of him, and nods before he stands to help me with my crutch.

      Not another word is spoken until he pulls up to my apartment complex. He opens my door and helps me out.

      “I can get it from here,” I say.

      His brows drop behind his sunglasses. “Let me walk you to your door, make sure you get in okay.”

      I smile at his sweet offer and the concern in his voice. “I’ll get in okay.”

      He props his hands on his hips and stares at the ground. He sniffs. “I’m going to call you every day.”

      “You don’t need to do that—”

      His head snaps up. “Every single day.”

      “All right.” Deep down, I know he probably won’t. Life on the road is busy and he has millions of fans to cater to and perform for. “You should go.”

      He nods but doesn’t move.

      “Thank you for the perfect breakfast date.” I take a few steps on the sidewalk. “Take care of yourself, Ethan.”

      “You too,” he says, his voice cracking.

      I turn my back on him then, unable to stomach the hurt etched in his beautiful face.

      “Taylor, wait.” I freeze as his footsteps race up behind me, then he’s again standing in front of me. His sunglasses are off and his eyes are red-rimmed. “What do you want most? Right now, in this moment?”

      That’s easy. “I want to feel normal again.” I tilt my head, trying to read his expression, but he’s a blank slate. “What about you? What do you want most?”

      “Right now? I want to kiss you goodbye.”

      “I, ah…” I want him to kiss me. I’ve wanted him to kiss me since I showed up to his destroyed house yesterday, but… “I’m scared.”

      “I know you are.” He steps close but doesn’t touch me. “Keep your eyes open.”

      His hand slowly moves and I hold his gaze, cementing his face in my mind as his palm cups my jaw. I fight the urge to flinch as his pinkie ghosts over the bruise on my neck.

      “It’s only me. I’d never hurt you.”

      “I know.” My eyelids feel heavy, but I hold them open and keep eye contact with him. I sink into the comfort of his warm caramel gaze.

      Oh so slowly, he brushes his lips against mine. “Good?”

      I lick my lips to taste his barely there kiss, then lean in for another one.

      He smiles against my mouth as he kisses me again, the same pressure as the first. Warm. Tender. “I’ve missed you so much.”

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      We kiss again, this one a little firmer, a little longer, and he pulls away again to check on me.

      “I’m okay.”

      When our lips come together again, he swipes at the seam of my mouth with the tip of his tongue. Tasting, testing, and cautious. I do the same, pushing myself further. I breathe out a soft sigh as he kisses me with such longing and reverence that tears fill my eyes.

      He pulls away with a growled, “Fuck.” Resting his forehead against mine, he seems out of breath. “I pushed you too far. I’m sorry.”

      I realize then his hand at my jaw is wet with my tears. I hold his palm to my cheek and shake my head. “No, you didn’t. That was the perfect goodbye kiss.”

      His frown doesn’t seem to agree. He kisses my forehead and releases me. I immediately miss his touch, but just fucking look at me! I’m a sobbing mess for no apparent reason.

      I swipe at my face and adjust my crutch as my shoulder aches from leaning on it. “You deserve to be happy.” I don’t know where the words come from. “You don’t have to wait for me.”

      He chuckles, but the sound is sad and makes my heart ache. “Like I have a choice?” He shakes his head. “That’s not how love works, baby. You’re my once-in-a-lifetime love. My heart is incapable of moving on without you, do you hear me?”

      My cheeks are soaked with tears and I suck back a shuddering sob.

      “Four months, four years, it doesn’t matter. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “I love you.”

      My declaration is barely audible, but somehow he hears it through my tears and he answers with a shaky smile. “I can’t make myself walk away. It’s going to have to be you.”

      I laugh through my sadness. Then I turn and walk away.

      I don’t look back.

      And after I’m back in the apartment, I don’t check the window to see how long he stood there.

      Sometime later, I hear the growl of his engine as he drives away.
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          Two Months Later

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      “Thank you, Vancouver!” Jesse’s voice rings out over thirty thousand screaming fans in Rogers Arena.

      The lights go dark and we head off stage, concluding our thirty-eighth show in sixty days. I grab a towel from a new crewmember, a young guy named Sam they hired to take Taylor’s place.

      Speaking of Taylor, I spot Prophet standing near a row of crates as the crew readies to strike the stage at his command.

      I sidle up next to him. “You hear from our girl tonight?”

      He side-eyes me in a way that would be threatening if it weren’t for his grin. “I called her during my dinner.”

      “And? How’d she do?”

      He doesn’t answer right away, the prick leaving me hanging.

      I say, “I almost called an impromptu intermission just so I could call her and ask. I checked my phone three times and she didn’t text. I’m dying here!”

      “She wanted to tell you in person.”

      Midnight on a school night, and she has classes tomorrow. I shouldn’t call her and wake her. Fuck it, I call anyway.

      “Yo, Ethan!” Prophet calls to me as I walk farther from the stage for privacy, the phone ringing. “She aced it!”

      “Hello?” her groggy voice answers.

      “You aced it!” I holler into the phone, followed by a, “Fuck yeah, I knew you would. What did I tell you?”

      Her laughter is the sweetest balm to my lovesick heart. “You told me I’d ace it.”

      “Yeah, I did. So? Tell me all about it. Oh, what about the verb tenses? You were nervous about those.”

      “Let’s just say I made that Spanish test my bitch.” There’s a smile in her voice. “Thanks to you.”

      “Nah, you did the work, baby. That’s all you.” I head into the dressing room, closing the door behind me. “My nerdy college girl.”

      “Nerdy?” She laughs.

      The sound makes me smile and heats my blood. God, I miss her. I want to touch her, kiss her, make love to her for a week straight. I’ve contemplated flying back to LA on our nights off, but as hungry as I am to touch her, I’m terrified I’ll do something to fuck up all the progress she’s made.

      “How was therapy today?” I ask.

      “Dr. Moore says I’m making great progress and moved me to bi-weekly visits rather than every week.”

      “See! Killin’ it in school, killin’ it in therapy. What can’t you do?”

