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      Jude

      “And the poor chick had to leave in a pair of my jeans and a baggy old band tee,” disclosed Joe—real name, Joseph Mosely, ending his funny story about a girl’s dress fail when the front zipper of the flimsy garment she wore almost disintegrated in his hands during their one-night stand.

      Deakon, our lead guitarist, threw a bottle of beer at our front man, Levi, who caught it and cracked up at the punchline just as he opened the cap on it. Pressurized froth overflowed, ran down the outside of the bottle and dripped off his hand.

      “Shit,” Levi grumbled as he snort-laughed, swapped his beer into his other hand and sucked the spillage off the back of his knuckles.

      “Levi,” Bernadette Cassidy, our promotions assistant/organizer, called out. She held his cell phone in the air and waved it to indicate he had a call. Bernadette’s brow creased in a frown, and I wondered if it was our manager, Donnie on the line.

      “Uh oh, looks like someone’s in for a roasting,” Korry Moonan, our keyboard player, mused.

      If that was the case, then Donnie, our manager, had called to register his frustration at our band’s lack of professionalism in front of a packed auditorium tonight. Joe, our bass guitarist, was distracted on stage when he’d spotted a previous hook up in the front row and had turned the last ten minutes of our band, Screaming Shadows’ gig into a shit show.

      Fortunately, the fans had loved his reaction and the missed bars during the last two songs when he kept turning to look at her, but it was only after he came off stage that he’d disclosed the hilarious story he had in relation to her.

      “Here we go,” muttered Levi. “You’re totally taking the blame for that fuck up out there,” he joked jabbing his pointy finger into Joe’s breastbone as he stalked past him, plastered on a scowl, then strode toward Bernadette. I watched him grab his cell phone from her and wander further away from the meandering crowd in the green room before Bernadette had blocked our view, carrying the plastic container she always used to store our cell phones in while we were on stage.

      One by one she dished out our property, her act being yet another ritual added to the growing list of band rules the more famous we became. Confiscating our cell phones had come as the result of Deakon. Our lead guitarist’s device blasted out AC/DC’s “You shook Me All Night Long” one night when Levi was in the middle of an acapella rendition of our band’s most famous rock ballad.

      Owing to the distraction of Bernadette and the subsequent grumbling from the guys, I forgot about Levi for a few minutes, left Joe and Deakon complaining and strolled over to the hospitality table to grab myself some food. After stacking my plate full of savory pastries, I turned and glanced back toward the guys and noticed Levi hadn’t come back.

      Something within me told me the phone call he’d gotten was a much bigger problem than a slap on the wrist from our manager. While deciding what to do, my gaze fell to my plate and I toyed with eating first, but a nagging doubt made me head toward our dressing room instead. I dropped my still full plate onto a nearby table on the way out of the door.

      “Levi?” I asked when I reached our dressing room and pushed the door wide open. Scanning the room, I couldn’t see him and was about to let the heavy door go when I heard someone sniff from the bathroom.

      “Dude, are you in here?” I asked as I stepped farther into the room. I strode toward the bathroom when I heard a soft whimper.

      “Levi?” I asked, knocking on the first of the two stall doors because it was closed.

      “Give me a minute,” he demanded, but the tone in his voice sounded shaky and I knew he’d been crying.

      My chest tightened with the realization that this may have nothing to do with the band and was of a personal nature to him. “Open the door, Levi,” I insisted. After a second the lock slid back, and I pushed the door open.

      A knot formed in my stomach at the tear-stained face I saw on my normally jovial, good looking bandmate and best friend. He stared back at me; his red rimmed eyes indicated he’d been bawling for a while before I’d found him.

      “Jesus, Levi, what the fuck’s happened?”

      He shook his head and a sob tore from his throat before he broke down again.

      “Hey, it’s okay. Whatever it is, we’ll take care of it together,” I offered because I’d wanted to be supportive. Levi and I had been friends since he’d moved to Port St Lucie, Florida from New York when he was twelve years old. At the age of fourteen, I was a little bit older, but we were the only two boys on the block and ended up being like brothers.

      For a long moment he stopped crying, stared up at me and his look bored right through me.

      “Bear,” I asked, using the nickname I’d given him because of his muscular appearance.

      “Dude, I can’t process this,” he replied when his eyes broke contact with mine and he shook his head like he was in denial of the news he’d been given.

      “I’m here for you, buddy,” I offered again and crouched down beside him as he sat on the closed toilet seat. I frowned unable to imagine what he’d been told that had thrown him completely. I hadn’t seen him react like this since he’d gotten the news about his father almost ten years before.

      “It’s Esther.”

      “Esther? Who the fuck is Esther?” I asked because I’d never heard him mention a chick by that name before. My first instinct was that someone he’d hooked up with was claiming to be having his child.

      “My half-sister.”

      “Half-sister?” I repeated, my eyes bulging wide. “What half-sister?”

      He shook his head looking as stunned as I felt because as far as I knew, Levi had been an only child. “Long story—a skeleton from my father’s past.”

      I stood up straight in disbelief and braced my hands on either side of the stall walls. “Sorry, dude, you’ve lost me. Your dad had another kid? You never told me this. Why did you never say anything?”

      As far as I’d known until then, Levi had moved to Florida with his dad for a fresh start when his mom had committed suicide.

      “It’s too hard to explain right now,” he said standing up off the seat and instantly shoving me back to move out of the confined space he was in. I stumbled and righted myself as he attempted to push past me.

      “Stop, what the fuck is going on?” I persisted and grabbed his arms to hold him still.

      “I can’t do this right now, I just need to get the fuck out of here so I can think,” he muttered as he strode back toward the dressing room.

      Following him, my eyes darted left and right with his every move as he gathered his possessions and packed up his shit. Part way through it clicked that he’d leave when he’d finished and I began packing mine, because I’d decided then and there that I wouldn’t let him leave on his own.

      “Right, I’m out of here,” he said in a flat tone and reached for the door handle, but before he could open it, I slammed my hand over his and effectively halted him in his tracks.

      “Then I’m coming with you.”

      He hesitated as his narrowed eyes met mine, and then he finally huffed out a breath. “Right, but no fucking questions until I’ve digested this shit myself.”
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      Jude

      Leaving the venue without security in a city I didn’t know wasn’t the smartest thing we could have done, but we were lucky when I saw and flagged down a yellow taxi the very second we’d left the stage door alley and stepped out onto the sidewalk. Striding forward, I quickly opened the door for Levi to pile inside, closely followed by me. After giving the driver instructions to take us to the hotel we were staying at, I dug in my bag, pulled out two beanies, and handed one to Levi.

      “We’re going to have to go past reception. When we get out of this ride, keep your head down and walk closely behind me. We’re heading straight toward the elevators so don’t look up.”

      Being in a famous band meant I was certainly recognizable, but I could get past most crowds on my own if I wore a beanie, covered my tattoos, and kept my head down. Levi on the other hand with his tall, lean, muscular appearance, long, curly blond hair and surfer boy good looks drew maximum attention wherever he went.

      “Just get me to my room,” he muttered. I wondered what the hell he’d been told that had turned my usually invincible buddy into a shell-shocked emotional wreck. I thought to push for an answer but the back of a taxi in the middle of New York City wasn’t the place and I couldn’t risk him falling apart again like he had in the bathroom back at the venue.

      As we drew up outside the Four Seasons, on Barclay Street in downtown New York, it had begun to rain hard and I’d hoped that was the universe’s way of saving our asses from any fans that had found out where we were staying. Glancing out of the window, I breathed a sigh of relief that apart from the uniformed doorman there was no one else outside. Passing the cab driver a hundred-dollar bill, I told him to keep the change and climbed out.

      “Come on, dude, let’s get you up to your room.” Levi glanced up from inside the cab as I gestured toward the hotel entrance with my head. Sliding along the seat, he climbed out after me onto the sidewalk.

      “I don’t need to remind you not to stop,” I muttered as I turned and headed inside when the door man held the door open. I slipped him a twenty on the way past, the last of the small amount of money I had on me in my jeans pocket. Once inside we headed toward the elevator with my buddy so close to my body, he was almost up my ass.

      Thankfully the elevator bank foyer was empty and the dedicated elevator for the penthouse suites was ready and waiting.

      As we ascended skyward, I stole a glance at my ashen-faced friend and sensed whatever had gone on during that phone call, the news he’d received would have a lasting impact on him.

      When we reached the Empire suite, I took his key card, led him inside and pulled the beanie off his head.

      “Sit,” I ordered as I headed straight to the wet bar and pulled out a bottle of Jameson whiskey from inside. Levi always had one ordered ahead of time and usually complained because they’d stored it in the fridge when he always drank it neat and at room temperature.

      After pouring him two fingers of his drink I saw him sitting on the edge of the nearest couch he’d made it to.

      “Here. Now tell me what happened. I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on.”

      “I told you, it’s Esther,” he mumbled in a flat tone.

      “And I told you, I don’t know who the fuck Esther is. You said she’s a half-sister you didn’t know about. Did she die?”

      He stared up at me and shook his head. “No … not dead,” he said.

      “Not dead,” I repeated. “So, what?”

      “Her mom died.”

      “Right,” I replied, not knowing what I’d agreed with. “I’m sorry, I need you to elaborate because you’re crying about someone you didn’t know existed and she’s not dead, but her mom is. What am I missing here?”

      “Esther is the product of an affair my dad had with her mom. Apparently, my dad supported them both after we moved to Florida. According to what I’ve been told that continued until he died when she was seven.”

      “Fuck and you didn’t know any of this?”

      “Some … well he never said anything about a kid, or why my mom took her life, but for a while in my teens I’d suspected my dad had been seeing someone around the time of my mom’s suicide. I even challenged him about it about a year before he died, and he said there was no use in torturing ourselves about it because no amount of discussion would ever bring my mom back.”

      “Jesus, and this … Esther, is the result of that affair?” I asked.

      “Yeah, it would appear so.”

      “And can you believe this?”

      “Apparently there was a DNA paternity test, hence the childcare payments to her mom.”

      “So where is she?”

      “Right here in New York … three blocks from where I used to live as a kid, in fact.” I’d forgotten for a moment Levi had once lived in New York.

      “Okay, so what? She wants to meet you?”

      My buddy dropped his gaze to his hands and rubbed them together. “That call wasn’t from her,” he disclosed, stealing a nervous glance toward me, “it was from Child Protective Services.”

      “Child Protective Services? What the fuck? Dude, I’m confused.”

      “They want me to be her legal guardian.”

      My jaw hung slack, and I stood with one hand mid-air while the other swept through my hair. No wonder he reacted like he had. For a few seconds I couldn’t think what to say. Then I snapped out of my pause and shook my head. “Damn, dude, she doesn’t have anyone else?”

      “Apparently not. She’s seventeen. Fuck. Seventeen, Jude. I’m twenty-seven so my dad died when she was seven.”

      Shifting on my feet, I shrugged my jacket off and slung it over a chair before I sat down across from him on a large coffee table.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Exactly,” he said. “What the fuck am I going to do with a seventeen year old girl and commitments to a four month band tour that’s barely started?”

      “Okay. Let’s not panic. Tell me exactly what Child Protective Services said to you,” I demanded, as I tried to sound like the voice of reason.

      “Just that the girl had been staying with a friend for the previous couple of weeks. Apparently, the friend’s mom helped Esther make the funeral arrangements for her mom.”

      “Can’t she continue living with them and we’ll provide financial support for her?” I asked, thinking in practical terms about the least disruption for everyone involved, especially the grieving girl.

      “That was the first thing I suggested, but apparently the father has a felony record against him that makes their home unsuitable. She’s in high school with four months to go until graduation and she has a full scholarship to dance school in the fall. Think about this, if her mom hadn’t died now, I may never have known Esther existed.”

      “So, what did you agree to?”

      “Nothing. This social worker woman, Monica Livingstone, is coming tomorrow morning to meet with me … I mean, it’s not the kid’s fault she’s in this mess, but I’m not exactly the best role model for a teenage girl, am I?”

      Although he had a grave look on his face, I chuckled. “You’d be a better infomercial on the kind of guy to keep your daughter locked up from.”

      He barked a hollow laugh. “No joke,” he agreed and shook his head. “Can you believe this shit? I mean, you couldn’t make this up, right?”

      “Nope, that’s for sure,” I said. When I slapped his thigh, his eyes came up to meet mine. Worry and sadness reflected within them in equal amounts. “Whatever this is, we can deal with it, Levi. You’re not on your own and I’m sure the decision you make will be done in the best interests of everyone.”

      “What do you think I should do?”

      “Nah, I’m not falling for that. This is a decision for you, and you, alone. I’m not going to sit here and say, if I were in your shoes—I’m not. I’m one lucky son of a bitch and I know it. I’ve got support from two parents who are sick as fuck in love, a drama free sister, Gemma, who has a boyfriend, Leus, that adores her. You only have us. But we’re family and we’re here for you, man. One hundred percent. So, no matter what you decide, we’ll make it work. Don’t be afraid to make that hard decision if that’s what your gut tells you to do. Either way, it’s not going to be easy. If you reject her, you’ll have to live with that, take her in … well that’s perhaps difficult too since you don’t know her.”

      “Thanks,” Levi mumbled and flashed me a grateful look.

      “So, I’m guessing supporting that ass of yours doesn’t earn me that king size bed tonight?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not leaving you on your own with this to chew over, dude. I’m sleeping on the cot tonight.”

      “Jude, I’m not going to do a runner,” he barked casting a glare toward me. “Go to your room.”

      “Not going anywhere,” I stated firmly and shook my head. “I know you won’t run, but when that Livingstone woman comes knocking in the morning, I want to be here. With me here, you’ll have the strength to say whatever you feel you need to do and you know I’ll have your back.”

      “Will you have my babies?” he joked in a hollow tone. I smiled at his thin attempt at humor but the desolate look on his pale face told me Levi was stunned by the situation.

      “I love you, dude, but there’s no way on Earth that I’d touch your fat, hairy ass.” He laughed and my heart warmed that in the mist of all his chaos, I’d managed to make him smile.

      “Hey, I wax and manscape, and my ass isn’t fat,” he protested.

      “Stop trying to talk me into porking you, dude,” I bellowed back, and he barked out a genuine, hearty laugh.

      My cell buzzed and I was still grinning when I pulled it out to look at it.

      Georgie: Where are you? I sighed.

      Me: Busy, I’ll call you later. Before I could put my cell away, she texted again.

      Georgie: No, call me now!

      Fuck. Me: Can’t. Go to bed.

      Georgie: Fuck you. You’d better not be hooking up with those scrawny bitches that were hanging around the green room at the meet and greet.

      My chest tightened in response to her thinking the worst of me and feeling frustrated, I stuffed my cell back in my pocket without responding, where I felt it vibrate with about six more texts. I ignored them all because supporting my buddy was far more important than dealing with a jealous, insecure girlfriend who had suddenly become more demanding of my time. If Georgie couldn’t entertain herself for one night, then she had no business being with me.
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      Once the initial shock had worn off, Levi had brought the rest of the band up to speed by text by the time Monica Livingstone had been due to pay him a visit. The social worker had arrived at reception before Levi had gotten out of bed, which had been the resulting combination of exerting himself on stage, drowning his sorrows in Irish whiskey and a mainly sleepless night worrying about the dilemma he’d been handed regarding Esther.

      Bernadette had been informed by Levi earlier of the social worker’s pending arrival and in her usual efficient way she’d taken over, by meeting Monica in the foyer. The one thing she hadn’t done was check that her rock star had made himself presentable before she’d ushered Monica up to his suite.

      As Levi had still been in the shower, I decided to introduce myself and did my best to play host.

      “Hi, Levi will only be a few minutes. As you can imagine he didn’t sleep much last night so he’s just getting dressed.” As room service had delivered a tray of continental breakfast pastries, toast, cheeses, pancakes, waffles, sausage patties and a large pot of coffee, I played host.

      “Coffee?” I asked, glancing sideward at the pretty social worker with crazy cool ink on one of her arms.

      “That would be lovely, Jude,” she replied with a wide grin. For a second I’d felt taken aback that she’d called me by my name, then I remembered I was famous, even to social workers, and smiled.

      “Can I offer you something to eat?” I asked, gesturing toward the breakfast cart that had arrived minutes before she had.

      “As delicious as it smells, I really shouldn’t,” she replied, but her eyes wandered to the breakfast cart all the same.

      “Wouldn’t the world be a dull place if we all played by the rules?” I asked, then I could have kicked myself by how flirty my comment had sounded. No matter the situation, I was a shameless flirt. It had gotten me as far as I’d wanted with women in the past. I made a note to remind myself not all people were open to flirting.

      “Indeed,” she replied, and my eyes flitted in her direction again and caught sight of her pink stained cheeks.

      “Ah, so my breakfast is irresistible. Go on, Levi’s going to be another five minutes at least, join me and have something to eat.”

      “Are those buttermilk pancakes?” she asked with keen interest.

      I picked one up, took a large bite and groaned while I nodded. She wriggled in her seat and I realized my groan might have sounded orgasmic.

      “Maybe just one then,” she replied with a little chuckle and deeper pink cheeks, and I thought she sure wasn’t behaving like any stuffy social worker I’d seen portrayed on T.V.

      We ate and spoke a little about our music and it turned out she was a fan. Again, a weird situation given the circumstances of her visit.

      Levi appeared as she was spelling out her email and gave me a dark glare as if to ask, “Really Jude, you’re hitting on my sister’s social worker?” I stood and introduced them like Levi had no idea who she was.

      “Levi, this is Monica. She’s a fan. I’m going to arrange some tickets for her for the gig later tonight.”

      For a second, he stopped walking toward us and blinked as if to say, “did I hear you correctly?” I chuckled at the disbelief on his face.

      “Do you want me to stay or go?” I asked, giving him the option to throw my ass out the door. His expression immediately softened, and the plea in his eyes told me he’d needed me to stay.

      “No. I need you here to ask anything I don’t think of,” he quickly responded and sat slowly on the couch opposite Monica.

      Digging into her large bag, Monica pulled out a file, a notepad and pen. Next, she cracked open a spectacles box and took out some large black rimmed specs and placed them on her face. They changed her appearance from pretty to sexy and I checked her out again.

      “Thank you for seeing me under these grave circumstances, Mr. Milligan. It took me a little while to track you down as Esther didn’t have your current telephone number.”

      I placed a large black coffee in front of Levi. He flashed me a grateful look, picked up the cup and cradled it between his hands. “Why would she? We’ve never met?”

      “What? Never?” Monica shrieked, clearly shocked by this new information. “I don’t understand,” she remarked shuffling the papers in her lap like she was looking for something.

      “Nope, and perhaps you’ll pardon me sounding rude, but until yesterday, I’d had no idea this girl existed.”

      Monica’s eyes darted to me, and I could see her considering what he’d said before she spoke again. “I’m sorry. I assumed when Esther gave me your name, and since she has the same surname …” she trailed off. She blinked and I saw her mentally correct herself. “My call to you must have come as quite a shock if this is the case.”

      “No if about it. I’m trying to digest that I have a sister and trying to consider the future for someone I don’t know, but who’s my blood relative just the same. I’m a lot of things, Ms. Livingstone, and this is a lot to take in, but I’m not heartless.”

      “Given what you’ve just told me, I agree this is an extremely unusual situation and I understand if, given the circumstances, you decline to consider guardianship of Esther. When she mentioned you as a possibility, we had to follow protocol and ask because we always try to place children with blood relatives over children’s homes or transitional placements wherever possible.”

      “And you really think being with me—a notorious hell raising rock star, surrounded by all the sleaze in the music business—is the best place for her to be?”

      “Excuse me, Mr. Milligan, but the alternative for this girl is that she’d be placed in a room in a house full of adolescent girls she doesn’t know either. Girls that have been brought up in the care system for all, or for a significant part of their lives.”

      “But we need to travel. We’re in the middle of a tour right now. Wouldn’t that be more of a stable environment for her?” Levi reasoned.

      “Although Esther appears to be resilient right now, who knows how a grieving girl would react to being placed among a group of sixteen and seventeen-year-olds, some of whom are deviant, street wise and promiscuous, taking drugs or have mental health disorders. A few also use their sexuality or deal in drugs as a way of evaluating popularity and acceptance. Now I’m not saying that’s most of the girls, but for a large percentage of them, they’re looking for someone to love them and I’m afraid these are the realities she could face.”

      “Then she needs to come to me, where she’ll be looked after,” Levi stated without hesitation. “But I’ll need some guidance. I know nothing of the needs of a girl her age.”

      “What she needs right now is understanding, a stable guardian and some security to know she can finish high school. She has a GPA to maintain before college. Esther has infinite potential. Her tutors say she has the makings of a great dancer, but what she needs most is to know there is someone to rely on until she can get to college.”

      “Can she finish the year by home schooling?” I asked. Levi glanced toward me, lifted his brow and nodded.

      “Yes, I’m sure that would be an option, why do you ask?”

      “Like Levi said, our tour has barely begun and there’s a ton of publicity and gigs we need to work through. If she can homeschool we can get her a chaperone and a tutor,” I suggested.

      “That’s not a bad idea and she can room in with Bernadette in her motor home when we’re traveling as she can’t stay on the bus with us,” Levi agreed.

      Monica smiled, “I’m sure the principle will set up some zoom or such for her to finish her classes. So do I take it, you’ll agree and will apply for guardianship?”

      “Has anyone asked Esther what she wants?”

      Monica nodded and she became sober. “Naturally, she misses her mom, and we all know what she’d wish for, but when I spoke to her about the transition home, it was she who made mention of you. I took this as her preference and asked if she wanted me to try to contact you.”

      “Well, that’s it. I couldn’t say no now even if I wanted to. There’s no way I’d reject her at this time in her life,” Levi stated. “Not that I would have in any case.”

      “Which is what I was hoping you’d say.” Monica sounded relieved. “I’ll draft up the paperwork, but I’ll need you to formulate a plan because we can’t just hand her over. It’s a ‘fitness to parent’ thing. We need to see you have the capabilities needed to support her until she leaves for college but given her age, I’m sure we can smooth the pathway somewhat.”

      “What college and do I pay for that?” Levi asked.

      “Money isn’t an issue. Esther inherited her mom and her grandparents’ properties and she has some money from her grandparents in trust. Her college is taken care of and as she is right here in New York, she had already opted to stay at home when her mom was sick. She has a full scholarship and a coveted place at Juilliard School to study dance.”

      “So how soon does this happen?” Levi asked.

      “Given there has been no parent in place for the past two weeks and her friend’s parents have failed the suitability checks, it would be as soon as it can be arranged. There is much less paperwork given Esther’s age, the emergency of her circumstances, and that you are related.”

      “Shouldn’t you meet her, Levi? I mean shouldn’t they have some contact so she isn’t dumped on us with her bags? What if she hates him … he hates her?”

      “In Esther’s case she has little choice and from what I know of her she’s not a hard girl to like in any case. Which brings us onto my next question. You are leaving New York in three days’ time—is this correct?”

      “Yeah, we’re heading down to Virginia.”

      “Then we need to expedite this. You’re her only blood relative, as long as you don’t have criminal convictions, I’d like to bring her today.”

      “What today, today?” Levi asked and looked like he was ready to freak the fuck out. He blinked hard, cast me a panicked glance and sucked in a long breath before he shook his head. “I dunno—”

      “Yes,” I replied on his behalf. He’d made up his mind already, and because I knew him well, I’d felt able to respond with confidence that he’d want this once he’d had time to reflect on their conversation.

      “Great, shall we say, 2:00 p.m.? I don’t want to encroach much more on your day because I know you’ll need to prepare to perform. But the sooner the better, then once I have your confirmation in writing I’ll be able to expedite the formal guardianship. It usually takes some time, but given the circumstances are so unusual, I’m sure all departments will cooperate and do all we can to push this through as quick as possible. Both parties are willing, so I’ll likely just need to know those arrangements for her schooling, sleeping arrangements, educational support, copies of medical insurance and how she’d receive medical support. Everything else can be done less urgently from here on in.”

      Levi nodded, “If you email everything we need to do over to Bernadette, she’ll get on it.”
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      At 1:55 p.m. Bernadette rang to inform Levi she was on her way up to his suite with Monica and Esther. To say he was nervous would have been an understatement. There had been a brief period where he’d looked resigned and dare I say, excited at the prospect of having a sister. But overall, I’d been glad I’d been there for him because I imagined he’d still felt astonished that his dad had kept a half-sister from him.

      Apart from leaving him to shower and change, I’d kept Levi company which I knew he was grateful for, but from my perspective I’d been careful not to sway him one way or another in his decision. I’d even called my mom, who regarded Levi as one of her own, for her guidance. Her encouragement gave me the confidence to offer Levi any support he’d need, unlike my girl, Georgie. All she’d done was give me grief with her whiney texts and accusing me of being with somebody else.

      Georgie had irritated me beyond measure when I’d awoken that morning to a new slew of text messages she’d sent during the night, further accusing me of flirting with a girl from the gig I’d spoken to at the meet and greet and had assumed she was with me because I hadn’t gone back to our suite.

      When I’d went to freshen up, she’d bent my ear for the whole twenty minutes I’d been down there. I guess she’d expected a more protracted explanation about Levi, but as she had been willing to believe the worst of me, I figured I’d let her stew and allow her to believe what she liked. It had been a relief when I’d headed back to Levi’s suite and I’d left Georgie and her malicious tongue behind again.

      With a few minutes to spare, Levi had gone to the bathroom right before Monica and his sister had been due to arrive. Bernadette knocked but had used a key card to enter the suite. Our assistant ushered them both into the living room, told me to call her when she was needed and left.

      My curious gaze darted from Monica to Esther, and I felt speechless at first because apart from having the same color eyes as Levi, she looked nothing like him. Levi was q muscular build, but his half-sibling’s appearance had been nothing like I’d expected at all.

      Small and petite at around five feet three or so, Esther looked poised and elegant. Dressed in a pair of dark blue jeans and an off the shoulder cashmere sweater that showcased her long slender neck, she looked every bit the dancer she wanted to become.

      The next thing I noticed as I took her in was that she looked exhausted; like her grief and the worry about what came next had obviously been overwhelming for her. The dark circles beneath her eyes were a silent testament to that. Despite her tired appearance, I’d thought she looked effortlessly pretty with her make-up free, flawless satin skin and dark brown hair down to her ass. She was beyond cute with a little button nose which looked perfect in contrast to her large almond shaped, light gray eyes framed with long dark lashes and her full rose-colored lips.

      The moment her eyes met mine she’d looked petrified and she averted her gaze to the floor. She moved and nervously smoothed down her coat before her gorgeous eyes glanced up to latch on to my gaze. When she swallowed roughly, I figured how difficult a decision this must have been for her and my heart clenched in sympathy for her plight.

      “Esther, is it?” I asked softly, suddenly remembering my manners and the awkward situation the girl had found herself in. “I’m Jude,” I offered as I moved toward her with my hand held out to greet her.

      “I know who you are,” she mumbled, her blush staining her cheeks and her neck. She took my hand in a weak handshake, which sparked another pang of sympathy within me when I felt her delicate, soft hand engulfed in my large palm. I gave it a squeeze of reassurance without thinking and an instant swell in my chest registered in a need to protect her. Her breath hitched in that instant as she lifted her gaze and looked past me. Without turning round, I knew her brother Levi had entered the room.

      “God, this is embarrassing. I’m so sorry about this,” were the first words out of Esther’s mouth with a furrowed brow as she stared at the half-brother she’d never met. Her cheeks turned a deeper shade of red and I felt her instant tension with her hand still in mine.

      I glanced around to look at Levi and for a long moment he’d looked frozen. He stared at her but when I noticed his Adam’s apple bobbing rapidly in a sequence of swallows, I guessed much like Esther, he too had been overwhelmed at the meeting.

      “Grab a seat,” I blurted to cover up the silence that had grown between everyone in the room. I gestured to a couch and smiled toward the ladies in the hope it gave Levi time to compose himself again.

      Monica gave me what I read as a thankful smile and guided Esther to one of the couches. Esther did as her social worker told her and sat poker straight on the edge of the cushion. She wrung her hands nervously on her lap and a wave of empathy for her situation swept through my chest again, stalling my breath for a moment at how vulnerable she appeared.

      “Levi,” I prompted, and his eyes snapped to mine as if he’d suddenly remembered where he was. He shook his head and then quickly changed this to a nod like what I’d said had only then caught up to him.

      “Right,” he replied and walked over to the couch on the opposite side of them and sat down.

      “Still want me to stay?” I asked in case he’d found the meeting too intimate to have me there.

      “Sure,” he replied and continued to stare at Esther.

      “Esther, this is Levi … obviously,” Monica said and chuckled like she had a bout of nerves herself.

      “Hey,” Levi responded automatically to the social worker’s introduction. His half-sibling could barely look him in the eyes and chose to watch her hands as she fidgeted with the hem of her sweater.

      “As you both know, we have an agreement in principle for Levi to be your legal guardian. That will enable you to be in his care until you turn eighteen. After this, that arrangement will be absolved by law and you’ll be free to manage your affairs with your legal representative as you see fit, Esther,” Monica informed her.

      Immediately Esther’s head snapped up and there were tears in her eyes. She looked embarrassed, her face still red. She rubbed her hands together again like she didn’t know what to do with herself. “Thank you for doing this,” she mumbled, shrugged and looked Levi dead in the eye. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Stop apologizing. None of this is your fault, sweetheart. You’ll need to forgive me, I’m … trying to—I never knew about you until this lady called me yesterday, so I’m still trying to process—”

      “You didn’t? Our dad didn’t tell you?” Esther’s eyes flared huge, turned dark and stormy in response to Levi’s confession. She covered her mouth with her hands in a shocked reaction. “My mom let me grow up thinking you didn’t want to know me.”

      Levi gasped and his eyes bulged in his head. He sat forward on the edge of his seat. “You’ve known about me all along?”

      “Yeah. I used to speak to Dad on the phone about once a month, but I only met him twice. Both times before I started school. You look like his picture.”

      “I can’t believe he kept this from me,” Levi mumbled, sadly.

      Esther twisted her lips in distaste which said a lot of how she viewed their dad. “When my mom got sick the first time, we came to Florida. I was only little at the time and she had been worried what would happen to me if …” she stopped talking. I held my breath for a second when I saw she was close to tears, but she swallowed them back and cleared her throat. “He … he told my mom he was going to introduce us … make it right, and I’d live with you both if she didn’t go into remission. He even planned the trip, paid for our air tickets and everything. Mom had high hopes he’d take responsibility for me.”

      Levi frowned and ran a hand through his hair. “So, what happened?”

      “Mom was usually great at hiding her feelings from me, but not that time. She was furious. She had been so ill right before the trip with chemotherapy, but we’d made the trip and we’d had a wasted journey. After we’d gotten to the hotel in Vero Beach where he’d arranged for us to stay, he wouldn’t answer my mom’s calls the whole time we were there. We even went by your house, but your neighbor, the old lady … Grechen I think, the one with the German Shepard dog? She told us you’d gone on vacation.”

      “Are you fucking serious!” The muscle in Levi’s jaw ticked furiously while he inhaled a few calming breaths and his brows furrowed. “What a fucking monster.”

      “Afterward he told my mom you’d gone off the rails when he’d told you about us and you wanted nothing to do with us.”

      “Fuck. You gotta believe me, I had no idea about any of this. And I certainly didn’t get offered an opportunity to have a sister.”

      “Mom always said dad was a good liar,” Esther said matter of factly.

      “Yeah, he was one of the most unreliable men I’ve ever met in my life to date. He did a lot of shady things as I grew up, but it would seem I’m still learning what a mega piece of shit he really was,” Levi agreed in a monotone voice before he clapped his hands. “But you’re here now, and we’ve got no choice but to get on with this. You need an adult and God help me, it says on my ID card that’s me … as if age has ever been a sound judge of wisdom,” he joked. Esther flashed him a ready smile and I saw the stiffness she’d held herself with suddenly fall away when her shoulders slumped in relief.

      Monica patted Esther’s hand but spoke to Levi. “Your assistant has already kindly taken some luggage of Esther’s we brought with us, and I’ll be liaising regularly with you in the coming days about monitoring the family property, as per Esther’s request,” she informed him, then chuckled. “Gosh, this is definitely a first and it’s one for the books, handing a female minor into the care of a famous rock star on tour.”

      Levi shrugged and I knew he saw no humor in his situation. Our business attracted some of the weirdest people like stalkers, drug dealers and predators. And although he hadn’t voiced any of this, I was intuitive enough to know our thoughts were one and the same. “If Jude’s parents hadn’t worked, I’d have asked them to take care of you. They’re like second parents to me and would have been far more suited to support you in these circumstances. But it is what it is and I’ll do my best.”

      “I don’t need looking after,” she piped up, sounding assertive with an indignant tone, “just someone over the age of eighteen to live with until I get to college. I don’t want to be sent to one of those transition houses Monica told me about. Once I turn eighteen, I’ll get out of your hair, but until then I’ll try not to cramp your style or be too much of a burden.”

      Levi frowned, reached across, and placed his hand over hers that rested on her lap. “Get this straight, you’re not a burden, you’re my blood. How you got to be that is immaterial now. But this is a new situation for the both of us and I’m gonna need your cooperation to work this out as we get to know one another better.”

      “All I want is to finish school and get to dance college. After that I’ll manage,” she insisted.

      “And now it’s my turn to apologize because now that I know who you are, the last thing I’d do is walk away from you. Now that’s not to say I can be there for you twenty-four seven. My job is demanding and most of my time isn’t my own, but Jude, the other guys in the band and Bernadette should be around, so we’ll work through this. Only time will tell how it’ll all turn out.”

      “You’re a lucky girl, Esther,” Monica told her. But from where I stood, she had to be one of the unluckiest kids in the world, losing both parents at such a young age and being forced on a stranger for her care.

      The social worker went on to talk legal issues, stood and said her goodbyes. That was when I saw fresh panic in Levi’s eyes, because the last thing either of us had expected to happen was for Monica to leave Esther behind with us.
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      “Have you eaten today?” I asked Esther, breaking the tension after her social worker had gone. Levi glanced at me, flashed me a panicked stare as if to say, “What the fuck do I do now?”

      “Not really, I’ve been too nervous about coming here. I really am sorry to do this, Levi. You must hate me,” she stated as she tucked a long silky strand of hair behind her ear.

      “No, I don’t … not even a little, sweetheart. But I’m mighty pissed our dad hid you from me for all these years,” he replied honestly, and rubbed his palms together. It was a nervous habit they both shared, I’d noted.

      Wandering over to the information pack for the hotel suite, I lifted the room service menu and handed it to her. “Pick what you want, and I’ll get it sent up.” My cell buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out to read.

      “What?” Levi asked when I read the text and realized I was frowning.

      I sighed, “Georgie.”

      He shook his head. “Best go and deal with her,” he mumbled, but the plea in his eyes told me how worried he felt to be left alone with a girl who was related to him, yet he’d known nothing about.

      “She can wait. This is more important,” I stated as I answered Georgie’s text.

      Georgie: Are you coming back soon?

      Me: I imagine I’ll be quite a while.

      Georgie: Anyone would think it was your sister the way you’re hanging around.

      Me: You are one heartless bitch sometimes. Quit messaging me or I’ll block you.

      Georgie: Seriously? Sometimes I wonder if I’m your girlfriend or he’s your boyfriend. You spend more time with him than you do with me.

      Me: Grow up or fuck the hell off.

      I sighed, cricked my neck from side to side to sooth the tension that had gathered there during our short but heated exchange, switched off my cell phone and stuffed it back in my pocket.

      “See anything you want?” I asked and Esther looked momentarily dumbstruck. I immediately recognized the blank, ‘caught in the act of staring at me’ expression on her face I’d seen so many times before. I’d been so busy trying to support them in their situation, I’d forgotten she’d only known us prior to this morning as band members of Screaming Shadows. I cleared my throat and bit back a grin when she fanned the menu open, then closed it and looked generally flustered for a few seconds.

      Once she’d gotten her shit together, she forced a smile, and held out the menu toward me. “Is it okay if I get a turkey and ham sandwich and a coke?”

      “Sure, don’t you want anything hot … like a proper meal?”

      She rubbed her hand across her stomach and shook her head. “I’ve been so nervous, I think if I ate anything heavier than a sandwich, I’d be sick.”

      “No need to be nervous, sugar,” I soothed. “With the life we lead we seldom experience anything normal. Unexpected events are part and parcel of life as rock stars,” I teased and watched her blush. “Although like Monica said — this is ‘a first’.”

      “Bet you can’t say that very often,” she muttered, and I watched her jaw slacken when she realized she’d said her thought aloud. “I mean … I didn’t mean any inuendo … what I meant was—” Levi started laughing and I’d admit to quirking my lips, because her protest had told us that was exactly what she had meant.

      In my effort to save her blushes, I bit back my grin and strode over to the hotel phone. Once my back was to her I lifted the handset and laughed silently as I pressed the button for room service.

      “Do you want something, Levi?” I asked after ordering Esther’s sandwich, reminding myself that he’d largely ignored the breakfast cart that morning as well.

      “Maybe a burger, some fries and a peach tea.”

      I relayed this and replaced the receiver, then turned in time to see Esther’s eyes widen and a grin brightened her face. “Peach tea? Shouldn’t it be a bottle of whiskey?” she asked staring at her hell raising, half-sibling in disbelief.

      “Ah, so you’ve read up on me, eh?” he asked, good humored. “My whiskey is kept strictly to days off or for after gigs. It’s hard on the vocal cords. Sweet tea is hydrating and gives me energy. I don’t drink many carbonated drinks, there’s a ton of additives in those that can harm you. You’d do well to think about that coke you want … full of shit and fucks up your digestive system.”

      His sister blinked and her eyes shifted to me. “I can see I’m going to need to write my final social sciences paper on ‘Prejudice and Stereotyping Rock Stars’.” Both Levi and I chuckled as it gave us a glimmer of Esther’s true personality. She looked innocent but had a slick of sass in her, as well as a good sense of humor. I figured that would come in handy once she was placed at the mercy of our other band members, Joe, Korry and Deakon.

      We sat making small talk until I figured the conversation was flowing between them and once their food arrived, I made my excuses to leave. I headed back to see Georgie and left them alone together to let them acquaint themselves.
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      If I’d thought my heart had pounded fast when Monica told me Levi had agreed to be my guardian, it had only been a precursor to the workout it had gotten as the band’s assistant escorted my allocated social worker, Monica, and me up to my rock star, half-brother Levi’s hotel suite at the Four Seasons.

      Since Monica’s call earlier, I’d been in a constant state of fear and panic while I’d packed up the two suitcases full of clothes I’d been living out of for the previous two weeks. My things been hastily thrown together when I’d had to move in with my best friend, Lindy Dawson, and her family the day after my mom had passed.

      Lindy’s mom had taken the call from Monica and had broken the news to me, that I’d be leaving as my rock star half-brother had agreed to be my guardian until I turned eighteen. I’d wished I’d had the chance to speak with my social worker myself because I’d been petrified about facing him, mostly due to understanding he hadn’t wanted to know me before. The last thing I wanted was to be dumped on someone who resented me.

      By the time Monica picked me up in a cab, my stomach was in knots and I’d forgotten what those all-important questions were that I’d wanted to ask her. When the taxi driver pulled up outside The Four Seasons Hotel, my emotional state had petrified me and my body was reluctant to move. A wave of anxiety gripped me so hard I’d felt lightheaded and for a moment, I’d thought I might pass out. Somehow, I’d made it out of the cab and into the hotel foyer.

      The luxurious surroundings were lost on me as I focused my gaze on the pretty woman who had waved at us and I’d guessed was Screaming Shadows’ band assistant. My whole body vibrated nervously as I walked on wobbly legs toward her.

      “You, okay?” Monica asked, distracting me for a second and I noted she looked almost as nervous as me when we made eye contact. She must have read the fear I felt in mine when hers softened. She placed a hand on my forearm in reassurance. “Levi appears to be a very nice man.”

      Appearances can be deceptive I thought, but I figured it wasn’t often social workers got to say that about family members in their day-to-day dealings with children, so I had to accept her judgement about Levi, that my half-sibling was likely sound. But it did nothing to settle my apprehension.

      When the elevator came to a soft stop and the door opened, my heart rate kicked up another gear and began pulsating at the back of my throat. Bernadette knocked on the door but didn’t wait, just flicked a key card at the touch pad on the lock and pushed the door wide open.

      Immediately my gaze scanned the room from left to right and I didn’t see Levi Milligan anywhere. I took a long breath as the band assistant ushered us further into the room and my heart almost stopped when a man came into view and I came face to face with Jude Collymore, Screaming Shadows’ drummer and my all-time favorite rock star.

      I’d had crushed on Jude since I was fourteen to the extend where I still had a poster of him up on stage on my bedroom wall. When he turned his head to look in our direction I felt both awestruck and immensely overwhelmed by my situation again.

      When I’d found out I had to move from the Dawson house, and my dire circumstances were being forced upon someone who didn’t know me, I felt enraged by the humiliation of my situation on top of the grief I’d already been dealing with. My feelings about both became so interchangeable it had been difficult to separate one from the other.

      Shame had been added to my grief in the previous three days, since my best friend’s family had been so kind and I’d embarrassed them by social services refusing to let me live there. Being placed in such a humiliating position where the half-brother I’d never met, had likely been guilt-tripped into guardianship of me had felt more than a little uncomfortable.

      Yet as I’d stood there staring at Jude Collymore, the hundred negative emotions swirling through me were momentarily pushed back by my fangirl feelings for the drummer in my half-brother’s band. My palms immediately began to sweat. I quickly ran them down the sides of my coat and curled my fingers into fists to stop me reaching out to touch him.

      When he offered his hand I took it, then became more than a little breathless when my heart skittered up to my throat in response to his strong, possessive grip. Sparks of excitement ignited randomly within my body when a burning rush of desire coursed right through me. When Jude gave my hand a small squeeze he may as well have been holding my heart because it simultaneously clenched as well, and almost pounded its way out of my chest.

      I focused on how protected my hand felt in his until the feel of it centered me, but my concentration waned again when he spoke in a friendly, low gruff voice. He sounded nothing like the broody, hellraising band dude I’d fawned over for years. In the few seconds that followed, every worry that had played in my mind stalled.

      An instant relief from the awkwardness of my situation washed over me. With each second Jude held my hand, I grew calmer until I forgot to breathe as I stood staring into his eyes. The next breath I took had felt cleansing and for a second or two, nothing else mattered except that I breathed the same air as Jude Collymore.

      Movement behind him shifted my gaze, which met with eyes I instantly recognized because they were an unusual shade of gray and looked just like mine.

      “God, this is embarrassing. I’m so sorry about this,” I blurted when he stood staring at me. He didn’t move or speak and I sensed he too had been overwhelmed by our situation.

      Jude took over and prompted the conversations. And in all honesty, I could have kissed him for his intuitive assessment of both Levi’s and my needs, given the circumstances.

      Monica went straight into a discussion about me to Levi. I listened as I glanced from him to Jude and began to take in the opulent surroundings of the hotel room until my surreal situation hit me.

      I looked back at Levi and studied him. I was only seventeen but this famous man in front of me was the only person in the world I was related to. And to think I’d only revealed this connection when Children’s Protective Services threatened to put me into a kind of half-way house. Dad had told me, through Mom, that Levi hadn’t wanted to know me, yet the deaths of my parents had left me no choice but to force myself upon him.

      When I finally saw Levi, he’d looked like he had been blown away by the request to be my guardian and it felt as if Jude had taken control of the situation. My brother’s bandmate spoke so casually to me, like he’d known me for years. This was my biggest revelation. But I felt shocked by how involved Jude became and how warmly he had accepted me.

      Everything I’d ever read in music journals portrayed Jude as a moody, difficult and wayward rock star. But his dangerous, bad boy image only added to his dark appeal. The man oozed pure testosterone that made him a magnet to women. His stunning, rugged looks, coupled with his broody nature, made him irresistible. Then there was that perfect smile, with those straight white teeth framed by perfect plump lips that did crazy things to a girl’s insides.

      I was surprised when he’d acted as if Levi and he were brothers and like they had both agreed to take on the burden of having me around. Levi may have been the front man of their band, but it became apparent to me that Jude was the alpha male of the pair in their friendship.

      As we spoke, there were times when my nerves had gotten the better of me and I’d found it so difficult to concentrate, that I had felt myself drifting in and out of the conversation. I’d even pinched myself because I could hardly believe the reality of facing the next four months in the presence of these famous people.

      When Jude left to go speak to his girlfriend, my heart sank. I felt ashamed that I’d allowed my fantasy about him had made me imagine we had a connection of sorts, based on our simple handshake. But I swear the air in the room thinned out and my mind appeared less muddled the second Jude left Levi and I alone.

      During the following hour, Levi and I untangled our pasts about our parents until he received a text.

      “Duty calls,” he mumbled and stood up. “Bernadette is on her way up with some stuff for me to sign.”

      No sooner were the words out of his mouth before she entered his suite with a pile of band photographs already signed by the others, some portrait shots of Levi on his own, some T-shirts, posters and a few special edition vinyl album covers.

      She dumped them on the dining room table and smiled at me. “Okay, welcome to the mad house, Esther. I’m afraid there’s no time for a gentle introduction to this crazy world we live in. The guys are due on stage this evening and I’ve got a heap of stuff still to do for the meet and greet afterward.”

      I shrugged. “I’ll try not to get in the way.”

      She stalled for a second and stared at me. “You are not in the way. In fact, once you’ve found your feet, I’m sure I’ll find some little tasks you could take off my hands since you’re going to be hitting the road with us.”

      I smiled at her casual acceptance of me. “I’d love to help.”

      She nodded. “Housekeeping has moved us into a suite with a bed and a sofa bed. It’s either that or we have a room with two queen beds that are side by side. I figured you’d at least have a little breathing space if you slept on the sofa bed rather than be stuck five feet from a stranger in bed.”

      “Sounds amazing, thank you. I’m sorry to add to your workload.”

      “Honestly, you’re no problem. Monica gave me your school information and I’ve spoken to your principle, Mr. Deon. He was extremely helpful and he’s going to arrange for you to join some of your classes via Zoom.”

      “Yep, he mentioned that. I have a list of those and as long as we’ve got Wi-Fi I can still attend.” It had paid to be a straight A student.

      “Everyone’s been really kind,” I told her as I wheeled my small suitcase that I’d kept hold of when she’d insisted on taking all the rest. It contained all my electronics, iPad, laptop and an extra storage hard drive as well as memory sticks containing pictures of my mom and me as I grew up. I had one image in particular I wouldn’t let out of my sight, which was the only picture taken of my parents standing side by side.
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      “Finally,” Georgie’s sarcastic remark pissed me off the moment I entered our suite, especially after leaving the emotionally charged scene at Levi’s.

      She was sitting on one of the expensive, beige colored couches with her blood-red nail polish balanced on the arm of it, her foot resting on the cushion. She had foam wedges between her toes and had painted three toenails.

      I had a flash back to a few weeks before when she’d ruined a similar couch and a carpet in another Four Seasons hotel in Houston, which had cost me seven grand. She’d been told never to do it again. I’d even told her she should book a pedicure at the in-house spa and put it on the hotel room bill. I glared at her for a few seconds but didn’t respond.

      “Well?” she asked waving the small brush in my direction. I shook my head in annoyance, almost too furious to speak. I’d liked her enough to keep her around for the past few weeks, but lately she’d irritated me with her demanding sense of entitlement. I did better with women who were just flings.

      “Well, what?” I asked, trying to control my frustration.

      “You’ve been gone almost twenty-four hours—”

      “Not true,” I interjected. “I came back to shower and change. It’s not my fault your drunken ass was hungover the last time I was here.”

      “I wasn’t drunk last night,” she snapped, returning her attention to her nails.

      “Then your texts were even more offensive,” I informed her.

      “I had every right to be pissed when you just up and left me at the venue to find my way back here,” she said calmly and finished painting her pinkie toe.

      “Don’t give me that shit,” I hissed. “Bernadette had that covered for you and the rest of the guys. It was Levi and I that took different transport. Look at you,” I said watching her as she began to paint her nails on her other foot. “What did I tell you about that nail polish?” I snapped. “And are you so callous that you can’t even begin to find it in that cold heart of yours to have empathy for Levi’s situation?”

      “Why are we fighting over someone else’s bastard child?” she asked, stopping again to stare at me. I stared stunned for a moment that she’d actually said those words. She was a beautiful woman but she’d done stuff that I’d found increasingly hard to stomach.

      “You started it … and if I ever hear you refer to that kid in that way again, we’re done. You might think you can say what you like, but I won’t tolerate you bad mouthing a girl that’s been through what she has. You should see her, she’s in a desperate situation, yet she has more humility for how it’s affected Levi and us in the band than you’d ever understand.”

      “Right,” she said, angrily and painted her last toenail before she stuck the top on the bottle and stood up without waiting for them to dry. “I’m not sitting here to be insulted like this when I was the one who was left to fend for myself.”

      She waddled off on her heels, toes in the air and those stupid foam toe separators still in place, allowing me to breathe a sigh of relief.

      In a way she had a point. I hadn’t given her a thought when Levi had needed support, but Georgie’s expectations of me had shifted in the last couple of weeks. I figured since she thought she had her feet under the table that gave her the right to do and say whatever the hell she wanted.

      My cell buzzed while I contemplated going to reason with her because the last thing I’d needed after last night and this morning was to try to perform with all the blocked vibes I’d felt from dealing with other people’s shit.

      Glancing at the screen my eyes darkened when I saw a number I hadn’t seen for over two years. My heart stalled for a beat until I pressed the screen and answered.

      “Yeah?” I asked, warily.

      “Hey,” a blast from my past purred into my ear. My heart raced the instant I’d heard her voice.

      “That’s it? Hey?” I snapped, unable to keep the animosity out of my tone. Anger made my heart feel as if it would explode from my chest at any moment right then.

      “No … I … I’ve wanted to call a hundred times but—”

      “And now you have so what do you want?” I asked, cutting her off because this was a new mindfuck that had instantly brought me to my knees.

      “I’ve … missed you,” she admitted in a shaky voice, and despite my anger, my heart clenched tight with her words.

      Do I believe her? Not for a minute. “Bullshit. Or you wouldn’t have fucked off the way you did. It’s been over two years, Mel, and not a word.” I took a deep breath and sighed. “Look,” I said glancing at the bedroom door where Georgie might have appeared at any second. “I can’t do this right now. We’ve got a gig to perform tonight.”

      “Can I call again?”

      “If I said no would it make any difference?” I snapped.

      “We really should talk,” she urged.

      “Why, because you’ve decided you want to? You know I’ve had it up to my neck with demanding women who think it’s okay to treat me like shit.”

      “You’re not exactly easy to love.”

      “Ha! That’s rich coming from someone who up and disappeared one day, then blocked my calls. In case you didn’t know, you ghosted me, Mel. Women don’t do that to me and get a second chance. In fact, I’m so pissed at you, I can’t—”

      “I’m in New York,” she blurted, and my heart stalled for the second time. There had been a time when I’d thought Mel was the love of my life. We’d lived together and one day she just left me without a word. I’d had no idea she had even been thinking about leaving. Feelings ran through me that reminded me how devastated I’d felt when I’d returned from a short tour one night and found she’d cleared out her things.

      “Who are you talking to?” Georgie asked, stepping back into the room, and coming right up to the couch.

      “Mel,” I stated honestly. I had no reason to lie about that to her.

      “Mel?” she shrieked. “As in your ex, Melanie? Why the hell are you talking to her? I suspected you were out with someone last night. Was it her? Give me that phone,” she demanded and reached out to grab it. I moved my cell out of reach. Georgie stumbled and she landed on my chest, her elbow digging into my belly.

      “Ouf. Fuck,” I muttered, angrily and threw my phone across the room. “That’s it, Georgie, enough. Get the fuck off me,” I said pushing her gently away from me. “Pack your shit, you’re out of here.” Getting off the couch I swiped my phone off the floor and noted the call had ended. “Don’t be here when I get back,” I warned.

      “Oh, no, you don’t get to walk—” Slam. I banged the door closed behind me and heard a series of items she’d used as missiles thudding against the other side of the door.

      I shook my head. “Crazy bitch,” I muttered as I placed a call to Bernadette on my way to the elevator.

      “Hey, Jude, what’s up?” she said, cheerily.

      “I’m done with Georgie. Get me another room and cancel her backstage pass.”

      “Oh, God, really? What happened?”

      “I’m not getting into it with you, just get it done and bring me a key card for the new room. Get my shit moved and get hers delivered to another hotel while we’re performing tonight. And make sure she doesn’t get into the venue. Get them to bar her from here while you’re at it.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “I’m just about to get into an elevator to go to Levi’s suite.”

      “Esther is here with me,” Bernadette informed me. “I’ll get it all sorted and maybe you should have Bodhi with you tonight.”

      “Good idea, I might need some security. Let him know and have him bring the key card up here when my stuff is situated.”

      As the elevator arrived. My cell buzzed with a text. I thought it was likely from Georgie and ignored it, stepped into the elevator and headed up to Levi. When it buzzed again four times in a row as I stepped out on Levi’s suite floor, I pulled it out expecting to see the usual tirade of messages from Georgie. As I thought, three were from her, but one was from Melanie.

      Ignoring Georgie’s I opened Mel’s.

      Melanie: I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause trouble.

      I scoffed at the knot that had instantly formed in my stomach when I read the text because the past twenty four hours of my life had felt like nothing but trouble, and Melanie was the least of it. I closed the message out without replying and stuffed my cell in my pocket.

      She’s waited two whole years to reach out to me, so she shouldn’t mind if I took the time to decide if I’d wanted to pick that scab off my wound and hear whatever it was she had a burning desire to say.
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      The mood felt muted in the dressing room with only an hour before the gig. Normally, we’d have been psyched and jovial, feeding off banter between us, shooting the breeze and hyping each other up. Not so with all the stress Levi and I had faced in one day.

      “Fancy a strip club later?” Joe asked.

      “I’m game,” Deakon replied, tossing a beer bottle cap at Joe’s head. It bounced and landed in the trash can near to where he was sitting and Deakon jumped up with his hands in the air. “Goal!”

      Levi snickered and took a long swig of a hot lemon tea, his usual prep before warming his vocal cords up.

      “Not me, I’m having dinner with a girl I picked up at the Amazon lockers this morning,” Korry said sounding smug while he gestured that she had huge tits with his hands.

      Levi snickered and high fived him. “Amazon lockers,” he repeated and chuckled.

      “Jesus, I’d have more fun at a funeral home,” Joe grumbled and stood adjusting himself in his pants. “I’ve got a feeling this gig is gonna suck,” he added.

      “Why? Are you expecting more ‘one and dones’ in the audience tonight?” Deakon asked, reminding him it was him who’d fucked up the night before.

      Despite my somber mood, I laughed while taking a drink of my beer and it spurted out of my nose. I spluttered and Levi laughed.

      “Good one, Deakon,” Levi praised, his laugh was so infectious it lightened our moods.

      A knock on the door interrupted us and Bernadette poked her head around the door.

      “Are you indecent?”

      “Always,” Joe replied without missing a beat. Levi tipped his chin like he was tired of hearing Joe say shit like that all the time.

      “As usual in your case, Joseph,” she remarked, pushing the door wider and stepping into our dressing room. Joe shook his head at her insistence at calling him by his given name instead of Joe like the rest of us.

      Bernadette turned and looked back out of the door. “Come on in, honey, it’s fine. They’re all fully dressed,” she coaxed. Esther gingerly stepped forward but had the same anxious look about her as she scanned from one to the other of us before she shuffled awkwardly from foot to foot and stared down at her shoes.

      “Nice,” Joe stated. “Ow, what the—”

      “That’s my sister, you dick,” Levi snapped after landing a punch to his arm. I smiled at the way he had claimed her so easily and hoped their relationship grew in strength.

      Holding her plastic container out toward us, Bernadette made her usual grabbing motion with her hand. One by one we each put our cell phones into the tub like a bunch of wayward school kids.

      “You see how I have to treat these boys?” she asked, nudging Esther to gain her attention. “As you’re going to be around for a while perhaps you could take on this job?” Esther looked at Levi, then toward me. I winked in reassurance and she took this as my approval and nodded. “Good, then that’s settled and if anyone refuses you send them in my direction.”

      Another knock came and a stage runner poked his head in. “Fifteen minutes, guys,” he said and disappeared again. I looked back at Esther who was hugging herself and it reminded me she had never been backstage at a gig before.

      “Another first for you,” I joked and my comment toward her immediately brought heat to her cheeks. “I meant you being in a band’s dressing room.”

      She huffed and it sounded like relief. “Backstage at a rock gig—yes. But I’ve been behind the scenes when I’ve performed at classical piano recitals before. Your crowds are much bigger and less refined than the audience I’m used to performing for, but I know what you mean.”

      “Ha! That’s put you in your place,” Deakon gloated as he glanced at Esther and looked impressed.

      “Indeed,” I laughed. “Point taken and it’s not often I get put in my place by a seventeen-year-old.”

      “Yeah, Jude tends to avoid jailbait wherever possible,” Joe quipped unfiltered. I spun and glared at him because I knew his train of thought without him explaining.

      “Dude.” My one word along with the dark look I gave him leveled him. He sat back down on the couch and averted his gaze.

      “Right, we’d better get out of here and let you guys get in the zone,” Bernadette offered quickly, smoothing things over and turned to face Esther. Slipping past Deakon’s chair, Bernadette opened the door and headed out, speedily followed by Levi’s little sister.

      “You need to watch your mouth, fuckwit,” Levi warned Joe as he stood and walked past him, grabbed a clean towel, and headed into the bathroom to warm up his vocals.

      “Ten minute call, guys,” the runner prompted when he returned to the door. “I’ll be outside when you’re ready and lead you out to the stage.”

      I stood and stripped out of my jacket, pulled the T-shirt I’d been wearing over my head, and pulled my clean band one from the hanger. Slipping it over my head, I tugged it in place and mussed my hair back up again.

      “Ready?” Levi asked as he reappeared in the room. “As we’ll ever be,” I replied.

      “Right the shit that’s gone down in the past day stays here in this room. Joe, remember Donnie is watching you, buddy,” Levi remarked in a warning from our manager as we turned and headed out the door.
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      In those last few seconds before we were announced and took to the stage my heart always raced—no matter how many times I’d faced our fans before.

      Levi looked as cool as usual, like nothing ever phased him, which had mostly been true until I witnessed his wigged-out reaction to meeting Esther for the first time.

      Listening to the general hubbub of the crowd suddenly fall silent when the lights went down, always created a strange atmosphere that something that simple could cause such an instant simultaneous reaction to thousands of individual’s minds. To me, it appeared as if there was a universal understanding that being in the dark brought an air of expectation, anticipation and instilled a sense of urgency within them.

      Thankfully I got to walk across the stage in the darkness, guided by the stagehand and I slid into my seat behind my drum kit. Once I was there, my view on the world changed in an instant. Then, nothing else mattered except finding my rhythm and keeping time while I thrilled the audience and guided the band to the beat.

      “Now it’s time …” the MC boomed in a demonic sounding voice and let the echo of his words ring out for a second. “It’s the band you’ve all been waiting for. Please welcome to the stage … Screaming Shadoooows.”

      The stage remained in darkness as the crowd roared while my small sound of wood on wood echoed across the stage as I counted time for Joe to join in. Instantly he took over the beat as the bass notes blared and I joined him on the snare and the boom of the bass drum. The intro took the crowd’s screams to a fevered pitch as Deakon joined in with his fast, clever riff of the instantly recognizable tune, and our front man Levi Milligan bounced onto the stage.

      “Can you feel it?” he sang in a quiet, low voice. “Can you feel it?” he sang louder. The audience roared and stamped their feet in acknowledgment of the tune that had been number one in the charts for five weeks straight at the turn of the year.

      “Hello, New York,” he squeezed in during a break in the song and then bellowed into his mic, “I’m asking can you fee ee ee eel it?” Finishing the first lines of the song.

      The crowd roared, “YES,” when he pointed the mic toward the auditorium.

      Levi chuckled when he brought the mic back to his lips. “That’s it! That’s better. That’s what I wanted to hear,” he praised whipping our fans up into a frenzy. “Good evening, New York. How the hell are you all doing?” Another swell of greetings rang out and he nodded. “Yeah, me too. It’s been a hell of a week, right?” he asked like he knew them all personally. “But we’re here now and this is our reward for a job well done. So, get your asses off those seats up there in the upper levels and let’s grab some of that rock vibe feeling.”

      Levi continued with the song and I felt that burn in my biceps as my muscles warmed up and I began to settle into the set. Percussions may appear unimportant, and I figured most people thought drummers just banged on their drum kit to bring the sound of a beat to a song, but us percussionists were the heart of any band. One wrong move from a drummer was enough to throw the rest of the band’s timing off, or if it was bad enough of a slip, the rest of the band lost the plot of the music entirely.

      As a rule, we drummers didn’t gain the most attention as band members, the glory being reserved for the lead singer and the lead guitarist, and I personally preferred it that way. Sometimes I felt sorry for Levi because with the level of fame we had he always got recognized instantly, whether someone was a fan of our band or not.

      Me, if someone knew the band then, yes, most times they’d come and say hi, but when I was alone, there were still certain places where I could go in the world where I could be plain Jude, tourist, vacationer and ordinary guy.

      I watched Levi carefully as he strode across the stage, anticipated his moves, his timing, and I always had to be on the ball in case anything untoward happened that stopped him from singing the song. Deakon and Joe had it easy, apart from walking a few steps here and there, they played their instruments. Their only issue was the heat from the lights and the noise of the crowd to contend with, their roles in the band were pretty much sticking with the tune and keeping in time. That said, Deakon had some wicked skills on the guitar and the small solos he did during instrumental parts of two songs always blew the audience away and left them awestruck.

      During the set, a kid at the front caught Levi’s eye and he stopped to have a chat.

      “What? Oh, you want to be in a band like ours one day?” he asked, after cocking his hand over his ear as he listened to what the kid said. He looked about twelve and although I couldn’t see him from the stage, the video screen to the side of me let me follow the gist of their interaction.

      “You want to be a drummer?” Levi asked. “What’s that? Jude is your hero? Well, that’s something we got in common kid. He’s my hero too.” He listened again and nodded. “You play the drums?” he asked.

      The kid nodded and said something else. Levi turned and gave me a long look like he was considering something in his head and turned back to look at the boy again. “Well, since your dad here … it is dad, right?” The guy beside the kid nodded, then said something again I couldn’t hear. “Okay, since your dad thinks you can play, maybe you should come on up here and show us what all the fuss is about. You think you can do that?”

      The boy nodded and Levi signaled to security to pass the boy up onto the stage. The audience roared and Levi bent to talk to him away from the mic. At that point I’d hoped Levi knew what he was doing.

      “Guys, this is BJ,” he announced, and the crowd lifted their noise a level. “Hm, BJ, cool name for a rock star,” Levi mumbled into the mic as he pretended to talk about an innuendo to himself. The audience laughed and Levi placed his hand on the boy’s back and turned him to look at me.

      “What do you say, Jude? You think we can trust BJ here with your kit?”

      I shrugged, but prayed the little dude knew what he was doing, or I’d need a set change for a drum if he burst one of my skins. I waved him over with my drumsticks and he almost ran in my direction. A stagehand bolted out from the side, slowed him down and pointed for him to step over some leads.

      “Hey, BJ, nice to meet you,” I said, smiling. Instead of being star struck he offered me his knuckles to punch. We did a fist bump.

      I asked what song he knew best and he shrugged. “All of them,” he said, “but I like Fists of Iron because that’s your band’s most challenging one.”

      I blinked and stared back at how confident he looked. He had balls, I’d give him that, and figured he must have been having lessons because the percussions for that song were complex and crazy fast.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to do something easier?” I nodded toward the crowd. “It could be embarrassing if you mess it up?”

      “No, I’m fine,” he chirped, moved the seat closer, and adjusted it down so his leg could reach the bass peddle.

      “All right,” I said sounding resigned. “Fists of Iron,” I called out to Levi and watched his eyes flare in surprise as well.

      “Fists of Iron?” he asked into the mic and the fans went wild. “Okay, boys, let’s see what BJ’s got,” he replied.

      I had to give it to the kid, he didn’t miss a beat and it became clear he’d been playing along to our tune for a while. My best guess was he came from a family of musicians because of the way he marked time and constantly eyed Joe and Deakon’s performances was exceptional.

      When Levi finished singing the song he turned and gestured toward my drum kit. “BJ, everyone. Wasn’t he sick!” BJ beamed with pride, took a bow and I gave him the set of sticks he’d used. Bernadette appeared at my side of the stage, shoved a swag bag at the stagehand who then escorted him back to the front beside Levi and handed BJ the goodie bag with a pile of promotional shit she always carried around with us.

      As I readjusted my seat and settled back behind the drums, Levi thanked and encouraged BJ to keep going before BJ was presented one last time to the audience. Straight after he was lowered back down to the security guy and handed back to his dad.

      The rest of the set was fast paced and delivered without incident. The crowd more than had their money’s worth of effort from us all that night, and by the time we left the stage I felt more beat than my drum kit did.

      “Want to get dinner?” Levi asked, knowing I’d split up with Georgie.

      “Nah, I’m okay, honestly. I just want to get back to my room and crash. It’s been a long forty eight hours,” I said. “And after tomorrow, we’re back on the road. So, if it’s all the same to you, I’m gonna slip off as soon as the meet and greet is done and get my head down for the night in a decent bed while I can.”

      “Fair enough. Can I ask a favor?” Levi asked as his eyes narrowed to assess me.

      “Always,” I said, grabbing a fresh towel. I dried my sweat-soaked face, arms and the back of my neck.

      Levi watched me do this and shoved his hands in his pockets. “Got that tutor coming tomorrow at 1:00 p.m. to talk to Esther.”

      Although he hadn’t asked a direct question, I instinctively knew what he wanted. “And you want some support?”

      He looked relieved. “Yeah, all this stuff with Esther is still sinking in.”

      “Not a problem, bud, of course I’ll be there.”

      “By the way, Georgie’s been blowing up my phone,” he informed me.

      “Figured she would. Don’t worry, I’ll deal with it. Block her.”

      “Thanks, Jude. Normally I’d just turn it off, but with all these arrangements for Esther, I can’t.”

      “Don’t sweat it. I’ll make sure it’s sorted,” I replied, slapped his back in reassurance as I turned with him and walked us both back toward our dressing room.
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      After a brutal week on the road, with some of our equipment going missing, a hotel mix up, our electrics going on our tour bus and trying to support Levi with Esther, I was glad of a drama free night off. I could have said Esther was none of my business, but my buddy and I saw one another’s problems as ours.

      It had been one whole week since I’d spoken to Georgie. I’d had to unblock her to tell her to leave Levi alone when she kept blowing up his phone. The stupid girl had still figured I’d owed her an apology for ending us the way I had, but I couldn’t find that in me after the way she’d behaved.

      In a show of good will, I’d asked Bernadette to arrange a bank roll of ten thousand dollars so that Georgie could set herself up with a rental apartment and some money in the bank for bills until she found herself work. Georgie had been a croupier when we met in Vegas, so I knew she would easily slide back into the life she’d once had.

      Being single again, I’d made the mistake of meeting up with friends and ending up high and drunk at their band’s after party. I woke up confused, dazed and still not completely sober in some random hotel room the following morning when my cell had begun to ring and dragged me out of my stupor.

      Grunting, I shoved a blonde girl’s dead weight off my chest, shuffled my ass to the edge of the bed and sat up. My body ached as I stretched the kinks out of my stiff limbs, with the mother of all hangovers. The cell phone continued to ring as I sat disorientated and wondered where the hell I was and glanced at the two random girls, one blonde, one brunette, I’d hooked up with who were both still fast asleep.

      A tight knot formed in my chest when it stopped ringing, and I glanced around the floor for my jeans. I became distracted from retrieving my cell phone because relief coursed through me when I noticed four used condoms strewn on the floor.

      “Fuck,” I muttered as I stood and swayed on my feet. With one hand on my gut and the other in my hair, I headed for what I’d assumed was the bathroom door. I was halfway across the room when my cell rang again and stopped me instantly mid step. Glancing back toward the girls on the bed, I cringed when the brunette stirred but didn’t wake up. Turning quickly, I stalked back across the carpet as stealthily as I could, swiped up my jeans and tucked them safely under my arm.

      By the time I’d entered the bathroom and closed the door my cell had stopped again. I cursed as I removed it from my jeans pocket and tried with one eye open to focus on the text. My heart sank when I saw both calls had been from Melanie again.

      Switching my ringtone off, I sat my phone beside the sink and turned to use the toilet. Afterward, I washed my hands, splashed my face with cold water, and ran my wet fingers through my hair. Grabbing a washcloth from the guest toiletries I quickly lathered up some soap and silently gave myself a body wash before I pulled on my jeans.

      Looking a little more presentable, I swiped my phone up off the counter, cracked the bathroom door open a little and glanced back into the room. Relief flooded through me for a second time when I noted the girls were still flat out.

      Moving swiftly on tiptoes, I grabbed my biker boots, T-shirt and leather jacket before I quietly opened the hotel room door. Sneaking into the corridor, I gently closed the door behind me. I glanced up, Twenty one twenty, I thought noting the room number. As I made my way to the elevators I fired a text off to Bernadette.

      Me: did I ask you to check me in somewhere last night?

      I wasn’t sure how I’d gotten there or if I’d paid them already.

      Bernadette: Nope. Send me the details and I’ll check it out.

      I reminded myself to send her the name of the hotel as soon as I had gotten into a cab.

      “Jesus, Jude, what the fuck were you thinking?” I chastised myself as I stepped out of the elevator into the deserted entrance foyer. I figured luck had been on my side when I’d manage to slip out unnoticed and into a waiting cab. I asked the cab driver the address of the hotel and fired this off to our assistant. Bernadette was used to those kinds of random texts from us band members and knew exactly what to do with them.

      Remembering Melanie’s text, I took my phone out to read it, but noted another one as well, from Levi. I dealt with my bandmate’s first.

      “It’s me,” I stated.

      “Where are you?” his tone was anxious. I could hear an AC/DC tune playing loudly in the background and guessed Deakon was also close by.

      “In a cab on the way back to the house. Why? What’s up?”

      “Got that charity lunch thing today, but I’m not keen on leaving Esther in the house with these two. Korry isn’t back yet and Joe is stoned,” he informed me. Those two words said it all, but he explained further. “He’s baking himself a cake, and Deakon is holed up in his room with some hook up he brought home last night. I don’t want to leave Esther on her own with them.”

      “Fuck. I thought that we’d made a deal not to drop pills with your sister in the house?”

      “Yeah, it would appear some of us have short memories when blood flows to our dicks. How long will you be?” he asked again.

      “I don’t know where I am, but I’m guessing I’m not far from that party we went to. Where did you go, anyway?” I asked.

      “Long story, met up with Siranne and … look I’d rather not get into it.”

      Siranne was Levi’s on again off again girlfriend of three years. Until yesterday before the party they had been on another break.

      “Gotcha,” I agreed because I’d heard all there was to know about their arrangements. Levi wanted an open relationship but got highly jealous and possessive of her if she dared date anyone else. “How long until you have to leave?” I asked.

      “Forty minutes or so,” he informed me.

      “It only took us ten minutes from our rental house to the party and the state I was in last night, I’d imagine we didn’t stray far from that. I can’t remember a fucking thing and there’s a jack hammer pounding inside my skull.”

      Levi chuckled, “So … I did try to warn you about mixing your alcohol, but when you told me I wasn’t your mom, I figured you’d have to learn your lesson the hard way—although that never seems to work with you. You smoked a fair amount of weed last night as well.”

      I grimaced and blew out a breath as my eyes scanned the route I travelled in while I tried to find something that looked familiar. I hated smoking, but sometimes when I was drunk, weed took my relaxation to another level. “Yeah, but I think it was that ballistic concoction in the punch bowl that blew me out.”

      “Could be, it smelled like month old gasoline,” he joked. “All right, I better go and pretty myself. I’ll feel better if the time comes to leave and I know you’re on your way back here.”