      “Seems I’m unemployable.” She sighs. “Although I did get an interview for that wedding event company I applied for. The woman seems really interested in someone who knows about PA systems and lighting.”

      My chest fills with pride for my girl. She insisted I leave her broken and alone so she could pull herself up on her own, and she did that in spades. She’s the strongest person I know. I can’t believe I get to call her mine. “I’m so fucking proud of you.”

      “I’m kind of proud of me too. Tell me about Vancouver.”

      “It’s cold. I miss you.”

      The sound of rustling sheets has me envisioning her warm and safe in bed. “Six weeks and you’ll be home.”

      I groan. “Feels like a lifetime.”

      The door bursts open and Jesse, Bethany, Ben, Ash, Ryder, and Jade all file into the room. Seeing them all together, their obnoxious PDA, just makes me miss Taylor more. If she were here, I’d never be able to keep my hands off her. I finally understand their PDA, but it drives me fucking crazy. Crazier than I already feel.

      “You know what the world is saying about you, right?” There’s an air of cockiness in her voice.

      I sigh and smile. “I do, but remind me.”

      “Rumor has it your band has a no-contact rule with fans now. Photos without touching, no more backstage visits.”

      “The rumors are true.”

      Taylor’s attack was a huge wake-up call for our band and the industry in general. Lawsuits are popping up everywhere, filed against members of the music industry from the greenest roadie to music legends and everyone in between. With the truthful lawsuits there have also been false complaints filed. As a band, we decided to avoid both by introducing a new way to interact with our fans, protecting both them and us.

      And it’s worked out great. We’ll shower our fans with music until our fucking arms fall off, but there’s never a need for physical contact beyond a handshake or high five. We still meet with our fans, take no-contact photos, and we stopped signing body parts or clothing they’re wearing.

      Bethany suggested that we start interacting more on social media too, shooting live videos of us working on music or just hanging out, shooting the shit.

      “I saw your Instagram live yesterday between classes.”

      “Oh yeah?” I smile, my insides warming at the thought of her watching me even when we’re parted by too many miles.

      “Who is this mystery woman the guys keep giving you shit about? The one you talk about constantly and text all day?”

      “How often is your phone blowing up over the course of the day?”

      I hear her smile as she says, “Every one of your waking hours, give or take.”

      “I told you I’d call every day.”

      “You didn’t tell me you’d be doing it all day every day.”

      “You want me to stop?”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “Fuuuck.” I groan in agony. “I miss you so goddamn much.”

      “I miss you too.”

      “I need to get showered and hit the road. I’d call you when I get in the bus, but I know you have biology early in the morning, and it’s Wednesday, which means your professor will probably give you a pop quiz.”

      The sound of her raspy laughter stirs a longing inside me that I have never known. Not a desire for sex—although that is definitely there—but a soul-deep need to be close to her. To hold her in my arms and feel her pulse and her gentle breathing reassuring me that she’s safe. A painful yearning for intimate connection—to look in her eyes, feel her warmth, smell her skin.

      “Ethan?”

      “Yeah, baby?”

      “What do you want most?”

      I grin, because that’s fucking easy. “You. Forever. I just want you.”

      She hums as if my words have sent with them a peace that helps her sleep. “I love you. Good night.”

      “Love you too. Night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Four Weeks Later

        

      

    

    
      Taylor

      “I’m sorry, Miss…” The general manager of the five-star hotel in Connecticut looks me up and down, taking in my not-so-impressive jeans and long-sleeved Henley.

      “Marsten.” I lift my brows, waiting for my last name to register with the man, but there’s nothing but suspicion in his eyes.

      “I’m afraid I can’t just take your word for it, you understand. We take the privacy of our VIP clientele—”

      “Taylor!” I turn around just in time for Bethany to launch into a tackle hug. “You’re here!”

      I rock back on my heels and hug her back. “Yes, finally. I caught a red-eye after my shift.”

      I worked a wedding that lasted until midnight. I could’ve waited until this morning to fly out, but I didn’t want to waste a single second. Excitement to see Ethan aside, I had no problem sleeping the entire flight from LA to Connecticut. First-class seats are more comfortable than the tiny bunks I slept in most of my life.

      “Perfect timing, the guys just left for the arena.”

      “Taylor!” The voice comes from over Bethany’s shoulder and I see Ashleigh and Jade walking my way, both of them double-fisting fruity cocktails complete with umbrellas.

      “We’re so glad you’re here.” Jade does her best to hug me without her hands, then Ashleigh pushes one of the frosty drinks into my palm. “Ethan is getting impossible to be around.”

      Bethany nods and sips her drink. “He’s so crabby.”

      Having been on the receiving end of his attitude in the past, I can only imagine what he’s been like. The thought makes me grin.

      Then I notice the cup in my hand, shake my head, and hand the drink back to Ash. “I don’t have the best experience with alcohol.”

      Bethany smirks. “Don’t worry, they’re virgin.” She shares a secret smile with Ashleigh.

      I say, “I feel like I’m missing something…”

      “We’re trying to get pregnant,” they say in unison.

      “Hold on… both of you?”

      “Yep!” Bethany’s face lights up.

      “I think making a baby is the most fun I’ve ever had.” Ashleigh slurps her drink.

      “Live it up, ladies.” Jade holds her drink up for a toast. “Enjoy your last few months of uninterrupted sex and sleep.”

      We clink our glasses together and get interrupted by a male throat clearing behind me.

      I roll my eyes. “I’m trying to get a key, but I’m not on the reservation.”

      “That’s bullshit.” Jade scowls at the man and steps in front of me. “Mr. Seville, please check again.”

      The old man humors her, punches a few keys on the computer, and scan the screen. His face pales and he clears his throat. “I apologize. It looks like you were added in the notes here.”

      Jade smirks. “That’s what I thought.”

      He quickly produces a key, along with his deepest apologies. I suppose he was expecting someone a little more glamorous.

      “We got everything you asked for,” Bethany whispers. “This is going to be epic.”

      Butterflies explode in my gut. “I can’t believe I’m going to be seeing Ethan tonight.”

      “No one is more excited than he will be, trust me,” Ash says.

      “He talks about you all day,” Jade continues. “I mean all day.”

      My cheeks heat. “I think about him all day. I’m nervous.”

      Jade puts an arm around me. “Don’t be. You’re exactly where you belong.”

      Ethan

      “Are you all right, man?” Ryder asks me as we climb out of the SUV and head to the back entrance of the hotel.

      Tonight’s show was lit. Just like I do after every show, as soon as I walked off stage, I called Taylor. But she didn’t answer. I’ve texted and called for the last hour and still nothing.

      “I can’t get a hold of Taylor.” God, I feel sick. Is she okay?

      “Huh…” Ryder says with little feeling.

      “Dude, I know you think I’m overreacting, but she always answers her phone when I call after a show.”

      “You try her dad?”

      “Yeah, he says he hasn’t heard from her, but he didn’t seem worried at all.” Which is bullfuckingshit. I almost had the driver take me directly to the airport rather than back to the hotel. “I need to know she’s okay. I’m calling the LAPD to see if they can cruise by and check on her.”

      Ryder covers my phone with his hand. “Don’t do that.”

      My gaze snaps to his. “Why the hell not?”

      “Because you’re going to freak her out by having a cop bang on her door at nine o’clock at night.”

      We climb into the elevator and Rodger hits the button for our floor.

      “You’re probably right.” That buys me a minute of peace before my worry gets the best of me. “What if she’s sick though? Or hurt. What if she’s fallen and she can’t get up?”

      “She’s not on a crutch anymore and she’s not one hundred years old. I’m sure she’s fine. Go to bed, dude.” Ryder squeezes my shoulder. “You’re a fuckin’ mess.”

      This guy is no help at all. How am I supposed to sleep when I’m worried about Taylor? I’ll call a couple more times, but if I don’t hear from her, I’m sending the cops.

      I get to my hotel room, open the door, and flip on the light. “What the fuck…”

      I blink as the blindingly-bright view does my head in. Every piece of furniture, every lamp and picture on the walls is silver. The mirror in the entry, the gilded sconces, even the chandelier, all of it is wrapped in aluminum foil.

      I back out of the room, check the room number, and look back inside. “What the fuck?”

      As I make my way through the room, the dining table, chairs, even the patio furniture is all wrapped in silver. The door to the bedroom is also wrapped. Like I passed through a portal that brought me to a space-aged Christmas.

      “Who the hell would…” Hope like a tidal wave hits my gut.

      I burst into the bedroom, my gaze devouring the space. I register the entire room covered in silver, but search for the culprit with my heart in my throat.

      “Surprise!” Taylor jumps out of the bathroom, her hands spread wide and out at her sides as if to scare me.

      Scare me? Her presence does the opposite. As I look at her, everything inside me, my entire life, clicks into place.

      I rush toward her, already feeling her in my arms, but freeze solid just shy of making contact. “Can I hug you?” My voice comes out in a whisper.

      She frowns and leaps into my arms. “Yes! Hug me, hold me.” Her breath is warm against my neck. “Never let me go.”

      A surge of emotion overwhelms me. I nuzzle her neck, lift her off her feet, and try not to embarrass myself by bawling like a baby. “You’re here.” My voice cracks.

      She pulls up her legs, wraps them around my hips, and I hoist her higher to get a solid grip. “I’m here.”

      We stay like that for a while as I absorb the feeling of her in my arms. The heat of her body, her smoky, woodsy scent fills me, and the tickle of her breath against my skin grounds me, heals me, makes me whole.

      I search for a place to set her down so I can look into her eyes and soak in the face I’ve only seen in my dreams for the last few months, but everything is covered in foil. I chuckle. “How long did this take you?”

      She pulls back and admires her work. Her hair is longer than I remember, and life has returned to her eyes. My heart swells with joy. My beautiful, resilient woman. “The wives helped me.”

      Unable to stop staring at her, I say, “Impressive prank,” without looking at their handiwork.

      Her gaze drops to my lips.

      A smile pulls at the corner of my mouth. “What do you want most, beautiful?”

      She licks her lips and I groan at the sight of her desire, something I wondered if she’d ever feel for me again. “I want to kiss you.”

      “What are you waiting fo—”

      She presses her mouth against mine, and a rush of compulsion explodes between us. Lips, tongues, and teeth, I lose myself in a frenzy of urgent need. A voice in the back of my head whispers to stay present, warns me to pay attention to her non-verbal cues. Don’t fuck this up!

      Her muscles are relaxed, her hands fist in my hair, and she tilts her head to deepen the kiss. She sucks on my tongue and bites at my lower lip.

      “I take it you missed me.” Fuck if her desperation to get at my mouth isn’t the biggest turn-on ever.

      She answers by kissing me again, her legs locked around my waist. I walk her back to the bed and lower her onto the foil-covered mattress. The tinny sound of our weight crushing the thin metal mingles with our frantic breath.

      I hold my weight above her, not wanting her to feel caged, but she digs her ankles into my ass, bringing my hardening dick to the sweet spot between her legs. We moan in unison at the contact. She arches her back, lifts her hips, and rubs against me as best she can from beneath.

      I break the kiss, lick down her neck, and kiss along her collarbone. “We can slow down. We don’t have to do this.”

      She rakes her nails against my scalp, holding my lips against her skin. “If we don’t do it, I’ll die.”

      “Death by horniness?” I smile against her pulse point, licking the throbbing vein and feeling her life force pound against my tongue. “Sounds painful.”

      “It is,” she groans. “I ache for you.”

      I rest my forehead against her shoulder, close my eyes, and clench my jaw against the unbridled need to give her what she wants. Hard. “I need… a minute.” To calm the hell down, take it slow. The last thing I want to do is hurt her.

      “You don’t have to be gentle with me.”