      “Talking of which … I think I recognize where I am. The cab just turned onto that steep hill leading toward the house. I should be there in a couple of minutes.”

      “Okay, see you soon,” he said, and the line went dead.

      As the call closed out, I saw Melanie’s name again and as usual it tightened my chest, so I figured I may as well get it over with because it had been a week since she’d last called and it seemed apparent she was not giving up.

      “You rang?” I asked, my voice monotone. The cab came to a stop, and I’d had to get out. “Hold on, give me a sec,” I ordered, as I climbed out of the cab and fished through my pockets for money. I found two squished up twenties and a fifty. “Keep it,” I said handing all of it over. I walked over to the steps leading up to the front door of our house rental and placed one foot on the first step. “I’m here,” I remarked and waited for her to continue when I’d decided our conversation would be more private if I conducted it outside.

      “I had wanted to see you when you were in New York.”

      And in the words of Mick Jagger, “You can’t always get what you want.” I knew my sarcasm sounded childish, but I felt it had been warranted. Anyone that fucked with me the way she had deserved my wrath.

      “Very mature,” she scolded and huffed out a breath.

      “Like when you sneaked out, up and left me while I was at work?” That kind of maturity?” I countered, turned, and sat down on the step. I brushed my hand over the rough denim material on my knee.

      “I didn’t call to fight with you, Jude.”

      “Good, because I’ve got a raging hangover and I don’t have the energy for any more female drama this month. Just say what you gotta say. I got something to attend to and you’re holding me up.”

      “I’m calling to ask if you would like to meet your son?”

      My heart stopped. A bolt of electricity had stopped it momentarily and I swear I felt it flounder around as it tried to find it’s rhythm again. “Excuse me … My what?” I squeezed out.

      An instant rush of chaotic emotions tightened my chest, as anger, shock, rage, hurt and distress all warred within me. I don’t know how but I squeezed out a breath. When she said nothing, my mind instantly flipped to denial and I thought I’d misheard her. “Mel?” A burst of adrenaline flowed through my veins and I struggled for breath. I heard shallow pants and realized they were mine.

      “Oh, God,” I heard her mumble quietly to herself and I heard fear in her words. “Yeah, I’m here,” she said quietly.

      “I have a son … d … did you just tell me I have a son?” I ground out and began to breathe in shallow pants, until I felt lightheaded from a lack of oxygen. When pins and needles tingled uncomfortably on my lips and in my fingertips, I realized I’d begun to hyperventilate. For a few seconds I made a conscious effort to slow my breathing down.

      “I did,” she muttered and managed to make her words sound as if she’d regretted her decision to keep him from me.

      “You had my kid and you didn’t tell me?” Hearing the high pitch in my tone magnified my disbelief. Resentment and rage rose from my gut and rapidly flowed through my veins, instantly taking my heartbeat from its usual sixty beats a minute to at least three times that.

      “At the time I didn’t think you’d care … or you’d have told me to get rid of it.”

      Her assumption made me angry, the injustice of her actions hit me hard. A desperate feeling of frustration and hurt, that only someone who had experienced such a travesty would understand, settled in my chest. “Didn’t think I’d care? You never gave me a fucking chance to care. Since when did I ever treat you badly?”

      “I felt neglected. You were drinking … and not coming home.”

      “Because the band had moved to the next level in our careers,” I ground out when my anger eventually won out. “We had no choice but to work harder and some of that work meant us being seen in the right places and attending certain parties … it’s called fucking networking. You were invited to come with me. Always. I never once left you out.” I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation and any of this was happening.

      “Two years, Mel. It’s been over two years,” I muttered and heard the distress in my tone. “How old is he?”

      “Seventeen months,” she replied, quietly.

      “I have a boy who’s seventeen months?” I asked incredulously, almost posing the question as much to myself as to her. “What’s his name?” My voice started soft, but another wave of anger quickly swelled in my chest when she didn’t answer. “What’s my boy’s name?” I hissed louder and more demanding when it became clear that I couldn’t keep my temper in check any longer.

      “Jude?” A familiar voice distracted me. I twisted my body from the waist and looked up at the front door. Levi frowned down at me and there was a silent question in his gaze. I shook my head and scoffed when I looked down at my phone.

      “You thought you got mindfucked about Esther?” I asked him. “Guess who this is?” I prompted, extending my arm and waved my cell out in his direction. His frown deepened and he shook his head. “Who is it?”

      “Mel,” I informed him deadpan.

      Levi’s jaw dropped and he started down the stairs to meet me, “Your Mel?” he asked because I hadn’t mentioned she’d been in touch with everything else that had happened.

      “Ha! Don’t make me laugh,” I remarked in a hollow tone. “Have you forgotten, she’s not ‘my Mel’ anymore. It’s the girl who fucked me over and left me without so much as a goodbye.” I hated how bitter I’d sounded, but I was in shock and past caring what anyone thought of me.

      “What’s happened?” he asked, his tone a calm voice of reason.

      “She’s had my kid, is what happened. I have a son who’s seventeen months … seventeen whole fucking months old, and I had no idea.” Distress threatened to overwhelm me as I swallowed hard and caught a breath. If this was the reaction Mel had wanted, then she’d gotten a ringside seat to it.

      Levi strode down the rest of the stairs and tried to take my cell from my hand, but I jerked it out of his reach and put it back to my ear.

      “What’s his name Mel, and where are you?” When she didn’t reply I pulled my phone away and looked to see if we were still connected, but she’d hung up.
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      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Feeling frantic I’d lost the connection, I swiped the screen and called her back. Thank God, I thought when she answered. Levi sat down on the stairs and stared up at me, while I stood and paced in front of him.

      “If you’re going to shout at me, I’m going to hang up again. You have no idea how much guts it’s taken to call you,” she snapped, and I realized that I had to tamp down my anger if I wanted to get information. In this situation, Mel was firmly in charge.

      “How did you expect me to react? You can’t imagine how shocking something like this is. I mean, this morning I was a single guy with no responsibilities,” I argued, still trying to absorb the news she had dropped into the middle of my day like an atom bomb.

      Silence stretched between us while my mind searched for words to say that sounded more reasonable than the tirade of abuse that had sat on the tip of my tongue. I knew if I unleashed my feelings any further there was a real possibility, she’d change her mind and we’d make no progress. Thoughts of contacting my lawyer flitted briefly through my mind, but I pushed them back. Mel was a stubborn woman and I knew how hard she would fight.

      “I’m not sorry,” she mumbled. “This past two years have been difficult, but by the time I’d decided to tell you about Bailey, you’d moved on with someone else.”

      “Which was less than a month ago, meaning you sat for the rest of that time knowing I was oblivious to bringing a kid into this world—Bailey,” I repeated realizing she’d said his name. I have a boy called Bailey. “I’m Bailey’s dad, Mel.”

      “It takes more than a sperm donation to being a dad, Jude.”

      “That’s not all I was to you, Mel,” I warned, snapping out of my thoughts when she delivered her cutting remark. “For the first year and a half after you’d left, I felt devastated. Every day I thought that would be the day you’d turn up and say you’d made a mistake. Obviously, I felt livid that you’d gone the way you had, but I would have taken you back. But instead, you ignored every one of my text messages and voicemails when I asked for a chance to talk.”

      “I didn’t ignore all of them, but many of those calls were drunken rants,” she countered. She had a point, I tended to cope less with the breakup when alcohol was involved, but in the immediate period after she’d gone my moods had spiraled downward.

      “What did you expect? It destroyed me when I’d found you gone,” I blurted and then could have kicked myself for wearing my heart on my sleeve so openly to her.

      “You moved on,” she said quickly.

      “Did I? Those were random women, there wasn’t real feelings involved,” I muttered. Georgie flitted through my mind and I knew she had been a mistake too. That said, I realized the moment Melanie told me what she had done, it had dispelled any feelings of love that had remained in my heart for her. Not only had she been a mistake she was my hard lesson as well.

      “So … Bailey?”

      “Yes. A thousand times yes, I want to meet my son … and I want to set out a payment plan to support him.”

      “I don’t want your money.”

      “It’s not for you. We’ve had a child and I’m going to support him,” I snapped, unwilling to take no for an answer. The car taking Levi to his charity lunch arrived and he stood. He placed a hand on my shoulder in a silent reminder for me to stay calm, gave me a one-sided hug and headed toward his ride.

      “Where?” I asked Mel, as I watched Levi close the door and the sedan began its descent down the hill.

      “Where what?” she asked.

      “Where do you want me to meet you?”

      “New York. That’s where we’re living.”

      “We?”

      “Yeah, Me, Kenny and Bailey.”

      I frowned and ran a hand through my hair. The thought of another guy being around my kid didn’t sit well with me. “Who the fuck is Kenny?”

      “Kenny Baxter.”

      “I know him?” The name sounded familiar, and it took me a minute to place the guy before I realized who she meant. “The sound guy from our crew?” My eyebrows rose to my hairline and I wondered how long they’d had a thing? Had she been going behind my back?

      “Screaming Shadows ex sound guy,” she retorted. “He has his own little recording studio now … does voiceovers, audiobooks that kind of thing.”

      “Are you sure this kid is mine?”

      “And that’s exactly what I expected you to say from the start, so kudos for saving that thought for so long into our conversation,” she barked indignantly in response to my question.

      “I hadn’t even thought it could be anyone else’s until you mentioned another guy.”

      “We met up again after he left the band’s crew. I bumped into him one day when my sister and I were downtown shopping. We’d taken a cab and I was heavily pregnant at the time. Kenny, he offered us a ride home and our … friendship grew from there.”

      I scoffed, “Friendship, huh? Right. Anyway, I guess that’s none of my business.”

      “Damn straight,” she replied.

      “But my kid is my business, now that I know he exists. I need you to send me some pictures and tell me where and when we can meet? I’ll grab a charter and fly back to New York this evening. I’ve only got a few days before I need to be back to move on to the next gig. The next run of days off isn’t for almost two weeks and I won’t be this close to New York then.”

      “All right, I’ll send pictures and our address, but Jude …”

      “Yeah?”

      “Bailey’s life has been pretty smooth until now. I’m contacting you because Kenny convinced me it’s the right thing to do for my son.”

      “Our son,” I corrected unable to stop myself. “And it is. Any child of mine has a right to know who I am. I’d never want him to think I wasn’t interested in how he’s brought up.”

      “Well … anyway,” she said, like she didn’t believe me. “It’s a visit, Jude,” she warned like she’d be careful about me having more time with him. “I’ll send the email and you can let me know when you’ll be here.”

      I didn’t get the chance to say goodbye. It became apparent Melanie had said all she had to on the matter when she hung up.
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      With my hangover forgotten, I climbed the stairs to the house and went inside. My body felt so tense, keyed up from the shock of my unexpected news, that as soon as I stepped through the door my anxiety spiked due to the annoying heavy metal music Levi warned me about.

      The sound of Slipknot’s “Psychosocial” filled the air, a song I’d found intolerable at the best of times, so I strode up the stairs two at a time in the direction of Deakon’s room.

      I’d had every intention of ripping his speakers from his iPad and throwing the fucking thing out of his window but was halted in my tracks when the piercing sound of the fire alarm rang out at a fuck ton of decibels. Fear instantly scattered my thoughts when I remembered what Levi had said Joe had been doing.

      “Fuck,” I mumbled and ran back down the stairs in the direction of the kitchen, with the sound of the Slipknot’s tune still so loud it resonated in my chest. The closer I got to where I’d guessed Joe was, the stronger the smell of burning. Breathless, I reached the kitchen door where smoke bellowed out of the oven, and I eyed flames licking inside the glass door, from the other side of the central breakfast island.

      The whole expensive chef’s kitchen looked as if a flour bomb had gone off. On the floor lay three raw, broken eggs, and by the look of the impressive skid mark that extended from them and the ‘dance moves’ footprints beside them, he’d obviously trodden on them. Two large bowls half full of raw ingredients sat to one side, like he’d abandoned those and started again. His laptop was perched on the halogen hob, open at a cake recipe page, depicting a picture of a perfect cake, he had likely been following.

      “Jesus Christ, Joe, what the fuck?” Rushing forward I turned the oven off, opened the patio doors leading out to the decked area, and waved a glass cloth at the wired in fire alarm. “Damn,” I cussed as I strode over to Joe, and shoved his shoulder to rouse him. He looked sluggish and unfocused when he peered back at me through bleary eyes.

      “Aw, man,” he mumbled as he slowly lifted his head a little off his forearms where he was perched on a stool at the kitchen counter. His head obviously felt too heavy and flopped to one side as he gave me a vacant look.

      “This isn’t just weed. You’re totally stoned. What the fuck did you drop?”

      “Just a couple of downers, I couldn’t sleep,” he mumbled almost incoherently.

      “You were baking a fucking cake … you weren’t supposed to be sleeping,” I barked angrily and rolled my eyes when I caught sight of Esther standing with a worried look on her face, at the kitchen door. The sound of the two-tone siren of a fire engine grew nearer and my eyes closed as they rolled to the back of my head.

      These people will be the death of me.

      When I opened my eyes, I softened my gaze at the sight of Esther. “Are you all right, sugar?” I asked calmly, noting that I’d seen her, but I couldn’t spend time babying her until I knew Joe was alright. I turned and strode over to the open fridge, grabbed a bottle of water, and went back to my bandmate. “Get on your feet and drink this,” I said, shoving the cold drink at him and dragging him to his feet.

      “What happened?” Esther asked quietly from the kitchen door. I figured from where she stood, she couldn’t see the oven had been on fire. Fortunately, the cake fire had burnt out and the fresh air had dissipated most of the smoke from the room.

      “Joe happened. Fucking baking,” I added as if that explained everything. A sharp knock on the front door was simultaneously accompanied by a burly firefighter who’d turned up at the back and peered inside the French doors.

      “Everything under control?” he asked, looking past me in a quick assessment of the scene when he stepped into the kitchen without being invited.

      “If you mean is the fire out, yeah, I caught it in time,” I replied. “As for everything else being under control, unless you got a set of cuffs and a cage on your person, I doubt it,” I replied, nodding toward Joe. As if on cue, he climbed back onto the seat and resumed his position on the countertop.

      “You’re Jude Collymore, right?” he asked, slipping his helmet off and wagging his finger.

      “In the flesh,” I muttered. Hearing how pissed I’d sounded, I flashed him a smile. “Sorry, dude, I’d just come through the door to all of this,” I explained waving my arm at him and then wider to the new Slipknot heavy metal song blaring through the air and the averted disaster in the kitchen.

      “Looks like he’s living the dream,” the firefighter joked, glancing at Joe who had fallen asleep again at the counter.

      “He’ll be living a nightmare when he sobers up,” I shot back. “I have no idea where he even got the ingredients for all this.

      “You okay in here?” another firefighter asked when he appeared with Esther and interrupted the fireman and me laughing. I realized she’d answered the front door while my attention had been elsewhere. Moving around him she came closer and stood beside me.

      “Yeah, it was just Julia Child here baking a cake,” the firefighter standing near me remarked.

      “Right,” his colleague replied sounding less impressed. “You okay, sugar?” I asked Esther again, unconvinced by her initial reply earlier. It had only been a little over three weeks since her mom had passed and she’d been thrown into what could easily have been regarded as a mentalist’s nightmare. She’d looked a little freaked out, so I slung an arm over her shoulder and pulled her closer.

      She glanced up at me and shrugged that time as if to say, “I have no choice, I need to be.”

      “Okay, Jude, we’ll check the rest of the place out, just to be sure, reset the smoke alarms, and get on our way.”

      “Thanks guys, sorry for the disturbance. I’ll make sure we get this idiot a babysitter in future because he sure as shit isn’t baking a cake again.” The serious firefighter’s lips quirked but he stopped himself from laughing.”

      “Meth n’ Motorcycles is a dope album by the way,” the first firefighter admitted, which had been our second album release.

      “You’re a fan?”

      “Sure, got tickets for the gig later this week down south.”

      “Amazing. Leave your email and I’ll get our assistant to arrange a backstage pass for you to come hang out with us after the gig if you want.”

      “Fantastic, there’s four of us … would that be, okay?”

      “Sure, I’ll get Bernadette on it later.”

      He strode over and shook my hand while his partner had already turned and wandered back out into the hallway.

      I realized I still had my arm around Esther’s shoulder and glanced back down at her.

      “Never a dull moment with these guys, huh?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I used to say it was impossible to hate any kind of music, but that mind numbing stuff Deakon has been playing for the past three hours has definitely changed my mind.”
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      “You know it,” I agreed and rolled onto my back with my cell phone to my ear. Lindy, my best friend, had remarked on how my life had turned upside down in a heartbeat.

      “Apart from your mom passing away … which sucks balls and I know you must miss her dreadfully,” she said sounding sympathetic, “buuuut,” She dragged out. “We know your life could be worse if you weren’t with Levi. Did you ask if I can come visit yet?” she asked.

      I felt bad that I hadn’t, but I didn’t think I knew anyone well enough to ask right then. And it was bad enough they’d had to put up with me, never mind another teenager, especially one like Lindy. She and I were opposites. Lindy was the extrovert between us and if it hadn’t been for her parents, I may never have had the confidence to speak up about being related to Levi.

      “Not yet. But that’s because I’m still trying to read the situation. There are some weird vibes going on right now with the band. Jude split up with that Georgie woman, so I think he’s been in a funk, although I’d be lying if I said that hadn’t made me happy. But I heard him shouting at someone right before he came inside this afternoon. I didn’t hear what he said because of that stupid metal music Deakon keeps playing. However, the one thing I did hear him say was that he intends to fly up to New York later today.”

      “Oh, can he bring you with him?” Lindy asked, excitedly.

      I scoffed. “Me? Ask the hot as fuck rock star, Jude Collymore, for a ride?”

      She giggled. “For a lift in his plane, sure. But the other kind of ride … baby girl? I’d imagine you’d need to start your sex life with something much less … alpha. Maybe when you get some experience elsewhere and learn some tricks,” she retorted in her best seductive tone.

      “Lindy!” I felt my face flush from shock. I hated the way she always spoke openly about sex like it was no big deal. Personally, I felt it was a huge deal and I had plenty of reasons to feel like that. I loved my best friend, but I couldn’t understand how adventurous she was with boys. For me, getting too close with one secretly petrified me.

      “Don’t ‘Lindy’ me, like you’re my teacher. You can’t tell me you haven’t wondered what it would be like to have those strong arms either side of your head while those amazing abs and that hard—”

      “Stop it,” I hissed. Guilt riddled my body while blood rushed through my veins in response to her suggestive conversation. In truth, I had imagined what it would be like to be kissed by Jude. Heat burned my cheeks, and I turned my head to glance at my closed bedroom door.

      “Alright, I won’t tease you anymore. I forgot, you’re a good girl. Besides, you’d have to get rid of that V card to someone who knows what they are doing, before you contemplate a night with Jude Collymore. I bet he’s damn dirty in the bedroom.”

      “You’re not making this easy for me. I’ve got to face these men every day. I can’t go thinking like that and anyway, Jude would never see me as anything other than his best friend’s kid sister. It’s the only reason he’s being nice to me. Do I need to remind you about his reputation with women?”

      “Half-sister, half not,” she corrected, looking for positives in my statement. “But you’re right, Jude does have a reputation for being a bad boy and almost intolerant of women. I read he was a manwhore too,” she said, sounding all-knowing and followed it with a demonic laugh. “Remember that story I read you in one of those music mags, where someone recalled that Jude had pulled a girl from the audience between the end of the set and the encore and had a quickie out back?”

      “Why would you believe that? I mean that’s dog-like behavior, don’t you think? That’s not the man I hang around here with at all.”

      “No. That’s exactly the type of thing rock stars do. They must be hiding their antics from you.” I thought about Joe and Deakon and knew they’d held nothing back. In fact, as Lindy and I spoke, Deakon was entertaining some bimbo in his room at that precise   moment.

      “Nope, Jude’s more like the dad of the band,” I said chuckling and went on to relay the story about the firemen turning up at the house and Joe being semi-conscious while baking a cake.

      We were both howling with laughter when Jude knocked on my bedroom door, opened it and stared in alarm toward me. “Everything okay … oh, you’re on your cell,” he said and beamed his sexy smile. “I thought you’d lost it and were hysterical about what happened downstairs for a minute.”

      I felt guilty we’d been caught talking about him, even if he hadn’t known it, and my face instantly reddened.

      “Is that him?” Lindy screamed on the other end of the line. “Please, can I say hello … pleeeeeeease.”

      I sighed and gestured to my cell. “It’s my friend, Lindy. She’s … a fan,” I said quietly, a little embarrassed to ask. “Can you say hi to her for me?” I cringed and my face squished up in distaste. He chuckled, stepped into the room and gestured for me to give him my phone with a wave of his fingers.

      “Hey, Lindy,” he murmured in his best smooth tone. “I guess we owe you one for taking care of Levi’s sister,” he told her. He sounded protective, like he felt I was as much his responsibility as Levi’s.

      Lindy said something and his jaw dropped before he chuckled and rubbed the back of his neck. He stole a glance at me and I noted he was thrown, which was a hard thing to do to a man like Jude Collymore.

      “Erm, wow, what an offer,” he continued as his eyes flicked to mine again and he bit his lip as he listened when she said something else. He shook his head and fell silent for a moment then he snickered. “You must come to a concert sometime. I’m sure Esther would like you to hang out with her.”

      He bit back a grin as he handed my cell back to me. “Quite the character you have there for a friend,” he remarked as he placed the phone back in my hand. Without saying anything else he turned and headed back out the door.

      “Oh, my God, even his voice makes me wet,” Lindy crudely remarked.

      “Stop that,” I growled in a low tone. “What the hell did you just say to him?”

      “Just asked him if he was dating right now and if not, could I come and hang out and he could give me that one he owed me.”

      “You did not!”

      “Of course, I did. He’s a fucking rock star, Esther. I even offered to blow him sometime.”

      “Tell me you’re not serious!” I blurted, stunned by her gall. ”Please tell me you didn’t,” I whined.

      She chuckled. “Damn, girl. What’s wrong with you? You’re holed up with the guy of your dreams and I bet you’re blushing right now. You need to find your courage to go after what you want, or you’re gonna end up an old cat lady.”

      “No, I’m not. Just because I haven’t put out for some pimply boys, doesn’t mean I don’t have nerve.”

      “Alright, let’s see,” she challenged. “I dare you to walk around the house in front of Jude wearing that sexy crochet bikini you bought for that pool party Jason Summers invited you to last fall. You know, the one you chickened out of wearing at the last minute and put that horrible navy-blue swim team bathing suit on instead.”

      “I don’t have it—”

      “Yes, you do,” she countered cutting me off. “I stuffed that bikini into that stupid kid’s pajama case you take everywhere with you.”

      “You did?” I asked and quickly shifted off my bed, reached for my small carry on suitcase packed full of memories from home and set it up on my bed. Lifting out the panda case my grandma had bought me when I was around five, I searched inside and found the teeny bikini just like she’d said. I smoothed the two pieces out on the bed and stared down at them, shaking my head.

      “Find it?” she asked sounding curious.

      I nodded even though she couldn’t see me. Did I really have the nerve to wear something this risky in front of Jude?

      Since my mom had died, I’d done many things that had been way out of my comfort zone, but this? However, I’d had the biggest crush on Jude for the longest time and what did I have to lose? Being a dancer I was used to wearing leotards and suggestive tight costumes. Besides, I figured he’d never see me as anything other than the teenage girl that I was. But I figured if I could act boldly in front of rock stars it would give me a chance to boost my confidence around men.

      “I did and I’m going to wear it.”

      “No, you won’t,” she said provoking me.

      “I am. And right now before I talk myself out of it again,” I said sounding determined.

      “Bet you don’t,” she goaded again.

      “What’s the bet?”

      “Twenty dollars.”

      “Ha! I’m not flaunting my dancer’s body for a twenty, make it fifty,” I shot back sounding far more confident than I was.

      “You’re on, but I want pictures as proof,” she stated.

      “Oh, don’t worry, there’ll be evidence,” I replied. I cut the call and began peeling off my clothes before my courage floundered and my rational thoughts returned.
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      Studying myself in the mirror, I knew my body looked the best it could in something as daring as the white two piece. The girls at school had been envious of my slender toned body, but it had been honed by thousands of hours of dance training since I’d been five years old. Despite being lean it was still curvy and this made me appear more mature than most other girls my age.

      I untied my hair and let it fall as I slid the ponytail holder around my wrist. I took three calming breaths, shook my arms, turned, swiped up my cell phone from the nightstand by my bed, my sheer coverall and wandered bare foot out of my room.

      Silence filled the house for a change, yet the noise of my heartbeat in my ears had sounded louder than the heavy metal Deakon had subjected us to for hours before.

      As I approached the sitting room my heart felt like it would explode right out of my chest, until relief and disappointment crushed it in equal measure. My pent-up anticipation of confronting my rock star idol was immediately doused when Jude wasn’t there, and the sitting room was empty.

      I had heard Deakon talking to the girl in his room while I was on my way downstairs and figured the female laughter that came from in there had increased my chances of not running into him.

      I’d been there when Jude had helped Joe off the kitchen counter stool and up to his bedroom, so I guessed it would be unlikely that he’d interrupt my pathetic immature attempt to make Jude notice me either. With Korry and Levi not home Jude and I had the run of the house to ourselves.

      My heart pulsed in my mouth and I felt my whole body vibrate on the inside as I stepped out on the stairs leading down to the patio. Jude had his back to me looking out at the pool. I took a deep calming breath through my nose, turned away from him and clicked silently onto the camera app on my phone.

      Smiling as confidently as I could under the circumstances, I snapped a shot with my head cocked to the side and Jude in the shot in the background, and then a more confident one with my hand in a V sign, but when I heard him sniff, I quickly turned around and slid the hand with my cell phone behind my back.

      “Did I hear you say you’re flying up to New York?” I asked from the top of the stairs. My legs were so wobbly I thought my knees would give way. Conscious of him looking up at me, but with his sunglasses on it was difficult to know if he was looking straight at me or not. When I saw him glance up at me I’d almost turned and ran.

      “Yeah, why, do you need something?” he asked in his sexy gruff voice. He appeared disinterested when he looked away from me and back to his cell phone that rested on the patio table.

      “You’ll be there for two days?” I asked nervous. Geez, am I really going to ask to go with him?

      “I am,” he agreed sounding hesitant.

      “Do you think I could come with you? I mean travel up there with you. I’ve been worried because some of my mom’s jewelry is still in our house, and although there’s an alarm, and I’m insured, there’s a ring, another valuable piece from my ancestors, and a family locket my mom gave me that are priceless and irreplaceable to me.”

      He peeled off his shades for a few seconds and his face softened when he answered.

      “Levi is due back around 4:00 p.m., but I’d be happy to escort you up there, if he’s up for letting you go. I’ve got something important to attend to and I’m not sure how much time it’ll take up—”

      “Oh, it’s fine,” I said, waving an arm and I noticed him check out my body. He slipped on his shades again, shook his head and looked up at the sky. I pretended not to notice, but my confidence grew from him reacting to me and I kept right on talking. “If I could hitch a ride, I’d be really grateful.”

      “How grateful?” he asked, playfully. We stared at one another for a few seconds and then I babbled.

      “Very,” I blurted unsure what that implied. “Plus, I want to look in on Lindy. Her family have been amazing and the way Monica dealt with everything … it all happened so fast, I didn’t really get the opportunity to thank them properly face-to-face.”

      “Cool,” he remarked like he hadn’t made the previous comment. “Speak to Levi, but tell him if you’re going with me, you’ll be leaving at 5:30.”

      I glanced at my smart watch and saw it was only a few hours away. I nodded. “Brilliant, that gives me time to take a dip in the pool, then I’ll shower, pack, and be ready.” I replied. Suddenly I grew a pair of huge lady balls and had a real fuck it all moment as I strode down the stairs toward him by the pool.

      He tipped his head to the side behind his shades, like he was observing me, and I bit back a smile as an immediate charge of electricity surged through my body. A small thrill ran down my spine which grew more pronounced with each step toward him I took. While I fought to keep my breath even, I casually dumped my cell phone on the table beside his, ran across to the pool and dived into the water.

      By then my heart had almost beat out of my chest and I thought I heard him say, “Jesus,” under his breath.
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      The house our management had rented for us for a five-day break in our scheduling in South Carolina, was supposed to have offered us the opportunity to recharge our batteries before the next six gigs that were pending. But we were only on day two and my time had already been more eventful than I’d expected, and I’d doubted that position would be likely to improve.

      I had been lost in thought, staring out at the crystal water in the pool until I’d heard Esther’s voice from behind me.

      When I’d turned and glanced up, I’d almost swallowed my tongue at the sight of her as she towered above me dressed in a tiny, white crochet bikini. Thankfully, I’d had my shades on because although I hadn’t meant to, I’d automatically checked out her perfect body. For a moment I cussed myself for my slow perusal of someone so young, but I couldn’t help admiring the curves on her lean frame because they were most definitely those of a woman and not a girl.

      She appeared oblivious to the fact that she was stunning as she stood casually chatting like she had no idea of the effect she was having on me. Clearing my suddenly dry throat, I felt more than a little perturbed at the way my dick had betrayed me and twitched in my pants, and my heart had unwittingly raced as I took her in. A sudden unwanted surge of desire and adrenaline coursed through my body, and although I’d tried to distract myself with my cell phone, my heart had raced at the presence of her.

      Reminding myself of her situation again, I marveled at how maturely she had dealt with everything she’d faced. Until today, we’d hardly known Esther was with us, apart from the times when she’d eaten at the same time as us or came into our dressing rooms to take our cell phones and gave them back during the previous three gigs.

      When she asked me to take her to New York and explained the reason why, I had unintentionally pulled off my shades and damn, if I hadn’t checked her out again. But what could I say? She’d asked me to take her with me, and I was going there anyway so I could hardly tell the girl no, could I?

      I told her to square the trip away with Levi and I’d take her. When she’d thanked me I thought she would leave, but she’d insisted on taking a dip in the pool beforehand and for once I was at a loss for words.

      Without waiting for me to reply, she’d walked across the patio and immediately dived into the water. Unconsciously, I’d leaned forward with my elbows on the table and waited for her to surface. Her feet broke through the water at the other end when she did an expert underwater flip, turned and swam back to my side of the pool.

      “Wow, this water is so refreshing,” she gushed, as she practically bounced out of the water, and flopped onto her back. Her petite, lean body floated as she stretched out on the surface.

      Fuck. Conscious that I was paying her way too much attention, I became uncomfortable sitting there with my eyes roaming all over her. Spectating had felt a strange concept for me since I’d encountered all manner of shit regarding women as a guy who played in a band.

      For a few moments I couldn’t move because I figured it would have appeared more conspicuous leaving her in what had felt like an odd situation. Perhaps I should have been more assertive and got out of there, and on any other day I probably would have. But maybe the reactions to the situation I’d found myself in had been overridden by the priority of trying to come to grips with learning that I was a father.

      I spent another five agonizing minutes in Esther’s company as she dove under the water with her peachy, firm little ass stuck up in the air, floating on her back, her pert tits and flat stomach on view, until I’d figured enough time had passed and I pretended I’d had to take a call. I stood, waved my goodbye over my shoulder and told her she could let me know what Levi had decided about her coming with me when he got back and high-tailed it back into the house.

      Upstairs, I’d stuffed a couple of clean T-shirts and another pair of jeans into my bag as I glanced periodically at my cell for that much anticipated email from Melanie with more information about my son. Deciding to take a quick shower, I’d been heading into my bathroom when I heard my cell phone chime.

      Diving back to retrieve it from where I’d been charging it, I clicked on the email app and my heart rate spiked the moment I saw she’d kept her word. A bout of raw nerves struck me like I’d never experienced before, as I clicked on the inbox and opened it.

      Without reading the contents I scrolled hurriedly down to the five attachments—five pictures: three studio based professional ones and two that had likely been taken by Mel. My heart raced so hard the rush of blood flowing through my ears, drowning out all other noise when I stared at the angelic image of a beautiful, baby boy with my dark brown hair and the same Collymore trademark whiskey-colored eyes as mine.

      “Hello, son,” I whispered, my throat thick with emotion as I stared part in awe and part disbelief at the cute little person who had instantly rocked my world, and yet whom I hadn’t been aware he’d existed until a couple of hours before. Instant love slammed into my heart with such force from my first sight of him, it had left me breathless. Don’t ask me how that infinite, extraordinary affection had taken root within me because the overpowering emotions that ran through me had been both instantaneous yet indefinable.

      Several minutes later, I dragged my eyes from the images and scanned the message she’d written in the email, and felt my throat tightened with deeper and much less joyful emotions when I realized all the milestones I’d missed. In that moment, I’d hated Mel and loved her in equal measure, because although she’d decided she hadn’t wanted to be with me, she’d inadvertently tied herself to me forever by deciding to keep our son.

      The email read

      To JudeCollymore@screamingshadows.com

      From Melanie_TZpKPn_Harrington@Outlook.com

      Subject: Bailey Jude Collymore-Harrington.

      Bailey Jude Collymore-Harrington.

      Born September 14th.

      6lb 8oz, 21inches long.

      First tooth—twenty one weeks, sat up alone—six months, first solid food—twenty six weeks, first crawled—seven months, first word, Dada— seven months, first steps—ten months and one day old.

      Seldom had I ever cried in my life, but tears readily sprang to my eyes, blurred my vision from the email, and I let them flow. My heart cracked and broke a little for all those times mentioned I’d never get back with my son.

      Part of me grieved for those early precious months I’d missed and the rest caused by the anguish I felt going forward. I had no idea how much time I’d be allowed to have with him. How much time I’d be afforded in his life as he grew. I tried to balance my grief with the fact that I now knew of Bailey’s existence and reasoned that Mel could have continued to have kept him from me as a way of tamping down my anger, but I still felt robbed of what could have been.

      Hearing Mel’s voice killed all previous thoughts of how I might have felt if she’d walked back into my life again. Therefore, in one way I’d gotten some closure and yet in the same breath, she’d ensured I’d never forget her.

      Despite my mixed feelings, I believed no matter what I faced going forward with Mel, I’d been given the gift of a chance to know my son, and for his sake, I figured I would somehow need to contain my personal feelings if I wanted Bailey to grow feeling loved by all of the adults who made up his world.
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      “Can’t you get comfortable?” I asked Esther as she settled into her seat facing me in the small private jet I’d chartered.

      “No,” she replied sounding nervous. “Are you sure this is safe?” she asked, eyeing the plush leather couch behind the two chairs we sat at with a table between us, in the small plane. “I mean it doesn’t look very substantial.”

      I leaned forward and lifted Esther’s seat belt. “Trust me, buckle up, it’ll be fine. We use these often to get from place to place when there isn’t much time.”

      “I hate sitting backward and traveling forward,” she stated.

      “Then sit over there,” I offered, pointing at the same arrangement on the seats on the opposite aisle to me. The plane started moving and turned as it taxied slowly toward the runway. When the engine revved, Esther shook her head, shut her eyes and gripped her arm rest as the plane made speed.

      “It’s okay, I’d rather see your face,” she said, opening her eyes as the plane took off, then blushed red. “I … I meant, see your reaction …” she huffed and began gesticulating with her hands. “You know, if there is turbulence or anything.”

      I chuckled. “I’m sure there are better things to look at than me.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she mumbled and laughed.

      “What are you laughing at?” I asked chuckling.

      Esther shook her head and rolled her eyes upward to her hairline. “You have no idea.”

      I laughed louder and grew more curious. “Obviously. What do you mean?”

      “A month ago, I was a normal high school girl, worrying about exam grades and whether Jason Summers still liked me enough to ask me to our graduation ball.”

      I frowned not understanding what she was getting at. “And?”

      “And here I am, sitting in a private plane with Jude Collymore, Screaming Shadows’ Jude Collymore, the man I fantasized about and joked to everyone at fourteen, that I was going to marry.”

      Grabbing the arm rests on my seat I leaned forward with my eyes wide in surprise. “You did?” Her comment not only shocked me, I felt myself grow a little in my seat, an extremely strange concept since she was still a young girl and I knew I could have more women in the world than I could handle.

      She slapped her hand over her mouth, tried to hold my gaze, but started giggling and looked away. “Jeez, I can’t believe that thought fell out of my mouth.”

      “Ah.” I said, playfully and smiled. “So, I was your one-time teenage crush? I’m flattered that such a beautiful girl like you noticed the insignificant guy playing the drums, behind the sexy ass guys up front.

      “What? You’re a sexy assed guy,” she gushed totally forgetting herself and turned a cuter shade of red. She huffed, clearly embarrassed at her outburst. “I mean, drummers are hot.” I chuckled because she looked pissed at herself for expressing her opinion.

      “So … all drummers then?” I probed. I enjoyed poking fun at her with a small smirk on my face.

      “Yeah, no, well—not all,” she argued. “Mostly it was you … okay, it was only you,” she replied clearly flustered as she spoke honestly. I could see she’d made herself uncomfortable by her disclosure when she subconsciously grabbed a handful of hair, lifted it, and set it over her shoulder again.

      “So, I’m hot. Good to know,” I replied in an amused tone, winked, and sat back in my seat.

      “Like you don’t know it already,” she countered, waving an index finger up and down the length of me in my chair.

      I shrugged. “I’m an average looking guy who plays in a band. If you’re looking for a pin up, your brother fits your criteria far better than I do.”

      “Not at all,” she replied, and shook her head emphatically. “I mean, sure, Levi’s a good-looking man, but you’re far hotter than him.”

      “Says his sister,” I replied laughing.

      “I’m not going to argue with you. You can deny it all you want, but I bet you have just as many women fawning over you as Levi does.”

      “Not true. Levi’s charming whereas I’m …”

      “A brooding, grumpy bad boy?” she suggested and bit her lip like she’d felt she’d said too much. Right then I couldn’t help myself fall a little for her innocence because Esther intrigued me.

      My smile widened and a laugh burst out of my chest. “Is that what they’re saying?”

      “The tabloids - sure,” she shrugged.

      “How old are you again?” I asked because she’d sounded much older, but the flushed face and wide innocent eyes reminded me of her tender years.

      “Almost eighteen,” she delivered like any minor who wanted to be thought of as older would.

      “And what happens when you hit that magic number?”

      “I can do whatever the hell I want,” she said, and I grinned because those had been the sassiest words out of her mouth since the moment I’d met her.

      “You’re gonna be quite something in a few years,” I remarked truthfully.

      “Is that your polite way of saying what do you know, you’re only a kid?”

      I frowned. “Not at all, sugar. I’m saying you’ve got it all going on: the looks, the brains, and from that full ride scholarship you’ve got in the bag, in a few years you’ll be ready to take on the world.”

      “And what if I don’t want to do that?”

      “Not sure what you mean?” I scratched the stubble on my chin and noted how her eyes darkened as she took notice of that.

      “Not everyone makes it as a dancer. We’re always only one injury away from that world crashing down.”

      “But you have music to fall back on. Didn’t you say you played piano to a high standard?” She folded her arms across her chest like I’d said something wrong.

      “Everyone wanted me to be a stuffy pianist, playing recitals and maybe one day become a composer.”

      “Everyone?” I probed.

      “My music teachers, composers I’ve been introduced to at recitals … my mom.” She glanced down at a small gold ring she wore with a cursive H inscribed and twisted it around. I guessed her mom had given it to her. “Since my mom passed, I’ve been thinking a lot about my future, and I know I’m right to follow my heart. I don’t want to do something that I feel I’d be doing for everyone else’s satisfaction but would feel mechanical to me.”

      “And what do you want?” I asked my curiosity piqued.

      “I’d prefer to dance and maybe choreograph when I’m older. Videos, live events and maybe be a musical performance choreographer.”

      “You want to be a Musical Theatre Choreographer?”

      “Yeah, maybe … I’m taking choreography as a minor. I’d thought of doing entertainment journalism at one point, but I guess that would be a bit boring at times and I wouldn’t have been directly involved with dance.”

      “Don’t you want to perform music? I hear you could have had a full ride with that too?”

      “No. I feel I’d be pressured to become a classical musician.”

      “You wouldn’t like that?”

      “God no, I hate it. I find the world of classical music full of pretentious, pompous assholes.” I laughed hard and she began laughing as well. “It’s true,” she said through a fit of giggles. “They’re all called Boris or Hugo, Margo or Henrietta.” She giggled more and sounded breathless by the time she concluded. “Verity or Genevieve. Nobody has normal names and they’ve all got this funny stuck-up way of talking and sticks up their asses.”

      “So, college—is that really what you want right now … in the wake of your mom an’ all? Wouldn’t you like some time to breathe and get your head on straight?”

      “Oh, I’m going,” she said determinedly. “I refuse to be a burden to you guys.”

      For a long minute we stayed silent, and I considered her words carefully before I spoke. “Not that it’s my business, but I think you should go to college. However, I want you to know you’re not a burden to us. That said, I know what a shady world we live in as rock musicians and I’d hate you to become corrupted by that.”

      When unexpected tears shone in her eyes, she looked down at her lap and I immediately leaned over to support her. Placing one hand over hers, I lifted her chin with the other and made her look at me. I couldn’t help stroking my thumb back and forth over her soft, satiny skin. “Tell me what’s going on in that pretty head all of a sudden.”

      For a moment she said nothing just stared. I wondered if she would reply, then she blinked and her tears trailed down her cheeks. I caught one on my index finger and wiped another with my other thumb.

      “Esther?” I prompted because it felt important and I wanted to understand what was running through her mind at that point.

      She swallowed, moved her face free from my hand and swiped her sweater sleeve over her face. One of her shoulder’s lifted in a shrug. “It feels weird having a man look out for me … I’ve never had that before. You and Levi sound so …” she shrugged again.

      “Possessive? Protective?” I queried. “Levi may not have known you before and he’s got some troubles of his own right now, but he’s a good guy. We both know how deceitful his father was … sorry your father too. Levi’s like a brother to me, so I feel invested in you as well.”

      “Great.” She sniffed. “I said you were my crush and you’re telling me I’m like a little sister,” she mumbled and scoffed at the irony.

      I thought back to how my body had reacted toward her at the pool and shook my head. “I don’t see you like a sister,” I corrected gruffly as I stared into her beautiful gray eyes. “But I do see you as an extremely beautiful, vulnerable, young girl and that brings out my protective side.”

      She smiled through her tears. “Now we’ve cleared up I’m no relation to you, I feel so much better.”

      Grinning, I sat back in my seat again and hoped I’d reassured her, but I figured since she’d told me she liked me I had to tread a little more carefully around her.
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      Esther

      “And you are?” the highway officer asked as he peered across at the passenger seat of the rental car Jude drove.

      “Esther Milligan,” I replied. My heartbeat felt twice its normal speed as I glanced from the stern looking officer to Jude.

      “Relative?” the straight-faced highway patrol officer asked with a raised brow as he held Jude’s license and the rental agreement paperwork in his hand. I knew what he thought, I might be a hook up of Jude’s and felt instantly embarrassed.

      “Friend’s sister,” Jude responded deadpan.

      “Right,” he said with a scoff as if he didn’t believe him. “Identification,” he told me. “I slipped my old high school bus pass and the bank card my mom had arranged for me out of my wallet and handed them over.

      “And how old are you?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “Parent’s address?”

      I shrugged. “My parents are deceased. Levi Milligan is my legal guardian, but I don’t know his home address.”

      “Hm.” He shifted his gaze from me to Jude but continued to talk to me. “You don’t know where you live?”

      The officer strode around the hood and opened my passenger door. “Please get out of the vehicle for a moment and follow me, I’d like to talk with you—alone.” I glanced toward Jude, who looked to his hairline and nodded.

      I slipped out of the car and followed the officer back to his patrol car. He opened the back door and gestured with his head. “Please sit, Miss.” I sat down like he asked.

      “I’m going to ask you again, where you live?”

      “I told you the truth. My mom passed away a few weeks ago and I had no guardian apart from Levi Milligan, who is my half-brother. You can call Children’s Protective Services and ask for Monica Livingstone, in New York City. She’ll verify this. Jude has brought me back to New York to collect some things from my family home.”

      The officer closed the door with me trapped in the back and rounded the front before sliding into the driver seat. I peered through the mesh grill separating us as he contacted his control room by radio to verify my story. We sat in silence for a good ten minutes until a communication came back that I was indeed in the care of Levi. Once the officer had satisfied himself I wasn’t a runaway about to be corrupted by a rock star, he let me out of the back and I went back to join Jude.

      “Everything okay?” Jude asked as I slid into the passenger seat again. I didn’t get to answer before the patrol officer reappeared at Jude’s window.

      “So her story checks out, but I still want to know what she’s doing with you.” I had already told him why, but I guessed that he wanted to hear it from the horse’s mouth.

      “What is this? Do you want to see my school bus pass and bank card as well?” Jude asked, clearly out of patience and obviously insulted by the underlying inference that even I had picked up. He thought Jude’s intentions with me were somehow suspect. I cringed when Jude lost his temper because I’d figured this would only antagonize the officer further.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Four Seasons Hotel, downtown,” Jude replied.

      “Both of you?”

      Jude shook his head. “No. I’m taking Esther to her friend’s house first … dropping her off, I mean.”

      “So, she isn’t staying in the hotel with you?”

      “What the fuck is this, twenty questions?” Jude barked and banged the heel of his hand on the steering wheel. “If I was speeding give me a ticket, it’s been a long day, I’m tired and I have an important meeting tomorrow.”

      “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear any of that rant you did,” the officer said his eyes flitting from Jude to me and back toward Jude who looked totally pissed off by then. “See that’s the problem with you musicians. You think you can do what you want, and the world will tolerate it.”

      Knowing Jude’s patience had gone and he’d likely be next for a shake down, I began to cry.

      “It’s all right, Esther,” Jude said, his voice soft in contrast to the frustrated tone he’d used to the officer. He reached for my hand in my lap, squeezed it in reassurance and turned back to the officer again.

      “Sorry, man. Look, this kid lost her mom a few weeks ago. It’s been a tough time for her and I promised to take her to pick some stuff up that’s been left in her house. Can we conclude this stop so that I can get her where she needs to go, then drop her at her friend’s parents’ place before it gets any later?”

      The officer’s eyes softened when he saw my tears and he stalled for a moment before he gave Jude back his license and paperwork, then stepped back. “It’s forty here, not sixty three,” he warned indicating the speed we’d been traveling before Jude had gotten stopped.

      “Thanks officer, duly noted,” Jude remarked in a measured tone before he turned on the engine like he was about to pull away. The officer had walked away and Jude turned to look at me. “I’m so sorry, Esther, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “You didn’t,” I admitted. “But if I hadn’t started crying to get sympathy, I think you’d have been arrested.”

      Jude’s eyes bulged and he shook his head with a lopsided grin and chuckled. “I’ll tell you what Millie, you’re a bad ass.”

      “Millie?” I asked thinking he’d called me the wrong name.

      “Yeah, short for Milligan. Millie’s the bad ass, Esther’s the good girl. I’ve given everyone else a nickname, so I thought you should have one as well.”

      My heart swelled because Jude Collymore had thought me important enough to warrant a nickname. “Thanks, I like the idea of that,” I agreed, as he turned on the blinker and eased the car back out into the line of traffic.

      Luckily, we didn’t have much farther to go and ten minute later we pulled up outside Lindy’s parents’ place. She must have been watching for us to arrive because she shot out of the house and ran at top speed down their driveway.

      “Jude Collymore,” she squealed as her hands grabbed the passenger door through the open window as he turned the engine off. “Oh. My. God. Jude Collymore is outside of my freaking house!”

      “Hey, Lindy,” Jude crooned like he’d known her for years.

      Lindy looked like she was ready to pee her pants. I turned to look at him knowing she couldn’t see me and pulled a funny face. He grinned back at me and his gorgeous, amused eyes danced when he looked back at me.

      “I’ll call you later tomorrow. Are you sure you’re going to be okay here?” he asked.

      “I think I should be the one asking that question,” Lindy interjected. “I mean you’re the rock star with the manwhore reputation. My girl here is—”

      “Lindy,” I hissed opening the passenger door quickly and almost knocking her on her ass.

      “Manwhore, huh?” I heard him mutter, playfully.

      “I’ll be fine.” My quick response was an effort to smooth over what she had said.

      “Call me if you need anything,” he suggested as I closed the passenger door. As I did this Lindy appeared by the window on his side of the car.

      “Can I have a kiss?” she asked. I almost sunk to the ground, embarrassed with how she was behaving.

      “Sorry, but you wouldn’t want Esther to get jealous.”

      She scrunched her brows. “Why would she?”

      “Don’t you know, I’ve been her favorite drummer since Esther was fourteen years old?” I could have died on the spot when he told her I’d said this to him. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” he muttered with a wink, started the engine again and forced Lindy to step back.

      “Spoil sport,” she muttered in a mock scold before she stepped onto the sidewalk beside me.

      Neither of us spoke until we watched his taillights break at the stop sign at the end of her street. Then, she turned to stare at me.

      “How can you sit next to that hot piece of ass and not want to jump his bones?” she asked, linking arms with me and turning us toward her house. I didn’t reply but inside I knew exactly why I could never let loose the kind of spontaneous feelings like Lindy had.
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      An hour after I’d punched in the address and zip code for Melanie’s house, I pulled up outside a single story modern build in a decent subdivision. I immediately decided this place had to be a short-term home for my son to live in. Doing what I did came with risk, and once people knew I had a kid, I figured I’d need to make provisions to protect his privacy and keep him safe.

      I let the thought go for that moment, climbed out of the rental car and concentrated my efforts on my first ever meeting with my son. It was only 9:00 a.m. but it had already been a long day because I’d woken up at 4:45 a.m. My nerves were shot to hell with anticipation and I prayed that I kept my temper with Melanie due to my shock, because I needed to ensure I had a future in Bailey’s life.

      My heart pumped fast in my chest as the front door opened and Melanie stood with my son perched on her hip.

      “Hey,” I said to them both, but with my curious eyes firmly set on Bailey. He immediately pointed at me with a chubby finger and gave me a wide, toothy smile and I noted he had the same dimple as I had on my left cheek.

      “Come in,” she advised. Mel turned and left me to follow her into the house.

      “Thank you for doing this, I know you didn’t have to,” I admitted as I walked behind her, with my heart in my throat, and noted she looked as good as the day she left me.

      She stood Bailey on the floor and he immediately began toddling toward me with outstretched arms. A bolt of love struck in my chest and my throat tightened with the enormous wave of emotion that almost choked me. I instantly dropped to my knees and welcomed his little body into my arms.

      “Hey, Bailey.” The tenderness in my tone was one even I had never heard before. Scooping him up, I lifted him into my arms and straightened up. For a few seconds I couldn’t say anything else as a tsunami of emotions crushed my chest and made it hard for me to breathe.

      Tilting my head back a little to see him better, he immediately grabbed at my chin and when I smiled wide, he poked his little pointy finger into my dimple and grinned. In that instant I figured any issues I had with Mel had to be completely ignored because the only thoughts that ran through my head were how can I see him more.

      I felt thankful that she left me to it for a while and disappeared out of the room because had she watched how I’d interacted with him, our first meeting wouldn’t have felt natural. Instead of hovering over me, she let me experience all the joy a small, confident child could bring when he’d showed no fear in being left with me and he’d been curious to explore.

      “Dada,” he said pointing and his eyes shone bright.

      “Huh,” I uttered, and my heart burst wide open when I became totally leveled by that one word and its meaning.  “That’s right, I’m your dad and you’re one clever little dude,” I said with a smile. Even though I knew his choice of word was likely a fluke, it had still meant everything in that moment.

      “Have you had breakfast?” Mel asked from the door. She glanced from me to our son and smiled when she saw him blowing bubbles out of his mouth.

      “Nah, I’m great. I ate about 6:30.”

      “Thanks for not bringing Georgie with you,” she said, looking awkward.

      “I’m not with her anymore.” I felt pissed with the tabloid reporters for catching Georgie and I together the first day we’d gone out together. Then again, Mel had heard Georgie’s reaction in the background when she’d called me.

      “I’m sorry,” she replied, looking more embarrassed for her comment.

      “I’m not. We weren’t serious.” Mel wandered over and sat on the chair opposite from where I was sitting. I placed our son on my knee and he began playing with a couple of leather bracelets I wore on my wrist.

      “He likes you,” she said gesturing at Bailey with her chin.

      “Babies like everyone, so long as their getting fed and attention,” I countered back.

      “Not Bailey. He screams the house down when strangers are around.”

      “But I’m a stranger to him.”

      “Obviously not,” she shrugged, and I knew she was going to come out with one of her hippy observations. “Babies know. Even if you haven’t been here, he can sense a connection between you.”

      “Huh,” I said desperately wanting for once in my life to believe her.

      The sound of a door opening and closing alerted me that we weren’t alone.

      “Kenny’s back. He had to go get some new recording equipment this morning,” she stated and gave the impression she didn’t think this situation was fucked up at all. Personally, I figured we needed to talk and if that had to happen in front of Kenny then that’s what I needed to do.

      As it happened the visit had gone better than I had envisioned with Mel offering me a room to stay in their home during visits whenever I could manage them. Kenny was the driving force behind this as he had never gotten the chance to meet his own father. I should have resented him being a second dad to my child, but in fairness, I’d always liked the guy. He was gentle and kind but took no shit from anyone, exactly the kind of role model I’d have chosen for Bailey if it couldn’t be me.

      I had gone to visit my son expecting a certain amount of hostility and had been ready to give as good as I got, but something inside told me if I had unleashed the desperate feelings I had of her betrayal, I would have alienated myself.

      At points I’d felt warning signs that I would lose it but had fought to control those impulsive emotions and the possessive thoughts that ran through my mind about my son, for the sake of securing an agreement to have regular contact with him.

      Mel’s reasonable behavior toward me had also helped keep my resentment buried. Seeing them in their home setting and that my son had thrived, the last thing I’d wished to do was to disrupt him. Mel understood I wanted to play an active role in my son’s life and I was surprised when she was more congenial about this than I’d expected her to be.

      One thing that stood out was that Mel appeared extremely happy. And if I’m honest, I’d never seen her that content at any time when she’d been with me. So, I guess all along she’d wanted the domesticity like she now had rather than living a high stressed lifestyle with me.

      Part of my heart died when I had to leave Bailey that night after he was put to bed and when I climbed back into my car, I sat in Mel’s driveway and cried.
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      Esther

      “No problem, I’ll be ready,” I promised Jude when he’d called to say he was on his way to pick me up. For once I was glad to be leaving Lindy’s house, because despite the fact I’d wanted to catch up on the gossip from school, all she had been willing to talk about was my brother and Jude. That, and pushing me to arrange for her to join the band for part of the tour.

      I didn’t feel great at being evasive about her idea, but I knew Lindy well enough to believe she would show me up by trying to sleep with Levi, Deakon, Korry or Joe … or quite possibly even Jude.

      There was something in the way she spoke about Jude and how she’d blatantly asked for a kiss that gave me a horrible feeling that if she wanted something bad enough, she’d be happy to throw me over as her friend to get it. I told myself I was being unkind because the likelihood of Jude looking at either one of us other than as kids was as remote as it could be.

      My heart skipped a beat when Jude pulled up outside and tooted on the horn. A small thrill rippled through my veins and stole my breath. The euphoric feeling died as quick as it had come and my heart sank when I realized what Lindy had done. She’d shot past me and made her way out to Jude on her own the very second I’d turned to thank her parents for having me.

      By the time we’d hugged, and I’d made it onto the driveway, Lindy had firmly planted herself in the passenger seat of his rental car and closed the passenger side door. I trudged down the driveway and pulled open the door in time to hear him say, “I’ll bear that in mind,” in a flat tone. He then glanced past her with an annoyed expression on his face when he looked at me.

      “Come on, Esther, get your ass in the seat we’ve a plane to catch and it won’t wait for us.”

      I knew he was lying, we weren’t flying back until later that evening because he’d agreed via text to come to my house with me. Lindy frowned and then pouted before she slid slowly back out of the car, and I replaced her in the seat.

      “Call me,” she insisted knocking on the window which hadn’t been wound down. I nodded, and Jude pressed his foot on the gas before she could say anything else.

      “I think she meant me,” he said with a growl. Then muttered to himself, “Jesus Christ, that girl is full on.”

      “I think she likes you,” I mumbled back. Mentally, I was sticking pins in the new voodoo doll I’d conjured up in my mind with Lindy’s face on it.

      “Something tells me that girl likes anyone with a dick.”

      I coughed out a laugh and my cheeks burned at his assessment, but I couldn’t disagree.

      “Tell me you’re not putting yourself out there like her,” he said in a low growling voice.

      “Putting myself about?” I asked, then it dawned on me what he meant. “Of course I don’t,” I replied and sounded indignant he even suggested this.

      “Figured,” he replied, relieved.

      “Oh, and how did you figure that?” I hated that he’d thought me so easy to read.

      He took his eyes off the road and gave me a knowing smile when our eyes briefly met. A shot of adrenaline coursed through my body before he looked back to the road. “The way you blush. You’re not used to having conversations about sex if that color in your sweet cheeks is any measure of that.”

      “I can talk about sex,” I blurted out, shifting uncomfortably in my seat, a move that contradicted my words.

      He chuckled. “Yeah?” that one word sounded doubtful.

      “Sure, not like Lindy does though. I love her to pieces, but I find her behavior around boys a little degrading.”

      “Boys?” he said emphasizing the word and my heart sank again at the inference I was only a kid. “Degrading or embarrassing? Those feelings can be similar if you can’t tell them apart. By the way I put the zip code you sent me for your house into the GPS, you can tell me the number when we get there,” he added taking the sting out of his question.

      “I know the difference, Jude. I’m not a child,” I retorted, my mind still stuck on the question he’d posed.

      “Perhaps, but you’re not comfortable with your sexuality yet either.”

      A mini meltdown went on in my brain when he’d uttered those words to me and I stared out of the window, unsure how to respond to what had felt like a catastrophic putdown.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Suddenly sitting next to him felt awkward because I’d had all those feelings of desire and want, but these had been dampened down by an issue I’d only ever spoken about once before.

      “You have a body built for sin, but the mind of a girl. I’m not putting you down. All I’m saying is, you are way more innocent than a lot of girls your age. But at the same time, for some reason it’s important to you that I think of you as an adult.”

      “I don’t want you to think of me as anything,” I ground out. “I’m not out to impress you. Besides, I think its uncouth the way Lindy talks so yes, it’s embarrassing when she talks and behaves that way within earshot of me, but I’m more embarrassed to be associated with her in those situations than anything she says.”

      “Want my honest opinion?”

      “Go on, I’d hate to curb your freedom of speech,” I retorted and cringed at how immature I’d sounded.

      “The way I see it, Lindy’s been hooked on dick for some time and you sugar, are still a virgin.”

      “No, I’m not,” I instantly shot back.

      “No?” he asked, taking his eyes off the highway again when he stole a glance and narrowed his eyes at me. “Then no man has ever made you scream.”

      Tears burned at my eyes, and I looked away. “That’s my house over there.” His words were like a hard slap on my face, and the knot that formed in my stomach reminded me of something I had tried so hard to forget.

      Jude stopped the car and I got out. I slammed the passenger door so hard the car rocked on its axle. Stomping down my walkway, I fought back tears as I dug in my purse for my house key and stabbed it in the lock.

      The familiar smell of home overwhelmed me the second I stepped back into the house, and my stupid argument with Jude, was temporarily wiped from my mind. The wave of grief that ensued when I saw my mom’s lambswool coat hanging right there on the coat hook closed my throat to the point where I struggled for breath.

      I sank to the floor, brought to my knees by a wave of grief so devastating my mind transported me straight back to the couch that was visible from where I knelt.

      Immediately the grave face of the paramedic who had attended that night, became a vivid image in my mind again. Her huge brown eyes drowned in sympathy as her mouth moved. I didn’t hear one word she said because my focus had stuck on the fact my mom had been gone long before I’d called for help. Although my mom’s death had been expected, it had been shocking that I had been alone with her when it happened.

      “Esther?” Jude asked, and I turned from my spot on the floor and looked up at him.

      “The alarm code, Esther?” he prompted, and it was only after he’d said this, I realized I’d lost some time, and it was still ringing.
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      Esther was clearly in shock when I raced to her door once I’d seen her drop to her knees and stay there.

      After getting the alarm code from her and shutting it off, I helped Esther to her feet as the house phone rang and I answered. It was the alarm company checking everything was okay. I explained that we hadn’t gotten to cancel it quickly enough before it had tripped to their service. As a result, they asked Esther a security question and then reset the alarm.

      “Sorry, it’s the first time I’ve been back here since …”

      “Don’t worry, sugar. I understand. It must be so difficult for you. I can’t imagine what you’re going through,” I interjected to reassure her.

      “It is. That’s why I asked if you would bring me. I couldn’t have put up with Lindy’s—”

      “No, don’t sweat it,” I said, staring down at her tear-stained face and my heart clenched tight. She looked away like she was embarrassed and I immediately caught her head between my hands then lifted her face up to look at me. Her red-rimmed eyes were still bleary with tears and without thinking my fingers began sifting through her long silky hair in my effort to sooth her. “You should have said something, and I wouldn’t have let you do this alone.”

      Esther stared up at me and our gaze grew intense until she dissolved into a fresh bout of tears and slumped against my chest. My arms had naturally shifted from her head to her back and I found myself holding her tight while she buried her wet face against my torso.

      We stood in the kitchen beside the phone on the counter like that for a good five minutes while I held her tight, and desperate sobs wracked her body. I felt helpless that I couldn’t do more except try to make her feel she wasn’t alone. I rubbed circles on her back with one hand and held her head close to my chest with the other.

      When her tears had subsided, she pulled her head back, the rest of her still slumped against me, and met my gaze again. “Oh, God. I’m so …”

      “Don’t. Don’t you dare,” I warned loosening my grip and moving my hands back to her head. “What you’ve been through is a dreadful, tragic event, sugar. Never apologize for showing that it’s affected you,” I said my voice so soft it was almost a whisper. I leaned forward and placed a kiss on her forehead. I’m not sure why, but it had felt like the right thing to do. The instant I did, Esther moved her head a little and pressed her lips to mine.

      Maybe it was wrong, but I let her kiss me, and in that instant, I got caught up in the moment and almost kissed her back. Snapping to my senses, I held her by her forearms and took a small step back.

      “Want to get those pieces you told me about?” I gently asked, in my effort to normalize the situation between us. She looked mortified when her shocked eyes searched my face and I figured she wondered how we’d ended up in that position. She hesitated for a second before she nodded and stepped around me.

      “Yeah. I’ll get them now,” she muttered and flew out of the kitchen at breakneck speed and took off up the stairs.

      Fuck. I ran my hand through my hair and glanced around the room as if I’d find the answer to how the hell I’d let that happen between us. There was no doubt she and I had a connection, I wasn’t sure if it was a sexual one or what, but she was far too young. I had to ensure that it didn’t happen again. Needing to put space between us, I stayed in the kitchen and heard her rummaging around upstairs.

      Fifteen minutes after we’d arrived at the house Esther had gathered up a few small personal items, an ornate wooden jewelry box and an old, heavy black velvet pouch. She placed a leather carry on bag on the kitchen countertop and stowed them all inside.

      After setting the alarm on the house again, she closed and locked the front door. As we were heading back to the car, a young mom with two little girls began to make her way from a house across the road to talk to her.

      Making myself scarce, I climbed into the rental car before she noticed me. Peering through the rear-view mirror I watched as they hugged, before Esther bent and hugged the two little girls who jumped up and down in excitement at seeing her. From the enamoured gazes and smiles they gave her, it appeared clear they both adored her.

      The woman leaned in with a sympathetic smile and hugged Esther tight before she let her go. Esther gesticulated toward the car with her thumb, bent and hugged the two kids again before she jogged back to the car and climbed in.

      “Thanks. Sorry, that was my mom’s best friend. She’s gonna call me next week and help take care of the house. Her and the kids were away when my mom passed. Her husband works in Canada, and they travel up there most weekends. She’s also got a disabled mom she takes care of.” I guessed she’d added this as the reason she hadn’t been able to go and live with them.

      “No problem,” I said sounding a little detached from the situation, as was my baseline in any awkward situation. “Ready to get something to eat?” I asked, moving the subject along while still trying to get my shit together around her again.

      “Sounds good. I don’t suppose I could have a pint of alcohol to go with it?” she asked, and I instantly smiled at her brave attempt at humor amidst her fucked up situation.
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      Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. My mind felt in a fog of confusion and distress as my eyes scanned the streets whizzing by as Jude drove away from the subdivision I’d lived in for most of my life. It was a welcome distraction from what had happened less than an hour before. I sat trying to pull myself together and wondered how I could face him knowing what I’d done.

      I kissed him. I kissed him and he didn’t pull away. What did that mean?

      Jude didn’t appear phased by my stupid move, and it was an idiotic mistake on my part. At the time I’d been swimming in a sea of emotions while all my familiar possessions surrounded me. One minute I had been opening my front door and the next Jude was beside me dragging me to my feet and pulling me with him into the kitchen as the house alarm rang around my ears.

      As he turned the alarm off I had second thoughts about being back there. The sights, sounds, and smells of home demolished my reserves of courage the moment I’d stepped through my door.

      During the violent reaction, Jude had held my head and tried to center me. I believed that was his aim and I felt his empathy deep in my soul with every second of that piercingly intense stare we’d shared. However, the tender way his hands had begun to sift so gently through my hair, the connection I’d felt between us right then, had brought my grief and the unfairness of my situation to the fore.

      I broke down and cried … really cried, and it was the first time I’d allowed myself to sink into those powerless feelings of despair. Wrapping his arms tight around my body, wasn’t something I’d expected, but when he did that, it had made me feel that I really wasn’t alone for the first time since my mom had died.

      It had been years since I’d felt protected and when I did, I slumped in relief against his hard body. In the minutes that followed I let out all the fear and anger I’d been harboring about my mom dying, the fury at not ever having the chance to know Levi and the fucked-up circumstance of having my own home sitting empty and needing to live with a bonafide rock band.

      Through my tears I found relief and an acceptance of the loss of my mom, who I reasoned was no longer in pain. When I had this thought, I stopped crying and pulled away to look up at Jude.

      In that moment I’d expected him to let me go; to make space between us, but he didn’t … or I didn’t; the facts around that move still felt blurry.  When I’d tried to apologize Jude had cut me off, and the compassion in his eyes held me captive as he released his hold on my body. He cradled my head in such a protective way I felt moved by his caring gesture. I think it moved him too, because he leaned forward and pressed his lips to my forehead.

      God alone knows what happened then because the next thing I knew I was kissing him, and the weirdest part of that moment was that he didn’t pull away at first. After a moment he took a step back, held me by my arms and spoke gently like nothing had happened. I guess this had been due to him being kissed often in situations where females took what they wanted. Then of course I went into a stupid immature meltdown, babbling when he gave me an excuse to get the hell away from him and then I ran.

      “You did great in there, by the way. When you feel strong enough, we’ll get you some help to do what you need to do in there. But there’s no rush, take your time. Are you going to live at home while you’re at college?”

      “That was my original plan, but I think I’ll be lonely.”

      “You could take roommates,” Jude suggested as we swung into the parking lot of a pizza restaurant. “Pizza okay?”

      I nodded. “It wouldn’t feel right to fill Mom’s home with students. You’re right there’s no hurry to deal with that, but I feel if I leave it too long it’ll only get harder. Mom would hate to think I’d made the house into some kind of shrine.”

      Jude turned off the engine and nodded toward the door of the restaurant. “Shall we?” he asked, smoothing over my comment. He opened his door and had begun to walk around the hood, but I opened the door myself. After getting out of the car we walked into the entrance and the shock on the server’s face when we entered reminded me who I was with.

      “Table for two,” Jude asked, and she froze for a second then almost melted into a puddle on the floor.

      “Of… of course,” she replied. Shaking her head in disbelief, she took another look and fumbled for the menus, all the while staring at Jude. Her reaction made me smile and I looked up at Jude who hadn’t appeared to notice the confusion he’d instilled within her.

      When she led us to a booth close by, Jude pointed toward one at the back and asked if we could sit back there. She looked confused for a moment before she realized, he’d needed a little more privacy.

      “Duh, sure, sorry, I didn’t think,” she replied, like they’d had this conversation aloud and I wondered how many times people pre-empted exactly what Jude wanted without his need to explain.

      We settled in our seats, and Jude told her we’d take a large, pepperoni pan pizza and two cokes. She nodded and hugged the unread menus to her chest but continued not to move.

      “As soon as you like,” he said playfully.

      She flashed him a sheepish grin like she’d been busted staring and backed slowly away.

      “Right, I’ll just …” she softly mumbled and gestured over her shoulder with her thumb in the direction of the kitchen.

      “Pepperoni’s your favorite, right?”

      I stared at him dumbfounded because Jude Collymore of Screaming Shadows had taken note of the type of pizza I liked.
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      It had been three months since our trip up to New York, and as neither I nor Esther had mentioned what happened at her house, I figured it had largely been forgotten. However, that day several barriers had been broken down between us and the trip had made us closer.

      It had come to light during conversations with Bernadette, Levi and Korry that she was a very tactile person. Personally, I figured she was in a place where she needed hugs often because it must have been especially weird for her to have been thrown in with the misfits in our entourage. It was strange how it felt off to me whenever Korry hugged her.

      Since then, there had been times when I’d looked at her and felt her loneliness emanate from her when everyone else was busy. Of course, she’d had her studies, but apart from schoolwork she was regularly at a loose end, especially while we travelled on the bus. I noticed whenever we watched a movie, she invariably sat next to me and ended up falling asleep at my side.

      In the time she had been with us, she’d coped well with the steep learning curve of being around us crude and sometimes obnoxious rockers. Not so much Levi and me, but certainly with how the way Joe and Deakon behaved. Korry not so much, and I became aware there was a growing friendship between them.

      As Esther’s confidence grew and the starstruck gaze disappeared from her eyes, it had turned out she could give as good as she got from those guys.

      “You’re not going to let it go, are you?” she asked Joe, her eyes searching his face. His comment about her crushing on me had gotten old. Every time he got stoned it appeared to be a favorite topic of his to explore.

      “Why should I? We all see the way you watch him. Your eyes are glued to his ass when he walks out of the room.”

      “Hey,” I scolded. “Shut the fuck up and stop teasing her,” I barked. “Play it again,” I told her, and nodded toward the recording playback app on her cell phone. She shook her head at Joe and could barely hide how irritated she was by his attempt to rile her.

      “Is that your way of covering up for her?” he asked. “Esther waaaants you,” he sang in a sing-song voice like a kindergarten kid.

      “No, she doesn’t and from where I’m sitting, you’re fucking jealous that a girl like her would never look at you.”

      “See how he defends her?” Joe asked Deakon as Joe jumped out of his chair, and pointed toward me.

      “Reason I’m doing that is because I don’t want either Esther or me to be put in a position where a stupid rumor like that suddenly becomes taken as fact.”

      Levi had heard the tail end of the conversation as he climbed out of the pool of another rental place and joined us on a deck lounger. “You need to start acting smarter Joe. Jude’s right and if you get my little sister dragged into something and fuck up her future, I’ll murder you myself.”

      “All right, you two are a grumpy pair of bastards since she’s been around. When was the last time you got laid, Beats? What are you waiting for—her?” Joe asked, fell back into the chair, then pointed at Esther and clambered back to his feet again. “You’re no fucking fun these days,” he mumbled.

      “Ask me that again and I’ll lay you out on your back,” I retorted.

      “Nah, try her,” he remarked and gesticulated toward Esther. “She’s more your type than me,” he bit back and wandered away with a half-drunk swagger.

      “Yeah, that’s right, fuck off you ignorant little shit. You need to lay off the drugs and get the fuck over yourself,” Levi shot after him.

      I glanced at Esther who sat quietly swiping through her cell phone.

      Can he see something in the way I looked at her I wasn’t aware of? Or did he say what he had because I’d chosen to spend quite a lot of my downtime with her?

      I’d be the first to admit that I’d paid Esther far more attention than I should have, but apart from her Tutor, the only people she spoke with were Levi, Korry and Bernadette. She avoided Joe like the plague, and I couldn’t blame her for that. If he wasn’t in the same band, I’d have done that as well.