      “Yes, I do. Last time we were together, you jumped every time my hand brushed yours. I don’t want to scare you, but I need you. I need you more than I’ve needed anyone. Ever.”

      She tugs up her shirt, exposing her braless breasts, her nipples tight and begging for my lips. “I need you too, Ethan.”

      I roll us both, me to my back and her above me. Her thighs spread over my hips and she pulls her shirt off and tosses it. I cup her breasts, thumb her nipples, and watch as she rolls her hips above mine. A sultry sigh falls from her parted lips.

      “Take what you need, baby. I’m all yours.”

      She slips her hands beneath my T-shirt, pushing it up, and I lift and help her pull it over my head. Folding forward, she brushes her bare breasts against my pecs, making us both hiss with pleasure. She rocks against me, her jeans against mine causing just enough friction to be maddening. I lick into her mouth, using my tongue between her lips the way I’d love to use it between her legs, but that’ll have to wait. I want her to have all the control.

      She reaches between us, wraps her hand around my hard-on, and gives it a firm tug.

      “Fuck.” I put my hand on hers. “I’m gonna come. Give me a second.”

      She licks up the side of my neck.

      I grit my teeth. “Not helping.”

      She smiles into our kiss as I back myself off of an orgasm ledge.

      “Okay, I’m good.” I release her hand and she frees me from my jeans.

      The foil crinkles as she sits back, taking a moment to look at my engorged erection standing proudly between us. She runs her thumb over the tip, back and forth until my hips jerk off the bed. “I forgot how sexy you are down here.”

      “Take your time getting—ohhh yeah…” Fuck, she feels good. “Reacquainted.” I’m panting, a light sheen of sweat turning me into a greased-up ham against the foil at my back.

      I sit up, take her lips, and lift her off me while standing at the same time. I rip through the foil to expose the overstuffed white comforter, then I pop the button of her jeans, pulling them down her legs, followed by her panties. She kicks them both aside.

      I do the same with my own jeans before falling back to the bed and pulling her astride me. “Now, where were we?”

      “Hmmm…” She leans forward and kisses me, her hand doing wicked things between my legs. “Rounding third base?”

      I run my palms up the soft skin of her thighs to her ribcage, stopping just under the swell of her breasts and relishing the feel of her. I’ve been so scared I’d never get the chance to touch her like this again. I cup her breasts, mold them against my hands, and her moan makes me impossibly harder. I move my hands back to her thighs, inching them closer between her legs and watching her reaction, searching for the slightest hesitancy.

      “Please, Ethan.” She grabs my hand and presses it between her legs. “I need you here.”

      I bite my lip against a moan as I rub her wet heat. She releases my dick and splays her palms on my chest, working herself against my fingers. I slip one inside and she throws her head back, her hips circling as she chases her release.

      I push up on an elbow to lick her nipples, sucking and biting them softly until I feel her muscles spasm around my finger. “So fucking hot.”

      “Ethan.”

      “I’m right here.” I kiss her as her back arches and an orgasm rips through her. Her muscles tense, she cries out against my tongue, and I swallow every sexy groan and whimper as she draws out her release against my hand. “You’re sexy as hell. I can’t believe you’re mine.”

      Her eyelids are low as she pulls back, a sated smile on her face.

      “My God… I wish you could see how gorgeous you look right now.” I shake my head, fighting a wave of emotion that has no business in the bedroom. A man crying in bed is not sexy. I repeat those words in my head until I feel the heat of emotion fade. “Are you good? Thirsty? Hungry?”

      I have an overwhelming desire to tend to her every need without a single concern for my own.

      “I am hungry actually.”

      I push her hair off her neck. “I’ll grab the room service menu—whoa, what are you—”

      “Shhhh….” She crawls down my body and kneels between my thighs. Her hand fists my heavy erection and she dips down, licking the tip in a slow, erotic tease.

      My hips jerk off the bed. “Fuck.”

      She smiles and brings my dick back to her mouth, opening wide and sliding it in and all the way back to her throat. I’m fixated on the visual of my cock stretching her lips, and when she moans around it, I grip the base to keep from blowing.

      “I’m not gonna last.” I’m panting and sweating with the control it takes not to come as she licks up and down, swirls her tongue around, and sucks me deep. My vision blurs and I nearly black out. “I don’t want to come in your mouth.”

      I mean, I do, but not our first time back together. She doesn’t let up and I grit my teeth.

      “Taylor… please…”

      All at once, she releases me and crawls back on top. She straddles my hips, grips my erection, and teases herself with it, rubbing the tip back and forth in her wetness.

      “Cond—” I gasp, clear my throat. “Condom.”

      “I’m on the pill.”

      “What?” I’m seeing stars as my orgasm coils at the base of my spine. When? After that fucker touched her? Refusing to bring the painful history up, I push my questions to the back of my mind.

      “Unless you’d feel safer—”

      “No!” I snap.

      She chuckles, the sound dark and husky.

      I try again. “What I meant is… I’m clean. I haven’t touched anyone but you since the first time we kissed. As long as you’re sure you—oh my…”

      Air hisses through my teeth and I fist the bedding as she lines me up at her center and slowly drops her weight. Tentatively, she takes me into her body. The wet, hot grip of her with nothing between us makes my head spin.

      I’m gone, so fucking gone for this girl there is no coming back.

      Taylor

      Ethan fills me. Not just in the physical way he does now. As I stretch around him, refamiliarizing myself with his size, I suck in a breath and feel his very presence fill my soul. Having his arms around me again, I feel his love swell to fill the once-empty place inside me to overflowing. His touch, both the tender and the unrestrained, returns the part of me I was missing with his absence.

      Even with the time apart, Ethan has become so much a part of me that living without him would be like surviving without my heart. An impossible option.

      Seated fully on top of him, his warm eyes on mine and the gentle caress of his hands against my skin, I’m satiated in a way I never have been before.

      “Hey.” He props himself up on an elbow and cups my jaw, his expression etched with worry. “What is it?” When his thumb swipes at my cheek, I realize I’m crying. “We don’t have to do this. I’ll wait as long as—”

      “No, it’s not that.” I hold his hand to my face, turn, and kiss his palm. “These are happy tears.”