      If I was honest, what she had chosen to wear to come out to the patio with us hadn’t helped with Joe’s comments. Dressed in that fucking teeny bikini and a sheer black beach cover up over the top, we’d all not only looked but we’d seen her. She looked hot as hell, and I wasn’t sure whether the black see through material of the cover up had given her the modesty she’d intended it to have, or made her body look even hotter to us guys.

      Before Joe’ outburst Esther had asked for my opinion on a percussion piece she’d made, to add to a composition piece she had scored for the school graduation. I’d heard it once but because Joe had started his rant in the middle, I hadn’t concentrated on it at all.

      “Right, now that dickwit has gone to jerk himself off or something, let’s hear that again,” I said nodding at her phone.

      Esther pinched her lips together, her cheeks red from Small’s previous inferences, and placed her phone down between us. She scrolled back through the various compositions she had on there to find it and hit the play button again. Folding her arms, she looked awkwardly at me and then looked away.

      The music began to play and the smooth transitions within the Allegro, Vivace and Presto tempos of the piece were exquisite and seamless. Each bringing a different vibe between fast and slow, loud and soft. The way the layers had been put together was genius, and I could tell within the first minute of the piece she’d played me why she’d been encouraged to continue with her music studies instead of dance. However, I had yet to see her dance, so I imagined she also excelled at that given her full scholarship to the Juilliard.

      “Damn. I’d thought what I’d heard of your piece was great the first time, but with Joe’ interruption, I couldn’t appreciate the blend of the paces you’ve layered in. Listening to it again it sounds even better. That percussion piece in the middle of the score is so fucking clever. You’re a sick musician … it’s genius. Did you do all of those layers yourself?” I asked completely in awe of her talent.

      Joe strolled back with a beer bottle in his hand and slumped down on a lounger closer to us.

      “Yeah,” she nodded shyly, before she fell silent, glanced at Joe watching her and frowned down at her cell phone.

      “What’s the matter, Millie?” I asked using the nickname I’d given her. The nickname and her real name were interchangeable at times, and I appeared to use Millie without thinking whenever I wanted to bring out her sassy side.

      “Jude Collymore just told me I was a sick musician,” she said with a grin. “You won’t mind if I take a minute to let that sink in, will you?”

      “And there they go again, bigging each other up,” Joe sneered. “I’d watch him, Levi, it won’t be long before our smooth-talking Jude here makes his move and gets into your sister’s pants. I mean think about it, he’s playing a long game here, and he’s got years of experience with women,” Joe replied, aiming the neck of his beer bottle at me.

      “What did I tell you about watching your mouth?” Levi warned and sat upright on his lounger.

      “Give it a fucking rest, will you?” I ground out, sounding frustrated. “I’m helping the girl with her homework.”

      Anger swirled in Esther’s eyes when she shot him a dark look. Her cheeks drew heat and she turned in her chair to face him. “Joseph, is the real reason you’re ribbing on us all the time because you secretly want to fuck me?” she asked, using his name like Bernadette did as she stared directly toward him with a determined look I hadn’t seen from her before.

      He snickered. “It hasn’t taken you long to show your true personality, has it?” he asked.

      “What does that mean?” she countered.

      I glanced at Levi to question why he wasn’t interjecting, and he shook his head slightly at me to allow this to play out.

      “You’re a sassy little minx, sitting there in your cock teasing outfit,” he commented sharing the opinion I had been forming in my head about Esther.

      She shrugged. “I won’t be dictated to by anyone what I choose to wear. And if I’m sassy it’s because you’re forcing me to be. I’m not in this position by choice. I’m going to be out there on my own shortly, so I’ve been thinking for a while I’d better shape up quickly. And what better way to do that than to sharpen my teeth on a prick like you?”

      Levi and I roared with laughter, and Levi started clapping. “Delivered like a pro,” he praised and clapped louder with a broad grin on his face. “We’ll make a rock chick out of you yet.”

      Encouraged by her brother, Esther straightened her back and stood. She wandered over and stood directly in front of Joe’s chair. “What you don’t realize is that your stupid comments and constant inferences about Jude and me have helped me to strategize for all eventualities out there in the world,” she admitted and tipped her chin at Joe.

      “Yeah? Well, we’ll see, but mark my words that guy who is ‘helping you with your homework’,” he said using air quotes with his fingers, “will be teaching you something else entirely at some point in your life.”

      Esther let out a hollow scoff and shook her head. “Whatever, but you can be sure of one thing, Joe, I figure there is nothing at all I need to learn from you,” she said, and I saw a slight hesitation as she glanced toward Levi for help. He hadn’t been paying attention at that point, so she strode back to the patio table and picked up her cell. “I’m out of here. Some of us have got to work. We don’t all have the privilege of lying around half stoned and drunk, insulting people all day. I’m going to finish my composition upstairs.”
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      After Esther had left the poolside, Levi leaned over without warning and punched Joe square in the jaw.

      “What the fuck—”

      “That’s for fucking with my sister,” he ground out. He punched Joe again. “And that’s for insulting Jude.”

      Joe nursed his jaw and stared wide eyed that Levi had crossed a line and struck him, but he didn’t attempt to fight back. It would have been pointless because the scowl on Levi’s face told Joe Levi was ready to beat him.

      “Are you blind or are you choosing not to give a fuck because it’s easier for you if he pays attention to her?” Joe remarked not able to keep himself from running off at the mouth.

      “To be honest, I don’t think it would matter what I said. You’ve made up your mind about them, but from my perspective, Jude’s far better placed to support Esther right now than I am,” Levi admitted. “I’m having all kinds of issues with Siranne. He’s between girlfriends and it makes sense Jude accompanies her to New York when he sees his kid. Plus, Esther is interesting enough and better company than you, so he doesn’t mind giving her time.”

      “So, you’re saying the sister that just lost her mother is less important than that high strung bitch … wait is she still your girlfriend this week or not?” Joe countered again. I’d have sworn the guy had a death wish.

      “I’m warning you,” Levi ground out. He clenched and unclenched his fists and rolled his shoulders in frustration. “Stop trying to analyse this through your drug induced haze and putting words in my mouth. Perhaps if you hadn’t been stoned all the time and trying to burn the fuck house down, you could have gotten to know her a bit better. Then making Esther welcome wouldn’t have been left to only myself, Bernadette, Korry, and Jude.”

      “I’m not going to sit here and argue with you all day, but you need to check yourself before you remark on what you think is happening in other peoples’ relationships. The biggest problem you’re having in your relationships with others is yourself.”

      When Levi stood, I stood with him, and I saw Joe sink deeper in his chair. “Get your shit together dude or find another band to play in,” Levi warned him and wandered into the house.

      Joe looked up at me and shrugged. “Well, we don’t need to know the answer about Siranne, because that dude sure ain’t getting any.”

      “Check yourself, Joe. He means it. He’s getting tired of your antics this past year or so, and frankly, so am I.” Without waiting for him to find a comeback, I left him where he sat and went inside.

      When I headed upstairs, I met Levi on the landing.

      “Dude,” I said holding my hands up.

      “He’s not wrong. She’s kind of flaunting herself around you,” he said.

      My heart sank and I nodded. “But you can trust me to keep it appropriate. She’s a young girl …”

      “Not my business, just be careful.” I nodded. He patted my shoulder, went into his bedroom and closed the door.

      I knocked on Esther’s bedroom door to make sure she was okay.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, just a little embarrassed by my outburst,” she said. “But I am going to be out there on my own when school ends.”

      “Maybe. In legal terms you’ll be making decisions, and perhaps Levi hasn’t been as hands on with you as he should be with all the other shit he’s got going on, but don’t forget, he’s still finding his feet after he lost everyone as well. No matter what the future holds for you, sugar, we’ll still be here, and you’ll always have my support. I’m not just saying that.”

      Tears immediately sprang in Esther’s eyes, and I saw her swallow back the wave of emotion that almost made her cry. She looked out of the window and blinked rapidly before she focused her gaze on me.

      “So, are we going to play this game of mutual adoration or discuss how I sharpen those dull, pitchy drum sounds so that they better complement those medium range beats?”

      Acting on her distraction we turned our attention toward her work, ignored how Joe lived in his own stoned, little world, and let the emotional conversation between us slide.
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      Graduation day came, and it had felt great to be back in New York among all my friends, even if it was only for a day. The normality of seeing all the familiar faces and having support from my usual crew had meant everything to me. Being able to attend my high school again felt like the closure I’d needed—at least in one strand of my life.

      During the time the band had toured I’d had to fend for myself a lot when I wasn’t being tutored, but since the tour had ended and my exams were done, I’d settled for spending the summer in Florida.

      It had felt good to get off the crazy train and have a break from some of the other guys in the band, and with Levi not scheduled up to his eyeballs in promotion, I’d hoped to find time to learn more about him.

      The whole week leading up to my graduation had felt bittersweet, from arriving in Florida with Levi, to me meeting and staying with Jude’s family. Barbara and Steve, Jude’s parents, and his sister Gemma had been incredibly welcoming, and by the time I’d left to fly up to New York with both Levi and Jude I knew Gemma and I would stay friends.

      Seeing Jude’s little boy for the first time when he’d brought him to lunch with Levi and me made my heart clench for his situation and gave me an insight to him as a father. Although he couldn’t live with Bailey, he was ever present in Bailey’s life and was trying his best to be a hands-on father. I’d heard him make Zoom and Facetime calls almost daily. I quickly learned that Jude had a lot of time for the people he loved and little tolerance for anyone else.

      I’d been back to New York twice again after that first time with Jude. But when I’d arrived for my graduation and was surrounded by my peers, I’d felt that I had grown. All my friends appeared shallow, immature, and worried about things I’d felt were now irrelevant, given my difficult experience. I knew it wasn’t them, it was me—something had shifted inside me.

      Losing my parents was something I’d endured that none of them could ever understand unless they had walked in my shoes. As a result, I had grown in ways they had no idea about and as such, I believed I was ready to face most things the next three years of my life would bring.

      It had been my birthday two days before I graduated, and Levi had told me he’d planned a celebration for me back in Florida with their friends and Jude’s family. He’d offered to fly my friends from New York down there too, but I had declined because I wanted something much lower key than a big flashy party, and asked for an intimate dinner party with the band and some crew, instead of a grand birthday bash.

      I was excited when Levi said he’d try to come to see me graduate. And, true to his word, right after the graduation ceremony began one of the administration staff snuck him in at the back right before I went up on the stage.

      As I climbed the steps to the stage after my name was called, I looked out and spotted Levi first and my heart swelled further when I saw Jude was with him as well. They were both dressed in black beanies and graduation gowns on that bright summer’s day, but I’d have recognized them anywhere, although their thin disguises did make me smile.

      After I’d collected my diploma and was headed back down the steps, I looked back to where they’d been standing, and I felt my heart deflate in my chest when I caught a glimpse of them being ushered away again. Still, I was amazed they’d attended at all, because having been around them and observed how they had gotten mauled, felt up and man handled, I understood the risk involved.

      Screaming Shadows was a huge band in the major league of bands, with millions of fans and they had a worldwide following, so for Jude and my brother to take an enormous chance at a high school event such as that, it had made me understand I did belong to someone. There are no words to explain how amazing I felt about that.

      Levi and Jude’s appearance that day took the sting out of the fact that my mom couldn’t be there and when I had later explained my not wanting to celebrate, my friends understood and let me leave to re-join my brother at his hotel without insisting.
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      Esther

      Leaving West Palm Beach airport in a small charter plane alone with Levi felt strange and weird; strange to be leaving Jude behind, and weird because it made me realise how little I knew about him.

      During the tour my brother had always been busier than the other guys. They had all done interviews together, but Levi; being the front man was more popular with the press and always appeared to have extra appearances for things.

      “Why didn’t you keep our dad’s place in West Palm Beach near Jude and his parents?”

      “Dad’s house was a rental. When he died, I found I was being evicted, so Steve and Jude helped me move all my shit into their place.”

      My heart squeezed tight because I felt Levi had had a worse deal than me. At least my mom had been a caring person.

      “Fortunately, it was at a time when our band was taking off, and we’d spent most of their time on the road. Luckily, we caught a bite of success, the money flowed and a year later I bought an apartment near Jude in Clematis Street. Three months later I’d felt like a prisoner in my own home because I couldn’t walk outside without being mobbed,” he explained. “The next royalty check I got was a big one, so I had our finance guys arrange a mortgage for me and slapped a huge down payment on the house I have now.”

      “You have a mortgage?” I asked, thinking this sounded a strange and responsible thing for a rock star to have. He snickered, “Not anymore. Took two years to pay off, but I’m glad I bought when I did because it’s worth twice what I paid for it now.”

      So Key Largo is the place you feel you can be yourself?”

      “I do,” he said looking at his hands and it dawned on me that my brother wasn’t used to sharing personal things about himself. “My house on Sunset Road, faces the ocean but it’s a big lot so set back away from the road. It gives me privacy, a great view of the boardwalk and that all important ocean breeze,” he smiled when he glanced up at me. “I think you’ll like it, Esther.”

      The way he said my name made me feel as if it was important I did, and I smiled. “I’m sure I’ll love it. I still feel like a burden though,” I admitted.

      His eyes immediately darkened, and he frowned. “You are not a burden. It’s been a tough time, is all,” he said looking out the window of the plane before looking back at me. “I hate him for not telling me about you.”

      “I thought you’d hate me because my mom and your dad had an affair … not that my mom knew that at the time. She told me she was a young girl working in a dive bar he sang in. She hadn’t needed the money or anything, it was just her way of getting out there in the world. When my mom and our dad got talking, he offered her drinks and a ride home, stating he lived near her. Mom left her car at the bar and the rest is history.”

      “Sounds just like him,” Levi said in a flat tone. “He gave lots of women rides home.”

      My heart sank and I wondered if there were any more woman out there like my mom. “Mom said he was charming, good looking and chased her for weeks until she gave in and went out with him. Then … and I don’t know how true this is, but he took her to a fancy hotel in New Jersey for the weekend. Mom thought they were in love and slept with him.”

      “Fucker. That’s my dad,” Levi muttered deadpan.

      “My dad too, remember?” I said in a gentle tone.

      Levi ran his hands through his hair and clenched his fists. “I disliked him before I found all of this out … you know—about you, but I’d guessed he maybe he’d had an affair.”

      “Apparently it was only when my mom told him she’d fallen pregnant that he told her he was already married with a son.”

      “You know my mom committed suicide?”

      “Oh, my God, Levi. No, I had no idea about that. I can guarantee my mom never knew that either. As far as my mom told me dad had gotten a promotion in his day job and had moved away to live in Florida. I guess she’d thought all that time he’d stayed with your mom. Perhaps that’s why she was so forgiving when he didn’t want to get to know me. She even considered your mom and you were the reasons he didn’t show up in Florida to meet us that time.”

      “You know what? That man ruined a lot of things in my life, but I won’t let him ruin this,” he said wagging his finger between us. “I can’t swear to be the best brother in the world because I have a heap of shit of my own, I’m working through, but I’m here for anything you need. I care and I want to know you … only my lifestyle is fucked up and being around the guys in the band can be a little hairy scary.”

      I chuckled. “Deakon and Joe you mean? Jude and Korry are okay.”

      “Jude’s a diamond … a rough one, but a diamond all the same. He can be a moody fucker, but if he’s in your corner, you’ve got a friend for life.”

      I smiled warmly. “I feel that.”

      “And I feel something else. You’ve got a thing for him, doncha?”

      Suddenly embarrassed I shook my head and looked down at my lap.

      “He’s Jude Collymore,” I mumbled like I’d said, “don’t be so stupid why would I put myself through that?”

      My brother chuckled and shook his head. “You’re as transparent as a jellyfish.”

      “A jellyfish? Aren’t they opaque?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. The plane hit an air pocket and dropped a little before it settled again. “Fuck,” I blurted and clasped my hands over my heart.

      He chuckled. “It’s fine,” he said reached out and grabbed my hand.

      “You know what I mean, I can see right through this,” he insisted and scoffed. The plane started its descent and the ground rushed toward us. “But if I can give you some advice, stay away from Jude. Don’t get involved if you want to stay friends. He’s got a hell of a reputation with women and there have been far more streetwise woman than you who are no longer around. Plus, he’s just recently found out he’s got a kid. I’m not warning you off and saying he’s a no-go area. I’d never say the same to him either. That would be y’all’s business and I haven’t earned the right to do that. However, we’re blood, and I’d hate for life to get complicated between me and Jude, or to see you get hurt.”

      The airplane landed with a jolt, and I stared across at him. “Jude Collymore would never be interested in me. So, you just wasted your breath with that speech right there,” I replied. I sounded sassy but felt confused that Levi had felt the needed to have such a conversation with me.

      “Oh, he’s interested. Jude doesn’t spend time with people unless he is.” Levi unbuckled his belt, stood, and stretched out as far as he could, given the small space on the plane. “Come on let’s get you home. I’m dying for a good meal, an even better bottle of whiskey and … well, I can’t talk about that other thing with my little sister,” he teased with a wink.

      I felt my face flush red and he laughed, “Sorry, sweetheart,” he said threw his arm around my shoulder and led me toward the open plane door. “Come on, we’ve got two days R&R before the madness descends on our house for your birthday.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 26

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Jude

      “Happy birthday, Millie,” I shouted as I held up a bottle of champagne and took a long swig of it. The time Esther had been with us had flown by. As we sat down to a celebratory dinner in the small, intimate restaurant in Key Largo that Levi had hired out, I couldn’t help being impressed with how well she had taken all the changes in her stride.

      Her birthday marked her legal right to manage her own affairs, but she’d agreed to spend a week with Levi before returning to New York. I figured that couldn’t have come at a better time because my feelings for her had grown and I had found it harder with each passing day to keep my distance and maintain a platonic friendship without my hormones getting in the way.

      After toasting her for her birthday, she had immediately left the table to accompany my sister out to the restroom. I’d always found it strange why women needed to do that in groups. However, with all the sicko perverts out there in the world today, I could hardly blame them.

      Levi moved out of his chair and wandered over to speak with Gemma’s boyfriend, Leus. As soon as he did, Joe took the opportunity to dig at me. “No longer jailbait,” he whispered, nodding in Esther’s direction.

      I looked in the direction he’d gestured at and saw Esther disappear around the corner to the restroom before his words had sunk in. Turning back to him I scowled, “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “That little filly has been eye fucking you since the moment you arrived. The girl practically pants when you walk in the room.”

      It was true, I’d see her, and I’ve tried not to look, but fuck it had gotten harder as the weeks had gone on—not that I’d let Joe know my feelings on the matter. “This again? Shut the fuck up, she’s Levi’s sister, you prick.”

      Joe held his hands up in front of him like he was surrendering. “Just makin’ an honest observation.”

      “Well, if that’s the case you can keep your fucking honesty to yourself. It’s that type of oversharing that gets your ass beaten.”

      “What’s he on about now?” Levi asked, nodding toward Joe as he slid back into his seat.

      Keela scoffed as she shook her head at Levi, “Dude, trust me, you don’t wanna know.”

      Deakon leaned over the back of my chair and joined the conversation, “Don’t want to know what? What did I miss?”

      I flashed an aggravated scowl at Joe. “Nothing. Just Joe being a dick as usual.”

      “Now you’ve got to tell me,” Levi insisted and slapped his hand on the table in front of Joe, who jumped, startled by Levi’s show of aggression. Korry moved behind Levi with Bodhi one of our bodyguards in case Joe pushed things too far and they’d needed to pile in to hold Levi back.

      “You must know your baby sister is hot for our Jude here,” Joe informed him with a smug look toward me, defying my warning. I swear the guy had a death wish sometimes.

      “Yeah, so? I’ve seen her,” Levi admitted, glanced over at me with a pissed expression, and refocused on Joe.

      What none of the other guys knew was Levi, and I’d had a few private conversations about the attention Esther paid me. I’d gone out of my way to fuck other women during the tour in the hopes of putting his sister off me and taking the attention about us away from our other bandmates. My main problem was that I was attracted to her and with more downtime than Levi, I had still found myself spending a lot of my free time with her.

      “And I’ve witnessed Jude go out of his way to avoid situations that could have given Esther false hope on that score. He’s not stupid and she’s not a child anymore. I can’t say I like it, but who am I to decide what guy my sister can date? I’m looking out for her by not letting you talk shit about her or my buddy, but I’d be a hypocrite if I came across all caveman on her behalf when I didn’t know she existed six months ago.”

      “Dude, when they look at one another you’d need a sharp chainsaw to cut through the lust between them,” Joe offered.

      I glared and shifted in my chair. I would have punched his lights out but knowing Joe he’d have taken that as a win.

      Levi eyed me warily before looking back at Joe, “Perhaps on her end, I’ll give you that. Although I’m surprised you notice anything in that pot-filled stoned state you constantly live in. But I can tell you this,” Levi said jabbing a finger on the table in front of Joe to make his point. “If Jude were ever to hook up with my sister, providing he didn’t hurt her, I’d forgive him.”

      I swallowed hard, uncomfortable with the conversation about a situation I’d thought I’d been handling okay, “Hey hold on—” I began to protest.

      Levi held his hand up to silence me and pointed at Joe as if to tell me he wasn’t finished. “But if you, you—or you,” he said pointing first at Joe then toward Deakon, “ever lay a grubby finger on that girl, I would kill either of you in a heartbeat.” My chest tightened when he’d made no mention of Korry. At twenty five, the age difference between him and Esther was closer.

      Deakon winced and let out a low whistle. “Oye, I’ve never looked at the girl, busty red heads are my jam, dude.”

      Levi scoffed at Deakon’s reply then turned his attention to Joe again, because my buddy knew Joe wasn’t at all particular about the women he hooked up with.

      “Bass players are a dime a dozen. You’ve had plenty of warnings about shit already, so you’d do well to remember that.” Levi finished his statement with a hard slap on the table, rattling the glasses and silverware.

      As Levi’s temper settled, his upfront comment about my relationship with his sister left me with an uncomfortable feeling. I couldn’t deny Esther and I had grown closer than I’d have liked, but I’d reasoned with myself that this couldn’t have been helped. The girl had been lonely and grieving. She’d also been working on a percussion piece in her remote music class and had asked me for my help.

      But there was no denying the more time we spent together, the more time I’d found myself thinking about her when I wasn’t with her. There was just something about her, something intriguingly contradicting about her funny, innocent, and sassy attitude. And despite her age and what she’d been through, I’d never met anyone like her. In short—she fascinated me. All that said, at more than a decade older than her I had no intention of ever crossing a line and starting something with her that I knew would have disrupted her status quo or fucked with Levi or the band.

      I’d known from the first time I met her she’d had a major crush on me. Hell, I only had to look at her and she blushed crimson red or she’d get all flustered around me when I smiled, winked or teased her and regretted it, but there was no denying the budding sexual chemistry we shared. When I liked someone, I was a natural flirt. But when I’d had enough of them. I could be ruthless. I knew this about myself, so I had been measured and carefully restrained myself around her.

      Esther was gorgeous, a knockout and she oozed that certain feminine sex appeal that had always attracted me to a girl. But at eighteen to my twenty-nine she was untouchable. But that hadn’t stopped me from giving her a special place in my affections. I wanted the best for her future, and I certainly wasn’t the best. She was in a league of her own and deserved a great guy who’d adore her. Someone who’d romance her, make mushy playlists and all the same romantic shit I had done for the girls in my life when I was her age.

      “I’m not willing to discuss Millie with you; you’re pissed and you’re being inappropriate dude.”

      “See? He’s even got that stupid nickname for her. Who does that if a girl doesn’t matter?” Joe chirped in again because the guy had no filter and didn’t know when to quit. He was like a starving dog with a fresh bone when he thought he was right.

      A red mist descended over my vision and threatened to drown my patience. “Esther does have a nickname. In case it escaped your notice so do you— we all do.” I informed him throwing my arms wide. “Bear, Smalls, Teach, Moonie and Beats,” I said, pointing to each Levi, him, Deakon and Korry in turn and slapping my hand on my chest when I said mine. Fuck you even nicknamed Bernadette, ‘Gimme’ because of the way she opens and closes her hand when she demands our cell phones. So, unless you want yours changed from Smalls to No Dick, I suggest you shut your mouth.”

      “What man wants to cut another man’s dick off unless what he’s saying is true—”

      <Crash>. Joe flew sideways, and he landed on his side on the marble floor while still seated in his dining chair. He’d banged the side of his head and looked terrified when Levi dragged the wooden seat away from him. Levi straddled his shoulders and stared down at him with a ‘do-you-really-want-to-fuck-with-me’ look until Bodhi placed a hand on Levi’s shoulder as a warning to keep him in check.

      “If you don’t shut the fuck up, there’s more where that came from,” Levi told Joe through a growl. “This is my sister’s birthday and the words I’ve heard, all from you I might add, have all been carefully chosen to stir the pot. Apologize to Jude.”

      “I don’t need you to fight my battles,” I told Levi. “I just didn’t want to get into it with this prick and ruin your sister’s birthday,” I remarked, jutting my chin in Joe’s direction on the floor. “Esther deserves some happiness tonight. For fuck’s sake, her mom isn’t here to celebrate with her.”

      Levi sobered and straightened at my remark. He nodded and cast a furious glance at Joe again. “Say you’re sorry.”

      “Sorry,” he mumbled and held his hand up for Levi to pull him upright.

      “Nah, dude, you made that happen. You need to start helping yourself. Now get the fuck up and mind your manners. If I hear you make one more disparaging remark about Jude and my sister, it won’t be the head you think with that’ll be throbbing.”

      Esther and my sister came back from the bathroom and had barely missed all the drama. “Alright, this is lame so I’m out of here to find some action,” Joe informed everyone and stood. He knew if he made another crass comment no one would have allowed him to get away with it. He waved to the server who brought his jacket and helped him put it on. “Coming?” he asked Deakon.

      Deakon looked to Levi and then toward Esther. “Nope, I’m sticking with the non-stoners tonight, but go knock yourself out—oh wait, Levi almost did that already.”

      Everyone chuckled as Joe shook his head, gave his date a gesture toward the door without talking to her, and walked away. She flashed us an embarrassed, almost constipated, smile, and jogged after him in her gold strappy stilettos.

      “Wow, doesn’t the air suddenly smell fresher?” Korry asked after he’d left. There was no love lost between him and Joe and I sometimes wondered if this was why Korry wasn’t as much of a team player in the band as the rest of us.

      We watched Joe and his date leave before Levi leaned over toward me. I figured he’d sensed I felt furious and touched my hand to grab my attention. “Want to come outside with me while I have a smoke?”

      I stood, threw my napkin on the table and addressed the others around us. “Finish up here and give us ten, when Levi’s had his smoke, we’re heading to the nightclub.”

      As my buddy had already gone outside with Bodhi, I followed him onto the sidewalk. Bodhi gave us space as I stepped over beside Levi and shook my head. “I’m sorry, dude,” I began.

      “Nope, not your fault,” he remarked with a hand up to stop me. “I’m getting so pissed at that fucker’s attitude toward my sister. You know the real reason he’s ragging on you all the time? I think he wants her for himself,” he stated with a raised an eyebrow. He took a couple of puffs on his cigarette, inhaled deeply and blew out the smoke. He eyed me cautiously. “He might have noticed something between y’all, but I’ve seen how he leers at her. The dude makes her feel uncomfortable, I can tell.”

      “Listen you know I—”

      He lifted his hand again to silence me once more, “Don’t tell me something you can’t promise.”

      My heart stalled, shocked. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Just like I’ve noticed Joe and Korry, I see you too, dude.”

      “See me what?” I barked. My chest tightened because I’d never given an indication of being attracted to Esther… at least I figured I’d hidden the odd feeling that had passed between us.

      “She’s fucking besotted with you. And there’s you being kindness itself, giving her all your free time to listen to all the drama she’s been through. Who does she go to when she needs something? Because it sure as shit ain’t me!”

      “She’s lonely and you’re busy all the time, and she’s an eighteen year old girl,” I tried again.

      “And how many eighteen year olds have you slept with in the past?” he countered when he eyed me carefully, and took another drag on his cigarette.

      “None at this age … not since I was about twenty four,” I guessed as accurately as I could.

      “But she’s different— you like her. I can see it. You give her more time than you ever did Georgie or Mel, Jude. And what’s age when you’re into someone?”

      “I gave her more time than Georgie because she was an adult woman and—”

      “And what?” he interjected, “Because you sure as shit don’t look at Esther like she isn’t all woman. What is it with you? Do you think Esther needs you more, or more from you than those other women? Is that what you want—to be needed?”

      “Don’t twist my words. I’ve given that girl my time because you haven’t always been around. Someone had to.”

      “That’s true, but I know you well, Jude… which is why I’m being straight with you. You’ve never done anything you don’t want to. But that said, she’s going to have the world at her feet in a few years. Please don’t fuck that up for her.”

      “Like I said, I have no intentions—”

      “Dude. Shut up and listen. We all have great intentions and then our dicks get in the way.”

      “Not this one. I swear I won’t touch her.”

      “And I’m telling you, you’d be lying if you swore on that, so I’ll pretend I didn’t hear it.” He sighed and when he exhaled, a plume of smoke spread from his mouth into the night air. “Look all I’m saying is, Esther isn’t just another piece of pussy. She’s my sister. I can warn you off and we could get all fucked up about this, but you’ll end up doing what you do regardless.”

      “Levi—”

      “Dude, listen to me, if you do go there, you had better be totally committed to whatever it is she needs for however long she needs you. If you can’t commit to that, then don’t you dare fucking touch her. That girl has been through enough and doesn’t need to be rough fucked and left wanting by a guy of your caliber. And I know I’ve no right to come on like the heavy big brother, but here I am, because right now, I’m all she’s got.”

      “I swear—”

      “You’re not hearing me,” he interjected, “and I need you to do this because I’m telling you something so Goddamn important. Maybe you won’t hook up now, but Esther will make her own decisions and if those include fucking you at some point, then I’m not saying don’t, but I’m trusting you not to hurt her.”

      Levi straightened up off the wall he’d been leaning on, and flicked his cigarette butt out into the road. I followed the sparks as they skittered across the sidewalk until it bounced into a puddle, and it was extinguished. When I looked back in Levi’s direction, he’d gone back inside.

      “Fuck,” I muttered and drew in a deep calming breath from the night air. I glanced toward Bodhi, pinched the bridge of my nose and shook my head because I thought I’d been careful not to show my feelings, I only hoped Esther hadn’t picked up on the same vibes they’d all been feeling.

      Instantly I knew what I had to do and pulled out my cell. Scrolling through my numbers until I found the one I wanted and made a call.
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      Esther

      My birthday dinner came around and I felt so excited to be the focus of attention for a change.

      “Happy birthday, sugar. You’re beautiful,” Jude cooed, leaning in, and brushing his lips against my cheek. My heart leapt at the sight of him, and the firm grip of his strong hands curling around my bare upper arms did funny things to me inside. Butterflies swarmed in my stomach and a thrill of delight shot down my spine. I can’t explain how incredible he looked with his shaggy hair, close cropped beard and that broody stare thing he did when he looked intensely at me. My breathing grew faster when he flashed me an affectionate smile that reached his eyes. “Look at you all official now.”

      Heat immediately rose to my cheeks, and I couldn’t hold back my grin.  “I guess,” I mumbled, taken aback by his unexpected comment. I wondered whether his comment had been a significant statement, or he’d mocked me about my rights and my legal age thing.

      Joe muscled his way forward and Jude stepped back as everyone else piled into the restaurant for my special meal. Disappointment washed over me when the greetings had finished and I saw Jude had sat down at the table, and was flanked on either side by Keela and Jude’s sister. Directly across from Jude sat Levi with Bernadette, and Leus to his right. I wandered over to the table and sat down next to my brother, and Joe of all people took the chair next to me.

      Jude’s eyes grew dark and narrowed to study Joe, and Jude didn’t look happy. Levi obviously picked up on Jude’s focus on my end of the table because he turned and immediately scowled when he realized where Joe was.

      Standing, Levi moved behind me and placed his hands on the back of my chair. “Sorry, Esther, you’re the birthday girl. You should sit in the middle.” Relief washed over me as I stood and swapped seats with my brother, then flashed a small smile at Jude’s far more relaxed expression.

      While we ate, my eyes kept drifting to the brightly colored packages and gift boxes piled high on the table behind Jude. One parcel appeared to glow above all others, it was the powder blue cube box with the big red bow; the gift Jude had brought for me. My fingers itched to know what he’d chosen to give me, and I couldn’t wait to find out.

      During dinner my eyes met a few times with Jude’s, and he readily smiled when he caught me watching him chew. Of course, I’d been mortified at being busted like that and had felt my cheeks heat until they burned. This only amused Jude further and he grinned when I became flustered.

      “We’re taking her with us this time?” I heard Deakon ask. I tuned into his conversation, glanced at Deakon, who sat next to Keela and realized he was talking about me to Levi.

      “Sure,” he replied, turning to face me. “Dancing, right?” he reminded me. The guys had a VIP area reserved at the Marque and I was excited to be included. Being underage I’d been given a fake ID by Bernadette and as it was my birthday date just three years later, I knew if I was stopped, I wouldn’t make a mistake.

      After dinner I’d gone to the restroom and when I came back Levi had gone outside to have a cigarette. Jude had gone with him, while the rest of us prepared to leave the restaurant for the club. The girls in the party helped me to gather up all my birthday gifts and carry my haul out to the trunk of the limousine Levi had hired as extra transport. I’d seen Bernadette do this when they had gone out during the tour, in the event some of the party had wanted to leave at different times.

      At first I was disappointed when Jude had climbed into the van with the others because I’d wanted him in the car with Levi, Keela and me. But I soon recovered when I grabbed his giftbox to me and decided to open it on the way to the nightclub. Levi, Keela and I climbed into the car, and I sat facing her and my brother.

      “Who is that from?” Levi asked, nodding toward the posh gift box.

      “I don’t know,” I lied, shaking the box at my ear. “I just grabbed the first one I saw and thought I’d treat myself to a peek at one of my gifts on the way,” I lied again, knowing exactly who it was from.

      Keela narrowed her eyes like she’d busted me for lying but thank God she remained silent. She lifted a brow and looked curiously at me. “Come on the suspense is killing me,” she gushed whipping up my excitement for what the box held inside.

      Slowly, I untied the satin bow holding the box together. Once I’d taken it off, I dropped the red ribbon on the seat and pulled off the lid. It looked like the bottom of a mug and my heart dropped that he’d give me something so impersonal for my coming of age birthday.

      I glanced at Keela, who screwed up her nose. I lifted out an embossed card that had been placed on top of the mug that had fluttered back into the box. I lifted it out and turned the mug upright. When I saw something had been crammed inside my heartbeat soared again.

      A smile creased my lips when I read the card in my hand Jude had written.

      Millie,

      I saw this and thought of you. :)

      I chuckled when I pulled out an oversized, personalized, print mug with satirical theatre dictionary terms, emblazoned on it.

      “Well?” Keela asked in a forced tone as I held the mug up and read what it had printed on it. When I hadn’t answered her, she tried again. “So, that looks expensive,” she drawled sarcastically. “Is it from Joe?”

      I shook my head as I chuckled. “No, it’s from Jude,” I heard how delighted and dreamy my voice had sounded when I’d disclosed this.

      “Thought you said Jude had a great imagination?” Keela asked as she elbowed Levi. He cast his eyes over to the mug from the scenery outside and shrugged.

      “He does. Maybe he was having an off day.”

      “It’s perfect and too funny,” I remarked, turning the mug in my hands.  If you’re involved in the theater, it means something.

      The mug began with the heading, ‘Theater Dictionary’.

      “A Prop doesn’t … A running crew rarely gets anywhere … Left is Right and Right is Left, A trap won’t catch anything …” I chuckled as I read the lines of explanations because these were all stage terms that no one working outside a performing environment would think were funny.

      Stuffed inside the mug was a petite, ruby red, velvet pouch. My hands shook in anticipation as I pulled it out and a note that was curled around the inside of the mug fell out with it. I picked it up and read it, conscious both Levi and Keela were staring at me right then.

      Sweet Esther,

      Always follow your heart and reach for the stars. You’re going to shine, sugar. You have the talent to succeed. All you need now is self-belief. The rest as they say is bullshit. Wishing you an amazing time on the next part of your journey in life at college.

      Break a leg

      Jude x

      My heart flipped over at his small personal note, and I carefully pulled a square, red leather box from inside the velvet bag.

      The pulse in my throat throbbed in anticipation when I cracked the box open and saw an inch long, heavy, white metal charm of a couple of dancers in a tango pose suspended on a delicate chain necklace. His gift was perfect, personal to me and thoughtful. My heart squeezed that he’d taken the time to find something so… me.

      “Show me,” Keela demanded. I lightly touched the substantially weighted charm and swallowed back a stupid wave of tears that threatened to give away how much his gesture had meant to me and ruin my thinly applied make up.

      Keela had decided she’d waited long enough and pulled my hand down to look. She gave out a low whistle. “Nice, that’s much better than the mug,” she praised. “A girl can never have too much jewelry.” She nudged Levi again. “Hear that, Levi? Your best friend knows what a woman wants. You should have a chat with him sometime.”

      Chuckling, I took the chain from the box, I handed it to Keela and lifted my hair out of the way.

      “Can you do the honors?” I asked as I held it around my neck and turned my back to her from the opposite seat so that she could clasp it on me. She finished doing this as we drew up outside the nightclub. Fans who were waiting in line immediately recognized Levi and rushed forward, so I placed a protective hand over my necklace until we were safely inside the club.
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      Esther

      The pulsing vibrations from the DJ’s music along with the throng of the crowd made us all bounce on the dance floor as we were escorted along the back of the venue and up a flight of metal stairs.

      A cocktail waitress stood placing drinks from her tray onto the table of the seating area our party had been allocated. On the table was a bottle of tequila, one of bourbon and an ice bucket with champagne.

      “Dance with me,” Deakon’s date, who I’d heard Joe refer to as Wendy, insisted and began dragging me toward the dance floor. There was a swarm of celebrities all around us, some from stage and screen, some would be celebrities from a current reality TV show, and a few other people I didn’t know, but somehow accepted they were someone important.

      “Not yet, I want to grab a seat. Maybe once I’ve had another glass of Champagne or something, I’ll feel brave enough,” I countered back. She released my hand, and I took a seat by Keela and Gemma.

      “Want something to drink?” Korry asked as he slapped a warm hand on my thigh with a smile.

      “Champagne?” I’d already had two glasses of wine with my dinner, and it had given me a warm feeling inside.

      “Of course,” he agreed and filled one of the fluted glasses for me. I’d been around the band for months, but tonight was the first time I’d felt like an equal in their company. Although that wasn’t strictly true either, I still wasn’t legal, but I’d breezed right in on the arm of my brother.

      Pushing that thought aside, I sat for around thirty minutes, sipping champagne while Korry chatted and refilled my glass. I stared enthralled at the rich and famous all around me in the VIP section of the club. I could hardly believe my eyes at who all was there.

      Keela stepped past me, and when I looked up, I realized Levi had his hand held out for her. “Limber up, sis. I’ll be back for you in a minute. Gotta get the birthday girl on the dance floor. “Unless Korry wants …” he stopped talking, narrowed his eyes and shook his head in second thought. He glanced back over his shoulder. “Hang on,” he warned, holding a hand in my direction. “Jude,” he called. Jude turned and my brother waved him over. “Dance with Esther, will you?”

      It was more of an order than the question he’d posed, and for a moment I’d felt like a burden again. Jude shrugged and waved me to my feet. I shook off the reluctant look he’d given Levi and let excitement tear through my body as I rose from my seat.

      “Alright Millie let’s see you bust those moves,” Jude joked, but the expression on his gorgeous face had tightened, and I felt like a burden again that he’d had to entertain me during his down time.

      “It’s okay you don’t have to do this …” I protested the moment I’d noticed his mood change, but he leaned forward, took my hand, and tugged me until I trailed behind him toward the dance floor. “You heard the boss,” he muttered over his shoulder. My heart sank like a stone in my chest. The euphoria I’d felt when he’d first asked me to dance left me. I realized all those sips of champagne had added up until my head felt light and my legs wobbly.

      Once we’d reached the dance floor, we dropped hands. I stood in front of him and adjusted my thigh length, gold fitted dress. Jude eyed me in it and his jaw clenched tight. He looked away and instantly the dress I’d thought had made me look mature and sophisticated felt cheap.

      Taking my hand again, he quickly spun me full circle and pulled me back toward him, I landed tight to his chest and he immediately spun me away from him again. He did a fancy move with his legs and pulled a face.” I giggled because Jude was a rock star and there were probably plenty of eyes on us.

      “Sorry, sugar, I’m a wreck on the dance floor.”

      “I’ll teach you sometime,” I offered before I’d thought better about that.

      “I’ll hold you to that promise. It’s the one kind of coordination I’ve never been able to master. Soft and smoochy has always been my go-to maneuvers on the dance floor.”

      “Oh, I’m fine with that,” I squeaked out and I almost died that those stupid words delivered with such a high-pitched voice, had fallen out of my mouth.

      “Is that so?” He asked with a genuine chuckle, clasped my hand in his, and pulled our chests closer. My breath hitched from how closely he held me and when his beautiful whiskey colored eyes met mine the intense gaze in them made my heart stutter. His free hand slid to the small of my backless dress and his strong, warm palm slid gently across my skin. I trembled in his arms when a spark of desire shot through my body and felt my nipples harden with the friction of my breasts against his chest.

      During my sensory overload I lost concentration and my pelvis accidently bumped against his, not once but twice in succession. My heart stalled when I thought I felt an unmistakeable large bulge in his pants. Our accidental collision left me in no doubt Jude had an erection. I’d tried not to read too much into that because I’d read men couldn’t help these things sometimes, but no matter how I rationalized it, the thought I’d made that impact on him made me feel giddy and wet between my legs.

      I let out an involuntary moan when a shudder of desire coursed through me, and my jelly legs suddenly led me to stand on his toes. I felt mortified he’d heard me when he asked, “Excuse me?” and he watched my mouth as if he’d thought I’d said something. I shook my head and felt horrified.

      Seconds later, Jude leaned close to my face. I saw his mouth move but what he said wasn’t audible. Either that or I had been so busy having my mini meltdown from being in his arms that my hearing had been drowned out by the rapid blood flow swishing through my ears.

      I scrunched my nose up and mouthed “I can’t hear you.”

      He leaned forward and his cheek brushed mine, and I was instantly seduced by the smell of his cologne. “I see you found my gift,” he said in a husky tone against the shell of my ear. The combination of his hot breath on my skin and his warm, sensual hands sliding around to my front sent a shiver of delight through my veins. My breath hitched when his fingertips lightly brushed across my chest as he took the dancing charm in his hand, and the knuckles of his large hand grazed my cleavage as he inspected it.

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you,” I replied as casually as I could, but covered his hand with mine because the position of it had felt too intimate. I flashed him a bashful smile when I looked up and he gave me a soft one in return. An unexpected spark between us turned his eyes darker when he held my gaze a moment too long.

      Stiffening as if he felt what I felt, he abruptly averted his eyes, nodded at someone he recognized in the crowd, and avoided my gaze as we shuffled around for the rest of the dance while listening to Tieso and Carole G “Don’t be Shy.”

      As the song finished, Jude stopped dancing, twisted his upper body, and looked over his shoulder. I caught a wide grin spread on his face as his hands fell away from me. A brief lull in the music due to a slow intro to the next had been enough for me to hear. “There you are sweetheart, I’m really glad you could make it.”

      My heart sunk to my stomach when I eyed the beautiful soap star celebrity that had breezed into my moment and wrapped her arms around Jude’s neck. Their faces were close, and both looked delighted to see one another.
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      Jude

      “You get more handsome every time I see you,” Vivienne Maxwell gushed as she leaned in and took my mouth in a chaste kiss. Even though I’d expected her to appear, I felt thrown for a moment after the connection I’d had with Esther. Pushing that feeling aside I flashed a beaming smile knowing what I had to do was for the best.

      “And you get more beautiful by the day,” I flirted back. From the corner of my eye, I saw Esther shift uncomfortably from foot to foot and it crushed me to deliberately ignore her. I couldn’t think of anything worse to do to her, especially on her birthday. But I figured seeing me, seemingly full on with somebody else would give her the push she needed to turn her off me and focus her attention elsewhere.

      As Esther went to turn, I pulled out of Vivienne’s embrace, moved my hand around Viv’s waist and pulled her closer. “Vivienne this is Levi’s little sister. Esther, I want you to meet a special friend of mine, Vivienne Maxwell.”

      For a second the light dimmed in Esther’s eyes, and she looked utterly devastated. Then as if time paused, I watched her close her eyes and think for a second and when she’d opened them again, I thought she was going to bolt from the look of panic that had settled in her gaze. I felt like shit when I saw how dejected she looked.

      “Hi,” Esther said in a small voice. When she couldn’t even pretend to be pleased to meet Viv, I jumped in again to cover up the awkward moment.

      “Shall we get a drink?” I suggested, turning Vivienne in the direction of our booth, and left Esther to walk behind us.

      The reason I’d called Viv was because we were great friends. We’d hooked up a few times and realized we made better friends than lovers. We hung out from time to time, and when I’d explained the conversation I’d had with Levi, she’d been happy to help.

      I trusted Viv to read the situation and  I knew she could be convincing and very hands-on. This was one of those occasions where I didn’t think it would take that much to turn Esther’s faint heart off, and if not, Vivienne was acting royalty.

      Had I been callous, I could have hooked up with any girl at the club because I’d always figured the best way to get one girl out of my mind was to get lost in another.

      Vivienne, a real party girl, immediately went into full swing and ordered a tray load of her favorite jello shots. These were brought to the table by the cocktail waitress, and everyone present around the table dived in. It wasn’t long before the shots had all gone and despite my effort to ignore Esther I noticed Korry feed her three.

      If Esther was pissed at me, she didn’t show it, and I’d just begun to feel less guilty about what I had done when I became concerned by Korry’s attention toward her.

      After a quick word with Keela that Korry was getting her drunk, Keela and my sister Gemma dragged Esther away from him, and onto the dance floor again. Vivienne asked if I wanted to dance. I shook my head no and she stood.

      “Mind if I join the girls?” I shrugged and shook my head, so she went over and joined the others.

      Esther was a born dancer, and as the girls were all dancing together, it gave me an opportunity to watch her without being called out. Within seconds, I became so mesmerized by her fluid movements it had felt as if she were the only girl dancing out there.

      I began to believe the universe was fucking against me with her outrageously enticing and sexy as fuck ‘look-what-you-could-have-had’ routine as she held her arms above her head and swayed sensually to “Sexy Back” by Justin Timberlake. Levi broke my view when he stepped over my legs and slumped down in the booth beside Korry. A quiet, but heated discussion went on between them and ended with Korry getting up and walking over to the bar. Levi watched him go with narrowed eyes.

      When I looked back toward Esther, I saw a couple of younger guys from a boy band had begun chatting with the girls and two of them had begun paying close attention to her.

      “Keep an eye on them,” I said to Levi as he stood up and walked in front of me. I tried to sound casual as Levi glanced over his shoulder and shrugged. Vivienne had left the girls and turned up next to me again.

      “I know what you’re doing,” Levi informed me as he slumped in the seat beside me and stared toward the dance floor where Keela, Esther and Gemma were dancing together with the guys.

      Slowly I rolled my head along the back of the seat and cast him a sideward glance, “You do?”

      “Yeah, it’s what we all do when we can’t have what we want.”

      “I told you I won’t get involved. She’s still a kid.” When I heard myself say this, I realized it was the first time I hadn’t protested my innocence. “I just hate how hurt she looks,” I admitted, and held up Vivenne’s hand for him to see.

      “Sometimes you have to leave them to save them,” Levi said sounding philosophical. We sat quietly staring at one another, our booze-soaked brains temporarily blank for words.

      “Why her?” he probed after a minute.

      “Who, Vivienne?” I asked with a smile. “Because she’s a great lay,” I joked glancing toward her and earned a smile from Viv.

      He shook his head and chuckled because he knew the deal Viv and I had made a long time ago now. “No, what’s so special about my sister?”

      “Dude,” I warned. I frowned and prayed he’d drop his line of questioning because I had no answer to this myself.

      “I mean, you can be ruthless with women, yet behave all gentle and attentive toward her. You gotta admit, usually, you’re all in until you’re not. And when you’re out, you’re gone. How many girls have there been that got dumped via a text message or turned up to the gig to find they’d been frozen out?”

      I blinked while my mind caught up with his assessment of me, tilted my head from side to side in consideration and then cringed. “That’s not always been the case,” I protested. “There was Mel.”

      “Dude, Mel was an exception, and you know it,” he countered back. He took a cigarette out of a crushed packet in his jeans and lit one up. Immediately a waitress came over and told him to put it out. “Fuck, I just want a drag,” he argued then took three long puffs and reluctantly dropped it into a champagne flute on the table. He cast a glare in the direction of the waitress and turned back to look at me. He cocked a brow prompting an answer.

      “Alright, maybe I have been a bit shitty sometimes, but at least I never gave them false hope,” I reasoned. “I can’t take the whining and drama anymore… my tolerance levels have expired. If that makes me a moody fuck so be it. Life is too full to deal with the Georgies of this world.”

      “True,” he mused agreeing with me.

      Encouraged, I added, “You know the kind of women we attract. If it’s not the groupies, it’s those who are scoping out their next target, because she’s hedging her bets on the next guy for when I dump them.”

      “And what do they want?”

      “Rings, houses and babies,” I remarked, dryly. “Look at all these guys here,” I said waving my hand at the various celebrities milling around. “How many of these people are with their partners, husbands or wives?”

      We both looked around for a minute and I guessed my point was taken. Had Levi found someone he’d have pointed them out to me because he loved gloating whenever I was wrong.

      “See, none. And I’ll tell you why. As soon as you get into that place where one partner feels in a position of power, sex becomes a bargaining tool. It’s used to manipulate and control instead of connecting with someone on another level, or just for the fun of doing it.”

      “It’s not like that with me and Keela,” Levi protested and shook his head. “With Siranne, yep—you called that right, but not with Kee. She’s a diamond.” Vivienne dropped my hand, stood, and wandered over to someone she knew. My eyes followed her, but I quickly lost interest and I looked back at Levi.

      “You’re not married, and you don’t have kids. Keela’s with you all the time right now. Make a firm commitment and you’ll see things change—peoples’ personalities change once that happens,” I argued as my eyes found Esther on the dance floor again. I had a hunch from the flirtatious way Blake, the lead singer of the boy band, kept touching Esther’s arm, he was going to make a move. A spark of jealousy rippled through me because he was young, confident, and there was nothing holding him back.

      “You are one broody fucker,” Levi mumbled, oblivious to the scene on the dance floor.

      “I am. But I’m a fantastically, broody fucker when I’m drunk and in the right woman’s bed,” I replied, grinning.

      We both laughed as Vivienne reappeared from the crowd, came over and sat on my lap. “Have you two been having verbal foreplay without me?” she asked, sliding her hand behind my neck. Her touch did nothing for me and I sat straighter as Levi chuckled and stood.

      “And that’s my cue to go dance with my woman,” he mumbled.

      As soon as he stood, Vivienne shifted off my lap and sat at my side where Levi had been. “No need to ask why I’m here,” she said, nodding toward Esther. “That sweet little girl’s got it bad. I almost feel sorry for Blake Easton. The poor guy is trying so hard, but she can’t concentrate on a word he’s saying for checking you out over here.”

      “She could have been looking at Levi,” I suggested half-heartedly.

      “She could have, but I doubt that very much since I saw how devastated she looked when I turned up.” I had to give it to Viv she was perceptive and had read the situation on the dance floor perfectly. “But …” she added wagging her pointy finger toward me from my side. “Why do I feel this girl is different, Jude?”

      “Different?” I asked and noted this was how Levi had described my situation. I felt irritated that my voice had sounded alarmed.

      “Yep, different. And you want to know why?”

      My heart began to race because I obviously hadn’t been as careful as I’d thought. The guys in the band testing out something was one thing, but if she had dialed into my feelings, I could hardly deny them.

      “No, but I’m sure you’re going to enlighten me anyway since you think you know it all,” I remarked in a teasing tone, and tried not to sound concerned.

      “Just like she’s been watching you, you’ve had one eye on her since Korry moved in. You cock blocked him, and now you can’t concentrate on us because Blake and Co. are showing an interest in her.”

      “I like her … a lot,” I admitted honestly. “But,” I shrugged. “It can’t happen—it won’t happen,” I said sounding determined.

      “What can’t?” she asked. She slapped a palm against my forehead like she was feeling my temperature. “Are you sick? Since when does Jude Collymore care about the virtue of a young girl?”

      I turned to look at her. “That’s not fair. I haven’t screwed an eighteen year old in years.”

      “Perhaps that’s part of the attraction,” Viv threw with a raised eyebrow as she played devil’s advocate.

      “That I’m into eighteen-year-old girls and haven’t had one in a while?”

      She chuckled. “Well, you’re into that one. But no, I meant perhaps it’s the forbidden aspects of a relationship with her that’s the pull. I mean, she’s your best friend’s younger sister, she’s gorgeous and deliciously innocent. Those aspects of Esther would be an alluring challenge for most rock stars.”

      “This has nothing to do with me playing in a band. You’re right she’s so fucking innocent, and I’m not going to be the one to corrupt her.”

      “Damn,” Viv remarked and gave me a serious look.

      I sighed. “What I like about her is that despite what she’s been through, she’s not jaded. She’s open and honest to the point where it’s beyond adorable and she doesn’t know how to play games.” I shrugged. “I dunno, perhaps I’ve been around too many of the wrong type of woman that made Esther such an attractive proposition for me… not that I’d tap her,” I added quickly.

      “Look, there’s nothing wrong with having a relationship that’s mutual between two people, as long as it’s consensual and legal, which this is… since she’s having a birthday.”

      I’d stopped listening when I saw Esther making her way toward the restrooms and looked back toward the dance floor. Blake was leaning in talking to Mikey, another of his bandmates. They were apparently ribbing one another with mock punches, and Blake cracked up laughing. He then elbowed Mikey playfully in the ribs and headed off the dance floor in the same direction as Esther had gone. When he looked over his shoulder and nodded, then patted his jeans pocket in response to something Mikey had called out, I shot out of my seat.

      “I’ll be back in a minute,” I barked at no one in particular, and immediately stalked after him because I’d guessed whatever was in that pocket was either a condom or worse— drugs, and the last thing I’d ever let happen to Esther was to be roofied on my watch.
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      By the time I reached the long corridor down to the restrooms, I saw Blake shake off two female reality show celebrities right before the he disappeared through a doorway.

      “He’s probably a crap lay anyway,” I heard the smaller of the two women say as they passed me and did a double take.

      “Hey, you’re Jude—”

      “Not now, sweetheart,” I muttered in a no-nonsense, broody tone as I strode past them, and slapped my hand on the wooden door to the restroom.

      “What the fuck is the matter with these men tonight? And they say we get premenstrual.” Her comment sank in as I took in the scene of Esther backed up against the vanity, and Blake a little too close to her for comfort. I could tell instantly by the startled expression on her face she was surprised to see me. When I read the relief in her eyes it informed me Blake’s advance wasn’t welcome.

      “There you are, sugar,” I said sounding as if I’d been looking for her all along.

      “Hey, Jude. I didn’t know she was one of yours,” Blake mumbled with his hands up and took a large step back. The inference that Esther was a groupie wasn’t lost on me.

      “Mine or not, she looks pretty uncomfortable to me. Want to tell me what’s in that pocket?” I asked nodding at the one he’d patted down on the way off the dance floor.

      “What?” he asked, startled.

      “You heard me. Empty your pockets,” I barked loudly. Esther made to move away, and I put my hand on her wrist to keep her where she was. I moved her slightly behind my body to protect her.

      “Aw come on man, it was a joke.”

      “Empty your fucking pocket and I’ll decide if it’s funny or not.”

      Blake stuffed his hand in his pocket and pulled out a strip of condoms. I must say I felt relieved it wasn’t drugs and immediately knew I’d overreacted. Esther wasn’t mine, but Blake Easton wasn’t good enough for her either.

      “Right, apologize to Esther for harassing her in a woman’s restroom of all places, and get back to your buddies before I kick your ass.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it,” he protested.

      “Then you won’t mind saying you’re sorry for interrupting her when she was powdering her nose,” I responded with a growl.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled and shuffled toward the door. As he was leaving three girls surrounded him. They all giggled, then the door closed before one of the girls pushed it open again having caught sight of me.

      “Out,” I bellowed, as she drew breath to speak. Her legs buckled and from the look of fear on her face she almost shit her pants. Stumbling on her heels, she let go of the door and it closed again.

      “Well, aren’t you the big Daddy Bear,” Esther mumbled, annoyed.

      “I’m sorry. I saw them joking after you’d left to come out here, and when I saw him coming after you …” I shrugged. “I wanted to think it was only condoms he had, but drugs are all too easy to come by in this industry. I just had this weird feeling.”

      “Like the feeling you had in your pants earlier when you rubbed up against me right before your girl turned up?” Her response stunned me because I couldn’t deny I’d gotten hard when I’d held her in my arms. Tears sprang to her eyes and her voice shook but there was a clear tone of frustration laced in the words she’d spoken.

      I shrugged, “I wouldn’t be human if I didn’t get a hard on dancing close with a beautiful girl.”

      “Make up your mind, Jude,” she hissed as she placed her hands on my pecs and pushed me away. Being stronger and taller, I caught hold of her wrists and held them between us. Her eyes blazed with a mixture of passion, lust, alcohol, and anger. “One minute you were hard for me, tracing your hand across my bare back and talking playfully, and the next I’m Levi’s kid sister. You’re giving me whiplash. For a rock star you’re not very forthcoming at taking what you want.”

      “Oh girl, I’m plenty forthcoming, just not with you.”

      “Really, because your dick told me a whole different story out there on the dance floor. I wonder what your … Vivienne would say if she knew how I’d turned you on,” she said stepping closer. Her fiery eyes blazed with a mixture of jealousy and desire as she dropped her gaze to my lips and licked hers in anticipation. “Don’t you want to give me a real birthday kiss?” she goaded.

      “You’re drunk, sugar.”

      “Not so drunk I wouldn’t remember those lips on mine, that tongue that verbally teases me all the time, in my mouth.”

      “Now I know you’ve had too much to drink. There’s no way you’d have said any of that to me sober,” I remarked, scowling.

      “No? Maybe I had to keep my mouth shut to get through these past few months.”

      I leaned forward and placed my forehead on hers just as someone knocked on the restroom door.

      Turning my head to the side without leaving hers I shouted. “Beat it.”

      “Don’t do this. Don’t cheapen yourself with alcohol. This isn’t who you are,” I warned Esther again.

      “You have no idea who I am.”

      I considered what she said and stared her out. It was true, I had no clue what she was like in her real life before her mom died and she was forced to tour with us.

      “So, are you telling me you and Lindy are like two peas in a pod?”

      Esther’s eyes widened at the inference, confirming my suspicions that Lindy was a bit loose with her body. But the truth in hers as they stared back at me endorsed that Esther was every inch the good girl she was trying right then to shake off.

      “Do you really want me to kiss you, Esther, or do you think you have power over me because you feel that I’d like to do that to you and you think I won’t?”

      “Would you like to?” she asked, her breathing a little ragged, her dark, wanton stare intense. A flush stained her cheeks and she looked so adorably brave it made my heart clench.

      “What I might like and what I do aren’t the same,” I implored while I fought hard not to make a move.

      “Why not? Maybe you wouldn’t live up to my expectations.” I chuckled at her bold statement and the wide eyed, serious expression she had on her face when she said this.

      The restroom door opened and Keela walked in. She placed a hand on her hip and held the other hand up, a trick she’d no doubt seen Levi use when he wanted my silence. “Listen, I could care less if you two fucked one another’s brains out right here, but I am not pissing myself because your sadistic, angsty foreplay is taking too long.” Stepping around us she entered one of the stalls and we heard her relieve herself.

      Esther scrunched up her nose in disgust, and I sighed because I figured Keela would report what she’d seen back to Levi. “Are we going back out there to have some fun or are you going to need to be taken home?”

      The toilet flushed and Keela stepped around us again. “Jesus, I’ll take a risk and wash my hands later,” she mumbled and opened the restroom door again. “Fuck already or free up the facility,” she ordered, and banged the restroom door. “Sorry, these are out of order right now,” I heard her tell people from the hallway. “There’s one on the other side of the dance floor,” she informed them like she was part of the dance club staff.

      I smiled, because Levi was right, Keela didn’t care about much apart from him.

      “Well?” Esther prompted.

      I scrunched my brow. “Well? I think the last question was mine.”

      “Yeah, in front of Keela, but I’m still waiting for an answer to mine.”

      “Which was?” I asked, trying to remember. I was far less sharp when I drank.

      “Why won’t you kiss me?”

      “There’s only one reason why I would and a hundred, why not,” I whispered. Lust filled her eyes and had already made me hard. And the soft skin on her wrists in my hands made me want her more than ever.

      “Then why don’t you pick the reason why you should?”

      “You’re playing with fire,” I warned because with each passing moment I found it more difficult to reason why not. It was only a kiss after all.

      “Better than treading water or drowning in expectation,” she countered.

      “Sugar, I’d break you. You couldn’t handle me.”

      “Big statement right there,” she mumbled and licked her lips. Her words were a goad too far. I dropped a wrist, cupped the back of her head and closed the space between us.
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      Esther

      For a second or two I forgot to breath as Jude’s hot breath and mouth on mine turned into a full-on slow, sensual kiss. Desire flooded through me and pooled at my core. At first the potent cocktail of heady sensations controlling my body almost overwhelmed me, and in that moment I almost came.

      Shoving me back against the vanity, Jude’s hard body crowded me, then urgently pressed against me. Hearing our ragged breaths in that close position sounded desperate and felt intimate. Dropping my wrist his large hand slid around the back of my shoulders and down my bare back, but was halted by the hard vanity just above the edge of my backless dress.

      “Oh, God,” he muttered when he stole a sharp breath and his lips reconnected.

      This time his tongue delved deeper into my mouth and slid exploratively against mine. His hand trailed around to my breast, cupped it firmly and then his thumb strummed over the hard peak of my nipple he found there. Goosebumps riddled my body and a soft moan, followed by a needy whimper, escaped my lips.

      A low growl tore from his chest in response and he pulled his mouth away long enough to whisper, “Esther.” With ragged breaths he pressed his lips to my neck, my collar bone and my cleavage before he dropped to his knees and began hitching the hem of dress up.

      My hands flew to cover his and I froze. Abruptly he stopped, glanced up at me and whatever he’d seen in my eyes made him instantly snap back to his senses.

      “Fuck,” Jude cussed and stood up. He strode toward the restroom door and ran his hand through his hair.

      He looked breathless and frustrated as he clasped them in a helpless gesture behind his neck, as if he had needed to know exactly where they were. “I knew it,” he ground out, raised his eyes to the ceiling and then focused on me. “Jesus, I’m sorry, Esther. That should never have happened.” His guilty reaction to me freezing made me cringe. I watched the blood drain from his face as remorse took over, and his eyes bulged like he couldn’t believe what we’d done.

      Swallowing hard, I tried to fight back my tears, not because he’d hurt me, but because I’d proven him right. I couldn’t handle whatever came next, not just with him—with any man for that matter.

      “Are you okay?” I didn’t hurt you, did I?” He asked from the distance he’d made between us. I shook my head because he’d done nothing wrong, I had enjoyed it, until I’d suddenly freaked out when he’d taken things a bit further and I’d gotten scared.

      “No, I’m not hurt. I’m fine, you didn’t do anything wrong. That was all me. I shouldn’t have goaded you like that.”

      Jude appeared relieved by my reply, but his gorgeous eyes were still clouded and wary, like he wasn’t entirely sure I was telling the truth.

      Levi suddenly burst through the door. “What the fuck? Are you okay, Esther?” My brother looked from me to Jude, and I knew I had to say something.

      “That stupid Blake what’s his name tried to corner me in here. Jude got rid of him. I was lucky Jude saw Blake coming after me when I left the dance floor.”

      “I’ll murder that little …”

      I braced my hand on his shoulder. “Trust me, I’m fine. It’s been dealt with, so I don’t want any fuss. I just became a bit emotional that Jude had looked out for me like that.”

      Levi’s suspicious eyes softened, glanced toward Jude, and he nodded. “Thanks, buddy. I’m glad one of us was paying attention,” he muttered.

      “Yeah, I’m very grateful, but I think the alcohol didn’t help my reaction either. I think I’ll head back to Jude’s place if that’s okay.

      “Sure. Are you okay to go with her?” he asked, and I saw Jude swallow and calmly nod. “Sure. Can you tell Viv we’ve split?”

      “Of course, and don’t worry about her, I’m sure she’ll enjoy herself anyway. I’ll just text the driver and tell him to meet you outside in five. That’ll give you enough time to get your jacket, right?” he asked me. I nodded unable to look Jude in the eye.

      Levi left us and I hugged myself. “I can go on my own, there’s no need for your night to be ruined,” I said suddenly feeling every inch a kid.

      “Already is … and not because I kissed you. It’s because I kind of forgot myself and overstepped with you.”

      “You didn’t and we’re still here. The sky didn’t fall, as you say,” I mumbled the words he’d once said to me with a smile.

      “Nope, it didn’t but that thing we just did, as amazing as it was … that’s never happening again … but we do need to talk about it.”

      My heart cracked at his words because I really liked Jude. In fact, I was sure I had fallen in love with him, and he had no idea about that. But I respected what he’d said and as sad as it made me, I knew he was right. A man like Jude was too hard to handle for a stupid young girl like me.
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      Jude

      Usually, that moment whenever I inserted my penthouse key card into the elevator of my condo block, it gave me a sense of relief. Touring was both physically and mentally draining on the body, so whenever I had gotten a chance to chill, home was where I had always wanted to be. I’d felt none of that relief with Esther standing beside me.

      Opening the door, I stood aside to allow her to enter and was inwardly kicking myself for not making an excuse as to why Levi, Keela and Esther couldn’t stay. But before that kiss there was no reason for me to refuse. What could I have said anyway?

      Levi hadn’t asked to stay—he didn’t need to ask. Same as I didn’t whenever I went to visit him in Key Largo. Apart from my parent’s place at Thanksgiving, staying at one another’s homes was a given whenever we had time to spend together. Hell, we all shared a property together in Beverley Hills, and a band property in Las Vegas.  It wasn’t easy to get time away from it all, not when we were as recognizable as we had become, with millions of fans dotted across the globe.

      “Want a coffee?” I asked her. I really needed a shot of bourbon, neat, but under the circumstances I knew more alcohol was strictly out of the question. I’d fucked up—and I knew it.

      “Yeah,” Esther mumbled, and I instantly forgot what I’d asked. She gingerly slid onto a chair at my kitchen table.

      “Sorry, did you say yes?”

      She nodded. “So …” she began.

      Initially, I pretended I hadn’t heard her and set about fixing a pod of her favorite caramel latte into the coffee maker, but when I had nothing else to do, I kept my back to her and responded, “So?”

      “I’m sorry,” she muttered.

      When I’d turned to look at her, she’d placed her forearms on the table and rested her head on them with her eyes closed. She looked devastatingly sweet and beautiful, if still a little drunk.

      “I was the one at fault. I should have known better,” I reminded her.

      “Better than?”

      “To move in on an innocent girl. I’m sorry if I scared you, I got carried away.”

      Lifting her head to stare at me, she looked annoyed by my statement. “You didn’t scare me. I just…”

      “Froze,” I stated. “You froze on me, sugar,” I said closing the lid on the pod and listening to the coffee machine do its work. I sat down beside her and placed a hand under her chin. Shame flitted through her eyes, and she tried to look away. I held her chin firmer insisting she look at me. “But you know what? I’m glad you did because I don’t want to be your first, you deserve better than some horny old rock star. Save yourself for someone who deserves you, and I hope when you do have sex it’s with someone who loves and protects you.”

      “You protect me,” she shot back with tears brimming in her eyes.

      “And I care about you, but I don’t love you,” I hesitated, “that’s not true. I mean I can’t love you in the way you think. A relationship with me is impossible. You’re eighteen with a ton of fun ahead of you. I know, I’ve been there.”

      Her jaw dropped, while hurt flashed through her eyes. By the shocked look on her face, anyone would think I had struck her. I softened my tone.

      “But—” she began to protest.

      “Look,” I said interrupting her. “You’ve been through so much. I won’t take advantage of your vulnerability. Tonight, I almost did because I’m drunk and selfish. You look so fucking hot in that dress, but I feel sick that I almost lost control like that.”

      “Don’t worry, you’ll never get that opportunity again,” she spat, suddenly angry, and I understood how insensitive I had sounded, and that I’d hurt her deeply. I also knew she didn’t mean it because her pleading eyes told me differently.

      “That feeling you have about me right now… that ball of anger in your belly?” I asked. “Remember it, and the thoughts that are floating through your mind, labeling me an arrogant bastard or that how cocky and self-absorbed I am. Hang on to them, because your head and your gut, aren’t wrong. I’m not good to women—with women, and I can’t be all you need because I’ve had years of using them for my own satisfaction.”

      “Jude,” she protested.

      “I’m serious, you only need to look at my track record to verify that. Mel, Georgie … and there have been plenty others before them. Go to college, find a nice guy that’ll treat you right. He’ll no doubt make you his queen and then you’ll be thankful we had this conversation … and that I did the right thing.”

      Esther began to cry, and my arms ached to comfort her. For the first time in my life, I felt I was being deliberately cruel. And although my heart clenched with pity for what I’d done, from the look on her face, I felt certain I’d done enough to push her away and let her move on with her life.
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      Esther

      Waking with a pounding headache and swollen eyes I could barely open wasn’t a fun way of starting the day. After I’d gone to bed, I’d cried most of the night and dreaded the moment I came face-to-face with Jude again. Sometime around 3:00 a.m. I decided I’d head back to New York and had gone as far as booking a late morning flight. There was no way I wanted to watch Jude’s face with that brooding angry scowl when I knew I’d put it there this time.

      Once I had taken a shower, I stared in the mirror and berated myself for being so ridiculous as to think Jude Collymore could be anything more than he was to me, and I’d likely ruined the friendship we had because of my idiotic challenge in that restroom last night. Today was a new day, I was eighteen, and Levi’s responsibilities toward me were over.

      My swollen, sad eyes ticked over my appearance in the mirror, and I couldn’t see any of the glamorous, happy girl that had stared back at me in the mirror from the night before. With my long, dark hair swept severely back in a low ponytail and the yellowish tint of grief back on my face, I cast a pathetic sight.

      Not wishing to draw concerned looks from strangers, I applied minimal makeup, just enough to make myself appear human, and packed up my belongings. With everything packed, and an Uber on the way, I reluctantly placed the necklace Jude gave me back in its box and placed it on the nightstand. I hadn’t even seen any of the other gifts given to me for my birthday, but none of them mattered now. No amount of material possessions would change my mind about what I had to do.

      I felt thankful no one had woken up as I held my breath and quietly closed the door of Jude’s apartment, slipped on my sunshades and with a crushing pain in my chest, turned my back on the craziest, surreal four months of my life.

      When I climbed into my Uber, unshed tears stung and my throat began to constrict. I fought my tears back, determined not to cry as I glanced up at Jude’s apartment. Approaching the tall metal gates a security guard waved cheerily as the gates slowly opened and I left the safety of the exclusive gated community behind and headed for Orlando International.

      It was only 7:30 a.m. and I had been eighteen years old for less than twenty four hours, but it had been my target day, my day of independence I had focused on making it to without the need for the Childcare System. Desperation had made me swallow my pride and disclosed my relation to Levi Milligan. And the memory of how humiliated and emotional I became when I realized my only hope of sanctuary was to be thrust upon a rock star brother who hadn’t known that I’d existed. We’d both been forced to live with a stranger; strike that. For me, make that a whole army of strangers.

      Life with a rock band on tour had felt like being thrown into a three ring circus; a world where mayhem and absurdity thrived, where weird assed, arty types experimented with drugs like candy, fucked like rabbits and lines became blurred or were crossed at will. It was a life where core beliefs were challenged, tolerance levels were stupidly high, and unacceptable, crass, or crude behavior appeared to be the norm.

      Yet through all that, Levi, Jude, and Bernadette had somehow protected me from the intenseness of that vulgar life. Even though it was a time when my grief had been raw, and I’d felt everything from anger to numbness from missing my mom and my friends, the experience had been valuable in giving me survival skills I’d never have considered until then.

      Now there were no fancy private planes, security detail, or the group of people who had, for a short time at least, felt like family to me. The time had come, where I took responsibility for the choices I made on my own. So, I would fly coach class, and look forward because I had plans, but I swore I’d never be so stupid as to bat out of my league again.

      About five miles East of Orlando International my cell buzzed in my purse.

      Jude: Call me when you’ve had time to breathe.

      My heart clenched at his words and I felt my chest tighten again. His comment was exactly what I’d needed to hear. He pissed me off with his mature hint at, ‘let’s talk about this and you know I’m right’ bullshit. I stuffed my cell phone back in my bag, determined I wouldn’t reply because he couldn’t understand what was in my soul was more than a schoolgirl crush and I couldn’t keep doing this to myself.

      And as my Uber drove up the ramp to the drop off zone outside the terminal, my cell phone buzzed again. For a few seconds I tried to ignore that it had happened until I caved and pulled it out to read the message.

      Levi: Did you leave without saying goodbye?

      As I was reading it another one came in.

      Levi: I thought we had time to discuss what you wanted to happen next.

      The text message blurred as I read it, but I swallowed back my tears. I’d cried a river in the past year with my mom being terminal and all that had happened since. I stuffed my cell back into my purse again without answering. Thankfully, the Uber had stopped, and I didn’t have time to dwell upon sentiments. I climbed out, paid the driver, and he placed my luggage on the sidewalk beside me. I was certain I’d reply to Levi, no question about that, but not until I had my emotions back in check about leaving way I had.

      As I cleared security and settled myself in a chair by the window at the gate, I pulled out my cell to message Lindy and saw a text from Korry Moonan.

      Korry: Did you go back to New York? Message me when you want to meet up, I’ll be there next month for three weeks.

      I sighed because the wrong member of the band wanted more from me than the man I’d fallen in love with. I liked Korry a lot, but he was no match for Jude.

      Me: I’m coming home. Call round later, steal a bottle of your mom’s wine and I’ll order us a pizza.

      Lindy: Wahoo. I’ll be there. red or white? nm I’ll bring both!

      No matter what came next, I knew if I was ever going to get my life back on track, I figured I had to distance myself from Jude, and I guessed only time would tell, if Levi really wanted me in his life, now that I didn’t need him to be.
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      Jude

      After Esther split, Levi and Keela headed down to The Keys which left me with time to think, too much time to think. I’d messaged Esther several times, rang her a couple of times and I’d even left her a voice message.

      Jude: At least let me know how you’re doing.

      Millie: Doing fine. Busy with life.

      As soon as she’d replied, I’d called her. She let it go to voicemail, so I’d messaged her again.

      Jude: Pick up the phone.

      Her reply had been instant.

      Esther: No need. There’s nothing else I want to say.

      Disappointment made my heart ache when I saw those words because I really did care about her, but with time and space I figured it would put any attraction we had into perspective. We’d been living in each other’s pockets for months and that had distorted our relationship.

      With Levi and his squeeze out of the picture, Korry, Deakon and I had gone into full bachelor mode and partied with a famous friend of mine, DJ, Henry Pierson. The guy was a nutcase, but so well connected and much in demand. For most of that first week I’d thrown myself back into the infamous rock star party scene I’d mostly steered clear of for over four months.

      During that time, I’d woken up with the mother of all hangovers because I’d been wasted or off my face drunk and had exhausted myself fucking random party girls. My memories of those two weeks are still blurry at best, as I tried hard to shake the sinking feeling I’d had about Esther’s abrupt departure. I didn’t often go to the depths of getting stoned, but it had helped me handle my feelings of loss of Esther being around.

      The day before Levi and Keela came back to my condo, I’d walked straight past the gym and hit the luxury spa in my building, power swam, drank a gallon of water, and hit the sauna to sweat all those toxic substances out my system.

      Afterward, I’d headed back to my place and hit my soundproofed music room for a two hour punishment workout on my drum kit. By the end of the session my arms had felt so heavy with lactic acid, I could have sworn they weren’t mine. However, it did budge the last of whatever shit had been floating around in my system, and purged it from my spent, abused body.

      The caterer plated up dinner as Levi and Keela arrived back to my condo that night. I had been pleased to see them until we’d sat down to dinner and Levi dragged up the subject of Esther again. There are no words to describe how guilty I felt about betraying his trust the way I had with his sister. I’d made a dumbfuck move and it had driven a wedge between them. Therefore, a silent stare was the best I could offer when he wondered why she’d broken off contact.

      “Perhaps she doesn’t like protracted goodbyes. I mean you all got pretty close, and she left for college anyhow, right?” she’d asked. I could have kissed the girl myself for smoothing things over.

      “I just don’t want her to think that’s it. That I did my duty and we’re over. She’s my sister, my blood and that means a fuck of a lot to me,” he muttered as he furiously cut his prime rib beef and stuffed a piece into his mouth. He chewed angrily and I felt his frustration roll off him.

      “Maybe she just needs some time to find her new normal,” Keela offered. “I mean the girl didn’t get a chance to grieve for her mom, was thrust into the cray world of a touring rock band, and for fuck sake don’t forget she had to endure Joe’s antics as well.”

      Levi and I both chuckled at her last remark. “True,” we both said in unison. My smile was genuine, but Keela’s words struck a chord within me because Esther had endured all of that and I’d fucked with her heart into the bargain.

      “I’m going to head over to see my parents for an hour, I got something I want to give them,” I stated, instantly needing space, even though they’d just arrived. That part about my parents was true at least. We’d had a large royalty pay out during the time Levi had been gone, and I’d bought a weekend place for my parents in Nassau, in the Bahamas.

      Levi had no clue I’d kissed Esther, and it had appeared Keela had stayed true to her word and minded her own business, even when Levi had speculated about how she’d just left without a word. Levi and I had always been straight with each other until Esther had come into the mix, and I figured I’d tell him in time what had gone down, but I hadn’t wanted to create more drama while Levi’s relationship with Esther played out.

      From what Levi said, at least Esther still spoke to her brother, and I’d hoped given time she’d realise she felt the same way as I did about what had happened between us. She was still young and with her being Levi’s sister I figured she’d still be around, and at some point we’d smooth out this wrinkle in our friendship.
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      Jude

      Sweat dripped from my brow and I wiped it away with the sweatband on my wrist. My scalp felt burned due to the spotlight positioned right above my head. I held up my sticks in triumph as I stood breathless and spent but grinned widely as I soaked in the adulation of the crowd. I’d just finished an epic solo performance of one of our fastest paced songs to date.

      The riotous roar of our fans in response to my performance made the burn in my arms from my long drum solo worthwhile. “We love you Jude,” someone called out and I held my drumsticks above my head and knocked them together to applaud them back.

      “Marry me,” someone else called out.

      “Are you proposing to me or him?” Levi teased in reply as he interacted with the crowd while I recovered before the next song in the set. He twisted his body to look back at me. “You love him, right?” he asked the audience in the direction the voice had come from and continued with a laugh.

      A girl called something back and he cocked his hand around his ear. “Yeah, there’s that certain something to be said for those raw pheromones and all that testosterone he emits when he shows his stamina on those skins … it’s a fucking turn on, right?” He chuckled into the mic and someone in the audience said something inaudible to me again. “Yeah, watching him lose it like that makes me hard too, dude,” he replied and grinned back at me.

      I stretched over the drum kit and pretended to reach out for him which lifted the crowd and made them go wild at the inference we were into one another. Our bromance was legendary; everyone speculated on us, some even went as far as to suggest we were secret lovers. Who cared what they thought? Not us. Sometimes it was fun to fuck with people, and although Levi and I were both straight guys, because our sexual preferences had nothing to do with our music anyway.

      In the previous three years we’d only played New York twice, and the welcome we’d received from the moment we’d stepped out on stage had been insane. As a rock band we’d evolved to super rock star status within the industry and were regarded as rock royalty by our peers and fans alike. However, being back live on stage had felt like our biggest reward for being locked down in the studio for the whole of the previous year.

      During those three years, the band had gone through some changes, and although it had felt like an upheaval at the time, it had given us a fresh outlook on the kind of image and music we’d wanted to put out. Aside from our obvious absence from gigging, there had been the usual tasks of media appearances and photoshoots to provide content for social media still to do, to keep Screaming Shadows’ band name from extinction.

      “Hello gorgeous,” Levi’s voice boomed out. He sounded excited and most of the female audience screamed hysterically like they always did when he flirted with someone in the crowd. I glanced up at the large video screen streaming our performance to see the lucky girl in question.

      My already racing heart from my performance pounded faster when a spark lit up inside me when I saw him wave down at Esther, standing in the front row.

      My heart stopped for a second as she grinned up at her brother, and for a second the auditorium teeming with people fell away as I took her in. My eyes were glued to that giant screen because it had been over eighteen months since I’d seen her and only the second time since she’d walked out of our lives in Florida the day after her eighteenth birthday.

      My heart pumped hard as blood soared through my veins and I could hardly contain the thrill of excitement it had brought with it, because Esther had lost most of her girlish looks and had become a very beautiful woman. With her full lips, high cheekbones, those huge expressive gray eyes, and that beautiful angelic face framed by an edgy long styled hair do, it made her a sight I could have happily taken in all day.

      It had sounded clear from his tone, Levi couldn’t believe she’d turned up and frankly, neither could I because since she had left for New York their relationship had been somewhat fractious after Esther had insisted on focusing on her own life and left Levi alone to live his.

      Esther’s request for distance had devastated Levi, but he’d accepted her need to do what she’d wanted, but there were times when he’d been drunk, he’d confessed to me that he’d felt he’d been used. When I’d offered to contact her on his behalf he’d made me promise to leave her alone and let her make a move to make peace with him when she was ready.

      Knowing Esther had graduated, Levi confessed he’d reached out one last time, and sent her two tickets to our New York gig, and an invitation to party with him for his thirtieth birthday afterward. He had been bitterly disappointed when he hadn’t gotten a reply, so I was beyond stoked for my friend that Esther had put Levi before any personal feelings for herself.

      Dropping to his knees near the edge of the stage, Levi lay flat on his stomach and gestured to the security guy nearest to lift Esther over the security barriers. When the guard placed her on her feet, she quickly walked toward Levi who hung down from his waist, at the front of the stage, to give her a hug. My chest tightened when my heart swelled as I watched them embrace.

      When Esther and Levi separated, they had a short private conversation before she nodded, Levi pulled further away and scrambled back to his feet, but he didn’t take his eyes off her until Bodhi arrived beside her and led her away.

      “Fuck me, she came” Levi screamed and bounced up and down on his toes on the other side of my drum kit. He was an animated guy at the best of times but seeing his obvious delight to Esther’s presence made me grin wide.

      “She did, I’m so happy for you, dude.” I was happy for me as well. It was another chance to make things good between us and hopefully give her a chance to get to know her brother again.

      I glanced toward the audience who had begun to wonder what the fuck had gone on, and pulled a serious frown at my friend, “but we’ve got over eight thousand people to entertain for one last song, so you’d better make this performance the best you’ve ever done.”

      Levi strutted back over to the front of the stage and faced the audience with his hands up, which was all it took to engage our fans again, and his attention toward them earned him another cheer in appreciation.

      “Sorry about that, but when you see a beautiful woman sometimes you just gotta …” he shrugged, and the crowd went wild because he’d led them to believe he had just had a moment with a random stranger.

      Deakon began to play the intro riff to the last song in our set and Greg, our new bass player, cut in with perfect timing right as I hit the first beat. My arms worked automatically as I played our well-rehearsed signature tune without missing a beat, but my concentration had gone back to the screen as I watched Bodhi escort Esther through the doors that lead her to us, backstage.

      I’d been exhausted right before she’d shown up but the fresh burst of adrenaline her unexpected appearance had given me, lifted my energy levels to such an extent, that I’d given that song so much effort that my drumsticks had almost burst into flames.

      As the last notes of the song died, I glanced toward the side of the stage and standing side by side were Esther and my new girl, Ursula. I became aware my eyes should have been drawn toward my girl when I’d stepped out from behind my drum kit, but instead they weren’t just attracted to Esther, they were glued firmly toward her face instead.

      The moment our eyes locked with one another’s, neither of us smiled in recognition. But I felt my heart soar from the connection between us and I wondered if hers did the same.

      Levi grabbed my shoulder and I turned to look at him, remembered what we were doing, and stood alongside with him and the rest of the band to take our curtain call. As always, when we lifted our joined hands our audience raised the roof with ear splitting whistles, cheers, claps, and stampeding feet for a job well done. We smiled, saluted our fans, and we exited the stage.

      As I reached backstage, I didn’t get a word in to Esther before Ursula shot forward, jumped up on my body, and excitedly threw her arms around my neck. She pressed a rough kiss to my lips and suddenly her over-the-top reaction in front of Esther irritated me.

      “Baby you were incredible,” she gushed, tugging small strands of my damp hair. I smiled down at her, yet for some reason I felt awkward when I caught Esther watching us from over Ursula’s shoulder. It was the weirdest feeling, like I shouldn’t have been with her, or that I hadn’t wanted Esther to know I had a girl, which was a crazy reaction since we had only share a couple of kisses and we’d had never been together.

      Unwrapping Ursula’s arms from my neck I grabbed her sides and eased her down to the floor. “Jesus, what did I tell you about that,” I snapped flashing her a dark look because I had spoken to her about monopolizing me in the moments after I left the stage several times before.

      As soon as Ursula’s feet hit the floor my eyes darted to Esther’s again and the moment our eyes met, she wrapped her arms around herself as if she were naked. I smiled, but she didn’t return it. But she didn’t look away either.

      It had been difficult traveling to New York frequently to see Bailey and wondering how Esther had been doing. But I’d kept my word to Levi and purposely distanced myself after she’d left for college.

      Being more experienced than her, I’d known the connection we’d shared could have spilled over to something we couldn’t have dealt years ago, yet I’d let it. And I’d have been lying if I figured I hadn’t convinced myself I’d taken a selfless decision because in truth, the closer Esther and I grew during that tour, the less her age had mattered.

      “Well, look at you,” I remarked, stepping around Ursula and closer to Esther. I unfolded her arms from her body by taking her wrists in my hands. When she didn’t protest, I held them open, slid her hands in mine, and stook a step back to look at her. “It’s been a hot minute, sugar,” I stated. “How have you been?” I stood quietly and took her in as I waited for her to reply and the air thickened notably between us.

      A tap on my back interrupted me and I turned to see the stage manager. “Levi’s waiting for you.” I shifted my gaze past him and saw my band members waiting to do our encore. “Shit. Don’t go away, I’ll be back in ten minutes.” I held up a finger and jogged over to the others as Levi spun around and headed back out to the stage.

      The encore was when we encouraged the most audience participation, but that night I just wanted the last three songs over with before Esther disappeared out of my sight.  Being preoccupied, I put on a mechanical performance, Not that the fans noticed, but the band certainly did.

      For the last time that night the music ended, and I got up off my seat. Grabbing a fresh towel near my bass drum, I dried my sweat soaked hands and face and dropped it to the floor.

      “You need to pace yourself better,” Levi muttered in a tease as he walked off the stage in front of me, grabbed Esther and gave her a bear hug.

      I stood back watching for a few moments until Korry nudged my shoulder.

      “Fuck me, are you seeing this?” he asked from behind me, took another step forward and stood shoulder to shoulder with me. I scowled but didn’t look at him or answer because I’d suspected he could still be harboring feelings from the past about Esther himself.

      A warning bell went off in my head and I reminded myself I had a girl and Esther wasn’t available anyway, I recognized the guy standing beside her as the same Douchebag guy I’d met once before. Then I considered both those things as inconsequential because she’d turned up to see us, and it gave me a chance to see her.

      It wasn’t usual for me to want something I couldn’t have, but since I’d met Esther, she had been the only girl I ever wanted that I hadn’t allowed myself to have.

      Unable to stop myself, I glanced toward her and Levi, and her eyes locked with mine over my buddy’s shoulder. A knot formed in my stomach and a familiar ache formed inside my chest. As soon as Levi stepped clear, I saw her boyfriend, Devan, behind her and growled as he wrapped his arms around her waist. I wondered if he’d picked up on the vibe between us before. If he had, his message to me was clear, This girl is mine— not yours.

      Levi had told me Esther had been with Devan for over two years, and in that time, I’d had plenty of girls myself, none of them I’d wanted to hang around, until Ursula. I’d felt contented enough with her until I’d seen Esther and knew instantly Ursula was on her way out.

      Distance and time had dulled those unwanted feelings I’d had around Esther, but far less than I’d expected. Yet in the three years since she’d gone to college, I’d only been in her company twice; the first during a memorial to her mother on the first anniversary of her death. Levi had dragged me along and I could hardly have said no.

      “What’s it been, a year and a half?” I heard Levi say as I approached them.

      It had been the same timeframe for me. Shortly after the memorial I had run into Esther and her boyfriend, Devan on a suburban New York Street. The meeting had been a pure fluke as I’d never been to that part of town before and had been walking back to my car with Bodhi, after attending a meeting about Bailey’s kindergarten schooling.

      After we’d exchanged pleasantries, I’d felt it would have been rude of me not to invite them both to dinner. But after we’d sat down to eat, I’d realized what a bad idea it had been. Apart from the conversation between us being stilted due to her boyfriend being there, I’d found Devan condescending in the way he spoke to her.

      If Esther had thought so she never said, so I figured perhaps I’d let my feelings get in the way, and as he was the guy she wanted, I didn’t get a say. Besides, I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt and wondered if he had been overly domineering because he’d felt threatened in some way by my presence.

      “Hey Esther, how are you doing, sugar?” I asked, almost ripping her out of Devan’s arms and sweeping her up in a hot sweaty hug. She immediately sank into my chest without an ounce of resistance, and I swear I felt her tremble. I inhaled her sweet unique fragrance and found it instantly familiar, and the feel of her warm, soft body close to mine felt exactly right in that moment.

      Esther may have been his, but my jealousy about that won out, because no matter who she’d belonged to, as long as she was in my arms and enjoyed that moment between us, that’s all I cared about.
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      You know when you see something horrible, but you can’t tear your eyes away? I had that exact same feeling when I came face to face with Jude and his new girl. The sick-making way she’d dived up onto him had almost ripped my heart from my chest. Then there was the way he’d held her ass in his hands as he held her close to his hips.

      Seeing him again was all it had taken for me to decide coming to see Levi for his birthday had been a mistake. One look into his eyes had ignited that same soul-searching connection I’d felt toward him before. And considering it had been a long time since I’d seen him, that feeling I’d gotten had seemed as if time had stood still.

      If I’m honest my emotions about Jude had never really settled. But with time and distance I had reasoned all I’d had was a massive teenage crush. Then I’d figured the crush had somehow been compounded by my emotional instability during that dark period in my life. I considered, I’d perhaps always prefer to remember the floating feelings I’d felt about him, rather than focus on my despair about losing my mom.

      That might have sounded plausible except from the fact I obsessed about Screaming Shadows interviews, news articles, social media posts, or T.V. performances whenever Jude or the band’s name was mentioned. Once I rationalized my fantasy it gave me enough emotional space to date my boyfriend, Devan. Jude had been a ridiculous teenage pipe dream, and Devan— my stark reality.

      Moments before Jude and his girl’s public display of affection his curious eyes had collided with mine as he sat behind his drum kit. The piercing stare he’d given me— even from that distance, had sparked an explosion in my heart and took my breath away. An instant ache filled my chest in response to how I’d missed him a second before my mind swept me right back to the time when he took me back to my family home after my mom had died.

      Despite all the overwhelming emotions I’d had that morning when I’d stepped inside my house, the one memory that stood above all others wasn’t the distress I was in at the time. Oddly, it was how that abyss of sorrow had been temporarily halted by the warmth of Jude’s protective arms when he’d held me tight.

      The memory of me crying into his chest is one I believe I will take to my grave. The smell of his musky scent and cologne, the soft cotton of his T shirt against my cheek, and his strong protective arms wrapped tightly around me while I’d sobbed my heart out. Then there was that kiss he hadn’t pulled away from at first.

      I felt stunned that even though he was in the middle of a performance on stage in front of thousands of people, Jude saw me. And for those precious seconds we shared that same visceral connection my mind had always believed we’d once had.

      My pull toward Jude had been magnetic since before I’d ever met him, and the moment I did that only intensified. Coming eye to eye with him in the same room had temporarily blown my mind. The connection we made wiped my mind clean of all thought and was replaced by a pang of desire that washed my brain, and my breath caught in my chest. The effect of him being beside me stalled my heart and everything else in my world fell away. In that moment there had only been the two of us in the room until I gasped in a breath and remembered to breathe.

      Immediately following my reaction to the chemistry I felt, guilt crashed in, and I wondered if I’d betrayed the man who had been my boyfriend of almost two years.

      “Let me get that,” Jude said stepping forward to open the window I’d been trying to unlatch. I hadn’t heard him come up beside me. When I turned in reaction our chests brushed against one another, and my eyes darted to look into those beautiful eyes that had at one time made my heart melt. Heat rose to my cheeks, and I briefly looked away, but my mind wouldn’t let me, so I met his gaze again.

      “Thanks, it’s so smoky in here. I’m getting high from the fumes.”

      “Yeah, and Joe isn’t to blame this time,” Jude joked as he looked away to focus on the window. Cool air rushed in as he pushed the window wide in the function room where my brother’s birthday drinks took place. “There, any better?”

      I nodded, “I heard the rest of the band parted ways with him.”

      Jude chuckled, “Yeah, the poor guy had been spinning out of control for a while. Every time he opened his mouth, he caused trouble toward the end. We tried to offer an intervention, but he refused to do a stint in rehab. Donnie and Bernadette were great and tried everything to support him, but he was a loose cannon for us as a band at the end.

      “It’s a shame because when he wasn’t high, he was a quiet guy. Not that I saw him in that state often,” I added with a rueful smile.

      “That’s true. When we first met him, he wouldn’t have said boo to a goose. But …” he shrugged with a sad smirk on his face, “too much blow, uppers and downers can fuck up a guy’s personality.”

      “It’s sad though because without the fame …” I began and trailed off wondering what he’d have been like had he not faced the excess that came with being in a popular band.

      “But he’s with another band now ‘Fidgeting Monkeys’ and he fits right in with them because they’re a whole band of ‘Joes’,” he said chucking. “In fact, he may be the least of that band’s worries.”

      For some reason I felt better he had found somewhere else to go and smiled warmly at Jude for that small nugget of hope for Joe’s future.

      “You should have asked me, I’d have done that,” Devan barked when he interjected, and nodded toward the open window. He slid his arm around my shoulder and pulled me into his side. I immediately stiffened and Jude narrowed his eyes and regarded Devan with suspicion. My boyfriend rarely showed me public affection and I figured his possessive display was for Jude’s benefit.”

      “It’s fine, I was trying to do it and Jude came to my rescue,” I said, smiling.

      “Yeah? Well, I’m sure he’s got his hands full with his girlfriend over there.” He remarked and nodded toward the other side of the room. Both Jude and I spun to look at Ursula who was dancing suggestively by herself on the dance floor.

      Jude rubbed the back of his neck and flashed me a sheepish smile and chuckled. “She’s been drinking vodka. She’s not good with vodka,” he added with a lopsided smile. My heart skipped a beat because my lady parts tingled at that small gesture. “I’d better …” he waved his thumb over his shoulder toward her, “get back.” He turned his back and left us alone.
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      My heart sank for a moment because the Jude I remembered would have dropped that girl without blinking, so the fact he’d left us to intervene made me wonder if he felt more for her than he had with the other women in his life. As far as I knew the last girl that made it more than a week was Georgie, the girl he’d been dating the day I’d met him.

      “What’s going on between you two?” Devan ground out, dragging my attention back to him. From the thunderous scowl on his face I deduced he was irritated because Jude had spoken with me.

      “Going on?” I asked, pretending I had no idea what his beef was.

      “Yeah … did he …” he trailed off. Devan’s usual confidence was missing, and his bright blue eyes scrutinized me.

      “Did he what?” I probed with an innocent blink toward his pinched features.

      “Was there something between you two I don’t know about?”

      “Ha.” I scoffed. “Me and Jude Collymore? I wish. As if…”

      “It didn’t look ‘as if’ to me,” he snapped. “From where I stood you two were eye fucking one another.”

      My eyes flared wide in surprise that he’d also noticed the connected Jude and I shared. “That’s nonsense. And what exactly is eye fucking?” I asked furious he would challenge me in a room full of people. “For your information Jude was really good to me when my mom passed. I told you as much. Back then he was more hands on with me than Levi. I owe him a lot.”

      “Hands on? Owe him?” His brow lifted and I knew he was trying to catch me out, but there was nothing to be caught out with.

      I sighed, “It’s a figure of speech. I meant Jude spent more time with me than any of the others when I was under Levi’s guardianship. With Levi being lead singer he did more promotional interviews and—”

      “Esther, I won’t stand for him sniffing around you,” he barked, cutting me off. “Don’t think I didn’t notice that little interaction between you when he came off stage tonight either. The guy practically dry humped you.”

      Alright, I’ll admit tearing me away from Devan was a little ‘alpha’ of Jude, but he was usually pumped full of adrenaline after a gig; all the guys were. No one could have a bland reaction in the veins after playing those complicated percussions to thousands of fans, and finish the night without a mistake.

      “You’re crazy if you think Jude has to sniff around any woman. You said yourself he’s got a girl over there.” I pointed over and my heart sank when I saw Ursula curled up in his lap and him with his huge protective hand resting on her ass. “Does that look like a man who’s hitting on someone else?”

      “He might be sitting over there with her, but he hasn’t taken his eyes off you.”

      I glanced over again thinking Devan was being ridiculous, but when I saw Jude watching us, I wondered if that was true.

      “Jude’s probably looking over because you’re being animated toward me. You’re not that good at hiding your feelings.”

      “We’re leaving,” Devan said when I turned to face him again.

      “What?”

      “Get your coat, we’re out of here,” he demanded, and grabbed my elbow.

      “What? No. It’s Levi’s party drinks.”

      “No? I’m not staying here to watch that dirty rocker eye fucking my girlfriend.”

      “That’s not what he’s doing,” I hissed. I cast my eyes around us to ensure no one was paying attention. “Jude is just a little protective. It’s how he is, how he’s been since the first day I met him.”

      “You can tell yourself that, all you want. But that guy has less than pure ideas for you.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Even in the mist of our argument my heart leapt at that thought, even if I felt Devan was full of shit.

      “You know exactly what I mean. Come on,” he ordered and tugged my arm harder.

      “Stop this,” I pleaded “Stop it,” I said more demanding when he kept trying to pull me toward the door. “What’s with this jealous behavior?”

      “It’s not jealousy, it’s me calling it how it is. Are you coming or not?” he asked as he took a step closer and continued to hold my arm while his tone and body language became more agitated.

      “Everything okay?” Levi appeared in front of us. He frowned when he noticed how Devan handled me. Placing his hand over Devan’s, Levi moved him away from me a little by stepping between us and squaring up their chests.

      “What do you think you’re doing putting your hands on my sister?”

      “We were just leaving,” Devan insisted with a pointed stare toward Levi. Behind Levi I saw Bodhi appear and hover.

      “And I wasn’t ready to go,” I replied sounding determined. The truth was I’d grown tired of how Devan had become controling of me during our final months of college.

      When I saw that small muscle in Devan’s jaw tick, I’d figured he was fuming at not getting his way. Previously, I’d put that selfish streak of entitlement down to being the only boy in the family with five sisters. At one time I’d found his gritty determination attractive, but this begun to wear me down.

      “You’re coming with me now, or you’re not coming at all,” Devan insisted.

      Levi squared up to him, his chest pumped up further and the firm line of his jaw told everyone who saw him standing there he felt protective of me. “You don’t wanna do that,” he warned.

      From memory I had guessed Levi’s next move would most likely have been a punch, I grabbed my brother’s forearm and his eyes darted to meet mine. “It’s okay,” I said, frowning.

      “No, it’s not okay. Nobody orders my sister around like she’s a possession.”

      “Thanks Levi, but I’m fine. We’re going to take this outside,” I murmured, and he shook his head.

      “Bodhi—” he barked.

      “No, Levi, please. I need you to let me deal with this.”

      Deakon came up behind Levi and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I don’t know what’s going on, but this is between them, bro, let them hash it out.”

      The dark look in Levi’s eyes as he stared down Devan confirmed it was the last thing he wanted to do.

      “Levi, please?” I said moving him away from Devan. I nodded at Bodhi, and he placed a hand on my brother’s shoulder. I gave him a small smile. “I’ll be fine. I’ll message you later,” I added and headed toward the function room door.

      “Watch it,” Levi threatened, and I looked over my shoulder. When I saw Devan walking behind me, I took a deep breath, relieved my brother had let him go. I opened the door and stepped out into a hallway.

      “What the fuck just happened?” Devan asked, throwing his arms wide like I was the problem.

      “Why are you spoiling my evening? I haven’t seen Levi for a long time.”

      “It’s not him I’m upset with. Go on, tell me, how the fuck am I supposed to compete with Jude Collymore?”

      “You don’t,” I replied chuckling when I found his question absurd. “This isn’t a competition, Devan. Never in a million years will I be Jude Collymore’s girlfriend. I’m yours, remember?” I wandered over to the three steps leading down from the ballroom, where Levi’s function was taking place, and sat down on the bottom one.

      “Are you going to sit there and tell me you don’t have feelings for him?”

      I blinked and stared at the far end of the hallway, noting how harsh his tone sounded with his direct accusation, but his words made me wonder exactly what those feelings were. I could have denied it, but after the previous few hours and being fueled by alcohol, I gave it to him straight.

      “Yes. Yes, I do have feelings for him. Jude Collymore is a very special man. We shared something close, but not like you think. He’s my knight in shining armor. That man picked me up, protected me, and kept me going when I first went to live with Levi.”

      “That’s it. Ever since that day we had lunch with him last year you’ve been finding fault with me.”

      “No, I’ve found fault with you because you talk down to me. You don’t give me respect sometimes. I’m your girlfriend, not one of your kid sisters you can boss around.”

      “You know what? Fuck you, honey. You’re delusional. That guy wants something from you … but he’s in for a rude awakening if he does. And if you think that guy’s going to keep you around once he knows how dead you are between your legs, you’re mistaken. He’s not going to put up with that frigid ass of yours, the way that I have. I’m out of here, we’re done.”

      As he stomped down the hallway, Devan became hesitant a couple of times and even looked back at me twice, like he’d expected me to crumble and go begging after him. I didn’t; I couldn’t, because although I didn’t dream the man I’d ever end up with was Jude, I knew then and there it wouldn’t be Devan.
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      While I grabbed another drink, Levi bumped shoulders with me, spun around and leaned back on the bar by his elbows. “She needs to break up with that fuckwit boyfriend of hers,” he muttered. From the way his jaw ticked I knew he was grinding his molars and it set mine on edge.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Esther, the fucker manhandled her for some reason, and they just left.

      “Where is she now?” I asked. I glanced around the room with a tight chest, even though he’d informed me they’d gone.

      “Dunno, they jetted.” I felt anxious that Levi had just let her go like that. “I used to like Devan, but he’s opened my eyes to the kind of domineering prick he is,” he confessed. “I don’t know what they were arguing about. I tried to help, but…” he trailed off. He stood up straight and held his hands up in surrender, grabbed his whiskey in one hand, and fished a joint from the top pocket of his shirt with the other. As he lit the joint he shrugged. “Esther felt she could handle it.”

      “So, you left her to take care of him alone?” I queried in disbelief.

      “Jude, I haven’t been there for her for years again. She didn’t want me, remember? Plus, she’s an independent girl. If she says she’s got it, she’s got it.”

      My body tensed in frustration from how Levi had willingly stepped back from protecting her. My eyes narrowed and searched the room again as I digested his points.

      I couldn’t believe Levi had reckoned it was none of his business. All I knew was that Esther had left the ballroom and hadn’t come back. I became distracted from that thought when I noticed a guy had moved in on Ursula. Under normal circumstances, I’d have seen red and knocked the fucker out for trying to take what was mine. But instead, I felt nothing.

      A scene like that would usually have caused a burst of adrenaline that would have brought out my fight, but since I felt flat, I realized the girl I’d come with didn’t matter. I think I’d known from the moment I’d held Esther in my arms again that Ursula and I were on borrowed time. Not that Esther and I were ever going to be a ‘thing’. But I recognize I hadn’t reacted with the same powerful shockwaves of lust toward Ursula that I got when I looked at Esther.

      So, I left Ursula to it with the guy chatting her up, stayed by the bar and got drunk. With each drink I cussed myself that I hadn’t made the most of my brief access to Esther. I knew I wanted to fuck her and figured she might want to fuck me, but that would be it because I had nothing more to offer. If she was going to be back in our lives, there were plenty of women to screw around with apart from her, and I was damned if I let lust ruin a potentially close long term friendship, and rule over common sense.

      Suddenly I wasn’t in a party mood. I swayed on my feet as I wandered across the room to Levi who was slow dancing with his girlfriend, Keela. “I’m going to take off.”

      “What about Ursula?” Keela asked, concerned.

      I glanced over again and saw the guy brush a wisp of her hair off Ursula’s face and she immediately leaned in toward him.

      “What about her?” I shrugged. “Looks to me as if she’ll be fine.”

      “Told you if you hook up with a groupie and she becomes more, she’s not gonna take any shit,” Levi warned.

      “What shit?” I challenged

      “Those fuck me now gazes you gave my sister all night,” he replied.

      “Shut it. You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I insisted even though I knew he was right. “You make me dizzy. Don’t touch her, let her be, dance with her. Make up your mind. What the fuck do you want from me, Levi?”

      He shrugged. “How am I supposed to be because I’m fucked if I know how to behave. I never had a sister before. I want to kill the dude that messes with her, but I don’t have that right. The connection isn’t the same as the connection I have with Gemma.”

      I was surprised when he said what he did, but I somewhat understood it. He had grown alongside my sister, and until a few years ago he hadn’t known Esther existed.

      “I’ll catch you tomorrow at the airport,” I told them as I turned on my heel and didn’t respond to his comment.

      Bodhi, one of our three bodyguards was two steps in front of me, ushering me out the door. “Back to the hotel?” he queried. Our guys stepped in and supported whoever of us needed them the most.

      “Yep,” I mumbled as I tried to put my hand in my leather jacket pocket and missed it twice. I gave up and let my arm hang loose as I followed unsteadily behind him. “If Ursula comes back don’t let her in. In fact, book her another room and move her shit into it. I’ll send her a text telling her that’s what I’m doing.”

      “Ah, that same old habit, of blowing a woman off, huh? Are you sure this isn’t the alcohol talking, Boss?”

      “If anything, it’s made me see clearer,” I countered.

      “Alright, if you insist,” he remarked in a playful tone, “consider it done.”

      Within minutes we’d made it out to the street and into a cab, headed downtown to our usual haunt whenever we’d stayed in New York; The Four Seasons.

      During the journey I must have fallen asleep because when I came to, Bodhi was attempting to drag my sorry ass from the yellow cab. He pulled me to my feet and I glanced around me in the dark. When I realized we were in the familiar hotel alleyway, he steered me inside, through a food preparation area, and into a service elevator.

      “Fuck I’m drunk,” I admitted as I slumped against the elevator wall to keep myself upright when it moved.

      “No shit, Boss. Are you still sure you want me to take care of Ursula?”

      “Nah, another guy has got that covered I’d bet, just move her shit out and… oh, that reminds me I need to text her.” I patted down all my pockets as I tried to find my cell. Eventually I found it in the left back pocket of my jeans. Sliding it out, I stared at the screen and swayed on my feet again.

      “Fuck— you do it,” I muttered handing the phone to Bodhi.

      “Ah, the ultimate Rock God huh? Getting your bodyguard to do your dirty work and break up with your girl for you?”

      I chuckled. “I’m sure she’ll be heartbroken… once the guy she’s with is done fucking her, and she realizes she’s blown the wrong one.”

      Bodhi snorted and flashed me a warm smile. “You’re too much sometimes,” he mumbled as he shook his head. I rhymed off my password and he punched it into my cell phone. The elevator opened and he stepped out, glanced left and right, and kept walking. I wandered behind him and hit the wall twice before I reached my suite. “Was that you trying to knock some sense into yourself?” he asked, deadpan as he slapped the keycard on the electric lock and opened my suite door.

      He strode through the hotel suite, opening and closing the closets, then came back and handed me my cell phone. “All clear,” he said after making sure there weren’t any groupies hiding in the closets. “And job done,” he informed me as he placed my cell back into my hand and pulled me up off the couch. “Can you get undressed by yourself or do you need help?”

      “I got it,” I muttered, staggering into the room as I awkwardly shrugged my jacket off. It fell on the floor behind me. Unbuttoning my jeans, I shoved them down my legs and then realized I still had my boots on. Leaning forward I overestimated my balance and before I was able to correct myself, I fell forward onto my head.

      “Fuck. Bodhi,” I shouted with my ass in the air.

      “Shit, what a state to be in,” he chuckled, dragging my upper body up from my hips. Let’s get you to bed,” he said, shoving me onto the mattress and pulling my boots off one by one. I was so drunk I don’t remember what the hell happened next.
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      My mouth felt like I’d ate a badger and my breath smelled like I’d ate a skunk. Ten whole minutes in the shower and I still hadn’t felt human by the time I’d gotten out.

      “Here,” Bodhi said, shoving a fizzing something in a glass that looked and tasted like fizzy salt water. “Down that, then this, with these,” he remarked, lining up two Tylenol, a pint of water, and my usual shot of double espresso along the side of the sink. “Plane leaves in an hour and a half.”

      After doing what he’d said, I spent another ten minutes brushing my teeth and soaking my face in a cold washcloth to bring life back into myself. I would like to have said I was sober after this, but I still felt a little drunk.

      Dressing quickly, I stepped out of the bedroom and Bodhi handed me another espresso.

      “Not seen you tanked up like that in awhile,” he mused, and I nodded.

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I guess I kinda overdid it.”

      “At least you could still walk,” he replied, sounding amused. “Do you remember breaking up with Ursula?”

      “Vaguely … well, I woke up without her this morning, so I had a strong feeling I did. What did I say?”

      Bodhi chuckled and his eyes popped in surprise. “We’re done … although that was me, you were so drunk you couldn’t see the password on your phone.”

      “Man, that was a harsh send off for her,” I muttered and ran my hand through my hair.

      “Yeah and no … there was a guy hitting on her when you left, so I doubted she wouldn’t have noticed until she woke up today. She was three sheets to the wind drunk on vodka herself.”

      I stood and handed the espresso cup to him. “Two more of these should do it and then we’d better leave.”

      Bodhi went off to get me more coffee while I packed up my stuff in my small carry on bag, and by the time he’d finished, I was ready to go home.

      Thankfully, Bernadette took care of all the hotel bills online and the van we’d used to ferry us around New York was parked in the alleyway. Deakon and Greg, Joe’s replacement, were already inside sitting in the back, so l climbed in and took my seat. Bodhi always traveled beside the driver in the front.

      After a few minutes, we got a message from Levi to go on ahead, he’d meet us on the plane.

      “Bet they’re going at it again,” Deakon surmised as the reason why Levi and Keela were late.

      “Bet you’re constantly so concerned who’s doing who you forget to get some yourself,” I shot back. Greg and Bodhi burst out laughing.

      Deakon shook his head. “If you were getting half as much pussy as me, you’d be doing okay,” he insisted.

      “Oh, I wondered when you were going to share with Jude your subscription to adopt a cat sanctuary,” Greg replied. As the van drove toward the airport, the noise from us laughing heartily drew strange glances toward us in the blacked-out vehicle through the open driver’s window. Even people in the streets heard us which brought stares from normal commuters going about their day.

      Eventually the van stopped beside the airplane destined to fly us back to Florida and I glanced at my phone. Swiping the screen, I saw Levi’s number and hit the green call button.

      “Yeah, yeah, we’re five minutes behind you,” he muttered anticipating my reason for calling.

      “So, he’s a five-minute wonder. At the same time, I bet Keela’s wondering if all that mess to clean up was worth it,” Deakon remarked with a smirk as he climbed out of the van.

      “I fucking heard that,” Levi screamed into my ear, but Deakon had already gone, and I bore the brunt of his wrath.

      “Get your ass here. If we miss this take off slot, Deakon’s insults will be the last of your worries. My mom will be pissed,” I warned. I ended the call, shoved the cell in my pocket, climbed out and headed up the stairs of the plane. Although I’d been harsh, I knew Levi would make it. To him spending Thanksgiving with my parents meant everything.

      As I reached the top step of the plane, I heard Esther’s voice and my heart instantly pounded inside my chest. Stepping inside, my eyes scanned the seats and when they met hers, she smiled.

      “Where did you come from?” I blurted. “I thought you were spending Thanksgiving in Idaho?” I sounded confused but a spark of electricity shot through me at the thought she was coming with us.

      She twisted her lips like what I’d asked was a sore subject and shrugged. “Change of plans,” she said sounding flat. “I spoke to Levi this morning and he told me to be here. That your mom wouldn’t mind feeding another mouth, so …” she trailed off and shrugged again.

      “She’ll be delighted to have you,” I said gently with a soft smile. “It’ll even the numbers up with all this testosterone floating around.” The truth was I was thrilled to spend time with her.

      Her gorgeous eyes flared in surprise. “They’re not all going to your parents’ place, are they?”

      I nodded. “I’m afraid so. Greg’s parents are in Dublin and they don’t celebrate Thanksgiving. Then there’s Deakon, he doesn’t get on with his dad. Levi always spends the holidays with us so naturally Keela is coming too. Only person not coming is Korry.”

      “Awe, no Korry? Oh, why is that?”

      “He’s spending it in Chicago with his family. His brother, Louis and sister Zena’s band is playing a gig there on Saturday, so he’s going to hang out with them for a few days and will meet us back in Florida.”

      “Oh, right,” she replied. When she’d sounded disappointed, I bit back the growl in my throat. “So anyway … God, I feel bad now, adding pressure to your mom’s already crazy-busy day,” she said, groaning.

      “Nonsense, my mom gets off on having a crowd for the holidays. This and Christmas are the two big ones of the year. We won’t be the only ones there. She’ll likely have my uncle Gary, Grandpa Luke, and one of my younger cousins, Mikey, there too. But if you feel guilty, I’m sure she’ll let you set the table this evening with Gemma.”

      From my standing vantage point I couldn’t help but notice her perfect cleavage, with a little pot full of gold dangling from a substantial solid gold chain.

      “Nice necklace,” I said when she’d caught me staring. I briefly wondered where the necklace I’d given her on her eighteenth birthday had gone, and cringed when I remembered I still had it since she’d abandoned it at my condo the day after.

      Her small fingers immediately touched the charm and I wondered if the same incident had flashed through her mind. Tugging it back and forth on the chain, it was a few seconds before she paid attention to it. Pretending not to notice the awkward moment between us, I shrugged out of my jacket when she blocked my view of the necklace as she bowed her head to look at it. The one cabin crew attendant on board took my jacket from me and stowed it.

      “This was one of the pieces of jewelry I rescued when you took me back to my house that day,” she said glancing up at me with a small smile. “The gold inside is from the Klondike. My great, great, great grandpa mined these flakes as a gold prospector. He was in one of the cooperatives that struck it extremely lucky. The day he got married he gave a hundred ounces of fine gold to my great, great, great grandma along with this ring he had made from some of it as a wedding gift.” She flashed an enormous, antique gold and diamond ring then covered it again with her other hand.”

      “Wow!” From the fleeting glimpse Esther gave me it appeared a very expensive piece.

      “He used the rest of the gold to buy a huge chunk of land in Montana and to build their family home here in Upstate New York. The two-thousand-acre ranch has been leased to the same family of ranchers for the past forty years.”

      “Jeez, I had no idea. You and your mom lived quite modestly given what you’ve told me.”

      “Mom bought our house when my grandma passed away. She couldn’t bear to live in the one she grew up in.”

      “What happened to it?”

      “It’s still there. Mom has rented it to some classical music producer from Austria since a few years before I was born.”

      “That’s quite a story,” I remarked. “And the necklace was your grandma’s?”

      She chuckled because she’d digressed. “Yeah, sorry. As my grandpa had already inherited the houses and land, he used the last of the gold that was left and had made it into this chain. This little bottle holds the last ounce of the fine flakes. And if you haven’t already guessed this was my grandma’s wedding gift from my grandpa.”

      “Phew. It all sounds very romantic. But what a cool story and fabulous heirlooms they are,” I stated, amazed by her remarkable story. I remembered the social worker saying money wasn’t an issue, but I’d figured she’d meant there had been her mom’s house, a bit of life insurance and her scholarship to Julliard. I’d had no idea Esther was a wealthy woman. And something told me this would be news to Levi as well.

      The prospect of a couple of days in Esther’s company would have been perfect except for the fact, Deakon, Greg and, most important of all, Levi would be there as well. That, and I was leaving Thanksgiving night and heading straight back to New York to see Bailey. I glanced at Deakon who was making stupid faces like a five year old who’d caught his best friend kissing a girl in the playground. I threw my gaze to the ceiling, stowed my bag under a seat, and took the seat beside Esther.

      “You don’t mind me sitting next to you, do you?” I asked out of politeness and immediately inhaled her familiar scent again. She smelled like the most delicious heady cocktail of subtle feminine perfume, fruity shampoo, and moisturizing cream. The combination was still as intoxicating as I’d found it the night before.

      She smiled. “Does anyone ever say no when you ask that?”

      I chuckled. “I don’t usually ask.”

      “Then I’m honored.” She beamed, and her cheeks tinted pink.

      “No, the honor is mine sitting beside the girl who graduated in dance from Julliard, no less,” I teased.

      “Fuck, man. Can we dispense with the conversational foreplay?” Deakon mumbled and I growled at the smug grin on his face. When he saw the dark scowl I gave him, his wide grin immediately fell from his face.

      “Why … looking for tips for that adopt a cat thing, Greg was talking about?” I shot back. “Can’t you mind your own fucking business for once and keep that sticky beak where it belongs?”

      “Deakon, you’ve pissed me off before I even clapped eyes on you this morning,” Levi interjected, stepping onto the plane and disrupting Deakon’s jibe with perfect timing. His appearance came as a relief because I hadn’t wanted anything to make Esther feel awkward.

      Keela immediately made her way to the two seats facing ours and sat down. “What a morning, huh?” She leaned forward and placed a hand on Esther’s knee. “Are you okay, honey?”

      Esther flashed me an embarrassed sideward glance and her face reddened. “I’m fine.” Esther shrugged and shook her head a little. I immediately sensed she had tried to shut Keela’s line of conversation down. Keela reached for her hand and squeezed it. “All right, I get it. You don’t want to talk about it.”

      Esther stole a more direct glance toward me, and she hesitated. “No, it’s fine. Devan and I aren’t together anymore,” she informed me. “There’s nothing more to say on the matter.”

      Without thinking I reached out and squeezed her hand as well. “I’m sorry,” I said, but I really wasn’t sorry at all. “What happened?”

      Keela and Esther shared a look before Esther sighed and shook her head. “He just wasn’t the man for me.”
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      Jude

      The night before Thanksgiving was the night when my parents’ friends and neighbors, who were spending the holidays at home, dropped by to their traditional casual drinks and barbecue party.

      The weather was balmy in West Palm Beach, despite it being late November, so the pool patio area was full of people hanging out. As Levi and I weren’t the novelty famous rock stars to them, Deakon and Greg were treated with more adulation than us.

      “What’s that nice girl doing talking to Deakon? Maybe we should warn her,” Keela joked as she sipped her Cosmo from one of my mom’s fancy cocktail glasses.

      “Are you kidding me? That’s Ella she’ll eat him alive,” Levi stated, then stiffened and his face appeared as if he’d chewed on a wasp.

      Keela’s eyes darkened and narrowed suspiciously. “Wait… did you—”

      “Only from what I’ve heard,” Levi quickly responded, lifting his hands in protest but chuckled. He glanced toward me to bail him out because we both knew he’d lied.

      “Her reputation precedes her. Deakon will get more than he bargained for with that one,” I replied and couldn’t help but grin, because I was talking from experience this time. “Trust me, I know. Levi heard this from me.” Being a single man, I took one for the team and diverted another potential question to save Levi from a sticky situation.

      “You men are dogs, talking about your conquests to one another.”

      “I wouldn’t say I conquered that one, more like survived to tell the tale… then again, I was only sixteen at the time.”

      When I saw Keela’s body sag I figured Levi had gotten away with his slip up, so I stood up and waved my empty bottle. I scanned the patio and noticed Greg sitting with Helen Stevens on his lap. Helen was a neighbor’s daughter from up the street, and Greg was necking with her, with his hand up her skirt.

      “Greg?” He glanced up at me with a wicked grin.

      “Beats?” he responded with my nickname when he’d pulled his face from Helen’s neck.

      “What’s that saying?” I scowled, “Ah yeah, you don’t shit where you eat.” He was a little drunk but took my hint, tugged his hand out from under Helen’s skirt and winked.

      “My bad,” he mumbled before he moved her off his lap and stood her on her feet. He rose to his feet as well. “Want to see my room?” he asked Helen. She nodded, starstruck and I shrugged.

      “No noise,” I warned, shifting my eyes to my parents who stood beside the barbeque close to the house. Mom and Dad were sharing a joint and laughing while he grilled. Although my parents were liberal, that didn’t mean all our neighbors were.

      “Listen to the man, sweetheart,” he said before he tugged her by her hand and led her inside the house. As he did, I noticed Esther talking with my sister on the patio, near the pool. I’d deliberately given her some space after sitting next to her for those few hours on the plane because I hadn’t wanted to crowd her. But by the time I’d exited the van that had brought us all home, primal lust had created some fantasies in my dirty, primitive brain.

      As the day turned to night, I’d side stepped her a lot and drank too much while I’d tried to resist being near her. Yet the more alcohol I consumed the less control I had over my original plan.

      “Hey, why am I getting the feeling you’re avoiding me?” Esther’s familiar sexy voice sparked a wave of excitement inside me, and my heart sped up when I’d heard it. Glancing up as I came onto the patio by the pool, my eyes met hers and I instantly smiled. When she smiled in return her gorgeous grey eyes sparkled in a way I’d only ever seen one time before—that night in the club on her birthday—and I knew she’d been drinking.

      “Hello, beautiful, are you having a good time?” I asked, not willing to admit I had indeed, been avoiding her.

      “Have you been ignoring me?” she asked pointedly.

      Her directness took me by surprise, and I shrugged. “Not really. I was giving you space since you’re likely heartbroken,” I said, my voice a little slurry.

      “And what if I said I wasn’t brokenhearted, more like relieved?” She looked super sexy with her one eyebrow raised in challenge toward me.

      “I’d say, thank you, Lord. That guy was a spoiled asshole and you deserve better.”

      Esther chuckled. “You thought that?”

      “Yeah, you deserve someone who knows what you need and how to give that to you ...”

      Her eyes darkened and she shifted on her feet a little less confident at my comment, but she continued to hold my stare.

      “And you know all of that from just looking at Devan?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t like the way he spoke to you that day at dinner,” I remarked. “He wasn’t attentive or protective toward you from what I remember.”

      “Huh, and you gleaned all that about him from one meeting?”

      Her bold question made my eyebrow lift as her curiosity got the better of me.

      “I just know guys and let’s just say I had a hunch he wasn’t cut out for someone like you.”

      “Someone like me … and what am I like?” she probed amused.

      As I was more than a little drunk, I hooked my finger into the low neckline of her dress and pulled her toward me. Esther lost her footing and I caught her. Her breath hitched as she glanced up and her gaze met mine when my strong arm circled her waist and kept her in place.

      Without hesitation I dropped my forehead to hers like I had years before and my gaze intensified as I temporarily got lost in her beautiful, questioning eyes. Esther’s familiar sweet scent instantly surrounded me, and I tried to inhale a deep calming breath. But it had no effect on the chaotic electrical pulses circulating in my body from the intimate physical and chemical connection we shared.

      I glanced left and right to ensure we were completely alone, and our conversation wouldn’t be overheard and instantly unleashed some wicked questions I’d had no right to voice about her and her boyfriend.

      “Tell me, baby, did that guy really do it for you, or were you settling for a safe life with him?” I blinked, swallowed roughly but kept our eye contact intense.

      “D… did he do what for me?” she whispered as a small tremor passed through her body. I heard the alarm in her tone and her breathing grew shallow and ragged, but she didn’t break our gaze.

      “Did he make you scream?” I pressed using a more insistent, seductive tone. Esther made to pull away, but I held her wrist firmly to my chest and willed her to answer.

      My thumb grazed lazily over the inside of her wrist and because I’d held her so near, I felt her react when her warm breaths grew faster. I moved my fingertips slightly and became aware of her strong, rapid pulse beneath them. My eyes narrowed as I watched her closely, and I saw her attempt to fight her rising desire when she bit her bottom lip and consciously slowed her breathing.

      “Did his touch set you on fire when he slid inside you? Was the sex so passionate you forgot your own name? Did he play your body well enough to recognize the tempo you needed? Like when to switch it up? Could he tell when to give it to you soft and gentle or fuck you hard instead, because you couldn’t get enough of him? Without you needing to tell him?”

      Esther broke free from my grip, slapped her hands on my hard pecs and shoved me back. Her stormy eyes blazed with anger. “What’s gotten into you? You’re drunk. The sober version of you would never have been so crude. You’re a pig when you’ve been drinking.

      I chuckled. “Been called a lot worse than that, sugar.”

      “Stop calling me that. Is that what you call all the females you’re with because you can’t be bothered to learn or remember their names?”

      “Nah, all those nameless one-night stands are ‘Honey’ … sugar is how I imagine you taste.”

      Esther’s chest heaved as she attempted to slow her breathing and it was clear the conversation between us had affected her, but I couldn’t decide whether I’d excited her, or irritated the fuck out of her. Either way, she looked riled but infinitely sexier for it.

      “Stop it, Jude. Please don’t do this. This isn’t the man I remember. You meant everything to me at one time, don’t spoil my memory.”

      “Your memory? As I recall it you hated me that night of your birthday.

      “For a hot minute, yes I did. But I’m not that eighteen year old girl anymore and I respect you for not taking advantage of me. At the time I’d felt humiliated, but you were right. What I had for you was just a stupid teenage crush. I’m not that naïve little girl anymore and I know we could never be more.”

      “I’ll take that as a no then,” I replied, deadpan, because quitting my line of questioning wasn’t in my nature once I’d gotten a rise out of her. Esther was right of course, but my body had other ideas and still craved her. Her breath hitched and the fire in her eyes only served to suck me in deeper. I dropped my forehead back to hers and held her gaze captive again.

      “I don’t hear you defending Devan,” I goaded again.

      She shook her head slightly and swallowed roughly. “We’re not all animals in the bedroom, Jude,” she replied in a calm, quiet voice, and ignored my statement.

      I scoffed. “I beg to differ. When the connection is right, that’s exactly what we are.”

      “In your rock star world maybe,” she remarked.

      I scowled. “At that second before a man slides into you, you should be dripping wet with need, have such an aching tension between your legs, and feel so desperate that you beg for your man to fill you. Our basic carnal desire is raw and animalistic. It obliterates our inhibitions, and while absorbing every sensation possible, during those precious minutes, we should be so lost in that connection that we forget to think.”

      “That’s enough,” she hissed.

      “You think?” I scoffed, loving how aroused my dirty talk had made her, no matter how much she protested. “Has your body ever vibrated from sexual tension? Has molten desire tore through your veins? Have you ever dropped to your knees in passion so frantic you need to taste the man you’re with?”

      As I spoke, flames of desire darkened her gorgeous, gray eyes, right along with a warring cocktail of anger, frustration, need and want. When I’d stopped talking, she appeared to stop breathing for a beat or two. By comparison, I’d talked myself almost breathless and was so turned on by her reaction I couldn’t regret it.

      I closed my eyes, briefly wondering if she was going to slap me because her face had expressed a range of her thoughts from open mouthed shock to wanton desire during my rant. When I opened them again she closed the space in a heartbeat, pressed her lips to mine for a second, pulled back and stared at me.

      “You know what? You obviously needed to get all of that off your chest. Now, I’m going to pretend this conversation never happened because you’re almost paralytic drunk. Whatever you just tried to do didn’t work. I’m still whole.” Esther gave me an aggressive shove to clear her path and walked away from me.

      Fuck. For all my dirty talking, she’d stood up to me unlike the last time I’d gotten in her space and she’d froze. I sighed, pissed at myself because all I’d achieved was my own arousal and at the same time, I’d most likely pushed her away again.
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      Waking in my sun-filled, childhood bedroom should have set my mood for the day, but as soon as I remembered my scathing attack on Esther, the heat from the sun in the room became suffocating. Kicking back the covers, I eased my delicate, naked body off the bed and headed for my bathroom.

      “Great,” I muttered to myself as I leaned in and turned the faucet on in the shower. I peed in the toilet and stepped into the strong shower spray. Instantly the water soothed my sleepy, hungover state, but my head throbbed like a motherfucker and the prospect of facing a huge turkey dinner made my stomach roll.

      While the jets of warm water rained down on me, snapshots of memories from the night before crept over my foggy brain and I winced at my lack of control with Esther. She’d approached me for conversation, and I’d turned it into a frustrated, verbal attack.

      My heart sank a little that I’d behaved in such a crude way like that. With those memories came conflicting images of how I’d recognized her anger and desire. How her eyes had turned softer when she’d felt vulnerable as hurt set in from my words. I closed my eyes and swallowed roughly from how harsh I’d been.

      With her vision on my mind, I lathered up and slid my soapy hands up over my body. Remembering how she’d smelled, the look of lust in her eyes and the way her breathing had hitched during our conversation made blood flow to my dick. Taking my length, I slid my fist up and down, stroking half-heartedly at first, but after a couple of minutes of teasing myself, I grasped my cock tighter and pumped faster to chase a release. When I came it was strained and not nearly as satisfying as I’d imagined it would have been if I’d had Esther in my bed.

      By the time I’d stepped out of the shower I wondered if I should apologize, but what I’d asked were questions I’d been dying to know, and having said them drunk, I had almost applauded myself for letting them roll off my tongue. Taking a sharp intake of breath, I made a decision not to say anything, unless Esther brought it up.

      Dressing in a blue, short-sleeved, button-down shirt and a fresh pair of jeans, my appearance was presentable enough for Thanksgiving lunch. I noticed the time was just after 11.30 a.m., so after I’d brushed my teeth and messed with my hair, I went out to face the music. As I walked down the hallway, the smell of roast turkey filled the air the closer I got to the kitchen.

      Glancing out of the window, I saw Esther on the patio with my dad, Gemma and Keela. My heart slammed against my chest at the sight of her because I considered I’d been an asshole for pressing her like I had. Focusing straight ahead, I saw Levi in the kitchen, arms folded across his chest, leaning casually back against a countertop, talking to my mom while she cooked.

      “Morning.” He smiled and glanced up at the clock. Instinct told me he was checking that it had in fact still been morning.

      “Morning,” I said through a half grunt as I pulled open the huge fridge and grabbed the gallon of orange juice.

      “Use a glass, please, Jude,” Mom warned as she slid a tray full of roasting potatoes into the oven.

      Levi huffed. “Dude she should instruct Alexa to say that when we open that fridge door. She said the same to me when I took it out before.”

      Mom frowned, but glanced toward each of us and her eyes softened in affection. “Y’all should know better since I’ve told you both so many times. We all have to drink from that container.”

      “Thought you said we had to drink from glasses?” I teased pretending not to get the point.

      Mom flicked her drying cloth toward me and caught me on my arm. It stung. “Ow.”

      “Serves you right, but it’s good to have you both home for a change. Now go make sure the others are up and getting ready to eat… and tell Helen Stevens and Ella Harkness they need to go home before their moms beat down this door.”

      “They stayed the night?”

      “Deakon and Greg need to stay in a hotel the next time they come,” mom muttered, and I immediately knew they’d been noisy all night.

      “Damn. Nothing much gets past you, Mom,” I muttered as I headed back down the hallway and banged on both Greg and Deakon’s doors. “Home time,” I called out. “Swap your cell numbers if you have to but we’re eating in twenty minutes and the illegals in the house need to be headed home.”

      When I turned to walk back down the hallway, I found Esther blocking the path between me and the kitchen with Levi visible in the background.

      “Morning,” I said deciding to act like nothing had happened between us the night before.

      “It is … just,” she replied, and scooted past me. I stood still and followed her retreating form, as I wondered if she expected me to go after her. If she had, the one lesson Esther had yet to learn about me was the power of the unexpected… and me constantly not fulfilling the expectations of women.

      Going back to the kitchen, Mom involved me in setting platters of food on the table and eventually everyone came to the dining room and sat with my mom and dad to eat.

      Dad turned up with some bottles of French white wines he’d bought from the supermarket, insisting it was the best Sauvignon he’d ever tasted and the best he could find to complement the turkey dinner.

      After filling our plates, we ate and drank while my Uncle Gary told us a hilarious story about the guy who came into his hardware store asking for the best rope to use as a Dominant. The guy had gone on to explain he’d watched Fifty Shades of Grey with his girlfriend and thought he’d like to surprise her.

      Mom blushed red when I asked if she’d watched the movie and although she didn’t give a straight answer, she’d admitted to having read the books. However, my dad outed her when he said she’d attended a private showing of all three movies, back-to-back, with a book group she belonged to.

      Greg and Deakon were quiet at the table. Both looked as if they’d had a long, heavy night of excess. But as this was a family occasion it did cross my mind that they possibly missed their families too.
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      As it was with every Thanksgiving, we all ate and drank too much, and by mid-afternoon the rest of the guys in the band were in swim shorts and unconscious on loungers by the pool. Being used to the sun, I wasn’t interested in tanning my body, so I headed down to my room.

      After straightening my sheets and comforter, I climbed on my bed, laid back with my hands behind my head and stared at the hypnotic ceiling fan whirring above me.

      About ten minutes later I heard a soft knock on my door followed by Esther’s muffled voice asking, “Are you sleeping?”

      “No. Come in,” I said, shifting from my back to my side and leaning up on one elbow. A knot formed in my gut in preparation for a confrontation. Esther slowly entered the room, left the door open, and stood at the bottom of my bed.

      “About yesterday,” she said, tucking a stray strand of her long dark hair behind her ear and sat down.

      “What about it?” I asked cautiously and wondered if she was ready to tear me a new one. She had every right to. I’d behaved like an asshole. But when she struggled to give me eye contact, my instincts told me she wouldn’t.

      “None of what happened was called for. But you hurt and offended me,” she admitted, bowed her head and stared down at her hands.

      “I expect you’ve never been spoken to in such frank terms before,” I admitted when a slither of guilt hit my heart.

      “No—that’s true,” she replied and chuckled nervously, but didn’t look up.

      “I’m not sorry, if that’s why you’re here,” I said even though I felt it. “I have a habit of owning what comes out of this fat mouth,” I muttered gruffly. “You were a kid when you knew me before, last night you got a taste of the man I really am.”

      “I guess,” she mumbled and shrugged her shoulders.

      “So?” I prompted.

      “We’d both been drinking,” she mumbled, rubbing her hands together like she always did when she was nervous.

      “Your point, being?” I asked.

      “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

      “I disagree. I think that’s exactly what you should have done… and you should have done a fuck of a lot more, but you put a stop to it when you did, and then somehow made me responsible that you did that.”

      “It was stupid. I was drunk… we were drunk,” she said trying again to believe we were both responsible for her move.

      “Maybe, but I’ve been a lot drunker in the past … I remember every word I said to you.” When it became clear to her, I wouldn’t back down, I sighed. “Let’s be honest. That’s the second time you’ve kissed me and the one time I kissed you and acted on the chemistry between us you froze. I’ll admit what I said was provoked by the hot and cold signals you’ve sent me since the other day. What did you come in here for because I believe you’re the one playing games?”

      “Maybe I kissed you, because I’d split up with Devan and …” she shrugged, “I was confused … emotional.”

      “Bullshit,” I barked. “You weren’t confused, you were aroused by what I said. You kissed me because that’s what you wanted, to take something from me.”

      “You didn’t kiss me back. And that made me realize how immature and stupid I’ve been to assume there’s a spark between us.”

      “Oh sugar, there’s not a spark, there’s a flame thrower waiting to be lit under us.”

      “If that’s so then why didn’t you kiss me back?” she asked, her gorgeous eyes widening at my admission.

      “Same reason you stopped.”

      She frowned and shook her head. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      I shifted and sat upright to face her. “You aren’t here because you have nowhere else to go this time, Esther. You want something from me … what is it? A fuck … or to test my attraction toward you? I am attracted to you, but I scare you. I can’t say you shouldn’t be skittish, given my reputation and how you’re Levi’s sister n’all.”

      “Jude …” she pleaded.

      “Nothing has changed from three years ago, Esther. We’re the same people we were then. So you grew up, but we’re still miles apart on our journeys, and I’m the same manwhore rock star, according to that kid you were friends with. But that’s not the half of it. I don’t know what this is between us, but when I look at you, I read all these positive signals - lust, want … the fire that burns deep in your eyes, but sugar, you and I are not destined for more.”

      “Hm, you see all that?” she asked quietly. “Funny, that’s not how Devan saw me at all.”

      “Of course I do, I’m a man,” I stated pointedly. “But I read all those same signs back when I first met you as well and I knew you had a crush.” I shrugged, “Even though there were times when I had wanted nothing more than to …” I stopped talking before I made a full admission of what I’d have liked to have done to her and shook my head. “I could never have considered … I had one moment of weakness …” I stuttered and took a breath. I wondered what was wrong with me because I’d never been confused about speaking my mind to anyone before.

      Esther looked expectantly, like she already knew what I wanted to say but I sighed and pushed ahead again anyway.  “Given your age at that time, and what had happened that had brought you to Levi, plus where you were headed at that point in life, I thought I’d never have made such a selfish move. But, that night …” I sighed. “Anyway, here you are again. And there’s this static buzz, a sex-fueled vibe going back and forth between us …” I pointed out how rigid her posture was right then, “but you have this wall of steel around you at the same time. It’s like you’re afraid of something or we both are… or I’m afraid of me.”

      “You’re afraid? Like you’d hurt me? Or is it that you feel I’m afraid of you?” she asked, and a deep crease appeared between her brows. She looked down and paid attention to her hands, as she noticed her family ring and she nervously twisted it around her finger.

      “Look, I think it’s time for some straight talking. If you haven’t guessed yet, I’d love to fuck you. If I’m honest there’s always been something about you for me, like an itch to be scratched … I can’t explain it. But you’re still young and you’ve got your career ahead of you. So let’s get this straight. There won’t be an ‘us’ if that’s what you imagine. I can’t give you the stability of a normal life. I have a kid in New York I barely see as it is right now. When you see me, you should understand I’m not willing to give you two kids, a house, a dog and be a constant presence in your life.”

      “Wow all that from a drunk peck on the lips, huh?”

      I lifted an eyebrow at her cocky tone. “I’ve deliberately fought this attraction for all the right reasons. When I look at you every fiber I have in me is filled with the most frustrating contradictions. However, you still have everything ahead of you and I’m in this comfortable space in my life where I’m all set.” I sighed again when I saw her brows furrow like she had no clue what I meant. “Do you get me?”

      “I think you’re saying you feel something for me, but you don’t want a permanent attachment.”

      I nodded. “Bingo. And I don’t want to alter the course you’re on either. So if it’s just fucking you want, I can certainly oblige, nothing would give me more satisfaction, but if a boyfriend is what you want, I can’t and won’t ever be that. I’m not cut out to be everything a woman wants. But you’re right I do have emotions that are unique when I’m with you. They’re different from those I’ve had with the girls I’ve been with before.”

      “You’ve never been with me before,” she corrected. “Even after all this time, space, and distance between us, there is something in here when I look at you,” she said, patting my chest. “I’ve never made a secret of that,” she admitted, tapping her finger to her own chest. “But they’re trapped feelings. Not ones that will turn into more. I don’t expect to be your girlfriend and I understand I’m not enough for you.”

      I shuffled down the bed and placed my feet on the foot at the bottom. She was only a foot from me and when I glanced up her eyes were dull like she might cry.

      “Good,” I said not sure what she meant by trapped feelings. “Now we’ve cleared all that up, I’m going to straight up ask you again. Are you here because you want to hook up with me anyway?”

      She tilted her head, closed her eyes, swallowed audibly, and shook her head. “No. I’m not. I don’t know what the hell I feel. I’m drawn to you, but the truth is… I don’t like sex.” My eyes widened, aghast she could make such a confession. Especially when the vibe she gave off around me was charged with sexual tension.

      “You don’t what?” I replied and chuckled at first but reached out and pulled her closer when I realized she was serious. I stared at her for a minute while I considered how to respond. No one in my history had ever said anything like that, to me before. Esther shrugged, and her usually beautiful bright eyes filled with tears. And I recognized how difficult she’d found it to share those words aloud.

      “Don’t laugh at me, it’s not funny.”

      “I didn’t mean to, I’m sorry. You shocked me is all. I guess that’s the last thing I expected you to say.”

      For a few long moments I sat quiet while she appeared to glance around the room as she struggled quietly between trusting me and doubting herself. She swallowed again as a fresh tear trickled down her cheek. After an awkward silence she took a deep breath and her eyes locked onto mine.

      I slid my hands in hers and held them between us. “Why don’t you take your time and tell me what you mean? I’m not going to judge you, sugar. I’m the last one to talk about anyone since I’ve made a ton of mistakes of my own in my life.”

      Esther flashed me a nervous smile. “Remember when we … in the washroom … and I froze?” she asked in a disjointed question. “It hasn’t only happened with you. Devan thinks I’m cold.”

      “He thinks what?” I bellowed and she jumped because I’d startled her. Then I remembered where I was and that our conversation wasn’t so private with my open bedroom door as I glanced past her. “Sorry. What the fuck?” I asked in almost a whisper and I shook my head. “Why would he say something like that to you?”

      “I told you, because I don’t like sex.”

      I scoffed but my eyes softened as did my tone. “Was he your first?” Esther nodded and fought back tears. “Perhaps he wasn’t doing it right,” I said trying to sound light-hearted because I’d never met a girl who didn’t like sex before.

      She shook her head and the anguish in her eyes made me wonder if she believed him. Then I reminded myself how she’d looked at me that night in the bathroom at the club, and I suspected there could be more to her story.

      “What a cruel, hurtful thing to say to someone you care about. And you believe him?”

      She shrugged. “I guess … I think he’s right, so it’s fair.”

      “What makes you think that?” I asked in a gentle, persuasive tone as I moved, sat her down beside me and I held her head in my hands.

      “I feel good when I kiss someone … you know … all those giddy, excited bursts of desire burst through my body. And I was okay with him touching me, up to a point. But then I freeze up.”

      I felt out of my depth, but she’d divulged something highly sensitive for her to me. “But you have had sex, right?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, but not as much as Devan wanted. It’s painful, messy and awkward. And I don’t find it enjoyable in the least.”

      We sat staring at one another and I considered whether there was a deeper reason for why she felt like that.

      “Did you ever have an experience where…”  I could hardly bring myself to say it because the notion that anyone had molested her as a child brought out the killer instinct in me. “Were you touched in a way you didn’t like before?”

      Tears flowed freely, like what I’d said had sparked a release from the tension she held within her, and she covered her face with her hands. An instant rush of adrenaline purged a violent rage inside me, but I knew if I wanted to know the full extent of what had threatened her, I had to appear calm.

      “Take your time, sugar,” I suggested, shifted again, and pulled her head closer to my chest. My heart clenched and warmth radiated through me with her body next to mine. I eyed the door and wondered if I should break contact to close it, but I decided not to fearing it would ruin the moment. “We’ve got plenty of time, if you aren’t ready. But you’ve been brave enough to share what you have so far and the sky hasn’t fallen in.”