      “Happy tears.” He doesn’t seem convinced.

      I drag his hand down my neck to my breast. “There was a part of me that worried we’d never be together like this again. That you’d move on—”

      “Never.” He palms my breast and brushes his calloused fingertips against my nipple. “I told you I’d wait however long it took and I meant it.”

      With my palms on his chest, I move against him. Slowly at first, I rise and fall, savoring the sensation of him slipping in and out, in and out. Hot, thick steel stretches me to the point of near pain. An exquisite ache that burns to be satisfied.

      He grasps my hips, rolling his pelvis in time with my movements, changing the angle in a way that has me gasping and clutching at his wrists.

      “Feels amazing being inside you. I’m gonna come so hard.” His words are like warm honey spilled over my bare skin.

      “How hard?”

      His abs flex with every slow roll of his hips and the sight of Ethan making love from under me is an erotic visual. “So hard you’ll be wet with me for days.”

      I moan and arch my back, searching, leveraging, until I find the perfect connection. I suck in a breath and quicken my pace.

      “Fuck yeah, that’s the spot.” He grinds his pelvis against me, his ass leaving the bed as he hits something so deep inside me, I nearly collapse.

      “Ethan…” The words die on my lips as he rolls his hips in waves.

      “Let go, baby. I got you.” He hooks me around the neck. “Mouth,” he says on a moan.

      He licks into my mouth and bites my lip. The sting sends shockwaves straight between my legs, sending my orgasm hurling to the surface. My release shreds through me, splitting me in two as the sound of my voice crying out echoes off the walls and through my ears.

      “Oh fuck!” His erection kicks hard inside me. Wave after wave of heat fills me as he continues to move. “I can’t stop.”

      “Then don’t.”

      He flips us over without breaking our connection, his weight on his elbows. “Is this okay?”

      I hook my legs over his ass. “What do you think?”

      He growls into my throat and moves, this time harder. “You feel what you do to me?”

      He’s still hard—is that normal? I run my hand through his hair, his beautiful face twisted in a mix of pleasure and determination. “I do. I love you so much, Ethan.”

      “And I’d die a thousand deaths for the chance to love you.”

      I hold on while he moves above me in quick, uncontrolled thrusts. I love that I’m the one who can make him lose control.

      Our love transcends whatever circumstances life throws at us, and when we’re together, there is only us. No boundaries. Only an undeniable connection that can never be broken.

      He pushes himself up to sit back on his heels, my ass on his thighs. Towering above me in all his hard, masculine beauty, he makes love to me. But not with slow and gentle movements, whispers of affection and soft kisses. No, Ethan loves me with a primal urgency. He claims me with every powerful thrust. The evidence of his release soaks our connection and marks me as his. I rake my nails down his thighs, leaving my own mark behind, and his pace quickens.

      My orgasm hits me out of nowhere, arching my back off the bed as stars dance behind my eyes. Lost in the fog of ecstasy, I hear him groan and curse, and the motion of his hips slows before he collapses on top of me.

      Our hearts pound against our ribs as if trying to break free from their cages to comfort the other, and we try desperately to catch our breath. He rolls off me, gathers me against his side, the air conditioning raising goose bumps on our skin.

      “Holy fuck, woman.”

      I grin at the awe in his voice.

      “What the hell are you doing to me?”

      I prop my chin on his chest and stare at his gloriously confused expression. “I’m afraid you’ll have to explain it to me. I’m not exactly sure of the mechanics.”

      He looks at me with wide eyes and shakes his head. “What we have is way bigger than mechanics. You’re like my own personal Viagra.” He slides his hand between his legs and strokes his dick. “I’m still hard.”

      “Is that not… a thing?”

      He blinks at me. “No, it is not a thing. How the hell do you do it?”

      I laugh and bury my face in his chest, feeling a little bashful and a little proud. “I don’t think it’s me.”

      “It most certainly fucking is. The only thing that’s keeping me from climbing back up inside that tight little body of yours is I know you’ve got to be sore.” He pinches his eyes closed. “Grandma. Baseball. Stomach flu. Berets. Grandma. Baseball. Stomach flu—”

      “Baseball? What do you have against baseball?”

      “It’s so boring. Grandma. Baseball.”

      “I just never thought—”

      “Shhh, your voice is making this harder.” He cracks an eye. “Literally.”

      “Okay, I’ll go shower while you—”

      “Dammit, woman! Stop it already.”

      I laugh and sit up out of his arms. “What did I do?”

      He growls and throws his forearm over his eyes. “Now I’m thinking about you in the shower! Grandma. Baseball. Stomach flu… fuck!” He rolls out of bed and drops to the floor.

      I crawl to the edge of the mattress and see him doing push-ups, his muscular back flexing with every push.

      “Does that help?” I can’t hold back a wave of laughter.

      “Yes,” he grunts. “Every time my dick hits the carpet, it helps.”

      I roll to my back, laughing. “This is absurd.” I hop off the bed and pull him to his feet. “Come on, we’re going to take a shower.” I sneak a peek at the semi-swollen appendage between his legs. “Let’s make it a cold shower.”

      “Fine,” he says grumpily. “But I’m warning you, if this doesn’t resolve itself, I’m going to eat you out while I take care of it myself.”

      I flash him a fake frown. “That sounds awful.”

      He scoops me up, carries me off to the bathroom, and makes good on his warning.
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      Ethan

      “Are you okay?” I say, squeezing Taylor’s hand as the elevator descends toward the hotel lobby.

      “Yes.” Her grip tightens on my fingers. “You’ve asked me that a million times already.”

      I kiss the tiny frown on her lips. “I’d stop asking if I felt I was getting an honest answer.”

      Her attempt to hide her nerves has not gone unnoticed. Her periodic deep breaths, tense shoulders, and the balmy feel of her hand in mine gives her away despite her denial.

      She blows out another one of those breaths. “Fine. I’m a little nervous, but I’m okay. I haven’t seen the crew in a long time and I don’t know what they know, but a lot of them were barely speaking to me the last time I saw them.”

      I frown, remembering how some of the crew had frosted her out after we went public with our relationship. When I punched that fuck Paul, some went glacial. “I won’t leave your side.”

      “You don’t have to do that—”

      “I’m not leaving your side,” I repeat with feeling.

      “I can take care of myself,” she mumbles.

      Her statement wraps around my chest, and I tug her to my side. “I know, baby.”

      The elevator pings and the doors slide open. The lobby is littered with people, and Rodger and Jonny meet us just outside the doors.

      “Taylor,” Rodger says with a genuine smile. “Happy to see you back.”

      She leans into my side, her grip tightening, and she smiles at the man. “Happy to be back.”

      Jonny, who saw the aftermath of what happened in the bathroom that night, puts a hand on her shoulder and gives her a warm smile. He doesn’t say anything, but communicates enough to make her relax a little more.

      “That’s enough,” I say and playfully shove Jonny away while gathering her to my chest. “Mine.”

      She wraps her arms around my waist, her body jumping with laughter.

      A click of a camera sounds from behind us. I study the scattering of people in the lobby and spot a few familiar faces, despite the paparazzi’s attempt to look inconspicuous.

      “Hey!” I wave and call them all closer. “Yeah, you. It’s all right, come here.”

      Jonny and Rodger jump into action and flank Taylor and me.

      “You guys looking for a story?”

      “Yeah,” one of the four of them says with dollar signs in his eyes.

      “Get your cameras ready.” I drop my gaze to the woman in my arms, cup her jaw, and bring her eyes to mine. “Are you ready to make some headlines, baby?”

      Calm gray, like clouds after a storm, are reflected in her gaze. “Let’s do it.”

      I lower my mouth to hers. In the beat of a breath, our lips mold together. The sound of clicking cameras sends a thrill through me—the world will see what a lucky son of a bitch I am to call Taylor my own. Her fists grip the front of my shirt, her nails rake against my abdomen. I moan into her eager mouth as she pushes up on her toes and opens for me. Our tongues slide together in an erotic dance. Blood pumps through my veins and between my legs, reminding me we’re not alone.

      I rip my mouth away and rest my forehead against hers as we both catch our breath. “That’s enough.”

      She rubs the front of her body against mine, acknowledging my reaction to her. A wicked grin tilts her lips. “Grandma. Baseball…”

      “Stomach flu. Berets.”

      “You got your photos.” Rodger stands in front of Taylor and me to block their cameras.

      “Go on,” Jonny says, ushering us forward toward the waiting SUV.

      “Ethan!” one of the paps calls from behind us. “Are the rumors true? Are you settling down? Has the last single member of the band fallen?”

      His question sends a thrill through me.

      “Yes!” I scoop Taylor into my arms and cradle her to my chest while she laughs. The cameras click and flash as they race after us.

      Rodger jumps ahead and opens the back door of the SUV for me to crawl inside with my woman still in my arms. Unable to set her down, I keep her in my lap and pull the seatbelt over the both of us.

      Jonny and Rodger take the front seats, Jonny mumbling a string of curses. “If you’re going to continue to pull this kind of crap, you could at least give us a heads-up.” There’s humor in his voice.

      I run my nose along Taylor’s neck. “I’m a man in love, boys. There’s no telling what I’ll do.”

      Rodger’s eyes catch mine in the rearview and he nods approvingly.

      “You’re crazy,” Taylor says against my ear.

      “Crazy about you. I’ll always be crazy about you.”

      A bashful grin tilts her lips. “Guess I’ll have to get used to all the attention.”

      “The paparazzi comes along with the business. It’s all part of being in love with a rock star.”

      She slips her hand through my hair and brushes her thumb along my cheek, her eyes fixed on mine in awe and wonder. “No. I fell in love with Ethan from Michigan who grew up playing ice hockey and who loves shitty movies. I fell in love with his smile, his dirty mouth, his stupid pranks, and his heart. Everything else is just a job.”

      My chest expands and fills with warmth. I wrap her up and bury my nose in her neck. “Fuck, I love you.”

      Taylor

      Ethan’s words wash over and envelop me just as securely as his arms do. I close my eyes and relax against him while he hums softly against my hair.

      The SUV pulls up to the back of the arena, where the crew buses idle as the trucks are loaded. I take Ethan’s hand as we make our way toward the loading dock and, one by one, the crewmembers notice my approach. Familiar faces mix with strangers and I grip Ethan’s hand, leaning on his strength. I suck in a shaky breath and prepare for the worst.

      “Tommy!” Dixie rushes across the platform and tackles me as we clear the final step. “You’re back!”

      “Tom!” Creeper wraps me in a hug.

      Medicine Man, Beeker, Copper, and Bear are next. Ethan releases my hand while my old crew, my family, surrounds me.

      “We missed you, Tom!”

      “Hasn’t been the same without you.”

      “Nothing gets done around here with you gone.”

      Hugs, pats on the back, I’m swallowed up in bodies and acceptance.

      “Tom.” Prophet pushes through the group and wraps his meaty hand around the back of my neck. I expect a comforting squeeze, but he knocks the breath out of me when he pulls me to his chest and hugs me.

      I close my eyes and hug him back. “Dad.”

      “Missed my girl.” His words are grumbled softly against the top of my head.

      “I missed you too.” I open my eyes to see Ethan smiling proudly at us as we embrace in the middle of the crew’s welcoming chaos.

      My dad eventually releases me and pulls back to look between Ethan and me. “He taking good care of you?”

      My face gets hot and I regret not wearing a hat to hide under.

      My dad makes a pained groan sound. “Jesus, Tom, you’re blushing.”

      “I love him, Dad. I love him so much.”

      A hidden smile tics behind his beard and mustache. “Not as much as that boy loves you.” He spots Ethan and lifts his chin, prompting Ethan to push through the crowd toward us. “Get her out of here. These lazy fucks don’t need another reason to slack off.”