      I sat rocking her in my arms while she cried for a few minutes, then she sat up straight, stared into my eyes, and dried her tears.

      “Thanks, Jude,” she said, and placed a hand on my cheek and I figured how I handled what she said next would be crucial to the fragile trust she had in me.
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      Esther

      For a moment I was mortified and couldn’t believe that I’d poured my heart out to Jude in the way that I had. And to top that, I’d burst into tears completely horrified that I’d shared my secret. I hid my face in my hands and figured I’d already blown anything sexual between us anyway so I may as well tell him the truth.

      “The Halloween before my mom died, I was trick or treating with Lindy. We were dressed up like Playboy Bunnies.” I cringed and crinkled my nose when Jude lifted a brow playfully like he was imagining this in his mind.

      “So, I see nothing wrong with that story so far … apart from Lindy was there,” he joked, taking the edge off my disclosure. I smiled and shook my head because that part of the story was just two stupid girls being on the cusp of womanhood and exploring their changing bodies.

      “We left our housing subdivision and crossed over the road to another. Someone called out to Lindy. It was Cathy from Lindy’s church. Lindy babysat for Cathy. Lindy asked me to wait where I was and ran up to the corner to say hi to her kids.

      “While I waited, I became distracted by the other trick or treaters’ costumes as they crossed back and forth between the two blocks, when out of nowhere an old, dark colored van drew up. Three guys, wearing Marvel characters’ masks, jumped out and grabbed me, one by my arms and one by my legs. I laughed at first thinking it was guys that I knew from school, but when the third stuck a soft gag in my mouth, and a pillowcase over my head, I realized what they were doing to me wasn’t a joke.”

      “Fuck.” Jude’s hand that was visible while he held me, balled into a fist.

      “They threw me into the van, and I landed on the cold metal floor. It smelled musty; even through the pillowcase, and I began lashing out. The van began to move, and they tied my hands behind my back and bound my ankles together. The last thing I remember was a sliding door screeching and clanking shut. I screamed as hard as I could, but no one heard me with that gag in my mouth.” My heart pounded as I replayed my fears from that night and my eyes widened in terror at the memory. “To this day I can still feel their rough hands tracing over the skin on my arms and legs, and then I must have passed out.”

      “Did they …” the painful gaze Jude gave me told me he cared.

      When he couldn’t bring himself to ask his question, I guessed what he’d wanted to know. I had trusted him so far, and I hadn’t told anyone this before apart from Lindy.

      “No,” I replied before he’d found a way to ask. “They couldn’t have done much. Maybe I scared them when I passed out or something because it was only a few minutes later when I woke up four streets away. The resident found me lying on her lawn with all of my clothing still in place.”

      “Did you tell Lindy?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, she showed up a couple of minutes later, but my mom was so sick, I didn’t want to tell anyone else.” He looked at me like he was disappointed with that. “I knew she was dying, Jude. How would she have felt to know what happened to me and she’d had no choice but to die and leave me behind?”

      “I get it. Do you know who they were?”

      “Boys,” I replied. “They never spoke, but I don’t know … I still wonder if I knew them.”

      Jude placed his hands on either side of my cheeks and kissed my forehead, like he’d done all those years ago in my house, and his touch instantly calmed me.

      “By telling me this, I think you feel you can trust me.” I thought for a second and nodded. “Good, then we’re going to talk a whole lot more about this, sugar. But not now, not here,” he warned eyeing the open door to his bedroom. I nodded again. “I gotta fly up to New York tonight, for my visit with Bailey tomorrow. Can this wait until I get back or do you want to fly up there with me? We’d have more privacy at your place than here or at my condo with all the guys around. Everyone will be over at my place when I get back.”

      I knew that Levi and the others were leaving Jude’s parent’s place and going to his condo to hang out that evening. “You don’t need to—”

      “Oh, but I do,” he replied with conviction. “I assume this has been on your mind for a long, long time. We gotta get this sorted or you’ll carry that trauma from your situation all of your life. Did you tell Devan any of this?”

      I shook my head. “We?” I asked, surprised he felt he had to take charge of my issue. “Devan wouldn’t have understood. That, or he’d have said, me being in that costume was a sign I was looking for some action.”

      “Prick,” he said and sighed before he engaged me in another stare. “He doesn’t matter now. You’ve got my support. We’ll work through this somehow. What is it my dad says? There isn’t a problem that can’t be resolved, right?”

      I shrugged. “But this is hardly your problem, Jude, and I’m mortified now that I’ve told you. But I don’t believe this can be fixed. Some people are just made this way,” I insisted.

      “The guys in the van … it’s possible they’re still around, but I can’t do anything about them unless you know the make, model, exact color or anything else about it that would make it stand out. Wait … I could hire a private investigator and cross match the van— maybe to anyone in your high school.”

      “No. I don’t want that. Please, I’d rather forget it ever happened.”

      He sighed, “Esther, the only way to fix this is if someone can change how you feel about sex.”

      “You mean therapy,” she asked.

      “Well maybe someone more specialized than a normal shrink.”

      “Like a sex therapist?”

      “Maybe,” he replied but flashed me a small smile.

      I shook my head vigorously. “No way could I tell some random person about this.”

      “But you told me.” Jude flashed me another small smile and a raised brow. “Does that mean you figure I can help?”  I wasn’t sure whether he asked this because I’d put him in an odd situation, or he’d said it to make light of it.

      “You believe you can?” I countered taking the edge off the seriousness of the situation with a joke.

      “I guarantee it,” he said sounding playful like he was sure of himself. He smiled. “If you’re blocking advances, you’re scared, but I can’t believe you don’t like sex. I think your mind is blocking you because you are afraid you won’t be in control. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have kissed me at all. Personally, my best guess is you never completely trusted Devan because if you had, you’d have told him what you’ve shared with me.”

      “Perhaps but talking about it … it’s hard. Although Devan did make me believe I was a freak. How could I explain I was afraid of men in general after my experience, to someone I knew wouldn’t understand? After it happened I felt scared all the time. Just seeing a group of boys in the street set my teeth on edge, yet I found myself in the terrifying position of having to trust you and my brother.”

      “Don’t underestimate the power of trust,” he urged.

      “I’ve carried this baggage for years now, and I don’t think anyone can change my mindset now that it’s so entrenched.”

      “That sounds like a challenge to me,” Jude said with a furrowed brow.

      “I don’t think we’re talking challenges here. I think we’re more in the realms of miracles,” I replied.

      “It doesn’t take a miracle to turn a woman on. All it takes is time and attention. Learning to understand what she likes and avoid what she doesn’t … and trust of course.”

      “What if I asked you to help me?” I asked with a nervous smile.

      Jude’s jaw dropped and he shook his head. “Hypothesizing about this, and letting me fuck you are two entirely different prospects considering what you’ve told me. Being into me and letting me inside you …”

      “Ha! That’s crude, and witty,” I drawled sarcastically but I felt wounded by his blunt statement.

      “I’m not aiming for witty. Nothing about this is funny. What I mean is I can bet you a million bucks you aren’t frigid, baby. But you’d need to be prepared to give someone your trust. It feels as if you need a lot of emotional commitment to do that, and that’s something I can’t give you. We’ll never be a couple in a traditional sense, and that’s what you need to lower your inhibitions.”

      “Wow, you can talk the talk, Jude, but—”

      “You’re the one that needs help,” he said, cutting me off with a shrug. “You can either trust someone to shake down those sexual barriers at some point in your life or you can ignore my advice and go see a specialist shrink.”

      “I’ve heard everything you said, and I don’t think I can tell anyone else, so I’m asking you, will you help me? Not as my boyfriend, just one friend helping another. You tell me I can do better if I trust someone. Right now, the person I trust most in this world is you.”

      “What you’re asking is a tall, fucked up order,” he replied.

      “Not if it means I’m missing out on something like you think I am.”
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      “Daddy,” Bailey squealed when he flung open the front door of their house and came barreling down their pathway. Crouching to catch him, he lunged at me, and I scooped him up into my arms.

      I’d arrived in New York and left Esther to take a car home while I checked into the suite Bernadette had booked for me months before. After spending another sleepless night considering Esther’s dilemma I had a few mostly risqué ideas to make headway with her intimacy problems.

      “Hey, Bay, how’s my favorite little man in the whole wide world?” I asked swinging him around in circles.

      “Good … real good.” His face beamed up at me like I’d hung the moon. “Are we going to the park today? Kenny says we got bread to feed the ducks,” he gushed, smoothing the hair at the side of one ear with a free hand.

      “We are, then I thought we’d go see some of the stores’ festive lights and maybe get a hotdog or something?”

      “Only if I can have ketchup. Mommy says it’s bad for my teeth, but I can’t eat a hotdog without ketchup, right?” he reasoned like a little old man, but with his big pleading doe eyes. I knew what he was doing. Playing me off against his mom. As much as I wanted to give him what he wanted, Mel was the boss.

      “We’ll see what your mom says,” I replied diplomatically and ruffled his hair as we wandered inside.

      The kid wasn’t even five years old, yet he had mastered the art of guilting parents and manipulating situations for his own gain. But he was a joy to be with and he liked the simple things, like playing make believe with action figures, kicking a football around in the park, and eating a large ice cream.

      Of course, Mel was having none of Bailey’s antics when he threw a hissy fit about the ketchup until an attack of guilt hit her. Kenny brokered a peace deal between them when he reminded her it was Thanksgiving, and she should allow Bailey a little of what he wanted during the holidays as a way of teaching him moderation. So, Bailey had his way, dried his eyes and the hotdog moved up to the top of the list of things we did that day, out of fear his mom would change her mind at any moment.

      Mel and Kenny hit the shops on Black Friday, and I had made every Black Friday with Bailey so far. He lightened my soul, and I loved every precious moment I got to spend time with him. Sometimes I wished he were older because being so small had become limiting now that we’d done most of the activities available to a small child in the city.

      After a whole day of chasing him around, eating junk food and generally having fun, we took a short trip around Central Park on a horse and carriage, which had been an item on my four-and-a-half-year-old kid’s bucket list for many months. I sat staring in wonder at Bailey’s huge expressive eyes in reaction to the frosty winter scenery, and the twinkling lights during the short ride.

      Toward the end of the ride, Bailey climbed onto my lap and snuggled down into my coat. I covered him with the blanket that had been over our knees, and my heart clenched at how innocent and totally trusting he was whenever he saw me.

      My parents loved him dearly, and although my mom had been mad with Mel to begin with, she made nice for the sake of Bailey. In return Mel and Kenny used my condo to visit when I wasn’t around which gave my parents precious time and contact with their grandson. I choked up when I realized the next time I’d be with him wasn’t until Christmas eve.

      There were times when my desperation took over because I couldn’t get more time with him, but Mel and Kenny had promised me more solo visitation as Bailey gained more understanding, and time wasn’t so pressing for me. Then he could also spend some summers with me in Florida.

      After leaving the horse and carriage I quickly flagged down a yellow cab right when I heard a group of girls calling my name. A streak of fear shot through me, and I felt vulnerable because of Bailey, but thankfully we made it inside the taxi by the skin of our teeth. My cell buzzed in my pocket and once I’d ensured Bailey was secured beside me, I fished it out.

      Millie: Any idea what time you’ll be here?

      Me: I’ll message you when I leave.

      There were tears and tantrums after we’d arrived back at Mel’s and when it had been time for me to leave, but once he knew I’d be back before Santa arrived, he quickly settled. Not wanting to prolong the agony for him, I called the Uber and slipped out the door while Kenny kept my son amused.
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      Me: On my way, do you have any food?

      True to my word, I texted Esther from Mel and Kenny’s driveway.

      Initially, Levi had been disappointed when Esther had declined to come to my condo that day and told him she was flying up to New York with me because she had some errands to take care of at home. She appeared to have soothed him when she agreed to go to Florida and spend Christmas week down there.

      Millie: I wasn’t sure if you’d eaten but I have some Chili and Nachos.

      I smiled when I saw the nickname I’d given her during the tour still in my phone. I changed it to Esther and saved it again.

      When I arrived, we sat and ate while I caught her up on my situation with Bailey.

      “It’s hard on you, but it sounds like you all have it figured out for the sake of your son.”

      “It is and we do. I keep telling myself he won’t be four forever.”

      “True, they grow so fast and at least your relationships with Mel and Kenny are agreeable.”

      We continued to talk and drank a whole bottle of red wine between us before I felt Esther was relaxed enough to talk about why I’d found myself there.

      “I think we should talk about the elephant in the room,” I stated, gruffly.

      “Right,” she replied as her carefree demeanour suddenly disappeared.

      “You’re not expecting me to have sex with you, are you, Esther? I won’t do that unless you beg me, and by the sounds of things we’re on different planets right now,” I said trying to sound light-hearted.

      She looked relieved. “I didn’t expect that,” she mumbled. But by the guarded expression in her eyes they confirmed my previous comment was exactly what concerned her.

      “There are a couple of things I need to get straight before we talk further. I’m not gonna be your boyfriend, but I do want to help you. If we end up having sex, it’ll be because not having sex would kill us both.”

      She chuckled. “I can’t believe we’re talking about this. It’s an absurd conversation.”

      “During my time on the road with the band I’ve experienced more absurdities than you could ever imagine. This arrangement is no more bizarre than some.

      Esther hugged herself and chuckled. “Fine, although I can’t see us ever having sex.”

      “First things first—boundaries,” I said when I saw her eyeing me like I was a state executioner. “I won’t touch you anywhere intimate unless you ask me to, or I feel you want me to. Then I’d ask your permission and warn you first. But I am going to tease you to the point of distraction and there will be lots of affection between us. You need to learn to have a man’s hands on you without the expectation he’s going to hurt you or wants more from you than you are prepared to give.”

      “I am used to men having their hands on me, I’m a dancer, remember? And I never believed Devan was a threat.”

      “None of those men you danced with were perceiving you in a sexual way. I mean when they handled you, you knew it was just part of the dance, right?”

      “Yeah, but …”

      “You knew where their hands were going to touch you before it happened as part of a choreographed routine.”

      “Hm, right,” she mused.

      “In your relationship with Devan you knew he expected more. Maybe those expectations inflated your fears. You said yourself he wasn’t patient … and like I said, insensitive to your needs.” Esther frowned and I read both uncertainty and relief flip back and forth in her expression as she considered my point before she broke our gaze.”

      “Boundaries and touching,” she considered and nodded.

      “You say you trust me but given what you’ve told me I’m guessing you have a low tolerance for any intimacy of a sexual nature, never mind having sex.”

      Her face reddened and my heart clenched because the sexual chemistry we shared suggested to me if we ever did have sex it would be hot.

      “So, let’s draw lines and lay it all out how this is going to work. The first thing we’re going to do is talk about sex. You can tell me what’s okay, what’s not, and what you’ve tried, what you like.”

      Esther met my suggestion with a horror-stricken stare, and nervously twisted the sleeve of her cardigan about at the wrist, with her other hand.

      I ignored her reaction and pushed ahead. “Can we talk about sex with Devan?”

      Her eyes flashed in mortification. “What about it?”

      “I want you to tell me what was good for you and what wasn’t?”

      “This is humiliating. I’m not talking to you about that.”

      “Of course you are. You asked for my help, right? Name one thing he did that you liked.”

      “Massage was okay,” she replied, and I figured she’d gone for the tamest thing she could think of.

      “Good, so he tried to relax you. That wasn’t so bad now, was it?” I coaxed.

      “Not really … they weren’t exactly for my benefit. If he gave me a quick massage, then I had to return the favor … he liked massages. And I spent far more time attending to his.”

      “It sounds like he’s a real charmer,” I drawled.  “He wasn’t a generous lover?”

      “What does that mean?

      “Foreplay?”

      “Ha. No, sex was more like a thing at the end of a night when we got into bed. Devan kind of just wanted to brush his teeth, climb on and do his business.”

      I blinked and cocked my head to the side. “Do his business?” I tried to keep my tone soft, but the disbelief came through in my tone because he’d used her.

      “Maybe this is a bad idea,” she suggested, and I felt myself mentally pull back.

      “It’s your call,” I said quickly, but there was an instant look of panic in her eyes again, so I changed my mind and sighed. “You’ve had the guts to tell me your problem and to be frank from what you’ve told me about Devan I’d say, it’s no wonder you don’t like sex.” I grabbed her hand and squeezed it tight, relaxed my grip and my thumb drifted over her knuckles.

      “But—”

      “He sounds like he acted like a dick more than he knew what to do with one,” I finished, ignoring her protest. She chuckled and it was the first sign that our conversation had had less of a bite to it. “I’m going to ask you questions … just questions and I don’t want you to get all bent out of shape about them. It’ll help me to understand where to… help.”

      Esther swallowed roughly but held my gaze and nodded.

      “Before you had sex, did Devan go down on you?”

      Esther immediately pulled her hand away, flushed pink and hugged herself, “Jude, I can’t,” she pleaded, and I saw how painful it was for her to let go.

      “This isn’t going away, just answer. I promise the sky won’t fall in.”

      Her face reddened as she shifted uncomfortably, but she answered, “A couple of times.”

      “Good. You came twice before he tried to penetrate you.” Esther frowned and shook her head but didn’t speak so I tried to clarify what she meant. “No? So, he went down on you, but you couldn’t come?”

      She chewed the inside of her cheek and her brow creased in a deep frown. “No, I didn’t come. I’ve never … when he …”

      It was my turn to sigh at her response, but her answer hadn’t surprised me. “It’s okay, sugar, you’re doing great. Don’t shut down on me.” I encouraged. “Can you clarify this for me. You said he’d gone down on you twice, but you didn’t come. Does that mean he went down on you then penetrated, pulled out and went down on you again during sex.”

      Her brow furrowed. “I meant he tried oral twice.”

      Hearing her explanation made me draw in a deep breath. “So in all the time you were together he only performed oral on you twice? You didn’t like it?”

      She shook her head and nodded like she was confused, pulled her hands away from mine, and placed them over her cheeks. “God, I feel mortified. I liked it but maybe he didn’t like it.”

      I placed my hands over hers and gently pulled them down to her lap.

      “Don’t feel ashamed that he didn’t do you right. That’s on him, not you. He should have made it good for you. Some guys have no idea when it comes to pleasing women.”

      “And you do, I suppose?” Esther’s eyes widened in shock like what she’d said was a thought spoken aloud.

      I chuckled, because I knew how conceited I sounded, “Obviously I’m not Casanova but I’ve never had any complaints, then again, the women I’ve been with have generally been confident in directing me as to what they liked.”

      Esther’s face flushed and I could hardly believe how prudish she appeared. I silently cussed those guys in that van because they had really done a number on her. “I think before we go any further, we should watch some porn.”

      “What?” she shrieked. Her eyes almost popped out of her head.

      “You never watched porn?” I asked, nonchalantly.

      “No, I haven’t,” she snapped indignantly like I’d asked her to perform in one.

      “Then we’re watching porn. You find it difficult to talk about yourself, so we’re going to watch other people and discuss them instead.” I stood and walked into her hallway. I picked up my laptop bag and went back into the sitting room. Placing the laptop on the table I opened it, pulled up the Pornhub site and scrolled the contents bar for female friendly videos. I found one with a young couple with soft lighting, in a white room with a big bed that had great reviews.

      “Sit here,” I demanded and lightly patted the seat on the couch next to me. She did as I asked, but like all the other times when she’d been in a position that made her uncomfortable, she bowed her head and looked at her hands. Ignoring her discomfort I leaned forward, pressed play and casually sat back beside her.
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      Esther

      The last thing I could ever have imagined in my wildest dreams would be a day I’d sit next to Jude Collymore, hot AF world famous drummer, and watch porn. My mind raced back to the one time when I’d woken up in bed and caught Devan engaged in watching live porn. He snapped his laptop shut and I accused him of cheating because I didn’t understand it was a pay per view site. Even after he’d explained that he wasn’t the only one watching, I’d still considered he had been cheating.

      Yet there I was so overcome by panic I had pins and needles in my fingers to my toes, making my knees bounce from being made to watch a blue movie. Jude pressed his strong, muscular thigh heavily against mine and it stilled. His action might have stilled my knee from jerking, but I felt slightly nauseous. Jude flashed me a smile, determined I could manage to watch two professional porn stars getting it on. When he’d prompted me to watch, I’d lasted about thirty seconds before I became fascinated with my hands.

      “If you don’t want to do this, just say stop and we will. Your request is a bit beyond my pay grade, but I’m trying my best.”

      “No, I get what you’re suggesting it’s just ... a lot.”

      “Alright, but you need to look at the screen unless you have eyes on the top of your head,” Jude instructed playfully. “We’re not doing this so I can get off on making you squirm, Esther. I could see how tough it is for you to talk about yourself and sex in the same sentence. This way we can talk about other people and remove you from the equation … unless I ask you a specific question of course.”

      I glanced toward him, ignored how much I was dying of embarrassment, and reluctantly dragged my gaze back up to the laptop screen. A pretty girl, with a perfect body was lying on the bed, smiling seductively, perched on her elbows as her partner stripped her jeans down her legs. When they reached her ankles, she bent each leg and pulled her feet free. Braless but dressed in a small see-through tank top and a white lace thong she then lay back and stretched her arms above her head.

      For a moment I distracted myself with the light airy room they were in, and how the cinematography was soft and inviting. And as I was admitting the scene between the couple appeared quite genuine, I sensed I was being watched. I turned to look at Jude, I caught him studying me. “You need to look at the screen unless you have eyes on the side of your head,” I threw back.

      “I was just checking you were paying attention,” he mumbled with a small knowing smile and casually glanced back to the screen.

      By this time the guy in the movie had placed a knee between the girl’s thighs and had leaned over her, pinning her wrists above her head. My heart raced at his dominant position, and I shifted in my chair. I noted the adoring eye contact they gave one another and pondered the scene again because they’d made the connection between them appear convincing.

      The guy kissed her forehead, her brow, eyes and eventually worked his way to her mouth where they shared a hot, steamy kiss with flashes of tongue between them as they became more aroused. The girl squirmed and moaned a little, and I became conscious my nipples ached as my body began to react to the scene.

      Breaking the kiss, they shared a soft smile before the guy’s hands began their descent of her body as he trailed his fingertips down her sides, tasting her as he did so.  His mouth and tongue traced her neck, her collarbone and sucked her nipple through her tank top. My panties were soaked, my core clenched more than once, and I shifted in my seat. When my arm accidently brushed Jude’s the small touch electrified me inside and my skin erupted in goosebumps.  He turned and our eyes locked, his with a dark enquiring gaze.

      “Tell me what you feel?”

      “Embarrassed,” I choked out and shook my head.

      “Just embarrassed? Or embarrassed because the movie is turning you on?”

      “It isn’t,” I said too quickly, and he chuckled.

      “Liar,” he remarked, and traced his forefinger lightly over my goosebump covered arm and looked back at the screen. My heart slammed against my chest from the combination of just being near Jude, him asking me direct questions about the porn, and how I was reacting to the movie. I figured my face must have been beet red from the burn in my cheeks. We both looked back to the screen, but Jude reached across my lap and then took my hand in his. Giving it a squeeze of moral support, he continued to stare straight ahead. “You’re doing great, I’m just teasing.”

      When he held my hand a tremor passed through my body, and my heart skipped a beat. The distraction of his touch blotted out everything else in the room. I couldn’t hear, couldn’t think, couldn’t move. By the time I could focus again the guy in the movie had gotten around to spreading the girl’s legs apart and was licking up the inside of her thighs. Heat pulled at my core and every nerve in my body vibrated as my heart pumped at a rate I’d never experienced before.

      “Did Devan do this?” Jude asked without turning to look at me. I blinked, stunned as to how to reply. “Esther?” he prompted.

      “No, he just kind of uh—” I froze not knowing what else to say. Jude squeezed my hand again when I couldn’t explain, but I knew for sure Devan hadn’t taken his time with me, like the guy on the screen had been doing to his girl.

      I swallowed audibly and cringed when I saw the guy pull the girl’s thong to the side, exposing her bare sex and lightly slide his middle finger up and down her seam. The camera angle changed, and he immediately closed his mouth over her sex. I heard my breath hitch before I realized the noise had come from me while the girl whimpered and moaned as her hips bucked from the thrill of his attention. As her movements became more pronounced, he wrapped his arms around her thighs to keep her where he wanted her.

      My heart raced when an instant thrill of desire shot to my core, and I shifted in my seat again. Jude turned in my direction. “Looks like she’s enjoying what he’s doing, don’t you think?”

      I nodded as I fought not to flee from the room. My palm began to sweat as he held it in his. I pulled it away, slid it down my jeans and held it in a tight fist on my lap. Jude didn’t react and kept watching the screen, and I wondered if he’d even noticed I’d done this, or if he had become lost in the eroticism of the scene. My anxiety grew at that thought for some reason.

      After a few seconds the guy stripped her out of the thong and spread her legs wider. He intimately studied her sex, parting his fingers on either side of her seam and eventually circled her clitoris. Her sex glistened with her arousal, and he suddenly clamped his mouth over her whole sex and the girl cried out.

      “See how wet she is?” Jude casually asked and I almost fainted on the spot of … take your pick from the bizarre cocktail of emotions flooding my body.

      Moving his head a little, for the camera angle no doubt, the guy’s tongue swirled around her the entrance of her sex and her clit. He flicked and licked her leisurely, perhaps so that the camera caught the best shots, before he shoved one finger into her entrance, pulled it out and then entered with two. My core clenched again, and my underwear felt wetter than I’d ever known it. Jude shifted a little, cleared his throat, and palmed his junk like it ached before resting his hand on his lap. I noticed he was aroused.

      “How is he doing?” he asked in a huskier tone than usual. I glanced warily at him and I guess the expression on my face amused Jude because he chuckled. “Yeah, that’s how a man should treat a woman. See how he’s taking care of her needs and ignoring his own?”

      I nodded. “I get the idea. Can we stop now?”

      “Nope, this is about give and take, sugar. She hasn’t done anything for him yet, and they still have to fuck.”

      “Always?”

      “No not always, but this is a seductive porn piece. This guy is behaving like he gets pleasure from making her feel good, and he’s not portraying some stud pumped up on Viagra climbing on and banging any old pussy raw,” Jude insisted like he was well versed in the art of porno making.

      My face burned both from arousal and shame in response to his crude words, yet Jude sat watching the movie like it was the most natural thing in the world to be doing right then.

      We had both looked back at the screen seconds before the money shot where she came, cried out and the guy made her ride out her orgasm. Watching her writhe around in ecstasy was both enthralling and shameful at the same time. An involuntary sigh left my lips and I realized I’d held my breath during this part of the movie, only breathing out as she came down from her high. Jude reached forward and paused the video.

      “At any point did she look afraid of what he was doing?” I reflected and shook my head. “I want your words not head movements, Esther,” he insisted.

      “No,” I squeaked and cleared my throat.

      “You think that guy made her feel good?” Jude probed.

      “Of course,” I replied without hesitation.

      “Right. So, we can assume she was happy and he remained within her boundaries?”

      “Yes,” I agreed.

      “There now that wasn’t so hard. Let’s continue.”
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      What the fuck am I doing? I’d gone from a guy that had lust filled thoughts about having Esther beneath me, to a guy I barely recognized, when I’d gallantly offered to help her with her issue. How or why, I would do this was unclear. Maybe it was because I’d fantasized about her in the past or I genuinely believed she could trust me since she had previously, during one of the most vulnerable times of her life.

      My gut told me Devan had made any fears she harbored that much bigger than they could have been in the hands of a more sexually skilled, understanding and attentive man.

      Something inside compelled me to push her, to find the cracks of her limits, so when she’d asked me even though I’d thought the scenario pretty fucked up, I still forged ahead and made ground rules I’d felt sure she’d reject, and this would give me a valid reason to back away. When this didn’t put her off it insinuated how desperate her situation was. Therefore, as crazy as it was, I found myself setting clear boundaries for whatever this was, we had going on. These rules being that I couldn’t be her boyfriend and if we ended up having sex, any sexual encounter between us wouldn’t mean love.

      For most of my life on the road, porn had played on the bus at one time or another, sometimes with groupies present sometimes just us guys. So I’d felt porn as good a place as any to strike up a conversation with Esther that wasn’t directly about her.

      As soon as the movie started the vibe I had from Esther was that she felt ashamed. However, I figured if I could get her to a point where I normalized sex by exposing her to it regularly without her wigging out, then we’d get somewhere.

      When I’d hit the porn site, I’d chosen something tame, just a couple, dressed in white T shirts and jeans playing out a sensual sex scene. What had been interesting was Esther’s reaction when she observed how attentive the guy was and how he took care of the girl.

      Despite being stiff and uncomfortable sitting next to me, she persevered and although she looked mortified at times, her body had been swept up in the seductive scenes. I knew this because from the restless movements and facial expressions she made as the scene had unfolded, only a dead man wouldn’t have recognized the lust in her eyes.

      From the way she wriggled in her seat I knew it had turned her on and this told me there was nothing wrong with how she responded to the act of sex itself. Nothing about the couple having sex had disgusted her and she’d appeared fascinated at times. In fact, given how wide her pupils were and how ragged her breathing became I figured she’d surprised herself by how aroused the movie had made her. At one point she had been so enthralled that her breath had hitched, and a rash of goosebumps riddled her body when our arms innocently brushed together. Her reaction confirmed she was turned on by tasteful pornography.

      In the movie, after the guy made the girl come with his mouth, the porn star slid from under him and turned the tables. Slowly she popped open the buttons on his fly and rubbed his hard cock through his tented boxer shorts. The guy was less controlled than the girl and stripped in a heartbeat when she hunched on her knees by the side of his legs on the bed, and as soon as he’d discarded them, she grasped his large, straining cock in her hand.

      My dick twitched in reaction to this, and Esther responded by clearing her throat. “Did you ever go down on Devan?” I asked, careful to keep my eyes on the screen.

      “Yes,” she whispered, gruffly like it mortified her to admit this.

      My head automatically turned to look at her, “Did you like doing it?”

      “Yes, better than sex, because he never lasted long when I gave him head,” she confessed still staring at the screen while her face turned an adorable puce, red color.

      I smiled. “Oh, now that’s bragging rights,” I teased.

      She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, stole a glance at me, and her cheeks glowed redder. “If you say so,” she muttered as a small smile curved her lips.

      “Having my dick sucked feels a lot different from penetration,” I had no clue why I’d said that aloud and I chuckled. She ignored me but stiffened again and I sensed she wished she was anywhere else. I swiftly moved our conversation along. “So, you don’t have hang ups with oral sex,” I stated, and she turned and stared back at me.

      She looked brave and shit scared at the same time. I shifted my gaze from her to the screen as the guy scooped up the girl’s hair, held it in a taut ponytail and began deep throating her. Esther’s eyes followed my gaze and looked away from the screen as gurgling sounds of the girl gagging bounced around the room. She closed her eyes and her hands fidgeted in her lap, so I fast forwarded it a few frames until he’d separated from her, and the girl had straddled his lap.

      “How did you feel on top?” I asked as the girl sank onto the guy’s cock in the movie and let out a low sensual moan. Her eyes flicked to the screen then darted around the room, I guessed in desperation to focus on something else.

      “I don’t know … we never …” she shrugged, and my eyes grew wide. I paused the movie and we both sat quiet for a minute.

      “I’m sorry,” she mumbled in a shaky voice close to tears, like she’d done something wrong. My heart clenched, sad for her because she was so fucked up at twenty one because of an experience that might not even have been sexual in nature at all.

      “Sugar, don’t be sorry. You did amazingly well there. Who the fuck asks someone to watch a porn movie when they’re not in a relationship? Maybe that was a bit much to begin with, but I’m no expert and you did warn me how little Devan did to gain your trust.”

      “How do you know all of this? I mean what to do … to teach me?” she added a little uncertain and perturbed by her own question.

      “Obviously, I don’t. I’m winging it. But I did have a friend whose sister had a bad experience with a guy. Her traumatic event had left her with some hang ups so she and her now husband went for sex therapy.”

      “And what? They just told you about this?” she asked, wide eyed in surprise as she tucked her hands under her ass and sat on them.

      I shrugged. “I don’t think the guy meant to, but yeah, alcohol and drugs can act like a potent truth serum. Some people have no filter when they’re stoned. One night we were all a bit high, and he told us, in graphic detail how they resolved it.”

      I leaned over and switched the video off altogether and saw Esther’s shoulders immediately slump. I’d figured she was tense during the video, but when I saw her visibly relax it made me consider how far I’d stretched her limits.

      “That’s enough porn for today,” I said, walking over to her mom’s vinyl record collection and began pulling the vintage covers to read them.

      “We’re not doing any more?” she tentatively asked as she rose to her feet. There was relief, surprise, and disappointment mingled in her tone and her huge expressive grey eyes searched my face warily when our eyes met again.

      “I’m not doing anything else for now,” I corrected. “But you are. However, I figure you could use a break so we’re going to watch an ordinary movie and cuddle together. I want you to get used to my hands on you in an innocent, affectionate way.”

      “Uh, so we’re just going to hug and watch TV?” she asked in disbelief.

      I guessed her reaction must have felt like whiplash, given what I’d put her through. “Yep, sorry to disappoint you if you thought I was going to rip your panties off. I’m being straight when I told you I won’t fuck you, Esther. You’re wound up tight from that experience you had, but from the way you responded to that movie, I’d bet the shirt off my back you’re just scared to trust someone enough to let yourself go, not that you’re frigid.
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      Esther

      Gradually I became aware of my head rising and falling in time with my breathing. As I grew conscious from sleep I woke with a start and realized my head was resting against Jude’s warm, hard chest.

      I was horrified when I realized I’d drooled on his brilliant white T-shirt. Then cussed under my breath and closed my eyes in embarrassment when I saw the wet patch staining one of his pecs. Opening them again, I sneaked a peek up to his face and studied him sound asleep with his luscious plump lips slightly parted. Jude appeared even sexier for the extra shadow of scruff that had grown more pronounced as we’d slept.

      “Are you seeing enough?” he mumbled as a small smile spread on his lips. His eyes were still closed and his comment startled me. My body jerked and his arm tightened around me while he chuckled. I inhaled the pleasant smell of his cologne as it lingered on his face. I’d had an urge to kiss him, but after what I’d confessed, I knew I wouldn’t. I swallowed roughly and the stain on his T-shirt drew my eyes to it, instantly embarrassing me again.

      “I drooled,” I mumbled awkwardly, mortified for the umpteenth time since he’d arrived at my house. How would he want to help me when I can’t even keep the spit in my mouth?

      “I know,” he muttered, raising his hand over the patch. “Is leaving wet patches a regular habit of yours or is this because you’re still hot for me?” he asked while his eyes were still closed.

      “Who says I’m still hot for you?” I asked and my stupid heart betrayed me by pounding wildly in my chest. Jude had one hand around my shoulder and when I’d tried to push myself away from him to sit up, he wrapped his other arm around my waist and held me firmly in place. His possessive fingertips bit into my flesh. He opened his eyes and mine instantly locked onto his.

      He flashed me a sexy, sleepy smile. “Don’t be embarrassed, Esther, you were asleep. Besides, I’m sporting a boner and I’m used to making women a damn sight wetter than this,” he joked, nodding down at his chest. His dirty comment made me more determined to move out of his grasp, and when I moved again, he let me.

      Instead of the moment turning awkward between us, Jude straightened up on the couch and dragged a hand through his hair. Something I realized I’d wanted to do since our first face to face meeting.

      He reached over to where he’d left his cell on the end table, lifted it and fired off a text. Standing up, he stretched and slid his cell back into his pocket. “Dinner should be here in twenty. Local Chinese takeout,” he informed me. He rubbed his hand over his torso and padded to the kitchen. When I followed, I saw him filling a glass with water. He downed half the glass then held it out for me. “Want some?” I shook my head. “Okay, we don’t have much time because I’m heading back to West Palm Beach tomorrow, but before I do, I want you to make a list of all the things being in the back of that van made you afraid of.”

      “What, now?” I shrieked, glancing at the clock. It was 7:00 p.m. When he gave me a blank stare, I assumed he was serious, so without protesting further, I grabbed a pad and pen and complied with his suggestion.

      Two egg rolls, a large portion of Lo Mein and a large glass of red wine later, I’d compiled a short list of things I felt afraid of.

      After he’d read down the list and put it down. “Being hurt? what do you mean by that? You mean emotionally? Physically or more specifically during sex since that’s what our focus is right now?”

      I shrugged because I was scared of losing my virginity but it was more than that, and it was hard to define. “I fear most things because I don’t know what will hurt me. That or maybe I’m afraid someone will lose control during sex.”

      “Again, intimacy comes down to trust. Sometimes it can be a freeing experience letting someone else have at it.” I frowned unable to accept this could possibly be something that helped. “We’ll come back to that sometime,” he warned. “Being bound? Tied up?” he asked reading from the list again.

      I nodded. “They tied my ankles with rope and my wrists behind my back.” Jude stared me down for a moment before looking back at the list.

      “Gagged and blindfolded,” he smirked. “Not to make light of it, but this list is a Dom’s delight so far. It’s reading a little kinky.”

      I shrugged and mumbled, “Glad you’re getting a kick out of it.”

      He pressed a pointed finger on top of the list again. His fingertip blanched white with the force. “I’m not making light of it. It’s a genuine observation. But I’m actually thinking of ways that will free you of these hang ups.” When I said nothing, he bent his head until our eyes were level. “What’s the alternative, sugar?” he shrugged. “You let those fuckers in that van win?”

      “I hear you,” I agreed.

      “Got any clubbing clothes here?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I replied hesitantly, confused by the sudden change in direction from our serious conversation.

      He checked the time on his phone. “We’re going clubbing tonight. Obviously, I’ll need to smooth it over with Levi when he finds out and we’ll spin him a story about us giving Devan something to think about.” He could see I was confused by his thought. “Sugar, you’re coming out with me, so whether you like it or not, you’re going to be the center of attention. All eyes will be on you. Go on, show me what you’ve got to wear.”

      “You want to choose my clubbing outfit?” I shrieked in disbelief.

      “Esther, we’ll save a lot of time if you don’t keep asking me questions or repeating what I’ve asked. Go get the threads and bring them down here.”

      Standing slowly, I made my way to the kitchen door and glanced back over my shoulder. “Porn movies and clubbing clothes. This rock star sex therapy of yours is getting weirder by the minute.”
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      “The halter and those skinny jeans… that tiny silver dress with the sides missing and that long satin skirt with the sexy slit up the side. Oh, and this bra top thingy, the white see-through shirt and these shorts,” I remarked pairing up the outfits. Mel had been big on clubbing outfits, so I drew on her dress sense.

      The sceptical looks Esther flashed me were prime indicators of her lack of fashion sense and sexual confidence. The garments she had were sexy, but when I’d asked how often she’d worn them I wasn’t surprised when she’d informed me that nothing I’d chosen had ever seen the light of day after she’d bought them. My best guess is that she’d made the purchases when she’d been feeling sexually brave but when it had come down to wearing them in public, she may have considered they sent the wrong message to men.

      “Why are we going out clubbing together? What’s that got to do with my problem.”

      “Trust me?” My eyes begged the question as her gaze intensified and she nodded.

      “I suppose.”

      “No suppose about it, Esther. You do or you don’t. If you don’t, nothing I do with you will work,” I said, sternly.

      “I do,” she blurted, as my eyes stared her down for a long minute.

      “Good, then try not to question my motives and we’ll get along great. Besides you’re a dancer, right?” I winked and picked up the small bra top, shorts and the see-through blouse. “Here, put these on.” I slung the outfit onto her kitchen table.

      “To go out?” she asked in an incredulous tone. “It’s almost December,” she argued.

      “I didn’t say you were wearing them to the club, I told you to put them on. You’re a dancer for Christ’s sake, I bet you wear a lot less when you’re in the dance studio or performing.”

      For a moment I thought she would protest, but she swiped them off the table, tucked them under her arm and glared at me. When I remained silent but narrowed my eyes, she turned and strode off upstairs to put them on.  I chuckled quietly when she left the room. If patience was ever needed, I had an idea Esther may well test mine to the limit.

      A few minutes later she came down wearing the outfit I’d chosen, but she’d covered her body with a horrible granny-type, beige, wool cardigan. A scoff escaped my lips and I covered it up with a cough. Staring at her feet, my eyes fell to her tiny pink toenails and scanned up her long, shapely legs in the shorts, but most of the outfit was hidden underneath the hideous cardigan she wore.

      “What the actual fuck is that?” I asked in disbelief with a raised brow.

      “What?” She stared at me for a few seconds before she blinked, confused.

      “Lose the cardigan,” I demanded, as I walked toward her and flicked my pointer finger up her body.

      “Why?” she whined as she clutched the sides together.

      “Because I want to see you and to appreciate you.”

      “Jude,” the plea in her tone told me she was way too self-conscious in this personal situation and I was asking too much of her. Yet I remembered how one day she’d displayed her body before me in a sexy crochet bikini back at a house we’d hired on tour in South Carolina. She hadn’t appeared at all body conscious like this back then.

      “Off,” I muttered, unwilling to back down. Pretending I was disinterested in watching her do this, I wandered back over to the table and picked up her list. When I looked back at her she had wrapped the offensive item tighter around her.

      Deciding there was only one thing for it, I unbuttoned my jeans and shoved them down my legs. Fortunately for Esther, it was November and I’d been flying, so I had boxer briefs.

      “Uh… wh… what’s happening?” she stuttered nervously in a panicked tone.

      “I’m getting undressed,” I stated and pulled my foot out of one leg then out of the other.

      “Erm, I can see that, but…”

      “Don’t worry. I’m not having sex with you. I already told you that. Have some faith in me. Take off that ugly cardigan or I’ll set fire to it,” I warned, tipping my chin toward her.

      “Really?” she asked whining again. “Why are you undressing?”

      “To show you it’s okay to show some skin. Take it off,” I prompted again. “The longer you take to stop hiding yourself, the more clothes I’m taking off,” I said as I dropped my hand over the back of my shoulder and pulled my T-shirt off over my head. After I’d discarded it onto one of the chairs, I wandered back over to the couch.

      “Esther?” I prompted again and toyed with the waistband of my boxers.

      “Fine,” she barked. Slowly she slid the heavy cardigan off one shoulder and then the other, let it slide down her back and pulled it out from behind her.

      “Sit,” I said. She shifted from one leg to another, glanced at all the seats like she had no clue where to go and I nodded toward the chair opposite me. “There,” I added with a nod. Esther sat down and pulled the cardigan over her knees. “I can come over there and take it, but I’d rather you discarded it yourself,” I told her glaring at the offending garment again. Folding it a little too long she gradually placed it on the arm of the chair.

      “Good. Now sit back and relax.” I tipped my chin toward her again to encourage her to do this and she complied. “Excellent, now place your hands on each arm of the chair and don’t cross your legs.”

      Even though it appeared to be killing her, Esther did as I asked. I rewarded her with a warm smile. “You look stunning,” I praised before I stood up, stepped closer and dropped to my knees in front of her. Reaching out, I slid my hands on either side of her long dark hair and grazed her scalp with my fingertips. Her breath hitched, turned shallow and a little irregular at my touch. A small tremor ran through her and she shivered. I smiled at how responsive her body was to me, even if she appeared a little awkward.

      “Is this okay?” I asked sounding calm and being careful not to overstep. My hungry eyes darted to her lips because I really wanted to kiss her.

      “Mm,” she replied.

      Esther’s skin became smothered in goosebumps again as she glanced up toward me. She attempted to hold my gaze, but I figured her anxiety got in the way and she trained her focus on the door leading to the hallway. With each second that passed, I saw her body relax and when she eventually closed her eyes, I realized she’d accepted I wasn’t a threat.

      For a couple of more minutes I continued to sift my fingers leisurely through her long strands and from the pleasant expression on Esther’s face, I believed she enjoyed my attention.

      Blood began to rush to my cock as abruptly as I’d approached her, I shot to my feet and backed away. A small whimper escaped her lips at the loss of my touch. I swiped my jeans off the floor as I stood and sat back down opposite her. Esther’s curious eyes narrowed as she carefully watched me, her body stiff again and her beautiful, gray eyes wary.

      I fished in my pockets and found my cell phone, selected the camera app on it and held it up. Before she realized what I was about to do, I quickly snapped five pictures, one of all of her and four zoomed in on specific areas of her body: one of her gorgeous legs, one of her upper body, one of her face and the last of her mouth.

      “Come over here and sit beside me,” I said, patting the couch seat next to mine. Biting her lip, she stood and for a moment my eyes became hyper trained on her luscious pink lips before she formed a pout with them. A crease furrowed her brow as she neared me and lowered herself slowly as if I’d asked her to sit on thin glass.

      Flicking the camera app open again I scrolled back to the first of the five images I’d just taken.

      “What do you see?” I asked, showing her the first full-length picture.

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you. Describe you to me.”

      “Ordinary, cold … messy hair thanks to you.” She shrugged. “Half dressed.”

      “Want me to tell you what I see?” She glanced sideways at me like she wasn’t too sure she was ready for my truth. “Well?”

      “Okay,” she said with a tired sigh. I pointed at the screen.

      “Like you said, it’s you. Stiff and scared, ready to flee at the first sign of anything you don’t like. But you’re right, you see you as you believe others see you. A girl sitting in a chair. Yet, when I look at the same picture, I think you are stunning and I could look at you all day long. I took four more pictures as well because I wanted to show you what men see when they look at you.”

      Esther shifted in her chair like she felt curious to see and hear a male perspective on her appearance. I flipped to the first, which was a shot of her delicious long slender legs. Her skin was shiny and evenly tanned with a hint of her shorts at the top of her thighs mostly hidden because she was sitting down. No man would miss her legs if they walked past her.

      “Sexy, right?” I asked but didn’t wait for her to answer. “You’ve got the most gorgeous legs, sugar, and no man could fail to take notice.” Her face turned beet red and I smiled but focused on the cell screen in front of us. “Most women would kill for a pair of pins like yours. And just like that porno, here’s the money shot.”

      I stopped talking and stared at the next image I’d taken because like Esther, I was taking it in for the first time. It was a damned sexy image. I hadn’t realized that’s when Esther had started biting her lip, but her full cleavage was visible with the sheer blouse framing either side of the bra top and the fabric hinted at the rest of Esther’s sexy, toned body beneath it. Her tousled hair looked wild and carefree, and she had a perfect wide-eyed expression in her eyes that was a contradiction of sin and innocence.

      “You know what this picture does for me?” I asked once I held her gaze in mine. She shook her head no. “I pulled the phone away and showed her the stiff outline of my cock in my boxer briefs. “That’s what you do to me,” I admitted. “One picture of you in that outfit did something those two people on that porno movie couldn’t achieve.”

      Esther stood and made space between us, picked up the cardigan and shoved her arms in her sleeves. Tugging it over her shoulders she pulled it tightly around her again. “I trusted you,” she hissed sounding hurt. “Are you getting some kind of sick kick out of this?” she shouted.

      When I saw how distressed she was I figured I’d gone too far, but I stood, stepped closer and held her firmly by the shoulders. What was done was done and the only way we could get past this was if I carried this exercise through and somehow made things right.

      “I didn’t do that to satisfy some sexual fantasy. I did what I did, to show you how powerful you are as a woman. You have got the ability to control how a man feels without him ever touching you. I know that sounds like a crude way of demonstrating my point but I can’t make myself hard on a whim. That only happens with the right visual or emotional stimulation … sometimes even when a woman has my cock in her hands it can take work to get me fully erect.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “There’s nothing to say. You turned me on just by wearing the right clothes. Now for the next couple of hours you’re going to wear that outfit around this place and own it, because tonight when we go out, everyone is going to be looking at you. And you can bet your sweet ass I won’t be the only one reacting like I did at the sight of you.”

      “You want me to wear this tonight?”

      “No, sugar, tonight you can wear what you want. I just want you to get used to me looking at you for a while.”

      “Sounds pretty voyeuristic to me.”

      “Hell, Esther, come on … I mean I have to get something out of this, you’re not a charity case, are you?” I asked, playfully.

      “Do you really believe you know what you’re doing?”

      “Does anyone? But I’m here and I haven’t flung you on your back and fucked you either. I’m making this up as we go along. Like I said, say stop and we’re done.”
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      Esther

      “You look amazing,” Jude praised as he slid into the town car behind me and sat close beside me.

      “You wouldn’t have preferred the silver dress?” I asked, surprised that he didn’t comment on my choice of the skinny black jeans and the sparkly red halter-neck top.

      “Nope,” he said popping the P. I must have looked surprised because he grinned. “You wouldn’t have enjoyed the evening half as much as you will if you’d worn it. I don’t want you all self-conscious like you were with me earlier because trust me, there’s going to be plenty of people looking at you. Besides, the fuck-me stiletto boots are dope.”

      I swallowed nervously, reached up and tugged at my high ponytail. When I brought my arms down, I noted Jude paying close attention to my move and flashed him a nervous smile. I preferred my hair off my neck for dancing because some of the clubs I’d been to had gotten stiflingly hot.

      Reaching for my hand, Jude took it in his and gave it a gentle squeeze like he did whenever he told me something he felt was important. “We’re not commenting on anything we’re asked. You and I aren’t going out to feed the gossips tonight. We’re gonna focus on you having fun, get me?” he asked, eyeing me with a serious stare and my heart skipped a beat from the intensity I saw there.

      The instant he’d made his point he changed the subject and had me laughing by the time we arrived at The Box nightclub. When I looked up and saw the sign, my excited heart thundered in my chest. I’d heard of the exclusive club before but had never known anyone who’d been there. I glanced out of the window and saw a long line of would-be club goers trailing into the distance.

      While the driver got out and opened the door, I saw a tense look on Jude’s usually carefree face when his suspicious eyes scanned the line. “Whatever you do, don’t let go of my hand,” he instructed. As the words died on his lips the back passenger door next to him flew open. He quickly tugged on my hand and pulled me out on the sidewalk beside him.

      Within seconds someone screamed his name and a surge of females in the queue made their way toward him. Jude instantly shifted my position and slung his arm around my waist. He pulled me tight to his side and urgently strode toward the entrance, but not quick enough as four girls cut off his path and instantly began to paw him.

      “Oh. My. God, Jude Collymore. Can I get a hug? Wait I have a pen, would you sign my left tit?” a tall buxom blonde with heavy eye makeup and blood red collagen filled lips asked playfully.

      “Nice to see you ladies, aren’t you freezing out here?” Jude asked, smoothly deflecting her questions, while deftly removing an arm of another that was attempting to slide hers around his waist. Shielding me a little he nodded toward the doormen who stepped forward, surrounded the girls with open arms and pushed them back with their chests.

      “Ladies, can’t you see Mr. Collymore’s out with his date? How would you feel if you were on his arm and four more beautiful women vied for his attention?” the taller of the two doormen asked, as the stocky one ushered Jude and I inside.

      “Jesus, I should have called Bodhi,” Jude mused. “See what a distraction you are already?”

      An Amazonian female in a tight black dress, immaculate fingernails and sleek black hair instantly fell in line and began to walk with us. “Jude … Miss,” she said with less enthusiasm to me. “My name is Donnatella and I have a discreet booth on the top floor with your name on it, Jude,” she informed him, like they’d been friends for years. She led us upstairs to a VIP balcony area and gestured toward a table at the back, which wasn’t that far from a small stage that had old fashioned theatrical red-velvet curtains emblazoned with the words The Box across the center.

      When we had reached our table, instead of sitting across from me Jude nudged me to scoot over to the railing where I could see the dance floor below and slid in beside me. “Champagne for the lady and double bourbon on the rocks for me,” he ordered as we were seated.

      Donnatella’s smile faltered as if she was more than put out—like it was beneath her to take drink orders. She quickly recovered, reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Of course, Jude. I’ll get that taken care of right away,” she said almost purring. I wondered briefly if her name was actually Donna and she’d added the exotic twist to fit her work surroundings. When she didn’t move, Jude eyed her hand on his shoulder and shrugged it off by turning his body toward me.

      “So far so good right?” he asked. I scanned the other tables and noted most eyes in the room were on us. Heat immediately burned in my cheeks, and he leaned in toward me. “Smile, you look fucking amazing.”

      My heart jolted with the thrill from his compliment, but I figured he’d just said this to boost my confidence. Taking a deep breath, I tried to calm my racing heart and shake the tension from my body. Jude somehow read my unease, slid a hand over my shoulder and stroked his thumb gently down my neck. A shiver of desire rippled down my back and pulled in my core. And instead of calming my heart it did a three-sixty flip.

      “Breathe, sugar,” he coaxed. “All of these guys are jealous because you’re here with me.”

      I chuckled nervously, having noted a few stunning celebrity females on my way past and shook my head. “And you’re full of shit … either that or you need thick eyeglasses.”

      “And that’s what I want to see,” he mused, using his spare hand to circle my face. “That feisty little minx that’s hidden beneath that good girl façade you wear all the time … so take the compliment.”

      A server turned up out of nowhere and placed two drink napkins down followed by a flute of champagne for me and a bourbon for Jude. I instantly picked up my glass and took a large gulp. The distraction of the burning liquid as it slid down my throat had been welcome.

      “You can bring the bucket over and place it next to the table,” Jude ordered. “And, while you’re heading back to the bar, I’ll take another two of these,” he added and held up his drink. Before the server left, he topped up my glass again and I realized I’d almost drank the whole contents.

      “You’re out of the starting blocks fast tonight,” I remarked at the three double drink orders in less than the ten minutes we’d been there.

      “Just getting started, sugar. It’ll take a lot more to drown this battle-hardened liver,” he remarked, lifted the glass to his lips and threw the contents of it down his throat in one swallow. A gasp tore from his mouth as he placed the tumbler back on the table. “Come on drink up,” he urged nudging my shoulder. I picked up the glass and took sips again figuring I’d need the liquid courage anyway.

      “Hey, Jude,” a smooth male voice I recognized said, as the server returned to the table.

      “Well, well, Max Linking, it’s been a minute,” Jude said, standing and clasping the mega movie star I’d watched in his latest steamy movie only two months before with Lindy. Then of course, I remembered I’d seen his cock on the screen and couldn’t look the fully clothed guy in the eye. Unfortunately for me, he slid into the seat on the other side and stared straight at me until I lifted my head and my eyes caught the amused look on his face.

      “Not like you to change your M.O. and go for the shy demure ones, Jude.”

      “You know what they say, a change is as good as a holiday.” I immediately punched Jude hard on the leg. It was a gut reaction, and I felt horrified at being discussed like a piece of meat between the two famous men.

      “Ow. Jesus, Esther, you’ve probably given me a dead leg now,” Jude whined. “You know I didn’t mean it,” he pleaded.

      “Maybe so, but he doesn’t,” I said nodding toward Max and remembering the shower scene where he’d flashed his impressive flaccid cock for the cameras again. I looked down at my hands and immediately wished the ground would open up and swallow me for my inappropriately good memory.

      “Drink?” Jude asked, waving to the poor server who had been trying to leave before Jude had caught him by his shirt sleeve.

      “What’s that you got there?” he asked, nodding at the two fresh drinks the server had only recently put down.

      “Bourbon?” he replied and asked as a question at the same time.

      “Always,” Max gushed and lifted one for himself.

      “Four more of these,” Jude commanded, and bring something else for my lady here. “Gin, Vodka?”

      “Do you have any Frangelico,” I asked and both Jude and Max instantly burst out laughing.

      “What? What did I say? I like it.”

      “So do I,” Jude remarked with a sheepish grin and a furtive glance toward Max. Max bit back a grin and I realized I’d stumbled on an inside joke.

      “Frangelico it is,” Jude quickly said and let go of the server’s sleeve.

      “Jesus are you two still dating?” a gruff voice said as soon as the server had cleared the table. The man wagged a finger between Jude and Max.

      “What the fuck, man,” Jude stated, and stood to shake the guy’s hand. Before he got far, the huge guy picked him up in a bear hug, wrapped a leg around one of his and pretended to dry hump him.

      “Look at you. You’re still the same handsome bastard,” he remarked and then his eyes landed on me. “No wonder you’ve been quiet, you fucktard. You said the next time you were up in New York we’d go clubbing together. But … I can see why we haven’t. This little lady has been keeping you busy no doubt. I don’t suppose there’s room for one more?” he asked, eyeing Jude and then Max.

      Instantly the penny dropped at his inference; the guy thought I was some random groupie. I opened my mouth to tell his buddy to go fuck himself, but Jude beat me to it by shutting him down and slid back into his seat. “Respect, this girl is a friend of mine and a lady,” he replied.

      “Bet her ass …”

      “Whoa,” both Jude and Max said in unison. “This is a lady you’re addressing right here, not a groupie,” Jude snapped.

      “Sorry, Ma’am,” the guy corrected. “Best I go claim my seat before they give it to someone more famous than me,” he mumbled and wandered off.

      I felt so furious about the interaction I’d forgotten who Max was and all the wigging out I’d been doing before the drunk, crude guy had interrupted us.

      “Who the hell is that?” Both Jude and Max started laughing.

      “Bouncer, he’s the drummer from Joe’s new band.” Instantly I had a fit of the giggles and both Jude and Max laughed as well.

      “Jesus, I wonder if he bakes as well,” I muttered almost to myself as all tension left my body. “They’re a match made in Heaven.”

      Jude grinned as Max frowned and glanced first at me and then at Jude as if to say, what the hell is she talking about?

      “Long story involving a stoned guy, a burned cake and the South Carolina fire brigade.”

      “Ah, this I must hear,” he glanced at his expensive wristwatch. “Show’s about to start. Get Bernadette to contact Francessca and pen in some time to hang out,” he said. Standing, he swiped up another bourbon off the table, leaving too many behind for Jude in my opinion. “Best get back to my date. Nice meeting you, Esther,” he said nodding again, and something inside me instinctively told me he thought he’d never see me again.
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      Jude

      It had been years since I’d been conscious of people staring at me in public. Since then, I’d gotten so used to low whispers and soft chatter around me, I’d tuned it out. However, being with Esther, an unknown younger woman to most, we’d attracted a lot of attention. Some celebrities around us openly stared and no doubt speculated about us sitting so close together.

      Lifting another bourbon, I downed it and glanced toward Esther. As I placed the empty glass on the table, she drained her champagne glass and looked a little perturbed. I frowned.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked, lifting the champagne from the ice bucket, dried it off with a napkin and refilled her glass again.

      “Uh,” she uttered a little surprised I’d noticed she was preoccupied. She shrugged and played with the paper napkin under her champagne flute. “The way Max left.”

      Her comment puzzled me. I slid an arm along the back of her seat and drew my ass closer to hers. She looked uneasy, so I repeated her comment as a question. “The way Max left?”

      “Yeah, he didn’t say anything wrong, it was more the way he said it.”

      My frown deepened. “Said what?”

      “Nice to meet you, Esther … like he didn’t expect to ever see me again.”

      “Well, he might not,” I reasoned. “I’ve barely seen him myself. Four times in five years.”

      “I know, but …” She hitched up one shoulder and cocked her head to the side. “It made me feel like I was one of your party girls and not a serious contender for your affections.”

      I chuckled. “For my what?” I sighed. “You’re adorable, but isn’t that true though … not the party girl aspect, I mean you’re not trying to snare me? We’ve already agreed we’re not going to be an item … I don’t want that with any girl. I’ve sworn to be a bachelor after the stunt Mel pulled. But look at us, apart from holding your hand, we could be roommates.” When she glared at me, I chuckled. “Women usually fawn over me and hang on my every word—same with Max, I’d expect.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      “You’re drawing more attention because the vibe you give off is that you don’t want me to touch you. If you got any further away from me, you’d break through that railing and fall from this balcony onto the floor.” Before she could digest this, I closed my arm from the seat to her upper arm and pulled her closer to me. “There, now you’re with me,” I muttered into her ear. I noted how her breath hitched as a shiver ran through her body.

      I pressed a kiss to her temple in my effort to calm her, and if I’m honest, I enjoyed it. I wanted to be seen with her and for them to stare at her because she was a gorgeous girl. Her beauty deserved attention.

      “Relax, enjoy the show, and then we’ll get some serious dancing done when we go downstairs.” With my free hand I reached over and grabbed the champagne. “Look you haven’t touched your Frangelico. Come on you’ve got some catching up to do,” I remarked as I topped up her champagne again from the bottle and slid her Frangelico closer.

      Esther glanced toward the glass and slid her fingers around the flute, lifted it to her mouth and took a long swig.

      “Good,” I said as she lowered the glass from her mouth. “Now look at me and smile or everyone will think we’re having a fight over here,” I told her playfully. Glancing up at me, her gaze locked onto mine and we shared a spark in our connection. Her eyes dropped to my lips and my tongue automatically darted out to wet them. “Fuck you’re a beautiful girl,” I said in a sudden outburst of honestly.

      An instant blush stained her cheeks as her eyes glittered in the soft lighting. Her surprised expression drew a smile from me. Right then the lights went down and Gold Frapp’s “Oh La La” blared noisy, breaking the moment between us and signaled the start of the show. The choice of song alone let me know what was in store from the acts.

      The stage performances were raunchy from the start with scantily clad dancers dressed in studded leather and spandex costumes with thigh high stiletto heeled, black patent boots.

      Teetering on their six-inch heels, the girls did open legged squats while gyrating their hips in highly suggestive moves. They then strutted across the stage, cracking whips and floggers, their focus toward a guy in a black leather jock strap, shackled to a kitchen chair. The dancers’ kinky Dominatrix outfits barely covered their tits and pussies and offered teasing flashes of their G-strings on otherwise bare asses, every time they turned their backs to the audience.

      Their erotic outfits left nothing to the imagination and when I stole a quick glance around the room, I figured most of the men were turned on … maybe even some of the women. But I’d seen it all before as well as better risqué performances, so it had left me feeling jaded and unentertained.

      When I glanced over at Esther, she stared toward the stage and looked trapped in her own head, but a different, confident vibe radiated from her body. I stroked her upper arm with my thumb and her head snapped around to face me. She flashed me a sweet smile and I figured as she’d studied dance she was wrapped up in the performance.

      “I might get you to do something like this … in the interests of breaking down your walls,” I said.

      “And I might need to kick you in the balls if you suggest anything like that to me.” I chuckled at her quick response.

      “Come on,” I told her. “This is doing nothing for either of us. You’re probably judging their performance for mistakes,” I said. Tugging her out of her seat, I led her by her hand to the stairs, much to the objections of the other spectators when we blocked their view of the stage on the way out. She giggled as I dragged her over to the bar, ordered us three shots each and challenged her to down them in less than a minute.

      “I love this song,” Esther gushed when “Don’t Be Shy” by Tiësto and Karol G began to play. I smiled because it was a perfect tune for a tactile dance with her and one we’d danced to on her eighteenth birthday.

      Grabbing Esther by the hand I swung her around and pulled her into the crowd. With so many people dancing so close no one had noticed me. Sliding my hands to her hips, I persuaded her to start dancing with me and fuck if she didn’t put on a show.

      As the music took over, she immediately forgot her inhibitions and sensually swayed her hips. Within a minute I witnessed a whole other side to Esther I hadn’t seriously considered before. Dancing with her arms stretched above her head she closed her eyes and undulated her body in some slick, seductive moves that had entranced me when she was eighteen—but totally enthralled me at twenty one. At one point I forgot to keep moving and noticed her sultry, sensual moves had garnered the attention of many of the men around us.

      An instant possessive streak ripped through me and I pulled her closer. Leaning into her, my mouth close to her ear, I said, “You look so fucking sexy right now.”

      “I’m only dancing,” she stated deadpan, like she didn’t believe me.

      I nodded. “Oh, you don’t say, sugar,” I scoffed playfully. “And if I didn’t know better, I’d say you were enjoying being watched.”

      “I do, I’m a dancer,” she replied, her smile amused me and I knew she was a lot more buzzed from the drinks than I’d realized she was. “Do you like what you see?” she teased, but blushed and it reminded me she hadn’t yet experienced the full result flirting, foreplay, dancing and seductive words could have on a couple having fun.

      In normal circumstances I’d have made a move, taken her home and fucked her into oblivion. But I reminded myself this wasn’t that kind of situation. However that said, nothing in our rules said I couldn’t enjoy our night out.

      Going with her relaxed buzz, I slid my hands around her back. My fingertips grazed her soft skin at the nape of her neck and traced each bone down her spine until her top stopped my exploration mid back. Fire flared in her eyes, so I took a chance, bent my head and swiftly licked up her neck. Goosebumps instantly radiated over her skin and her chest heaved when her breath caught in her throat.

      When she took a step back looking flustered, I let her do this as a reminder she was in charge. I grinned and she smiled shyly back, making it all good between us until her feet faltered and I caught her by her elbows. I flashed her a smile of reassurance, pulled her head toward me and kissed her temple.

      When neither of us stopped dancing, she turned her back to me. And when she continued to seduce me with her hips, it was too good of an opportunity to miss. On the dance floor, Esther oozed sex appeal and a sexy inner confidence as she filled me with desire that almost made me forget the deal that I’d made with her.

      Desire flooded my body and I ghosted my hands at her sides, like she was too hot to handle, until not touching her pained me and I gripped her hips. I pulled her back against me until both of our lower bodies were moving in sync together. It felt phenomenal having her tight against me like that and she looked comfortable about us dancing close.

      After a while I just got lost in the moment and the music, closed my eyes and I stepped nearer, closing the space between us. By then my dick was painfully hard. My erection brushed against her ass and instead of her body stiffening like it had in the past, she relaxed back, placed her head on my shoulder. I slid my hands around past her hips and held her tight around her waist. Then I inhaled her incredible scent as her soft body melded to mine and the sexy girl in my arms suddenly felt too good.

      When she turned her head and glanced up with want in her eyes, there was no mistake in my mind, she wanted me to kiss her.

      As our lips closed together, hers parted and my tongue slid into her mouth. My hand slid up from her waist and circled her neck. Esther moaned into my mouth and I tightened my possessive grip as we lost ourselves to our passionate kiss still moving in time to the music.

      Fuck. I tore my lips from hers when I became aware of flashing camera bulbs. I shielded her face from the cell phones up in our faces and practically dragged her through the onlooking crowd. “Back the fuck off,” I growled pushing people, holding their cell phones, out of the way. Esther clung tight, her hand in mine suddenly not enough as she clung so tight to the back of my shirt the collar almost choked me. Eventually, a security guard got in the way and we made it to a small cloak room at the back of the foyer.

      A startled attendant stared at us after letting us on her side of the counter. “Is there another way out of here?” I inquired, glancing toward Esther and then the attendant. I warily eyed the direction we had come from to ensure those that followed had gone. For a second or two she looked stunned and I reminded myself she was likely frozen when she recognized me, which happened often. “Miss?” I prompted.

      She shook her head like she was being dragged back to reality. “There’s a fire exit in the back here, but I’m not sure where it leads to,” she responded, still a little stunned.

      I nodded and pulled out my cell to inform our driver we needed to be picked up and to be on the lookout for us. “Can you let us out of here? I’m sure there will be paparazzi hanging around outside at the front, if any of those pictures have made it on to social media yet. The girl pushed the fire exit and an alarm sounded when she did.

      “Fuck. Come on, Esther—move.”
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      Esther

      By the time we reached my house, I was still reeling over that steamy kiss we’d shared in the club, but I figured there would be questions to answer from Levi if, as Jude suspected, we’d been snapped by cameras during that quite tender kiss we’d shared. Arriving at my door, Jude helped me out of the car and told me to go on ahead while he spoke to the driver.

      “Sorry the night ended before we’d even gotten started,” Jude muttered as he entered the house. He shrugged out of his leather jacket and slung it over the chair. “I’ve asked the driver to pick up a couple of pizzas, some bourbon, tequila, champagne and a bottle of Frangelico.”

      I eyed him, suspiciously. “What was so funny about the Frangelico before?”

      “What?” he asked with a playful, amused glint in his eye and an innocent as all get out look on his face.

      “Really? I’m not stupid. I saw the look that passed between you and Max when I asked for Frangelico. You two shared a private joke, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “You don’t want to know,” he mumbled through a snicker.

      “Oh, now I really do,” I replied sounding stubborn.

      “One time I met him in Cancun while he was on location. Screaming Shadows had played a concert there, we all met up and got wasted together. Joe did some X-rated things with one of the groupies that started off as innocent Frangelico body shots.”

      “Frangelico body shots? All of you with one woman?” I guessed. When Jude raised a brow, I frowned and heat rose to my cheeks. “You men are beasts.”

      “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to.”

      “Now I won’t be able to unthink of Joe in connection with my favorite liqueur,” I mumbled.

      “What did you think of the show at The Box?” he asked instantly changing the subject.

      “So, so. But a bit embarrassing,” I replied honestly.

      “What made you feel that way? The dancer’s outfits? The guy in the hot seat? The suggestive dancing?”

      “No, not really, it was a dance act. I’ve danced burlesque a few times. I felt embarrassed because the guy at the table across from us who was in that steamy movie with Scarlett Johanson kept staring at us.”

      He chuckled. “You dance burlesque?” he asked and shifted in his chair. “And that guy? He wasn’t the only one staring. I’m sure most of the guys in that room were jealous of me. You’re a beautiful woman, Esther.”

      “Is that why you kissed me? Because you think I’m beautiful, or because you were drunk and horny?” I asked, mocking him because I didn’t think I was all that. There were far prettier, more worthy women in that room deserving of Jude’s attention, so I figured this was his attempt to make me feel good about myself.

      “No, I kissed you because you wanted me to,” he said, walking over to me and sitting down close beside me. The smell of his cologne hit my nostrils and my head automatically turned to look at him.

      “And when did I say that?”

      “There’s more than one way to grab a guy’s attention, sometimes words aren’t needed. How did you feel when I danced behind you?”

      I felt my face flush and shrugged. “It was nice, it turned you on.”

      “Did it turn you on?” he asked.

      Deciding to be honest I nodded. “Yeah, it did.”

      “How turned on?” he pressed.

      My heart raced that he’d put me on the spot like that and I knew he wanted me to describe my feelings. The eye contact between us grew intense and I’d decided as he wanted to help me, I should at least be honest. As I tried to muster up the courage to speak frankly, the doorbell rang and interrupted my moment. Jude growled, broke eye contact with me and stood to answer it.

      After allowing the driver inside to place the pizzas on the table, Jude took the bottles from a sturdy brown paper bag and lined them up on the counter.

      Fishing in his pockets he took a wad of money and peeled two hundred-dollar-bills from it, then handed them to the driver. “Thanks, man,” he said, as he walked him back to the door and saw him out. Closing the door again he turned and looked at me. “Don’t think that got you off the hook. Come, sit and eat.”

      I stood and followed him to the table, sat down and began opening the pizza at the top of the pile. When I saw it was a pepperoni pan pizza, I felt shocked he’d remembered I liked it.

      “It’s still your favorite, right?” he asked, opening and closing my kitchen cupboards until he found two wine glasses. I nodded. “I’m flattered, given everything that’s happened in your life in the past three years that you remembered that.” He stopped and glanced toward me as he grabbed the bourbon and placed it and the two glasses on the table. Leaning over he lifted the champagne bottle before sitting in the chair across from me.

      He paused for a second and held the bottle of champagne to his chest. “I remember most things about you, Esther,” he admitted and began to open the bottle. My heart leapt in response to his admission.

      “I suppose it must have been a real shock to have a young girl tagging along during your tour,” I admitted.

      “That’s not why I remember,” he remarked, popping the cork and pouring me a large glass of bubbly.

      I frowned. “I was a bit of a burden to you all. You in particular, wasn’t I?”

      “Not at all. I never once saw you that way.”

      I eyed him sceptically and because I’d had a lot to drink, I challenged a little. “No? Me … a stupid seventeen-year-old with a crush on the hot drummer in the band?”

      He chuckled as he cracked open the lid of the bourbon and poured a large measure into his wine glass. “I was flattered, but careful. You made me check my behavior,” he remarked, as he slid out a long piece of pizza with both hands and took a huge bite. For a moment I couldn’t speak when I heard him groan in ecstasy while his tongue licked his lips as he savored the large mouthful of food and imagined the noises he’d make during sex.

      “What?” he asked when he stopped chewing for a minute with narrowed eyes.

      “What?” I repeated. I wondered if he’d read my thought on my face.

      “That look,” he said like his words explained himself.