      “Will do.” He wraps his arms around me.

      Prophet’s expression gets serious as he gazes at me. “I’ll see you back in LA?”

      “Yeah, Dad.”

      He barks at everyone to get back to work, and after another round of hugs, Ethan takes me to his bus.

      When we get inside, I notice it’s empty. “Where are Ben and Ashleigh?”

      “They’re crashing with Jes and Bethany.”

      “Elliot too?”

      He pulls me to the couch to sit on his lap, his palm running the length of my thigh. “Yep. It’s only for a night.” He frowns. “Are you sure you have to go back?”

      I kiss away his downturned lips. “Yes. I have class and work.”

      His gaze turns pleading. “You don’t have to work, you know. I can take care of you.”

      “Ethan, I want to work.”

      He groans and drops his head to my chest. After a couple deep breaths, he peers up at me. “Move in with me.”

      “I—”

      “Before you say no,” he says, hurrying to get the words out. “You can go to school and work and even pitch in with the bills or whatever you want. And if you move in and hate it, you can always go back to living with your dad, but let’s try it, okay? Please say yes, I can’t stand us being apart. I’m already sick about having to finish the last two weeks of this tour without you. Now that I’ve had you with me, I can’t bear the thought of being without—”

      “Yes.”

      His eyes widen. “Yes? As in yes you’ll move in with me?”

      I cup his cheeks and kiss his soft lips. “Yes, I will move in with you.”

      He pushes me back to the couch and crawls between my legs, kissing me until I’m breathless and light-headed. “I’m going to make you so happy, you’ll never want to leave.”

      “You already have.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Five Months Later

        

      

    

    
      Ethan

      “And then it hit me, like… fuck, this girl is so rad. I just want to do fun shit with her for the rest of my life. I realized, wait, that sounds like marriage.” I stare up at the giant man as he scowls at me.

      We’re standing on my front patio, and yet Elijah Marsten has the upper hand. We may as well be on his turf.

      “You seriously asking for permission to marry my daughter by telling me she’s rad?” His thick brows rise over his dark sunglasses.

      I shift on my feet, cursing Ben for talking me into this shit. “Yes, sir. She is rad.” I look back at the house, hoping my girl doesn’t walk out to see me fucking this up. “I want her forever, to have and hold, sickness and health and all that shit.”

      He rubs the back of his neck, shakes his head, then busts up laughing.

      I recoil. “You’re laughing?”

      He claps me on the shoulder. “You’re horrible at this.”

      “My palms are sweating, I haven’t been able to eat, and look!” I hold out my hand. “I’m fucking shaking.”

      He lifts a brow, clearly unimpressed.

      I drop my head back on a groan. “Listen, Elijah, I’m trying to do the right thing here. But here’s the facts.” I meet his eyes. “Give me your blessing or don’t, I’m going to marry your daughter either way because I can’t imagine living a second of my life without her. I’d move heaven and earth to make her smile. And you know what I’d do to anyone who attempted to hurt her. I know I don’t deserve her. I’m confronted with that reality every single morning when I wake up next to her. But I will not give up trying to become the man she deserves.”

      He tilts his head. “That wasn’t so hard, now was it?”

      I frown. “No, actually.”

      He wraps his big-ass hand around the back of my neck and squeezes. “You got my blessing.” He drops his hand and peers down at me over his sunglasses. “You hurt her, I’ll kill you and dump your body where no one will find it.”

      “I’ll bring you the knife and the shovel.”

      The sound of the back door sliding open has us both turning toward it. Taylor, looking hot as sin, comes out wearing one of my white shirts like a dress with a belt around the middle, making it shorter and showcasing her sexy legs. Her hair is piled on top of her head in a messy bun. She’s been growing it out, but hates it in her face. She could shave her head for all I care—the woman is a knockout either way.

      She looks between Elijah and me while wiping her hands on a towel. “Why do you both look like you did when we watched that Nicholas Sparks movie?”

      We clear our throats and school our expressions.

      “First of all,” I say, “they died in each other’s arms at the end. Only a heartless psycho wouldn’t cry watching that.”

      She shrugs. “I didn’t cry.”

      Elijah nods. “After everything they’d been through with her not remembering and him telling her their story…” He thumps a fist over his heart. “Felt that shit.”

      “Yep.” I shake my head. “One of the worst movies I’ve ever seen.”

      “You need some help with that garbage disposal?” Elijah says, clearly changing the subject of our mutual emotional response to The Notebook, and crosses the patio toward his daughter.

      I follow behind him. “I’ll call a plumber.”

      “No need. It was the flywheel.” She shrugs. “I already fixed it.”

      Elijah chuckles. “Man of the house.” He kisses his daughter’s temple as he passes her.

      She beams at him.

      “Just because I can’t fix shit doesn’t mean I’m not a man.” I pull my gorgeous girlfriend to my chest and kiss her until she’s breathless.

      She sways in my arms, her eyes glazed at they look at me. “I’ll be the man of the house if you promise to keep kissing me like that.”

      “I’ll keep kissing you like that whether you fix shit or not.”

      She straightens up out of my arms. “What were you two talking about out here?”

      I kiss her forehead. “You.”

      “What about me—”

      The doorbell rings.

      I grab Taylor’s hand. “She’s here.”

      Taylor

      As Ethan opens the door, I stand nervously at his side, so grateful for the support of my dad’s presence at my back. The door swings open to reveal a pretty woman who doesn’t look a day over fifty. Rodger’s at her side with her bags.

      She squeals and embraces her son in the doorway. “My boy.” Her eyes close and I feel already connected to her because of our mutual love for the same man. When her eyes open, they land on me and her face lights up. “You must be Taylor.”

      “It’s nice to meet—omph!” She wraps me in a hug.

      Ethan’s eyes are warm on us for a few seconds before he reaches for his mom. “You’re going to crush her, Ma.”

      She pulls back, smiling. “I am so happy to finally meet you.”

      “You too.” I lick my lips nervously and turn to my dad. “This is my dad, Elijah.”

      Prophet’s eyes look as if they’re about to fall out of his skull. “Hi, I’m Elijah, oh…” He laughs awkwardly and holds out a hand. “You already know that.”

      She shakes his hand and looks a little entranced as she stares at him. “Vivian.”

      They stand there for a few silent seconds, hand in hand. I turn to Ethan as his peaceful grin turns to horror. He catches my eyes and mouths, “What the fuck?”

      Rodger clears his throat—or was that laughter?

      “Right,” I say. “Vivian, why don’t you come on in and let’s get you settled?”

      My voice breaks the trance between the two, and Vivian’s cheeks flush as she drops my dad’s hand. I’d bet money that under all my dad’s facial hair, he’s blushing as well.

      “Why don’t you guys take Vivian’s bags to her room while I take her to the kitchen for a drink?” My dad offers his arm.

      She takes it with a smile as Ethan watches with his mouth hanging open. As soon as they’re out of the room, we turn toward each other, me laughing, him scowling, and Rodger trying hard to cover his grin.

      “Your dad is totally macking on my mom,” he whisper-hisses.

      “I think your mom likes my dad.”

      He recoils. “They can’t do that. Can they?”

      “Of course they can,” Rodger says as he follows us to the guest bedroom with Vivian’s bags.

      “They’re just flirting. Don’t get weird.” I rub Ethan’s arm and feel him relax minutely. “Let’s just enjoy the night.”

      His eyes spark as if I’ve given him the reminder he needed before kissing me softly. “Something tells me tonight will be a night we’ll never forget.”

      Ethan

      We ate dinner on the patio, but I hardly had an appetite.

      Between my nerves and watching Elijah and my mom flirt, I couldn’t wait to speed through the evening and get Taylor alone in our bedroom.

      Two steps into the bedroom doorway and my mouth is on hers.

      “We can’t have sex with our parents on the property,” she whispers as I focus on getting her out of her clothes.

      “We’ll be really quiet.” I strip her out of her borrowed shirt and go to work unhooking her bra.

      “The bed is too loud.” Even as she protests, she finishes unbuttoning my shirt and pushes it off my shoulders.

      I toss her bra to the floor. “We’ll do it in the bathroom.”

      I kiss her again with a firm grip on her hips as I walk her backward and through the doorway. Once inside the bathroom, I kick the door closed and set her ass on the counter.

      “Wait,” I breathe against her lips. My pulse races in my ears as I steady my voice. “There’s one thing I need to do first.”

      She releases me, and when I step back, I’m knocked senseless by the vision before me. Taylor’s wearing nothing but white silk panties, her legs open, chest heaving beneath perky breasts, her neck and cheeks stained the prettiest pink as I rake my gaze over her.

      “I’m the luckiest son of a bitch alive.” I slide my eyes from her lips to her eyes. “I look at you and I can’t believe you’re mine.”

      She props her palms behind her and flashes the sexiest grin. “Believe it, because I’m not going anywhere.”

      Her words act like a pin to the balloon that’s been swelling in my chest all day. I discreetly fish the diamond ring from my pocket. “I hope you mean that.”

      “Of course I mean it—oh my God.” She gasps as I drop to one knee near her dangling feet. “Ethan…”

      “I’m probably going to fuck this up, but…” I take her left hand and slide the ring on her shaking finger. “I knew the night of our first date when you threw a wiener at my face that I wanted to spend the rest of my life loving you. Wear my ring, baby. Give me the chance to be yours for the rest of our lives. Tell me you’ll marry me.”

      Her eyes shine with unshed tears, and she nods while she slips from the counter and into my arms. I fall back on my ass and she comes with me, her legs straddling my hips as her mouth comes down on mine.

      “Yes, of course I’ll marry you.”

      I push my hands into her hair, grip the silky strands, and lick into her mouth.

      She rolls her hips against me, her bare breasts warm against my chest, and her arms wrapped around me so tightly, I struggle to take a full breath.

      As gently as I can, I turn us and lay her down.

      She hisses into my mouth. “Cold.”

      I brace my weight on my forearms and laughter bubbles up from my chest.

      “What’s so funny?” She squirms beneath me, causing a delicious friction between us.

      “I proposed to you in a bathroom.” I run my thumbs along her cheeks.

      Her lids are heavy with desire and her lips tilt up in a sexy smile. “Was that not the plan?”

      “The plan was to wait until it felt right. I hoped at dinner, but…” I shake my head at the memory of our parents leaning into each other while they talked. “Then I thought it would be better when we’re in bed, after making love.”

      She cups my cheek. “A proposal in the bathroom is perfect. I couldn’t have asked for better.”

      I brush my lips against hers, “You deserve so much better—candlelight, symphonies, exotic locations.”

      She holds up her hand to study the ring. A solitary two-carat, square-cut diamond set low on a platinum band. If it were up to me, I’d put the biggest rock I could find on her finger, but I knew she’d hate anything too flashy.

      “It’s perfect.” She hooks me around the neck and lifts her head to press her lips to mine. “You. This ring. The bathroom. Everything we do is perfect to me because it’s us. Italian villa or cardboard box makes no difference as long as we’re together.”

      I kiss her deeply, my emotions surging as I’m reminded once again what a lucky bastard I am to have this incredible woman fall in love with me.

      “And,” she says against my lips, “this will be a fun story to tell our kids someday.”

      I smirk at her. “I’ve heard getting pregnant isn’t as easy as they make it sound.”

      “Guess we should start practicing now then.”

      I roll my hips, making her gasp. “You should know, I’m a perfectionist. I’ll insist on becoming an expert at this baby-making stuff.”

      “I’m counting on it.” She pushes me back and I allow her to roll me over.

      I hiss when my back hits the marble floor. “Fuck, that’s cold.”

      She laughs into our kiss and we drown in the love we have for each other.

      Not a perfect love, what we have is messy and riddled with obstacles, but our perfect love.
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