      “Huh?” I said, fraining innocence.

      He shook his head and smirked, like he’d suddenly busted me for considering that thought, took another bite of pizza and dropped it back into the box.

      “So …” he said shifting the subject again. He tapped his middle finger on the table. “You were about to tell me how us dancing close made you feel before we were so rudely interrupted.”

      I eyed him as he threw back a good swig of bourbon and I picked up my champagne. There was at least two flutes worth in the large red wine glass he’d chosen for me.

      I sipped it and shrugged. “You made me forget myself.”

      He smiled. “I did. And you weren’t afraid?”

      “Afraid of dancing? Of course not. We were fully dressed in a packed nightclub,” I remarked.

      Jude’s eyes darkened and lifted an eyebrow as if to say, “and?”

      “You haven’t …” I trailed off and swallowed and tried again. “You’re not going to tell me you’ve …” I stuttered not wanting to say the words that he’d screwed some girl in a crowded room before.

      He chuckled. “No, I haven’t … I’m not Joe. I’d rather keep my hook ups private … or in a darkened room at least.” Relieved by his admission I began to relax. I took a gulp of my champagne still aware of his gaze on me. “That’s not to say, I couldn’t.” I sputtered and he chuckled before his focus intensified. “Okay, so you enjoyed grinding up against me because you had the safety of being fully dressed. Did it make you wet?”

      “Jude,” I pleaded as a pang of shock ran through me.

      “Answer the question,” he probed, glanced nonchalantly at his glass and replenished his drink.

      “Yes.”

      “There that wasn’t so hard, was it?” He took another bite of his pizza as if he heard that every day. Then again, he probably did.

      “It was from my position,” I replied without thinking. He burst out laughing and almost choked on his pizza.

      “Your position meaning you felt embarrassed admitting that, or when my hard cock pressed into your back on the dance floor?”

      I chuckled and tried to sound casual as I grabbed a slice of pizza. “Probably both,” I replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 52

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Jude

      Alcohol had loosened Esther’s tongue and lowered her inhibitions. It was the most relaxed and open I’d ever seen her. I’d hoped for this result from taking her dancing, so although our night had been cut short, the booze and the dancing had still achieved my objective.

      Going with the easy vibe we shared, I decided to keep pushing her boundaries to see how far she’d let me go before she locked herself down. I pulled out my cell phone, scrolled through my music app and found a playlist I’d made one night when I was looking for inspiration to write. I put it on shuffle and the first track, 38 Special’s “Caught Up in You”, began to play. I turned it down enough to serve as low background noise and to hopefully help her be more open about her feelings.

      By the time we’d eaten one of the pizzas, Esther had drunk half the bottle of champagne, hummed along to the whole of INXS “Need You Tonight” while she ate, and that same buzzed look I’d seen in her eyes at the club had returned. I’d had a few extra bourbons myself, so I figured I’d push the envelope a little further between us and see how she reacted. Dishing out some more liquid courage, I filled her glass again and suggested we move to the couch.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were trying to get me drunk,” she mused, as she wandered over to the couch, climbed on it, turned standing on the cushions and eventually sat down.

      “And if you really knew better, you’d admit I’ve succeeded. It’s a pity about the dancing, I thought we’d have had a good night there.”

      “Yeah, dancing … the dance floor is my happy place. Nothing about dancing embarrasses me. I guess it’s like when you’re in your zone with music. When I dance nothing else matters,” she replied wistfully before her eyes darted toward me and her cheeks reddened. I figured she had pictured us both on that dance floor with me practically dry humping her. “I mean …” she stammered and huffed. “I’ll just shut up over here,” she muttered.

      “No, you won’t. It turned you on and I want to hear about it. Take your clothes off and dance with me,” I ordered.

      “What? No,” she shrieked with wide eyes and a look of horror on her face at my sudden demand.

      “Yes,” I insisted. “I’m not going to fuck you, Esther. I swear to God. We’re just going to dance.”

      “Naked?” She shook her head and the pinched look on her face told me that she figured that was not going to happen.

      Ignoring her I stood, opened my jeans fly and stripped out of them. Nodding toward her I coaxed her to join me. “Come on. Trust me,” I demanded.

      For a long minute she considered my demand, but obviously found the courage from somewhere and stripped out of her jeans. “I’m keeping my panties on,” she warned. I took her in and smiled. She stood in front of me wearing an amazing pair of dark purple, lace, hipster briefs. The visual of those against her tan skin made my dick jump in my boxer shorts.

      “And the top,” I consciously had to drag my eyes from her hips to her face before I’d made my demand.

      “I’m not wearing a bra,” she informed me and blinked rapidly with nerves.

      I took in the halter neck top and shook my head. “Nope if I’m topless I expect the same of you … in the interest of equality of course,” I said, stripping my button-down shirt off.

      “You’re really going to make me do this?” she asked, her eyes darting to my chest, my hips, my feet and eventually my face.

      “I’m not going to make you do anything, Esther. You asked for my help … and I think this would be a good thing, given your mood. I’m not fucking around here, sugar. We don’t have all night. I could be out getting laid but I’m not. I’m here because this is important to you and you tell me I might be able to help.”

      Being harsh with her had gotten results before and I hoped I hadn’t gone too far. The amount of alcohol I’d consumed had made me less patient and I’d hoped that I hadn’t sounded off putting.

      “Listen …” I wandered back to my cell and pulled up a song I figured would help. Craig David’s “I’m Walking Away” began to play. “Come on, let’s dance, but at some point, you’re taking that top off … or I can strip it off for you … whatever works in that moment.”

      Before she could protest, I strode over to the lamps, switched them off and the only light in the room came from the screen glow on my cell phone. “Give me your hand,” I ordered, reached down, grabbed it and hauled her to her feet.

      It took most of the song before she relaxed but she melted into me, face to face, as the song changed and George Michael’s rendition of “I Can’t Make You Love Me” filled the room. I leaned closer and we danced cheek to cheek right there in her living room.

      Stepping back as the song changed again, I hitched the hem on Esther’s top up her body and before she could think more about it, I’d stripped it over her head. She sucked in a breath when our bodies merged skin to skin and I became instantly aware of how easily she responded to my touch. Being semi-naked I basked in the warmth and softness of her exquisite, taut body, the smell of her silky skin, and fought with everything in me not to let my raging desire get the better of me.

      “You feel incredible,” I whispered as my palms stretched over her back.

      A third of the way through the song my hands began to explore a little more and Esther showed no sign of being scared.

      “Is this, okay?” I asked as I slid my hands to her bare shoulders. Esther nodded, turned in my arms and faced away from me. I immediately circled her slender waist with my arms and pulled her closer again. The mixture of alcohol, the touch of her skin, the sensual dance her hips weaved and how our bodies moved in time became intoxicating. As a distraction I began to sing close to her ear and felt her sag further against me.

      “You’re doing great, sugar. Does this feel good?”

      She murmured, “Mm,” and continued to sway her hips. I thought it was all very PG but so fucking erotic at the same time, until her movements changed and she began to move her hips in a very sexually deliberate and sensual motion from side to side. I automatically moved in sync and blood immediately flooded down to my semi-hard dick. It became stiff in seconds. Shit. I’d fought so hard not to get aroused, hence all the alcohol I’d consumed. But it became obvious no amount of bourbon would have worked with the chemistry that passed between us as I danced with her.

      I tightened my grip and pulled her back flush against my front. When I did this, my solid erection ground firmly against her back, and with the friction of my boxers preventing that all important skin to skin contact right where I’d needed it, I groaned.

      Esther’s head turned to look at me and my hand instantly slid from her waist across her left tit, where it paused for a squeeze, then I circled around her neck. When she let my grope go and she closed her eyes I sensed touching her breasts was okay.

      “Still feel good?” I murmured as I watched carefully for her response.

      “Mm, I’m not completely numb you know.”

      I chuckled. “Good to know … neither am I,” I replied. When she opened her eyes and turned to stare back at me, I winked, lowered my head and brushed her lips with mine.

      For a hot minute we lost ourselves in a frenzied, passionate kiss that made the hair on the nape of my neck stand on end and both of us parted breathless. Esther may have professed not to like sex, but the chemistry that burned between us hinted the moment she allowed herself to trust someone, I doubted she’d feel the same.

      As the passion grew between us, Esther turned into me. Her hands skated up my back and her nails gently raked as they traveled back down toward my hips. A shudder of delight ripped through me and my hand slid to the ponytail holder she wore. I stripped it away and her hair fell like a cloak of satin around her shoulders. Dipping my knees, I immediately grabbed behind her legs and lifted her up onto my body. Shifting her center right over my cock I ground into her while I tortured us both with a mind-bending, fiery kiss.

      Breathless I pulled away from her and could barely see her face in the darkened room. “Fuck, Esther. I can tell you now, sugar, you are far from frigid.” I lowered her to her feet and felt her reluctance to move when I’d started to do this. ‘=

      When her feet hit the ground, she stepped back and the glow from my cell phone lying on the sofa gave off enough light to see her beautiful pert tits rise and fall with her short shallow breaths and the delicious dip of her waist at the hips. Esther looked incredible, her hair like a sexy seductive veil all around her. Right then, I’d never wanted to devour any woman as much as I’d wanted to consume her in that moment.
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      “Wow, I guess we got a little carried away there.” She stumbled dizzily, tucked her hair behind her ear and slumped onto the couch. Esther looked stunned as she stared straight ahead of her in the almost darkened room. From the glow of the phone, I could see her unfocused gaze, so I went and sat next to her as “I Remember You” by Skid Row began to play.

      “A little,” I said, gruffly. “But you didn’t object,” I reminded her and tentatively placed my hand on her thigh.

      She glanced down at my hand and met my gaze. “No, I liked it … a lot.”

      “A lot … like you wouldn’t have stopped me if I’d tried to go further?”

      She gave me her usual shy shrug. “I don’t know. The moment has gone, you know?”

      Fuck. I had another idea. “Let’s play never have I ever.”

      She giggled and the sound resonated in my balls. “Jude, do I need to remind you, you’re a rock star, not a college frat boy trying to get laid.”

      I laughed. “Not tonight, I’m not. I’m a rock star trying hard not to get laid. Just because I said I won’t fuck you, doesn’t mean I wouldn’t give my left nut to do you six ways from Sunday right now,” I told her honestly.

      “Thanks, that does wonders for my ego,” she replied like she didn’t really believe me.

      “This isn’t about ego. It’s about a guy who sees a hot as fuck, sexy woman and is out of his mind with lust.”

      She cast her bashful gaze down to her hands and squirmed in her seat. “I know we’re not going to … and I’m not deranged enough to think I could ever satisfy you …” she struggled to express herself and sighed. “I mean what are we doing, Jude? Why are you even here, taking your time with me like this when you could be …” she trailed off.

      I placed my fingertips over her lips. “Sugar, I don’t know what this is between us, and if I’m talking frankly, I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing here at all, apart from we had this connection a long while back that hasn’t gone away.”

      “And I’m grateful you’re here, but I can’t help thinking I’m going to get hurt in the process.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “From what you’ve told me so far there’s a lot of emotional trust involved in this. What if it gets messy between us?”

      “Who knows we may both get our hearts broken, but at least you’ll be able to enjoy sex without the hang ups you’ve faced so far. Don’t forget, I really do like you, but we’re on different paths is all.”

      Right then, I’d wished I could have told her differently, but I had to be realistic. I figured Esther would always be special to me, given how I’d first gotten to know her, but she had a life to lead and she deserved more than I felt I had to give.

      “So, are you game? Never have I ever?” I asked because the playful, seductive tone of the night I’d been trying to maintain was quickly slipping away.

      “Okay, what are the rules and the punishments?”

      “No punishments. Forfeits. If you guess wrong, we must act the question out.”

      Esther thought for a moment and swallowed. “Okaaay.” She dragged out as she eyed me warily. “You go first.”

      “Hm,” I hummed. “Never have I ever teased a girl with ice before.”

      “False,” she blurted immediately with a smug smile.

      I smirked and shook my head. “No actually. I’ve never taken the time.”

      “Liar, you’re going to say you haven’t done everything aren’t you?”

      “It’s the truth,” I insisted. And it was.

      “You can’t … you’re not going to…”

      She stopped talking when I shot to my feet and headed over to her fridge. “Oh, sugar, I am … unless you tell me to stop, remember?” I pushed my empty bourbon glass against the ice dispenser and two large ice cubes dropped into the glass. I flashed a wicked grin over my shoulder and Esther gave me an incredulous stare. She was still buzzed from the champagne and hadn’t hidden her fabulous firm tits from me.

      As I began to walk back, I stopped, lifted the half empty bourbon bottle, and poured another drink into it. When I looked up at her she looked relieved.

      “Damn, I thought you were serious for a minute,” she said laughing.

      “Oh, sugar, I am. I prefer my ice to taste of something when I suck on it. Lie down and spread out,” I demanded.

      A flame of desire burned in her eyes when she initially shook her head, but she didn’t move and didn’t protest again. By the time I reached her, I saw her chest heave in shallow breaths of excited anticipation.

      “Do you trust me?” I questioned again with a serious expression when I caught her gaze.

      “Maybe,” she replied, hesitantly.

      “No maybes, sugar, is it yes or no?”

      “I do, but don’t make me regret my judgment.”

      Taking her glass from her, I put it on the coffee table, scooped her up in my arms with a yelp and laid her along the couch on her back. “Close your eyes.”

      For a moment I thought she was going to wig out and refuse as she lay in a stiff pose, but with defiance in her eyes. “Now, Esther,” I demanded without paying attention to her momentary indecision as I knelt beside her.

      When I stole a glance at her, she’d done as I asked, but her posture still looked stiff as a board.

      “Tell you what,” I said when another thought popped into my head. “Wait there.” Leaving her lying on her back, I darted into the hallway and grabbed a silk scarf from her coat rack.

      “Open your eyes a minute. Is this yours?” I asked, because the worst mistake I could have made would have been choosing something that had been her mother’s.

      She leaned up on her elbows to get a better look in the low light. “It is,” she replied as she shot me a nervous glance, suspiciously eyed the scarf and as if she knew what I’d been thinking her hands balled into fists.

      “Relax, I’m not tying you up, but I am going to wrap this over your eyes, and before you get all bent out of shape again, I want you to remember all you have to say is stop and trust me to take it off. I’m hoping this will cure you of being blindfolded.”

      Esther looked at the scarf again, then at me, held my gaze for a moment or two, then glanced back toward the scarf. “As soon as I say stop?” she questioned.

      “Absolutely,” I affirmed. “Trust me,” I urged while I held her unblinking gaze in mine.

      “Okay,” she agreed and lay back flat on the couch again. “You won’t …”

      “Hurt you?” I shook my head. Esther rose onto her elbows again and I crouched beside her. “Shh, promise,” I coaxed as I tied the scarf loosely around her eyes and eased her gently down on her back again. “I want you to listen to my voice, my breathing, your breathing, the music in the room, and I want you to concentrate on all four senses apart from sight, okay?” David Bowie’s “Heroes” came on shuffle and I figured I couldn’t have picked a more apt, mellow tune for the occasion.

      She nodded, her body still rigid and her fists tightly balled.

      “We’re just going to concentrate on relaxation for a few moments,” I reassured her. “Take a deep, deep breath, count to four and control the release when you exhale.” Doing as I asked, we repeated this process five more times. When Esther’s shoulders sank into the couch, I knew she’d begun to relax. With her being blindfolded, I took a minute to appreciate how fabulous her slender body appeared as she lay, dressed in only her sexy, lace brief panties.

      Esther’s breath hitched when she heard the ice clink in the glass as I began fishing it out with my fingers. “You’re doing great. All I’m going to do is a little sensory fun,” I warned in an even tone. When I placed the cold cube on her collar bone, she took a sharp intake of breath. Goosebumps instantly broke out over every inch of her skin I could see. “This may be cold to the touch, sugar, but I’m hoping fire will sear through your veins by the time I’m done,” I warned.

      Carefully, I trailed the ice down her breastbone between her tits. She squirmed and writhed. “Jesus,” she breathed as a shiver ran through her. I chuckled and let the ice sit on her skin for a moment while her body shook gently in anticipation and my cock thickened at the sight of her dusky pink, pebbled nipples.

      “Good girl, that’s it—breathe,” I coaxed in a warm, seductive tone as I grabbed the glass of bourbon with my spare hand and took another quick swig. She wriggled during this brief period of no contact between us.

      Concentrating my efforts on her again, I trailed the melting ice over the hardened peak on her right nipple “Oh, God,” she whispered and shuddered.

      I smiled as I took in the signs of arousal over her body and how rapid her pulse beat above her naval. Nudging the ice, I let it dip into the valley of her belly button, lowered my mouth and sucked it up into my mouth. Esther’s back arched instantly pressing her body closer. For good measure I removed the ice and slid my tongue up and down the trail I’d made, dipped it into her belly button, and swirled it sensually around.

      Esther gasped. “Oh, Christ, Jude,” she breathed in a whisper before she writhed beneath my tongue.

      With my head so close to her pussy, I could smell the unmistakable scent of arousal and my dick ached painfully in response. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t been tempted to slip my tongue lower and into her sweet, wet pussy, but I’d never have betrayed her trust like that.

      Reluctantly, I lifted my head a little and peppered soft, little kisses up her body until I reached her left tit. I took her nipple into my mouth and sucked it hard. Esther’s body pulsed once and as I swirled my cool tongue around it she arched her ribs for greater contact.

      “I—”

      “Shh,” I said immediately cutting her off and moved my mouth to her ear. “Your skin tastes fucking incredible and I bet your pussy tastes fucking delectable. I can smell the effect this is having on you, and I bet if I slid my fingers inside your panties, they’d find your deliciously, dripping wet,” I whispered in a slow seductive tone. She shivered, gasped for air and squirmed again. She raised her hands and hid her face even though most of it was covered by the blindfold. “Don’t be embarrassed for reacting normally, Esther. Relax and let me make you feel good.”

      Esther reached for the scarf and pulled it off, so I sat back on my haunches and held my hands in surrender. She blinked a few times as she looked at me and I gave her a reassuring smile.

      “How did that feel?”

      “Intense. No one has ever done that to me before.”

      “Glad I could be your first … our first actually. I’ve never taken the time—” I stopped and bit back a grin. “What I mean is, most of the sex I’ve had has been … sudden, hurried or frantic,” I finished and laughed. I shrugged. “I’ll just stop talking now.” Esther laughed through her embarrassment and I felt relieved that she didn’t go all in on herself. “That is, except to say, it’s your turn for ‘Never Have I Ever’.” Before she could reply I topped up her drink and threw the rest of my watered-down bourbon down my neck.

      “Don’t you think I’ve had enough to drink?” she asked, pointedly.

      “Not if it loosens you up. We’re on a winner here tonight. Look at the barriers you’ve broken down.”

      “Barriers?”

      “Yeah, me touching you the way I have, sucking on your nipple, which was fucking awesome by the way, and tolerating the blindfold.”

      “So maybe we should quit while we’re ahead?” she suggested.

      “Or maybe you can stop skirting the deal we made and give me a burning question that’s in your brain,” I countered.

      “Alright, you asked for it,” she replied, bravely downed the champagne in her glass, grimaced and drew in a long breath. Clasping her fingers, she cracked her knuckles like she was getting ready for a fist fight and I grinned because I couldn’t wait to hear what she said next.
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      Esther

      “Never have I ever slept naked beside a man.”

      I sighed because it was lame. “False, you already told me about you and Devan.”

      I shook my head. “Nope—it’s true. I hated lying next to him naked. I always slid my pajamas back on. I couldn’t relax for thinking he’d climb on again any minute. He hated it too, which gave me another reason to ensure they were on. Like you said he couldn’t take his time with me, so I made time for myself, in my own way.”

      I frowned. “Meaning?”

      “It gave me a choice. If I felt sorry for him, I removed them and let him have his two minutes of fun … and when I couldn’t bear the thought …”

      “You kept them on,” he finished. Jude clenched his teeth and I didn’t need a science degree to know he thought no one did anything they didn’t want to. And that may have been true in his world, but I’d done a lot of things I hadn’t wanted to out of necessity. Devan had only been one more thing in a long list of situations I’d accepted through loneliness and insecurity. “I’m so fucking glad you’re not with that guy anymore. If I’d known—”

      “Me too,” I said quickly not wanting to hear what he’d have done had he known. Confessing how I’d felt around Devan at times had been a relief. “I mean, I’m as much to blame for allowing the situation to continue. Besides, I’m out of that relationship now and I wouldn’t have a great story to tell about that time the hot rock star, Jude Collymore, sucked ice out of my belly button now, would I?” My reply seemed to lighten the vibe that had begun to darken his mood because he let out a laugh, but his dark, broody expression stayed firmly on his face. “True … or the one where you slept naked all night beside him,” he said reminding me of the forfeit agreement.

      I shook my head, confused. “What … wait? Damn I wasn’t thinking, can we do something else?” My eyes widened as I searched his face and imagined the look of horror on mine when I realized what I’d done.

      “I think it’s time we turned in for the night, don’t you? We’re on a roll so let’s cross another barrier off that bucket list of yours,” he added and wagged his brows.

      “No, we don’t … we’re not …” I huffed. “I’m drunk.”

      “And you’re safe with me,” he reminded me with conviction. “I’m not going to fuck you, Esther. I swear to God, but I am going to cash in that forfeit and sleep in your bed with you tonight.”

      “Don’t you want to finish that bottle?” I asked, nodding toward the bourbon in a hollow joke. I’d prefer him virtually unconscious drunk before that happened.

      “Nah, I know when I’ve had my fill … unless you don’t trust yourself? In which case, I think there’s some champagne left,” he remarked, dryly as he stood, still only dressed in his boxer briefs. He stretched his arms above his head in the darkened room and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the tented bulge behind the clingy material of his boxers.

      Suddenly conscious we were both nearly naked and I wasn’t wearing a top again, I swiped it off the floor, and covered my breasts. When I glanced up at Jude, the small smile on his face gave away that he’d seen what I’d done.

      “Lead the way,” he said. My nerves took over as he gestured toward the staircase. I walked down the hallway in front of him conscious my ass was on full display. As I climbed the stairs, I reminded myself how adept Jude was with women and wondered how the hell we’d gotten from me confessing what Devan had said of me, to everything that had happened between us since. The last thing I thought that would happen when I’d walked into his room in Florida that morning, was Jude Collymore demanding to sleep in my bed.

      Since my mom had died, I’d taken over her room, but I couldn’t bring myself to take Jude in there, so I headed to my old room. It had the queen bed, so I figure we’d be fine in there. I cringed when I pushed open the door and saw the old poster of him still pinned up on my wall.

      “Uh,” I choked and froze when I’d seen it too late. Very sophisticated, Esther. Mortified, I half-heartedly pointed up at the wall with no excuse in my brain at all.

      “Wow, you weren’t lying when you told me about that poster,” he remarked in an amused tone.

      “I … I don’t sleep in here anymore,” I mumbled. “And I guess I forgot to take this down,” I stated and moved toward the poster.

      Jude playfully grabbed me around my middle and hauled me back against his chest, encircling my waist with his arms. Even though I’d felt embarrassed, the thrill of his sudden move rippled through every cell in my body when his skin brushed against mine. I loved the feel of being held by him in this way. He chuckled. “Leave it. I love being on your wall.”

      I glanced over my shoulder because I’d expected him to tease me, but the tone of his voice belied his true sentiment that he really did like me having his picture up there. He flashed me an affectionate smile and slowly turned me to face him. He placed his hands on my head and tilted it to look into my eyes. “Honestly. I’m very flattered that you had a crush on me.”

      A wave of awkwardness washed over me because I wasn’t entirely sure that crush had diminished especially since I’d seen him again. The way he’d been so understanding yet hadn’t lost his sense of adventure in the process of helping me, was a definite turn on.

      “You have no idea how insane this is,” I mumbled. “What the hell are we doing?”

      “We’re two drunk friends going to bed,” he remarked nonchalantly as he removed his hands from my head, held them palms up and flashed me a lopsided grin. “Need to pee?” he asked with a raised eyebrow, suddenly making things normal between us.

      I grimaced but nodded and slid past him into the bathroom. As soon as I took my weight off my feet and sat on the toilet, I noticed how much my head swam. I quickly realized I’d mistaken that lightheaded feeling for the heady effects of having Jude’s full attention.

      “Jesus spare me. I’m getting into bed with Jude Collymore,” I muttered to myself, suddenly panicked at the prospect ahead of me. I fought to suppress the streak of fear that ran through me, that perhaps once we were there, Jude would expect more. I buried the thought as quick as it came when I reminded myself he’d had ample opportunity when I’d been lying down on the couch to overstep, and he hadn’t. Fresh heat trickled from my core at that idea. I quickly freshened up, took a deep breath and pulled open my ensuite door leading back to the bedroom.

      Swapping places with me, Jude entered the bathroom as I slid between the sheets. I heard him flush the toilet and turn on the faucet while I lay poker straight in bed, my heart beating erratically while I wondered if it would explode at any moment.

      Minutes later, he came back into the room, shuffled around for a moment, pulled back the sheets and switched off the light. When the mattress dipped as he climbed into the bed beside me a shock hit my chest like a bolt of lightning. Jude placed his hand firmly on my hip and I immediately stiffened.

      “What’s this?” he asked pinging the elastic on my panties, playfully.

      “What?” I froze my mind too blank to connect what he meant.

      “These,” he remarked pinging the elastic again. “We’re supposed to be naked.”

      My heart almost stopped from his expectation and I shook my head. “I don’t—”

      “Trust me?” he asked finishing my sentence for me in the dark.

      “No, I was going to say I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Because you don’t trust me not to fuck you,” he stated. “I’m not Devan and I’ve never had to force anyone into having sex with me, Esther. But … I’d like you to lie naked next to someone and know it doesn’t have to lead to more.” As much as I’d felt like arguing, he was right. I didn’t answer because something inside me couldn’t back down. “Okay, I get it, you’ve trusted me enough for one day. I guess I’ll try harder to break down those walls some other day.”

      “I do trust you,” I admitted, but at the same time my heart felt like it was trying to beat out of my chest with his warm, strong hand burning a hole through the thin lace of my panties against my hip.

      “It’s okay, I know I’ve pushed you hard today ... and we went farther than I’d expected of you.” He pulled me closer and whispered, “Go to sleep, we’re drunk.”

      I felt him kiss my hair and position himself firmly against me before he wrapped his arm around me. He cupped my breast in his hand and settled down like it was the most natural thing in the world to do. I swallowed hard because Jude was all around me, his hard erection against my back. The fact he hadn’t pushed for more made me realize what a special man he was.

      What other man would take the time to do this outside of a relationship? I asked myself and couldn’t think of anyone I’d ever met that would.

      I lay there feeling both safe and disappointed. Safe because I trusted Jude and frustrated with myself because he had aroused me so much on the couch at one point where I’d felt dissatisfied when he hadn’t pushed me for more.
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      My palm slid over a delicious, pert tit and I instantly palmed it in my hand. As I strummed my thumb across the nipple, I felt it instantly pebble. As daylight pulled me from sleep, I lazily ground my aching, morning wood against a firm, heart shaped ass covered by a pair of lace panties and froze for a second when I remembered where I was.

      Esther was a sexy siren on the dance floor with an amazing dancer’s rack and my balls had ached for most of yesterday. I lay reliving some of our drunken moments and praised myself for not pushing her boundaries further.

      Watching the sheet rise and fall as she lay asleep beside me, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept beside a woman I had desperately wanted to fuck but hadn’t. And I had no idea what had made me agree to my stupid suggestion to ‘fix’ her in the first place.

      My mind flitted back to how she’d responded on the couch and I figured I’d taken things much further than she’d felt comfortable with—but I’d kept my word when I’d felt close to overstepping, so she couldn’t fault the result.

      Easing my way out of bed, I thanked years of practice at slipping away from sleeping women without waking them, then stood naked and still for a moment to ensure Esther was still asleep. Glancing around the floor I found my boxers, which reminded me the rest of my clothing and laptop had all been left downstairs.

      After finding my jeans and shirt, I picked up my phone, saw I’d gotten a text from Levi along with a missed call. My cell was still muted from our night out the night before.

      Levi: What the fuck dude? Pick up my call.

      I huffed out a breath and figured I needed some coffee before I tackled an irate call from him, so I headed into the kitchen and set up a pot. As I waited for it to brew, I went ahead and arranged a plane charter to fly me back to West Palm Beach for late afternoon that day.

      When this was confirmed, I messaged Mel and explained I was still in New York. I asked if it would be possible to pop back across to their place and spend the morning again with Bailey. A minute later she’d agreed.

      Esther was still asleep by the time I had finished my coffee, which I was relieved about. I figured she’d need space from me to digest what she’d let happen between us. After arranging a town car, I left while she was in bed. I was adept at running out on girls after a one-night stand, but with Esther this wasn’t the case.

      Sitting in the car on the way over to Mel’s, several images of those innocent, trusting looks Esther had given me flashed through my mind. They had clashed with the lust filled ones of want and desire when she’d seduced me by dancing with me.

      Only God knows how I didn’t try to take advantage of that situation, because the sexual chemistry between us had felt blistering hot. Previously, I’d ignored and fought my attraction to her, but she was no longer a child and at that time it had been the single restraining factor that had held me back.
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      “Tell me those pictures aren’t what they look like,” Levi said in a tone bordering on hysterics. He shook the folded front page of a tabloid at me, unfolded it and shoved it in my face. I sighed because the image the newspaper had gone with wasn’t a simple kiss I thought I could talk my way out of. It was a money shot alright and had been taken by an opportunistic clubber, sold to swell their bank balance.

      I studied the picture and I had to admit it wasn’t just a kiss, I was devouring her mouth in it.

      I took out a joint I’d already made up and smoothed it between my fingers. Striking a match, I lit it and puffed, inhaled the smoke into my lungs and held it in for a moment. Levi stood with the paper suspended in the air as he waited for me to respond. I’d only arrived home to my condo less than two minutes ago when he’d gotten all up in my face.

      I shrugged, implying he’d gotten all bent out of shape for no reason. “We were drunk and dancing, it was a peck on the mouth but the people around us got lucky,” I insisted.

      “Liar, I see tongues and this isn’t the only picture that’s out there.”

      Confident nothing else had happened in view of the public, I shook my head. “Not lying,” I muttered.

      “Are you going to tell me you didn’t sleep with my sister?”

      “I didn’t fuck her. Hand on heart, I slept in the bed that she said is now her guest room,” I remarked not wanting to lie, but giving him a half truth. “Get her on the phone and ask her, if you don’t believe me. But you’re gonna look stupid when what she tells you backs up what I’ve said. I even told her I wouldn’t fuck her when I went to see her.”

      For a long moment he scrutinized me and nodded. “I believe you … but you can see how it looks in this …” He shook the paper at me again.

      “Remember that picture of that girl sucking my dick that went viral, when she’d actually come to my rescue when the zipper on my fly had burst open that time?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, and you had your eyes closed like you were enjoying the fuck out of her mouth,” he agreed.

      “And I was actually shutting my eyes because I was scared to look in case she pierced my dick with that needle and thread.”

      “Right,” he agreed. “Sorry, bro. It’s just that there’s always been this … thing between the both of you.”

      I smiled wanting to confess and say, “yeah a small pair of see-through panties,” but I wouldn’t have done that to Esther. I nodded. “She’s a very beautiful girl, although fuck knows where she gets her looks from because it sure as shit ain’t you.” Greg and Korry chuckled.

      “Got that right, bro,” Korry backed me up.

      “Keep your eyes, your dick, your hands and your dirty thoughts to yourself about my sister,” Levi warned, pointing to Korry.

      I glanced at the joint in my hand and blew gently on the embers at the end. “Esther’s in her lane and I’m in mine,” I offered as if this explained everything. It wasn’t how I felt because I was confused about what we were to one another. I’d prided myself on not being a game player, yet I was fucked if I could explain what I’d done because I had played one game after another with Esther in New York.

      I’d crossed several lines the day before and I should have been filled with remorse, but something within me knew I’d beg for an opportunity to do those things to her again.

      Esther’s innocence and lack of awakening had not only intrigued me, but I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t a challenge. Not that I could ever see her as just another conquest or anything like that. But, if she trusted me, I didn’t see harm in testing her inhibitions as far as she’d let me.

      I stubbed out the joint in an ashtray and headed toward my bedroom door.

      “Now that’s been cleared up, I could use a hot looking wingman tonight,” Greg said. “Deakon is loved up with that neighbor of your mom’s—magic pussy or something.” Deakon gave me a demonic grin and wiggled his tongue at us, clearly agreeing with Greg’s assessment.

      “I’m in,” I said without hesitation because I figured if I didn’t get laid, I’d drill a hole in my mattress when I eventually went to bed. My balls ached at the thought of getting laid. “More than willing to let you be my wingman, but I’m calling first dibs on any pussy we score,” I told Greg.

      “Yeah, yeah, but if there’s a blonde, she’s mine,” he muttered, the last brunette I got saddled with didn’t have the neat little landing strip I’d imagined. She had fucking curls down there, it felt like I was fucking a Yeti.”

      “Gross,” Deakon and I both barked, while Levi stuck his tongue out, made a gagging face and we all burst out laughing. “Yeah, that was my reaction as well. I had a hard enough time sticking it to her through all that rough, thank God I didn’t offer to go down on her.”

      “Too much information, you’re putting me off my sandwich,” Deakon grumbled. I glanced toward the balcony where he sat at the table with a bottle of beer and a thick wedge of cheese tucked between two slices of bread.

      A text chimed on my phone and I took it out to read.

      Esther: Sorry about yesterday.

      “I’ve just got to take a shower and make a call before we head out,” I stated, waving my cell phone. I turned and headed into my suite and pressed call on Esther’s number.
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      “Hey, how’s the head?” I asked and tried to keep my voice light.

      “Sore. I’m sorry—”

      “No need to be sorry, you did nothing wrong. I had a great time with you yesterday.”

      “You did?” she asked sounding a mixture of relief and disbelief.

      “I did. But I figured you’d need time to process and I headed back to see Bailey. I went straight from there to the airport. I’m back in West Palm Beach now.”

      “Oh,” she said sounding disappointed. “Levi texted me wanting to know what happened between you and me.”

      “Yeah, I walked in on that here as well. Don’t worry, I told him I didn’t fuck you … which is true,” I replied. “I said we kissed but it had looked more condemning in the picture, but between you and me, it did look pretty damning. I reminded him there were times when one picture that someone had taken of me was far from the reality of the situation. Levi remembered that occasion and bought my explanation. You’re off the hook. If he asks again, we shared a small kiss because we were drunk.”

      “Right,” she replied and sounded relieved and disappointed again at the same time.

      “Listen, we’re off to California on Monday for a couple of weeks, but we’ll keep talking about your …” I glanced toward the door to ensure no one was listening. “Stuff,” I mumbled vaguely.

      “Jude, you don’t…”

      “Don’t mention it. I want to—but listen I gotta run. I just got here and we’re heading out for the night. I need to shower and change, then spend some time with my guys. I’ve hardly spoken to them since Thanksgiving. I’ll give you a call in a couple of days,” I told her before concluding the call and hanging up.

      Stripping out of my clothes I decided to try to be there for Esther, but I felt determined I couldn’t, nor would I allow what I did with her, stop me living my life. I figured a night out with Greg and snagging a couple of girls would be exactly what I needed to clear my head because I was determined to not get too wrapped up in Esther.
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      “What is it with the normal women in West Palm Beach? They all insist on sticking in twos,” Greg pondered.

      “And what’s wrong with twos? You can’t manage a two for one?” I asked, elbowing Greg in the ribs.

      “Done that plenty with my mate back in Dublin, but it was MFM action.”

      Deakon dragged his tongue from Elle’s mouth and stared at Greg. “MFM … or MMF?”

      Greg shrugged. “Maybe … sometimes I couldn’t swear to that, we were so fucking high and …” He shrugged helpless and we all burst out laughing. “You know how you get when you’re really fucked up,” he pleaded.

      “Fucked up,” Levi remarked. “Never been so fucked up I’ve taken dick in,” he muttered with a startled look on his face.

      “Yeah? You’ve said yourself you had plenty of nights when you had no clue what happened or how you’d gotten home, so how do you really know?”

      I chuckled. “Levi’s right, I can’t imagine you wouldn’t have known. Surely your ass would have felt as if it were on fire if you’d taken a D.”

      “You’re only saying that because Keela’s here,” Greg insisted as he addressed Levi.

      “Actually, it kind of intrigues me to think there’s a bisexual element to Levi. I can’t say I haven’t fantasized about a Levi and Jude sandwich. It would make sense with all the flirting these two do on stage,” Keela suggested.

      Both Levi and I chuckled. “Before you ask if we’re bisexual—nope. Most definitely not. We’re both firmly in the pussy camp, that’s not to say we haven’t dabbled in an MFM scenario more than once.” Keela glared at us, and I quickly added, “Not since Levi met you, Keela, of course.” That much was true, but Levi didn’t sign up for a monogamous relationship with Keela. And she’d agreed to that. But she tolerated it because she loved him unconditionally, although I could see it didn’t make the girl happy.

      The look that passed between Levi and I said he needed to leave Keela behind on a boy’s night out. I then figured that’s what would have happened had Deakon not invited his flavor of the month along for the ride.

      We arrived at the club and a bevy of beautiful girls swarmed around us the moment we entered the VIP booth. Jonty, the owner of the club, had directed them over after a nod from me. Some of the groupies were known to us and some were new additions, none of them were shy.

      Within minutes a server arrived with a tray of shooters, a bottle of Jameson Irish whiskey, Levi’s favorite drink, a bottle of bourbon for me and an extra bottle of tequila. She set everything down on the low table in front of us with a smile, made her way back to the bar, then returned with a saltshaker and large bowl of lime wedges. What I loved about Levi’s and my hometown haunt was that we never had to explain what we wanted. Since after the first time Jonty had met us, all our needs were implied.

      “Hey, Jude, right?” a tall blonde asked as she shimmied up close and placed her hand on my thigh. My eyes darted to Greg and I smirked. She was the only natural blonde in the group. He flashed a glare at me as I chuckled.

      “That’s right, honey,” I replied. My smile turned to a grin when I caught Greg make a jerk off motion with his fist in my direction. I lifted my arm and wrapped it around her shoulders.

      “Oh, my, these biceps are huge,” she muttered, enthralled by my upper arms. She stretched over my body, her large tits brushed against my pecs and squeezed one. “God, that’s hard,” she remarked, her eyes flared like she was surprised by that fact. Her attempt at flattery and seduction was lame. I’d heard it all before and it bored me.

      “What’s your name, honey?” I asked a petite red head perched on the edge of the coffee table because there was no available space left on the semi-circular booth. It was the first time in a long time I’d had to make an effort because there was another woman on my mind.

      “Frances,” she replied, shifting her position to fully face me with a coy smile. She was very pretty, around twenty five, with some amazing artwork down her left arm and a tiny diamond in her nose.

      “Got any more piercings?” I asked now that she had my interest.

      “Uh, huh,” she muttered and stuck out her tongue. Pierced tongues were always hot and from personal experience, a sure sign of a girl who liked to use her tongue for more than just talking.

      “Your little ass must be sore sitting there. Come on here,” I demanded shifting my spread legs position, straightening up in my seat a little and patted my lap. Frances didn’t need any persuasion and settled herself on my knee. She immediately wrapped her arms around my neck, totally ignoring the blonde who shifted a hand from my thigh to my chest.

      “You been having a good time tonight?” I asked.

      “It was pretty dull, but let’s just say when you guys strolled in it suddenly got a whole lot better.”

      “Better? How.”

      “Men worthy of doing,” she remarked without blinking.

      “Men?”

      “Yeah, well I mean there’s now some choice.”

      “Ah, I thought you were talking ménage for a bit.”

      “I’m open to suggestions,” she replied with a shrug.

      My eyes flashed toward Levi who had been eavesdropping and studying me with the girls and it didn’t take telepathy to figure what he was thinking. He pulled out his cell and fired off a text.

      “Dance with me?” Frances asked.

      “I’m a crap dancer unless I’m naked. Then I’m a brilliant dancer,” I told her.

      “Sounds like something I’d need to judge for myself,” she muttered with heat in her eyes.”

      “Keep entertaining me this evening and you might get lucky with that,” I said with a smile.

      “God, your stubble is so soft,” the blonde tried again, her hand exploring my scruff.

      Frances, reached over and swiped her hand away from my face, tested my growth for herself and raised a brow. “Bet that would feel amazing between my thighs.”

      “Excuse me, but I was here first. Jude and I were getting to know one another before you rudely interrupted us,” I turned and eyed the blonde whose face was pinched in frustration. I chuckled.

      “Did he engage you in conversation? Ask you to climb on his lap? Has he had your attention since I sat down?” Frances drilled her for answers but didn’t let her reply. “No. Because he’s not interested.” She was right, I wasn’t.

      “I’ve got a lap over here, sweetheart,” Greg drawled in his soft Southern Irish brogue. Dragging her arm free from the back of my seat, she stood, smoothed her short skirt into place and stepped past us in Greg’s direction. My grin widened when he pulled her onto his lap and instantly slid his hand up her thigh until it disappeared into her skirt.

      The moment Bodhi appeared I knew Levi was sending Keela home. When he approached them, I noticed Levi leaning in and talking into her ear. The look on Keela’s face didn’t make me proud that he was my friend and I was pissed at him dismissing her that way. From my perspective, he should have put his foot down and not let her come in the first place, not when we were supposed to be letting off steam.

      My eyes followed Bodhi and Keela as they left, and I figured she was upset when Bodhi placed his hand over her shoulder and he pulled her into his chest.

      “Let’s talk about that tongue piercing you’ve got,” I said, focusing my attention again on Frances.

      “What about it?” she asked, her brow creased in question.

      “When and why?” I probed.

      She shrugged. “About four years ago. I was living with a girl and we both thought being ate out with a tongue piercing sounded hot.”

      “And is it?” I asked with a raised brow.

      “It is. What about you?”

      “Have I been eaten out by a dude with a tongue piercing?” I joked.

      She laughed. “No. Surely you’ve had your cock sucked by someone with a pierced tongue before.”

      “Yeah. I love it, it’s hot as fuck. Are you bisexual?”

      “I’m whatever I feel like at the time,” she replied.

      “You’re open to sex with more than one person?”

      “Yeah, group sex can be fun when I’m high. I just don’t like labels, you know?”

      “What about the tattoos?” I ran a finger over the tasteful collage of artwork on her arm.

      “What about them?” she asked, glancing down at her arm and then mine.

      “These are awesome,” I remarked, grabbing her arm and inspecting the sleeve of artwork closer. Her skin felt satin-smooth and her big blue eyes became locked with mine. She’s a pretty girl. “You think we should get drunk and fuck? I’ve had a frustrating couple of days in New York and if I don’t get laid soon, I think I’ll go blind.” I had found being direct with this type of chick was always the best plan of action.

      Levi’s eyes narrowed at me and he smiled. I figured he’d noted my comment in relation to Esther and I’d confirmed yet again that I hadn’t fucked his sister. I’m not sure how he’d have felt had he known all Esther and I had gotten up to though, but the fact remained, we weren’t together.

      “Thought you’d never ask,” Frances replied with lust-filled eyes.

      “Is there room for one more in that invitation?” Levi asked as he slumped into the seat beside me vacated by the blonde.

      Frances shrugged and raised a brow. “As Jude’s the one with all the suggestions, I figure that would be his call.”
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      After a night playing tag team with Levi and our lucky strike, my body felt bone tired, but I woke without the tension headache that I realized had plagued me since I’d left Esther in New York the morning before.

      Daylight flooded the room, and I cracked an eye open, glanced down at the silky, red hair on the head resting over my chest and shifted from under it. The red head moaned sleepily, rolled over, curled up and settled her head under a pillow.

      I stretched out my aching bones and my feet hit a solid shape as the pungent aroma of weed hit my nostrils. Shifting up onto my elbows I saw Levi sitting naked at the foot of the bed. My eyes scanned the room and there were two upturned chairs, a tray of nachos scattered all over the carpet and one of the drapes hung mostly off its track by the large window.

      “Dude? What time is it?” I asked, moving further up the bed, and scanning the floor for my jeans.

      “Past 12:30 p.m. Housekeeping woke me when they knocked for us to vacate. Don’t worry,” he said quickly. “I texted Bernadette to extend.”

      “You want another round?” I asked, nodding toward the girl in the bed. We’d gotten drunk, but not so much I couldn’t remember most of what we’d done.

      “Nah, I’m too angry to get off this morning,” he replied, like I’d offered him a coffee.

      “What’s up?”

      “Keela.” Of course, it is.

      “Dude, you want it all ways,” I warned because although Levi felt Keela was cool with his thirst for a variety of sexual partners, she really wasn’t.

      “We agreed to an open relationship,” he protested.

      “It’s like I told you years ago. Chicks are cool with whatever you agree to at the beginning of a relationship, then at some point they’re not. They take ownership and you don’t want to be owned.”

      “I know, but I love Keela. She is a cool chick.”

      “Then don’t fuck other girls.”

      “We agreed it was just sex with other people.”

      “Yeah, so why doesn’t she hook up with other guys? How happy would you be if she sent you home?”

      “She’s mine,” he stated, defiantly. The dark scowl on his face told me he’d murder any guy who touched her.

      “Not cool, Levi,” I stated, flatly. “You’re a fucking hypocrite.”

      “She said she’s leaving me … going back to New York.”

      “Then I guess you need to accept what she wants or let her go, because from what I saw of her leaving last night, it sure as shit isn’t this,” I snapped, nodding toward the red head again.

      It wasn’t that often that Levi and I locked horns, but Keela was a nice girl and no matter how I behaved with women, I’d made a rule of never stringing them along. I rolled over and climbed out of the bed. I wandered into the bathroom taking the kinks out of my neck, peed, turned on the shower and stepped under it.

      The warm jets of water immediately soothed my skin and I realized how tense my conversation with Levi had felt. I loved him like a brother but sometimes he deeply frustrated me. Especially when he took decisions that brought him discord and a heap of shit to deal with for the rest of us.

      Broken hearted Levi was a miserable, moping fuck and from what I saw when I woke up, his response to Keela’s news was typical of him. Instead of racing home and begging for forgiveness he’d decided weed was his answer to royally fucking up.

      The bathroom door opened and the red head came in, sat on the toilet and peed. “I heard him say the room was paid for an extra day, mind if I stay and sleep? You guys were insatiable for most of the night.”

      I turned the shower off and stepped out, glanced at her belly ring and remembered her clit was pierced too. How come I can remember all that about her and yet I can’t remember her name?

      “Sure. Knock yourself out. Just be out before midday tomorrow or else it’ll be on your dime.”

      “Will you at least order me some breakfast?” she asked as I wrapped myself in a towel.  I glanced up and saw her pert ass had small fingerprint bruises on it as it arched out toward me while she stretched on tiptoe to close the distance between her and the mirror. She inspected her kohl smudged eyes in her reflection and I let out a small groan when my dick twitched as I remembered some of the things my buddy and I did to that ass.

      “Order what you want, it’ll be taken care of. Just be out tomorrow like I said.” Without looking at her again, I padded through to the bedroom, saw Levi flopped back on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. I scanned the room again and found my clothes down the side of the bed.

      “Dude? Are you coming with me, or staying with her?”

      “Coming,” he replied, deadpan. He sat up, dropped his joint in an empty whiskey tumbler and reached for his clothes.

      “No, man,” I protested. “Shower. You reek of sex and you’re not walking into my apartment to face Keela looking or smelling like this … if she’s even still there.”

      Levi stared pointedly toward me and I had no idea what was going through his mind right then, but his eyes filled with tears. He looked like shit and I figured if he’d felt anything like me, he had a hangover from hell. I stepped toward him and placed my hand on his shoulder. “Not here, dude, it’s not private,” I stated and gestured my head toward the bathroom.

      “Is she staying?” Levi asked as the girl came out of the bathroom and climbed into bed.

      “Yeah, I said she could. Get in the shower and let’s get out of here.”

      I texted Bodhi who showed up and drove us back to my condo, but by the time we arrived, Keela had gone and the place was ghostly quiet.

      Levi punched my couch so hard when he realized Keela had already left. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

      “Dude,” I warned when I heard wood split somewhere inside my couch. He turned to stare at me and gripped his hair. He was devastated and I shook my head.

      “I warned you, dude.”

      “Shut the fuck up. You don’t get the right to stand there all smug and fucking self-righteous. You’re the last one to talk. You treat women like shit.”

      “No, I treat the women I’m with to have no expectations of me. I don’t make promises I can’t keep,” I corrected.

      “You could have talked me out of that last night,” he lashed out.

      I chuckled and scoffed. My tone sounded amused even though nothing about his situation was funny. “Oh, so it’s my fault now? What am I your fucking dad all of a sudden? If so, that makes what happened in that bed last night—”

      “Right, I’m packing my shit and heading down to The Keys for a bit,” he snapped cutting me off as he strode past me and into the bedroom he used while at mine.

      “Don’t you at least want to find out where she is or that she’s okay?”

      “Nope, if she thinks I’m gonna run after her, she’s got another think coming,” he replied.

      “Dude, you can’t go home, we’re due in California tomorrow.”

      “Fuck, right,” he remarked when I jogged his memory. It was clear he wasn’t thinking straight. Levi sat heavily down onto the unmade bed and raked his hands through his hair. “Fuck her. I’ll let her stew and you’ll see, she’ll come running back.”

      My gut told me Levi was wrong, that he’d pushed Keela too far this time, but as a band we needed a functioning front man, so I let the argument on the tip of my tongue slide.
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      Me: “How are you doing?”

      The band had been in California a couple of days before I reached out to Esther and it was a whole six hours before she responded.

      Esther: Great, just had a call back audition for a role on Broadway.

      Me: Wow. Fingers crossed. Been thinking about what happened.

      Esther: Me too.

      Me: And?

      Esther: You didn’t scare me.

      Me: Good. I was worried I’d gone too far.

      Esther: On reflection I think I could have gone further.

      Fuck me. I tried to think of an appropriate response, but my blood had already surged south, and the beginnings of a boner had already begun to grow in my pants.

      Me: Good to know. I’ll keep that in mind for next time.

      I waited ten minutes before she replied.

      Esther: I wondered if there would be a next time.

      Me: That depends if you’re sure we can do this without the lines getting blurred.

      Esther: I take it you mean what happened between my brother and Keela.

      Me: I suppose. I don’t want you to get hurt.

      Esther: I’m not delusional, Jude. I understood what you said.

      Me: Gotta go, band meeting with Donnie. I’ll call you tomorrow on FaceTime. 11:00 p.m. your time. 8:00 p.m. mine.

      Esther: See you then.

      “Is that Esther you’re texting?” Korry dumped his ass on the couch behind me in the green room of the radio station as we waited to go on air. Levi was outside the glass door having a quiet, but heated conversation on his cell phone.

      “What if it is?” I saw no point in denying it since he’d obviously seen her text, but I gave him a dark scowl for invading my privacy.

      “Nothing, I just saw her name flash up is all. I’m heading to New York this weekend.”

      “You’re meeting up with her?” I asked. My eyes darted to Deakon who smirked and I realized the bark in my tone wasn’t missed by him.

      “Oh yeah,” he replied and wiggled his brows. “We texted back and forth while she was in Florida with you guys. We’re going to hang for the whole weekend because I didn’t get a chance to catch up because I was in Chicago.”

      “Right,” I said, warily. “So, you just texted her out of the blue?”

      “No, I texted to wish her a happy Thanksgiving. It was her that suggested we get together. I can’t wait. We hung out a few times while she was at college, but that dead beat, Devan, was always with her. Now they’ve split up I’m excited to get to know her better.”

      “Spent a bit of time with her?” I repeated. Jealousy instantly rose from my gut.

      “Yeah, like you did when you took her home and you went to visit Bailey.”

      The thought of Korry spending time alone with her killed me.

      “Don’t think Levi’s gonna be happy about that,” I mused.

      “You mean you’re not happy?”

      He was right, I wasn’t. Not that I had any claim on Esther, and even though I had no right to feel the way I did, I didn’t want Korry anywhere near her.

      “Esther’s her own woman. She’ll make her own mind up,” I said like I couldn’t care less. “But you saw how Levi blew up at me when he thought I’d gotten too close to her.”

      “Oh, that picture of you both at ‘The Box’? But you did kiss her though. Am I stepping on your toes, dude?”

      I can hardly say yes, can I? What is she to me? “Not at all. We were drunk. It was a stupid moment, that’s all. I think she might even have started it,” I lied. “But I didn’t sleep with her if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Good to know,” he said with a beaming smile.

      My molars vibrated by how tightly my teeth clenched at the thought of him spending a whole weekend with her.

      “Hey! Oh, my God, all this hot testosterone in one room?” the middle aged radio producer gushed, fanning herself. “We’re super excited to have all of you with us. We’re just about ready for you guys.” She flashed us a beaming smile. “I’m sure you’ve done hundreds of these, so as a quick recap, we’ll enter the studio on the green light and if each of you quietly grab a seat where we’ve set out the stools that would be great. If the red light flashes, before your segment begins, please observe radio silence, until it goes off again.”

      I stood, walked over and knocked on the glass door. Levi spun around with a scowl on his face. When he saw me, his angry expression softened and he nodded, cut the call without another word and pushed the door open toward me.

      “Fuck, I’m never taking her back now,” he muttered with a blazing storm in his eyes. Without getting into it with him, I slapped his shoulder in support and led him in the direction our band mates had gone. “Right, game face on, it’s showtime,” he said.
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      “Hey, I almost missed you,” Esther admitted as she sat breathless in front of her laptop screen.

      “What have you been doing?” I asked in a playful tone when I saw her damp hair and her beautiful, flushed face. She looked gorgeous with her heated complexion and tiny beads of perspiration sprinkled over her nose.

      “Running,” she said still slightly breathless. “I should have been back …” She glanced at the Fitbit on her wrist. “Half an hour ago, but I felt so full of energy today I did an extra five miles.”

      “Wow, so that’s why that smoking body of yours is so lean and tight? I was wondering how a girl kept a figure like yours and demolished carbs the way you do.”

      “Hm, so you’ve been wondering about me?” she asked, clearly confident about flirting with the comfort of a whole country dividing us.

      “Yeah, I have as a matter of fact. You’re a dark horse,” I teased.

      “I am? What am I hiding?” Leaning forward she placed her elbows on the table and I had a birds’ eye view of her perfect cleavage. Her little unintended peep show brought a smile to my lips.

      “Korry let it slip he’s spending the weekend in New York,” I said trying to ignore how much I would have loved to palm her tits in my hands as I attempted to focus my attention on her face. I had deliberately tried to sound nonchalant about Korry’s trip, even though I’d had a gnawing ache in my gut ever since he’d disclosed the trip earlier to me.

      “I… I..” she stuttered through an internal struggle, and her guilty expression and lack of eye contact with the camera made it clear she’d actually kept this from me. Eventually she shrugged. “We arranged it before Thanksgiving,” she confessed.

      “I had no idea you guys were in touch.”

      She nodded and looked like she was choosing her words before she spoke further.

      “Yeah, he checked in with me from time to time through college.”

      “But I thought you didn’t want us around.” I was surprised how much it hurt to learn she’d backed off from Levi and me. But it had never occurred to me that she’d kept in touch with anyone else in the band. “You like Korry?”

      An instant smile graced her lips at my change of question, “What’s not to like? He’s funny and sweet … not to mention hot.”

      My molars vibrated at her assessment and I bit my cheek as I digested her comment. I could have added he’s a dirty bastard with women to her list, but something inside held me back. I reminded myself about Esther’s intimacy issues and I decided there was no way she’d let anything happen between them in one weekend, so I sucked up the alien envy I felt and chuckled until I began to wonder if she had begun to trust him, like she said she trusted me.

      “I’m actually glad he mentioned he was going to see you,” I muttered.

      “Oh, Yeah? Why?” she asked, sitting up straighter and wiping her brow with her forearm. It squished her cleavage together and my hungry eyes paid it another visit.

      “I’ll be in New York, myself… visiting Bailey. I was gonna drop by for a while, after my son went to bed. But I probably won’t now since you’ll have company.”

      “Aw that is a pity. But I think we’re going dancing, so I don’t reckon I’ll be home for most of the weekend anyway. Korry’s siblings’ band Peep Toe Shoes are playing somewhere. I think the intention is to hang with those guys afterward and make a weekend of it.”

      Although her plans sounded casual, and my visit had been aimed at me seeing my son, it still annoyed me when she didn’t extend an invite for me to join them.

      “I guess I’ll catch you next time I’m in New York then,” I muttered. When I’d FaceTimed, I’d had intentions of talking more about her intimacy issues during our call, but learning what I had about Korry, suddenly all that stuff I’d done with her left me feeling kind of murky now.

      “Aren’t you going to Levi’s the day after Christmas?” she asked.

      “Indeed.” I’d forgotten I’d see her there. “Mel and Kenny are coming on the 23rd and flying back up to New York on Christmas Day in the evening. Kenny’s family are all getting together the following day, and they’ll be busy with their relatives from there on out. That’s why I agreed to head down to Levi’s place.”

      “Then I’ll see you there. I’m staying for five days, so we’ll have plenty of time to catch up.”

      “Good,” I replied, oddly excited by the prospect. I reminded myself how stupid those jealous surges I’d experienced about Korry and her were. It wasn’t as if she and I were together. Hell, I hadn’t even rounded third base and most important of all, Esther wasn’t my girlfriend.
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      Eighty-four degrees the temperature gauge read in the rental car Bodhi had hired for us. Bodhi, like Levi, had no parents, wife, or girlfriend for that matter. He’d been a classmate of Levi’s since seventh grade and apart from being a ridiculously talented kick boxer, he’d been our lead bodyguard since Screaming Shadows had warranted one. You could say our band was his life, and it was, but Bodhi meant more to us than any normal employee.

      “Fuck this steering wheel’s hot,” Bodhi grumbled as he used the heel of his hand to manoeuvre it out of Ocean Reef Club Airport our charter had landed at, to begin the short drive to Levi’s place. The short hop from West Palm Beach to Levi’s neck of the woods took less than an hour.

      Christmas had been exhausting with Bailey acting up due to all the attention, candy and gifts he had gotten. It made me appreciate all the magnificent work Mel and Kenny put into him, because even when he’d freaked out to the point where he’d vomited, their calm approach to parenting quickly got his tantrum under control again.

      Of course, my parents spoiled him, as did Gemma … me too, if I’m honest. But I swear I heard Mel’s sigh of relief when they boarded the private plane I’d chartered to take them home again.
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      Esther was out front, talking to a groundsman when we arrived at Levi’s place. Dressed in a string bikini top and a pair of wide linen shorts she looked sensational as we drove through Levi’s private gates. My buddy had attached a remote fob for the gates to his place to my condo door key. He had a fob for the gates to my community condo attached to his house keys too.

      After the FaceTime I’d had with Esther, I’d only sent her a couple of texts in response to her asking me how California was. This had been partly due to work commitments, but due to me having second thoughts on the fucked-up deal I’d struck with her.

      I’d made up my mind to tell her what we’d done was a mistake and if she really had serious intimacy issues, I wasn’t the one who could help. But the moment I saw her with a good deal of flesh on show, I knew I’d only be torturing myself if I wasn’t able to touch her. To say Esther looked sexy was the least of what I could have said about her.

      “Levi and Korry have gone to meet up with someone. Something about a new guitar,” Esther informed me as she waved her finger in the air and sauntered over toward me. She looked carefree as her long hair fanned behind her shoulders in the soft breeze. I took in her slender curves as she moved with the sun shining behind her. When she flashed me her beaming smile that lit up her face my heartbeat raced. I drew in a long calming breath as I tried to appreciate her appearance without my tongue falling out and leering. But when her words caught up with my visual of her I immediately felt a wave of jealousy streak through my veins.

      It was the first time I’d heard Korry was going to be with us and I couldn’t ignore how that news had riled me.

      Hearing that Levi had invited Korry to hang with us gave me an instant knot in my chest. The tick in my jaw alerted me to how tightly I’d clenched my teeth. As she neared me, she crossed her arms, boosting her perfect little cleavage higher. It hadn’t been a conscious decision to check her out, but I was instantly drawn to her, loving that I noted the satin sheen on her freshly tanned skin.

      “Uh, my face is up here, Jude,” Esther prompted. I looked up and when my eyes met her gaze, her cheeks had turned red and the color had nothing to do with the sun. She looked gorgeous, and her smile made a wave of desire ripple through my body. My envious reaction to learning of my bandmate’s invitation especially irritated me since I felt convinced there could be something between her and Korry.

      “Banging bikini, sugar,” I offered with no hint of shame. “What do you want me to do if you showcase your tits like this. I mean your face is gorgeous and you rock those stunning gray eyes, but these,” I nodded down at her chest and she immediately cupped both breasts in her hands, shocked by the way I was talking to her. I chuckled. “If you don’t want men to look at them cover them up.”

      Esther’s smile dropped immediately, and she looked like she wanted to lay me out.

      “What?” I shrugged and I could see I’d hurt her.

      “You’re a dick,” she muttered, clearly offended by my harsh words.

      She was right, I was, but I figured if Korry was going to be here I would struggle with getting through the following few days with him all over her. I had no reason to feel rejected by her or to want to hurt her, but I couldn’t help myself. If I was honest, a thought had entered my head that I’d been fucked over by the helpless picture she’d painted, and I felt as if she’d played me.

      Maybe I was pissed at myself for being so ridiculous in agreeing to help her when she’d been getting close with my bandmate while in college. It made all the time and attention I’d given her feel sordid and it made her look like a cock tease.

      “Yup, I am a dick,” I responded. “And an asshole,” I added, deadpan. “But I’m not blind, Esther,” I ground out and dropped my eyes to her cleavage again. For a moment my temper almost overwhelmed me and I’d almost called her out while she huffed and wrapped her arms tightly around herself.

      “And to think I was excited to see you,” she confessed “What’s gotten into you?” she asked. Her tone was a mixture of hurt and disbelief.

      “I think a more interesting question would be what’s gotten into you?” I’d almost said ‘or who’ but stopped short before I displayed this jealous reaction. I’d been stewing ever since the conversation we’d had about Korry meeting her in New York.

      What had made matters worse was that my usually boastful bandmate had been tight lipped after their weekend together and when I’d pried about it, Korry had been unusually evasive.

      “And what is that supposed to mean?” she asked, indignant. She narrowed her eyes in suspicion and despite my obvious animosity I couldn’t stop thinking how stunning she was.

      “Take it how you like … or don’t,” I said like a real arrogant fuck by implying I was querying her intimacy issue.

      “Bodhi’s waiting, I suggest you give us some breathing space” she remarked and tipped her chin. “You might want to go settle in and when you find your manners, perhaps we can start again.”

      “Didn’t you learn anything while we were on tour? Musicians don’t have manners,” I snapped. Turning away from her, I saw Bodhi raise a brow as he lifted my luggage out of the trunk. I strode past him and entered Levi’s large airy hallway. The change in temperature from the air conditioning afforded me time to reflect. What was that about, Jude?

      “Trouble in paradise?” Bodhi asked as he set my bags down in the usual bedroom I used when I stayed at Levi’s.

      “Paradise?” I repeated and stared him down.

      “That exchange between you was—”

      “None of your fucking business,” I said cutting him off.

      “Noted … as was the pissing contest you tried to provoke out there, but that didn’t stop you from running off at the mouth. And speaking as a buddy, not your bodyguard, you can bet your ass Levi will notice as well if you intend on locking horns with his sister like that.”

      “Get the fuck out of my face,” I demanded. Bodhi shrugged, shook his head and walked away without another word. I slammed the door shut behind him.

      I spun on my heel and sat heavily onto the bed. “Fuck. Jesus Christ, Jude. What are you doing?” I asked myself aloud. But I couldn’t answer that question, because my blood coursed through my body so fast, I had no choice but to let my adrenaline rush play out. Despite the argument I’d just had with Esther the sexual chemistry had felt visceral between us, and her giving as good as she got in our exchange did nothing to abate it.
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      “What the hell was all that about?” I muttered under my breath as I made my way inside. Bodhi met me at the door as he was heading back to his car.

      “Maybe he’s got a lot on his mind … or he needs to get laid,” he replied with a chuckle, having heard me mutter by accident. I glanced up at him and flashed a dark look. He’d thought I’d been talking to him instead of myself.

      “Men are pigs,” I remarked with a solid stare at Bodhi.

      “Oink,” he responded and grinned. I scowled and his expression softened. “Cut him some slack. He’s been working twelve hours a day with the band and likely another six to eight writing lyrics. Jude works hard and parties harder.”

      “That’s no excuse to insult me or treat me like one of his groupies.”

      “Esther, let’s not pretend there isn’t this back and forth hormonal bullshit between you both. If Jude Collymore regarded you like one of the band’s harem, he’d have rode you home already.”

      I harrumphed at his coarse assessment of Jude’s sex life, but Bodhi’s comment had pulsed in my core and I’d squeezed my thighs closed. “Like I’d have let him,” I barked out without thinking.

      “And that right there is the answer. Everyone knows he wants you, Esther, even you if you’re honest.”

      My jaw dropped and gaped at Bodhi, shocked he’d even said this. “Have all of you lost your shit? What happened to the nice group of guys I toured with?”

      “Still here, just less likely to mind our P’s and Q’s now that you’re all grown up,” Bodhi remarked.

      I was conscious my breathing had become labored in my frustration. “Jesus. Fine,” I huffed. “Forget I said anything. Thanks for the head’s up about Jude, I’ll be sure to keep my distance.”

      “Uh huh,” Bodhi goaded like he didn’t believe me as I walked away.

      I stalked up the stairs two at a time, stepped into my bedroom and banged the door hard. Tears welled in my eyes because before he’d arrived, I’d been super excited waiting for Jude to get here. I’d even hung out at the front. The thought that I’d done that and he’d treated me so differently from the last time we’d been together gave me a lump in my throat.

      What the hell gave him the right to talk to me like he had? Did he think because he was a musician, or famous, that somehow gave him the right to be so rude and temperamental? The more I thought of his verbal slap down outside, it infuriated me that he’d chosen this time to blow hot and cold, then leave me hanging the way he had. Jude had gone from the caring man behind the rock star to the asshole I’d seen him be with other girls while on the road.

      Fury streaked through me right then because I’d trusted him with my secret, trusted his offer of help and now it was clear he’d had second thoughts on that with the one-word answers to my texts I’d received these past couple of weeks.

      Incensed by how he had spoken to me I flung open my door and stomped along the hallway to the room I knew was Jude’s.

      “Jude Collymore, I want an apology,” I hissed when I threw his door open. My jaw dropped and I stalled like an inanimate object when Jude turned full frontal to stare at me totally naked.

      “For what?” he asked, casually with a blank expression.

      As much as I’d love to say I didn’t stare back, I did. I’d seen Jude shirtless, dressed only in jeans, sweats, board shorts and boxers before. But as I stood there frozen, a playback to when I was drunk and I’d stared curiously at the bulge in his boxer briefs took over. Now I knew what was underneath and as I continued to stare, his dick twitched, and I saw it rapidly grow stiff.

      “And this is where I’m supposed to say my face is up here?” Jude remarked, dryly. “But I like your eyes where they are right now. Most of all, I like the dark desire that’s been lingering there since you came in here to challenge me,” he said when I lifted my gaze again to meet his.

      Before I could process the combustible tension burning between us, he stepped closer, lifted my hand and slid his hard cock into it. “Jesus,” I muttered when I felt how thick, hard and heavy it was. My fingers automatically flexed around it, betraying my stoic determination and my core pulsed between my legs. My thumb couldn’t help itself and grazed leisurely over the velvet-soft skin covering his impressive arousal.

      “Now you don’t need to wonder,” he murmured in a husky, whispered tone close to my ear. A shiver of desire ran down my spine, but his words instantly snapped me out of my revere. I dropped my hand and placed them both on his cool, hard pecs as the fresh smell of citrus bodywash invaded my sense of smell. I sucked in a sharp breath. He chuckled and his abs rippled when he did this.

      “Back off,” I said, pushing him back so forcefully he lost his balance and fell back on the bed. Not before he grabbed my wrist and pulled me down with him. He quickly turned me over and straddled my body with his knees, his heavy balls barely brushing my bare torso, while his cock jutted straight in my eyeline.

      When his balls skated over my lower belly as he adjusted his position, my sex clenched and my entrance flooded with my own desire. My heart pounded so hard it pulsed in my mouth while shockwaves of electricity coursed through my body. But unlike when Devan had positioned himself like this, I didn’t feel scared.

      “Is this another of my intimacy training sessions?” I asked sounding cock sure of myself even if I wasn’t.

      “The pissed look suits you, sugar. I reckon an angry fuck would be blazing hot with you, Esther. But like I told you, I won’t fuck you, but I won’t buy into this thing I agreed to do if you’re not being straight with me.”

      “What am I not being straight about?” I asked, my chest heaving with the conversation I was trying to have with the hottest man in the world’s balls tickling on my belly. Jude’s cock jerked and brushed against my stomach for a second. My eyes darted from his face down to view it and back to his face. He smirked and chuckled.

      “What are you doing with Korry? What the fuck am I, a warm-up act? Because let me tell you, Esther, I’m that for no woman.”

      “Huh?” I huffed. “And what exactly do you mean by that?”

      “There I was feeling sorry for you. Teasing the fuck out of you, getting you wet and for what? Was I getting that pussy ready for my bandmate?”

      I slapped the sides of both his thighs and attempted to move out from under him.

      “Stop. Get off me,” I ordered.

      I’d expected him to protest, but Jude instantly moved away and stood up off the bed. “Don’t play games with me Esther.”

      “Listen,” I watched him pull on a pair of board shorts. “I have no idea what’s going on in that head of yours, but unless you talk straight to me, I have no idea what to think. And if you ever grab me like that again, your balls won’t be resting upon my belly, they’ll be served to you on a plate.”

      “Jude, you here?” Levi’s voice interrupted us. I turned and made to leave the room. “Up here,” Jude called out behind me. “Esther,” he said a little softer. I glanced over my shoulder and met his serious gaze. “We’re not done by a long shot - we’re picking this up again later.”

      “Not sure we should continue with your plan since it’s frustrating you like this. You have no idea how much I’d been looking forward to seeing you. But now that you’re here, I’m beginning to have second thoughts.”

      Without waiting for him to reply I stepped out of his room and immediately saw my brother and Korry on the hallway landing.

      “Hey, baby, are you up for a swim?” Korry asked, smiling.

      “Sure, Korry, give me five minutes and I’ll meet you down by the pool.” I heard a low growl from Jude’s room as my brother came closer and suddenly the penny dropped. Jude had a problem with my friendship with Korry. Instantly I realized Jude’s issue and I could understand it to a certain extent as Korry and I had kissed a few times the other weekend when he was in New York.

      Now I understood why Jude had acted so hostile toward me. He thought I was using him to break down my barriers against intimacy for the benefit of Korry.
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      “Rush were badass back in the 70s,” Korry argued when I’d told him I’d thought the best rock band of that era was Lynyrd Skynyrd. We were in the swimming pool and he took the opportunity to flick water in my face. He swam away from the large scoop of spray I swiped toward him with my arm, but not before I doused him with it.

      I became distracted at the distinctive voice of Jude as he and my brother wandered onto the patio with amber colored drinks in their hands and sat on two of the sun loungers in the shade. For some reason a shot of electricity coursed down to my toes when I saw Jude had chosen the sunbed next to mine.

      Korry grabbed me by the shoulders and ducked me under the water. I squealed right before he ducked me again, and when I resubmerged, I saw Jude staring straight at us; at least I thought he was staring, but he was wearing shades and I couldn’t be sure of that fact.

      “Kor, put my sister down and come here. Jude’s got a new song for us to listen to,” my brother ordered.

      Korry flashed me a smile. “This debate isn’t over. We’ll pick it up again later,” he warned as he waded toward the side and climbed back onto the patio. He picked up a towel he’d dropped on the ground and quickly dried himself off before walking over to them, dragging a chair along with him. Turning it around, he sat astride it and leaned his forearms on the back of the chair.

      Jude pulled his cell phone out while my brother lit a joint and snapped his metal gas lighter closed. The tune was instantly catchy, the beat intense and in time with a heartbeat at the beginning of the intro, until the strings took the number in an entirely different direction.

      When the keyboard joined in and Jude began to sing, I became mesmerized. I felt confused that all the instruments were included and had expected a raw tune plucked by Jude on a guitar and the melody sang by him. But most of all I was captivated by the husky, rich timber of Jude’s voice. I’d heard him sing on a dance floor, but never with such raw, passionate, emotion in his tone.

      Swimming gently toward the side of the pool, I felt moved by the clever lyrics about a guy watching a girl from afar and wondering ‘what if’. The lyrics were angsty and romantic, but with the seductive, dirty rock vibe Screaming Shadows fans had come to expect from the band. The lyrics, tune and melody were so intelligently woven together I knew instantly it would be an epic hit.

      “Wow,” I said a little breathless from how the song and Jude’s performance had affected me. Jude tipped his shades and glanced over them at me, then slipped them back in place with an awkward quirk on one side of his mouth. When no one else said anything, I glanced from my brother to Korry, confused that they hadn’t reacted as readily as I had and were both sitting in silence like they were contemplating what they’d heard.

      My brother took a long drag of his joint and passed it to Jude. “Dude, that shit is on a whole other level.” Levi tipped his shades like Jude had done with me and stared him in the eye. “Sorry, I just needed a minute to digest that genius.”

      “Who did you get to play on that keyboard?” Korry asked.

      Jude frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “The arrangement,” Korry clarified.

      “Me, who the fuck else was there?” Jude asked. “I did all the layers, at home. It’s still a little rough, but I wanted you to hear how it sounded inside my head.”

      “You play the keyboard?” I asked, unable to stop myself.

      “Jude plays drums, bass, piano, lead guitar, saxophone, pretty much anything,” my brother informed me.

      “I don’t play the violin,” he replied, deadpan.

      Korry shook his head. “How come I don’t know this? Have I been living under a rock?”

      “First time Jude’s done it all. Written the whole score for each instrument on his own. Usually, we collaborate when he’s written the lyrics and given me the tempo he wants. Jude lays down the beat and I add the strings. Yeah, and I usually find my way around the song and add my own arrangement,” Korry agreed.

      “Let me hear it again,” my brother demanded, and Jude stood, placed his cell on the table, then walked toward the patio door again. “I have the original score down. I’ll just get that and the lyrics,” he remarked as the intro played. This time it was a recording of the music he played and he sang the lyrics live, and I realized Jude hadn’t just gotten lucky to play in a band, he was likely the mastermind behind it.

      When I recognized the guys were going to be talking shop, I dragged my lounger into the sun, sprayed on some sun protection and relaxed as I listened while they sat drinking, smoking weed and talking in depth about the band, the direction they felt they were headed next and the future tours they had planned.
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      “Esther?” I woke to a shadow standing over me. Jude stood with the sun behind him and I shielded my eyes with my forearm.

      “Yeah,” I croaked sleepily, having realized I’d drifted off to sleep.

      “I’m heading up for a nap. I didn’t want you to burn.” I scanned the patio for the others. “They’ve already gone to crash out for a while. You’re brother’s pretty stoned and Korry’s rat-assed drunk,” he informed me anticipating my next question.

      “And you’re not?” I asked, intrigued.

      “No, I’m being careful.”

      “Because…”

      “I don’t have a great track record where drinking and you are concerned.”

      I lay silent as I processed that comment. “But I’m sober so … what’s going on, Jude?” I asked because he’d sounded jealous when he’d arrived earlier and now, he was being all attentive and polite.

      “Not here,” he warned, glancing toward the house. “Let’s go up to my room and talk.”

      Without waiting for me, Jude entered the house and made his way upstairs while I followed behind. His room, like mine and Korry’s, was at the opposite side of the upper floor from Levi’s, who had a whole master suite with a private sitting room, music room, bed and bathroom on his side. Opening his door, he entered and when I stepped in after him, he closed it behind me.

      “I need to know what’s going on between you and Korry.”
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      Esther blinked at me and remained silent.

      “Want me to repeat the question? What’s going on between you and Korry?” I asked her again.

      I stole a quick glance at her while I paced to bring my rage at them spending time together under control. I turned and sat on the edge of a chair facing her with my legs open. She had sat down on my bed and I was already regretting my choice of place to hash this out with her. Since the moment I’d arrived, I’d felt the same craving in my gut, my dick had been semi hard and I’d had burning frustrations about Levi inviting Korry.

      Or did she invite him to hang with her?

      “I … I’m not sure what you mean by that,” she said tentatively.

      “Are there … I dunno,” I shrugged because I didn’t know how to word it. Although I needed to know her thoughts, I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer. “Feelings between you both?”

      “Feelings?” she repeated.

      “Fuck. Stop repeating me. Are you and Korry together?”

      She frowned. “No,” she replied but it was hesitant.

      “Are you sure because it didn’t sound like that right then.”

      “We’re just kinda … casually hanging out.”

      “Exactly what does casually hanging out mean?”

      She sat forward and narrowed her eyes. “He likes me.”

      “Well fuck, I can see that for myself. He’s practically waving his dick at you. What about you?”

      “Let’s stop the bullshit, Jude. If anyone should have a problem with Korry and me, it should be Levi. But my brother invited him here, so we both know he doesn’t. I think the question here is what are we to one another? The answer to that is we’re nothing.”

      “Ya think?” I asked, after what she’d told me and how I had shifted her boundaries.

      “I do. Tell me different,” she challenged.

      When I considered her point, I remained silent. What do I want? Her? Even as I asked myself the question, I understood that we had been destined to be more than friends from the beginning. But what did more mean? She evoked far greater emotions within me than I’d ever had for Mel. There had always been this connection between Esther and I, but by the time it grew into real sexual chemistry I’d carried a burning desire to devour her. That attraction wasn’t only driven by lust either. As much as I’d tried to fight it, from the moment I’d seen her again, I’d been falling in love.

      “Okay, Korry wants to date me,” she disclosed.

      Her comment hit me like a sledgehammer to the chest and an instant wave of temper stifled my breathing. “And what?” I barked aggressively. “You never thought to tell me this before I did all that intimate stuff with you back in New York?” I leaned forward and caught her gaze more intently. “Or has he taken his exploration of you that far, as well?”

      Esther scoffed and her wide gray eyes grew wild. My heart thundered in my chest with rage at that thought, but from the furious expression on her face, my instincts told me this wasn’t the case. Relief flooded through me before she could even confirm this.

      “How dare you. Am I even talking to the same man who took such care of me in New York last month?”

      “Took care of you? If I’d taken care of you, how I’d wanted to …” I snapped my mouth shut and completely dialed my temper back. “Are you the same girl?” I asked instead.

      “See this is where we’re at odds. You see me as a stupid little girl, instead of an adult woman with a mind of her own. I get that I’m not good enough for you, but that’s not how your bandmate sees me at all.” I growled at her insistence she couldn’t satisfy me, she’d told me this before. “Yes, I’m spending time with Korry because he doesn’t see me as some China doll not to be messed with. He sees me for what I am. And yes, Jude, I know I’m not ready, but Korry does want more.”

      Breaking eye contact with me she rubbed her hands together and I noted what she’d said made her nervous. I guessed an adrenaline burst had shot through her body because she held her hands out in front of her and I noted they were shaking.

      “And what? You think he’ll be happy to kiss you and go home with a stiff cock every night?” The look she gave me was full of disdain. It was a low blow on my part to use her intimacy issue against her.

      She placed her hands on her hips. “He suggested we take things slowly and I guess he thought me breaking up with Devan is the reason I don’t want to sleep with him right now.”

      “Then I’ll ask you again. Was your intention to use me to warm you up for him?”

      “That is by far the crudest and the nastiest thing you could ever have said to me. When I told you about my problem, I thought I could trust you with that. What I told you was privileged information and it was a genuine cry for help. Were you not the one at pains to tell me you would never be my boyfriend … how there would be no two kids, a house and a dog?” I frowned when she threw that back at me. “Yeah, I remember that sentence word for word,” she replied nodding.

      “I told you I won’t stand in your way of being what you want to be.”

      “And what if I want to be Korry’s girlfriend?”

      Her comment was hard to hear, and a sharp bolt of pain hit me in my chest. My heart stuttered for rhythm because the idea that she could want that knocked the wind out of me. A pause settled between us and I stared long and hard at her while she defiantly held my gaze. The thought I’d lost her to my bandmate made me want to scream. It also made me realize how much she meant to me.

      “Is that what you want?” I asked, warily.

      “Is it not what you want?” she countered.

      “Me? It’s not my choice,” I said, and wondered if that was true. She had told me how she’d felt about me before and I’d done my best to push her away. So, why did this news tear me up inside?

      “Exactly,” she remarked as she shot to her feet and punctuated her word with her hands in the air. “Or does it have everything to do with the fact that you want me for yourself, or is it because you don’t want me, but you don’t want anyone else to have me either?”
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      “The thought of you and him …” I ground out and paused because it was a sentence I couldn’t even finish in my head. “He’s not what I want for you,” I blurted.

      “What you want for me? Don’t you know, Jude, we can’t always get what we want,” she countered.

      “’The Stones, right?” I asked and smirked.

      “Excuse me?” she asked, because her reference to lyrics in the Rolling Stones song had gone over her head.

      “Never mind,” I stated and stared pointedly at her.

      “Alright, let me ask you, what the hell do you want? In a perfect world where you could ignore everything else in life. What Do You Want?”

      “You,” I said without thinking. I sighed. “You must know that by now.”

      “Me?” She grinned and her eyes instantly brightened while her chest began heaving in short, excited breaths.

      I smiled and shook my head in disbelief that I’d confessed the words I’d been ignoring in my head. The relief from the pressure felt like cool water cascading over me. “Of course, I do. Look at you, Esther. Since you’ve come back, I’ve been thinking about you so fucking much, it drives me crazy.”

      “What do you want me for?”

      “That’s just it. What would I do with you? I’d ruin you. Esther, you’re smart, stunning and you have a fantastic dance career to build. That doesn’t gel with my life. You’re the opposite of any other girl I’ve ever wanted to spend time with. Yet you snuck under my skin before you were even old enough to be a contender for my attention.”

      She frowned. “What if I just want to be happy?”

      “And you’d be happy not dancing? Sugar, the moment I met you I felt this fierce force right in here,” I said punching my chest. “I’ve wanted to protect you from everyone and all the shit our world has to offer, but as time passed, I couldn’t ignore the chemistry we shared. It felt fucked up given your circumstances and being Levi’s sister.”

      “But I’m older now and making my own decisions,” she insisted.

      “Since you’ve been back, I can’t fucking see straight—can’t think straight, and I’ve been telling myself we can’t be more—shouldn’t be more, but every bone in my body screams to take you. I crave to be with you … hell I even miss you when I can’t see you, how fucked up is that? But I can’t be selfish and let myself fall because you deserve more than the life of a rock star’s girl.”

      I stood straight from my chair, glanced down at her and placed my hands on her upper arms. My thumbs instantly grazed over them and goosebumps radiated over her skin. “I’d choose you, Esther,” I said in almost a whisper and hoped she heard the sincerity in my tone and recognized the honesty in my eyes.

      “Korry doesn’t think the way you do.” Her rebuttal made me angry.

      “Because all he sees is a beautiful girl he wants to fuck,” I snapped. “He’s not the monogamous type. You’d be another Keela in Korry’s world. He enjoys the excess our fame brings. And if you were to get with him, remember while we get treated like royalty, the music industry isn’t a charmed life for our partners. I’ve seen relationships pulled apart by derogatory shit from fans, or significant others hanging around bored and ignored on the side lines for hours at a time.

      “Then there’s the late and often sleepless nights on tour, waking in strange places every day, girls and wives being shoved to one side while we shine, not to mention tolerating the assholes of this world. Plus, the groupies constantly creating drama and lewd remarks everywhere, not to mention the infidelity. I’ve seen it. Mel saw it, hell she got smart and left me,” I admitted. “Not that I was unfaithful to her,” I added.

      “I hear you. I’ve seen it. Even though I was only seventeen back then, I was exposed to that life more than you know. Hell, I even saw you with a girl on your lap and your ass hanging out of your pants.”

      My heart stopped for a beat. “Then if that wasn’t enough to make you run far from me, you’re far more stupid than I thought.” We stopped talking and stared at one another.

      “I’m here,” she stated, deadpan. “And from this conversation, I’d say you’ve not only proved to me you want me but gone as far as to try to talk yourself out of wanting me.”

      “How far did you go with Korry?” I probed as I tried to ignore her interpretation of my feelings for her.

      She shrugged. “We made out.”

      I growled. “Made out? Let’s talk bases here,” I snapped, desperate for clarity.

      She chuckled. “First.”

      “You gotta make it clear to him you’re not interested,” I muttered.

      “I’m not?”

      “It’s either him or me,” I insisted.

      “And what exactly am I getting if I choose you?”

      I shrugged. “A quiet relationship for now. We’ll see where it goes.”

      “And you won’t pull the I’m not ruining your life shit on me again?” she asked.

      “I’ll try,” I admitted.

      “Good, because if I get some dancing gigs, I could be off touring with some other artists and you’d be the one in the same shoes as you mentioned before. I’m not giving up my career for you, Jude. I’m far too smart to hang around your gigs all the time making you look pretty. If I give you my trust, I’ll expect it in return. If you can’t do that, then move aside.”

      Cupping her chin in my hand, I tilted her chin and brought her lips closer. “Sugar, what you just said is music to my ears. If we give this a try, I don’t ever want you to ever put me before your career.”
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      True to her word, Esther’s attitude toward Korry cooled significantly after our talk, and I found it poignant when she took Korry aside and told him she wasn’t interested. I almost felt sorry for the guy when she admitted to me, she’d disclosed to him if she had to get with anyone in our band, she only had eyes for me. The next morning, Korry informed us he’d decided to split as he’d been invited to surf in California with a group of his old high school friends.

      “Did you see the band WhatsApp this morning yet?” Levi asked. “The guys from Crakt Sounds, XrAid and Cobham Street are having an early New Year’s party at the Waldorf Astoria in Key West tonight. They’re all splitting to play gigs in different places this year, so they’ve been down there over Christmas hanging out. I’m booking a seaplane for 3:00 p.m. for us.”

      “I haven’t seen Alfie Black since we played at the Winds of Change charity gig,” I remarked.

      “What gig was that?” Esther asked looking puzzled.

      “It was a charity gig in aid of the victims of Hurricane Katrina put on by Rick Fars, from Cobham Street, Alfie, his wife, Lily Parnell, and Gibson Barclay,” I said.

      “You would only have been a kid, maybe too young to remember,” Levi interjected. His comment instantly made me aware of the age difference between myself and his sister.

      “Oh, I remember and I wasn’t that young,” she stated, and my galloping heart slowed. I smiled and she winked at me as if to say I got you.

      “Shut your ears, sis,” Levi warned. “I seriously got to get laid before I stab someone in frustration,” he mumbled to me and I chuckled.

      Esther’s face turned red and I shook my head. “Dude,” I muttered in warning.

      “Men are pigs,” she stated.
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      “Haven’t seen a girl as pretty since our Coral and our lovely Brit rock chick, Lily Parnell,” Rick Fars informed us as he took Esther’s hand and gallantly kissed the back of it. Rick was the ultimate rock god and was far from a gentleman. He was an amazing musician but had a reputation as being the kind of guy that fucked anything that moved.

      “Best behavior, Rick. That’s my sister you’re handling there,” Levi warned, and Rick dropped Esther’s hand instantly. Of course, Rick was joking. The guy was afraid of nothing and no one.

      I casually slung my arm around Esther’s shoulder and pulled her back from him. He took it as me being playful, but I was actually protecting what was mine. Strange how that word didn’t scare me once I’d thought it. “How come he gets to touch and I can’t?” Rick asked, playfully.

      “What’s mine is his,” Levi responded.

      “Lucky bastard,” Rick said, chuckling. “Careful Levi, from the way Jude’s paying such close attention, he might just take that literally,” he said nodding toward Esther who had turned crimson for gaining so much attention.

      “What can I say about these two?” Levi asked. “They’re gonna do what they want no matter what anyone says. My sister’s been hot for Jude since she was seventeen, she could do a lot worse than a man like my buddy.”

      Turning, I glanced at Levi and he winked.

      “Thanks, Levi, way to talk about me like I’m not here,” Esther stuttered embarrassed.

      “Oh, you’re here, alright,” Rick remarked again, casting a wicked grin at me and checking Esther over once more.

      Esther’s face turned purple at Rick’s careful perusal of her electric blue silk dress, but before I could tell him to tame it, Lily Parnell spotted me.

      “Jude Collymore!” she shrieked, tottered over to us in her six-inch heels and gave me a one sided hug. “It’s been what… five years?”

      I nodded with a huge wide smile on my face. I had a lot of respect for Lily. She’d had a tough time in the past and she had bounced back, every inch of her still the badass rock chick she’d been before. “About five,” I mused. “Yeah, it must be. How are you doing?”

      “You know, still the same insane life we live.”

      “No kids yet?” I asked.

      “Rock chick right here,” she muttered and rolled her eyes, she glanced over her shoulder to eye her husband, Alfie. “No time for that. Sometimes we don’t see one another for a week at a time. Not that Alfie isn’t keen. He keeps harping on about starting a family. I’ve said maybe we’ll get practicing next year… once Crakt Soundzz comes off tour and XrAid’s next album is done.”

      “Alright, dude,” Alfie her smooth-talking husband came over and slid his hand around Lily’s waist.

      “Great to see you,” I said punching knuckles with him after he’d held his free one toward me. “This is Esther,” I said by way of introduction. “Levi’s sister,” I added awkwardly because Esther and I had agreed to keep what was happening with us on the quiet for now. My fingers gave her the slightest squeeze to remind her that wasn’t all she was to me.

      “Esther,” Alfie remarked, glancing appreciatively toward her, but there was no way Alfie was a threat. He could window shop all he wanted, but we both understood his balls belonged to Lily.

      “Drinks?” I asked, breaking up the introductions because I figured Esther was perhaps a little self-conscious from the attention of too many famous people all in one hit. “No doubt we’ll catch up again as the night wears on,” I added, stepping back from the small gathering that instantly grew with more party revellers who had hovered behind us to catch their five minutes of social climbing fame with Alfie and Lily.

      I steered Esther to the edge of the room, caught a passing waiter and grabbed a couple of flutes of champagne. “Thought we’d hang over here for a few minutes to give you some breathing space,” I informed her.

      Esther looked up at me with a bright smile, her eyes twinkling in the low light in the room. “This is…”

      “Overwhelming?” I asked when she didn’t finish her sentence.

      “All these superstars,” she muttered. Her gorgeous eyes scanned the room and she shook her head.

      “Can I just say how weird it is being surrounded by all these people I’ve heard on the radio, seen on TV and danced to.”

      I chuckled, forgot myself and kissed her hair. “Don’t think that weirdness stops when someone gets famous. I remember the first time I met Gibson Barclay, from M3rCy. He came over to me, slapped me on the back and said, “Damn Jude, you almost bust those skins with that performance.” Naturally I just about shit my pants when I turned and realized who it was.”

      “Huh, I never thought about that kind of thing happening. But I suppose it must feel strange when people know your name and you know theirs, but you have never met before,” Esther mused.

      “It’s a trip. Sometimes when they want their picture taken with me, I’m sure when they checked them out later, I’d had this weird ass look on my face like I’m being punked.”

      She giggled and I noticed her glass was empty. I signaled another circulating server and swapped our glasses for full ones.

      “Not drinking bourbon tonight?” she asked.

      “No. Keeping a clear head since we’re sleeping in the same room,” I replied.

      “Is that so?” She narrowed her eyes to assess me.

      “Yeah, obviously Bernadette booked you a room but…”

      “More lessons in trust?” she probed, but she didn’t look fazed by her question.

      “Maybe… depends how drunk you are at the end of the night.”

      “You want me drunk?” she asked, wide eyed.

      “No, I want you relaxed. There’s a difference between flat out drunk and feeling mellow.”

      “So how many of these will that take?” she gestured her drink toward me.

      “Depends. We’ll see,” I replied. “But you can trust me not to take advantage.”

      “I do trust you with that.”

      “You actually do trust me?” I probed and scrutinized her gaze.

      “Yeah, that night in New York, I saw how that thing you did with the ice made you horny. I was pretty drunk and you could probably have taken things further, but you stopped.”

      Glancing down at her my gaze grew intense with her admission. “Sugar. Don’t think I didn’t think about that. And you’re right, you probably would have let me go further, but I was determined we wouldn’t.”

      She coughed and mumbled into her glass, “I thought rock stars didn’t do restraint.”

      “Oh, we do restraint, but we’re working on that. You coped with the blindfold, but I think we’re a long way off bondage yet,” I responded, and she almost choked on her drink. Her eyes grew intense and ticked back and forth over mine. “Trust me, by the time I’m finished with you, there won’t be much you don’t like between the sheets… on the floor, against a door… pretty much anywhere in fact.” She swiped at my arm and I caught her hand.

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the cock and the pussy cat, skirting around one another as usual. I turned my head and saw Joe, our ex-bassist, standing with his arm around a girl who was likely a foot taller than he was.

      “Joe,” I said by way of greeting. “Is the rest of your band here?” I glanced around to see if I recognized any of them.

      “Nope, Mitch is doing a stint in rehab after he OD’d and Kevin isn’t drinking cause he’s on antibiotics after catching a dose of something the day after we finished the tour.”

      “Where’s the other guy?” I asked because there were four guys that made up Fidgeting Monkeys.

      “Emslie? That guy’s like a wet fart. His favorite pastime is jerking off to porn alone. He’s a social misfit.”

      “Wow, sounds like you got a lot going on in that new set up,” I responded as I tried not to laugh.

      “Yeah, but it suits me better. Those guys are more on my wavelength… apart from Emslie of course.”

      “So you two finally did the deed?” he asked, dropping his hands from the girl and poking his pointy finger in a hole he’d made with his finger and thumb of his other hand. It was the kind of crude, immature gesture I hadn’t missed about Joe since he’d left the band.

      “Nope, I hate to disappoint you, but the answer is no,” I replied and ground my molars at his coarse question.

      “Dude you’ve obviously got some sadomasochistic thing going on with this one. I can’t think of any other reason why you haven’t fucked her already when the look I’ve seen in her eyes more than once was that she was begging for it.”

      “And—it’s time to move on, Joe. Nice to see you, and thanks for the reminder why you’re not in the band anymore.”

      Out of respect for Esther, instead of laying him out flat like I’d wanted to do, I guided her away. Not that this hadn’t taken a great deal of self-control from me. My body vibrated with temper as we moved through the famous people milling around.

      “What a fucktard,” I muttered. “You have no idea what I wanted to do to that guy right then, but in a room full of people of this calibre it would have lowered my standing with them. Joe’s a waste of space and I’m sorry he insulted you like that.”

      “It’s Joe, Jude. He wanted a reaction. Personally, I think he gets off on being punched. Can’t you just ignore what he said and ask me to dance?”

      “Great and now you want me to have a boner as well as a raging temper,” I muttered as I placed my hand on her back and led her toward the dance floor.

      “I promise not to wiggle my ass… well excessively anyway.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “You’re killing me, sugar.”

      “Nah, you’re a rock star. A simple girl like me shaking my tush in your direction won’t make your balls drop off.”

      “Trust me, they will if they’re hanging idle long enough,” I retorted.

      “Then turn me on, on the dance floor and we’ll see what that can do.”
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      By the time we headed into the elevator my head buzzed from all the excitement I’d experienced at the party. The event was like a who’s who of rock royalty, with Gray Dennison from CraVed, Flynn Docherty for RedA and his gorgeous wife Valerie, and Cole Harkin to name but a few.

      “Did you have fun?” Jude asked, as he snared me between his arms and held the small steel bar in the elevator. His gorgeous whiskey-colored eyes met my gaze in the mirrored wall of the elevator and he held me captive.

      “It was unbelievable.”

      “You were unbelievable. The way you dealt with Cody and Digs from XrAid was classic,” he remarked proudly.

      “When they both came up and danced on either side of me, I understood instantly they thought I’d back down.”

      “You were badass out there, so sexy and seductive, but the moment Cody laid his hands on your hips I couldn’t stem the growl that came out of my mouth.”

      I giggled. “It was hysterical the way you swept in and shoved yourself between them, wiggled those sexy hips and thrust that groin at me. I only hope Joe didn’t see that.”

      We fell silent and continued to stare until the elevator car came to a soft landing and opened on the floor Bernadette had booked our rooms on.

      A wave of nerves instantly gripped me and I guess my feet must have faltered.

      “Are you coming to my room? Want me to come to yours? Going to bed alone?” he offered. I shrugged. “Don’t.”

      “What?” I asked, already sensing what Jude had to say.

      “Shut down on me,” he mumbled, pulling me in and kissing my forehead. “Think you can trust me?” he probed when he’d sensed tension in my body as we moved toward his hotel room. “I’m not going to make you do anything you don’t want me to. If you don’t want me to do anything at all I won’t, and feel free to go to your own room if that’s how you really feel.”

      I stood my ground and waited outside Jude’s hotel room door as he eyed me warily. “You’re sure?” he asked, and I figured he was being cautious.

      Something in my heart shifted and I nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure,” I agreed.

      Instantly, Jude cupped my chin, bent his head, and brushed his lips against mine. “Good but remember, there’s no shame in saying no.”

      Slipping one hand into his pocket, he pulled out his key card, and tapped it against the door as the elevator opened and Bodhi stepped out. My heart flipped over in my chest when I saw his imposing, muscular figure as he stared down the hallway toward us, because I thought Levi may have been behind him. As he walked toward us, Jude held the door and gestured me inside.

      “Y’all are turning in for the night?” he asked, ignoring me and addressing Jude like he hadn’t seen me at all. For a second it almost made me wig out because I’d guessed Bodhi was used to situations like this and seeing the band members with girls in their rooms.

      “Yeah, Esther just needed a bit of breathing space. You know how overpowering these gigs can get,” Jude replied, and I wasn’t sure whether to punch him in the nuts or kiss him for drawing attention to me.

      “Night, Esther,” Bodhi muttered, careful to keep eye contact with Jude. “I’m gonna get a room on the floor where Levi’s gone … you know, just in the event he might need some help later.”

      “Drag him out,” Jude barked. “Tell him I told you to do it,” he snapped, agressively. The way Jude responded to Bodhi’s innocent comment told me he had obviously picked up on what Bodhi didn’t need to say.

      “He’s not gonna like it, boss,” Bodhi replied and sounded tired.

      Jude turned to me. “Don’t worry, I’ll do it myself. Wait here, Esther. There’s something that needs my attention.” He turned and strode down the hall with Bodhi in tow and the low timber of their quiet voices made it impossible to hear what was happening.

      I closed the door and wandered deeper into the room. The bedding was as luxurious as one would expect from a high-end hotel. The plush, soft furnishings I suspected were intended to have a relaxing effect on guests … which they would have, had I not been waiting for the man who I’d fantasized over for years to come back and engage in dirty acts with me. That thought set my nerves on edge, and I fought them down when I realized they weren’t all bad emotions. My fears mingled with other sensations I recognized as excitement.

      As I was reminding myself Jude was nothing like those boys in the van, I heard the lock click and he pushed open the door.

      “Your brother will be the death of me,” he grumbled as he emptied the contents of his pockets onto the dressing table.

      “What was the matter?” I enquired.

      Jude stripped out of his T-shirt and stretched his arms above his head. He cricked his neck from side to side then sighed. “It wasn’t a case of what was the matter, more of a case of who.” I frowned. “Your brother doesn’t see straight when he sets his eyes on someone,” he muttered.

      “He tried to get it on with somebody else’s date?”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” he mused. “More like almost getting it on by the time I dragged his sorry ass out of that hotel suite. Anyway it’s sorted now. Bodhi’s with him and he’s bedding down for the night.”

      “Right,” I said digesting Jude’s last remark as he wandered over to the wet bar and opened the door. He pulled out a bottle of champagne and two miniature bottles of bourbon.

      “So how are you feeling?” he asked, pointedly, but didn’t look at me while he read the label on the champagne.

      I considered his question for a moment. “Good. Less excited than I was downstairs.”

      “I don’t excite you?” he asked, casting a frown playfully in my direction as he popped the cork to pour out a glass of bubbly.

      “Um,” I replied and giggled because even him asking me this gave me butterflies in my stomach. Our situation was very different from when he was insisting he wouldn’t be going out with me. “Of course, but…”

      “You have no idea what to expect from tonight,” he guessed.

      “Right,” I agreed, relieved he anticipated this.

      “Then we’re not going to have any expectations, but I am going to be touching you… fuck am I going to be touching you, but if at any time you don’t want this, you need to tell me to stop.” He turned his back and I heard him crack the seal on both tiny bottles of bourbon and he poured them into a tumbler.

      Turning back to look at me, he regarded me with narrowed eyes over the rim of his glass. He tossed his drink back, placed the tumbler back on top of the wet bar and slowly walked over toward me.

      “Look at you all dressed up with nowhere to go in that sexy as fuck dress,” he remarked as he slipped the spaghetti straps off my shoulders and my silk dress slid to the floor. A shiver of delight ran through me and I became transfixed by his lust-filled eyes.

      “There, that’s better. You’ve had me hard since the moment you walked down the stairs this afternoon in that. Poor Bodhi didn’t know where else to look and even your brother did a double take at your nipples poking through. Don’t you ever wear a bra?” he asked as his hands skimmed up my sides and gently cupped my breasts.

      A streak of pleasure shot through me when his warm palms closed around my flesh, and I swallowed audibly.

      “Breathe, Esther,” he gently whispered close to my ear and a shiver rippled through me right down to my toes. A rush of desire soaked my panties and I tried to keep my gaze fixed to his.

      “Not often,” I managed to squeak out.

      “You have a perfect dancer’s body,” he praised.

      “Thanks, I take my training seriously,” I mumbled and lost my train of thought when his thumbs began to strum back and forth over my pebbled nipples.

      “How is this making you feel?” His eyes ticked warily over my expression.

      “All right.”

      “Just all right?” he asked encouragingly while his hands smoothed across my chest, his fingertips over my collarbone and then slipped his arms over my shoulders and down my arms. Taking hold of my wrists he walked me around him and led me over to his bed. “Sit.”

      I dropped my butt on the bed and stared up at him while he moved away, grabbed my glass and refilled my champagne again. “Now I know you’re trying to get me drunk.”

      “No. I want you mellow, you’re not quite there yet,” he suggested and sat alongside me. I began to take a sip of my drink and he ran a finger from my knee to my thigh. The spark of pleasure that fired off within me set a rash of goosebumps over my flesh. “So responsive. You just need to trust that I can make you forget everything and enjoy the sensations that run through you.”

      “Big talk there,” I responded nervously, but I had little doubt in my mind that given time and the care he’d shown me the last time he came to New York, I had a high level of confidence I’d end up wanting to have sex with him.

      “Are we going to have sex tonight?” I asked, unsure about whether I could actually give myself to him the way he expected I could.

      “No. No sex tonight, but there’s plenty of other stuff we can try to see what makes you feel good. Tell me a time when you’re most relaxed with very little clothing on.”

      “That’s easy, swimming and dancing.”

      Jude eyed me and I could practically hear the cogs in his brain whirring around. “Right. Wait there, don’t move,” he said standing and padding over to lift up his phone. He stood studying something and I took the time to check out his amazing physique again. When he’d found what he was looking for he stole a glance at me and tapped his cell phone against his lips in consideration as he stared me down.

      “All right, I know you’re going to be self-conscious, but you’re a dancer so I figure you’ll get past it. You’ll put yourself in the zone and perform for me. He tossed his cell on the dressing table again, unbuckled the belt on the light cotton pants he wore and undid his fly. Shoving them to the floor, he stepped out, picked them up, shook them and laid them over a chair. He slapped his hand on the back of another chair and dragged it around to the part of the floor with the widest space and positioned it in the center. Next, he dimmed the lights, turned to look at me and smiled with his fingers still on the light switch.

      “You’re going to perform a lap dance for me,” he informed me like it was nothing.

      “Huh?” I choked on an intake of breath. “Jude, I really don’t think—”

      “Esther, it’s late. Go with it. Trust me,” he said, impatiently as he wandered back and pulled me to my feet.

      “This is different from doing an actual performance,” I argued.

      “Shush, trust me,” he urged, interrupting me again. “We’re role playing here. I’m just one of your ordinary but much sexier dancer dudes and you’re choreographing a sensual dance,” he argued playfully with a wink.

      “But you’re not an ordinary dancing partner,” I protested.

      “No, I’m not because our chemistry is different. And you look at me differently from the guys you dance with. But for the next ten minutes or so, I am. I’m challenging you to make me want you. Show me the confident woman you are up on stage and turn me the fuck on. I want you to tease me out of my mind. No woman has ever gotten me all the way hard with a lap dance. Show me you’re my first.

      “I’ve chosen two songs. The first one, I’m gonna dance with you; just you and me, skin to skin, right here in this room until you psych yourself up. But I do have a confession to make. I lied when I told you I can’t dance … well I can’t to that techno mashed up stuff all the amazing DJs play these days. I once took salsa lessons in high school because a buddy told me it would make me hot with the girls.”

      I chuckled and stared, my mouth agape. “You, salsa?”

      “Yup,” he replied, smugly.

      “To be popular with the girls?”

      “Yup, go figure. I wasn’t always this delicious hunk of man candy,” he told me smoothing his hands playfully over his body. He was joking, Jude wasn’t obnoxious or arrogant about how handsome he was.

      “Give me your trust, sugar, and I’ll give you mine. Nothing’s gonna happen here to make you feel afraid.” I nodded and he lifted his phone, pressed play and scooped me into his arms. The sound of Shawn Mendes and Camila Cabello’s “Señorita” instantly filled the room and I became completely captivated by the dark, seductive look in Jude’s eyes.

      For the following five minutes I was in Heaven and oh boy, could my rock star salsa. As the last words of the seductive song died in the air, my chest heaved in short, excitable pants and my panties had almost disintegrated from how he’d held me so possessively and bent me to his will. The man could lead as well as any professional I’d encountered during my years of dance class, but with the added strength only a drummer with years of stamina could enhance.

      By the time he released me from his arms, I almost whimpered at the loss of his hands on me. A new concept in my world since he wasn’t an actual dance partner of mine.

      “That was incredible,” he remarked as he sauntered over to the chair he’d set up before and sat down in it. The chair was one of those tub kind, so only half of his thigh and his lower limbs were outside the frame of it.

      “Okay, you have how ever long this next song lasts to forget yourself, this is a one man show and I want you to feel as confident as you were a couple of minutes ago.” He was right, he had made me feel confident, beautiful and desired. I had sensed his passion in the firmness of his grip, and in the way his body had melded with mine. The sexual tension that emanated from him had been totally reciprocated within me.

      “If you insist,” I told him, and he grinned as pleasure spread a smile on his face. “But I warn you, I’ve never done this before,” I mumbled as he found the song he’d been looking for and flashed me a warm smile. “Sugar, I’m sure I’ll love it.”
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      Jude

      The surprise of my song choice was almost as shocking to Esther as me expecting her to dance. She looked alarmed and wagged her finger at me while the introduction to Christina Aguilera’s “Dirrty” began to play. “Who told you I danced to this last year?”

      My jaw dropped. “You did? What? No one, I had no idea. I just picked a song that was sexy.” Christina was crooning away to herself in the background while our conversation continued.

      “Okay, I can do this,” she mumbled shaking her arms out and rolling her head from side to side on her neck. Her tits jiggled while she did this and my hungry eyes honed in on those again for a moment. She began bouncing on her toes so fast from her nervous energy anyone would have thought she was about to take part in a cage fight.

      I beamed a smile because she looked fucking adorable, and my fingers curled into fists to stop myself from reaching out.

      “Right. Ready? I’m doing this,” she decided, sounding determined and brave.

      “Have at it, sugar,” I said, eager for her to get started. “I expect to be blown away now that I know you’ve gyrated to this tune before.”

      She giggled nervously again. “Oh, God,” she remarked, hiding her face in her hands. Her mortification was cute and I was glad to see it didn’t disarm her from the task at hand. “Anyone ever told you what an asshole you are?” she asked, sarcastically.

      “All the damn time,” I retorted and chuckled.

      “Start it again,” she muttered, waving an arm out and circling it in the direction of my cell phone. She stood with her legs apart and placed her hands on her hips. The powder-blue lace hipster panties she wore accentuated the curve of her hips and it struck me that Esther was no longer embarrassed by her nudity. Then again, being a dancer, she’d likely worn plenty of slinky outfits and shown her panties off before.

      “Get cracking, show me what you’ve got,” I poked as I settled back in the chair and pressed play.

      “Okay, but no touching at all for this,” she warned. Her reminder curbed my eagerness and made me wonder if I had indeed suggested this with the purpose of torturing myself. Suddenly my idea didn’t seem as appealing as it had when I’d suggested it.

      Within seconds of Esther beginning to dance, I realized why she had been given a scholarship to Julliard. She lived and breathed every beat of the music, interpreting each wave of the tempo and connecting the emotions to the lyrics through her physicality and expressions on her face. Moving sensually, she gyrated, undulated and rolled her hips, drop squatted while she spread her legs to tease me, closed them on the rise as her hands roamed sensually over her body and up into her hair.

      An instant thirst dried my throat and blood flooded my cock like a tidal wave in a heady rush. Carnal lust and more than a spark of heat, for the girl I’d denied myself for what had felt like forever, tightened my chest.

      Coming closer, Esther turned and with straight legs she bent forward in front of me, her hands on her ankles and wiggled her ass in her barely-there briefs, before tracing her finger tips up her legs. She slid her thumbs under the elastic of her panties at both sides of her ass and I shifted uncomfortably in my chair while my fingers itched to rip them clean off her body as Esther displayed a super confident side to her personality I’d never witnessed before.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered as I yearned to touch her, to claim her, to fucking devour her the moment she twerked her tight little ass in perfect time to the music.

      Of course, the booze had to have helped, but the way Esther completely gave herself to the performance with such a devastatingly, provocative routine, I found it hard to believe she didn’t like sex.

      The song finished and I slid forward in my chair.  My first instinct was to grab her ass and yank her down into my lap. “Come sit here,” I said patting my knees. Those three words wiped the smile from her face in a heartbeat, but she did as I asked.

      “Sugar, that was fucking sensational. I didn’t even look at your tits once. Your hips had me totally mesmerized and your ass is made for sin,” I remarked, and we both chuckled. “How did you feel while you were doing that?”

      “These are not tits, they’re girls and I felt empowered,” she remarked cockily without hesitation.

      “Good, because you’re in charge here. I’ve got enough experience to tread carefully— but I’m also a man with needs. My cock feels like it’s going to split its skin and ruin these fabulous boxer briefs I’m wearing.”

      “Thought rock stars didn’t wear underwear.”

      I chuckled. “We don’t usually, but I figured layers were necessary tonight if I got you alone.” Shifting forward a little more I took my weight and hers, then stood, walked to the bed and dropped her playfully onto her back.

      “Need more to drink? Because I’m about to kiss the fuck out of you and whatever else you’ll let me do, until you tell me to stop.”

      “No, I’m good,” she said, but her voice was quiet and I figured she was being brave.

      “Cool, then I’m considering us getting totally naked… but we’ll see.” I climbed on the bed, lay flat and rolled her on top of me. Her little body stiffened and I frowned. “Relax.” The reminder instantly made her frame sag and her body fit perfectly against mine. I sighed with this greater contact and when I looked into her beautiful gray eyes I saw no fear.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful,” I whispered and shook my head. It had been years since I’d felt nervous about treating a girl right, but those nerves were back in force to ensure I treated her how I imagined she’d like.

      “Kiss me,” I ordered when her gaze met mine and she eyed my lips, then licked her own before she looked back into my eyes. She drew closer and brushed my lips with hers. I immediately caught her bottom lip with my teeth and her body wriggled as a small whimper of need escaped her throat.

      “I got you,” I softly whispered when I felt her hold her breath. Sliding a hand over her neck, I gently cupped her throat from the side and ran my thumb down her pulse point. Instantly, I tuned into her heart beating rapidly beneath her skin.

      Esther breathed out with my reassurance and the cocktail of champagne on her breath, her citrus shampoo, whatever faint sexy perfume she wore and a little of her after her exertion of dancing for me, was an entirely intoxicating combination. I slid my free hand from the base of her back and up into her hair. She shivered and goosebumps spread over her skin. She felt perfect in my hands and I breathed hard to control my need for more.

      Pushing her head closer to mine, I deepened the kiss and demanded entrance to her mouth with my tongue and she let me explore inside. As the kiss grew more passionate, the pressure of her body became not nearly enough, so my hand trailed down her spine and I grabbed her ass. Instead of tensing, Esther squirmed against my hard cock and it took every cell in my body not to devour her. Desire burned deep in my core and flowed through my veins like molten lava.

      Gently I rolled her over until she was beneath me, spread her legs with my knee and settled between them. The tip of my cock pressed against her heat, but our underwear created a small barrier between us. I broke the kiss. “Are we okay?” I asked gauging the look in her eyes, but when she stared back with half hooded eyelids with heat in them, I knew we were on the right track. She nodded, so I continued to kiss her and began moving my hips in small movements back and forth, teasing her clit, and before long she wriggled hers in return.

      “Mm,” she moaned into my mouth and her fingers sensually sifted into my hair.

      “Good girl,” I praised as my mouth moved from hers to her jaw, her neck, between the valley of her breasts, then I circled a nipple with my tongue. Esther’s back instantly arched up for greater contact and she breathed, “Oh God.” So in tune to her needs I felt her body tremble under my touch when I closed my mouth around the first nipple and then the other. When she whispered, “Oh, Jude,” my heart raced in my chest as blood roared through my veins in my desperate need to devour her.

      I felt desperate to be inside her and taking things slowly was killing me, but Esther was worth it. Precum soaked my boxer briefs and my cock ached painfully still inside them, a feeling I had long forgotten as the fifteen-year-old in high school. That was the last time I’d tortured myself by making out like this. I prayed my attentive efforts with Esther would make all the delay between us worth it. Every muscle in my body was stretched tight from the sexual tension and the sheer effort not to push hard and take from her what I wanted.

      Esther’s body stiffened and her hands tightened in my hair, but she didn’t push me away when I shuffled down the bed, slid my hands under her ass and kissed her belly button. After a few moments she relaxed and I moved further south to her panty line. Her quick pulse winked visibly beneath the skin on her belly and when I cast a glance up at her face, her eyes were transfixed on me. She looked sexy as sin with a look of open fascination in her fuck-me stare despite her issue. “So fucking beautiful,” I confessed which earned me a smile.

      “Keep going?” I asked, seeking permission to shift things up a gear.

      She nodded and murmured, “Mm.”

      “Good if you’d said no my dick was gonna drop off,” I teased, and she chuckled nervously in return, but this died on her lips the moment I slid my finger under the leg of her panties and pulled the arousal soaked material to one side. My dick jumped at how turned on she was.

      My eyes fell to her swollen pussy. It glistened deliciously wet with desire. My heart accelerated at the sight as I dropped my head and lightly teased her seam with the tip of my tongue.

      “Sweet Jesus,” she gasped as she dug her shoulders in and arched her back in a sexy as fuck response before relaxing back on the bed again. When Esther spread her legs wider to give me greater access to her I eyed her carefully, ran my tongue from front to back and when another erotic low moan escaped her lips, I knew I was done.
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      Esther

      Seeing the flush of Jude’s cheeks, his eyes dark with desire stoked my confidence to act more boldly than I’d ever behaved in my life. Gone was the feeling of failure that I’d usually had with Devan when he began to explore my body.

      Watching Jude’s head between my legs drove me insane with want for more, unlike Devan’s half-hearted attempt at oral sex, which had felt sloppy and awkward. The sensation of Jude’s tongue between my seam, his exploration of my entrance and the way it flicked my clit, felt passionate and overwhelming. Jude made me feel as if what he did was as much for him as it was for me.

      Having his hot breath on my most sensitive flesh sent ripples of pleasure through my body in tiny currents, from my head to my toes, in wave after wave of thrills which liquidized my senses. Pulses of electricity caught my breath at random and fanned embers of desire I’d never felt before.

      Unlike the fear and mistrust I’d previously experienced, I had excited nerves of anticipation, as need obliterated my anxieties and my hunger for Jude to do more melted all negative thoughts away.

      Instead of the dread I’d normally experienced whenever Devan had wanted sex, I felt desperation for Jude to take whatever he wanted from me, to show me I was wrong to have those fears, but there was still a nagging belief I’d never meet the expectations of an experienced man like him. That, or he’d regret his decision afterward.

      When he lifted his head from between my legs he hovered above me. My juices smeared on his chin and he flashed me a heart-stopping smile. “You taste like Heaven, fucking delicious. But I always knew you would,” he whispered as he slipped his fingers along my pussy, flicked my clit and settled over my entrance. “I didn’t want to start this because I knew if I did, I’d never leave you alone afterward,” he admitted. My heart almost burst out of my chest at those words from his lips.

      “You’re so wet… slick,” he muttered his gaze transfixed with mine and a serious expression on his face like he was assessing my reactions. Gently he pushed a finger in and his dark gaze broke mine to study me, moving left and right, then up and down my face.

      Whatever he read in my eyes must have told him I trusted him because he pulled his finger back and re-entered with two. “That’s it, sugar. Feel good?”

      I nodded, relaxed and flopped my knees wide. He smiled. “Good girl,” he praised. “Esther, I’m going to make you feel so fucking good you’ll forget everything that’s happened before,” he promised in a low husky tone, thick with desire. His hungry eyes studied me again as he began finger fucking me at an agonizingly slow pace. I squirmed beneath him as my hands skimmed over his ripped muscles, explored his thick biceps and the steel-hard muscles on his back.

      “Is this making you feel good, Esther?” he asked as we both became enthralled by the lust swarming between us and his sexy stare that kept me captive while he licked my nectar from his lips.

      “God, yes,” I breathed as I broke eye contact and reached out for his briefs. Jude moved out of my reach, kissed my neck and nibbled my shoulder, setting off another cascade of pleasure rippling through my veins as his nectar drenched fingers moved in and out of me. Having Jude’s hands, mouth, teeth and tongue on me was all consuming. It never once occurred to me to feel afraid.

      “All good? Want more, sugar?” he murmured as he moved between my legs again, his mouth on my sex and he grazed my clit with his teeth.

      “More,” I repeated huskily, with an ache in my core that what he was doing wasn’t enough.

      “Tell me what you need,” he coaxed in a tone gruff with seduction.

      “You… I need you,” I pleaded. A pained whimper left my mouth from the loss of his fingers when he removed them from my entrance.

      Moments later I fell into a world of sensations that drained all thoughts from my mind when Jude’s gentle ministrations changed focus and he began eating me out. Suddenly it wasn’t the tentative strokes of his tongue like before, instead his attention was hungry and devouring. Within seconds I felt my orgasm build from the base of my spine and it crept up through my body, until it erupted in a burst of white light behind my eyelids as mind melting waves of pleasure pulsed relentlessly and screams of passion filled the air all around me.

      Jude held me firmly in place, his hold vicelike as he made me ride out the heady sensations of ecstasy unfurling through my body. As the last of the sensations ebbed, he continued to kiss my sex slowly until all the repetitive spasms of pleasure within me had calmed.

      “Damn, you taste incredible… look incredible,” he said as he got off the bed and shoved his boxers down to the floor. His cock sprang free and he glanced down at himself before he looked up at me.

      “Just need to clean up a little,” he remarked sheepishly and strode into the bathroom.

      My bones felt as if they’d dissolved under my skin and I lay there looking in the direction of the bathroom considering how unbelievable my life had been since I’d reconnected with Jude again. As I lay there deep in thought he came back slowly pumping his thick, hard cock and climbed onto the bed.

      I swallowed hard and he heard it. His eyes instantly assessed me again.

      “We’re not gonna do anything you’re not comfortable with,” he said in reassurance. He tilted my chin and took my mouth in a slow, sensual kiss that quickly became another tangle of tongues and hot breathy moans.

      “How am I doing?” he asked when he pulled back leaving us both slightly breathless.

      I shook my head. “You’re amazing,” I whispered, leaned toward him and brushed my lips against his.

      “As are you,” he remarked and he quickly rolled me over on top of him again.  He immediately ground his hips against my belly and my chest tightened at how desperate that movement felt.

      “Fuck, my dick feels like it’s gonna burst looking at you with your face flushed with that fabulous after-come glow. He reached up and took one of my breasts in each hand, grazed his thumbs over my nipples, stretched over and took one in his mouth.

      With his hands busy on me again I tried to reach down for his cock.

      “No, Esther, don’t. I’ll come,” he barked, sternly. Ignoring him, I positioned his cock along the seam of my bare pussy and sat on the length of it.

      “Fuck that feels amazing,” Jude said, huskily. He grabbed my hips and began moving me up and down it. “Oh. My. God, do you hear that,” he said as the squelching sound from my juices became audible lubrication. I became frustrated and began undulating faster, enjoying the skin on skin feel of his hard erection against my soft wet folds.

      “Tell me what you need,” he coaxed his eyes assessing my face, warily again. The frustration in his face told me he needed more than I was offering right then.

      “Do you have condoms?” I asked cautiously.

      “We don’t need…” he began.

      I placed my fingers on his lips. “I want to. God, I want you, Jude.”

      “Want or need?”

      “Need, I need you inside me,” I blurted.

      “Whoa, are you sure?” he asked in response to my demanding tone as I continued to wriggle above him.

      “Yes,” I breathed and right then, I figured I’d never needed anything more.

      “Above or beneath me?”

      “Like this?” I asked, preferring at least to be in charge in the first instance.

      “You got it,” he said. “Can you reach my jeans?”

      “Oh, fuck,” he groaned and attempted to grab me when I slipped off his cock and scrambled down to the end of the bed.

      “Ow,” I cried out when he sat up and spanked my ass as I fished in his pockets. He grinned with a wicked glint in his eyes when I held up the gold foil condom packet I’d retrieved and teased him with it for spanking me.

      He gestured for me to throw it at him. I did, and as I crawled back up toward him, he opened it, rolled the latex down to his root and readjusted himself on the bed. “Come here,” he demanded, waving me into his arms. His voice sounded gritty as he helped position me astride him again.

      “I need to kiss you again,” he said as he wrapped his strong arms around my body, pulled me forward onto his chest and took my mouth in a deep, soul searching kiss that melted my brain. As his tongue tangled with mine his hand slid down my back, under my butt and sought my clit before his fingers explored my entrance again.

      “Mm,” I moaned into his mouth when a pang of desire made fresh arousal gush onto his fingers. He growled at the slickness of it as he smeared it in lazy circles all over my sex.

      “Tell me again you want me inside you,” he muttered in a voice laced with pained restraint and frustration.

      “I do,” I said with no doubt in my mind.

      “Say it, I need the words, Esther.”

      “I want you inside me,” I mumbled and wriggled against his fingers because they’d stopped moving.

      “Again. Say it louder,” he demanded.

      “Please, Jude, I need you inside me now,” I heard myself say in desperation.

      “That’s my girl,” he said, sounding relieved.
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      Jude

      As I positioned Esther over my cock, her pussy felt soaked and ready for me. My desire to be inside her became urgent and desperate when I stroked my tip through her wetness and heard the slurping sound of the condom against her drenched entrance.

      “Take me as slow as you like,” I muttered as I guided my cock and nudged the tip barely inside. I placed my hands on her hips, took her weight and gave her the lead to set the pace.

      “Oh, God, Jude,” Esther groaned, tensing and jerking back for a second before she forced herself to relax.

      “Breathe, sugar,” I coaxed, and she smiled nervously. Easing herself down she took me in a little further. I knew for sure then that she wouldn’t back down. It was right then that she confirmed this when she sank down in one long glide and I bottomed out.

      “Fuck,” I muttered because she felt so tight, so wet, such a perfect fit as she stretched around my cock. Esther’s breath hitched and she stilled when our bodies completely joined together, and her eyes fluttered closed.

      “Open your eyes,” I demanded, and they sprung open, startled by my demand. “Relax and breathe,” I coaxed again, and she flashed me another nervous smile. “Am I hurting you?” I asked, wary.

      “No, it feels great,” she replied, and flushed pink as lust snared me in her gorgeous gaze.

      Encouraged by her words I smiled. “Sugar, if you think this is great, I’m about to blow your mind,” I replied, playfully. She smiled wider the moment I began guiding her hips gently back and forth on my body. My cock slid a little way in and out from the angle she sat at. Going slow felt excruciating when all my body screamed for was permission to fuck her hard.

      A frown appeared beneath Esther’s brows, and I figured she was into it when this expression morphed into one etched with pure pleasure and half-closed eyelids.

      “Oh, mm,” she moaned as the pace she had set began to appear not enough.

      “Does that feel good?” I asked, desperate to go faster, but knowing I shouldn’t right then.

      “Good,” she said her eyes locking with mine “It feels great,” she added in a coy whisper.

      Spurred on further I began rocking her hips faster and recognized the second she fell under my command. “Oh, God, Jude, yes,” she moaned as all tension left her body and she gave herself up to the sensations I teased out in her. Her eyes closed again but this time she rocked faster on her own, her face taking on a new expression of frustration, her teeth blanching her bottom lip and I knew she was getting close.

      “Okay, sugar,” I soothed as I flipped her onto her back and took control of her. I fucked her faster, but not harder and not too deep as I strained desperately to not unleash the raw adrenaline in my need. My restraint felt almost unbearable, but less than a minute after I took the reins, her pussy walls clamped down, her body went rigid, and her limbs began to tremble.

      “Oh, Jude,” she screamed shakily, as her body shook in rhythmic spasms of complete surrender. Esther gave herself over to me completely, and as she came around me, I leaned in and kissed her to swallow her screams. Lost in the moment, she bit my tongue and gouged skin from my back with her long fingernails.

      My dick felt like it had been clamped in a vice when she fell apart and it pushed me over the edge. No matter how hard I tried to breathe even I couldn’t stem my own release. Watching her writhe in ecstasy and milking me hard from within made my balls tighten instantly and I gave myself up to the pleasurable waves of euphoria.

      “Wow,” she said quietly as I collapsed on top of her and buried my face in her neck. Her skin was deliciously tacky from her exertion. I chuckled and licked her neck. “Jude,” she said, not to gain my attention but just to say my name.

      I lifted my head and studied her for a moment because I’d waited years for this moment and it was a beautiful start to our future. When I’d invited her into my room, I hadn’t expect miracles and I didn’t expect to get as far as we did. Now, I couldn’t wait to explore and teach her more.

      “I’ve never … I’m—sex was never like that with Devan.”

      “Sugar, that’s only the beginning. Wait until you learn some of the tricks I have to teach you,” I warned, and she grinned.

      “I never knew it could be like that. God, I’d have been doing that every day,” she said, and I laughed. She turned to look at me. “Shit, you’re bleeding,” she blurted, alarmed, her gorgeous bright eyes concerned. She reached up and touched my mouth. “Jesus, did I do that to you?” she muttered with a deep crease between her eyes.

      I dabbed my lip, but with the metallic taste of blood in my mouth, I hadn’t needed a visual. “It’s fine, I’ve had worse,” I joked, as I pulled out of her, rolled onto my back beside her and slid the condom off. I tied it off and dropped it onto the floor as my heartbeat slowed to a normal pace in my chest. “So does that mean you want to do that again with me sometime?”

      When she didn’t answer I turned to look at her and her flushed face instantly looked bashful. “No …” she replied, with a small smile on her lips.

      “No?” I asked, confused. I narrowed my eyes in our gaze and I wondered what she was thinking.

      “No, I don’t want to do that again sometime with you, I want to do that all the time with you.”

      I chuckled and a grin spread on my face. “You know how close you came to sending me to the ER with my dick? It almost broke when you did that dance for me, if you hadn’t let me inside you tonight, I would have seriously considered a hospital visit for a downer of some kind,” I teased.

      We laughed until our gaze grew serious again and another silent stare grew intense between us. “You’re so fucking beautiful,” I whispered, and I cupped her cheek as I took in her pretty face.

      “I’m…” she stopped and her eyes ticked over my face as she took me in.

      “Speechless?” I asked when she didn’t say anything else.

      She chuckled. “Yeah, I suppose. I mean never in my wildest imagination …” She paused again and searched for words. “I didn’t think we’d ever …”

      I smiled and my eyes softened. “Me neither. I mean I wanted to—more than you know. I just didn’t want to fuck up your life,” I said, honestly.

      “You won’t, I trust you,” she muttered. “I won’t let you. And I know I couldn’t feel how that felt, unless it’s with you. Only you could do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Make me forget myself, you know … surrender how I did?”

      “I don’t know whether to be elated or petrified by that statement,” I confessed as I slid my hand from her cheek to her head and pulled it toward me. I pressed a kiss to her forehead and she pulled back a little to look at me. Her eyes ticked over my features, left and right, up and down until they landed on my lips. A second later she sighed and stared back into my eyes.

      “You don’t have to be with me. I know what we said, but…”

      “Sugar, I do, because I want to be here. I don’t do anything I don’t want to do. This thing we’ve got going on? I’ve been fighting against it since about two months after I met you. Guess I’m tired of fighting.”

      “This is the last thing I expected to happen. You were my fantasy growing up and I’m still a little mortified that I confessed about not liking sex.”

      “Maybe you told me because you knew I’d take care of you,” I responded without thinking.

      “By fucking me?” she asked and chuckled when our thoughts went down the same road.

      I winced and chuckled as well. “No, I meant you felt safe enough with me to tell me.”

      “That’s true. And I really do trust you, Jude. I probably trust you the most. But it scares me because I know I’m not enough. As amazing as how you were with me, and despite how inexperienced I am, I can’t help feeling you didn’t give all of yourself to me.”

      I lay for a minute staring at the ceiling in silence, stroking my chest in thought and turned to gaze at her again. “I won’t insult you by lying about holding back, but I’m not here out of some fucked up obligation. And that most definitely wasn’t a pity fuck, Esther. I couldn’t have come as hard as I did if I wasn’t into what we did.”

      “Thanks for saying that, but I know I’m not an exciting, experienced lover. And I get that you need that,” she said, bravely.

      I chuckled because she was wrong. “Who says you’re not enough? I’ve never said that. On the contrary, most of those other women I’ve been with only wanted my body, my status, or my fame. That’s why I’ve never invested in them. I’ve had those kinds of women up to my eyeballs and what I see in you is refreshing. You don’t play games— fuck I don’t comprehend if you even know how.

      “I don’t. I wouldn’t know where to start to manipulate people.”

      As I sifted my hands through her long silky hair, her words tugged at my heartstrings because I knew despite all my protestations over the years, I guessed I was falling hard for her. “I know what I said before, about not wanting a family and kids, a house and all the trappings of domesticity,” I began. “All that is true about me, Esther.”

      A cloud of disappointment passed over her eyes and she nodded. “I know.”

      I brushed a few strands of hair away from her face and gave her a smile. “I’m not ready to take care of a whole bunch of people and material stuff, but I think I’m finally ready to do this with you.”

      “To do what?” she asked with a smile in her voice that matched the one on her face.

      “Fall in love, say romantic shit, try to be what you need?”

      “You are?” she asked her grin so wide she showed most of her teeth.

      “Yeah, if that’s what you want, I’m all in. That thing you said about you wanting a career too, it’s made me sit up and take notice. It reminded me this is a two way street. You’ll have as much of an unsettled lifestyle as I have and we’ll both need to work at making time for one another. I think what bothers me most about being with you is that I’d hate to hurt you, and things could get messy with Levi.”

      “If it didn’t work out at least we’d have tried, and I’d still be around because Levi is my brother. I could never hate you, Jude, no matter what. But …” she bit her lip, and her eyes grew sad. “I don’t want to be in a relationship with you like Keela and Levi had.”

      “Good, because I’d never fuck around on a girl I committed to,” I replied honestly. “And by the same token, I don’t expect my girl to do that to me.” She smiled again, and I swear this time the sun shone in that dimly lit room until her face grew serious again at another thought.

      “What about when you’re on tour and I’m working somewhere else.”

      “Where?” I enquired.

      “I don’t know. Broadway, London?” She shrugged. “As a dancer I may get contracted to a cruise liner based anywhere in the world or tour with a dance troupe… even as part of a tour with another music artist.”

      “Sounds depressing to me. Not the traditional love story and it’ll feel harsh for us both at times, but it’ll give us both room to grow. We’ll only ever be a plane ride away, and if we reach a point where we both need more, we can deal with that when it happens,” I reassured her. Even as I considered my words I guessed we’d both want more sooner rather than later.

      “You really want to do this?” she asked, sitting up and looking excited.

      “I do. But being in a long distance relationship won’t be easy. It’ll require trust. Fuck I know this from the slim time I get to spend with Bailey.”

      “I already trust you, and I’m confident that behind that broody, moody exterior of yours, there’s a man who will try his best not to let me down. And if I can secure work in New York, I’d be able to see you more during your visits to Bailey, and I’d only be a plane ride from anywhere else in the US from there.”

      “What happens when you see images of me partying and women hanging around me? You’ve seen how photographs and rumors can stir up shit.”

      “I’d see a man doing his job because without trust we wouldn’t have anything. However, I demand your respect and complete honesty, Jude. If you ever felt something for someone else, I’d want you to tell me. The last thing I’d want to be is on the outside of a secret everyone else is keeping from me.”

      “That will never happen,” I replied with conviction.

      Her face brightened when I agreed. “By the way, us dancers have groupies as well you know. You’re going to need to tolerate my male dancers, with their perfectly toned bodies, handling me, dancing close, then there’s the lifts where their hands grip my thighs—”

      “Fuck, now you tell me,” I said with a wave of envy and dark frustration at the thought.

      I slipped my hand in hers, kissed it, settled it on my chest and sighed.

      “So, despite the shit I’m gonna get about robbing the cradle, we’re doing this then?”

      “Yes, uncle,” she said playfully, and I scowled at her. “Kidding,” she giggled and sighed again. “Can you pinch me? Jude Collymore says I’m his …” she trailed off and frowned. “What am I?”

      “You’re my girl,” I replied instantly.

      Esther blinked. “Huh,” she mused. “Can you say that again?”

      “You’re mine,” I said, and I felt amazed at how good my declaration sounded.

      She beamed a smile, bent forward and gave me a peck on the lips. “Excuse me one second,” she said holding up a finger. Lifting a pillow, she stuffed it over her face and screamed into it, wiggling her legs excitedly as she did this.

      I chuckled. “Okay, that is the last of your fangirl routine, because this shit is about to get serious. Having sex and deciding to be together are the easy parts of our equation. The next is to work out a schedule of when we can actually spend time together and how we smooth this shitshow out with your brother.”
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      “Boss, Levi’s looking for you,” Bodhi said. His comment dragged me out of a heavy sleep and I squinted toward him standing in my open hotel room doorway.

      Esther lifted her head and looked past me, dropped her head back to the mattress and groaned. “Busted,” she mumbled.

      “Sorry, I didn’t think you were still with anyone,” Bodhi added, apologetically.

      I sighed and scrubbed my hand down my face. “Maybe you need to knock in future?” When he lifted a brow in question, I figured I’d never asked him to do this before.

      “Where is he?” I asked about Levi.

      “Having a hangover cure in his room,” he advised.

      “Is he up, dressed?”

      “Naked as the day he was born, nursing his head in the event it might fall off his shoulders, crashing from his high—his usual post party state,” Bodhi replied.

      “What time is it?”

      “Almost 10:00 a.m. Doesn’t appear like anyone else has surfaced yet. Breakfast in the restaurant is gonna turn into brunch for the clientele, the concierge figures.”

      “Right, tell him to be in the restaurant in an hour and get his ass in the shower. Thankfully, we don’t have a shit show to clear up, mainly due to your diligence of his whereabouts last night. He owes you a bonus for saving his ass.”

      “All in a day’s work when you protect a musician,” he replied in a flat tone.

      “It isn’t your job to stop him from fucking another rock star’s wife,” I reminded him.

      “What rock star’s wife? Who was it?” Esther mumbled, stirring behind me, and taking greater interest in our conversation.

      “The less you know the better. I’m not one for naming names and causing rumors that get people beaten,” I replied, firmly. Esther harrumphed and tossed her body in the other direction in the bed.

      “Give us an hour,” I told him right as Esther’s small hand reached back and circled my morning wood. “And a half … we need a shower and stuff,” I amended, slipping my hand under the covers and circling her hand with mine to stop her from doing much else.

      Bodhi shook his head and began closing the door. “I wanna be a fly on the wall when you explain this one, boss.” The door snapped shut behind him. “Smug motherfucker,” I muttered, before tugging on Esther’s shoulder to pull her back over to face me.
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      My second breakfast of the day began at 11:15 a.m. in the VIP restaurant, my first being a delicious round of oral sex with Esther. She may have been inexperienced in fucking, but I found out to my delight, my girl gave brilliant head. Although, I did feel a little freaked out and cracked up laughing when she explained Lindy, her nymphomaniac, high school friend had taught her. It freaked me out even more that I had a mind to thank Lindy for her specific attention to detail.

      “Looks like someone got laid last night at least,” Levi remarked, hugging a tiny espresso cup to his chest. I noted that Bodhi had acted on my instructions and Levi had showered because his hair was still wet.

      “That was some stunt you almost pulled last night,” I muttered quietly as I sat in the seat across from him. Esther stood hugging herself for a moment then jerked her thumb in the direction of some large jugs of juices.

      “I’m just going to get some OJ, does anyone else want one?”

      “I need a large Bloody Mary,” Levi mumbled. “And another two of these,” he said holding up the cup. Esther ignored him and wandered over to the table about ten feet away from us.

      “Thanks for taking care of Esther last night,” he muttered, and Bodhi coughed behind me. I said nothing but glanced over toward his sister. When I saw how pink her cheeks were, I knew she had heard him.

      “Yeah, about that,” I began and looked up at Esther again. She shook her head vigorously and I laughed.

      “What the fuck is so funny?” Levi asked. “Did you drop an upper last night?”

      “Me? Nope, in fact I didn’t even have that much to drink, hence the clear head this morning.”

      “Well, aren’t you the fucking saint? Last night was Keela’s fault,” he protested, apportioning blame for his unsavory choice of hook-up.

      “Keela’s? Dude she hasn’t been with you for a while now.”

      “Yeah, but if she’d been here …”

      “Bullshit, Levi. If she’d been here, you’d have sent her to your room with Bodhi, like you always did when you smelled fresh pussy in the distance.”

      Levi scowled and was about to say something else when a server appeared with a large Bloody Mary, he’d obviously asked for before we arrived.

      “You need to get yourself in order, dude. You’re starting to behave like Joe on alcohol.”

      He had been about take a drink when he stopped it midway to his mouth. “Seriously? I’m that bad?” He eyed the glass in his hand and set it on the table.

      “Getting there. I’m worried about you. It’s sad to see you so dissatisfied with life. What’s going on in there?”

      He shrugged. “Something’s missing.”

      “Keela?”

      “Nah, I’m done with her.”

      “She was a nice girl, but my advice to you would be that you’ll never be happy in a relationship if you’re playing away somewhere else.”

      “My problem is I fall in love too easily,” he muttered.

      “Maybe you’re falling in love with the wrong people. You think you want an open relationship but when you were with Siranne you couldn’t accept it when she slept with other people. How you felt about that is how you made Keela feel during the time you were with her. The girl tried to accept you not being faithful because she loved you, but you hurt her, Levi. You kept telling me you loved her, but then you’d twist the knife when you chased other skirts and humiliated her by sending her home while you did it.”

      “Says the guy who won’t commit,” he replied, dryly.

      My eyes met Esther’s over the table, and I cleared my throat. “About that,” I began and he shifted in his chair.

      “About that?” he repeated, sarcastically.

      “Esther and I are together,” I declared.

      “Together?” he scoffed. “You fucked my sister, you mean? What is she the flavor of the month?”

      “Levi!” Esther exclaimed in an indignant tone as the sound of her chair scaped back and she stood, her face was flushed and furious. “You’re a pig.”

      “Sit down, sugar,” I said, calmly. Esther slid back into her chair, but she was far from happy with me for telling her to do so. I took her hand and lifted it to my lips. “You were right all along, Levi. I should never have promised I wouldn’t touch her. God knows how hard I fought the feelings I had for her,” I confessed, and she gave me a soft smile. “But we have agreed this won’t be easy.”

      “What? You think I’m surprised about this? This was never a question of if, it was only a question of when with you two.” Relief flooded through me when his tone sounded resigned as he reached out and lifted his Bloody Mary. He downed it in one, shuddered and gasped. His action disappointed me. I’d thought for a hot minute he would pass on the drink because I’d spoken my mind, and compared his behavior to our ex-bandmate, Joe’s.
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      “How the fuck do you look this pretty at this time of the morning?” Rick asked as he slapped my back, bent down and licked my cheek.

      “Get the fuck off me.” I scoffed. “I’ve no idea where you’ve been,” I joked as I wiped my face with my napkin.

      “Ask these two, they know exactly where I’ve been,” he shot back, pointing at Lennie from XrAid and Coral, his partners. “And what do we have here? A rose between two thorns,” he said answering his own question regarding Esther. My girl’s cheeks flushed pink and she stole a nervous glance at me as Rick rounded the table to get beside her.

      “You lick her face, you’ll be cradling your balls in your hands for the rest of the day,” I warned.

      “Oh, now you’re sounding even more territorial than you did last night at the party,” he replied. He lifted Esther’s hand. “Morning, sweetheart,” he said on his best behavior.

      “With good reason,” Levi responded in regard to Rick’s comment.

      “Hm, have you been doing the dirty with your buddy’s little sister?” Rick asked as he wagged a finger at me and flashed me a wicked grin. Knowing him I figured he was getting a kick out of fucking with both Levi and me.

      “A gentleman never tells, Rick,” I responded in an amused tone and winked at Esther. She dropped her gaze to her hands clearly embarrassed. “But I understand if that’s not a concept you are familiar with.”

      “I’ve yet to meet the woman who wants a gentleman between the sheets,” he shot back with a devilish grin.

      “Oh, he’s no gentleman when it counts,” I heard Esther say. My eyes shot to hers, surprised she had that comeback in her to someone like Rick.

      Levi banged his hand on the table, bouncing the cutlery around. “Enough, Rick. I’m not in the mood to be fucked with this morning,” Levi warned.

      “But you were last night, right? And I’m guessing that cranky ol’ ass is due to the fact you didn’t get laid. I heard a whisper that your sneaky plan had been interrupted. You got a great friend here to have your back the way he did.” He said pointing at me. “Even if he is fucking your little sister.”

      “Oye, I’m not listening to this. As much as I like you, Rick, I won’t allow you to insult my girl like this. And you’re right. I do have his back and as much as I enjoy banter like the next guy, I won’t sit here and allow you to make my girl or her brother uncomfortable so that you can cream your pants getting off at their expense.”

      “Rick, I think you’ve made your point,” Lennie interjected when he saw my jaw tick and sensed I’d lost my sense of humor.

      “Yeah, I have. No hard feelings … except for Levi, I’m guessing. You must be feeling pretty hard up this morning.”

      “Rick, I could say the same of Aaron’s wife. I wonder how you’d feel if I appear at your table when Aaron’s wife turns up and I decide to fuck with her the way you’re fucking with Levi,” I argued.

      “You were going to screw Aaron Chamber’s wife?” Esther asked full of disbelief.

      “And there you have it,” Rick said smugly, waving a hand at Levi. “Better pray Aaron doesn’t get wind of this, or old lover boy here will be learning to sing without that pretty mouth full of those pearly white teeth he has there.”

      “Move, Rick. We talked about this,” Lennie warned. “Jude’s right. Levi was stoned off his face, and so was Elisia. It was Aaron’s room she took him to and I saw the whole thing go down. If anyone was the lead in hooking up, Elisia was more in charge of the situation than Levi was.”

      “Aaron’s my bandmate,” Rick explained. “Just having his back, like Jude’s having Levi’s.” He clapped my back. “No beef with you, Jude, it’s all good,” he said as he wandered toward Lily and Alfie who had entered the restaurant.

      “Sorry, Levi,” Lennie offered. “You were so far gone. It wasn’t entirely your fault.” He clapped my buddy’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. “I’m sure this will all blow over. The only other person who saw what happened was Jed, Rick’s bodyguard. He had been about to intervene when Jude and your guy over there showed up.”

      Without saying anything else, he slipped his hand into Coral’s, the gorgeous girl he and Rick lived with, then went over to join Rick and the others at their table.

      “Time we left,” I muttered and stood from the table. Normally, Levi would have argued with me, but he didn’t need to be told how pissed I was. I felt sure he could read that on my face.
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      “I’m gonna check out for a while,” Levi said as we lay around the pool at his house that afternoon.

      “Yeah? Where are you headed?” I asked, concerned. He’d been in a reflective mood since we’d arrived back from Key West. I had expected more of a lecture from him regarding Esther, but I reckoned his near miss at the party and Rick’s confrontation had shaken him. I’d always said Bodhi was worth his weight in gold to us, and in this instance, he’d proven how valuable of an asset he was to the band once again.

      “Beachside,” he answered in a flat tone.

      I immediately sat up and took off my shades. “Rehab?”

      “Yeah, I’m past due time to deal with some of my shit.”

      “Why Beachside?”

      “It’s local to you and we have a few months on our hands until the next tour starts. Apart from shooting up to New York to see Bailey, you’ll be around to keep me in the loop.”

      Esther’s cell phone rang, and I flashed her a look toward the patio doors for her to take her call somewhere else. Taking my cue she stood, wandered quickly inside and hit the call answer button. “Hello …” I didn’t hear anything else and focused back on Levi again.

      “So Beachside,” I nodded. “I can’t argue with you, Levi. Since your split with Siranne you’ve slowly been taking a nosedive.”

      “It isn’t just her, or Keela, the booze, drugs or whatever. I have dark thoughts, angry feelings about my dad, what happened to my mom …” he shrugged. “And all the shit I found out about Esther.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That I had a sister. My dad was so fucked up.”

      “Right,” I replied. I felt relieved because I thought he’d meant there was other stuff that had come to light.

      “You are gonna take care of her, aren’t you, Jude?”

      “I am,” I agreed.

      “She can’t be one of your little lust filled crushes that peters out when you get bored,” he warned.

      “Believe me, she’s not. I know I promised I wouldn’t touch her, but the heart wants what it wants. She’s young, I’m well aware of that, but she’s not the dramatic type that can’t see reason. I’ve fallen for her and I think you’re gonna tell me that was fast, but it really isn’t.”

      “Then I’m not sure how this is gonna work. What about her dancing?” he probed.

      “She’s still going to pursue her career. Alfie and Lily made it work for them and they’re still going strong. If they can do it, then there’s hope for us,” I said.

      “Fuck me, what happened to my buddy?” Levi joked. “Are you whipped?”

      I drew in a breath and let out a long sigh. “Perhaps Esther’s the reason I’ve been so restless these past few years. Maybe I was waiting for her after all.”

      Levi nodded and I could see my answer appeased him. “Then I’m happy for you both, but don’t fuck it up. I suppose if she had to pick a dirty rock star, it would have to be you.”

      “Thanks … I think.” We both chuckled. “We’re not gonna rub this in your face. I figure it’ll feel weird for a while, but I want to try to make this work,” I insisted again.

      “Guess what?” Esther said rushing through the patio door. She gave us a silent scream and ran on the spot.

      “You can’t be pregnant, he hasn’t been here long enough,” Levi drawled.

      “I just got a call back for a principal dancer understudy role in a long running Broadway show.”

      My heart stuttered, excited for her and angst filled in equal measure, but I smiled because at least she’d be in New York. I wasn’t ready to be apart from her yet, however, I figured I’d make my base up there for the next few months and fly back and forth to Florida to visit Levi and my family.

      I rose from my lounger and hugged her tight. “Sugar, that’s amazing news. When is it?”

      “The day after tomorrow.”

      “Wow, that quick?” I felt gutted we had no more time to get to know one another before we spent time apart.

      “What’s the plan for Beachside?” I asked Levi, addressing the conversation we’d been having before.

      “I’m going as soon as I can get up there. I was thinking of flying up tonight.” My heart swelled with love for my brave friend who had decided to face his demons, and I was relieved that he’d accepted if he wanted to do better, he had to take care of himself.

      “Where are you going?” Esther asked, her eyes wide with curiosity.

      “Beachside,” he muttered, stood and wandered over beside her. “Jude’s gonna take care of you,” he said. “He gave me his word and I figure he aims to keep it.”

      Esther smiled, her eyes softening when she looked at me before she glanced back at her brother. “Beachside? Is that some hedonistic retreat or something?” she asked.

      “Something like that, but without the booze, the drugs and the pussy.” She scrunched her nose and squinted back at me for clarification as Levi took off inside.

      “Levi’s going to rehab, sugar, and I have to say I’m delighted.”

      “Rehab?” she asked as her eyes brimmed with tears. “Trust me, it’s a good thing. None of us want anything to happen to Levi and from the hard decision he’s made, sounds like neither does he.”
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      It was almost 6:00 a.m. the following day when Esther and I fell into bed in New York. We’d been up all night between transfers from Key Largo to West Palm Beach, me dropping Esther at my parents and escorting Levi to the rehabilitation center. I felt proud of my buddy who looked resolute when he walked into the reception.

      When the staff told him the regime they wanted to start Levi off with meant no visitors for the first three weeks, I choked. I’d expected him to protest but when he looked so accepting and nodded, I understood better his need to do this. I’d already identified how Levi’s dark moods really screwed with his ability to commit to one person, and how the results of this had also set him on a path to self-destruction.

      Sliding into my car with a lump in my throat, I fought back tears as I considered the likely alternative outcomes, such as alcoholism or worse for Levi, if he hadn’t recognized the changes in himself and decided to get help. I couldn’t bear to think about it further, so I sucked in a breath and reasoned how brave he had been to take that first step back to the cool, happy person he should be.

      “Can I have a hug?” Esther asked as she gazed up at me with red rimmed eyes.

      “You don’t need to ask,” I muttered as I climbed into bed naked and wrapped my arms around her. I inhaled her scent, shifted her long hair to one side and pressed a kiss to her shoulder. “Levi’s gonna be better for being in there, sugar. No one has told him to do this, he’s decided this on his own. And you know what they say, it doesn’t matter how much you try to help someone, they’ve got to want to help themselves.”

      “Yeah. But still,” she said her voice warbling as fresh tears threatened to fall. “You’re tired and it’s an emotional time. Get some sleep, you got a big day tomorrow and you need to be in top form. Let the experts in the rehab center do what they do best, and hopefully when we get Levi back home, he’ll feel better.”

      “How come you’re so wise?” she mumbled.

      I pushed her away just enough to see her face. “I’m not wise, sugar. I’ve just learned to accept shit happens.”

      “Right, but I love the way you handle things, all matter of factly and calmly.”

      “Is that right? Well, we’ll see if you still feel that when you’ve been around this cranky old ass enough times when I’m tired, bored and hungry.”

      “Hungry? Are you hungry now?” she asked.

      “Only for you, sugar,” I said pulling her closer to my chest. Holding her body next to mine felt enticing, but our first time together had been slow and tentative, and I’d wanted the next time to be at my pace. However, I felt bone tired from the emotional toll of leaving my buddy at the mercy of others and suspecting he’d face a lot of pain before he came out the other side. “But we need to sleep.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Soft lips brushed mine and drew me from sleep. “Hey,” Esther mumbled with a smile when I opened my eyes. I pulled her tight, snuggled her head under my chin and sighed.

      “Morning,” I mumbled.

      She shifted in my arms and brushed my hair from my face. “We have a day.”

      “A day?” I asked. I frowned puzzled.

      “You’re not seeing Bailey until 4:00 p.m. right? And I’ll be heading to meet Bruce at the dance studio while you do that.”

      “Are you sure Bruce is a dancer? Sounds more like a forester or a builder with a name like that.”

      Esther chuckled. “He’s an amazing dancer. He anticipates my movements so well and his timing—argh,” she yelled when I flipped her beneath me and settled between her legs. My cock nudged her entrance and her eyes darkened as her pupils blew wide.

      “Whoa, no man has better timing than this one. I’m a drummer, it’s my job to anticipate other peoples’ actions.”

      “Are you jealous of Bruce?”

      “Should I be?” I asked with a raised brow. In theory, I thought I wouldn’t be, given it was her job, but how did a guy feel when he was handling someone as gorgeous as Esther. Suddenly, Bruce was up there with gynaecologists and I wondered how I would handle the prospect of my girl getting groped day in and day out.

      “He’s been my dance partner for the best part of two years during duet pieces at Julliard.”

      “And how did Devan feel about that?”

      “Pissed and inferior, I suppose.”

      “Inferior?” Her response intrigued me because Devan was a great looking guy.

      She nodded. “Bruce is… dreamy to look at I suppose. The girls go wild for him.”

      “What about this girl?” I asked and felt my eyes narrow as I studied her response.

      “He’s not Jude Collymore,” she replied, and I immediately smiled.

      “You have a one track mind about me, eh?”

      “I do. The first day I met Bruce, he asked me out.” My arms stiffened around her when she disclosed this. “But, he’s one of those guys like Levi, full of charm, full of charisma, but not the steady boyfriend type.”

      “And I am,” I remarked, dryly.

      She snickered. “I have high hopes for you.”

      Her response raised a small smile from me. “So, you said no even though you were attracted to him?” My molars began to ache that this guy she’d known for a long time might wear her down if we do the long distance thing.

      “No, I’m attracted to how he dances. He makes a great dance partner.”

      “Not sure how I feel about a guy that is hot for my girl putting his hands—”

      “Stop it. Bruce is in a long term relationship now and he dotes on Rachel, so you don’t need to worry. Besides, trust, remember?”

      “What time will you be finished at the studio?”

      “About 8:00 p.m. I don’t want to push it before tomorrow, but Bruce is going to partner with me in the duet I must dance for the audition.”

      “You gotta dance with a dude you don’t know at the audition, for the part?”

      “Kind of, I mean I danced with him once already when I went through the last audition. I’m one of three shortlisted for the second audition. I imagine one of us may get the part, but I’d get to join the cast and be the principal understudy as well.”

      I cradled her head between my hands. “Can I come and watch you dance for a bit?”

      “At the audition? God, no,” she replied and threw her head back laughing.

      “No, tonight. Bailey goes to bed at 7:00 p.m. I could come to the studio and watch for the last half hour.”

      She considered my request and searched my face. “You really want to do that?”

      “Sure, after the other night—”

      She blushed again. “It’s not that type of dance. It’s a dance and acting role.”

      “Acting as well?”

      “Sure, I did both at Julliard, but I mainly wanted to dance. It was Lindy that persuaded me to audition and I went along for the experience, not thinking I’d actually get a look in.”

      “So Bruce is going t … practice with you?” I asked, bluntly.

      “I believe you’re jealous, Jude Collymore.”

      “Not jealous, just wary of dudes that want to dance with women for a living.” Even the tone in my voice told her I lied and scraped her hair from her neck to give me access. Not sure you’ll be able to dance by the time you leave this bed today,” I muttered seductively and nudged my hard cock at her entrance again.

      “Hm.” She lifted her head and our gazes locked. The longer we stared at one another the thicker the air in the room felt.

      “I want to make love to you, and I want to fuck you so hard that the ‘Bruces’ of this world will never have the opportunity to know you like I will.” My eyes ticked over her face and were drawn to her neck when she swallowed roughly.

      For a second, I thought I’d scared her off before she nodded. “I want you to show me. Teach me how to be all that you need.”

      Closing the distance between us, I kissed her lips, plundered her mouth with my tongue until she was breathless, then trailed small kisses down over her neck, chest and each breast until her nipples were hard and her skin was covered in tiny goosebumps of arousal.

      Esther writhed and sighed as I moved down her body, totally invested in what I was doing. Her hands exploring the parts of me she could reach. I worshipped every inch of her skin, every hollow and curve, until I reached my destination, spread her legs with my elbows and pressed my mouth in a kiss of reverence against her pussy.

      “Oh, God,” she breathed just like she had the first time I kissed her there and it drew a smile from me. Knowing she wanted this and wasn’t afraid meant the world to me as I stuck out my tongue and swiped the first feather light taste of her.

      Instantly her hands tightened in my hair when her hips bucked off the bed both in response to my touch and for greater contact. It wasn’t the reaction of someone who didn’t like sex, it was a natural response from a woman aroused from the blissful sensations that ran through her body.

      Esther’s whimpers sounded needy and eager, the grip of her hands, a grasp of desperation as she soaked my face during our foreplay. Her arousal lit up her body and made her quiver in anticipation of what was yet to come. “Do you want me to make love to you or do you want me to fuck you hard and dirty?” The sinful look that cast over her eyes told me my second option had hit home like a wrecking ball and she swallowed hard.

      Sensing what she wanted, I didn’t hold back and began tasting her slow like I had when I wasn’t sure how far she’d let me go. It kept her off kilter and right when I figured she believed she was getting the tender side of me, I ate her out like she was my last meal, like this was the last time I’d ever get to do this with her. Tiny explosions of sheer bliss ignited within me when I heard her porn worthy praise of “Oh, yes,” in a deep raspy tone as she gave herself over to me.

      “Holy he —Jude!” she abruptly cried out my name as her words were cut short when I sucked hard on her clit. Her body immediately shuddered and convulsed all around as her ecstasy claimed her. Esther lifted her head and shoulders off the bed. She held my stare as her screams rose in pitch and volume while her orgasm ripped through her. When she flopped back down on her back, I lapped at her entrance to tease out the last of her high with my tongue.

      “Stop,” she said and pushed me away. I immediately did as she asked. That word had been part of our deal. However, when I saw her raise her hands above her head with the look of pure bliss on her face. That’s when I knew it wasn’t because she hadn’t liked what I did, I suspected it had been because she’d liked it too much.

      My mouth and chin were smeared with her cum as I crept up the bed beside her. “Okay?” I said already anticipating her answer.

      “Jesus, where did you learn to do that?” she asked with closed eyes that suddenly flew open and looked wide with shock. “Don’t answer that, I don’t want to know,” she said seriously.

      “That good huh?” I asked relieved, as I trailed my fingertips down her body.

      “Better than ‘that good’,” she muttered and rolled over on her side to face me. She held my gaze in an intimate, serious stare as she reached down and cupped my balls in her hands. She fondled them gently and shifted it over my shaft. Her fingers curled around my length and gripped it firmly. “You feel amazing,” she mumbled, but looked confident about holding my dick in her hand. “And I’m not afraid of you. The only thing I’m scared of now is that I won’t ever be able to get enough of you.”

      “So does that mean you like sex now?” I teased.

      “I can see why people rave about it,” she said, reluctantly, and flashed me a bashful smile. A wicked grin spread on my face and I knew for sure I was in trouble. My heart swelled in a sensation I could only describe as love. It was a sensation that I realized I hadn’t felt as overwhelmingly for any other woman. “I think I’m in love,” I said and pressed my lips to hers. The look of disbelief and awe on her face confirmed my previous statement but before I could speak Esther beat me to it.

      “I think I loved you before I met you,” she said, softly. It had sounded heartfelt when she said it.

      “Are we only thinking… or are we in love? Because I believe I am.” Her eyes ticked back and forth searching for the truth in mine. When she still stared back in disbelief I knew I had to spell it out plainly, so that she would be left in no doubt that I meant it. “I love you, Esther Milligan, my sweet, little Millie.”

      She blinked. “Pinch me? Did Jude Collymore, the hot, rock drummer from Screaming Shadows just tell me he loved me?” she asked through a giggle as she beamed at me.

      “Yeah, if it’s the same badass Jude, who just ate you out until you screamed, I believe he did.” Esther shyly covered her face with her hands as we laughed and I eased her onto her back. Repositioning myself between her legs I braced my hands on either side of her head. “I’d fuck you hard, but you’d still feel me at your entrance tomorrow when you dance, and I don’t want to distract you during your audition.”

      She laughed again and swatted my arm. “If you don’t take me already, I’ll fail from being blind after trying to get myself off, imagining how you would have done it.”

      I growled low from my throat. “Fuck, that was hot,” I mumbled, and stared intensely at her pretty, pink lips and wondered if I’d imagined she’d actually uttered such a dirty remark. A smile curved my lips and I shook my head out of my stupor. “Best get a condom then,” I said as I moved away.

      “No condom. I’m on birth control.”

      “You went bareback with Devan?” I asked stiffening.

      “God, no. I was making sure if the condom broke, I didn’t have his babies.”

      “But we don’t want babies,” I reminded her.

      “No, we don’t, but I want to feel what it’s like without one. We can go back to using them regularly afterward if you want. But I’d like to feel you skin to skin maybe just this once.”

      Perhaps I should have considered her demand further, but I didn’t, too eager not to break the moment. Shifting around, I repositioned myself on my knees and sat back on my haunches.

      Lifting Esther’s ass, I moved her up onto my thighs, circled her clit with my thumb while my fingers teased her entrance. “You want me in here?” I asked, probing my fingertip inside and watching her sweet little pussy lips part as I did.

      “Please,” she begged, and my heart almost burst at her plea.

      “All right, sugar,” I soothed and slid one finger inside her. The combination of seeing it disappear inside her and her breath hitching made precum seep from my slit. When I saw my finger glisten with her slick nectar as I pulled out, my cock jumped in anticipation of how I’d feel when I slid inside her. When I felt how wet she was for me, I inserted a second finger, stretching her entrance in readiness for me to enter her.

      Removing my fingers, I placed my tip in their place and lifting her ass from beneath moved forward as I pulled her toward me.

      “Holy hell,” she muttered, her eyes flaring wide and half closing again.

      “That’s’ it, sugar. Breathe,” I told her stilling for a second or two. When I figured she’d caught her breath I began to move. I fucked her steady at first, my hands shifting from her ass to her tits as I squeezed, fondled, leaned forward and sucked on each one as we shifted from position to position.

      Esther moaned, “Sweet Jesus,” in response to me placing her calves on my shoulders and sinking deeper, but by then she appeared as if she’d become so absorbed by the sensations running through her body she wouldn’t have cared if I’d fucked her out on her front lawn.

      “Harder,” she breathed, her eyes locking with mine in a sexy dare. Her one word sounded carnal, dirty, and it unleashed the beast in me. I pulled out and turned her over, took her from behind and watched her scrunch the sheets around her in her fists. “God, yes,” she groaned, dropped her shoulders to the bed and gave me a visual of surrender that told me such was her trust in me that in time, I’d be able to do whatever the fuck I wanted to her in bed.

      Gripping her hips, I let loose and took her the way I wanted. Pounding her hard and fast, I smacked her ass as she weakly said, “Oh, Jude, yes,” in that begging, needy tone that I recognized as the one that said she was close to coming.

      “You like it a little rough?” I asked to the sound of my balls slapping rhythmically against her clit. She glanced over her shoulder and nodded. Esther’s eyes appeared lust-drunk and she had this sexy as fuck grimace on her face as she bit her bottom lip. “Do it, sugar, but keep looking at me,” I said when I felt her walls pulse around me as they began to tighten and she fell over the edge.

      “Oh, fuck, yeah,” I groaned right when she fell apart screaming loudly in front of me. Reaching over, I stuck a finger in her mouth. “Suck,” I demanded to divert her focus and muffle the erotic sounds of her cries.

      “Hot damn,” I muttered and let out an X rated, guttural groan of my own when her sucking made my dick pulse hard. As her walls clamped down and crushed my cock like they’d break it, I pulled my thumb out because I knew I was close and pulled my cock from her body at the same time. Esther gasped at the loss but with only one pump of my hand, I came in long strands of cum all over her ass cheeks and back.

      Kneeling with her ass still in the air, Esther groaned into the mattress, spent. I smiled when I noted red handprints marking both buttocks. I sat sated on my calves again, and stared at the beautiful sight of her glistening, red, swollen pussy, as my cum slowly dribbled down from her ass crack.

      “Damn,” I muttered, and she chuckled.

      “So, that’s cut my time for the warm-up this afternoon,” she mumbled, and I slapped her ass again.

      “Just marking my territory,” I told her. “If you didn’t have that audition tomorrow, I’d have covered this gorgeous body in hickies,” I said as I pushed her flat on the bed and lay over her back. My cum felt sticky between our bodies and I liked the thought of me smearing it over her skin.

      “Hm, don’t give me ideas for when you go on tour, or I might just use that myself.”

      “Sugar, you can bite me anytime, anywhere and all the time, if you want.” I shifted off the bed, went to her bathroom and grabbed a washcloth. After running it in hot water I took it back and cleaned the both of us up.

      I snuggled us both down in the bed again. Esther gave me another adoring stare and I kissed the top of her head. “I was serious back there. I didn’t just say what I did to get laid. I really do love you, Esther,” I repeated and watched her reaction turn from adoring to tearful.

      “You already know I feel the same.”
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      “Great job,” I told Bailey as he rode his two wheeled bike with skill through the park. Truth be known, my heart was in my throat that he’d fall off, but with Mel’s reassurance, I sucked up the overprotective streak that threatened to grab my son off of his bike and carry him on my shoulders instead.

      Nothing surprised me more when Mel asked if she could join us for a walk in the park that day. And being that we’d found a friendship of sorts, I’d agreed to the rare occasion of Bailey having both of his parents share in his milestone of being proficient in riding his bike without the use of training wheels.

      “He’s an incredible little man,” I praised. “I’m so thankful of the way he’s being raised. You should be proud he’s so balanced and happy,” I added.

      Mel looked at me with a tinge of sadness in her eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you from the beginning,” she began.

      “No, I get it. I’m gutted I didn’t get those first seventeen months with him, but I wasn’t the man I am now, back then.”

      “If I’m honest, I thought after you’d met him, you’d gradually fade from his life. That was the main reason it took Kenny a lot to persuade me to tell you. But when he said if Bailey found out years later you never knew he’d likely turn on me ...”

      “I can see how that could easily have happened. Kenny’s a sound engineer and I’m a rock star, what boy doesn’t want to hang with a band?”

      “Right,” she agreed.

      “Anyway, I’m glad I was wrong. He needs you as much as he needs Kenny. And our parents are all in agreement it’s best for Bailey that we’re all united in raising him.”

      I took her hand and squeezed it. “I’ve forgiven you long ago. The way I see it is, I could have allowed that first seventeen months to define our relationship for our son, or I could spend the rest of his life, knowing I’d fucked up enough that you’d felt it necessary to keep him a secret from me for a while. Like I said, I’m not the same man I was when you walked out, although I never figured myself as a bad man to you.”

      “You’re right, it wasn’t all you. It was the lifestyle, the waiting around, the snide looks and all the drugs and shit we were surrounded by. I didn’t want that for my child, and I couldn’t see how it could be any different. Plus, you told me yourself, you didn’t want that domestic life.”

      I had, and I’d said the same to Esther. But Mel and Esther were worlds apart. Mel wasn’t ambitious and from the way Esther had spoken to me, she was clearly driven.

      “I’m seeing someone,” I told her, as Bailey cycled back toward us with a beaming smile on his face.

      “Did you see me, Daddy?” he asked, his little chest swelled with pride as he balanced his bike between his legs and held the handlebars proudly.

      “Dude, you aced that ride. Think you can do it again?” I asked. Bailey nodded enthusiastically as Mel and I stood watching his little legs cycle like his life depended on it.

      “You’ve seen a lot of women since we were together,” she remarked.

      “I mean, this one is different.”

      She glanced up into my eyes and paused for a minute. “Different, how?”

      I swallowed because Mel was the mother of my child and even after all this time, I didn’t want to belittle what we’d had. Didn’t want to make less of my relationship with her that had resulted in our son.

      “She’s younger … and she’s got a career to follow.”

      “You mean she fits the mold of not wanting a family?”

      I sighed. “Esther wants me, but she doesn’t need me. We won’t be living together … at least for the foreseeable future.”

      “Right. So, what does that mean for Bailey?”

      “It means Bailey will remain my number one priority. Nothing changes in that respect. But she will meet him at some point. She’s Levi’s sister.”

      “That Esther?” she asked in alarmed tone. “She’s a baby,” she snapped, angrily. Disappointment flashed in her eyes because Esther was a whole decade younger than Mel. I suspected her age gave Mel some misplaced hurt and I knew I had to be quick to smooth out her feelings.

      My jaw ticked as I clenched my teeth, frustrated she’d used Esther’s age as a blow to me, but I discarded her comment as Mel’s feelings were hurt. “She’s not the mother of my son. You and I may not be together anymore, but that doesn’t mean I don’t still care and want the best for you.”

      In an unexpected turn, tears sprang to Mel’s eyes and I’d wanted to hold her gaze, but Bailey was taking too long to return, and I automatically looked away.

      “Fuck,” I stated, pulled my beanie tight to my head for fear of recognition, and strode in his direction. A man with a puppy stood beside him and Bailey was in the process of climbing off his bike. “Bailey,” I called out and he turned to look at me. “Get on the bike and come back here,” I sounded angry as I jogged toward him.

      “But dad,” he protested glancing first at me then toward the puppy.

      “Now, Bailey,” Mel called, and he immediately picked up his bike. Climbing back on, I could see he had no idea what all the fuss was about and I immediately softened my tone.

      “You mustn’t talk to strangers, dude,” I warned. “I’m sure your mom has told you that already.”

      “But he had a puppy,” he protested again.

      “Sometimes a puppy can be more dangerous than a gun in the wrong hands,” I muttered.

      “Thanks for those words of wisdom,” Mel snapped, glared at me, and crouched down beside our son when he stopped next to her.

      “Remember how I told you, freedom comes with responsibilities?” Mel asked, addressing our son. Bailey nodded. “If we bring you to the park to ride your bike, you stay on your bike and you ride it back and forth. You don’t speak to people, even if they tell you how good you are. We don’t know them, we don’t know where they live, and not all people are good people, even if they are smiling and saying nice things to you.”

      “Now you can ride back and forth in the other direction if you can agree to do that.”

      “Sorry, Mom,” he mumbled. He sounded devastated for letting her down and turned his bike around.

      “That’s okay, you’re still little, but I expect better of you now you’ve had this lesson.” Bailey nodded and cycled off slowly in the direction we had come from, away from the man with the puppy.

      “Well fuck, that trumped my ‘a puppy’s more dangerous than a gun’ comment, and likely a lot less scary.”

      “You don’t have the day to day experience of raising a child,” she remarked, and it had been a long time since she’d jibed at my part-time father position.

      Her comment cut me to the quick, but I used it to cement my previous point about Esther.

      “True, which is why I will always fall in line with whatever you need me to do with our son. But let’s be clear, me supporting your decisions doesn’t mean I don’t love every inch of him as much as you do, Mel. And Bailey is one of the reasons I wanted to tell you about Esther. Neither of us are in a place with our careers where we can raise a child the way you do with Bailey.”

      “And she’s a child,” Mel ground out.

      “Esther is twenty one, but she’s been through a lot. She’s a very mature girl.”

      “You said it, ‘girl’,” she snapped again using air quotes.

      “Maybe in your eyes, but not in mine. We’re on the same wavelength and maybe that’s why I believe we’ll both work. I wanted you to know about her as a courtesy… and out of respect for who you are to me, because if my relationship with her continues like I suspect it will, at some point you’re likely to meet her.”

      Mel hugged herself and I wondered if she thought the day would never come that she’d have to share her son with another woman.

      “Jesus, I’m not saying any of this to hurt you, or threaten your position in Bailey’s affections. All I wanted to do was give you a heads up about Esther and me. The last thing I’d want to happen is for you to find out about us on the internet or in some crappy newspaper.”

      “Right,” she said again.

      “And the reason I wanted to come out with you both today, was to let you know I’m pregnant and Bailey is going to be a big brother,” she shot back.
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      “Congratulations,” I said with a smile. While inside I felt floored. I had no idea what to feel because I stared at my sweet little son riding toward us and immediately understood his comfortable world was about to change. He’d be Kenny’s stepson and the child they had together might have a different status in their family to Bailey, no matter how much Kenny professed to love him.

      “The baby’s due in five months,” she said softly, and I realized she could have told me all this a few months ago.

      “Okay,” I replied, another one-word answer because I’d needed time to process her news before I could expand my thoughts further. A wave of emotions, concerns, potential consequences and arguments floated through my mind, but until I’d had the chance to sift through them, I felt I needed to be careful to spare my comments.

      “That’s it? That’s all you have to say?”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “Are there no concerns in your mind? No thoughts about how this will affect Bailey?”

      “Plenty, but you’ve had more time to digest the news than I’ve had. Was it a planned pregnancy?” I asked.

      “What do you need to know that for?” she asked.

      “Answer me,” I demanded, eyeing Bailey turning on his cycle and riding away from us again.

      “Yes,” she admitted.

      “Then why are you consulting me now, about my feelings? What about Bailey’s feelings? You and Kenny made a conscious decision to expand your family. Does our son know?”

      “No, I thought we could tell him together.”

      “We? You and Kenny, or you and I?” I barked before I inhaled a deep breath and tried to calm the anxiety her news and the potential implications for all of us could have. Would I still get the same access? More? Less? Would Bailey be shoved out? I doubted that, but who knew how Kenny would think once he had a child of his own?

      “Us,” she said, quietly.

      “Us? So that was the motive for coming out with us today? And there I was thinking you were giving our son a memory of riding his bike and feeling proud in front of both of his parents,” I snapped.

      “There’s no need to take that attitude,” she argued and glanced from me to Bailey again.

      I studied her profile for a moment and shook my head. “What the fuck did you expect? You couldn’t have a conversation about this before today? Or did you bring me out here to tell me because you knew I’d be pissed and I couldn’t react honestly for fear of drawing attention to us?”

      “I just thought it was time.” She shrugged.

      “Time for what? Time I sat our son down in the park and said hey buddy, do you want an ice cream, by the way you’re going to be a big brother?”

      “No, I just thought…”

      “You thought wrongly, Mel. It was selfish of you to keep this to yourself for so long if you expected my help. If you wanted me to be a part of this, the time to have told me this was going to happen would have been weeks ago when I’d have had time to consider what this meant for Bailey, and how to handle this. So, if you think I’m going to tell him with you today, you are mistaken.”

      “Wow,” Mel smarted, and shook her head.

      “Wow? Did you stop for a second to think that you’re asking me to tell our son his world is going to change, when you didn’t have the decency to tell me you were pregnant with him in the first place?”

      The shock on Mel’s face looked as if I had slapped her. “This is yours and Kenny’s plan, you tell him,” I demanded. “I’ll deal with the fall out. And you’d better tell Kenny I’ll be watching the new dynamic closely. Any sign of favoritism for his own kid over mine, and I’ll be on you both like a fly on shit.”

      “And Kenny said you didn’t have it in you to fight for Bailey,” she remarked, sarcastically. I stared her down, incensed by her comment.

      “You know what? I’ll fight as hard as I need and then some if it comes to protecting my son. I’ve bent over backward and bit my tongue to ensure Bailey has the best of care, in a loving environment, with the two people present in his life every day. You might think I’m selfish to live my life the way I do, but in my book it’s selfless not to demand more from you both, if it keeps our son’s life on an even keel. Bailey has known no other life than the one he has now, so you and Kenny had best make sure his needs remain right up there and equal to the next child that comes along.”

      “Bailey, ride to the gate and no further. It’s time we headed back,” Mel called out without looking at me.

      Inside I seethed, not because they had planned another child, that was their right, but from the lack of respect she had shown me from the very beginning of our son’s life. Expecting me to be the one to blow up our son’s world, should he take it in a negative light, was a mistake I wouldn’t make.

      “Look Bailey’s life is going to change, and I’m sorry if I sound explosive, but that remark of Kenny’s is way off the mark as to the kind of man that I am. I guess it’ll be a time of change all around with a new sibling to contend with. But it’ll be change in respect of you and Kenny, and with Esther in Bailey’s life going forward.”

      I had considered the emotional impact on Bailey with Esther in my life, and I had been worried about upsetting Mel as the mother of my child. And there she’d been making life changing decisions of her own and expecting me to smooth over the plans she and Kenny had made with our son.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 76

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Jude

      Usually, I felt depressed whenever I left after a visit with Bailey, but I was glad to get out of the house that night before I started a fight with Kenny about the remark Mel had let slip during our argument in the park. Thankfully, Bailey was none the wiser but at almost five years old, he had started to ask questions and take notice of the vibe between his mother and me.

      It was 7:15 p.m. by the time I arrived at the address of the dance studio Esther had booked time at, and when the taxi dropped me off at the alley leading to it, I cussed myself that I’d let her go down it alone.

      From the instructions she gave me I eyed the metal fire escape leading up to the first floor in the direction I heard music come from. I took the wet steps two at a time and pulled on the rusty metal door that opened directly into the dance studio.

      The stark strip lighting, polished wooden floors and the room encased in mirrors and ballet bars, appeared a glaring contrast to the outside of the dank looking building. Seeing her and Bruce instantly stop when the door banged shut behind me, the guy lifted his head from close to Esther’s belly and narrowed his eyes.

      My jaw instantly ticked with jealousy at his intimate position, and I wanted to lay the fucker out.

      “Jude,” Esther said, immediately scrambling to her feet, leaving her dance partner kneeling on the floor and hurried over toward me. “You made it,” she said, beaming.

      “What were you doing?” Esther thought for a second and chuckled. “Oh that, it’s part of the dance.” Her smile fell as she eyed me closely. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, sugar, let’s see what all that Julliard money bought you,” I said shrugging off my dark mood. None of what happened was Esther’s fault. I just wanted to forget the whole afternoon, apart from Bailey riding his bike, and focus on her for a change.

      For the following twenty minutes I was both mesmerized and tortured by the fluidity of her and Bruce as they danced to “Love is Strange” from Dirty Dancing.

      “Fuck. You never told me it was Dirty Dancing you were auditioning for,” I ground out when she had finished.

      She smiled. “You watched that?” she asked and chuckled. “Yeah, and thankfully, they only want to see this and the lift scene from “Time of My Life.” Luckily, we did all the salsa stuff before you got here.”

      I growled and Esther laughed. “Can you believe this is my life?” she gushed toward Bruce.

      “I’m a big fan of Screaming Shadows, Esther never told me her brother was Levi Milligan.”

      “As long as she’s told you Jude Collymore is her boyfriend with a great right hook and you stay in your lane we won’t have a problem,” I blurted like some fucked-up caveman.

      Bruce chuckled. “I’ve been warned, but I’m in love and only have eyes for my girl.”

      “Then we can be friends … although if you tell anyone I’m friends with a dancer, I’ll punch your lights out.”

      He chuckled again. “Your secret’s safe with me.” He wandered over and grabbed his water bottle. “Right, precious, get your pretty ass home and rest. Maybe put that big strong boyfriend to use and get him to massage all those kinks out before tomorrow. Message me afterward,” he added, and slid a hoodie over his white wife beater. He slid on some sneakers and dumped his water bottle in his backpack. “I’m out, night. Nice meeting you, Jude.”

      “Well, he was impressed by my fame,” I joked.

      Esther laughed. “His family are all famous in the arts, but I won’t bore you with that now. How’s about dinner and that massage Bruce made you promise me?”
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      During dinner I relayed what had happened during my visit with Bailey, how I’d told Mel about us being in a relationship, Bailey’s near miss with the puppy guy and the bombshell she’d dropped about being pregnant and expecting me to smooth that over with Bailey.

      “How did she take it when you told her about us?”

      “Not indifferent,” I answered cautiously.

      “I can only imagine. She has your child and you’ve chosen to be with me.”

      “She left me,” I reminded her.

      “Because?”

      I considered Esther’s question and shrugged. “All the reasons I told you before that hasn’t scared you off.”

      “So, I’ve got what she doesn’t have.”

      I knew Esther meant me. “She’s with Kenny,” I argued.

      “Was he her first choice?” she wondered.

      I sighed. “They’re having a kid together now. She moved on with him years ago.”

      “That doesn’t mean she wants to hear you’re in love with someone else.”

      “Fuck, relationships are complicated. One of the reasons why I don’t do them.”

      “Didn’t do them,” she corrected.

      I smiled. “True,” I agreed, lifted her hand and kissed it. “I’ve got a good feeling about you, Esther Milligan.”

      “And I love you feeling me,” she replied with a grin.
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      Esther wasn’t kidding when she said she gave massages. If she ever gave up dancing, I’d have employed those magic hands of hers, full time. She explained she’d taken a course in Swedish and deep muscle massage because, as a dancer, she’d thought it might be useful at some time during the future. I couldn’t make sense of that because she could hardly massage herself. Nevertheless, my girl was full of surprises.

      I let her massage me first, which was the ultimate bad decision because she’d left me feeling boneless by the time she had finished. I’d had to sit up, weak and put my effort into hers. It also enlightened me about her comment that Devan had massaged her and she’d massaged him in return.

      By the time we climbed into bed I was far less tense about my day as Esther snuggled up beside me. She stared into my eyes and a crease formed on her brow.

      “You know that amazing thing you did to me this morning?” she asked.

      “Which thing? I think I did a few,” I mused, playfully.

      “All that stuff with your mouth, hands, tongue, teeth and that beast between your legs?”

      I laughed. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Well, you’re not doing any of that tonight. I need polished, working parts tomorrow and I felt myself wince more than once when I danced with Bruce tonight.”

      I pouted like I was disappointed. “I can polish,” I said, dryly in a flirty little come back.

      “Not that kind of polish,” she scolded and laughed.

      I grew serious and I really didn’t mind because after the day I’d had, I figured if she’d gotten me going my reaction would more than likely have resulted in an angry fuck.

      “Understood. But the gloves will be off after that audition tomorrow.”
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      “Damn, I knew he was going through some shit, but I never realized it was that bad,” Korry replied when I’d called him to tell him about Levi. “How is Esther taking it?”

      “Better than I thought she would. But we both agree he needed help,” I replied.

      “Where is she now? I should give her a call.”

      “She’s fine, she’s at an audition.”

      “A new one, or the one she had last week?” I hated that he was so invested in her.

      “You know how you asked if you’d be stepping on my toes with her?” I asked, ignoring his question.

      “Yeah, it doesn’t matter now. I don’t think she’s interested in me,” he replied.

      “Sorry dude, but she said it’s always been me … and I guess in my case, it’s always been her for the past few years. I just wouldn’t let myself do anything about it.”

      “Indeed,” he agreed and sounded disappointed. “So, are you dating?”

      “Yeah, and then some. We’re exclusive and we’re going to try to make our relationship work.”

      “I’m happy for you, dude,” he said with grace, even if his tone didn’t convey the same sentiment.

      “Thanks. There’s a great girl out there for you, Korry,” I mumbled like my words were some kind of consolation prize.

      He chuckled. “Guess I gotta keep hitting those pussies until I find the magic one.”

      I snickered. “Don’t forget to check in with Deakon and Greg, we need to support one another. I’ll let you know as soon as Levi is up to visitors, but as far as I’m concerned, he should take all the time he needs. Levi spoke to Donnie and Bernadette before he signed himself in to rehab, so now everyone’s up to speed. All we need to do is sit back and hope the guys who are dealing with Levi give him all the support he can handle.” I glanced at the time and knew Esther’s audition would be finishing soon. “Gotta run, Bodhi’s here and Esther will be waiting for me.”

      Cutting the call, I grabbed my keys and stuffed my cell phone in my back pocket, set the alarm on Esther’s house and headed downtown to meet her. Seconds after climbing into the SUV Bodhi drove out of Esther’s road and weaved his way over the lanes of traffic to take the slip road onto the highway.

      My cell rang in my pocket and thinking it was Esther I answered without checking.

      “Mr. Collymore?” I knew who it was by the shrill Brooklyn accent even though we’d never spoken before. “Madison Clark here.” My heart instantly raced because Madison and I were in a deal I’d committed to before I’d gotten together with Esther.

      Despite this, I knew I had taken steps that would shape the next chapters of my life, Madison had been given strict instructions to liaise with Bernadette and she’d been warned only to contact me if no one else could help.

      I had expected to answer some questions, but instead was informed the deal I had with her was almost done. I’d been waiting for this call for a while and after speaking for a couple of minutes, I made an appointment with her for later in the day and hung up.

      Her news dissolved all the initial concerns I’d had about the new responsibility I’d taken on, and instead of feeling trapped like I thought I would, I felt excited instead.
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      Rain battered down on the SUV as Bodhi drove down the back alleyway and stopped outside the stage door of the theater. I texted Esther we had arrived and within seconds she burst through the door, still dressed in her sexy yoga pants, as she ran for the car with her changing bag over her head. She yanked the door open and slid inside.

      “Well, how did it go?” I asked.

      “Good … I think. It’s up to the gods now,” she said philosophically. “But I didn’t put a foot wrong. It’s between me and one other. Twice the third girl almost broke Jonny’s back so she’s definitely out of the running.”

      “Who’s Jonny?”

      “Jesus, Jude. You know, Jonny … the character from Dirty Dancing.”

      “What’s the dude’s real name so I can hate him for feeling up my girl?”

      Esther chuckled and shook her head. “Davis Robertson.”

      “Okay what kind of prick has two surnames instead of a first and second?”

      She chuckled. “Be nice, we want him to pick me. Being in New York will mean we’ll see more of one another … for a while at least.” I couldn’t argue with her reasoning.

      “Oh, yeah. Do you want me to go put in a word for you?” I teased flexing my biceps. They cramped when I did and I figured I needed to get some drum practice in. I’d been neglecting my workouts since Christmas.

      The rain pelted down as Bodhi reversed out of the alleyway and joined in the mainstream of traffic.

      “I’ll thank you to concentrate on your career and let me worry about mine.”

      “I worry about yours with all those guys getting their hands on you in the name of dance.”

      She laughed. “Says the rock star that’s been pictured with fans lifting their band T-shirts and exposing their breasts.”

      “Gotta love a great pair of tits,” I mumbled quietly, joking. Esther flicked the end of my nose with her fingers. “Ow, what the fuck?” I grumbled.

      “These are the only girls you’re allowed to admire from now on,” she ordered with her hands over her breasts.

      “Ah, Phyllis and Delila,” I replied naming them instantly with the first names that came to my mind.

      Bodhi scoffed and coughed, and Esther shot him a look and grinned.

      “Well, now you’re gonna have to fit those names into your next song lyrics. That’ll teach you to consider your choices better.”

      “I like her, boss,” Bodhi muttered.

      “And you can mind your own fucking business as well,” I joked.

      “Where are we going?” she asked when she looked out of the window and realized we were traveling in the wrong direction from her house.

      “You’ll see in a couple of minutes,” I told her, pulling her close to my chest. “Meanwhile, come here and give me a kiss.”
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      Jude

      We sat making out in the back of the car until Bodhi came to a stop. “What’s this?” Esther asked, warily, eyeing the building outside the window. “Do you know someone who lives here?”

      A doorman stepped forward and Bodhi unlocked the door. I stepped out onto the sidewalk and escorted Esther out onto the street. She glanced up and refocused on me. “Where are we going?” she looked more confused when Bodhi joined us and looked back toward the parked SUV.

      “Raff’s gonna drive it around. He’ll circle back and pick us up once Jude is done,” Bodhi explained to her. Raff was another of our security detail, who had usually focused on Joe, but now he was no longer with the band, he worked between Greg, Deakon and Korry with Mikey, another of the Screaming Shadows bodyguard clan.

      “So, this has been happening for a while and the timing couldn’t be better,” I began. “I’ve been in negotiations for the past few months about buying one of the penthouse apartments in here, but although the price had been agreed and accepted, I’ve had to wait until they held their residents’ association vote to be accepted as a suitable neighbor before I could buy the place.”

      “Wow, in the Dakota building? This is where John Lennon and Yoko lived, right? Does she still live here?” she asked, her curious eyes scanned the luxurious entrance foyer.

      I shrugged. “I believe there’s quite a few celebrities here, but I’m not sure who they are,” I replied, honestly.

      “Mr. Collymore, it’s wonderful to meet you,” the realtor stated as she sashayed forward and offered me a hug. When she stepped back, Esther flared her eyes at me and I smiled.  “If you’d care to follow me,” she began, completely disregarding Esther and Bodhi.

      “This is my girlfriend, Esther, and my security man, Bodhi,” I interjected, stopping in my tracks.

      “Pleasure,” she said but the word almost sounded sarcastic.

      “You’ll be relieved to know the residents’ association board has approved your residency in this illustrious building. Many rock stars have been rejected as suitable to own an apartment here.” When she got no response from any of us the smile she wore dropped from her face. “Anyway, you’ll be pleased to know all we have to do now is broker the money through escrow and we can complete the deal.”

      “Ah, sounds good, but when I made the offer, I was a single man with no one else to please but myself. That’s all changed now that I have Esther in my life, and as she’ll be spending a lot of time here with me, my final decision on the purchase will depend on whether or not she likes it.” The sale was all but a done deal, but I wanted to set the realtor straight and give Esther hers in my considerations.

      With the realtor put in her place, I grabbed hold of Esther’s hand and we followed Madison toward the elevator.

      “Pleased to meet you Mr. Collymore,” Esther whispered and shoved her tits at my chest.

      “I only have three words for you, Bruce’s wandering hands.”

      Esther chuckled and Bodhi mumbled, “Can’t wait to hear that story.” I shot him a glare and he laughed.

      We entered the elevator and traveled up to the duplex penthouse I’d bought with Bailey in mind, for when he got older.

      Although Esther lived in a modest, family home, from what she’d told me before, and her self-sufficient finances, I knew she was no stranger to wealth and luxury, so when she gasped at the elegant family room, I knew I’d chosen well.

      “You bought this?” she muttered as she did a three-sixty turn taking in the ceiling moldings, Italian marble fireplaces and high ceilings. She wandered over to the window with the view of Central Park and the city skyline that were to die for.

      When I’d first viewed it, I’d figured it was a spacious, adaptable apartment, that had the feel of a house without being one. Its secure environment, maintenance free rooftop terrace and views of West Central Park, made it an ideal investment property and an easy lock up home for the times when I wasn’t around. When I’d made the offer on the place, I’d figured it as a base for the times when Bailey visited longer as he grew older and with the news Mel had given me, my timing couldn’t have been better.

      “This is only ten minutes from Broadway and I’d love you to spend the days you work here,” I stated, sliding my arms around her waist. “Kiss me. I missed you today,” I whispered into her ear as we stood by the window. Without hesitation she laid her lips on me and for a few minutes we forgot the rest of the world existed.

      “Boss,” I heard Bodhi say and reluctantly pulled my lips away, immediately chuckling when Esther staggered and looked a little dazed as she brushed her lips with her fingertips. I glanced at Bodhi and raised a brow. “Realtor was talking to you,” he prompted and I cast my eyes toward Madison who looked more than a tad embarrassed and flustered.

      “You like it?” I asked Esther.

      “What? Jesus, of course, it’s a stunning apartment,” she gushed.

      “Want to see the rest or should I just sign the paperwork?”

      “Are you sure about this?” she asked with one eye closed like she was sizing me up.

      “Can you guys give us a couple of minutes?” I asked, turning the key to open the elevator door. Bodhi held his hand up and Madison gave me an ‘are you serious’ glare, but when I waited with a passive look on my face she huffed and followed Bodhi inside. The elevator door closed and I swiveled around to look at Esther.

      “Can you see yourself here?”

      “I thought you said you didn’t want …”

      “I don’t. A house, two kids, dog…” I nodded. “But I’m thankful for what I do have. One child, a fabulous, sexy-ass girlfriend and a fucked up schedule that might mean we’re going to be sexting and having video sex more at times than climbing into the same bed. But I’d like to know where you are when I can’t be with you.”

      “You want me to move in and live here?”

      I found myself wanting to say a resounding yes, but it would have been selfish. Although with the way I felt about her I wanted to keep her with me. “Sugar, you don’t have to do that if you don’t want to,” I said, careful not to clip her wings. “But it would make sense on the late nights when you are working and I’d definitely want to come home to you here in my bed whenever we can be together.”

      “Sounds to me like you’re halfway to everything you’ve been fighting against. Are you sure you won’t feel trapped if I do that?” Esther probed.

      “Question is, do you think you would?” We stared at one another locked in a gaze that was so heavily weighted by forgotten thoughts of denial and angst. Silence stretched between us and I was wondering what kind of objections were running through her mind when her cell phone rang. We continued to stare until I asked, “Are you gonna get that?”

      Turning her head, she reached into her pocket and pulled out her cell phone.

      “It’s the theater,” she informed me, took a deep breath and held my gaze again. She answered the call and lifted the cell to her ear.

      “Esther Milligan speaking.”

      I could hear a voice talking on the other end of the line but it wasn’t loud enough to make out what he said. Esther nodded even though the person on the other end couldn’t see her.

      “Thank you, no problem, I will.” She cut the call and for a second I thought she hadn’t gotten the part and wondered how that could be possible because she was an incredible dancer.

      “Well?” I asked, holding my hands out and wondering whether to break out my excited or commiseration face.

      She shook her head and I instantly pulled her into my chest. “It’s okay,” I said when I realized she’d started to cry and I pushed her back to look at her.

      “I start a week from Monday. And: Holy crap, I got the part!”

      “Fuck me, Esther! You had me worried for a minute. I mean congratulations,” I said after recovering. I picked her up and swung her around in my arms.

      “No,” she said. I frowned and wondered what was the question?

      “Huh?” I huffed.

      “I won’t feel trapped. Yes, I can see myself here. Yes, I’ll sleep in your bed. Yes, I can’t wait for our future together,” she replied. “I know I want you … and Bailey when I get to meet him. I love him already so once I know him, I think he’ll be stiff competition for you for my affections.”

      “Esther, I figure someday we’re gonna be ready and want all those responsibilities that come easy for other couples. But right now, I can’t explain how thankful I am that you never gave up on me, that you made me see you for the incredible woman you are, and I’m gonna make sure I do everything I can to deserve you.”

      “Should we let them out of the elevator now so that you can buy this incredible love pad for us to enjoy?”

      “Love pad?” Are you sure you’re not a time traveler from the twentieth century?” I teased as I wandered over and opened the elevator again. Bodhi looked sheepish and I glanced toward Madison whose lipstick was smeared.

      “You’re supposed to be guarding my body, Bodhi Richardson, not frisking somebody else’s.”

      Bodhi chuckled and ran a hand through his hair. Madison was just telling me how many apartments there were in the building.”

      “Yeah, I know and she had to stick her tongue in your mouth to do it.”

      Madison had the grace to blush and shifted the manilla folder from under her armpit to her other hand.

      “Okay, Mr. Collymore, has your girlfriend made up her mind?” Madison’s eyes shifted from mine to Esther, and she flashed her the same deal-making smile she’d flashed me when I had arrived. It’s amazing the amount of respect you can buy when there’s eleven million dollars on the line.

      “Esther?” I prompted.

      Esther’s face lit up, her eyes twinkling mischievously. “Yes. Do you know how soon we’ll close? My boyfriend and I don’t get much time together and we’d like to get started on christening every room.”
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      With the papers signed and the money being transferred in escrow because everything else had been done, we headed back down to the car.

      “Can we get takeout and eat it in bed?” she whispered as Bodhi left the foyer with Madison while we waited for the car.

      “In bed? And why would we eat it in there when you’ve got a perfectly good kitchen table?” I teased.

      Esther wiggled her eyebrows and I bit back a grin when she leaned close, tugged on my jacket and said, “You may need to refresh my memory, but didn’t you say something about the gloves will be off after that audition tomorrow.”

      “Sugar, there will be more than gloves coming off when I get you back to your place. I’m gonna strip you naked. You have so much to learn, and I have so much I want to teach you. But I thought you didn’t like sex?” I teased again.

      Esther’s eyes darkened and she bit her bottom lip in a subtle move that had my dick straining in my jeans. “Pfft, that was before I knew what it was to lie beneath Jude Collymore.” We both chuckled at her corny reply and Bodhi appeared at the door with a thumbs up sign.

      As she made to walk toward him, I grabbed her wrist and swung her around to look at me. Slapping my hands on her ass, I pulled her flush to my body.

      “Esther Milligan, no matter what shit goes down between us in the coming years, I’m giving you fair warning now, you, my precious girl, are most definitely mine, and I swear I aim to keep you.”
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FIVE MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Jude

      

      “Ready to get out of here?” My eyes narrowed as I studied Levi’s appearance and considered how relieved I was when I felt an aura of calm that I hadn’t seen before in him. He looked incredible, probably the fittest and as stress free as I’d ever seen him at any other time in his life. Even as a young boy there had been a tautness to his features, like he had been carrying something negative in his heart from an early age.

      Casting my eyes around the room Levi had called home for the previous months, gave me a knot in my chest. It was a simple, spartanly furnished accommodation, but I figured when you were chasing your demons the less clutter around you the better.

      “Think so, I just want to say goodbye to a couple of people. Wait here?” he asked, and I nodded. Levi left the room and I stared at the large, closed suitcase that I’d carried into the reception area the day he’d arrived at the Beachside Rehabilitation facility and remembered how determined Levi had been to seek help for whatever had been pinning him down.

      Shoving my hands into my jeans pockets, I strolled across the room and glanced out of the window. The view of the Atlantic Ocean and silver sand looked like paradise and I considered whether it had brought comfort to Levi during the time he’d been in here.

      My mind took me back to happier times when we’d used our bodyboards out there on the water. An image of Dad as he’d tried to teach my mom to surf sprang into my mind and a small smile curved my lips when another of Levi’s reactions popped up. My sister, Gemma, had brought her three school friends, dressed in skimpy bikinis, to join us for a game of volleyball on the same beach.

      “All right, I think I’m ready,” Levi said cutting into my thoughts.

      I spun on my heel, startled at the sound of Levi’s voice. “Jesus, did they teach you how to creep in here as well?” I joked with my hand on my chest.

      “Nah, it’s those fucking drums. You’re going deaf, dude,” he muttered back.

      “I see you’re still addicted to swearing.”

      “Can’t cut out all the vices at once.”

      “You look amazing,” I remarked as I concentrated on taking his suitcase off his bed so as not to make him feel too self-conscious.

      “Thanks, but I’m straight. Stop hitting on me. You’re supposed to be with my sister,” he replied.

      “I am, but I’m kind of partial to the Milligan genes,” I joked back.

      “Thanks, Jude,” he said, suddenly serious.

      “For?” I asked.

      “Being here. For not fucking up with my sister. For smoothing all this out with Korry, Greg and Deakon.”

      “We’re a team. Brothers. When one hurts, we all do.”

      “But it wasn’t like that with Joe. Maybe we should have—”

      “You are not Joe,” I said cutting him off. “That guy fucked himself up. You had different lives before you got to where you were. You had baggage that had never been dealt with since you were a kid. And you recognized you needed help. How many times did we talk to Joe about his behavior?” I asked, my irritation showing that Levi would begin to put himself and Joe in the same sentence when it came to this.

      “Right,” he reluctantly agreed.

      “So, back to my place for pizza and … what are you drinking these days?” I asked, unsure but not wanting to pussyfoot around his addiction.

      “Soda. Water. Orange Juice. Peach Tea, all the usual good stuff, just no whiskey or beer.” He glanced up amused. “But the pizza sounds like Heaven.”

      I smiled. “Fuck, it’s good to have you back.”

      As I began to wheel his suitcase toward the door, Levi gently shoved my hand out of the way and slipped his into the handle. “Dude, I’m an addict not a quadriplegic, I can deal with my own fucking luggage.”

      “Just testing.” I chuckled and winked.

      “And don’t fucking wink at me either. You’re sleeping with my sister.” I grinned sheepishly as I reminded myself I’d told him about us right when he entered rehab. But since then during the months of visits to him in the unit, I’d convinced him Esther was different from any other woman I’d ever been with.

      Part of me was relieved to know both the sarcasm and humor that I’d always found a connection with Levi remained unaffected by his five month stint at Beachside. Although I had to make a conscious effort not to treat him with kid gloves. But I loved him like a brother, so his health and happiness were important to me.

      As for the rest of the members of Screaming Shadows, he was important to them for another reason entirely. As the band’s front man, without Levi Milligan there was no future for them.

      Levi was the glue that held Screaming Shadows together in musical terms, being that he wrote all the songs with me and was the lead singer. Without him we were just four musicians who could fit into any other set up, but likely without the same level of success.

      “I see West Palm Beach has changed,” he muttered as I drove through the same streets we’d grown up in and turned into my gated condo building.

      “I was thinking just that when I looked out of that window back there and saw the ocean,” I agreed.

      “Hey, remember Gemma’s friends that used to come to the beach?”

      “Ah ha, still the same dirty fucker then?” I asked, grinning.

      “What?” he asked, his eyes in his hairline and that same innocent look on his face that had gotten him out of trouble so many times in the past.

      “I had the exact same thought,” I chuckled. “So was that memory of those girls jiggling their tits during that volleyball game your spank bank while you worked through your rehab? I mean as soon as I looked at that beach, I thought of the look on your face that day when they all arrived. You almost creamed in your board shorts.”

      “I was fourteen,” he said, deadpan. We both sat silent until I parked the car, then I turned and stared at him.

      Levi burst out laughing. “Okay, so I nearly did … but I didn’t.”

      “Fuck, dude,” I said and drew him over the center console for a hug. “I’m so glad to have you home. I missed you.”
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      For two days after Levi came home, we sat around talking, ordering takeout to eat, watching TV and playing poker. I had figured I’d let him set his own pace and just be there to support him. That was until I got the call I’d been waiting for and had hoped wouldn’t have come for a few more days at least.

      “Mel’s had the baby,” Kenny chirped down the line in an excited tone. It was barely 10:00 a.m. and I’d only been out of bed about ten minutes.

      “And? How’s Bailey taking it?” I asked with a knot in my chest.

      “And it’s a girl. Mom and baby doing well,” Kenny informed me, ignoring my previous question.

      “Congratulations. Have you told Bailey?” I asked again, concerned about his reaction.

      “Yeah, I have, and he’s delighted. He’s sitting with Mel now while I’m calling you. I figured you’d want to come to be with us when they’re ready to leave the hospital, and we can all bring the baby home together.”

      I considered his suggestion and took it as a positive sign that he wanted us to look like a united front. It would be a better memory for Bailey if we were all there when his sister came home from the hospital.

      “You’d need to clear it with Mel because I’d want Esther to be there too.” Did I sound unreasonable? I wasn’t sure. But I hadn’t been there when they had brought Bailey home from the hospital.

      As far as I was concerned, Esther wasn’t going anywhere. Bailey had spent time with us at my place in New York over the previous five months, and I figured if she had been good enough to step in when Mel and Kenny had gone for check-ups and during Mel’s last month’s bed rest that had been ordered, then she was good enough to be part of the family on this occasion as well.

      Kenny hesitated for a moment and sighed. “I’ll talk to her.”

      “Let me know what the outcome is. Levi’s here, we’ll fly up to New York tonight.”

      Nothing happened in a timely manner it seemed. I considered asking Levi to stay at my parents since he’d just gotten out of rehab. However, he wasn’t a child and I recognized the fact he’d be fighting his demons for the rest of his life, so I invited him to come along with me.

      “Love to,” he replied when I asked him. “It’ll give me a chance to check out your new place, to see if it’s good enough for my sister,” he joked. “No, seriously though, it’ll be amazing to have somewhere homey to crash after a gig next time we play there … that’s if there is room for me.”

      “Of course there is. There are a few guest bedrooms, but I don’t want it turning into a party pad.  One of the rooms will be yours, always, but I bought the place for Bailey.”

      “Got it. Don’t worry, I’m a reformed man. I’m not interested in one-night stands anymore,” he mumbled. “That was the fucked-up version of me. I learned a lot about myself when I was away. There are long periods of time in the program when all you have is reflection.”

      “Good, go pack enough shit for a couple of days and I’ll charter a plane for later.”

      It was 2:00 in the afternoon by the time we drew up alongside the private airfield and headed over to the charter I’d hired. My cell buzzed as we were climbing onboard. I realized I hadn’t even called Esther to tell her we were coming. I smiled at the thought of surprising her.

      Esther: Guess what?

      I called her because I figured we’d be taking off any minute and she wouldn’t hear from me again until we were in the air. “You’ve gone up a bra size?” I teased playfully as she answered my call.

      “Better than that,” she gushed.

      “You’ve got the week off and you’re heading down here to see us?” I teased, knowing she had been scheduled to work long days at the theatre.

      She sighed. “No, and would I be selfish if I said it was better than that?”

      “Better, than me and your brother?”

      She chuckled at the shock in my voice. “All right you’re not going to guess it and I’m bursting to tell you. Karley Morgan twisted her ankle.”

      “And that’s a good thing?” I asked surprised, unaware who Karley Morgan was.

      “Yes. It means I dance the part of Jennifer Grey tonight. My first principal role in a Broadway musical.”

      “Well, fuck. Great job, way to go, Karley,” I enthused.

      Esther laughed. “Are we bad?” she asked.

      “Not when you spent all that time at Julliard. I’d be pissed if people didn’t get to see your full potential.”

      “Aw, thanks. I’m so excited. Pity you can’t be here. That would have been perfect.”

      A silence stretched between us. “You know I would have been if I’d been nearer.” My heart beat rapidly because I had to find tickets to be there and made a mental note to call Bernadette to make it happen.

      I noticed the pilot enter the cockpit and knew she’d hear the plane engine if it started up.

      “Listen, Levi just got up, can I call you later before you go on stage?”

      “Yes, I’d love that. You can talk me down when I’m freaking out.”

      I chuckled and noticed the flight attendant about to pull up the steps. “All right, catch you later,” I said and quickly closed the call out.

      As the plane engine roared to life, I quickly texted Bernadette.

      Me: Find me a private box at Esther’s theater tonight. I don’t care how much it costs I’ve got to be there.

      Bernadette: On it.
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      Esther

      “Talk about everything happening in threes?” I asked myself as I stared nervously at my reflection in the principal’s dressing-room mirror. Looking back at me was a girl resembling Jennifer Grey, sans the eyes and the nose. The wig made a huge difference to my appearance and I knew I pulled the look off. One of the surrounding bulbs flashed as I spoke and I wondered if it was the ghost of the young actress that reputedly haunted the theater. A shiver ran down my spine at the thought.

      “Nervous?” Gloria, the make-up artist asked as she breezed into the room again after washing something off her hands.

      I stared back, dazed for a second, before I smiled. “That obvious, huh?”

      “You are an amazing dancer.” She coughed and talked through the side of her mouth like a spy passing on a secret. “And much better than Karley Morgan.”

      My mouth broke into a smile as I beamed at her praise. “Thanks, at least you think so, even if I fall on my ass tonight.”

      “Not gonna happen,” she said, shaking her head. Her confidence in me was exactly the boost I’d needed. I checked my cell again and thought Jude was cutting it close to call when a knock came at the dressing room door. Gloria shuffled away from me to answer it.

      “Wow. Whoever sent these, I want to have his babies,” she muttered as she wrestled with an enormous bouquet of red roses.

      I knew immediately who they were from and chuckled. “Not with my man, you don’t.”

      “Aw, does he have a brother?” Gloria asked, playfully.

      “No, but I do,” I shot back. Gloria was a strong woman and I figured she wouldn’t have taken any of my brother’s shit. “Yeah, and he’s a sexy manwhore who’d wreck my vagina and leave me weeping into my beer,” she shot back.

      “You don’t even drink beer,” I reminded her with a chuckle.

      “True, but whatever,” she said dramatically throwing a hand up. “From everything I’ve read of your brother, he’d wreck my girly parts and leave me for dead.”

      Gloria’s comment was supposed to be funny, but it struck a chord with me and I saw the moment she realized her mistake. He hadn’t been the best boyfriend to Keela from what I’d seen.

      The smile dropped from her mouth, and she picked up a blush brush. “How is he doing?” she asked in a softer, caring tone.

      “Better. He got out of rehab a couple of days ago. He’s the reason Jude couldn’t be here tonight.” I checked my cell again and when I saw he still hadn’t called I called him.

      “Hey,” Jude answered quietly, like he didn’t want others to hear.

      “Where are you?” I felt disappointed he hadn’t called me already. A note of hesitancy entered the conversation and I heard it straight away. “What’s wrong? Is it Levi?”

      “No,” he blurted. “No,” he said softer. “It’s nothing like that. Mel had the baby.”

      “Oh,” I replied feeling selfish for making life all about me when he had Levi and this to contend with.

      “All set for your starring role?” he asked, changing the subject.

      “Who would have thought?” I replied.

      “Me. I would have. I’d have bet money on you after seeing how you danced in that hotel room for me that night,” he said in a hushed tone. His secretive voice seduced me right where I was sitting.

      “Thanks, you’re biased.”

      “Damn straight where you’re concerned. But all you gotta do, sugar, is remember you’re there on merit. It’s your talent that put you up on that stage tonight, so you’d better damn well own it.”

      I smiled. “Yes, sir,” I agreed.

      “Gotta run, I’ll call you after the show. Break a leg … but not like Kerry whatever the fuck her name was.”

      “Karley,” I corrected.

      He chuckled. “Who cares. Have a blast, sugar.”

      “Damn, girl, unless you tell me he’s got a tiny cock, you got it all. Talent, a rock star as your boyfriend …” mused Gloria

      “And what do you think?” I asked with a smile that told her that her statement was far from the truth.

      “Figures,” she said dumping her make-up brushes into her make-up box and pretending to be annoyed.

      “Fifteen minutes,” the show runner said as he entered to wish me luck. I nodded and blew out a breath.

      “You know all the moves and I doubt whether anyone out in that audience would consider you were the understudy by the time the curtain goes down this evening,” the show’s producer said, poking his head in when the runner disappeared from sight.

      I inhaled another calming breath. “Thanks, I won’t let you down.”
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        * * *

      

      That fifteen minutes went in a blink of an eye and the next thing I knew I was out there on stage, busting my moves like I’d been a principal dancer for years already. With every line I grew in confidence until we finished the final scene and I stood breathless, my chest heaving with a wide, toothy smile on my face after exiting stage left.

      “You were incredible,” the stage director gushed when he clamped a hand on my shoulder. “Absorb the love the audience will give you when you go out there to take that bow. You deserve it.”

      The swell of applause rose and fell each time a group of dancers or individual cast member stepped back on stage until the only people left to be presented for their bow was ‘Jonny and Baby’. We ran out on stage. Jonny spun Baby around one last time, circled my waist and we put up one arm and both took a bow.

      “Go, sugar,” I heard loud above the audience and my eyes darted left and right. “Up here,” Jude shouted, and my jaw dropped when I stared in disbelief at the private box nearest the stage in the dress circle. Levi and Jude stood clapping, hollering and cheering as they stared down toward me.

      My heart almost burst out of my chest with love that they’d both somehow made it to see me shine. A jolt of electricity rendered me motionless as tears blurred my vision as I gazed up at them in adulation, until I was forced by my partner to take another bow. Then, in a whirlwind movement, I was ushered off stage again.
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        * * *

      

      “Listen to this,” Levi instructed as he read the reviews in the papers the following morning, after a night full of riding high on the praise from the cast, the management and producers of the show.

      “Esther Milligan took the role in her stride in a performance worthy of any Broadway show. Understudy she may have been in this particular occasion, but watch this space because with the incredible, versatile talent she displayed she’s destined to be a household name.”

      “Damn, sugar. Next I’ll be needing to pay to see you,” Jude joked.

      “Talking about paying. How did you manage to get that private box last night? That show had been sold out for months.”

      “Bernadette,” I answered.

      “Of course,” I replied in a tone full of sarcasm. “But I’m so thankful for her this morning.”

      Jude’s cell phone rang, interrupting our conversation.

      “Yeah?” he said and listened to the caller. He pulled his cell away and looked at the screen. “So, in an hour and a half?” The caller spoke again and he nodded. “Okay see you there.”

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Mel’s bringing their baby home from the hospital. We’re all going to take them home together.”

      “Oh, right.” I shrugged. “Levi and I can—”

      “No, we’re going,” he clarified gesturing his finger between us and cutting my sentence short.

      “But—”

      “No buts, sugar,” he said cutting me off again. “This is family business and we’re all family now.”

      “I’ll be fine on my own, I’m not a child,” Levi interjected.

      “You’re family, Levi, that means you too. If you’re going to be an uncle to my son, it would be best if you shaved your face and looked presentable. I don’t want you giving my kid nightmares on top of the stress of having a sister.”

      Levi smiled and glanced at Esther. “Poor kid, at least I skipped the first seventeen years with you,” he remarked sarcastically, but his comment was laced with irony as well.

      Esther took his comment and smiled. “But it’s the next sixty years that you’ll have me that counts.”

      “Levi might be your brother, sugar, but you aren’t his, you’re mine.”

      “Fuck, can we dispense with the sappy crap and get this the fuck over with? Bailey already knows me so it’s just a matter of bribery and I’ll be the kid’s favorite.”
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        * * *

      

      Mel wasn’t as irritated as I’d expected with my demand to have Esther there. I figured that had a lot to do with me taking Levi along because they’d always gotten along well.

      “She’s gorgeous,” Esther praised. “Congratulations, she’s precious.”

      Mel cracked a reluctant smile when she looked down at her daughter. “She is.”

      “Any names yet?” This had been a debate for weeks according to Bailey as neither of them could decide.

      “Maisie-Jo.” Mel smirked. The name had Kenny written all over it because you could take the man out of the Midwest, but you couldn’t take the Midwest out of the man.

      “Nice,” I said, figuring the poor kid was in for a nightmare with that name at school in New York City.

      As Mel and I spoke, and Levi played Lego with Bailey, I noted Jude move Kenny away from the rest of us. They were deep in conversation when Mel felt her boob and Maisie-Jo began to yell.

      “I just need to go and feed her.” I nodded and she left the room. I wandered over to the window and stared out at the lake in their gated community. It was a pretty setting and because I had changed my position in the room, my ears tuned in to Jude and Kenny’s conversation.

      “We’re over the moon it’s a girl.”

      “Any more planned in the future?” Jude asked, cautiously. I flicked a glance in his direction and saw him eye where Bailey was sitting.

      “No. That’s it, we’re done. One of each is plenty.”

      “Even though Bailey isn’t your birth son?”

      Kenny cleared his throat. “Listen, Jude. I can’t take back what I said about you not being around all the time. But you’re a great dad to Bailey and I do realize how hard it must be for you to share him with me.”

      “It is,” Jude said. His admission didn’t surprise me. He’d told me this himself.

      “Bailey’s got the best of both worlds. He has you and he has us and that’s what he’s always known,” Kenny said.

      “Not always,” Jude snapped, unable to keep the irritation out of his tone.

      “No, and she was wrong to do what she did. But we can’t change the past. But by the same token, I don’t expect you to treat Maisie-Jo any different either. If we’re this family you confess us to be, there will be times when I guess I’ll want you to invite her along for visits too. Bailey and his sister will be just that. I don’t want them treated any differently than you do.”

      Jude considered Kenny’s comment and glanced over toward me. I grinned because despite all Jude’s protests about two kids, a house and a dog, it had become apparent to him from the smile on his face, all that was missing was the dog.

      For now, we were happy with our lives as they were, but in the future who knows, maybe by being with me, Jude Collymore’s list of undesirables would grow into something more.

      
        
        The End

      

      

      
        
        You’ll find more appearances from Jude and Esther when they pop up in Levi’s story; the next in the PulseTunes Rock Gods series – UNTIL LEVI coming soon …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            UNTIL JUDE BOOK PLAYLIST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        #1 You Can’t Always Get What You Want - Rolling Stones.

        #2 Psychosocial - Slipknot

        #3 Don’t Be Shy - Ties and Carole G

        #4 Sexy Back Justin Timberlake

        #5 Caught Up In You - 38 Special

        #6 Need You Tonight - INXS

        #7 I’m Walking Away - Craig David

        #8 I Can’t Make You Love Me - George Michael

        #9 I Remember You - Skid Row

        #10 Heroes - David Bowie

        #11 Señorita - Shawn Mendes and Camila Cabello

        #12 Dirty - Christina Aguilera

        #13 Love Is Strange - Mickey and Silvia

        #14 Time of My Life - Bill Medley and Jennifer Warnes.
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